How do we remember? Using at least three examples, discuss the social, political and historical aspects of commemoration.
False Memory and conspiracy.
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Memory is very fickle, constantly changing and warping. It’s best not to trust memory at all as it is all down to perception and with time it distorts and twists into something not so truthful. How we remember things is based on our memory, therefore it creates a problem we all suffer from, false memories. Whether it be due to a tragedy, personal or not, or just simply through time, our mind comes up with false memories to fill blanks we have left for ourselves. Many of these fake memories could have been implanted by friends or relatives or by ourselves from our wandering minds. This therefore makes it hard to measure how we remember things due to people remembering the same incident differently. When an event occurs, our brain, to make it easy, does not consider the full details of the surroundings, so it would be easy for two people who were next to each other during a conversation to remember subtle differences. When the scale of this gets bigger, however, things like this can become a problem and create difficulties. Many people, to fill in the blanks, may create whole scenarios that seem plausible in their minds. These days with the introduction of the internet and the huge mistrust from the news due to the ‘post-truth climate’, many people have turned to conspiracy theories to fill these blanks in their memory to help them explain why many things happen, usually tragedies. Due to the huge unbelievable scenarios that have been created, a huge community rallies around these beliefs, usually about government cover ups because our need for something spectacular and bigger than life. With the need for something exciting to believe in, all the tragedy happening these days and the news cover ups, false memories are raging rampant and spreading like wildfire. 

Most of our memories are flawed and inaccurate, therefore they are not trustworthy. Unless evidently recorded whilst it is happening, memory distortion will occur as our brains, to make it easier, leaves blanks in our memories if the details seem unnecessary to us. For example, if you were talking to a friend, even within the first 5 minutes of that chat concluding, you forget most of the chat, you only remember the subject and important key points of the conversation. When we take this into account, our very reaction to events can be skewed and the way we remember and commemorate can therefore be changed. Along with the fact we don’t take in all the information of our surroundings for memory, our memories are so weak that any outside source can easily manipulate our brains to changing our memories. When an event occurs and someone asks questions for you to recall the event, your memory can change based on the questions that someone asks you. Leading questions can be very dangerous in terms of memory as they lead the person to question themselves and unconsciously change their memory to fit with what the questioner mentioned. Annelies Vredeveldt explains that, 

“When you are trying to get a story out of someone, be it about a witnessed crime or a wild night out, it seems natural to ask them lots of questions about it. However, asking closed questions, such as ‘what was the color of his hair?’ or worse, leading questions, such as ‘he was a redhead, wasn't he?’ often leads to incorrect answers.” (Vredeveldt, quoted by Shaw, 2016)

With all these mechanisms, which allow us to fabricate memories and change them unconsciously, there is no wonder why there are so many stories out there about huge events that are simply not true. Many people who go to therapy for mental health problems can also suffer with these problems with the therapist probing for any answers for their suffering whilst unintentionally making the patient themselves think that a situation happened. Countless occasions have happened where someone will go into therapy for anxiety, depression or another mental health problem and with the therapist asking about any traumatic experience, they convince the patient that their parent abused them. This would cause a problem as many cases have come about where the parents know they would never have done such a thing but the child is convinced that it had happened due to a false memory that was created in their heads. (The British Psychological Society, 2017) (Chris French, 2009) This is called ‘False Memory Syndrome’ and it is not just applicable for people that have gone to therapy for a mental health problem, it can happen when they witness a tragedy, such as a crime or a terror attack. When being interviewed, they can modify their memories when the interviewer is probing for answers. Therefore, when it comes to cases such as the September 11th attacks, so many people remember contradicting things. 

Along with us changing our own memory due to people convincing us that a situation happened, these days due to many of us not being able to tell real news from fake news, many fill in the blanks by making up their own stories and tell themselves this enough times that they convince themselves it is true. As we live in, what people call, a ‘Post Fact’ world, where the government tries to cover up many situations from the media and public to avoid any protests and civil unrest, this creates a huge empty space where human nature takes over. We live for a spectacle that is larger than life, so many people come up with their own ideas and then with the internet, begin to broadcast it. Over time, people hear about it and convince themselves it is true. This sometimes goes further out of control when people fabricate evidence through them creating false memories. This is how conspiracy theories are created, distributed and become popular. These days, with the news and media getting less and less truthful and themselves looking for a spectacle to get people to buy the papers, this problem is much worse. With most large-scale events, there will be several conspiracy theories attached and this all comes back down to the fact that people have not been given enough solid evidence to be convinced that the event happened in the way that the news has portrayed. 

More commonly these days, but regularly, a conspiracy theory pops up around a certain subject, usually a large-scale event. The most notable from the last 20 years would be the September 11 attacks in New York. Shortly after the terrorist attack, thousands of people began to claim that it was an inside job and the government had murdered their own people to start a war with the east. Many claim that they used a control demolition, others saying that they used missiles. This was spurred on by the very varied eye-witness accounts. Many said they heard explosions, which helped propel the inside story theory. (chrysaor911, 2008) With our minds latching onto our memories more if a strong emotion is attached to it, millions of people can confidently claim they remember what they were doing on the day of the attacks and eye witnesses are convinced their memories are perfectly correct, however this is a very large flaw. David Reuben, from Duke university did a study where he got students into a lab on September 12th 2001 and he made the students write down in detail their experiences from the day before, and then he got them to return and do the same a year later. He found that the memories had deteriorated and specific details changed, but he could not convince any that their memories were wrong. (World Science Festival, 2015). This shows just how easy it is for information to become incorrect and how dangerous it is to let us use our memories as fact and shows the reason why these conspiracy theories have easily been created and become popular.  
Another example of a conspiracy theory that has become popular over that last few decades is the assassination of JFK. The assassination was shrouded in huge secrecy with almost none of the investigation results getting out to the public apart from the fact that they found the ‘lone assassin’ in a local building with the gun used to kill the president. This didn’t satisfy many people as they couldn’t imagine a single person with one gun being able to kill such an important man. Theories began to spread about it being an inside job by the CIA, or there being a team of assassins. (Michael E. Miller, 2017) Only in the last month have some of the documents regarding the assassination been released to the public, meaning that the public was left in the dark for 54 years. This is a prime example of the ways our mind fills in the blanks. Unlike 9/11, these conspiracies weren’t created due to false memories, but because of the lack of memory altogether. There were significantly less witnesses to the event and very little information was released, so it led to people creating their own ideas about what happened. This backs up the second branch of memory manipulation which was discussed earlier, Memory implantation. Starting with one person’s story about what may have happened, other people hearing it and with them being exposed to it time and again, their mind slowly creating evidence to back up the imaginary situation. 

A final example of memory manipulation and false memories that concluded in conspiracy would be the 1969 Apollo 11 moon landing. Unlike the last two examples, people did not die, however it was just as historical due to it being the first ever humans to get to and walk on the moon. Due to this, like the last two examples, being shrouded heavily in mystery, many have concluded that the moon landing was faked in a filming studio somewhere in America. Their evidence for this is that America and Russia were competing to get to the moon first, and Russia was winning, so as a final attempt for America to get the glory, they faked the moon landing as a final ditch attempt to win against the Russians. (TIME, 2017)
Many use the official NASA photos and video as their evidential basis for this conspiracy, saying that the flag they put into the moon would not be flapping as is was due to the lack of an atmosphere and that they can see lights and strings that would be used for them to hoax it. This conspiracy theory is interesting due to the precise evidence that they claim for its truth. It shows the way your mind can trick itself into seeing something in a different light when the full picture isn’t being shown. The theorists would not have had the knowledge of how movement works in space, so cannot solidly use the flag as proof, and again, cannot solidly say that the lights they saw weren’t from some object in space emitting light, however, due to them being so sure on what they think, have convinced themselves that the evidence there is all they need to disprove the actual evidence backing up that it happened. It shows that unlike the other two examples, that another aspect of memory manipulation is bias. Most would see the photos and videos through biased eyes. Therefore, our mind can trick us into seeing things that may not necessarily be there. 

To conclude, our memory is the very foundation of our personal truths, but it is also the thing that lies to us most. It manipulates and twists itself into something biased and untrue. Trusting in your memory will change how we remember certain things and evidently then change the way that we commemorate those events as well. Commemoration is the way we mourn or remember a large event that has meaning to us, and with memory distortion, it has led many to not commemorate events in search of the ‘truth’. Many do not recognise 9/11 as a terrorist attack but an inside job so will not commemorate it by remembering and visiting in respect. It creates a sense of mistrust and apprehension. Along with this, it makes people deny the event even happens, such as the lunar landings, so it essentially gets rid of the thing to commemorate. Therefore, memory manipulation that twists into untruths destroys the whole concept of commemoration and creates a longing sense of closure that many do not get. 
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