
Promoting ostentatious funerals, praising the dead person with rituals 
that set him/her apart from others, dramatazing in a funeral ceremony the 
hierarchies that traverse the social body: these are perceptible experiences in 
many societies throughout human history. On the other hand, transforming 
such events in moments of celebration of a nation and worshipping the 
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Resumo
Este artigo analisa o processo de consti-
tuição de funerais em liturgias cívicas, 
destacando sua relação com outros fenô-
menos históricos, como a conformação 
dos imaginários nacionais, o processo de 
individualização moderno e as mudan-
ças nas formas de lidar com a morte. As-
sim, ele pretende conjugar elementos 
que permitam refletir sobre a conforma-
ção de um campo específico de pesqui-
sas, cuja potencialidade permanece ainda 
pouco explorada. Chamando a atenção 
para os limites das análises centradas 
apenas nos usos políticos e intencionais 
do passado, ele ressalta a importância de 
considerar as dimensões utópica e ima-
ginária presentes nos rituais e festas cívi-
cas, sugerindo a relevância de tal reflexão 
para pensar o próprio desenvolvimento 
da prática historiográfica.
Palavras-chave: funerais; rituais cívicos; 
nacionalismo.

Abstract
This article analyzes the process of con-
stitution of funerals in civic liturgies, 
emphasizing their relationship with 
other historical phenomena, as the con-
formation of the national imaginary, the 
modern individualization process, and 
the changes in the ways death is dealt 
with. So, it intends to conjugate ele-
ments about the configuration of a spe-
cific field of research, which is not really 
developed. Criticizing the analyses cen-
tered exclusively on the political and 
intentional uses of the past, it empha-
sizes the importance of considering the 
utopian and imaginary dimensions of 
the rituals and civic parties, and suggests 
the relevance of this reflection to think 
about the development of historiogra-
phy.
Keywords: funerals; civic rituals; nation-
alism.
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memory of an individual for the sake of his/her actions in favor of that 
collectivity, with all the peculiarities that the belief in the effective existence of 
the latter represents, constitutes part of an experience that should be 
understood as a subproduct of a historicity of its own, whose contours can be 
determined in a relatively precise way. For such phenomena, which today we 
tend to naturalize, have been formed within a very complex set of historical 
variables and changes, contained in specific processes of short and long term. 
Thus, it is possible to stress some of the elements that were on the basis of their 
construction, even if in an introductory way. This is one of the main goals of 
this article, which intends to contribute for the understanding of a still scarcely 
studied phenomenon within historiography.

By doing so, moreover, we will also point out the possibility of thinking 
of studies of civic funerals as an effective field of research, marked by a number 
of related issues and also by the fact of expanding itself beyond what could be 
considered in an initial approach. Involving not only the analysis of disputes 
over national memory, such objects can point additionaly to forms of 
ritualization and representation of power, changes in the ways of experiencing 
temporality, and relationships between civic practices and the writing of 
history. Furthermore, their approach can call attention to certain limits of 
historiographical research, especially when it does not consider the collective 
longings which tend to play a role in such phenomena. Restricting themselves 
usually to the study of intentional and political usages of the past, historians 
have neglected the utopic and imaginary dimension present in rituals and civic 
parties, and it is now important to inquire about the risks involved in this loss. 
The reason for this inquiry, it is worth stressing, is that this dimension can 
serve to help reflect about the development of historiography in a more general 
way, which has been many times infused with too much suspicion regarding 
everything that is not understood as “rational” in the political world.

We will center our analysis on three processes which have marked the last 
centuries and which we consider particularly relevant to the understanding of 
the constitution of funerals as civic liturgies. Each of them will correspond to 
a specific topic: in the first, we will tackle the importance attained by 
biographical memory and its relation with the changes in the ways of dealing 
with death; in the second, we will stress elements that allow us to understand 
the national imaginary and their implications when it comes to think about 
civic practices and rituals in the 19th and 20th centuries; finally, in the third 
topic, we will analyze briefly the new ways of dealing with temporality which 
have accompanied the process of constitution of the feeling of belonging to the 
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national collectivity (crucial aspect for the understanding of the specificity of 
the civic liturgies inaugurated then, according to what had been discussed in 
the previous topic). In parallel, we can map out some of the main theoretical 
conceptions which have aimed at establishing landmarks for the understanding 
of nationalism. The field of discussion being extremely wide, our analysis does 
not have any claim to comprehensiveness, serving only to underline certain 
points considered relevant to the study of funerals as civic practices.

Biographical memory and death as moments of memory

The study of funerals as civic liturgies cannot fail to consider the broad 
and complex picture of historical changes in effect since the end of the 18th 
century, which allowed the configuration of rituals based on national 
celebrations in the following centuries. In this sense it is important to 
understand, at first, that the funeral rituals in honor of national heroes, so dear 
to the commemoration spree of the 19th and 20th centuries, had their bases on 
the complex process of modern individualization.2 A rather broad theme due 
to its various aspects, the process of “transition” from a holistic conception of 
the world to one centered on the role of the individual is renowned for being 
a problem dear to the Social Sciences, having been addressed by a great number 
of authors (and occupying an important place in the research of classic scholars 
such as Max Weber).3 Often resumed in the second half of the 20th century, 
this concern was also a prominent one with intellectuals as Norbert Elias well 
before the 1940s, configuring the center of his reflections on the relationship 
between the individual and society.

So, in a text of the late 1930s, Elias was already concerned about the 
problem, pointing out the historicity of individual perception as something 
external to society and noticing that it could be studied based on its innate 
psychological properties as a phenomenon peculiar to a certain moment of the 
“civilizing process” (and, therefore, to psychic tensions that act on all subjects 
living in the same period of historical development).4 In this sense, his criticism 
of the false dichotomy between the individual and society relied on the 
conception that the latter was really a historical construction: it was only from 
the moment that the individual became a fundamental value in society that the 
belief that it is possible to understand human subjects isolatedly, without 
considering the tense network of mobile relations in which they are inserted, 
could have been configured. In the following decades, the problem of the 
process of modern individualization has gained more and more space, being 
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the concern of authors whose theoretical perspective pointed to “diagnoses” 
practically opposed to the one formulated by Norbert Elias. This is the case of 
Richard Sennett, for example, who stressed how the belief in the existence of 
personality and the singularity of the individual was something that was only 
consolidated with the bourgeois culture of the 19th century.5 These, however, 
are only two examples among many others, taking into consideration the 
importance of the theme and the several works that sought to approach it in 
the field of the Social Sciences.6

What is important to stress here, therefore, is how the configuration of a 
world view relying on the individual was fundamental to the constitution of a 
belief in the unicity of a certain trajectory. It was responsible for founding, in 
a certain measure, the great surge of biographies of the 19th century and the 
constitution of a form of writing history which praised the actions of certain 
characters, seen as key figures in the development process of national histories. 
Thus, such changes are closely associated to the role taken by memory from 
modernity on, more and more thought of as being a subjective phenomenon, 
it being important to reflect in what measure its relationship with the unicity 
of the I, marked by the chronological chain of individual life, was a historical 
conquest, which made much less sense among the ancient Greeks, for example.7

The process in which memory would become more and more related to 
one subject, on the other hand, has already been understood as a counterpart 
to an attenuation of the national feeling. This is, for instance, the perspective 
of Pierre Nora, who established a direct relationship between the loss of that 
which he pointed out as the last tradition of lived memory in a spontaneous 
way (the national memory) and the process of “psychologizing” memory, more 
and more grown to be an individual phenomenon and duty.8 No doubt the 
process of modern individualization has as its corollary the conformation of 
memory as a subjective phenomenon (Pierre Nora’s “memory-men”), which 
singles out a personality and, therefore, is related to the changes in which the 
basic value of cultural reference ceases to be the great holistic unities of old to 
fit in the narrowness of a trajectory, making the issue of individual memory 
something much more recent than it is generally believed; something proper 
to modern-contemporary societies (Velho, 2003, especialmente capítulo XI). 
Nevertheless, the process that transforms the individual in the most significant 
value culturally, certainly in tune with the central role that the cult of “great 
men” would gain from the French Revolution on, is intimately related to the 
glorification of the nation as a more widely encompassing entity.9 This, in fact, 
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is the perspective of Louis Dumont, important scholar of the “modern 
ideology”, starting from its core, individualism:

Actually, in the most precise, modern sense of the term, the nation and 
nationalism – distinguished from simple patriotism – have historically been 
linked to individualism as a value. Not only does the nation accompany 
nationalism historically, but the interdependence of them imposes itself, so that 
it can be said that the nation is the global society composed of people who 
consider themselves individuals.10

Pointing out the close relationship between individualism and 
nationalism, Dumont would also acknowledge the extension of the problem, 
indicating the need of a deep study of various national experiences (the 
different essays that compose the book follow this path, at the same time that 
they intend to conjugate elements for a global view of modern ideology).11 
More importantly, on the other hand, is to think how the process of modern 
individualization relates with the changes in the ways of celebrating the dead, 
which also characterize the period. Actually, the theme of the attitudes 
regarding death has only become dearer to the Social Sciences from the 1950s 
on, becoming later on the object of well-known studies of historians like 
Michel Vovelle and Philippe Ariès.12 Some ideas of the latter author can even 
help perceive the complex picture of changes that were on the basis of the 
constitution of funerals as civic liturgies. His perception that the relationship 
between death and biography was something that had already established itself 
in the 15th century, for example, goes in the same direction: “it is believed, from 
then on, that each man sees his whole life again at the moment he dies, at once. 
It is also believed that his attitude at this moment will give his biography its 
definitive sense, its conclusion” (Ariès, 2003, p.53).

According to the same author, however, only from the late 18th century 
on would we have had a more significant change in the ways of dealing with 
death, when practices inexistent until then, such as the cult of relics and visits 
to cemeteries, practically constituted a new form of religion. Thus, his 
perspective points out in fact to the recent character of these practices regarded 
as immemorial: they do not confuse themselves with the concerns that 
characterized certain ancient societies in relation to the dead, for all the wealth 
of ancient funeral epigraphy was based on the intention of driving them away 
from the world of the living (in a way very different from the one of the 
romantic cult of the dead in the 19th century).13 Similarly, between the intense 
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use of obelisks, stars, and other kinds of monuments for the celebration of the 
dead in antiquity and their cult from the 18th century on, we would have had 
a period in which they had been confided to Church, a usual practice in the 
Middle Ages, which was founded on the belief that there they would receive 
the protection of the saints. Therefore, it would have been only from the late 
18th century on that certain commemorative practices were established, 
founded even on a strengthening of family feeling, which made the place of 
burial become more and more a private place, used for visits and tributes of 
family members.14 Thus, the modern cult of the dead, associated to the process 
that related death to the constitution of a biography, was a fundamental aspect 
for the establishment of funerals as civic liturgies in the way we know them 
today: “The cult of the dead is today one of the forms or one of the expressions 
of patriotism. Similarly, the anniversary of the Great War, its victorious 
conclusion, is considered in France the feast day of dead soldiers” (Ariès, 2003, 
p.77).15

Formation of national imaginary: different perspectives

The processes of formation of modern individualism and changes in the 
ways of commemorating the dead were accompanied by another crucial 
element for the establishment of civic liturgies: the configuration of the feeling 
of belonging to a national collectivity, fruit of the transformations that marked 
especially the 18th and 19th centuries. The theme has already been the object of 
study of a number of works, and it is important to stress only certain authors 
who have had strong influence on the historiographical field. In this case, 
therefore, we shall stress only some ways of understanding the constitution or 
perpetuation of national traditions and of all the ritual forms that have followed 
them, without any pretension to comprehensiveness. Their analysis may allow 
a broader view of the theoretical field in which the studies about rituals and 
civic liturgies are inserted.

One of the main forms of understanding the phenomenon points to 
intentional actions of historical subjects in the constitution of traditions 
traversed by the feeling of belonging to a national collectivity. In this sense, the 
focus of many authors has fallen upon the political uses of the past, particularly 
concerning the institutionalized sectors or the ones closer to power 
mechanisms whose interests in concealing the recent roots of tradition, which 
they would like to be seen as immemorial, seem more obvious. Among the 
works that address this issue, one of them which certainly has had considerable 
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influence on historiography was the collection of essays The Invention of 
Tradition, edited by Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger. After this 
publication, several others have appeared, using the notion of “invention” and 
conceiving an actual “invention of invention” in the words of Peter Burke (who 
also pointed out the fact that that was not the first use of the term).16 In spite 
of the differences that characterized the approach of the authors whose texts 
make up the book, the way Eric Hobsbawm sought to address the issue has 
become the main reference for historians who have employed the concept of 
“invented traditions”.17

When trying to understand the supposedly mass production of national 
traditions between the years 1870 and 1914, Hobsbawm elaborated an analysis 
that emphasized the intentionality of historical subjects and the extensively 
malleable character of traditions, as the notion of “invention” itself suggests. 
So, in his interpretation, the mobilization of traditions of the French Revolution 
during the Third Republic appears as the fruit of the consciousness of bourgeois 
sectors that, in view of the expansion of democracy and liberal regimes, had 
perceived the importance of employing irrational elements of the political field. 
The interests of the “men of the center” (the bourgeoisie) in masking their class 
condition furnish the explanatory keys to the phenomenon, taking into 
consideration that political legitimization, in the age of mass politics that was 
already beginning, could no more be obtained by mechanisms of belief such 
as the divine right of kings (Hobsbawm, 1997, p.271 ss.). Hobsbawm’s analysis, 
in this way, relied heavily on the rationality of historical subjects to explain the 
constitution of national traditions, as well as on the emphasis on the 
masquerade of reality underlying the notion of “invention”, which seemed to 
transform those who mobilized such symbolic arsenal into wholly conscious 
subjects who did not share in the belief of that which they had helped to form. 
On the other hand, the single focus on the political dimension of the uses of 
the past left behind the cultural mechanisms which allow us to understand the 
constitution of a national imaginary, conceiving the field of memory and 
traditions as something which can be manipulated, without any constraints as 
regards the functioning of the symbolic world.

Although in a different theoretical perspective, the conception of Pierre 
Nora about “places of memory” presents some similarities with that which 
characterizes the notion of “invention of traditions”, relying on the intention 
of memory as something crucial to the understanding of the “places” where 
the French national memory crystallized (Nora, 1993). The issue has already 
been stressed by other authors who counterposed the problem of the political 
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uses of memory to that of the homogenization mechanisms of shared 
representations of the past, which go beyond the dimension of the social actors’ 
intentionality. It is in this sense, for instance, that Marie-Claire Lavabre sought 
to stress the feeblenesses of researches trapped in the study of the “weight” or 
the “choice” of the past, ruling out both the approaches centered only on the 
way collective memory is spontaneously transmitted and those founded on 
institutionalized forms of dealing with memory. Thus, the author not only 
distances herself from Pierre Nora’s approach, centered on what she called 
“historical memory”, but seeks to resume Maurice Halbwachs’ notion of 
“collective memory”, which seems to have remained equally trapped in the 
processes of constitution of recollections and conformation of collective 
identities, which occur without the uses and manipulations of memory.18

A perspective that interests us more, because it is centered on the problem 
of nationalism and can be approximated to that of Marie-Claire Lavabre (due 
to its focus on cultural elements and conditionings which do not depend only 
on the will of historical subjects), is that of Benedict Anderson.19 Offering a 
more complex explanation for the conformation of “imagined communities” 
(therefore, believed in, and not only invented), Anderson sought to think about 
the emergence of nationalism as part of a long process that conjugated elements 
which point to profound mentality changes, such as the crisis of Christendom 
and of divine monarchies, together with other more conjunctural “fatalities” 
related to capitalism, such as the expansion of the editorial market. On the one 
hand, therefore, the dinasty crisis, seen as imagined communities (and not only 
as the end of the divine right of kings), would provide a crucial element for the 
constitution of the feeling of belonging to a national collectivity. On the other, 
if the crisis of the religious unity had already brought about some loss of 
importance of the Latin language, so would the establishment of the editorial 
capitalism be on the basis of the consolidation of vernaculars, grounding the 
production of national imaginaries (for the linguistic unity would be an 
essential presupposition of the conformation of national consciousnesses).

It is not necessary to recall in detail all the complex explanation elaborated 
by Benedict Anderson about the emergence of nationalism, since it is more 
important to focus on some elements that justify the idea of thinking about 
nations as imagined communities. So, it is relevant to notice his effort to 
understand it as a cultural system, closer to religiosity, for example, than the 
rationalist political ideologies that abounded in the Enlightenment. Unlike the 
“impatient silence” with which Marxism and Liberalism would deal with death 
and other human life contingencies, nationalism would assure a sense of 



Funerals as civic liturgies

133June 2011

continuity and a promise of eternality, better responding to certain existential 
longings and to human suffering: for, if the nation is eternal, so are its heroes. 
This would be, for instance, the symbolic meaning of cenotaphs and unknown 
soldiers tombs, which would confront human decay with the feeling of 
existence of a collectivity which believes itself eternal and guarantees the 
eternity of its “more illustrious children” (immortalized in national memory). 
Emerging at a moment of crisis of other systems of belief (such as Christendom 
and the divine monarchies, although not simply to replace them), the national 
consciousness should be understood, therefore, considering its cultural roots, 
and should be explained more by the aspects that allowed it to be effectively 
believed in than by the Machiavellian intention of certain historical subjects 
to conceal reality.

In this sense, Anderson’s explanation seemed to regard the need of 
supplying the deficiencies of those which approximated nationalism of the 
notion of ideology, namely in the case of Marxism, whose feebleness in dealing 
with the theme was pointed out not only by authors who had been formed by 
and later moved away from that intellectual tradition, but also by those who 
have sought to elaborate reformulations still within it (as Benedict Anderson 
himself or Cornelius Castoriadis, in the first case, and Fredric Jameson, in the 
second). As a matter of fact, like Anderson, Castoriadis also constructed a very 
critical perspective concerning that tradition, which marked his trajectory, 
including criticism of its feebleness in dealing with nationalism. The tendency 
to approximate it of mere mystification (and, therefore, of something unreal, 
such as “bourgeois ideology”) was acidly ironized by the author, who defended 
the thesis that imaginary phenomena are no less real than those that constitute 
the material forces of society:

This imaginary of nation, however, reveals itself to be more solid than all 
realities, as the two world wars and the survival of nationalism have shown. The 
present-day “Marxists” who believe they can eliminate everything by simply 
saying: “nationalism is a mystification”, are obviously prey to self-mystification 
… Saying – “the evidence that nationalism was simply mystification, 
consequently something unreal, and that it will dissolve on the day of the world 
revolution”, is not only boasting victory ahead of time, it is saying: “You, men 
who lived from 1900 to 1965 and who knows till what later date still, and you the 
millions of dead people of the two wars, and all the others who have suffered 
with that and are sympathetic – all of you, you un-exist, you have always un-
existed in the eyes of true history; all you have lived through was hallucinations, 
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poor shadows of dreams, it was not history. True history was this virtual invisible 
that will be and that has, treacherously, prepared the end of your illusions”. 
(author’s italics) 20 

Also Fredric Jameson stressed that nationalism has always been a 
problematic object within that theoretical tradition, condescending thus with 
the criticism formulated by Marshall Sahlins regarding the “self-imposed 
limitation” of Marxist thought, which has always faced culture from an 
instrumental perspective.21 Looking for an alternative inside Marxism itself, 
Jameson stressed the need to take into consideration as well what he called the 
utopian dimension of the cultural artifact. Thus he intended to situate himself 
against the Durkheimian tendency of understanding religion only as a means 
of integration in collective values, without, however, forgetting the utopian 
role of the present in the Nazi ideology, for example. At the same time his 
ideas, by not cancelling out the “instrumentalist” dimension of culture, showed 
certain ambiguity in relation to Sahlins’ criticism (about how Marxism has 
always tended to understand culture in a functional way), they pointed to the 
possibility of an analysis that would take into consideration the more 
“spontaneous” character of gestation of certain cultural constructs, without 
disregarding the political uses the symbolic world might be subject to.22 
Although Jameson’s fundamental concern was with the field of literary 
criticism, he also stressed functionality to think about nationalism, which, as 
he acknowledged, continued being the great theoretical impasse of Marxism, 
precisely because it could not account for its utopian dimension and take the 
“national question” as “a mere ideological epiphenomenon”.

No doubt this is only a dimension of the long debate about nationalism, 
an insight into which would demand the analysis of several other theoretical 
perspectives and would exceed the limits of this article. The important thing 
to stress is that considering the cultural roots of phenomena such as 
nationalism (placing it closer to religiosity, and not only to a rationalist 
ideology as, for instance, Anderson does) does not exclude the fact that 
national traditions are also objects of political disputes and uses in the field of 
symbolic struggles. Such option, at the same time it allows us to pay attention 
to the complexity of the phenomenon, making it possible to have a better 
understanding of the foundations of the belief in the existence of a imagined 
community, not necessarily sets aside the social interests and uses of the 
available symbolic goods, leaving ample room for the perception of conflicts 
proper to the political arena. As corollary, the dominant sectors do not appear 
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only as mere mystifiers, who do not believe in the symbolic arsenal they 
mobilize, and the constitution of the national imaginary is not confined to a 
mere invention completely detached from reality.

As has already been remarked oftentimes, the perspectives that keep on 
confining the sphere of imaginary phenomena to a status of unreality or of 
subproduct of material forces seem very fragile today, for this aspect of the 
matter has already been discussed by a great number of authors.23 Against a 
conception that perceives nationalism as only the fruit of ideological 
instrumentalization, it is important to stress that the aspects related to the 
imaginary and the representations are part of the social reality, and the field 
of imagination cannot be seen as restricted to mechanisms of falsification of 
reality. Something very similar in this sense can be observed in the more recent 
discussions about the conformations of collective memory around an event or 
individual: the efficacy itself of the imaginary or mnemonic construction about 
certain historical figure will be the more natural the more it relies on aspects 
of reality, not having, therefore, only an illusionary sense of masquerading 
reality in phenomena like myths, representations, or memories constituted in 
the field of symbolic struggles.24 At the origin of discussions like these, it is 
worth noticing, there is probably the inflection generated by criticism of less 
elaborate uses of concepts such as “invention” and “ideology”, which could 
hardly have been seen as the only explanatory vectors of reality.25

The civic liturgies and the ways of leading with time

The study of funerals as civic liturgies also points to other problems not 
usually taken into consideration by historians, including those related to the 
need of a more properly anthropological approach of the theme, which 
considers, for example, its relationship with new ways of experiencing time. 
Here, it is also worth emphasizing that narrowing this study only to intentional 
and political uses of the past has contributed little to it, and it is important to 
reflect about some possible meeting points of perspectives of authors who have 
sought to go beyond such limitations. Ultimately, such analyses seem to 
indicate the potentialities of a field still scarcely explored, which can include 
crucial problems even for epistemological reflection about historical 
knowledge. To delimitate the issue, on the other hand, we can start by resorting 
again to Benedict Anderson’s theses, since his analysis of the formation of 
national consciousnesses points to a dimension seldom perceived: the ways of 
dealing with temporality, which had been on the basis of the consolidation of 
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the belief in the existence of a collectivity that develops itself in the linear time 
of calendars.

By relating the constitution of national imaginaries to the expansion of 
editorial capitalism, Anderson tried to call attention to the way the diffusion 
of novels and newspapers represented changes in the forms of experiencing 
temporality, which were also on the basis of the consolidation of national 
imaginaries. In this sense, his dialogue with Walter Benjamin is very strong, 
not only due to the latter’s criticism of the linear and teleological conception 
of history present in historicism and in “progressist history” (phrase used to 
designate the conception of the German social democracy of that time), but 
due to the fact that such perspectives are understood within the deeper changes 
in temporal sensitivity, which followed the loss of “experience” brought about 
by the process of formation of capitalism.26 In the same way that, to Benjamin, 
the novel and the newspaper (in the sense of journalistic information) are 
considered fundamental signs of subjective changes that would put an end to 
the narrative ability of transmitting “experience”, to Anderson, both are also 
on the basis of the constitution of the belief in a collectivity that moves in an 
“empty and homogeneous” temporality, where past and future do not find 
themselves fused into a certain present any more (as in the temporality that 
founded the epic narrative, for example).27 The novel, in this sense, would 
point to the representation of a collectivity in which the actions of various 
characters happen in a “transversal” conception of “simultaneity”, marked by 
“temporal coincidence, and measured by clock and calendar” (and not in the 
“medieval conception” of “simultaneity-along-time”) (Anderson, 2008, p.54).28 
That is, it seems clear here the influence of Benjamin’s criticism of the 
philosophies of history, as well as his perception that the consolidation of the 
novel (as a typically bourgeois genre, related to the search of meaning in view 
of the social disaggregation promoted by capitalism) would be linked to the 
emergence of a new temporal sensitivity, aspects which would found his search 
for the formulation of another conception of time inside materialism (different 
from that of the German social democracy). It is important to stress, in this 
sense, the perception of the relationship between the constitution of a national 
imaginary and the ways of dealing with temporality, a relevant aspect to think 
about the possible relation of Anderson’s concerns with the ones of other 
authors who have devoted studies to the sphere of rituals and civic ceremonies.

It does not seem far-fetched, in this sense, to relate his perspective to that 
of Fernando Catroga, a historian who has turned himself more intensively to 
the study of ways of ritualizing time, including the ones associated with 
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funerals as civic liturgies. Moreover, the emphasis in the way nationalism is 
close to religiosity allows us to think about the notion of “civil religion” itself, 
which, although it had not been created by Catroga, has stood out in his 
analyses of the different processes of secularization and laicization of societies 
as the French and the North American.29 Thus, manifesting itself not by means 
of a theology, but especially by rites and symbols, the civil religion would be 
the cement of the nation, as in the North American case:

Concretely, it objectifies itself in speeches, monument inscriptions, philatelic 
and numismatic productions, in frequent religious quotes (taken out from their 
contexts and used in the most varied public sessions), in the cult of civic heroes 
and the paradigmatic use of their lives, in the sacrificial cult of the Father Land 
(consubstantiated in the veneration of war veterans), in the use of public places 
and buildings as places of prayer, in the qualitative management of the calendar, 
etc. In other words: it is translated into symbols (such as anthems and flags), into 
rites (such as solemn sessions, inauguration speeches, parades), into multiple 
iconographic expressions, into heavy commemorative investments, as well as 
into an intense civic cult of the people killed in wars and the frequent 
sacralization of political-ideological language, particularly when the sense of the 
historical destiny of America is qualified. (Catroga, 2006, p.170-171)

Working “as a complement or substitute of traditional religions”, civic 
religiosity, in this sense, would be expressed in different forms of ritualization 
of history, among which are the great national funerals, a commemorative 
modality privileged in the 19th century as “glorification rite”. In Catroga’s 
perspective, therefore, the ritual of interment, as well as the other modes of 
manifestation of civic religiosity mentioned, would represent a form found by 
men to dissimulate the corruption of time, trying to make the collective 
memory work as a “second beyond”. In his existential protest against death 
and forgetfulness, man would need forms of ritualizing time, among which are 
rites of recollection like civic liturgies and historiographical practice as well, 
especially as it manifested itself in the 1800s: “thus, more than in any other 
necromantic ceremony, the civic commemorations appealed explicitly to the 
mediation of memory, calling it to perform the same pedagogical function as 
the one attributed to the whole historical literature” (Catroga, 1998, p.224). 
Stressing the ritual aspect of the historian’s work, Catroga sought to emphasize 
the consonance between the commemorative practices and the historiography 
of the 19th century, not placing history and memory in opposite epistemological 
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fields, but relating the study of civic liturgies like national funerals to the ways 
of perceiving time and ritualizing history (see also Catroga, 2001).

In a similar sense, it is interesting to consider Mona Ozouf’s reflections 
about the civic feasts that involved the French Revolution.30 Her perspective 
turned itself precisely against the predominance of political interpretations of 
revolutionary feasts which, centered only on the intentionality of the 
ceremonial planners, set aside the collective needs which surpass the more 
obvious dimension of the attempts at political uses of the past. Different from 
the conceptions focused on the manipulations of memory that we have already 
discussed (either in what concerns inventions of traditions or institutional 
mechanisms of construction of a national memory), Ozouf’s conception called 
attention to the need of an anthropological approach of the feasts, which 
should not be “abandoned to history, which purges them entirely” (Ozouf, 
1976, p.220). Thus, to think about the relationship between feasts and history 
is not to seek only to understand the attempts by the organizers of feasts at 
controlling the latter, but also to inquire about the way civic feasts can be 
related to the collective needs of breaking with the passage of time, pointing 
to an unconcious struggle against historical change.

Instead of a control of history, the ritual repetition of revolutionary feasts 
could translate a flight from history, as well as the projections of future that 
perpass the civic ceremonial could point less to an anticipation of reality than 
to a wish, something related to the imaginary level. So, the experience of the 
feast should be thought of in regard to the existential needs and anxieties that 
make its present be stretched into eternity and, thus, experienced in its 
dissimulated rupture with everyday life:

How then avoid seeing that the repetition serves to corrode the disturbing 
shock, to erase the threatening novelties of the event, to give it, tearing it from 
profane time, all the prestige of recommencement? ... Far from explaining the 
opposition between feast and history, the special case of the French Revolution 
tends to increase it; the feast is a temporary world that denies its temporariness; 
and, as the fruits of the feast must themselves be a feast, does not one glide, in a 
flight from history, into the utopia of an eternal feast? (Ozouf, 1976, p.225)

In Ozouf’s perspective, therefore, it was due to historians not to get 
trapped into a final analysis of civic feasts, prey to the meanings intended by 
their organizers, whose intentions have been overestimated and scarcely 
problematized. The abundance of documents that display their political 
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projects does not justify privileging only “the meaning that was intended over 
the meaning of what was experienced”, as the majority of analysts has done 
(Ozouf, 1976, p.223-224). Similarly, her conception also helps problematize 
the notion of civic religiosity that we have already stressed. If the civic religions 
use elements of liturgies that characterize traditional religions, they cannot be 
understood only as part of an intentional project of substituting a new cult for 
a Catholic cult. That is, they cannot be understood only as regards the emphasis 
on the intention of historical subjects, either: “the will to substitute is not born 
completely ready in the brains of political men, but in the spectacle or 
recollection of an already incarnate substitution, though unconscious of itself” 
(Ozouf, 1976, p.222). It is in this same sense also that the author stressed the 
naiveté of getting attached only to the frequent repetitions of rituals, for “it 
suffices to have gone over some feast records to know what to retain: the 
pyramid, the simulacrum of a public room, the eternizing inscription are 
common acts and places of the revolutionary ceremonial” (Ozouf, 1976, p.221). 
Beyond these aspects, it is crucial to consider the collective needs that would 
characterize such commemorations, their relationship with the anxieties about 
and the attempts at controlling history, hardly understandable in an analysis 
focused only on the dimension of the political uses of the past.

Certainly, the perspective that Ozouf used to reflect about civic feasts 
ended up introducing important elements of analysis, generally disregarded 
by the majority of historians who have treated the theme. In fact, going beyond 
the issue of the feasts of the French Revolution, her ideas can be considered 
relevant to the understanding of civic rituals and ceremonies in a more general 
way, since they have many times been studied only with regard to their 
dimension of manipulation and intentional uses of memory. Like Fernando 
Catroga’s, therefore, her analysis points to the ampleness and the still 
embryonic character of researches in this field of studies, indicating the need 
of more theoretical and heuristic investments in the great variety of issues that 
compose it. Besides the theme of nationalism, already complex in itself, it 
points to other issues that demand greatly refined theoretical discussions, such 
as the changes in the ways of experiencing time, the collective longings that 
traverse civic rituals and practices, or even the relationship between them and 
the forms the writing of history has assumed. From this point of view, the 
studies of funerals and civic rituals can be considered not only something that 
constitutes an effective field of investigations (permeated by a set of conceptual 
problems and discussions which endow it with certain autonomy), but as a 



Douglas Attila Marcelino

140 Revista Brasileira de História, vol. 31, nº 61

field that allows us to reconsider continually the historiographical practice 
itself, and that possesses great potential for development.
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