Forgetting to Remember: Keeping Tabs on Digital Memory

In The Rocky and Bullwinkle Show, Mr. Peabody created a time traveling device, named the WABAC (pronounced “Way Back”) Machine, in order to visit the past (“WABAC”).  With the help of the WABAC Machine, Mr. Peabody could go back in time, be at hand during an event, and then magically return to the present to solve some type of problem (“WABAC”).  While it was a clever problem-solving device in a children’s cartoon, the WABAC Machine is an unlikely gadget in real life.  However, a non-profit organization in San Francisco, California has developed the internet’s own time traveling device, appropriately also named The Wayback Machine (Internet Archives).  The goal of The Wayback Machine is simple: to create the largest digital archive of internet sites, even those that have been deleted.  The Wayback Machine project at archive.org has indexed (“crawled”) billions of websites, many which, because of page updates and server limitations, were assumed to have been deleted or vanished into thin (virtual) air.  In order to assemble the world’s most complete history of the internet, visitors can request that specific sites be crawled, “reactivated,” and archived, a process that takes upwards six months.  For example, when I first visited The Wayback Machine in February 2009, I searched for one of my deleted blogs only to find that it had not been archived yet; however, I requested that it be crawled, and when I revisited The Wayback Machine in October 2009, I was able to access my old blog.  Not only can visitors search for their own vanished websites, but The Wayback Machine also archives video, audio files, and texts, ensuring that one’s fifteen minutes of fame on YouTube might live on for a bit longer.  Since its inception in 1996, The Wayback Machine has indexed over 85 billion sites, and is increasing this number by an astounding twenty terabytes every month (Internet Archives).  In other words, the total collection of The Wayback Machine archives exceeds the amount of printed text contained in the world’s largest libraries, including the Library of Congress (Internet Archives).

The Wayback Machine represents our desire to limit our forgetfulness while emphasizing memory in relation to information technologies.  Even in the digital age when our capacity to store information is unlimited, we often capriciously delete files or pictures from our hard drive without a second thought.  Because larger and faster digital memory is such a desired consumer commodity, it would appear obvious that this attention would spill over into academic circles; in particular, the field of rhetoric should seize this opportunity to revisit and reclaim one of its own canons.  Cicero’s five canons of rhetoric (invention, arrangement, style, memory, and delivery) were established as a method by which orators could accomplish all of the tasks involved in speech preparation.  However, in the centuries since the canons were created, memory has unfortunately been sloughed aside in favor of the other four.  For example, in the sixteenth century, French rhetorician Peter Ramus argued that there are only two parts of rhetoric (style and delivery), relegating the other three (invention, arrangement, and memory) to the dialectic.  More recently, Kathleen Welch argues in Electric Rhetoric that current composition textbooks emphasize invention, arrangement, and style while at the same time ignoring memory and delivery.  Interestingly, while technological devices that offer expanded memories woo consumers everyday, I wonder why contemporary rhetoric continues to ignore the one of its foundational aspects.  This paper, consequently, is prompted by these instances of ‘forgotten’ memory in the field of rhetoric in relation to our culture’s growing desire to increase external, digital memory in personal computing devices.  This paper explores the presence of memory studies in academic circles, while also showing that the canon of memory in rhetoric has, for some reason, been “forgotten.” 

Instead of adapting the canons alongside changing media, rhetoricians continue to use the models that were designed for oral and early print cultures, not the digital texts with which we deal today.  Rather than dismissing the canons, I argue that rhetoric should focus on updating the canons for contemporary audiences.  Because the models were designed in order to alleviate the guesswork from rhetoric, re-imagining these paradigms alongside information technologies will renew interest in the canons by highlighting the need to re-inscribe them in contemporary rhetorical practices. Even while personal devices like iPods, smart phones, and digital cameras encourage their users to Tweet, blog, or shoot video in order to store and share memories, rhetoric has not critically engaged with these ubiquitous forms of memory that new technologies inspire.  The ease of creating, reproducing, sharing and “making” digital memories should signal an important moment to rethink memory.  I argue that this oversight is a crucial one for the field of rhetoric to address immediately.  What is also startling is that Cicero’s canons have not yet been adequately adapted for either contemporary rhetorical studies or digital media studies. Although on the one hand, Collin Gifford Brooke’s recently published Lingua Fracta argues for a reconceptualization of the five canons of rhetoric in light of information technologies, his brief chapter on memory (he updates and renames the canon “persistence”) is not taken quite far enough.  On the other hand, Brooke’s recommendation that, “memory is the one canon whose status as practice is in need of rehabilitation,” is a deep nod to the relevance and need to revisit contemporary memory (144). 

Furthermore, the popular presses have also taken an interest to writing about memory.  An article by Wired magazine’s Clive Thompson brought memory into the limelight by questioning whether outsourcing memory to external devices, such as cell phone number databases and GPS navigational systems, might suggest, as Socrates and Quintilian’s qualms about writing had much earlier, that the brain is deteriorating from the lack of use; but instead research actually discovered that the opposite is true.  Despite the fact that the study shows that one third of adults under thirty years old cannot remember their own telephone number, this inability to recall does not necessarily lead to complete mental incapacity, but rather externalizing mundane facts unshackles the brain from the tasks of remembering, and increases the possibility of using the brain for more creative functions (Thompson).  The New York Times op-ed columnist David Brooks also comments that there is “no longer need to have a memory, for I have Google, Yahoo and Wikipedia.”  And like many others who depend on these collective memory systems for immediate responses to the it’s-on-the-tip-of-my-tongue moments, Brooks has “relinquished control over my decisions to the universal mind.  I have fused with the knowledge of the cybersphere, and entered the bliss of a higher metaphysic.”  On the one hand, these articles imply that collective memory systems, like Wikipedia, make a number of tools available to a limitless amount of knowledge-seekers.  These articles, on the other, do not anticipate the rhetorical practices inherent in ubiquitous computing systems that now provide internet users with the unending availability and means of persuasion.   

Even so, when Socrates first lashed out at Phaedrus for relying on writing to supplement his memory, it was an important divisive moment for rhetoric.  Most importantly, Socrates’ distaste of externalization represents a move away from the nature of rhetoric, summed up later in Aristotle’s classic definition: “the faculty of observing in any given case the available means of persuasion” (Rhetoric 6).  This early shift towards the externalization of memory recognizes some of the fears that arise from transferring our biological processes into non-biological mechanisms, a fear that has not disappeared even in this current technologically dependent age.  Aristotle’s definition of rhetoric is a good place to begin recapturing the canon of memory in this contemporary moment, namely because the notion of “available means” can be interpreted differently and more encompassing since the onslaught of externalization.  For early rhetoricians, being prepared for oration meant collecting and having argumentation organized and readied for any given situation.  One of the means to accomplish effective oration was to exercise the memory so that during a speech, one could quickly employ a number of memorized techniques as evidence.  The ability to efficiently recall these effective approaches allowed the orator to appear natural; rather than having to create appropriate evidence in the moment, the orator would simply retrieve what he already held in his memory.  This ‘storehouse’ of techniques is quite similar to today’s ideas of external memory storage—digital spaces allow individuals to store an infinite amount of information, while mundane activities, such as Googling, fill the gaps in one’s knowledge.  Even though it is too reductive to claim that information technologies simply offer ‘more’ in terms of storing available means, it is helpful to characterize the available means as the method by which the information can be sorted, tagged, and informed by the user in order to be recalled quickly and utilized effectively.  As a result, one of the issues with contemporary memory is not how much we can store, but the structures we develop in order to process and use the information efficiently.  

However, the automaticity of digital organization systems (such as Apple’s iCal or various Google apps) highlights a major rift between those that endorse the benefits of technological memory and those that shy away from it.  In the first issue of the journal Memory Studies, Paul Connerton suggested “Seven Types of Forgetting” in his article of the same. The seven types all describe forgetting as a purposeful action occurring as a result of the individual, as opposed to involuntary forgetting as a result of a disorder or brain injury.  Connerton contends that while we usually view memory as a triumph, forgetting is most often a type of failure: forgetting where we placed our keys, forgetting we have a committee meeting, forgetting to grab milk on multiple trips to the grocery store.  He argues that no matter what kind of forgetting occurs, they all have one similar feature: “they imply an obligation on my part to remember something and my failure to discharge that obligation” (59).  Subsequently, digital memory shifts the obligation away from the user into the system itself—the failure of forgetting is no longer mine, but is instead a lapse of technological memory.  

But aren’t we the ones who actually place our memories in digital systems?  Who’s to blame then? The work of Merlin Donald, a cognitive psychologist who has studied the intersection of life systems and information systems from early hominid development to the current moment of high technology, is particularly helpful in beginning to think through the relationship between the organization and arrangement that is now most associated with information technologies. The relation between the dual mechanisms of evolution foregrounded by Donald is most apparent with the introduction of the external symbolic storage (ESS) system. Donald defines external symbolic storage as the establishment of various organized spaces into which humans place knowledge that can be accessed at any given time in the future (308).  Coupled with the ubiquitous utilization of devices such as smart phones, flash drives, and GPS navigation, use of external symbolic storage infers that there is a decreased dependence on internal (natural) memory and increased dependence on externalized (artificial) memory.  Furthermore, the most important feature of ESS is that it proves that the brain’s size and capacity are increasing, but that this expansion is actually occurring outside of the body.  Further still, external symbolic storage represents that the accumulation of knowledge is no longer restricted by the brain’s physical storage limitation. Characterized by its functionality, external symbolic storage’s most striking property is not merely its ability to supplement biological memory, but that it “remembers” events exactly as they occurred and retains knowledge without the fear of our brain failing us, or forgetting.  As a result, Connerton’s assertion of forgetting-as-failure is no longer our failure, but is the device’s itself. 

However, such indefatigable externalized memory is not immune from complications as highlighted in two recent books.  Victor Mayer-Schonberger’s Delete explores the consequences of saving everything and recommends frequently purging our hard drives and storage devices, and also suggests initiating an expiration date for stored digital materials.  Mayer-Schonberger’s profound, albeit somewhat radical, argument touches on the heart of one major question surrounding digital memory: if we can remember anything, is forgetting a thing of the past?  While Delete emphasizes the need to routinely slim down our digital memory, other sites, like The Wayback Machine, seek to restore and archive all digital material, promoting the possibility of unlimited externalized memory.  Elsewhere, Gordon Bell, the self-professed “life-logger” who has captured and archived every event in his life over the past decade, has documented his results in the book Total Recall, asserting that digital technologies will radically impact and modify memory.  

To conclude, because information technologies promote limitless memory, digital memory should now be viewed as an abundant contributor to rhetorical practices because of its vast possibilities for new means of pervasiveness.  An increase in the number of available means should prompt rhetoric to return to one of its own canons and reclaim this digital moment as its own. Keeping digital memories present (or at least not forgetting memories by haphazardly deleting them) is one of the largest roadblocks concerning contemporary memory, but it is also one with which rhetoric must engage. 
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