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How do we remember? Using at least three examples, discuss the social, political and historical aspects of commemoration.
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Tangible Memory — Digital Memory

How do we remember? Scientifically, there are billions of neurons in each of our brains working constantly to link together all the information received by our working senses. They form a visual representation of a moment in time, which gets replayed in our minds as, what we call, a memory. Emotion, however, is the basis for the brain’s decision to store any particular moment as such a memory.

A normal function of emotion is to enhance memory in order to improve recall of experiences that have importance or relevance for our survival, to emphasise certain aspects of experiences to make them more memorable. (Heshmat 2015)

We can rely on our memory to make decisions about whether actions are deemed right or wrong, appropriate or unsuitable, thanks to the archive of conclusions stored in our head, combed with feelings to carry out the decision-making process. These subconscious actions that we do define who we are as individuals; they form pieces of characteristics that stitch together to create a person with a personality. In many ways, there is no human existence without memory, for we are the most advanced species on planet Earth and we pride ourselves in the evolution of the world. Without memory, it is highly unlikely that the world would be as developed as we know it today, at least not in this exact way and at this exact rate.

	Besides the brain collecting information it deems important, humans have come up with external methods of recording moments and knowledge - the most common, effective and powerful of which is photography. Ever since the invention of the first camera, our civilisation has become heavily dependent on photography to remember, as it is seen to offer the absolute truth and an honest reflection of reality. 

Siegfried Kracauer briefly evaluates the core difference between memory images and photographs in The Mass Ornament: 
Photography grasps what is given as spatial (or temporal) continuum; memory images retain what is given only in so far as it has significance […] From [photography’s] perspective, memory images appear to be fragments – but only because photography does not encompass the meaning to which they refer and in relation to which they cease to be fragments. Similarly, from the perspective of memory, photography appears as a jumble that consists partly of garbage. (Kracauer 1995:50-51)

However, an opposite ideology on the same matter was introduced and used as the main plot to a feature-length film: Memento, directed by Christopher Nolan (2000). The film tells the story (in reverse) of Leonard, a guy who suffers from anterograde amnesia, meaning he cannot form new memory and everything fades away. In order to co-exist with this problem and look for vengeance for his late wife, he takes Polaroid pictures of moments he thinks is important and writes on them what he believes to the true. But every new memory fades away for Leonard, thus every decision he now makes are based on some notes and whatever is left of his life prior to the traumatic experience. His existence itself fades away.

This concept contrasts that of Kracauer as the memory images here are based on photography and photography becomes the memory image. As this fictional character looks at the image, he accepts it as absolute since he knows polaroid photograph cannot be altered and his handwriting is trustworthy. What he sees in the photo is all that he knows and he holds the truth in his hands. 

	At this stage of civilisation, people rarely get to do that anymore. They rarely get to grasp a tangible memory with a physical touch and actually store it somewhere that is not the ‘imaginary mind room’ with an infinite number of drawers. Analogue photography was one of the first stages in the development of photography. Images are recorded as the light bounces off the subject and arrives at the camera, causing chemical reactions on photo film. The film when finished is then developed, showing us the recorded images called negatives. These would be projected onto light-sensitive papers in order to produce prints. From start to finish, the process depends a lot, if not entirely, on the human operation. The darkroom prints provide us with another kind of tactile memory; one that we hold, study and remember moments from. 

As technology develops and human’s demand for convenience and versatility grows, film photography becomes a lengthy process, a difficult means of recording and a dying art. Developing negatives and printing images in darkrooms are not as common as before yet, at the same time, are still much treasured by those who still love them despite the effort. For many, the results are worth it when they hold the memories in their hands.

While both the negatives and the darkroom prints are made of lasting materials, they cannot beat the inevitable wear of time. Michael Newman agrees with the idea in Analogue, Chance and Memory:
The analogue medium is robust yet vulnerable to chance, liable to decay or wear out […] In this respect, analogue is, like our mortal bodies, subject to ageing and desuetude. It is here that we can locate a difference between the analogue and the digital. (Newman et al 2011:109-111)

Nowadays, even when photographs are recorded on to film negatives, they would still be scanned in digitally so that the users can achieve images with the highest quality possible, that there would always be a digital copy of the memory even when the negatives fade away. Newman adds: “Digital reproduction is always imperfect, but takes place within a horizon of perfectibility: it will get more and more accurate as the technology develops.”

Digital photography is only going to be advanced further and how we remember is only going to be more accurate, yet more dependent on technology. “Today, our memories almost never originate from our own decoding but are almost exclusively machine-recorded events. What are we becoming as we empty more of our memories into culture and technology? How will we perceive the world when even our most intimate memories become device-dependent?” (Dyens et al 2001:75-79)

As a generation in the 21st century, we are bound to technology. We remember information thanks to the storage of our phones, we are reminded of birthdays courtesy of out calendar apps, and we look at memories that are made up of millions of pixels. A study published by Kaspersky lab (2015) shows how much this part of the development is affecting our ability to remember. Out of 6000 users aged 16 and older in Europe, 49% of the UK respondents do not know their parents’ telephone numbers while 71% of the parents cannot remember their children’s digits on the cue; 40% of users aged 16 to 24 become “overwhelmed by sadness” if they were to have lost the information stored on their phones. This new phenomenon is given the name “digital amnesia” and it is becoming a weak spot of this generation.

Dyens (2001) also brings up a concerning point regarding the core existence of human beings: machines are controlling our memories with our permission, alongside indulgence. We let the devices remember for us so we do not have to ourselves, so that we could have the memory space for other ‘useful information’. This argument is only valid so long as the freed memory space is actually used. This is comparable to time: what comes out of saved time thanks to the convenience of technology if nobody really uses it? 

At an alarmingly rapid rate, mankind in general and young people more specifically, are adapting to living/existing with the aid of machinery. We have learned so much about the evolution of humans, is this era a giant leap in the evolution of our brains? Is it foreseeable that in some years we will only be using our brains to operate the advanced devices instead of remembering real-life, human-related information?

	There is a way of remembering that is so meaningful and compassionate, an approach that was first executed long ago, yet is still not overtaken by the power of technology: memorials.

The Air Forces Memorial, Runnymede (1953) was built to commemorate the brave men and women of the Air Forces of the Commonwealth who gave their lives during World War II. 
The shrine is embraced by a cloister in which the names of the dead are recorded. The names of the missing, grouped according to the year of death, are inscribed on the stone panels, giving the impression of partly opened stone books,” (cwgc.org 2017)
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fig. 1 – Cloister at the Air Forces Memorial.
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fig. 2 – Information board at the memorial entrance.
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fig. 3 – Engraving of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II’s address.

Those who had died in the war with unknown graves have their name engraved in stones for so long as the cloister (fig. 1) is standing and the memorial is existing, an essential part of them is still recorded on this planet. Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II (1953) addresses that “for as long as freedom flourishes on the Earth, the men and women who possess it will thank those who died and will say that they did not die in vain. This is their true and everlasting memorial.” (fig. 3) This is a truly humane attempt to remember those who otherwise would have certainly been forgotten. 
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fig. 4 – Interior and exterior of the cloister

The vastness of the ground and the dense details of the stone panels amaze visitors and dawn upon them a sense of the greatness of the loss; this could be an emotional factor that plays a part on helping the brains remember the site better. As the observers walk through the cloister and run their hands on the engravings, they are aware of the time and effort so many other people have invested in an attempt to show sympathy, gratitude and appreciation, especially at that time of no immediate inscribing machines, meaning every letter was carved in by hand. As the observers look out to the great green land of England that is now much more peaceful, they take a moment and they commemorate with a low chance that the beautiful memory would soon fade from their minds. 

The whole visit is memorable, everlasting and truly substantial for we can feel each of the spiritual remains of those who are gone, thus even when we cannot pick up the stone panels and put away in our little pocket, it is still altogether a tangible piece of memory that digital files cannot begin to fully and accurately portray (fig. 4). This ground, or any other memorials for that matter, is not a few clicks away. Even when we can read about them, they serve the purpose of a memorial best when they are seen in person. Some things are just not meant to be replaced or taken over by technology. At least not in the foreseeable future.

	To answer the question previously asked, there are no fixed ways of remembering. We use so many different means to remember or to help ourselves remember. The human brain, as always, plays a vital part in actively selecting and deciding on information worth remembering. Our ancestors have come up with a method of writing that shall last forever, which is stone inscribing. The method is still widely used now to express a certain sense of importance and sincerity. 

Another popular means of recording is photography. Analogue film cameras capture memories into frames and negatives that are tangible. Like stone engraving, we are able to touch them, feel them and be sure that the memory is real and that it happened. 

Despite being robust, those photographic recordings are similar to human’s remembering skills in the sense that they too, may fade away with time. As science develops, we try to move from analogue to digital in the attempt to keep memories alive forever, but if we are merging into technology and depending on it so much, what will become of mankind? The human brain is constantly working to invent and develop advanced machinery which will obey and help humans. However, with the indulgence that we allow ourselves when it comes to making use of those devices, we may eventually be the ones succumbing to them and losing what makes us superior, humanity.
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