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Abstract: The significance of future as a category of historical time necessarily
refers to the classical Koselleck′s study about the origins of history as Ge-
schichte. Indeed, history proper is only possible when the time is released
from the divine power, then history appears as the result of the human actions.
This idea reformulates a Kantian thesis about the plan of history. As it is known,
according to Kant history has a meaning and a direction but this cannot put at
risk the freedom of humans as moral agents. The future plays here a main role
because it allows thinking about the progress of mankind as a regulative
ideal. The concept of hope is its necessarily counterpart. In the realm of practical
reason the hope works as the basis for our belief in a better world caused by our
collaboration (when the good and the virtue go together). In history, this hope is
expressed through the expectation of perpetual peace. It is obvious that the fu-
ture cannot be an object of history because to talk about it would be to make
prophecies (as Danto says). But it can be said that without future there is not his-
tory in its proper sense. Our aim here is to analyze the role of future as a com-
ponent of historical consciousness and consequently to show its importance to
understand why the human groups build their memories as a legacy for the
next generations. In order to do this I intend to identify the political aspects
of the hope displayed when the communities seek to conform and keep their col-
lective memory as a heritage to leave for future generations.

Introduction

Every community relies on the future as a temporal dimension that organizes its
present and, at the same time, gives meaning to its past. Human communities,
whose expectations are often related to a better future for those to come, trans-
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mit to ‘the newcomers’ a stock of accumulated knowledge that will prove useful
in the further advancement of their lives (Arendt 1968).Within this social dynam-
ic, the past and future function as indispensable temporal dimensions. New gen-
erations represent the future in the here and now, and they are the ones who en-
sure the continuing survival of the group in time.What they deem important and
choose to transmit to other new generations constitutes a set of skills, meanings
and worldviews, preserved from an earlier time (past) with the hope that it will
be passed on to the future.

We shouldn’t conclude from these statements that such communities are ho-
mogeneous; it is possible for that which they deem important to transmit to be
composed of heterogeneous sets of the ‘goods’, which different groups value dif-
ferently, which are not organized in a hierarchical manner and which are not
consistent with each other. Nor should it be assumed that the transmission of
what is considered significant happens ‘democratically’. The goods to be trans-
mitted are, in the end, symbolical and cultural resources, which, like any other
resource, are unequally distributed. We will return to this issue below.

What I am concerned with analyzing here is the availability of the future as a
dimension of historical consciousness, in relation to the ways in which social
communities choose to conserve that which they wish to transmit to coming gen-
erations. I am referring to what I denominate, in general terms, ‘inheritance’. By
this, I understand that which is transmitted from generation to generation and
constitutes the common backdrop that enables the group to conserve its identity
and strengthen the sense of belonging of its members. I believe that, in this man-
ner, it will be possible to recover the concept of hope in a political and historical
sense, stripped of its religious connotations (insofar as it remits to the theolog-
ical virtue).

It’s clear that since the eighties we have been living in a world immersed in
what is referred to as the ‘memory boom’. This situation has been critically an-
alyzed by such authors as A. Huyssen and F. Hartog, who think that the empha-
sis on memory in current Western societies doesn’t shed sufficient light on the
complex ways that symbolic constructions (which communities pass on as
their inheritance) are constituted. Huyssen has established connections between
the excess of memory and a certain risk of amnesia, whereas Hartog has identi-
fied the oppressive danger in the current attempt to turn everything into some-
thing worth remembering. Having said that, what interests me here is the possi-
bility of understanding the current state of collective memory as a symptom of
modes of conceptualizing the future, for which the aforementioned notion of ‘in-
heritance’ will prove useful.
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Future and history

The future is a temporal dimension that remits to that which could occur in a
moment that hasn’t yet transpired. It is a characteristic specific to the human
consciousness of time; for Kant it is the anticipation of the future that distin-
guishes human beings from other species. This anticipation does not only in-
clude the more or less specific prediction of what is to come, but it is also mold-
ed by an important degree of uncertainty. (Later, we will return to this dual
character of the future.)

The association of the future with history is nothing new. A. Danto (1985)
had already pointed this out when he critiqued the prophetic aspect of specula-
tive philosophies; in other words, he criticized them for concerning themselves
with that which is outside of the scope of history, namely that which has yet
to occur. Danto dealt the last blow to the aspirations of historical teleologies
by formulating the following ‘puzzle’: “If I can do something about the future,
the future cannot be known; and if it can be known, we can do nothing about
it” (1985, p. 11). While it’s true that he rejects the idea of formulating historical
prophecies, on the other hand he gives the future a positive meaning within his-
torical comprehension. Firstly, he exposes the uselessness of the ‘Ideal Chroni-
cler’ who, lacking perspective on the future, is incapable, strictly speaking, of ac-
counting for what happens. Thus, he reaches the following conclusion: “not
being witness to the event is not so bad a thing if our interests are historical”
(1985, pp. 152–3), since without this perspective on the future it is impossible
to comprehend what it is that happened. Secondly and related to the first, not
only do we not know the future, but we don’t even know which history will
be written of the moment that we are living, because the selection, description
and interpretation of the events that are considered historical are dependent
upon interests that we ignore. The historians of the future will have to be the
ones who relate these events to others that haven’t yet happened (1985, p. 169).

In this way, Danto considers that the thesis that history is constantly being
re-written is justifiable, which enables us to assert that historicism, in a certain
sense, is trivially true. His analysis also enables us to account for something that
is often underestimated in the study of collective memory, such as the fact that
the distinction between events that are ‘worthy of remembering’ and those con-
sidered unworthy doesn’t have to do with any fixed aspect or inherent condition,
but rather with the ways in which they are deemed meaningful by those who
evaluate them.

So far, we can identify a double valuation of the future. As a perspective on
predictions concerning the actions we are currently involved in, it is necessary to
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depend on the future in order to make descriptions that correspond to what we
are doing in the present.Without a minimum prediction of what would occur as
the result of our present actions, it wouldn’t be possible to account for the set of
movements of which they are comprised. But, secondly, the future is also open
and unpredictable, and any attempt to delimit it or to speak about it causes us to
run the risk of reverting to prophecy.

Koselleck, for his part, identifies different ways in which the future can be
accounted for in the comprehension of history. It no longer has only to do
with the distance between expectation and experience—as in his celebrated the-
sis about modernity—but rather with the degree to which we can speak reason-
ably about the future, about that which is to come. That capacity, which he de-
nominates ‘prognosis’, is a part of history as a discipline, since it is history’s job
to study why some of these prognoses have come true and others have not. In
order to do this, he appeals to his theory of the strata of time, since it enables
him to determine what possibility a prognosis has of being fulfilled. The more
levels a prediction encompasses vertically, the higher its probability of being ac-
curate. He identifies different types of prognosis, according to the range of future
alternatives they offer to the historical agents. There are those that he describes
as ‘wishful prognoses’, which is to say those that are the product of the optimism
(or pessimism) of an agent, without taking the pertinent factors adequately into
account; then, there are those that he characterizes as ‘compulsory prognoses’,
which present only one possible course of action and exclude any alternative;
and, finally, come the ‘alternative conditional prognoses’ that contain instruc-
tions for a course of action for the purpose of avoiding certain results (such as
the repetition of a war).

Desire—which is to say the expectation that events pan out in the way that
the agent wants—is an important component of each of these, but what differen-
tiate the three prognoses are the relationships that they have with previous his-
torical experiences. The third type of prognosis is the one that seems to make the
best use of historical experiences, insofar as it is able to present a future state of
affairs that should be avoided, such as the (possible but not inevitable) repeti-
tion of a past that it would be desirable to overcome. When certain past events
have been damaging to a social group, this type of prognosis attempts to extrap-
olate them to the future by presenting them as an outcome that can be avoided if
the correct courses of action are taken (Koselleck 2002b). This observation is ac-
curate and Koselleck expressed it in other terms in reference to the way in which
social groups interpret their experiences and rewrite their history once they have
been defeated. As he states in “Transformation of Experience and Methodologi-
cal Change: A Historical-Anthropological Essay”: “the experience of being van-
quished contains an epistemological potential that transcends its cause, espe-
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cially when the vanquished are required to rewrite general history in conjunction
with their own” (2002a, p. 77).

As I pointed out earlier, the factor that Koselleck stresses, in order to gauge
the precision of the prognoses, is the temporal strata that they encompass. Here,
he is referring to the different structures, processes and factors that constitute
historical reality, which have varying rates of change and don’t respond to
human action in a uniform manner.While long term factors don’t directly or im-
mediately depend upon human action, there are other short or medium term ac-
tions that can indeed be affected by it, which is why historical agents can include
their modifications, to a certain degree, in the prediction of the outcomes of their
actions.

I’m not going to focus on the characteristics of each of the different strata
that Koselleck identifies, because what interests me here is something else.
What is important is their relationship to human actions, because this is what
leads to historical contingence, which is a central factor in conceiving the future
in non-prophetic terms. All historical events are more or less new,which is to say
more or less unpredictable, but what is important for historical comprehension
is to grasp the contingent nature of their relationship to the events that came be-
fore them. It is in relation to historical contingency that the gap between predic-
tion (the imaginable future) and its actual fulfillment can best be approached.
Historical contingence enables us to conserve intact the two characteristics of fu-
ture as historical time: its open condition and the degree of uncertainty that nec-
essarily comes with it (inseparable from its availability); and, on the other hand,
the fact that it is restricted to a set of options that are in a certain sense pre-de-
termined, since that which occurs is always the product of a set of conditions,
imprecise and complex, that preceded it.

As I said earlier, Koselleck is interested in how the future can be an object of
study for historians, as ‘future past’, but some observations can be found in his
analysis that in general allow us to think of the future in terms of historical time.
Human beings think about the past extrapolating their experiences, but not all
historical experiences are equally valuable in predicting the future. There are
some, Koselleck says, that possess ‘prognostic power’ (2002b, p. 148)’ which
he calls ‘meta-historical’ (even if they aren’t timeless). These seem to be general
references to the characteristics of human action and, although they are derived
from experience, they have a supra-historical value. He includes in this group
what could be described as ‘popular knowledge’, or ‘folk wisdom’, often ex-
pressed through proverbs. But, these types of extrapolation from past situations
to future ones possess a high level of vagueness. A prognosis with a greater pos-
sibility of turning out to be accurate will be that which includes the highest num-
ber of strata of time, which is to say that which includes a vertical temporal grad-
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uation and therefore possesses a higher number of precise references to the con-
texts in which the action had taken place.

This analysis should be put alongside Koselleck’s thesis that in history there
are processes and structures that repeat themselves, which enables him to pos-
tulate ‘the formal repeatability of history’. Once again, this permits us to see to
what degree the future presupposes a conjunction between novelty and repeti-
tion. The human capacity for predicting the future through prognosis requires
an accurate assessment of how both factors (the new and the repeated) interact
and, in addition, the capacity of the agent involved to bring about the conditions
necessary for the predicted future to come to pass. It is inevitable at this point to
bring Kant back into the discussion, since for him the possibility of a prophetic
history necessarily implied that the person who made the prophecy was also in-
volved in the conditions of making it come true (which doesn’t seem so far-fetch-
ed if we think of the world of finance and international politics).

I’m interested in the relationship between the new and the repeated because
it enables us to analyze to what degree the thought future is a dimension that is
relevant for understanding how human agents and societies, in developing
means to achieve what they desire, interpret available historical experiences.
In the end, Koselleck concludes that in our current conditions, the variety of fac-
tors that influence our actions (as well as an increase in the rate at which those
factors change) makes it difficult to formulate prognoses (2002b, p. 148). There is
an interesting asymmetry here. As a historian, Koselleck is capable of accounting
for future past, which is to say the way past actors were able to predict with
greater or lesser precision and greater or lesser success that which would hap-
pen. As a historical actor, however, Koselleck finds himself in complete uncer-
tainty. This asymmetry expresses, once again, the dual value of the future: as
prediction and as risk.

One of the ways to evaluate the role of the future in human groups is to an-
alyze their ways of conserving the past. In fact, the conservation of the past is
necessarily related to its transmission, which is why every strategy for conserving
the past takes the future into consideration. This, once again, implies a dual val-
uation: in first place, as risk—what is yet to come is unknown and can therefore
threaten that which we treasure; and secondly, as hope—that which is to come in
the future will permit us to keep the past alive. In what follows, I will continue to
analyze the past in relation to these two sides of the future: as that which ena-
bles us to conserve the past, but at the same time represents the threat of losing
it.
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Future and memory: the past as inheritance

The relationship between future and memory becomes clear if collective memory
is conceived of as an attempt to transmit that which has been valued as a mem-
ory to new (which is to say future) generations. The origin of this line of analysis
can be traced back to M. Halbwachs’s studies of the ‘social frameworks’ of mem-
ory. The transmission of collective memory, determined by the different groups to
which the individuals belong, implies an operation of bequeathing, in the sense
of leaving something so that another may have access to it in the future. In this
way, memory, the trace in the present of an absence and that which is ‘from the
past’ (to use the terminology of Ricoeur 2000), contains within its structure an
intention that is oriented towards the future. This is where the principal chal-
lenge of memory resides: in transmitting an experience to those who haven’t
had it (Vezzetti 2002, p.19). Collective memory implies a set of practices that
are related to the consolidation of cultural identities that strengthen the tie be-
tween individual and community. This tie places the tension between the preten-
sion of truthfulness (which distinguishes it from mere imagination) and loyalty
to the group (without which there would be no collective memory) at the very
center of collective memory. It is a practice that is consolidated through storytell-
ing and communally shared meanings that have already been established by the
time new subjects are born.¹

Following this line of argumentation, the connection between the concepts
of memory and inheritance starts to become visible. Inheritance, as a social
mode of transferring material and cultural assets, is in itself a historiographical
object of study. (Here, I dismiss inheritance in the biological sense, to the extent
that what is transmitted is done so without our consent or even being aware of it,
a point I will elaborate on later.) The ways in which the transferences are execut-
ed and what it is that is being transferred force us to consider the social and cul-
tural context in which they were produced. This is why, for example, if we under-
stand inheritance to be the practice of land transferal, Thompson points out the
risk of assuming that we are dealing with a ‘historical constant’, when in reality
what is being inherited is not only property (land in this case) but also a web of
social relationships (Thompson 2000, p. 45). Cultural anthropology studies in-

 “‘Being part of ’ requires a narrative in which we locate ourselves and are located in. These
narratives, which are seldom of our own making, are constituted through representations and
performance, conveying not only who we are but also who we will come to be.” (Somers
1994), quoted from: (Anico & Peralta 2009, p. 1)

A Philosophical Inquiry into the Future as a Category of Historical Time 455

Unauthenticated
Download Date | 8/13/18 9:29 PM



heritance as the transmission of objects (relics and remains) and of meanings
(traditions).²

In addition to these historiographical and anthropological resonances, in-
heritance can be conceived of as Koselleck’s experiential space, that is, as a cul-
tural reserve that one generation attempts to transfer to another. Even when ex-
periences crystallize into a ‘space’, the availability of that space is not
synonymous with its actual use. In a similar fashion, inheritance contains within
it uncertainty regarding its own future. One generation may leave a memorial
legacy, but is faced with the uncertainty of not knowing whether or not the
next generation will accept it. As Hassoun indicates, the ‘adventure’ of the trans-
mission of an inheritance is the product of the difference between our ancestors
and ourselves, a dynamic that will then be repeated between us and our de-
scendants, which means that there is never ‘an eternal return’ of the legacy to
be transmitted and that a considerable part of it is composed of oversights
and annexes (Hassoun 1996). In complex societies like our own, in which tradi-
tions come into conflict and it becomes impossible to integrate past events into a
singular social narrative, inheritance is a symbolic and cultural space where
identities in contention within the common space are put into question.³ More
than a fixed and closed repertoire of shared meanings, inheritance should be
thought of in this manner—as an attempt to solidify identities and meanings
that are unstable and fragmentary (Betts & Rose 2015, p. 2). The construction
of collective memory, as with all forms of social inheritance, is also riddled
with conflicts and threatened by a proliferation of contents and formats that con-

 In the introduction of the issue of the publication “Past and Present” with monographs about
relics and remains, it is stated that the essays presented in the issue “explore the political, eco-
nomic and social dimensions of the identification, preservation and fabrication of relics and re-
mains, and their meaning and function in the spheres of memory, history and heritage” (Wal-
sham 2010, p. 10, italics added). The supplement corresponding to July of 2015 of the same
publication is dedicated to inheritance in the modern world and, while it focuses on the
study of historical preservation, its origins and re-significations throughout time, a quick look
at the table of contents is enough to see the close relationship that exists between inheritance
and collective memory (Betts & Rose 2015).
 In the case of Argentina, think of the debates concerning the monuments to Julio A. Roca, the
general who headed the ‘desert campaign’—which in reality consisted of the extermination of
the indigenous populations that had inhabited Patagonia during the nineteenth century.
Today, there are many efforts to remove the monuments that commemorate Roca in different cit-
ies throughout the country, a movement that cancels the idea that our country was established
peacefully upon an enormous, uninhabited territory—an idea created and strengthened by tradi-
tional historiography.
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tribute to its consecration or banalization (Todorov 2002—in particular, chapter
3).

(Preliminary) conclusions

The concept of ‘inheritance’ contains various meanings, but it essentially implies
something that people take with themselves and which comes from others before
them, their ancestors. The construction of an inheritance implies the hope that
the temporal and generational gap can be bridged and that it is possible to be
able to use today that which has been passed on to us.⁴

Inheritance also refers to that which human beings carry within themselves
without being conscious of it. Oakeshott, for example, refers to genetic inheri-
tance, the information coded in our DNA, which has accumulated throughout
centuries of evolution and which we haven’t done anything to receive nor
made an effort to preserve. It’s just there, available to us without our even know-
ing (Oakeshott 1999). This notion of biological inheritance does not apply to his-
tory. Another form of inheritance would have to be postulated, understood in,
say, ‘biographical’ terms. I’m referring to an inheritance which includes an enor-
mous number of conducts, valuations, meaning constructs, etc. that people ac-
quire throughout a long learning process that begins at birth and continues
all throughout life.

There is a third form of inheritance, which is the one that I would like to an-
alyze here and which has to do with everything that subjects receive through
their social and community context. Understood in this way, inheritance is prop-
erly historical, and it is composed of a great variety of what we can call ‘goods’,
which historical agents are able to apprehend more or less consciously and
whose meanings are more or less explicit to them. The historical inheritance
that I’m referring to here implies capital that is composed of dissimilar goods
being passed from one generation to another. It is important to stress that social
actors can be beneficiaries of more than one inheritance, as long as there are, in
our society, different groups to belong to, with varying degrees of intimacy or dis-
tance (Halbwachs classifies ‘belonging groups’ as the near, the dear and the far).
This historical inheritance,which is close to different manifestations of collective
memory, operates with varying degrees of opaqueness. In the same way as genet-
ic inheritance, this historical memory is also handed down to new generations
without their consent but, in contrast to genetic inheritance, it requires some

 I owe some of these ideas about inheritance to Prof. Estanislao Antelo.
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level of acceptance on behalf of the recipients in order to be put into action. It is
an offer available to new subjects that would then have to be activated by them.

In all historical inheritance, there are those who bequeath and those who
receive the legacy. This inheritance demands a particular attitude from both par-
ties to ensure that its reception takes place. There are cases of legacies lovingly
prepared by one generation for the next that nonetheless sink into oblivion. But
there are also cases in which the successors lay claim to a legacy that their an-
cestors did not make available to them. There could be many reasons why these
kinds of cases might happen, from the fact that the inheritance is rendered use-
less or embarrassing in its new context to the fact that the present raises new
questions concerning the past from which the inheritance comes. The questions
we have to ask ourselves, then, are about how shared inheritances are constitut-
ed, how they are composed and how available they are to those who intend to
use them.

As I already mentioned while discussing A. Danto’s thesis concerning histor-
ians (we can’t know what history will be written in the future because we don’t
know which interests will guide coming historians nor which questions they will
address), we can also approach historical inheritance in this same way. Societies
can more or less consciously use symbolic constructs, examples, moral tales, lin-
eages, etc. to compose the heritage that they wish to transmit to coming gener-
ations. They cannot predict, however, the course that these inheritances will take
in the future; it isn’t possible to predict in detail how future generations will use
them, if they even use them at all. It is in historical inheritance that the way in
which communities attempt to deal with the future in its dual aspect, as risk as
well as prediction, can be observed. In the first case, the future may bring the
loss of value, a fall into disuse or the distortion of an inheritance. In the second
case, the future becomes a necessary condition for the possibility of the trans-
mission of that which is being preserved. The words that R. Kent, an Auschwitz
survivor, spoke in January of 2015 are worth remembering here: “we do not want
our past to be our children’s future”. He is referring to an inheritance, that of
hardships suffered, trying to be preserved for the future (in order to prevent it
from being repeated) but that, in addition, acknowledges the open character
of the future, since that which is to come may or may not do justice to that in-
heritance.⁵

 In the manner of Koselleck’s aforementioned ‘alternative conditional prognosis’. R. Kent’s
speech was given on 25th January, 2015 and is available at: http://www.auschwitz.info/en/es
sentials/essential-speeches/2015-roman-kent.html, date of register: 09/09/15
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While it’s true that the historical inheritance presented here bears resem-
blance to collective memory, it is important to point out some of the differences.
The latter, generally speaking, is the product of the effort of a community, or
even a state, to constitute shared symbolic assets and through which several
more or less successful mechanics of transmission can be identified (especially
through, but not limited to, the educational system). As such, the features of
what I am calling historical inheritance aren’t as defined and its modes of trans-
mission aren’t as lineal. Its constitution and regulation consolidate the genera-
tional and intergenerational bond, and the possibility of its transmission implies
challenging the ever-present risk of being forgotten. Historical inheritances are
formally instituted in order to be handed down through established mechanisms
of construction and, even more importantly, of transmission and conservation.
At the same time, though, they can be re-created (re-signified) with each new
generation, who will take from this inheritance what they deem useful.

It seems to me that the idea of historical inheritance that I am presenting
here sets a limit to the uses of the concept of collective memory. Actually, the lat-
ter always runs the risk of being substantialized, of losing sight of its polemic
and plural character, and at the same time it has a complex relationship with
official memory. Historical inheritance, on the other hand, displays several char-
acteristics that I think would be revealing to explore:
1. it is shared by social groups of varying size, within which the intensity of the

bonds that hold them together range from subtle to close, in the same way
that the bond can either be explicitly sustained or not;

2. it has a potential value that can either be activated or not according to the
contexts within which it is advocated; and

3. it possesses an open meaning whose future re-significations are impossible
to determine a priori.

In other words, inheritance is defined not only by its relationship to the past that
it seeks to preserve and transmit, but also by its orientation towards the future,
since this is what characterizes every inheritance, that is to say its future avail-
ability. What defines inheritance is the fact that it is made available to others,
those of the future, with whom those who compiled it intend to share it. Yet,
at the same time that it offers the possibility of historical comprehension, like
a bridge between two temporal (generational) moments, it also exposes its lim-
its. The open condition expressed in the meaning of inheritance prevents us from
being certain that it will be used towards the same end for which it was intend-
ed.What’s more, it prevents us from being certain that it will even be useful at all
in the future. In this manner, the construction of a historical inheritance that in-
tends to be shared implies the instituting gesture of the giver while it, inevitably,
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leaves the decision regarding its use and pertinence in the hands of the receiver.
The construction of an inheritance in itself presupposes and at the same time
problematizes the temporal continuity expressed through generational continu-
ity.

But there is another characteristic that I wish to point out. Historical inher-
itance, in contrast to other, ‘legal’ inheritances, cannot avoid being appropriated
by those who feign (or truly believe), to be its heirs, without being the originally
intended recipients. Historical inheritance contains an aporia: it is the result of
the conscious and deliberate effort of previous generations to pass on to others a
body of specific symbol capital without being able to guarantee who its actual
heirs will be. Even further, they cannot even guarantee that the inheritance
handed down will be transmitted in the way it had been intended, given that
younger generations are capable of constructing new, contingently defined ties
to the past—ties, in other words, that are neither authorized by nor contained
in the original meaning intended to be associated with that inheritance. This
idea of the past as inheritance enables us to characterize the relationship that
social communities establish with their past, while simultaneously helping us
to avoid thinking of the past only in terms of its ontological or referential persis-
tence (which I don’t dispute).

As a result, I would like to conclude by claiming that the past exists in the
form of an inheritance that is reclaimed by those who were not its contempora-
ries. Since this reclamation cannot be controlled a priori, it is impossible to de-
fine the past a priori, independent of the meanings by which it becomes opera-
tive. Rather than an object in an attic or a territory to be explored, the past
emerges as symbolic capital to be inherited (accepting or disputing its meaning).
In other words, the past will be that which the future allows it to be.
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