The Machines of Forgetting

abstract

Identity is based on the double movement of memory and forgetting. The latter is conceived not as a natural, but as a cultural process : it dissolves the symbolic debt of present to the past and makes in possible for life to start anew. Developed cultures not only invent strategies of memorizing, but also complex machines of forgetting. The analysis of latter are the main topic of the present essay : the ritual leap into otherness, the strategy of putting the past at a distance through mediation, the principle of screen memory being the bridge between then and now and finally the political institutions of forgetting : vengeance, pardon, amnesty, revolution. The most of the examples are taken from postwar and post-communist Europe where a process of overcoming of past traumatisms is underway. A crisis is identified in the functioning of these strategies of forgetting in the present world due, as it seems, to the new stage of media reproduction of the past. This new situation presented as spatialized memory would account for the gradual disappearance of the political dimension in our world, the political being defined here as the capacity to create identities in producing ruptures in the flow of time and liberating the future from the past.   

The Machines of Forgetting

Speculations on memory almost inevitably end up in the form of oxymoron : to remember means to forget, you remember one thing insofar as you forget another. Why is this so ? 

Let us start with a technical circumstance : you cannot afford to keep the whole of your experience at hand. For Georg Simmel the permanent substitution of ends by means is the psychological basis of the human condition ; the more complex the modern world of means becomes, the deeper the gap of oblivion that separates the acting person from his/her final ends. But forgetting is not neutral. Ritual forms of erasing the present and stepping over to the world of otherness is the main path towards the building of identities : my fragile changing “I” is constituted in front of the unshakable beyond. Freudian psychoanalysis will become the modern science of forgetting in turning this anthropological postulate upside down : it is now identity created by interiorized norms and ideals that appears to be the touchstone of culture, whereas otherness challenges its integrity and has to be exorcised from consciousness. A peculiar shift, if we think of it ! Memory has lost its irresistible reality, it no longer transports man to vanished worlds where he/she becomes other ; it is conceived as a tool for settling problems of the present. The rest is symptom.

It was Nietzsche who first argued that mental health is the result of such liberation from the past. An active, creative person, we read in his second “Untimely Consideration”, is able to remember, but also to forget,  just like a living being needs now light, now darkness. Modern man suffers from some "historical illness" ; he has swallowed up too much history he cannot use and risks to get drowned like the wolf in the fairy tale whose belly has been filled with stones he cannot digest. A similar reasoning will lead Spengler to erect a monumental tombstone to the West : memory-bound European culture has no longer enough vigor to live and will have to cede its place to younger (that is, more naive and ignorant) cultures. This ambiguous vision of being at the same time the master of the world and doomed to die escorts Europe until this very day. Civilization dreams itself sumptuous and blasé waiting for the “solution” of Barbarians as in the famous poem of Cavafy, those Barbarians who will sack and rape, and renew the aging blood, then… disappear to let the memory reign on. Because Barbarians - or rather the oblivion they bring about – have an important role to play in every civilization that preserves and lasts.

We shall argue against Nietzsche that modernity has not only more efficient machines for reproducing the past, but also for keeping it away ; it is at the same time the highest point of memory and of oblivion. If civilization has proved to be stronger than the "Barbarians", it is not only because it is able to keep, shelve, possess, but also of its capacity to forget and start anew, dissociating past from present and present from future. In other words, forgetting is not a natural, but a cultural process ;  a developed civilization develops not only techniques to  remember, but also to forget, giving a chance to new generations, opening new ways of living and thinking. Let us begin with changing the metaphor. Modern man is not fed up with irrelevant universal history like the wolf whose belly is full of rattling stones he cannot digest ; let us imagine him today rubbing the magic lamp of data bases, cables, satellites, zapping from one meal to another without even having really tasted them.

Short History of the Void

For tradition, forgetting is morally reprehensible : it equals loss, irreversible separation, death. Its archetype is the oblivion of duty towards God and family, the neglect of one’s origins and dignity. But there is also something sad about memory, for wisdom brings sorrow, says the Ecclesiastes. As to forgetting, it has a strong erotic charge : he who erases miraculously his past rejuvenates becoming a sport of circumstances for the best and for the worst. Charming herbs that erase memory often make you fall in love ; virginity symbolizing the lack of past is presented as the condition of real love ; festive mood is provoked by drinks that make you break free of ordinary conventions and obligations. 

The act of forgetting implies a new start and in many cultures rites of destruction of remnants of the past
 are believed to liberate time for the beginning of a new cycle. The future can happen only after a violent break is introduced into the flaw of time : a child can come into existence only through breaking away from his/her parent, man – through sinning against God. Revolt however takes much psychic energy and puts in danger the social status-quo. Forgetting is a tender revolt of every day old as the world - it breaks the chains of debt towards elders, superiors, parents, gods and the dead without waking up the demons of aggression. According to one of Plato's myths the souls, coming back to our world to enter into new bodies, had to drink from the river Lethe in order to forget all their former experience and recover the naiveté and innocence needed to go through another incarnation. More than two millennia later the Enlightenment will develop the idea about the human mind as tabula rasa where new social order, built according the laws of Reason, could imprint the knowledge and dispositions necessary for the infinite perfection of the human race. Nineteenth century communists will sing : Du passe faisons table rase !
If we were to construct a typology of the becoming-other by memory/forgetting, at one end we could place the ecstatic or ritualized jump into the past, as opposed to the mediated gradual slip back in time where man never seems to lose yourself completely. Obviously the division line between these two is somewhat arbitrary.
 In fact, the difference is quite subjective : it lies in the readiness to abandon oneself to otherness, in the ethical context that privileges one or the other in different cultures. Thus, modernity will consider it improper to lose yourself in memory : there should always remain “someone” on this side of time in the process of remembering.

Being Possessed by the Past and Possessing the Past

The first kind of dealing with the past is more common in pre-modern cultures. It implies some spatial arrangement, some “other scene” as psychoanalysis has it, where the individual could be transfigured. Marc Auge singles out three institutions of ritual forgetting in traditional societies : possession, inversion and initiation. The common trait of all three is that a recent past has to be forgotten so that a distant one could emerge. The African, possessed by a spirit, a god or an ancestor is supposed to return to his/her present identity after the episode is over without remembering anything about it. Inversion, where a man pretends to be a woman, a slave to be a king etc., suspends time, representing the future (where order will be reestablished) as a come back of the past, as memory. Finally, the initiation of a boy or a girl is inevitably lived as death and rebirth, that is as the erasure of immediate past and building up of new consciousness. The cultural sense these figures is to transform time into space, create “before” and “after”. You can position yourself on one or on the other side of the break induced between past and future ; thus formless time becomes something you can recollect and hence, to which you can identify yourself. 

On the other pole of this typology we shall place the stepping over into the past through a procedure controlled by the individual or collective subject. In this case the dead does not possess you suddenly by surprise : it is you who summon his spirit at a given date, at the cemetery, distributing ritually food to relatives and friends. It might be that you do not feel any sadness and even not remember him at all ; and yet you remember the particular date (you remember that you have to remember), linking it to particular acts which will evoke the recollection. As long as you remember the date, the dead himself can stay out of your mind ; the procedure of remembering has freed you from its very object. 

Identity is now constructed in a quite different way. If the case of the jump into the past, the “I” becomes other at once, in the second it seems to remain the same as it controls continually the chains of recollecting. Memory can be foreseen, hence the identity based on it is also predictable. Fascinated by Proust and Bergson, we are used to underestimate this type of remembering ; the real encounter of the temps perdu is supposed to be a sudden accident, that cannot be possessed by reason ; it is real because it remains beyond the world of consciousness and it arouses emotions because it is real. Cultural procedures in dealing with the past are less ambitious. Memory becomes predictable, identity is collective, the risks of uncontrolled emotions are reduced to the minimum. In front of the monument we are all supposed to feel in debt towards the heroes, at a commemoration we tell the best we know about the deceased, the family album will make us feel happy together.

We are used to imagine the tools of memory (Halbwachses’ cadres sociaux de la memoire) as facilitating and stabilizing the access to the past. In fact, the social frameworks tend to be complex chains of mediators referring to each other that not only make recollection easier, but also make it more difficult, that is, condition it with respect to given places, times, rituals, practices, signs. The chain will maintain the past at a certain distance resolving the irresolvable dilemma between, on one hand, our practical need to keep it as part of our experience so that we do not repeat the errors we have committed once and, on the other, the psychological necessity to free our present horizon from trauma.

Let us take the well-worn example of the photograph. The other dies, leaves, the photo remains ; each time you try to remember him or her, it is the photo that appears : the artifact has mediated your access to the “lost time”. Now let us complicate the example. I used to be in love of a woman, who is gone ; the only thing left of her and our happiness is the photo. But this photo is not all the time before my eyes ; the greatest part of my present life goes by without recalling her existence at all. The more so as I am living today with another woman and it would be quite tactless to resurrect today the memory of a virtual rival. I live on as if such woman has never existed, as if I had forgotten her. But I perfectly well remember the path that might lead me to the memory of her. I know the drawer where I keep the photos of such and such year ; that if I go out to have a drink with X, he will evoke the memory about Y, that will arouse the happiness with the other woman who is so difficult to integrate into my present life.

Do I know at the beginning of the chain what I will face at its end ? That this particular drawer or drink will lead me to the memory of the lost love ? It would be easy to say we unconsciously know. What could the meaning of “unconscious” be in such a case where there isn’t any desire, and therefore any repression ? There is no conflict, no real problem ; simply life is arranged like that, memories should not emerge in disorder. The scene of memory is shaped like space : this makes it possible for the same and the other to co-exist in it. The classical image is the one of the library : I know where to find the book, I have forgotten what is written in it. Let us add that the co-ordinates of this space concern my own identity : I myself become other once I have reached a given location in it. Thus the “spatial” deployment of memory enables me to remember the path towards my other I, to have it before being it. 

Does such a conception make sense on the level of collective identities? In his famous speech Renan says : "A nation is memory but also oblivion.” For instance, French identity would presuppose the oblivion of the massacres of the Albigeois during the 13th century or St. Bartholomew’s night. But, strangely enough, Renan does not explain in a footnote to his compatriots the meaning of the terrible historical events in question that they are supposed to have forgotten. The French know quite well what these are, but behave as if they didn’t. In fact, “frenchness” is but a given constellation of memory and oblivion. The traumatic event is neither present, nor does it emerge as a Proustian novel by virtue of some unaccountable, irresistible association. In order to resurrect it, we shall have to follow a number of steps: e.g. assume the role of pupils, establish an objective view on history as universal memory, arrange the events according to the teleology of we are now (French, modern, produced of this same history…), and even to adopt a purely physical posture (enter into the classroom, sit on the benches…). The school-bell rings – St. Bartholomew dissolves into thin air giving way to more important occupations like playing tag.  

In order to found national identity, a sort of repression is necessary creating a hiatus between official memory and collective unconscious, that will be filled in with phantasm and myth. A historian - that is someone who knows too much - could never be a nationalist, quote Hobsbawm. But could he or she be a German, Greek or anything? Once the critical mass of memory is surpassed, identity as such seems to become problematic, nothing more than a moving constellation. You can change your itinerary in the library as much as you wish, the books are more real than yourself, they do not depend on the effort of your memory and cannot be erased by forgetting. But he that doesn’t forget cannot come into being.

On the other hand, the notion of socially constructed procedures (“frameworks”) of remembering provokes Orwellian associations. Power over the bodies passes through emotions, and he who controls the representation of past emotion controls the present of emotions. But why has such anti-utopia proved so difficult to realize ? In fact, if communism failed, it was precisely because of its incapacity to establish a consensual regime of memorizing and forgetting quite to the opposite of nazi Germany, for instance, that followed the tested patterns of nation-state phantasmagoria. To give but one example, a research done long before 89 showed the absolute discrepancy between collective memory of Czechs and Slovaks : the first considered the nazi occupation and the normalization periods as loss of sovereignty and humiliation, whereas for the second these were respectively periods of the first establishment of their nation-state and of rapid industrialization and improvement of conditions of life. The velvet divorce was in fact predictable long before it happened.

Why was communism defeated in the struggle with memory ? It disposed of every possible tool of social mnemonics : heroes, martyrs, bloodshed, terror, propaganda, tons of paper, celluloid, concrete and marble, secret agents, hidden microphones, archives ; and yet, its imaginary world disappeared overnight. In fact, the enterprise seems to have failed because of too much zeal in the tabula rasa project. The ideological apparatus operating on assumptions of rationality from the XIXth century did not take into account the paradoxical character of memory. Long before Freud, Nietzsche stressed the impossibility for man to forget at will. You cannot efface conscientiously a trace from memory : by doing so you only reinforce its emotional charge. Sanction transforms the past into symptom, hides it under the surface of conscience, but never cancels it. Desire is a function of interdiction ; in this perspective, repression is a creative, not destructive process. Totalitarian ideologues should have rather read Wittgenstein, for whom the only possible resolution of a problem is its disappearance. The past cannot be erased as the more effort you invest in doing so, the livelier it becomes ; its can just gradually lose its emotional impact, fading, dying away.

The Wars of Compromises

Memory traces are reshaped according to the new conditions, Freud wrote to Fliess in 1896. To be a husband for instance, I should have repressed my incestuous desire to my mother ; and yet my relation to her has shaped my capability to love, to give and take. My life is the effort to find a compromise between these two. The grammar of memory and forgetting is the basic tool of psychoanalysis : in tracing back the chains of displacement, condensation, etc., the patient is supposed to make a whole of his/her split life on the meta-level of discourse. It is in discourse that I assume a meta-position with respect to myself now and myself before, building up a third socially acceptable “objective” identity.

But discourse – even in the intimacy of the psychoanalytical session - is not a passive receptacle of the two conflicting temporalities, as it follows itself the logic of the social game of identities. In fact, discourse will start to adapt the past to this nice triangular scene. Traumatic memory will be replaced not necessarily by auto-mythifying fiction, but at least by what since 1899 Freud calls “screen memory” (Deckerinnerung). The simple absence of trace (as in the case of hysteric amnesia) is suspect, it attracts attention running thus the risk to be unmasked and interpreted. But if the place of the unacceptable memory is taken of some other, insignificant event that is easier to live with and that we invest with unaccountable emotion, there will be neither a break in the continuity of our live, nor lie, as the event screening the trauma is perfectly real. The only thing we do not understand why it has been kept it in memory rather than something else. 

Analysis will undertake to unveil the Ersatz memory by a narration that will be recognized as “insight” into the divided self according to the principle of maximum resistance, of maximum pain. The past is where it hurts the most. Is this memory the true one or is it but another form of screen invested with emotions that could be more useful for the autonomization of the patient in a disenchanted world ? What is the part of catharsis and the one of truth ? Levi-Strauss will see in such narration but a form of myth performing the task of any myth in the world, namely to make one out of two, to bring unity into divergence.

Anyway, the question of truth combined with subjective choice and the need to resolve problems in the present is a difficult one. Let us remain on the phenomenal level. Narration is a road to the past and like any road it makes things both near and far, as you can reach them if you take it, and arrive elsewhere if you take another one. Without road things are not localized : now there are gone, now you run into them. The personal myth of psychoanalysis will permit the patient to evoke the phantom of the past purposefully, just like pre-modern man does with the dead that have been properly buried. A story is over-invested emotionally to compensate some present silence, a possession makes up for a loss, a memory for a gap of oblivion.

A least that is how thing appear to operate on the level of a culture. Let us take as example the events in post-89 Bulgaria, a country notorious for its almost non existent resistance to communist rule. The drastic changes of codes and values made suddenly of the “totalitarian” past a source of humiliation and pain, empires of the imaginary collapsed and millions rushed to rewrite their biographies. The solution was the usual one : memory traces started to be reshaped according to the new conditions ; the past that contradicted present identities was screened by memories that had to lead libidinal investment into another direction. Thus for the moderate dissidents the handing over of an ecological protest in October 1989 and the couple of slaps given by the police to green activists become such compensation memory. For the small group radical ones, such memory would be Petar Manolov’s hunger strike or the arrests of  a number of them. For some enlightened communist officials, this was the invention of thracology, culture, the celebration of the 1300th anniversary of Bulgarian state, in short, the restoring of the historical glory of the country crushed under the proletarian hammer and sickle. For liberal officials, it would be Decree 56 introducing long before 89 private societies non controlled by the State. For neo-fascists from right and left, the key event would be the forced assimilation of ethnic Turks against the will of the Soviet union. We could continue this list on the level of more specific communities. The ethnic Turks forget the decades of warm collaboration with the regime through the glorification of the handful of fighters against assimilation after 1985.  In every family the anti-fascist grandfather, so useful in CVs before, is tucked away, whereas the other one, with the nationalized barbershop, is solemnly taken out of the cupboard…

Human mind functions like that, in order to survive the floods of change you need bridges. The problem consists in the fact, that those “screens”, making it bearable to break with the past and be born anew, are different and even contradicting. To come back to the Bulgarian example, there could not exist a community between those who make up for their shameful communist past through the signature under the petition against the Turk’s assimilation and those for whom such a role plays their very participation to this assimilation remembered now as a revolt against proletarian internationalism, i.e. Soviet imperialism. In fact, memory’s compromises between “now” and “then” produces new wars, those between “we” and “the others”. These are neither wars of divergent memories, nor even of contradicting interpretations, but between screens over-invested secondarily in an absolutely irrational way ; that is what makes them so ferocious and unpredictable. We could possibly come to terms on the facts and find a common language for the interpretations, but we will never agree on psychic compensations, as their link to the world of reason is completely arbitrary. 

As a matter of fact, the clash of screen-memories after the putsch against the dictator Jivkov inspired form abroad is not a novelty in new Bulgarian history. At least two earlier traumatic turns follow the same psychological scenario : the introduction from outside of an independent nation-state after the Russian-Turkish war in 1878 and the seizing of power by communists. Each time compensating memories fiercely fight for decades making homogenization of the social tissue impossible. What happens is that one compensation pattern will be imposed on society, screen memories are written by the victors. The structural similarities of this compulsive repetition are striking : Turkish yoke becomes fascist, then communist yoke; the April resurrection of 1876
 is projected onto the Social revolution of 1944, then onto the velvet one of 1989 ; the combatants are transfigured into partisans, then dissidents. The invariant : we have deserved our freedom, we are the subject of our destiny, we have conceived ourselves.

This phenomenon is obviously not only particular to the Balkans. To give but an example, post-war France humiliated by the brutal revolution of moral codes will develop what Henri Rousso would call the “Vichy syndrome” : memory of collaboration with the Nazi is screened by the myth of general resistance from internationalist left to patriotic right. De Gaulle is right when he declares that he is France : his (symbolic) act makes it possible for memory to step across the fissures of history. Such act of resistance could be seen as another machine of forgetting ; in producing a screen memory event it makes it possible for the future to be freed from the burden of the past. Intellectuals like Rousso move in the opposite direction : they liberating the past from the retrospective teleology, that is, from the tyranny of a complacent future. 

Institutionalized Forgetting

But to forget is not only a ritual, a cultural or psychological strategy : we find it at the core of the political. In fact, to act politically means to liberate the present from the past. Thus one of the invisible dimensions of the political is oriented backwards, towards overcoming an ontological condition that we might call, with Ricoeur, the debt of present towards the past. What weighs on the present are not only the obligations towards origins, parents or teachers, but also all the injuries and losses, all the unfulfilled hopes and repressed desires. 

The oldest form of dealing with such debt is vengeance. In the imaginary settings of this ancient institution, man is entirely a function of the past, be it his own, or the one of his community of reference. Past injury never loses its vigor ; as a widespread mythological idea has it, the non-avenged dead comes back to trouble the living. The only way to live on is to bury the dead, that is, to pay off of the debt towards the past by the act of revenge. Let us note that such act is in principle strongly codified
 and implies a rigid cultural sanction.

Unfortunately, this strategy of overcoming the past is limited, as the buried offence produces a new corpse in the camp of the adversary perpetuating thus infinitely the cycle of violence. In order to break out of it, most cultures develop two opposite ways of dealing with past injury. On one hand, vengeance is centralized into the hands of a transcendent (God) or faceless (justice) institution relieving thus the man from his obligation towards the past – someone else will act on his behalf. Obviously, you have to believe in this other whom you have authorized to settle your transactions with the past, take for granted his capacity to see, remember and understand everything. On the other, what remains for man is to erase the trace of injury inside himself, to change the direction of violence by an alchemical process transforming evil into god, aggression into generosity, in short - to pardon. In fact, pardon is a gift as shows its Latin root : to offer, to sacrifice is in fact the most powerful machine of forgetting. The generous act overthrows the codes and cuts through the flow of time to make it possible for a new start. It is the only device invented until this day to stop cosmic decadence and give new life to the aging world. But in fact what is it we give when we pardon ? Nietzsche’s wrote in “Genealogy of Morals” that to make or see others suffer is a universal source of satisfaction - a kind of universal psychological equivalent that makes judiciary interaction possible (you have taken my cow, I will take now some pleasure of your suffering). In this perspective he who pardons generously lets the culprit retain the stolen suffering/pleasure. On another level, pardon brings about another type of satisfaction making its author acquire a higher social status. Finally, pardon is intended to become part of discourse transforming thus scattered recollections into collective memory and integrating injury into culture.

Our century has made this ancient institution of oblivion somewhat inadequate. Identities are pulverized : if I am no longer one with my killed brother, how can I pardon on his behalf ? And what if I no longer feel one with my proper self from ten years ago or even yesterday ? How could I make the gift of forgetting if I am no longer in possession of memory ? Moreover, pardon creates personalized symbolic hierarchies : he who pardons positions himself higher than he who is pardoned. Democracy that undermines differences can no longer rely exclusively on this institution for overcoming of the past. It has to invent machines of forgetting that erase the past automatically and irrespectively of individual will. 

Such democratic inventions are amnesty and prescription. The first cancels crimes that have been established, the second goes even farther erasing in advance the offence and blocking all attempt to investigate or judge. Contrarily to pardon, decision is impersonal (voted by the legislative and not accorded by the head of state) and often goes against the will of both victim and butcher
. What might be the use of such strange practice ? It performs an arbitrary break in the flow of time that makes citizens equal in the new start not in front of a generous subjective will, but of bureaucratic procedure. There  are no moral winners or losers, no subject to be grateful to; symbolic capitals are, so to say, expropriated. Let us note that according to Nicole Loraux, amnesty is linked to the very origin of democracy : amnestia, the prohibition to recall past misfortunes was imposed twice in Athenes throughout the Vth century B.C. Emotional fixation to the past has to be suppressed so that man be able to resolve politically the problems of the present. If it is true that memory binds by debt, then amnesty is the only strategy of radical liberation. The democratic categorical imperative of memory : you should dispose of the last word as to how to be remembered. The criminal is entirely visible, the amnestied person slips back to non-existence as a shadow into night.

A modern machine of oblivion of quite another type is revolution. It aims in fact at quite similar objectives as amnesty, not trough legal means, but through symbolic or real violence. In the revolt of the present against the past succession is broken, debts are refused, future and past are finally severed from each other. It is in this optic that we can understand Benjamin’s strange aphorism according to which true revolutionary impulse is not motivated by the better life of your son, but by the humiliations of your father ; by a messianic blockage of becoming, revolution liberates the oppressed past. The oblivion it is supposed bring about is not only due to a loss of cues and signs, but to the phantasm of the destruction of the world of the past itself. To say it in our words, revolution is meant to repair injuries closing thus the chapter of suffering and making it possible to dream of a future unburdened by the ontological debt towards the past. But how will the liberated future deal with the much heavier memory of revolution itself, how could it possibly get rid of the debt towards the sacrifice of martyrs, the plight of innocent victims, the apocalypse of the tabula rasa ? The only way to follow Benjamin is to conceive the “messianic blocking of becoming” as pure negativity that leaves no trace, to think revolution as absolute rupture, as oblivion.

Disorder in the Factory

If culture disposes of all those forgetting machines, why does this end of the century appear so overburdened by memory ? Much like computers, we cannot step over to the new millennium, we await helplessly the revolution of the figures on the computer clock that will never happen. After the traditional butcher- and victim-nations, crucified forever to their collective memories, it is the turn of Eastern Europe to brood over the past, paralyzed by the incapacity to live on. The specter of communism has created a kind of discursive impasse where things like equality, project, social justice or progress have become dirty words. In fact, the problem seems universal : nothing can any longer legitimate itself as new, everywhere this decadent feeling that things are said and done, that you can only oscillate between inherited identities and never really get born. 

A strange kind of historical correctness has imposed itself over the contemporary word adding to the traditional “thou shalt remember” an omnipresence of memorial staging. You are constantly walking trough other scenes of memory designed by armies of architects, filmmakers, journalists scholars, politicians. Space has lost its innocence, it has become the receptacle of externalized memory. As a conscious self-possessing modern person you are no longer supposed to make ritual leaps beyond, into the realms of the past ; and on he other hand, you are already there, participating simultaneously to innumerable settings of simultaneous commemorations. You are always somewhere and even natural scenery is designed by specialists of cultural heritage as the entire world has become our patrimoine, that is gift of the past to the present. This strange return of paganism (where we owe everything to ancestors and spirits) makes it impossible for memory to be a matter of choice and forgetting, incapable to create hierarchies and identities, degenerates into a modality of vague resistance, or rather of indifference to memory as such.

Industrially produced screen-memories of the most exotic sort co-exist offering every sort of consolation
 for potential consumers. Memory is de-ritualized, there is no longer any need for a special symbol, time or place in order to accede to it : it has become part of immanence, it happens to you provided that you show your head in the public space. Media culture has reduced to zero the interval separating here from beyond ; actually the very word of forgetting should be replaced by something less subjective like to be in or out, have access to the data base or not, be cabled or not. Such a phenomenon has not been known even to the “decadent” epoch of Nietzsche as, in his times, there still existed the cultural distance between the historical science he attacks and everyday life : memory had still to rely on language and not yet on image and staging. To his three types of history – monumental, archival, and critical - the end of this century would add a forth one which we could call spatialized. In a way the teaching of the classical ars memoriae has come true : the things to remember are arranged in space, they coexist without dramatic conflicts. The misunderstanding between Nietzsche and us is the one, described Foucault, between a pious descendant of time and determined inhabitants of space. In a spatialized scene of memory, where there is no journey to the beyond, no procedures to separate ends from means, no repression to create a subject, you no longer need to forget a given thing in order to replace it by another. Expanding memorial productions coexist peacefully sustained by institutions and technology, obscene, tenacious, more real than most of the things we touch and smell around us. 

One immediate result of this shift of memory from time and journey to space and coexistence is the death of the politics under the glance of general consensus. Politicians seek the magical center where no more decisions are taken, where no rupture with the past is ventured. But even if they wanted to assume the classical risk of their predecessors and to create screen memories for the community in symbolic acts of discontinuity, competition with all the decentered forms of mass production of the past would soon discourage them. As to the procedures of memory, they have certainly gone out of control : so to say, books fall out of the shelves on your head imposing you to read them when they wish. Dispersed memory maintains man in a permanent state of diffuse otherness where he can neither step over across Lethe, nor come back to sameness. Take a procedure like the Internet giving access to a tremendous amount of information : the means you are supposed to use develops quite alone behind your back making millions work for it, expands, accumulates capital ; in fact it is the means that uses you, supposed human subject, it is the Net that “remembers” letting you, human subject roll around the mouse. Total memory turns out to be total oblivion.

As to the political institutions of forgetting, nothing seems more problematic today. Of course, vengeance and revolution are discursively banned as no one can any longer take the risk to assume violence. If pardon is out of fashion, it is not only because the world becomes more and more anonymous ; symbolic delegation itself has become impossible - you cannot pardon for another, you do not wish someone else to pardon instead of you. As to amnesty, it doesn’t cease to deceive everyone being considered as an immoral compromise performed by a helpless power. Besides, what could be the use of the “interdiction to recall misfortunes” that used to be amnesty in the age of the hyper-coverage of every corner the planet by the media ?

Politics has certainly less and less place in such world. New, much more powerful machines of forgetting are needed to constitute a subject of change, but who might have the interest to device them against the market of images ? In a world where the present is entirely at the service of the past, politicians will go on opposing their private itineraries in the museum of identities and losing their role. The past will accumulate infinitely as the new categorical imperative is to add but never to replace. Politicians of the future trying to liberate their times from ours will have to invent the impossible art of forgetting. Multiplying the signifiers, as suggested Eco ? Politics of silence, as practiced Heidegger ? Terrorism, launching viruses in the computers ? New faith, new love, new charisma ?… In-between, we shall have to learn to behave in the new memo-space : to walk around memories, accustoming our look to a sort of double optics, to see and not see, to feel and not feel, to be and not to be. We are developing some new type of unconscious where memories are no longer to be repressed or brought to conscience, but walked around, approached, abandoned, jumped over or simply left quietly standing in a corner. 
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� E.g. the burning of crumbs of bread by the Jews to celebrate the new start after the flight from Egypt. 


� A borderline case would be the practice of mnemonics like the one used by ancient singers of poems. For J.-P. Vernant, the monstrous catalogue of ships in the beginning of the Iliad might be seen as the remnant of such procedure that aims at transporting the singer out of time, into the world of eternal truth.


� Unsuccessful revolt in some parts of the country, having given the pretext to the Russian Tzar to start a war against the Ottoman empire.


� For example, the Albanian djakmare, blood price, is regulated by the Kanun by the famous phrase : “any man equals any other man”, i.e. you should kill one adult male member of the killer’s clan in order to erase the offence.


� A condemned person could be dissatisfied with amnesty as the latter implies that he/she is in fact guilty.


� Spielberg’s “Schindler’s list” for instance introduced this marvelous idea, incidentally supported by calculations, that money has saved more Jewish lives than resistance.





