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CHAPTER 1

Sites of International Memory

Glenda Sluga, Kate Darian- Smith, and Madeleine Herren

T he statues, plaques, street names, practices, and other material and 
intangible forms of historical remembrance found in the cities and 
places where we live are everyday reminders that the collective 

memory of the past is everywhere. Some of these sites of memory are intended 
to celebrate and honor local events, others attest to the need to record and 
celebrate historical moments and people who are tied to wider narratives of 
nations and empires. This volume studies sites of international memory: the 
commemoration of a twentieth-century past when international ideas, insti-
tutions, and experiences also mattered. 

Consider the memorial (Figure 1.1) unveiled to great pomp and ceremony 
in 1909 in the Swiss city of Berne marking the thirtieth anniversary, and the 
headquarters, of the Universal Postal Union (UPU). The memorial’s design 
was the product of a competition that required attention to how the world 
might be represented, and how a model of international cooperation might 
appear. Entitled Around the World, the massive monument (ten meters high 
and four meters across) was constructed in bronze and granite by the French 
sculptor René de Saint- Marceaux, and depicts the earth’s globe embraced by 
five female figures in classical robes. Each figure represents one of the conti-
nents of the world, and each is frozen in the act of transmitting communi-
cations, one to the other, as if linked in a dance. The figure of Berna, the city 
personified, lies at its base. The monument, and its symbolic representation of 
a really existing technocratic internationalism had currency throughout the 
twentieth century, and was adopted as the UPU’s official logo in 1967. Its motif 
can be found on over 800 postage stamps issued by many of the UPU’s 191 
member nations, including a special 2009 UPU centenary stamp. 
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2 Chapter 1

As significantly, the memorial’s engagement of the ideal of international 
cooperation, like the philatelic culture or even globalization it has supported, 
now seems relatively passé; as the UPU’s relevance has since faded with the 
invention of alternative digital forms of communication and the rise of pop-
ulist nationalism, it has attracted criticism as an old- fashioned and biased 
body.1 It could be argued that in the early twenty- first century, the UPU 
memorial—relatively neglected in one of Berne’s riverside parks—marks an 
absence of international memory. It is against the background of this complex 
landscape of memory and forgetting that we have assembled a collection of 
essays to track the material and textual clues of an international past, often 
simultaneously imperial and national, cosmopolitan and global, and only 
sometimes self- consciously remembered.

Half a century ago, the French historian Pierre Nora’s three- volume Lieux 
de mémoire (Sites of Memory) seeded a revolutionary analysis of the making 

Figure 1.1. Weltpostdenkmal (Autour du monde—René de Saint- Marceaux 1909). 
Photo credit: Gürkan Sengün, CC BY- SA 3.0.
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 Sites of International Memory 3

and nature of national communities.2 Nora’s historical focus was on the politics 
of memory—its significance, structures, and purposes—with the nation serv-
ing as the point of reference. Sites of International Memory builds on Nora’s 
innovation and other more recent work on the transnational nature of memory 
to recover and map twentieth- century international lieux de mémoire. These 
sites include the range of subjects- objects Nora catalogued as national sites of 
memory: memorials and buildings, libraries and books, passports and stamps. 
We bring a focus on the politics of memory to the accelerating historical interest 
in the last hundred years of international forms of governance and thinking. 

Since the 2000s, just as the valence of international norms and institutions 
declines, and new nationalisms intensify across the globe, a new international 
history—the offspring of the marriage of political, social, and cultural histori-
cal methods—is zooming in on the internal workings of multilateral institu-
tions through the twentieth century, the liberal and illiberal internationalisms 
that nurtured their relevance, and the individuals who were key international 
actors.3 Historians of all stripes are drawing attention to the affect of interna-
tionalisms, and their effects on how we understand the potential and limits of 
nation- states, including the movements for collective rights and representa-
tion exploited by internationally organized women or colonial subjects with 
national ambitions.4 The influence of the new international history means 
we now know much more about intergovernmental bodies such as the inter-
war League of Nations and its ambitions, bureaucracies, and extensive social 
underpinnings. 

Historical investigations have also opened up the inner workings of inter-
governmental bodies such as the International Labour Organisation (ILO) 
as well as the UN and its offshoots such as the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).5 This scholarship is captur-
ing the regional and national connections between a left to right political 
spectrum of international thinking and institutions. It is also paying close 
attention to how internationalisms were caught up in imperial and colo-
nial entanglements, reflecting at times the arrival of the globalized “cos-
mopolitized” world.6 In other words, the memory of this international past is 
not only traceable through the installation of international institutions, it can 
also be traced through the ideas of liberal and socialist internationalists, colo-
nial and postcolonial internationalisms, and across local, national, and uni-
versal levels of political agitation. Situated at the intersections of such wider 
historical lines of inquiry into the geopolitics and fraught ambivalences of “a 
world connecting,” this volume sets out to map material and ideological sites 
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4 Chapter 1

of international memory, to interrogate the political and cultural legacies of 
the recent international past, as evident in conceptualizations of nationhood 
and identity today.7 

Sites of International Memory

Historians are now well- practiced in the study of lieux de mémoire: whether 
explicit in material forms of community and national identities, or implicit in 
the drawing of territorial and national borders and the symbolic representa-
tions and locations tied to these, or in a vast array of tangible and intangible 
objects and heritage. Written and visual culture, social and cultural practices, 
and commemorative events and their depictions, are all conventionally under-
stood as sources of tangible and non- tangible memory. More recently, and in 
the context of the flourishing field of cross- disciplinary memory studies, his-
torians no longer only focus on the social memory or collective memory of 
nations and their communities, but also aim to capture wider transnational 
flows of identity and experience that cross sovereign borders.8 New scholarly 
discussions have moved away from the default national framings of lieux de 
mémoire in other ways: whether by testing and fleshing out the potential of 
memory- making and its memorialization as it has occurred in imperial and 
global settings; or by addressing broader national and community memories 
that may be detached from patrimonial narratives or invested in them. This can 
be seen too in the historical experiences and expressed forms of memory that 
are associated with international migration and the identities and connections 
of diasporic communities, even when they invoke national imperatives and 
interests.9 In acknowledging the mobilities of memory, for example, Michael 
Rothberg’s influential conceptualization of noeuds de mémoire, or “knots of 
memory,” and his work on “multidirectional memory” is one example of how 
memory scholarship has increasingly accommodated the complicated and 
evolving layered relation of remembrance to the nation.10 For Rothberg, the 
public sphere—where historical memories are given material and symbolic 
validation through commemorative forms—is not limited to the contestation 
between differing groups for representation within national states. Rather it is 
a non- nation- specific discursive space enabling new identities and interests to 
come into being. 

In the midst of the expanding historical debates about the locations, scales, 
and forms of individual and collective memory, memory across space and 
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 Sites of International Memory 5

time, the essays presented here locate forms of memory—and the remember-
ing and forgetting of historical events—in diverse international settings that 
call up various historically specific political, cultural, and ideological defi-
nitions of international. Rather than ascribe to any one version of memory 
studies, the contributors to Sites of International Memory explore a range of 
approaches. Among them is the conceptualization of historical memory as 
palimpsest. In using this specific image of the layering of meaning, the open-
ing essays by Jay Winter and Philippa Hetherington signpost the relation-
ship of national memory to more expansive international and transnational 
perspectives on the recent past. As a celebrated interpreter of Nora’s work, 
Winter interrogates how multilayered, and concealed forms of memory may 
disappear and reappear to achieve a potentially contradictory meaning in cor-
responding historical contexts. Hetherington refocuses our attention on sites 
of memory as at once personal, localized, national, international, and trans-
national. In all cases, particular places and objects concentrate individual 
experiences and their meaning within widening frames, spanning countries 
and borders, and gaining their significance through networks, institutions, 
and ideas that are beyond national interests. Taking an alternative conceptual 
frame, Rohan Howitt experiments with the geological idea of stratigraphy to 
evoke the layering of local, national, and imperial pasts that combine (and 
compete) in the constitution of sites of international memory.

In general, the essays in Sites of International Memory demonstrate 
through case studies the links between commemorative artifacts (such as 
memorials or medallions), institutions (such as libraries or museums), pop-
ular culture (including movies and literary and visual texts) and their con-
texts, whether in relation to liberal and socialist internationalisms, state and 
nonstate international organizations, or personal ambitions. In this respect, 
this scholarship reveals the relevance of the international to the layered mate-
riality of national, imperial, and postcolonial pasts. Indeed, just as historians 
now view internationalism through the perspective of nesting and competing 
communities, identities, and polities, this volume is intended to contribute to 
a historiography of international memory that exposes the tensions and con-
vergences between the local and the global, routing through national, impe-
rial, transnational, and global historical landscapes.

Across this volume too, many essays share an interest in the forgotten 
status of sites of international memory. Nora’s foundational work still pro-
vides a useful provocation on this point, theorizing that sites of memory 
occur in the absence of a community with “an immense and intimate fund of 
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6 Chapter 1

memory,” where memory survives “only as a reconstituted object beneath the 
gaze of critical history.”11 In other words, the memory of the past comes into 
being because that past no longer exists.12 In the case of sites of international 
memory, the material evidence of that past, and its destruction, are equally 
significant, and point to the politics of memory in the sense that the inter-
national past has in fact been forgotten or rendered irrelevant. The authors 
trace such evidence—in its presence and absence—through the multiple and 
layered histories of places and events, in evolving political and social contexts. 
The evolving utility and political and popular understandings of the function 
of civic buildings, for example, are the focus of some chapters in this collec-
tion. Here we might consider, too, the neo- Renaissance red- brick solidity of 
the Vredspaleis—the Peace Palace built in The Hague on the instructions of 
the famous 1907 peace conference with the funding of the Scottish- American 
philanthropist Andrew Carnegie—or the expansive 1930s modernism of the 
Palais des Nations (also the product of an international competition) located 
on Geneva’s own lake shores, once home to the League of Nations and now a 
campus of the UN. Like the famous skyscraper in Midtown Manhattan built 
as the official headquarters of the UN in 1951, these earlier buildings were 
designed to celebrate the idea of the international through such explicit ele-
ments as external and internal decorative sculpture and artwork. Then there 
is the internationalist symbolism of purpose- built conference sites that exists 
outside of Western locales, not least Africa Hall in Addis Ababa. Constructed 
in 1961 as the headquarters of the United Nations Economic Commission for 
Africa, its meaning in the world order is now buried in the changing skyline 
and everyday life of that city, and in the nationalist narratives of postcolonial 
African internationalism that won out.

While the memory of the material and ideological origins of many build-
ings intended to manifest international ambitions may have been long rele-
gated to the past, they nonetheless act as sites of memory- making in other 
ways, accommodating documentary archives, oral histories, and special-
ist collections that attest to the history and influences of their twentieth- 
century internationalist origins. The purpose of essays within this book is 
to reexamine the histories of such places, surfacing the original intentions 
of these buildings as the embodiment of historically situated internationalist 
impulses while tracking forms of memory- making and the unstable politics 
of memory across time and place. The essay on New York by Sarah Dunstan, 
David Goodman, and Glenda Sluga, notes the successive rise and fall of inter-
nationalisms in the urban fabric of Manhattan. This is a history of memory 
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 Sites of International Memory 7

that connects the late nineteenth- century and nationalist Statue of Liberty 
to the internationalism of the UN; the creation of the UN to the suppres-
sion of the memories of the League of Nations, the first major experiment 
in international governance tainted by its failures; the UN project, over the 
decades of its existence, to displaced memories and counternarratives of New 
York’s cosmopolitan and global as well as internationalist pasts. Then there 
are the seeming absences within this history of the memory of international-
ism. Madeleine Herren’s essay reminds us that the North Pole was perceived 
as both empty space and global commons, signifying both a geographical 
absence and a presence. This dual representation was evident in the design 
of the official UN flag adopted in 1946, the aim of which was to signal an 
internationalism that overrode national territorial boundaries by having the 
“empty space” of the Arctic at its center.

Drawing on a range of historical sources and approaches, Sites of Interna-
tional Memory interrogates recent and ongoing debates among scholars about 
the ownership of textual, material and place- based memories, the implications 
for nations and communities where these memories are challenged, and the 
tensions (productive or not) between local and global responses to the remem-
brance of historic international events and phenomena that may continue to 
influence social views and political ambitions. The volume investigates who 
and what contributes to the making of international memories, and their ongo-
ing relevance today; how sites of memory develop over time and in response 
to changing imperatives, including, as Eric Paglia and Sverker Sörlin’s essay 
on Stockholm notes, the Anthropocene and the crisis of climate change. Ulti-
mately, the contributors to Sites of International Memory posit the need for a 
new historiography of identity- building across borders that acknowledges the 
international as a characteristic site of memory in the twentieth century and 
the role of international memory- making in new perspectives on, and narra-
tives of, international pasts. 

International Memories from Local to Global

We have organized Sites of International Memory around four thematic parts 
that investigate international ideas, practices, policies, and institutions and 
how their impact on public and private experience have been variously cele-
brated, commemorated, forgotten, and reinvented by individuals, by states 
and other kinds of actors over the course of the twentieth and twenty- first 
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8 Chapter 1

centuries. We begin by locating sites of international memory in relation to 
the most familiar and yet contested sources of national memory in modern 
experience: war and migration. 

In Part I, “From National to International Sites of Memory,” Jay Winter 
teases out a typology of memory by redefining three sites of national war 
memorialization as either international or transnational in character: the His-
torial de la Grande Guerre, located on the Somme battlefield and opened in 
1992; the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, inaugurated in Berlin in 
2004; and the launch in 2014 of the Anneau de la Mémoire or Ring of Memory, 
erected on the hill of Notre- Dame- de-Lorette in France and listing the names 
of more than half a million victims across nationalities who died in World 
War I. He argues that each of these memorials of twentieth- century war can 
be seen as a palimpsest, their multiple layers of meaning about the past in the 
present as likely to evoke international as local, national, and transnational 
memories. For Philippa Hetherington, the Nansen passport, which arose from 
the international governance of Europe’s post–World War I refugee problem, 
is also a palimpsest onto which international and national, insider and out-
sider, inclusive and exclusive memories have been simultaneously projected. 
Hetherington restores not only the significance of the Nansen passport in the 
determination of individual lives but also how it shaped individual subjectiv-
ities invested in narratives of internationalism as much as empire and nation.

Part II, “From Imperial to Postcolonial Sites of International Memory- 
Making,” locates the imperial and postcolonial contexts of state- based memory- 
making in a series of telling case studies that are more commonly associated 
with the histories of colonization and national expansion—the Boxer War, ter-
ritorial competition in the polar regions, and China’s current Silk Road ambi-
tions. In these specific settings, the authors each explore alternative readings 
of how state and nonstate actors either intentionally or unintentionally evoked 
international, even universalizing memories. Dominique Biehl’s essay concerns 
the geopolitics of the international concessions in China that were created by 
the commercially and militarily intrusive European empires. When war broke 
out between these imperial nations in 1899, the response within the conces-
sions led to the invention of complex and distinctive sites of deliberately inter-
national, as well as imperial, and national memories of the conflict. During and 
after the war, non- Chinese communities sought to place their stamp on the 
meaning and memory of the Boxer Rebellion in ways that reflected their claims 
and international status within the Chinese setting. They commissioned the 
Peking Siege Medal to recognize the existence of a self- identified international 
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 Sites of International Memory 9

community, along with plans for a monument and international cemetery, and 
the commemoration of a piece of artillery known as the International Gun. 
As importantly, these self- conscious attempts to create international sites of 
memory of Western experiences of the Boxer Rebellion were ultimately unsuc-
cessful. In the longer term it was the national narratives and Chinese memories 
of that imperial war which dominated.

Ralph Weber’s discussion of China’s more contemporary resurrection and 
renegotiation of a long national memory of the Silk Road moves us into a 
radically altered international setting. Weber argues that the manufacture by 
the Chinese state of a historical presence that spans national borders today 
serves to gild its expansionist ambition with a legitimacy and authority 
bestowed by the cultural international past that is the idea of the Silk Road. 

When Madeleine Herren turns our attention to the Arctic, we find a 
completely distinctive and so- called empty space not easily filled with any 
memory. Herren argues that the Arctic is a site of international memory that 
exists beyond territoriality, offering a focal point for the investigation of new 
forms of remembrance and identity- building, including denoting an envi-
ronmental universalism that addresses humankind beyond national or even 
international institutions. In his chapter on Antarctica, Rohan Howitt takes 
up a similar analysis at the other end of the earth. Here, at the world’s south-
ernmost edge, the memory stratigraphy of Port Lockroy reveals it as the site 
of rival imperialisms and internationalisms.

The essays in Part III, “City- Sites of International Memory,” explore the 
built fabric of cities as sites of international memory, where the materiality of 
that memory is buried, exposed and obscured. While the contemporary politi-
cal geography of cities locates them firmly in nation- states, we see that cities 
have acted as hubs for political activism by nonstate actors, as well as state 
actors, engaged in global endeavors. Carolien Stolte explores the attraction of a 
non- metropolitan Tashkent as a site of radical and utopian strands of shifting 
twentieth- century Asian/Indian internationalisms; Beatrice Wayne examines 
Africa Hall in Addis Ababa as a forgotten site of African/Black international-
isms and the contested visions of anticolonial worldmaking that arose around 
decolonization. Sarah Dunstan, David Goodman, and Glenda Sluga explore 
New York as a site of the intersecting memories of cosmopolitan, global, and 
international pasts, where the cosmopolitan invokes cultural communities, 
the global economic conditions, and the international the influence of inter-
nationalist movements since the late nineteenth century. Their analysis draws 
out the contested race- differentiated sites of those movements over this same 
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period. Like Addis Ababa, remapping New York’s internationalist past brings 
us closer to a complex understanding of the diverse Black internationalisms 
inspired by the invention of the UN and even in opposition to it; in Addis 
Ababa, as Wayne notes in her complex deconstruction of the significance of 
the Africa Hall building, we can see the role of memory in competing versions 
of African/Black internationalisms, and which wins out. The contested nature 
of African unity, and of its national or supranational form, are fought out in the 
design and purpose of Africa Hall, and the idea of the “spirit of Addis Ababa,” 
evoked in memory of the “spirit of Geneva.” For Stolte, the reconstruction of 
Indian memories of the international purpose of the regional hub of Tashkent 
is necessary in the absence of material evidence given the repeated rebuild-
ing of the city and destruction of the layers of the past since the 1920s across 
shifting geopolitical thresholds. By contrast, Eric Paglia and Sverker Sörlin are 
able to map the city of Stockholm as a crucial site for the memorialization of 
environmental global governance as a kind of public history.

Part IV, “Memory- Making and Multilateral Institutions,” engages with 
international institutions and their multilateral ambitions alongside the idea 
of the “heritage of humanity” in the past and the present. These essays look at 
how international mobilities and laws have fostered new sites of collective and 
world memory. Roland Burke’s fascinating study of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR) examines the memory of the document since its 
acceptance by the United National General Assembly in 1948. The UN granted 
the UDHR an officially designated calendar day to encourage its commemo-
ration and spur wider reflection on human rights as an ongoing struggle. The 
valorization of the UDHR’s virtues required it to affirm a timeless universalism 
as a universal international memory beyond both space and time.

In their analysis of the ideas promulgated by the powerful concept of a 
“universal cultural heritage” that exists beyond national, regional, or cultural 
borders or definitions, Kristal Buckley and Kate Darian- Smith turn to ongo-
ing controversies between member states in UNESCO’s iconic world heritage 
system and its lesser- known Memory of the World program. The diplomatic 
and institutional politics of heritage nominations have become the sites at 
which competing notions of international, world, and human communities 
have jostled alongside understandings of cultural value and human rights to 
promote the protection and conservation of places and practices of univer-
sal significance for humanity. Debates around such world heritage programs 
substantially illuminate the tensions between the national and international 
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 Sites of International Memory 11

memorializations seen in other contexts of historical commemoration and 
how these shape national and cultural identities. 

In the final chapter in this volume, Alanna O’Malley introduces the “cos-
mos of internationalism” through a close study of the published memoirs of 
two idealistic and extraordinary women employed by the UN Secretariat from 
the 1950s to the 1990s. She demonstrates how different individual memories 
can divert and contest the official historical narratives of the UN by revealing 
the gaps between the lofty idealism of internationalism and the daily tedium 
of bureaucracy and decision- making within a gendered and hierarchical work-
place. O’Malley’s dive into the history of the UN through the gendered perspec-
tive of memoirs reminds us again of the very personal dimension in the politics 
of memory that swirl within and around institutional sites of internationalism.

Conclusion

Our present feels far distant from the rhythms and cadences of a century ago, 
when the the UPU memorial was intended to symbolize the triumph of an 
international outlook—or internationalism—encompassing political multi-
lateralism and economic liberalism. It is against the background of this rela-
tive amnesia that the rich case studies and approaches of the essays collected 
are intended to draw historical attention to the resonance and remnants of 
the international in the remembered and forgotten past: When, why, and how 
have international sites of memory been remembered or forgotten? How have 
memories of the institutional, intellectual, and material traces of the interna-
tional past worked to enhance and diminish the history of politics?

Sites of International Memory is an intervention that steps out of the meth-
odological nationalism that was long the default location for historical memory 
studies and, as importantly, pushes forward ambitions for a methodological 
cosmopolitanism. We hope this collection will be considered a vital contri-
bution to empirical explorations of “the reality of the ‘cosmopolitan outlook,’” 
and to the historicization of the cosmopolitanized world so far unexplored 
by either international history or memory studies, or the heritage literature.13 
The essays collected here remind us that memory makes community, whether 
memories of cities or buildings, geographical locations such as the Arctic, or 
objects such as Nansen passports issued by states for deterritorialized subjects, 
or human rights bills promoted by intergovernmental organizations to make 
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the abstract more material. In each of these distinctive cases, the mapping of 
the international past radically shifts depending on whose memories matter, 
and what we have remembered.

Given the social and political turmoil of the twenty- first century, and 
its resurgent populist nationalisms, presuming that shared memory has an 
identity- building function beyond the nation- state in international/transna-
tional contexts may seem misguided. However, the accumulating evidence—
including in debates about transitional justice, for example—is confirming the 
crucial ongoing function of transnational heritage and memory institutions in 
our own times.14 Indeed, the history of memory practices reveals a process of 
continuous evolution in response to wider cultural currents and shifting geo-
political realities. If, as we argue, sites of international memory exist at the inter-
sections of national, imperial, and overtly international territorial domains, 
these intersections return us to crucial questions about the specificity of sites 
of international memory, in contradistinction and in relationship to other con-
ceptual framings, not least cosmopolitan, global, and planetary identifications.

As a global pandemic unfolds and, at the time of writing, a new war was 
waged by Russia against Ukraine, it is timely to reflect on reconceived ways of 
remembering twentieth- century internationalisms. Just as the narratives of war 
extricate layers of older histories, the desire for peace is increasingly argued in 
the institutional and normative terms of an international past, remembered in 
conventions, processes, and institutions. Even if sites of international memory 
are often about forgetting as much as remembering, the work of historians is 
surely to excavate the forgotten from the layers of memory work to re- center 
the displaced and furnish a richer understanding of the lost past. From the 
perspective of a methodological cosmopolitanism, forgetting is all the more 
reason to remember. Remembering is not simply an act of courtesy, it can also 
be a more radical gesture, expanding our horizons of future orientation. 

We dedicate this volume to the memory of our colleague, the late Philippa 
Hetherington, an inspired and inspiring historian of Russia, and a generous 
fellow- traveler in all- things- international history. 
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