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[T]he technology of the mirror, perfected and marketed by Venice in the early sixteenth century, first enabled people literally to reflect on a whole picture of themselves. By contrast, before the sixteenth century, blown glass mirrors magnified what was near their surface and this made it difficult for people to see their whole appearance. In all this, there was an enrichment of the sense of self (Roger Smith, 1997)

Autobiographical Memory and the Postmodern Sensibility


The topic of autobiographical memory might seem out of place in a volume dedicated to flexibility in the workplace.  But a little reflection on the social and cultural context in which flexibility becomes a desired goal for work suggests that autobiographical memory is very much implicated in such scheduling issues. The fragmented sense of time and activity that has come to characterize our lives both at the workplace and beyond has significant implications for how one constructs a coherent sense of self.  


What has been called the “postmodern” sensibility emerges from a world which privileges diversity over homogeneity, multi-tasking over focused attention, and a kind of “activity fetishism” that values increasing tasks not only as a pragmatic strategy for getting things done but as an often overlooked marker of middle-class status (Shore 2003a).  The busyness of modern life and its scheduling practices have important implications for the ways in which we are constructing the “remembered lives” of ourselves and our children. 


At Emory’s Center for Myth and Ritual in American Life (MARIAL Center), a Sloan Center on Working Families, we have focused our attention on the functioning of myth and ritual in working families in the American South.  Everyday routine and more symbolically loaded ritual have important functions in social life for creating and scaffolding both social and personal autobiographical memory (Baxandall 1872/1988, Casey 1987, Conway 1997, Donald 1991,  Küchler and Melion 1991, Shore 1999, Tulving 1983).  The expansion of flexible scheduling into our work routines does not invalidate the importance of the role of ritualization in the construction of remembered lives.   On the contrary, the importance of understanding the likely of such temporal and spatial fragmentation on our abilities to experience our lives as coherent could not be more important.  


In this paper, I will examine a ethnographic example of how working families in the South are using ritual to help support family members’ autobiographical memory.  Ritual can provide for families a significant measure of coherence in autobiographical memory in an environment that is increasingly challenging our ability to produce a continuous sense of self for both the individual and the family.  


What is autobiographical memory?  The term is used by cognitive psychologists to refer to a fundamental component of the human memory system that is implicated in a major way in grounding our continuing sense of self.   Schroots and Dijkum define autobiographical memory as “a type of episodic memory for information related to the self, both in the form of memories (retrospective AM) and expectations (prospective AM)” (Schroots and van Dijkum 2004:1).  Autobiographical memory includes long-term memory structures of places, people, sensory experiences and events that provide the memory landmarks for our sense of both the changes and continuities in our lives.  Retrospective AM refers to the retrieval of memories and sense experience from one’s past, while prospective AM refers to the retrieval of anticipated events and experiences that are also stored in present memory (Schroots and van Dijkum 2004:1; Crovitz & Schiffman, 1974; Rubin, 1986).1  In this paper we are interested mainly in retrospective autobiographical memory. 


Psychology and Anthropology share an interest in such memory, but tend to differ in where they look for it. The dominant interest in cognitive science is in the anatomical topography of autobiographical memory, and the locus of memory is assumed to be “in the head.”  For anthropologists, however, the interest in autobiographical memory locates such memory “outdoors,” in the structures of discourse, social relations, ritual activities and significant objects that shape the creation of long-term memories and thus in part determine the “shape” of a remembered life.  


The ambiguous “inside-outside” character of memory is implied by the fact that we sometimes refer to external memory objects like photographs, or special objects as “memories” even though most of us understand that the actual locus of our memories is in our heads rather than in the world.  By implication we acknowledge that our memory is strongly tied to a complex world of memory triggers, much of which is socially constructed.  From this perspective it is possible to think of autobiographical memory as having an ethnographic dimension. 


In this paper we will explore two important facets of autobiographical memory that share a grounding in family experience.  The first I term “identity updating.” Identity updating refers to the way certain social frames provide a context for shaping both significant continuities and significant transitions in one’s sense of self.  The second facet of autobiographical memory explored in this paper is the social construction of  “joint family memory,” the shared memories that constitute a family’s sense of its common story and its proprietary anecdotes that serve as joint landmarks of family identity.

Identity Updating


An under-studied aspect of autobiographical memory is a phenomenon I call “identity updating.”   The need for periodic identity updating presumes a basic gap between the self we think and feel we are and the self which other people see when they encounter us. Many people share a disconcerting experience when they catch sight of themselves in a mirror or a photograph.  The reflection they see in the image does not seem to be them at all.   The image is surely recognizable as oneself, but it is not experienced as an accurate rendering of the self.  Usually, it is a decade or more too old. 


This perception gap is related to a fundamental double-character of the self.2  At any given time each of us has self that is perceived by others, an evolving self, to be sure,  that is always localized in particular time and space.  This is the Observed Self.  In addition to this Observed Self , we each have an Intuited Self, a self-representation of who we think and feel we are at a given point in our lives.   As Roger Smith (1997) has argued, our experience of the Internal Self  has been decisively influenced by technological innovations such as the invention of the flat mirror in  16th century Venice or, more recently, the proliferation of photography and videography. 


The familiar mirror anomaly suggests that the Observed Self and the Intuited Self are not identical.  There appears to be a significant gap between who we think and feel we are and the person who others see and interact with.  I am not aware of any formal research that has been carried out on this identity gap between Observed and Internal Selves. I have informally asked many individuals I know about the identity gap and differences between the Observed and Intuited selves. Almost everyone I have interviewed about this phenomenon, ranging from teenagers to the elderly, recognizes it immediately and is able to tell me who they are “inside.”  


The individuals I have interviewed seem to feel themselves to be approximately 25% younger than they actually are (the gap in actual years seem to increase with age).  Interestingly enough, people tended not to frame this difference in years but rather in terms of autobiographical “frames of reference.”  Rather than stating that they felt like they were 45 when they were actually 60, people tended to reference their felt identity in relation to biographical landmarks or past “chunks” of their lives. Their current internal identity was framed periods such as “when they were in college” or “when their kids were in middle-school” or “when they lived in a certain house.”  The tendency to use the past tense suggested the paradox of identity updating. People know they are getting older, that time is passing.  People acknowledge this passage of time, even as they appropriate a past biographical frame to ground their current sense of self.  


Of course these two selves are not totally independent, but are always in a kind of dialog with one another.   Our intuitions about our ourselves are shaped in part by numerous kinds of chronologically based feedback– “chrono-cues” that insistently remind us of the passage of time.   Among the the most obvious chrono-cues come from our bodies– changes ranging from the development of secondary sex characteristics around puberty to debilitating changes in body size and shape, in mobility and joint pain as we age.  Many of these physical chrono-cues that help or force us to update our sense of self over the life-course are experienced more or less tacitly, just below the threshold of awareness.  But the onset of age and illness can bring on dramatic changes in how we experience our body, changes that increase one’s awareness of the intrinsic embodiment of our sense of self (Leder 1990, Murphy 1987). 

Social Chrono-Cues


Less obvious but equally important are the chrono-cues that are built into social interactions. The social scaffolding of current identity includes markers for numerous components of an identity such as marital, professional, and reproductive status.  The most common cues, however, are those that signal one’s relative age.  In the West, the celebration of birthdays is the most common social marker of age.  As one gets older, annual birthday celebrations  generally become more muted as if to blunt the social recognition of the passing of time, and the ritual emphasis shifts to the celebration of  “landmark birthdays” marking the decade rather than the year.  For the octogenarian (and older), the celebrations may well shift back to marking annual birthdays, as if living another year were now equal in significance what the decade represented earlier on.  


For children aging is socially marked not only by birthdays but by marked changes in ritual like changing bedtimes, or (for teenagers) the acquisition of a fake ID for buying alcohol, or the birthday that means one no longer needs a fake ID.  Recently I was taken aback when, for the first time in my life, I was offered the senior discount at the local movie theater. I was even more surprised to discover that the offer was perfectly reasonable and that I could legally take the discount.  Forms of address are very common social indices of one’s change in both age and social status.  In both address and reference “boys” become “men” and “girls” “women” or “ladies” until we are old enough to refer to ourselves as boys and girls again– this time as a kind of jocular euphemism.3   


Over the four decades I have been visiting Samoa I have been publically  “updated” in age-status by the gradually shift in the way people address me.  Over the years I have gradually evolved from  tama (boy) to tamāloa (man) to, recently,  toea’ina (old man), marking a Samoan model of my developmental life both socially and physically.  This open acknowledgment of aging (along with its physical signs such as increasing girth or grey hair) is an important kind of social scaffolding of age, and tends to decrease the gap between Observed and Intuited Selves. 


In American practice this kind of public recognition of one’s aging is somewhat more muted, due to the American values of youth and productive activity.4  Thus we mark linguistically stages of aging through mature adulthood, but starting around “middle-age” we begin the process of linguistic muting of aging.  We might refer to someone as “middle-aged” or “old” but most Americans would not use such terms as forms of address. We don’t generally acknowledge old age directly.  Instead we translate terms like “old man” and “old woman” into awkward euphemisms like “seniors” or “senior citizens.” Such euphemisms only serve to highlight in a negative way the status they are intended to mask.5  The ambivalence of such terms is included in their message they convey by their use.. 


Our social environment may effectively mask our awareness of our changing identity in other ways as well.  For example schools are social environments with a number of explicit chrono-cues for children.  Grade-level designations, as well as landmark privileges (especially for the most senior students), are ways that schools clearly scaffold changing age and social status for the students.  For teachers, however, the school environment may effectively blunt the perception of changing time.  Years may pass, but for any teacher who teaches at a particular grade level, their students never age, depriving the teachers of a powerful chrono-cue for their own identity updating.  

Identity Updating Within the Context of Family


For most of us, family provides the most important framework within which we assess our changing identity.  While in American culture some important aspects of social identity such as professional status or educational status are not often marked within the family context, the family provides the most significant framework of social markers by which we assess and update our evolving sense of self.  


That the family serves a particularly important role in identity updating may not be surprising, but it is not completely obvious why this should be so.  It is interesting to consider three significant reasons for the special status of the family as a reference frame for identity updating.  

· Emotional Valence. Relations within the family tend to be emotionally charged, and therefore changes in one’s role within the family will tend to have an important emotional valance.

· Universal Relevance.  Many of the roles and within the framework of family ties are universally recognized and experienced by members of a community. Thus they provide meaningful reference points for one’s identity even to people not within your own family. 

· Reciprocity of Perspective.  An often overlooked aspect of kin statuses is that they are inherently relational.  One is a mother only by virtue of her relations to her children. A man is never instrinsically an uncle, but only in relation to one’s sibling’s children.6  This relational matrix of family relations has an intrinsically reciprocal dynamic lacking in absolute status terms like “architect” or “New Yorker.”  In some cases such as parent-child relations, the reciprocals are inherently asymmetrical.  I am a child only insofar as you are a parent. In English this asymmetry is characteristic of relations between opposite sex siblings, whereby I am your brother by virtue of your being my sister.7  For same sex siblings or for cousins the reciprocal is fully symmetrical.  For a male, to have a brother is also to be a brother.  The same is true for cousins and for any term not sex-linked. 



Kin statuses thus model identity in two reciprocal ways: being kin implies having kin.  This means that developing one’s own internal kin status (e.g., “I am a sister”) is related to observing this status in others  (e.g., “I have a sister”).   In some cases (as with becoming a sibling) the reciprocal relationship is simultaneous and the internal status is always paralleled by an observed reciprocal relationship.  A male becomes a brother at the same time as he gains a brother.  In other cases the reciprocal is more contingent and develops only over time.  This is true for all lineal kin ties.  One may learn a lot about how to care for a child by first having been a child.  But one is always a child/grandchild before one is a parent/grandparent.  Here the reciprocity of the kin relationship is an important aspect of growth and social development.  At some point in one’s life it is likely that the reciprocal statuses will coincide and we can be at once both a parent and a child.8   These various forms of identity reciprocity that are built into family relations are central aspects of the way we rely on external models for our developing sense of self.  In a sense one does not become just a father or a mother, but rather eventually discovers oneself becoming (in both positive and negative senses) one’s own father or mother.   Growing up within a family necessarily engages an eventual exchange of perspectives.  Such a taking on of another’s perspective is essential to the kind of social learning involved in human socialization and identity formation.9  This kind of reciprocity of status, the capacity to identify with others and take on important aspects of their identity is an important way that people eventually narrow the gap between Observed and Intuited Selves.

Camp Meeting: A Ritual Framework for Identity Updating


Rituals are particularly important sources of autobiographical memory.  Rites of passage such as weddings, funerals, Bar Mitzvahs, birthdays, and other anniversaries establish important landmarks in the life course of both individuals and families (Turner 1969/1977, 1982; van Gennap 1960).  They serve as socially salient and easily communicable shared reference points for autobiographical memory.  Rites of passage are important for autobiographical memory because they represent events that are more of less unique in an individual life-story in formats that are conventional and socially shared.  They provide a collective language for expressing individual moments, and thus are a key way of reconciling personal and collective experience (Shore 1998b).  Rites of passage celebrate use predictable ritual forms to mark what are often unique changes in individual’s lives.  The ritual forms provide a sense of deep continuity just as the changes they mark symbolize powerful forms of discontinuity.. 


Another important ritual form that bridges change and continuity are “rites of reaggregation,” rituals that periodically bring together people with close ties but who are normally scattered.  This fundamental “social” role of ritual in producing periodic moments of solidarity for dispersed communities suggests the classic Durkheimian reading of ritual (Durkheim 1915).  For Americans the reaggregation of dispersed extended families is probably the most salient function of our most important holiday season beginning with Thanksgiving and ending with New Years. 


The concern with reuniting a scattered family emerges from the basic structure of the American middle-class family and its characteristic developmental cycle (Shore 2003a).  Lacking joint property and economic interests to keep siblings together after they leave their childhood homes to establish their own families and careers, American middle-class families function in fact as temporary institutions which function basically for socializing children to set out on their own.  Yet clearly Americans appear reluctant to acknowledge the short life of their families, and are drawn to a wide variety of nostalgic and idealized representations of their families as enduring far beyond their actual life-span.  Protecting and preserving the fragile middle-class family has become a very potent political and religious issue in contemporary American life. 


Responding to these nostalgic American yearnings to revive the family are various forms of home-coming ritual.  In a country that was settled by people who consciously broke away from their communities and families of origin, family reunions are a distinctively American response to the sense of family dispersion.  Perhaps the oldest American family reunion tradition is the Camp Meeting.  Born on the American Frontier in Kentucky and Tennessee during the period of the Second Great Awakening of religious spiritualism following American Independence, the Camp meeting was originally an annual spiritual revival held outdoors in a “brush arbor” and presided over by itinerant Methodist and Presbyterian preachers.  The atmosphere was emotionally charged at the early meetings, which had a notably charismatic character. Campers appear to have measured the success of these early meeting by the number of worshipers who were literally struck down by the Holy Spirit.  


There are currently over two thousand Camp Meetings in the United States.  Each summer for one week in July or August these camp meetings  draw the faithful back to the camp ground to reunite with extended family members in what has become a fusion of a family reunion and a spiritual revival meeting.  The following account of the shaping of autobiographical memory through regular participation in Camp Meeting is drawn from fieldwork done at Salem Campground in central Georgia over a period of five years.  Salem is an old and relatively well known Camp Meeting.  Campers have been coming to Salem every summer since 1828.  Of the current crop of campers, many have been coming for their entire lives. And their families have been camping at Salem for five or six generations. 

Part Family Reunion, Part Spiritual Revival

While not everyone who attends Campo Meeting is related, the Campground is considered to be in some sense a single spiritual family.  The idiom of family reunion, literally true for each “tent” (cabin), filled with extended family members, infuses the the campground as a whole. “The Salem family” they call it.  The annual reunion of campers is consciously viewed as one enormous family reunion.  Here’s how one young man put it: 

Salem is a miracle. It’s a miracle in that it’s like something you look forward to. It’s just like you’re going to visit your cousins you haven’t seen for a long time.  Only they’re not your cousins, man.  So it’s a miracle in that in the Bible it says we are one body and we are brothers and sisters. I believe that. I believe that Mr and Mrs Englehardt are my brothers and sisters.  To me what I would say is, it’s like a spiritual family reunion. 


Another Camper, an older woman, said, echoed these sentiments. But she was at once more direct and more cryptic: “The people who stay here,” she said, “are like family.  And I don’t know how to explain that.”

The camp meeting tradition has always responded to the American need for reaggregation of families, families who have always been on the move.  In the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries family dislocation was embedded in a settler society where many were drawn westward to resettle themselves in the wilderness.  Today the Camp Meeting still responds to a mobile society, but now it’s a society of middle-class families whose notions of upward mobility and career mean frequent moves and no fixed sense of home.  Sitting on rocking chairs in front of their small wooden cabin (campers prefer to call it a “tent”) on the Campground, provides a mother and her grown daughter an opportunity to reflect on the frustrations the frenetic pace and incoherance of their work lives.

M. You know it’s all about multi-tasking.  

D. It is.

M. And that explains a lot of this [Camp Meeting].  

D. It does.  It explains the lure of just being  around people and nothing else..

M. It does.

 D. You know I just don’t want to go down that road. I don’t want to do it at all. I got seven years left.  Josh will be done at school and then I want to move out. I’m tired of it. I’m tired of being in a hurry. 

M. And we’ve just been caught up in all of this.  The Atlanta area has moved outward.

D. But I don’t know where you go. My son’s in south Atlanta at Woodward [School], my husband’s  up in Duluth, I’m in Buckhead, and my daughter’s out here in Conyers [at daycare].  I mean it’s crazy.



M. Yea but what do you do? What do you do?


In a world where one seems to be  always on the move, the Campground serves as a kind of haven from the chaos of middle-class life.  In a world where nothing seems to stand still Salem represents a home that one can return to every year and where time seems to stop. Here’s how Ann Milton, a life-long Salem camper, put it:

My dad was a chaplain in the Air Force and we always moved. I went to ten different schools. We lived all over the United States.  But he’d always tried to get vacation time so we could come back [to Georgia] and be with the family for Camp Meeting. No matter where we were we’d try to get back.  We came from Albany, Georgia twice, Illinois, California, Japan.  And living in so many different homes, and belonging to so many chapels and churches, well this [Salem Campground] was home. Because it was the only thing that was. It stayed, always permanent. You know, that in itself is such a blessing. You know, you see life continuing on, and there’s a feeling of that, there’s a healing feeling that you’re not alone and no matter what happens during the year, you are loved and you’re accepted and God’s going to be with you. And you’re going to make it through. And that’s what it’s about, I think. 


Though now located along an increasingly  busy road in a rapidly suburbanizing but once rural area some 40 miles from Atlanta, the campground itself still retains its bucolic beauty.  For many campers, the din from the road only highlights the tranquility one feels when one sets foot onto the campground. As one elderly camper said “You come off the road and onto this.  It’s very symbolic.  It’s like traveling ten million miles.”  Another Camper, lecturing her Sunday School class at the Campground, saw the steady rhythms of Camp Meeting as a kind of spiritual antidote to the frenetic pace and the questionable values of everyday life and work: “We’ve got to do this, and then this. We’ve got to make enough money. We’ve got to drive the right car. We’ve got to work for the right firm.  Whoa!  You’‘re a child of God.”

Framing a Life: Camp Meeting and Autobiographical Memory


In the context of this volume, our interest in Salem Camp meeting is that it serves, among other things, as a particularly powerful framework for shaping autobiographical memory for regular campers in some very special ways.10   It is an excellent example of the ecological nature of autobiographical memory, its dependence on the specific places, relationships and objects that comprise a landscape of memory affordances.   These issues of memory are very salient to Salem campers. The historical and relatively unchanging nature of the Campground and its routines are a major attraction of the place.  Of course the place has changed over the years.  A hotel was built on the premises in the 1950s to expand sleeping and eating facilities for campers who did not have their own cabins or who preferred stay on their own in a hotel.  Over the years new tents are built, and old ones are renovated.  Some families have updated their tents with wooden floors, television and air conditioning (a fact that inspires a lot of disapproving gossip from some of the older campers).  Others are more conservative and have kept their tents relatively unchanged, with sawdust on the floor, old fashioned appliances and nineteenth century decor.  But despite these changes campers still insist that Salem never really changes in its basic layout and it’s temporal rhythms.  All tents, whether or not they have sawdust or air-conditioning,  are potent memory objects. Their walls are filled with generations of family photographs and other family memorabilia.  Their sights and smells provoke for campers generations of memories. 


Recollecting past events and people is at the heart of camp meeting.  The daily schedule at Salem acknowledges this by building into to the daily routine plenty of “down time” between the two daily church services, time for folks to cook together, eat together, and simply sit on their porches for hours catching up with one another and recounting stories of past camp meetings.  While there is a sports and activity program for young children, there is plenty of time for three generations of friends and family to talk and to hear each other’s stories.  


One of the notable features of these stories is that they slip back and forth between present and past so easily that the effect seems to be a blurring of historical and present consciousness.  Mary Ramsey11, matriarch of one of the largest and most prominent families at Salem, gave us a tour of her family’s tent in 2003.  Her dark green cabin, Salem’s oldest “tent,” looked more like a museum than an occupied cottage. With fresh fragrant sawdust covering all the floors and every room filled with antique furnishings, generations of family photos and other family memorabilia, the Ramsey tent was far and away the most elaborately decorated of the family tents at Salem.  


As she took us through the rooms, and showed us the old photos and other family heirlooms, every object and photo seemed to trigger in her mind  a powerful story.   So rich and illuminating was her tour of the Ramsey tent that I quote her extensively.


It’s the oldest one. It was built in 1840 by Spence’s (her late husband’s) great, great grandparents. (Enters the house) Alright,  duck your head.  Alright, this is what we call the living room. And these (photos) are the oldest ones that started.  And then Mrs. Ramsey and Mr. Ramsey and all the connections there. . .   Now camp meeting Sunday was always the great social and religious event of families.  So we would get up and mama would fry chicken and make sandwiches and fry chicken and stuff eggs and all, and we would leave in the Model-T to come to Salem. We would meet aunts and uncles and their children and we would pick a spot somewhere and meet there after church and have lunch. And in those days the campground itself, it was full of people all the afternoon.  They didn’t go take naps or watch TV or go off.  People congregated.  And go from one group to another and greet one another. “How are you this year?” And greet everybody. That’s a special memory.  

This is Mr. Ramsey, Spence’s father and that’s a larger picture of his mother, and that’s Martha, the sister. Spences’s sister, Martha Ramsey who never married, she was very weak – and she’d had heart trouble and everything. We begged her not to come out here. We weren’t going to stay that year, I can’t remember why– back and forth, but we didn’t sleep out here. So we said “Martha please don’t go out there.” She said “I’m going.  If I die out there I’ll die happy.” So the very first Saturday morning bright and early we had a phone call. So Martha had gone to bed back there in the tent by herself and when they came to get her up they got no response.  So they went in and she had died in there so we know she died happy by herself in the Ramsey tent [voice trail off and becomes weepy]. . . .

This is the youngest Ramsey, my great grandson, Jonathan Spence. So I think we’ll have a lot of children around here for a long time. . . . This is the great grandaguhters’s room, and the great grandma’s back here.  And this is the dining room of which I’m real proud. [Bradd:”How long has this table been here?] Since they built the tent. This is the kitchen I’m proud of.  You see I am accumulating everything but perishables to leave out here. It’s just like coming home. Every summer you know because all these nieces and nephews come with their children. And the ones that were young years ago, now they’re grandmamas. And we get to see each other’s family. So there will always be a base.  And I feel that as long as there’s any of my family living there will be Ramseys here. It will be in the family.  It will be, I know.


Again, her voice trails off as she chokes back tears.  I was struck by the obvious emotion behind her commentary. I remember wondering what was behind those tears. As it turned out, this was Mary Ramsey’s last summer spent on the Campground.  I suspect she had an intuition she was recording her farewell to Salem and to her family.  She had been complaining all week that she was not feeling well. The following summer she was too sick to stay on the campground, and several months later she died of some kind of unspecified cancer. In retrospect I suspect that her story about her husband’s sister Martha coming to die alone at Salem was triggered by her growing sense of her own impending death.  



Mary Ramsey’s commentary suggests a number of very interesting ways in which her six decades at Salem affected her sense of self in relation to her family.  

Her account shifts frequently between past and present tense.  Her references to the ancestral photos are framed in the present tense, as if she is introducing us to people who actually are still at the campground.  Her Salem memories, told in the past tense, alternate with present-tense descriptions of the rooms.  Moreover her sense of the past conflates specific past events that are described in the simple past tense, such as her sister-in-law Martha’s death, with a narrative of a kind of generalized “ritual past,” (“We would get up and mama would fry chicken and make sandwiches and fry chicken and stuff eggs and all, and we would leave in the Model-T to come to Salem”).  Even as she recounts her sister-in-law’s death in the past tense, she uses direct quotation rather than reported speech to replay the family’s conversation with Martha before she died.  The effect, like the presentation of the photos, is to resurrect past events as living in a kind of repeatable present.  In these rhetorical strategies of telling her story, Mary conveys a sense of (1) blurring of past and present events and (2) transforming specific past events into generalized, repeatable routines. 

The same sense of shifting between particular events and general structures was evident in the way in which Mary described the rooms of the tent.  Rather than referring to the bedrooms as belonging to particular individuals, she says “This is the great granddaughter’s room, and the great grandma’s back here.”  She describes her great granddaughter and herself as general family positions rather than as particular people.  Though she may currently occupy the “great grandmother’s” room, she clearly knows that before long another “great grandmother” will take her place.  The particular cast of characters may change, but the family as a set of relative positions will endure.  Conceived of in this way, the tent comes to symbolize a framework of relationships–  the enduring concept of the Ramsey family–  rather than any particular people. 

In the same spirit, Mary characterizes the objects she is accumulating in her kitchen as “everything but perishables.”  Because they are conceived of as unchanging, the house and  its memory objects become what she terms “a base” and “a home” to which she can return every year. 

While she begins her story with ancestors and stories of death, she finishes her account with reference to children in general and her youngest great grandson Jonathan Spense in particular.  The children (both particular children and the general category) provide a counter to the images of death and an irretrievable past.   The young women of Mary’s generation have become, not old ladies, but “grandmamas”  of children who will guarantee the continuity of the tent and its family. Her final words are not about the past but about the future: 

Every summer you know because all these nieces and nephews come with their children. And the ones that were young years ago, now they’re grandmamas. And we get to see each other’s family. So there will always be a base.  And I feel that as long as there’s any of my family living there will be Ramseys here. It will be in the family.  It will be, I know.

The Paradox of Identity Updating


“Identity updating” engages a kind of paradox.  The very notion of identity suggests a degree of continuity and coherence in the sense of self, while “updating” suggests change.  A wholesale switching of identities in response to changes in social development or context (a conflation of “life” with the modern concept of “lifestyle”) does not take into consideration the cognitive need for a significant degree of continuity and constancy in one’s sense of self despite development and change.  Ideally, identity updating must acknowledge simultaneously both change and continuity in one’s sense of self.   


Social frameworks that remain relatively stable over time such as an extended family , a stable neighborhood or a family homestead can provide a reference base that can reconcile social development with fundamental continuity of identity.  Such stable frameworks can furnish individuals with a series of developmental positions that they can occupy as they mature.  Over time one can be in turn a child, a teenager, an adult/parent, an old person/grandparent and a remembered ancestor within a familiar and relatively stable framework.12

Annual reunion traditions provide a kind of surrogate “home base” for families whose working life has them on the move. This is why camp meeting has taken on an important “home coming” function for families, in addition to its older function of personal spiritual renewal.  As Ann Milton put it, in characterizing Salem in the context of her family’s peripatetic life “And living in so many different homes, and belonging to so many chapels and churches, well this was home. Because it was the only thing that was. It stayed, always permanent.” 


Uninterrupted annual attendance at camp meeting is highly values at Salem, and campers readily testify to newcomers like myself how many years they have been coming to Salem.  The regularity of participation does not simply convey dedication, but appears to be an essential component for many campers of having a coherent identity.  Through the seemingly endless stories of bygone camp meetings , and through surrounding themselves with photographs of themselves and their ancestors at Salem, campers self-consciously link their current sense of self with a series of their own past identities as well as with the identities of ancestors some of whom they will never have met other then through stories and photos. 


As we saw with Mary Ramsey’s framing of the bedrooms in the Ramsey tent (“the great grandaughter’s bedroom,” and “the great grandma’s bedroom”) Salem provides campers not only with strong particular relationships, but with a powerful set of collective statuses through which they can pass as they grow older, a common framework for growing older together that reconciles the tensions between basic change and basic continuity in identity.  


In their stories campers frequently conflate the past and present, and appear to view their experiences at Salem as incorporated in a long chain of generalized event types.  For example consider the memory chain invoked for Laura Kemp in the deceptively simple offering of cookies to us in her tent.

Would y’all like a cookie? These are special cookies.  These are my grandmother’s icebox cookies that my aunt made.  And she said she stopped counting at 24 dozen.  That was very sweet of Ann to make---and it was very deliberate that she made Mom’s icebox cookies.  Mom meaning my grandmother, too.  People don’t understand that we are talking about our grandmother when we say “Momma.”  She was “Momma” to everybody.


In this remarkable statement the cookies have a powerful synthetic function, linking herself to her aunt to her mother and ultimately to her grandmother.  These are powerful semantic cookies, at once particular food items and. More abstractly, the locus of a chain of Laura’s matrilineal kin. 


This conversion of particulars into a chain of deep family associations was also evident in Mary Ramsey’s explication of one of her old photos.  In her tour of the Ramsey tent Mary suggests how strong the impulse is, as campers grow older, to place themselves in a continuing chain that both distinguishes them as individuals and incorporates them as generalized statuses.  Consider the following exchange between Mary and Scott Edmundson who was filming the interview.  

Mary: This is a very old picture: Martha, Spence, Sam’s mother and daddy, Mary Sue, and then Big George and Mary Sue.  Big George married a Mary Sue, Spence’s sister was named Mary Sue, and so when I married, I told them to call me “Mary.”

Scott: Now where are you in [the photo]?  

Mary Oh I wasn’t in the family then. . . But now I’m the “quote” matriarch of this Ramsey family.


Scott’s misunderstanding is perfectly reasonable since Mary seems to be asserting that she both is and isn’t in the early family picture.  In her account, Mary (Sue) marries into a family with a number of women sharing the name “Mary Sue.”  This may or may not be a coincidence, but clearly Mary comes to see her family as containing not just individual women named Mary Sue, but a kind of slot for “ a Mary Sue” which she eventually comes to occupy.    The way she intones the line of Mary Sues in her new family, together with her insistence that she be distinguished as “Mary” suggests the degree to which she maintains a hybrid identity, at once distinct and yet also incorporated by both first and last name into her new family.  She has a strong collective identity that in no way prevents her from having a strong and assertive sense of self.13 


Salem campers enjoy having their photos taken holding photos of their mothers or fathers who are no longer alive or pictures of themselves at the campground when they were young. There is a strong sense of identification with relatives and earlier incarnations of self through comparing oneself with old photographic images.  I watched with fascination as one of Mary Ramsey’s grandaughters held up an old photo of her great grandparents next to her own face.

Mary: This is Spence’s mother and daddy. Your grand father’s mother and daddy.

Grandaughter: Yes, last year we were looking at this and saying how we thought I kind of look like him. [To her mother] Do you think I look like him.


Mother: I think you do.


In addition to photos campers use old height markers on doors, or even drawn hand prints they left decades earlier on house rafters as a way to mark both continuity and change.  One woman who married into the camp meeting traditions took us on a tour of her tent and pointed to old markings and drawings on the rafters of the attic bunk room.

When I first came here the thing that got to me was I would see the things (points to the rafter marks) my husband had written when he was a little boy. And now my kid’s handprints are up there.  Me and my husband wrote that one before our kids were born. We used to sleep up here when we first got married. 

Reciprocal Identification and the Blurring of Generations

Many campers have virtually a whole lifetime of common history at Salem as well as a symbolically powerful mutual framework of through which to relate.  The shared memories and the shared ritual becomes important collective resources for identity updating.  Such a setting  

makes possible very powerful strategies of reciprocal identification which allows individuals to coordinate their identities and memory structures such that their identities are always both personal and collective.  People come to see themselves in and through one another in a way that is possible only in a deeply shared symbolic setting like camp meeting.  For example, following the eveniong service, as people streamed out of the Tabernacle and headed to their tents, an older man approach a little boy who was getting on his bicycle.  “What’s your name?” he asks the boy.  “Jack,” the boy relies.  “Well Jack, I knew your mother when she was your age.”  This kind of link establishes between the older man and the boy is a complex kind of identification, in which the boy is forced to imagine his own mother as a little girl of his age, standing in the same place as he is now.  This kind of complex historical reciprocity of identification is very common at camp meeting and appears to have significant memory effects for campers as they grow older.


As campers grow older and watch the generations change, the rhythms through which the camp meeting are experienced appear to shift from repetition to complex kinds of cyclicity.  Here’s how two elderly campers described it.

And always you think about the way this thing keeps on.  You know it’s just like a big circle, it just keeps on, keeps on, keeps on and we try to maintain the integrity of that wheel I guess you’d say and then you know you can’t  help but think about the older ones that have, you know come and gone and  served and they’ve passed away, but then that makes you sad but then the hope is you see their kids now taking leadership roles in it, you know and so you just see it continue to, I guess perpetuate itself.  

 


*   *   *

See things like that kids will remember. And they’ll remember here.  They’ll remember things happened. I can remember back to the little old country church that I got saved in. And I’m 81 years old and that was 1934. See I can remember back things back in that church. I can remember one time I, in church, I wanted to get out and play, my britches got dusted. Mama dusted my britches for getting out there doing, walking on the cemetery wall. See that’s what these kids can remember little things that happen . . .they get old and have children, then they can tell their children what happened. 


But it is not just a cyclicity that links the old and the young in a ritual circle.  As campers and sit on the porches of their tents and watch the kids playing on the grassy areas surrounding the Tabernacle many seem to be able to mentally substitute themselves as children in the place of their children now, using reciprocal identification to project themselves backwards and forwards in time.

And it’s funny because when you’re young, you don’t every think about that.  I mean these kids out here now, anybody below the age of like 20 is flat out playing, having fun and milking it for all it’s worth.  You know, but when you get older you begin to see that and you know it, especially if you’re prone to notice that kind of thing, which I am.  You can’t help but notice it.  That it’s like you think: “is that so and so or is that their son?”  You know, that kind of thing.  Especially when you’re as old as I am because you know kids that I watched growing up have children now.  I mean, you know.  That’s the way it works.  And it has always been striking to me.  Look at that picture.  I’ve got all these little girls and my cousins, I’ve got pictures of all of them doing exactly the same thing that I was doing then.  That is the thing about camp meeting. There is nothing like it.  I can’t think of anything like it. 



Longtime participation in camp meeting produce a kind memory blurring. The generations become interchangeable as people use the current generation of children to project themselves back into their own childhoods and, reciprocally, project the children they are observing forward in time to their imagined adult status. 


These reciprocal identifications have to do with the complex relations at camp meeting between doing and viewing.  Young campers tend to be occupied with a wide range of activities, ranging from bike riding, Bible classes, and sports to arts and crafts. Middle-aged people (especially women) are busy tending to children and cooking chores.  For their part elderly campers spend a lot of time watching the younger ones. The change in age status entails an important shift in memory. 


Since the work of Freud, psychologists have distinguished between two sorts of memory in relation to point of view.  Field memories are kinetic memories of doing things framed in the first person.   Observer memories are more distanced memories framed from an overhead view of the action, looking down on it from a distance (Schacter 1996:21, Nigro and Neisser 1983).  Over time at camp meeting, people come to watch their kids doing exactly what they did.  This produces I think but a systematic alternation between observer and field memories. The resulting confusion or blurring of memory permits  campers to “participate” in the lives of their own offspring at the same moment as they gain reflexive distance.  

Sometimes, I have to just get myself out of a daze almost.  I can see things, you know, that I did, and how they are doing them. I think probably it means the meaning of Salem changes as you get older.  Like it’s probably real different for the kids, in some way, than it is for the parents. 


For people living in stable communities, who bring up their children in the same community in which they grew up, the conditions are present for a similar conflation of observer and field memory as we have observed for Salem.  But most of the Campers are from highly mobile middle-class families, and their lives have not provided this stability of setting that supports identity updating in any everyday setting.  Salem provides a ritual simulation of a stable small town setting, a “home” base to which campers return repeatedly and for one week each year engage is ritually scaffolded identity at the same time as they get spiritually revived.  

Conclusion


Flexibility in scheduling has many clear short-term advantages for working parents, allowing working parents to configure precious time around ever-changing and sometimes unpredictable needs.  This paper, by contrast,  has considered some of the psychological tradeoffs entailed by hyper-mobility and schedule unpredictability.  We have looked at some of the long-term implications of the fragmentation of time, space and social relationships on autobiographical memory.  The paper has examined the ways in which a Camp Meeting tradition can provide for its campers a compensatory stabilizing framework. Annual family reunion traditions like camp meeting have the ability to provide geographically dispersed middle-class families with a powerful stable framework of social relations and a home base which appears to support a coherent basis for continually updating personal identities.


 Identity updating is relatively unproblematic for people who live out their lives in more-or-less stable and coherent social settings.  The socially dense and multiplex social relations made possible by such stable settings, along with a shared framework of social roles and statuses do not guarantee happiness. But they do afford people a framework for constantly updating their sense of self, incorporating changes in age and status within a relatively constantly frame as they move through their lives.  


Such a enduring social reference frame is increasingly hard to come by in modern life, and for middle-class American families is certainly more the exception than the rule.  Middle-class life is by definition aspirational, and is shaped by values stressing numerous kinds of mobility: economic, educational, status and geographic (Shore 2003a).  Geographically middle-class Americans are on the move, and often conceive of their lives in relation to the different places that they live in at different stages of their lives.   Middle-class Americans do not generally expect to live in the same community or surrounded by a dense network of extended family for most of their lives.  Lacking stable social frameworks throughout the life-course means that identity updating becomes problematic as life becomes a sequence of disconnected scenarios rather than a coherent process of social evolution.


In such an environment, annual reunion traditions can provide a surrogate community compensating in part for the social stability missing in everyday life.  The annual “return” to a camp or a homestead can help provide a basic sense of continuity and a stable framework against which one’s identity cane be periodically updated and made meaningful.  Camp meetings have the advantage of combining the family reunion tradition with a deeply-felt spiritual one.  In the context of Salem, the Christian messages of fellowship in Christ and spiritual renewal are easy to integrate with the social message of family reunion and revitalization, and the two idioms are often conflated in campers’ talk. 


But the effectiveness of camp meeting for identity updating does not necessarily require that the reunion tradition be a religious gathering.  The kinds of memory affects one sees at Salem are also possible in other kinds of reunion traditions.  For example my sister’s family participates in a non-religious reunion tradition at the Bear’s Lair in Northern California, an annual summer reunion of U.C. Berkeley alums that has been attracting families to pitch their tents at the same mountain retreat every summer for 50 years now.  Families with a long history of attendance at the camp appear to experience a similar sense of biographical continuity through the camp experience as Salem campers do.  Only future comparative fieldwork at these secular camps will enable us to know whether such secular reunion traditions have the same power as religiously based reunions to enhance people’s sense of identity coherence at a time when such coherence is in short supply.
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