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1
The Nature of Mortal Memory
Recalling the Calling of the Work of Life

We are all well aware of the presence of death in life. Indeed, we
are so aware of it that we have developed a duplicitous relationship
with it. On one hand, there is the knowledge that we ourselves will
eventually depart this earth. We do not know exactly when this will
occur but we know it is inevitable. Depending upon our changing circumstances, we may await this moment with dread or resignation,
anxiety, or even optimism. Our understanding of our own demise is
ambiguous because we cannot link up its actual timing with the fact
of its future occurrence. We become serially aware of death through
the passages of others who leave this life before us; they may do so in
ways so familiar to us that we imagine that we, too, may “go like
them someday.” In fact, our understanding of our own deaths may be
said to come from the deaths of others, as it is one of the paradoxes of
human existence that we cannot experience our own death per se.
Watching people die, intimately or from afar, affects us as no other
event can. One is forced to admit to one’s own mortality as one
accepts the mortality of others.
Apart from a few extremes—the criminal sadism of certain members of the Gestapo or some murderers, for example—human beings
almost universally mourn the death of another, and take no pleasure in
it. Relief, possibly, as when a loved one finally succumbs to a lengthy
terminal illness, but not pleasure. Even here, relief may be accompanied by a bad conscience, or even guilt. Just as we are not supposed to
“speak ill of the dead”—once again, with certain exceptions—we are
also not supposed to partake in anything but the shadows of existence
1
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and mournful memory when confronted by human finitude. One
hopes one does not “get used” to death in any familiar manner, and
one of the major traumas of combat is that veterans must adapt to the
normative moral conscience of civil and more or less peaceable society that they were trained to ignore in order to function during the crisis of wartime.
We are insulated from a too-personal awareness of death. We experience it vicariously, through the deaths of others, and also by analogy, in that their deaths might be kindred to our own. Yet this dual
relationship with death in life manifests itself in a much more complex order of belief and custom that has taken shape from the earliest
origins of human ancestry and has inspired some of the most profound reflections on the nature of what we are. It is the structure and
diversity of these reflections that will be the subject of this book.
The confluence of death in life creates the idea of the afterlife,
because this idea also describes what occurs after death. After-life is
also after-death. Life may be exciting, tolerable, inhumane, or grotesque, but most of us have the almost innate sense that we can “get
through it” if there is some other version of it laying ahead that will
either balance the books of this life or change us so that we no longer
have any mortal concerns, whatever might have happened to us
before the transformation took place. In this way, we are able to negotiate both the day-to-day travails of living on, the “slings and arrows
of outrageous fortune,” or even “the petty insolence of officials.” to
remind us of two apt descriptions of the happenstance and the quotidian respectively found in Hamlet’s soliloquy on existence, but as well
attempt to comprehend our own situation with regard to death. The
dual relationship we have with our experience with death, both our
knowledge and our ignorance of it, creates a duet of understanding.
We generally know as a fact that the dead do not return, and yet we
also fear their imagined or possible return. This tension is played out
in dark or edgy humor which is at once frightening and then suddenly
relieving; in desperate struggles of the imagination where we might
lie awake at night and debate whether we have led “a good life” or
not; or by cathartic battles against the “undead,” as in a genre of popular video games.
Here is a typical example of the first of these scenarios: it is standard practice during the training of new police officers that a visit to
the morgue is obligatory, with all its attendant processes and protocols. After first emptying a fellow officer’s revolver of its cartridges,
a group of policemen escorted their new colleague to see the coroner.
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As is often the case in a larger city, there were a few corpses lying out
on the trestles, either presently being examined or pending. While
standing beside one of them, the rookie was suddenly gripped firmly
by the wrist by a hand that felt as cold as a block of marble. The hapless officer screamed, and everyone else began to laugh uproariously,
including the coroner. Another police colleague had, of course, posed
as one of the dead after first resting his hand and forearm in a bag of
ice. No doubt such pranks are also standard practice in initiation rituals of all kinds, perhaps especially in masculine-dominated domains
where the irresponsible phrase “boys will be boys” still has some relevance. The humor this kind of mischief entails straddles that odd
threshold between what we know to be true and what we nonetheless
fear is not always, or not quite, true. Not unlike those with well diagnosed “phobias”—the fear of elevators is a classic one in this regard,
where we are aware of the lengthy odds against anything untoward
occurring to us while we are occupants of one, but nevertheless shy
away and ascend by the stairs—the sensibility that establishes a tension between so-called rational and irrational thinking animates much
of our daily life.
The context where such a tension is most sharply brought to light is
the one that presents the confluence of death with life. Of course,
corpses do not reach out for us from beyond the grave. And yet we are
somehow not entirely surprised if, against all experience and rational
thought, something bizarre or eldritch suddenly occurs, rending our
day-to-day consciousness with a radical ferocity. Although we might
be quite shocked and frightened out of our wits by such an event, it is
this very fright that belies our underlying expectations of both the living and the dead. For the dead were once alive, and walked the earth
with us as we ourselves walk. We too will “join” them—if such a
word can have any real meaning here—and the mystery of just
exactly where the life of the living went to is brought into the fullest
glare of day. Shock and fear are the first things we feel not because
we think that this is something that in fact cannot happen—quite the
opposite. If we had only a rational attitude towards death then even
the seemingly intentional movement of a cadaver would not frighten
us so much as make us curious, skeptical, and most of all, suspicious
of the very kind of prank that was played on the unfortunate officer.
Under ideally rational conditions, the rookie would have gripped
the corpse back or used his other hand to disengage it while uncovering the body sheet and investigating such a phenomenon, whatever its
cause. That such a reaction would be extremely unusual no matter
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what culture we hail from, is testament to the point that we already
have expectations of the dead which include the belief—an amalgam
of ultimate human aspiration and anxiety—that the dead are still
alive. If they are not exactly with us, then they are also not exactly
without us either.
Death could not be a subject of either fear or humor, nor further the
mischievous combination of the two of them, if we did not sustain
this existential tension within ourselves. The inevitability of dying
and then “being” dead—again, we are not sure what real meaning
such a phrase could have in this regard—is conjured in quips such as
“death and taxes.” Though we also know that there are some people
who do not pay taxes, most of us feel that taxation is the experience
most like death. Yet it is more historically accurate to compare death
to other seemingly universal rites of passage that occur to all human
beings no matter one’s origin or creed.
Birth, puberty, “marriage” or some such socially sanctioned
union—meant traditionally for the purposes of reproduction and kinship alliance, and more recently for the arrangement of the inheritance of property—and, perhaps, dying itself, are the hallmarks of the
human life cycle. To participate in all of them, and in their expected
order, is to participate in the nature of humanity and has been likened
to being part of the order of nature itself. The step between the idea
that states, “This is simply the ways things are,” and the idea that
“this is the way things are supposed to be” is a short one. Our cultural
imaginations are severely limited by what we are born into, and this is
precisely the point. Societies could not reproduce themselves with
any efficacy unless their respective children were trained and taught
only in the ways of this or that culture, and in no other.
Children who grow up in families with mixed cultural ancestries
face a unique challenge. They must at once be attuned to more than
one cultural system, and this entails an ability to shift one’s loyalties
at a moment’s notice between beliefs and customs that may very well
conflict. It is commonplace to hear persons speak of this kind of scenario when the two parents are involved in a cross-cultural relationship. But we should bear in mind that such relationships are not
restricted to different ethnicities, nationalities, or even races. In fact,
marriage across social class is often seen as the most difficult dialectic, with religion also constituting a serious challenge to intimacy.
Aside from the obvious logistical limitations—rich and poor seldom
meet in intimate settings in our society—as well as the outright bigotries the classes have against one another, it is no surprise that these
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conjugations are the most rare by far of all known kinds of marriage.
Remarks at weddings are usually limited to how different the mates
are to one another in terms of their personalities—she is an extrovert
and he is an introvert, that kind of thing. But personalities themselves
have their sources in wider social structures. Moreover, the “styles”
of parenting children undergo—authoritarian and laissez-faire are
often compared here—also can be located within the ambit of the
kinds of ethnic, class, education, work, and immigration backgrounds
the parents have themselves lived through. There are statistics for
every sort of marriage regarding numbers of children, parenting style,
whether or not one or two parents work, or neither, divorce rates, suicide, adultery, etc. It is well known that the global average divorce
rate in North America is about fifty percent. Half of all marriages end
“prematurely,” that is, before the death of one or the other spouses.
One of the reasons sociological commentaries are not generally welcome at weddings is not that we wish to remain, at least for that day,
blissfully ignorant of the wider social realities that impinge upon our
attempts at intimacy—in much the same way that we may ignore the
presence of death during our living hours of activity and love—but
rather that we are in fact very much aware of how fragile our social
relations are.
Akin to the character in Edgar Allen Poe’s “Premature Burial,”
where a kind of paranoia has gripped us so firmly that we forget the
living context of our contemporary reality and imagine that we have
been committed to the ground whilst still alive, we are bidden to try
not to recall the likely futures of our plans while we enact them. This
human ability, bequeathed to us in myth by the Greek demigod Prometheus who hid from human beings the hour of their respective
deaths, enables all projects to carry on with the “as if” quality that
they can, in fact, be completed as imagined. This ability to cognitively separate specific action directed at finite goals from the absolute value of human finiteness—that is, we live on as if we are not
mortal after all—makes us different from all other life as we know it.
No wonder the Greek gods punished Prometheus in horrible ways,
because his gift allowed to us to be as the gods already were; to imagine that we were immortal and thus our works and lives could take on
a real meaning that endured through unending generations. We are in
a somewhat unique position regarding this gift today, of course, as we
universally face, or don’t face, our own extinction.
So the rites of passage have built into them a basic optimism. In
spite of the risks of infant mortality or other genetic markers for
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childhood disease, and in spite of the travails new parents imagine
that they will undergo in raising their children, births are almost universally celebrated. In spite of the dangers of adolescence and the real
threat of the loss of their children’s loyalties to other social institutions and their peer group, puberty is a harbinger of ultimate autonomy and adulthood, and thus acknowledged as a future-looking stage
even while many parents mourn the loss of childhood “innocence.”
Marriage is always greeted with great fanfare and joy in spite of the
rates of divorce; spousal and child abuse; the internal alienation and
loneliness both partners may feel if work prevents them from spending enough time together; and conflicts over the raising of children,
styles and frequency of sexual intimacies, and money. Indeed, while
the overall divorce rate is well known, it is less known that the percentages rise sharply the younger the two spouses are, with rates
approaching eighty-five percent if those who wed are younger than
twenty-five. While it is likely that older persons settle down with the
awareness that it might be “now or never,” it is also clear that younger
people simply change, often drastically, during their twenties and thirties, and it should come as no surprise that in our own time period,
with more equality of income opportunities, that persons feel that
they should not have to be stuck with someone they cannot love or
cherish due to “personal” differences. The blanket legal clause,
“irreconcilable differences,” is meant to cover all of the possible variations on this theme, without regard to their social sources. Without
children, this parting of ways is generally a short-term transition. At
the same time, it is also well known that children are better off the
less conflict between parents is extant. Divorce, too, is emblazoned
with the vision of a future.
It is only in death, most especially if the burial is premature, that
we are reminded that the solace of the future has a definite limit. Yet
throughout all of humanity’s written history, there have been strong
concepts of the afterlife that promise an extension of what we normally feel while alive. If each of the universal rites of passage is forward-looking, a better future might well await us after we have
passed through each rite. This is surely the case in our imaginations,
notwithstanding the statistical evidence, regarding marriage. Further,
we know that most children grow up to become more or less functioning adults, even if they have suffered in the ways only children can.
There is a paradox involved in our confrontation with death, however,
that allows us to acknowledge the difficulties of living as a way to
assuage the grief of immanent loss. While suffering is underplayed
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with regard to the other three rites, with death it may be overplayed,
as in the idea of the “merciful release,” or “eternal rest”—the sense of
ultimate and infinite peace and the communion with another world
that is beyond both human torpor and concern. We know we cannot
control the character of our future looking which attempts to reach
beyond death, and so we let a basic optimism prevail in our acceptance that this final rite of passage hides from us its true nature. That
death is hardly the only mystery in human life allows us to reflect on
the kinds of happenstances we can to a certain extent control. Desire
is also clad in mysterious garments, violence in an armor that protects
its passionate secrets, and ecstasy and joy allow us only their feelings
but not their intellect. Human life as whole cloth, and the circumference of its cycle as a completed journey, leaves much to the imagination.
The chief way in which we negotiate the gaps in our knowledge
concerning our own lives and the lives of others is through the memory of experiences we have had together. Memory is at once an
intensely personal folder of unshared experiences as well as being an
archive of events and perhaps even feelings that we deem to have
been shared, intimately or otherwise. It is private, because we can
never know with certainty that we have truly shared anything with
anyone else, in the sense that our feelings and our beings are unique
to this world. Language is the universal medium of the exchange of
interpretations, and not identities. No experience affects the more
than one in the same way that it affects the one.
With each of us keeping these memories to ourselves while at the
same time trying to share them through various kinds of language as
best we can, once again human consciousness presents itself as a double life. The publicity we give to our thoughts and feelings is often
quite guarded. We are aware of how others might interpret what we
say and do. We surround ourselves with others whom we can trust to
give us the benefit of the doubt. If we have any real enemies in this
life—aside from ourselves in our less alert moments—it is those who
seek to gain insight into our way of life and use it against us, exploiting the weaknesses or foibles of character that we all exhibit from
time to time. In doing so, they serve us as ironic reminders not of the
presence of memory but of its lapses. It is common for someone to
express regret that he or she did not recall the true nature of this or
that person. Our friends gently remind us that “he or she is just like
that,” which is enough for us to recall what “like that” really means.
We make a note to be more careful in the future, and not merely with
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a specific person, which may have been the subject of the current faux
pas, but of all persons “like that” and their would-be allies. Memory
is thus linked to anticipation in a myriad of small moments and
motifs. The past and the future cannot do without one another.
Even though memory gives the appearance of being solely concerned with what has gone before, it is actually more oriented to the
future than we would guess simply because memory itself is selective, convenient, and not only socially and historically constructed,
but politically and ethically constructed as well. Nietzsche skillfully
reminds us of the relationship between actual events and our vanities
when he states, “Memory says I have done this. Pride says I cannot
have done this. At last, memory yields.” We rewrite our own pasts
just as nation-states or other large social institutions are apt to rewrite
their histories, especially given that all pasts—personal, national, and
global—contain the darker presence of an ambiguous human consciousness. Whatever the present convenience may be, our memory is
tractable to it. If we wish to “turn over a new leaf,” or put into practice some new year’s resolutions, we must overcome the inertia of
what we have been like before. Indeed, “changing oneself” requires
that others around us also change. We cannot see ourselves differently
in the same light of those who refuse to acknowledge that any change,
personal or social, has occurred. We may well be convinced that we
are merely deluding ourselves if those in whom we put the confidence
of confidences and the trust of trusts do not at least play along. Of
course, on a broader scale, it is just this kind of “bandwagon”
approach to political and social movements that breathes life into
ideas that could be disastrously unethical, as in the chicanery that saw
“the Jews” as a threat to European culture and art. Without even
approaching the massive violence inherent in such ideas, our appeal
to close friends to let us become something different may occasion
the loss of the previous community and the building of a new one, not
unlike the process by which a key witness may be given a new identity and the means to start a new life elsewhere. If such a strategy
fails, the person is tried and convicted as his old self—in legalistic
terms, he may be assassinated by criminals for what he had exposed
during his “previous life.”
Yet we need not even imagine such plots as appear in popular
crime and legal television shows to understand the effect of the necessary mutability of memory. If we are to make anything of ourselves at
all, we must overcome whatever it is we understand to have been
weak or lax in ourselves. “What is holding you back?” is a question
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regularly put to us by the mirror and by other human beings. The
American sociologist Charles Cooley called this phenomenon “the
looking-glass self,” in that our very identities are socially constructed
and perpetuated by those around us. The simple proof of this lies in
the need for others to change their opinions and beliefs regarding our
persons, or failing that, for other persons with the necessary new
viewpoints to appear and take their place. Only when this happens
can we be said to have become some other person.
Along with this change, but perhaps unequal to it in its motive
force, is the task of rewriting our own mortal memories of what we
had been, to allow a more subtle egress from the past self into the new
one. If we accomplish this in the manner Nietzsche suggests is commonplace, it will also become all the more convenient to assuage
future lapses of character or ethics—or, if one has a correspondingly
weak social conscience, perhaps lapses of kindness—and thus the
rewriting of memory is revealed as a constant and continuous action
upon thought. The archiving of our experiences in our minds cannot
but pass through this kind of filter; living cannot be done without
such a mechanism. We cannot, first of all, recall every event that has
ever happened to us, much less remember every thought that has
occurred to us. Nor can we recall what others have told us they have
undergone or felt, or their thoughts, or their motives. This seeming
infinity of human behavior is automatically filtered before it can even
qualify as a memory. And once ensconced as a mindful “memorial,” it
is subject to yet further transformations. There is quite literally an
afterlife of living experience. Memory is itself the afterlife of both
action and thought. As such, it provides for us the most intimate and
potent metaphor for the death of what was once living. The past is
thus the death of the present while at the same time being the augur of
the future.
No future can be imagined without access to what has been reconstituted by memory—either personal or official political memories, as
we shall see below—and no present becomes recognizable without a
momentary and immediate comparison with what we think we know
already. Needless to say, not all of this comparing and contrasting is
entirely conscious. The social self runs on the rails of expected and
normative behavior. It reads the social map with one lazy eye, as it
were, and can usually do so with aplomb. The alteration of memory
through the motivation of egotism, the suasion of others, the ethics of
confidences and trusts, the scheming of other kinds of the both of
them—or simply due to our empirically faulty senses—allows both a
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vision of what can come next as well as who we might become
tomorrow.
Yet the manner in which we create memory and modify it is more
complex than a simple pride or an instrumental weeding out of the
irrelevant. It is also more than a mental operation. The land on which
we live is haunted, often mutely, by the echoes of the experiences and
deeds of our predecessors, both claimed and rejected, both acknowledged and repressed, and the interplay amongst memories we privately or officially celebrate, pay homage to, or with humility
recognize, and all of those forgotten or unforgettable echoes constitute memory as both an act and as a way of thinking. Over many years
of research into memorialization, I found that twelve separate ways of
creating memories and thence maintaining them were generally available to persons living in our society. These twelve could be grouped
into three larger and more abstract categories, which I called “personal narratives,” “spaces of memory,” and “rewriting histories.”
Each of these in turn created a landscape of the dead. This landscape
performed both the functions of helping us to live with what appears
to be radically unlike life, as well as providing the ignorance of history needed to allow the proper official functioning of institutional
spaces which represent history as an unchangeable past and therefore
done with, and historical persona as dead and therefore without further influence. That is, it is often not enough to simply acknowledge
with a casual and “philosophical” nod that death also inhabits the
same space as that which does life. We also must come to terms with
the fact that how we personally recall events might be quite different
from how society prefers to remember them—the deeds of warfare
being the most obvious example that causes such a disconnect
between real persons who have lived through it and the official histories of the nations and governments who brought war upon themselves and their citizens.
If one experiences the trauma of the death of one just now alive
and loved, or the eldritch event of the revisiting by the long dead, or
yet the stolid stonework of monuments to anonymous death, the personification of history undertakes the arduous journey of reconciling
the fact of death in life, and the fact that life appears to be ultimately
the weaker sibling. Therefore, I called the first of the three categories
of memorialization “personal narratives.” This category has four subforms, which one might characterize as the following: i) the “bad old
days,” ii) the “good old days,” iii) “I can’t help the way I am,” and iv)
“I couldn’t help the way I was.” Let us explore each of them from
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both the perspective of their presence as part of a magical landscape
of memory, and their recollective power to transform biographical
events of both self and others.
The conjuring and reminiscing of the “bad old days” preserves the
idea that no matter how difficult the present is, it is still much better
than what one had gone through to get to the present. This may most
poignantly be reflected in the feeling that the death of a loved one—
perhaps one who had been terminally ill and had suffered for years—
was more of a relief and release than a tragedy. The tragedy, in fact,
had already occurred and was part of the living, or dying, history of
the individuals concerned. The German philosopher of interpretation,
Hans-Georg Gadamer, suggests, “It seems as if the repression of
death, which belongs to life itself, must be made good again by those
who remain among the living in a way which is natural for them”
(1996:67 [original 1985]). We, in the wake of death, whether it is
waking, wakeful, or presented as a celebratory wake, must be again
awake to life. Life returns in spite of the fact that it too must end, and
it always returns in this manner. Although the periods of both recollection, memorialization, and renunciation vary according to the intimacy of those grief-stricken, one has to “get on with it,” and
gradually let go the bitterness of accepting all forms of loss. Describing one’s own history or cultural history as lesser and more evil than
the present is also a common structure in the presentation of history
itself, especially since the conflict between the ancients and moderns
and the birth of the idea of progress. We have generally internalized
and individuated “progress” as an ideal, and when progress can no
longer be effected, or further, when there is actual regression as there
may be in debilitating illness, we speak of preferring “quality of life”
over quantity, and attempt to preserve a covenant with those who will
more than likely remain behind to fulfill tasks set by the departed.
Indeed, Gadamer reminds us that it is our recent technology that
has prolonged life beyond one’s own experience of life. Our empirical
inability to experience death is an ancient puzzle, but the obfuscation
of the boundary between what was once clearly demarcated leads to
an irresponsibility about, and even a denial of, the end. The final
moment might be delayed, but the cost of holding at bay what is the
natural conclusion for all life as we know it is, in fact, the cost of
human dignity. This is the cost of what it means to become fully
human, a state of being only consummated, apparently paradoxically,
in death.
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In our own day, persons have begun to question the medical model
of life. The resistance to stem cell research may well be a manifestation of this suspicion. Any model that prefers quantity of life over
quality sets itself up for a blanket wariness that withholds its support
for other new technologies that could actually increase both. The suspicion rests on experience, and most importantly, on memory—for
example, the memories of loved ones forced by law to be kept alive
against their will, or to undergo treatments for diseases that prolong
also the life of the diseases. It is no surprise that some of us are ill at
ease with any medical triumph that promises a better life by changing
the previous life in a radical manner. The idea that we are “playing
God” may be only a useful rhetoric, a rallying point for persons
whose social locations are perennially at the margins of the institutions which seem to decide such things on our behalf, but for the benefit of yet others who do not necessarily bear the emotional
responsibility for watching their fellow humans struggle with dying
and death. Many persons are not quite ready to make the life they had
been living into an afterlife, and yet live on. We will speak in more
detail about these issues in the final chapter and epilogue, but suffice
to say for now that “the bad old days” might not be as bad as all that.
Even if the estrangement from life while one is still living occurs
through the imposition of forces maleficent, or even anonymous, any
narrative characterized by the “bad old days” aids our individual and
collective memories in telling the tale in the first place. Our progress
is defined with too much ease. We lived through this or that crisis
while others did not. Their sacrifices ring true for it is we who witness
the truth of the return of what lives on from its temporary absence or
interruption.
A second form of the structure of personal narrative is, of course,
the inverse of the first. Here the past is put on a pedestal and the present is deplored. This in itself is an ancient idea, and characterizes
Greek mythology and thought far back into written history and its
documentation of the Hellenic area. Beginning with the Homeric narratives of the Trojan War, “the good old days” theme animates a kind
of rationalization of suffering in the present. What we now must
undergo is either what we deserve, given our faded status, or as part
of fate itself, a natural order of things that we simply had the bad luck
to stumble into. The ancient Hebrew narrative of the expulsion from
paradise also demonstrates this thematic structure. The badness of the
present, with its “work or die” motif well known to all inhabitants of
both agricultural and industrial societies, takes its cue from the sense
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that humanity itself committed a transgression that excommunicated
it from the paradise of the “good old days.” The fin de siècle period,
beginning around 1880 and encompassing the remainder of the Victorian and Edwardian periods up to the start of the apocalypse of the
First World War—including as its attendant harbinger the foundering
of the Titanic—held within it a cynicism about mainstream views of
progress. This ultimately nihilistic viewpoint is our most recent version of the “good old days” motif. Although the horrific events of the
twentieth century support the face validity of the idea that previous
periods were somehow much healthier, more moral, safer, harder
working, gentle, caring, and personal—to name a few of the usual
suspects—than is our own age, empirically we must accept that more
people have a better quality of life globally than at any other time
since perhaps the beginning of agriculture, and certainly since the
industrial revolution swept in our current mode of production. The
“good old days” is pre-eminently a form of nostalgia.
Even children perform narrative in this manner when they gradually confront more and more incipient responsibility in their worlds.
The phantasmagorical congeries of the world-creating abilities of
youngsters are often narrowed and perhaps even destroyed by their
forced participation within ever more rationalized institutional life.
One look at the difference between the curiosity and imagination of
the kindergarten child as opposed to the eighteen-year-old who has
just been released from high school should underscore such a view.
The enrichment of one’s elder’s history at the expense of the present
can equally be used as a form of social control, and thus could be considered an effort at preserving the attention of individuals on the organization of a civil society. When one’s arrogance about one’s own
age, generation, or future is tempered by the humility that a glorious
past confers upon its descendants, the “good old days” narrative is at
work. Furthermore, one can look forward in due course, after the
“dues of life” have been paid, to one’s own version of a history
romanticized at the expense of yet further neophytes.
Perhaps most importantly, the “good old days” prepares those who
claim to have lived though them and may be given some credit or
responsibility for constructing them. Nostalgia of this sort is thus an
attempt to assuage the anxiety about the nearing horizon of finitude
and the onset of the direct cognizance of one’s own death. There may
be a powerful link between what, in fact, made the “good old days”
good, and our present ability to do what is good for ourselves and others. If we find ourselves in situations where we are at a loss, we come
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perilously near the abyss of loss itself. If we do not think we know
what to do, then we are standing next to that place where one does not
know anything at all. This space is that of non-thought, and can only
be called by its true name by those who still have the capacity of
human consciousness, that is, those who remain alive in the presence
of death. What both the “bad old days” and the “good old days” share
is the shying away of a time where all histories merge into the darkness of the total loss of memory. The ever-creeping shadows of memory loss certainly haunt all of us, and it is notorious that older persons,
if they find they have forgotten some trivial thing, chide themselves
in the presence of others for slipping into the beginnings of dementia.
We know that one of the prime functions of memory, whatever may
be its cultural contents and its wisdoms, is to keep alive the notion
that we ourselves are still alive. We know we cannot know the present
without the past. Whether the present is judged as superior or inferior
is a matter of secondary importance.
The third aspect of the category of “personal narratives” in relation
to memorialization offers an exoneration of the present through an
extension of present circumstances back in time. “I can’t help the way
I am” makes a nature out of the happenstance of culture and society.
Therefore the present is the past, and the past is continually re-presenced as the present. One is a living vehicle for what also lived in history, and therefore the ability of death to cut this continuity is
mitigated. This motif is primarily used to either accept or proselytize
a person’s or a culture’s fables of self, whether mythological or ideological or perhaps even idiosyncratic. If one understands oneself to
harbor weaknesses, and is burdened with the stigma of others’ viewpoints, the “way one is” becomes a perpetual excuse. If one is intent
on dominating others and showing them the error of their ways, then
the “way one is” becomes a model for action and an example to be
emulated. It remains a perpetual weapon against criticism. Here also
the best defense against self-critique is a good offense that criticizes
others. We remain what we have been, and what we have been is visibly present in us. “I can’t help the way I am” carries with it the elliptical “There is no reason for me to deny this because there is no real
reason I should change it.” The vaunted presence of that which is
empirically unavailable serves in its turn to not merely exonerate the
shortcomings of the present as it is, but also to avoid both the “old
days” narratives: the “good,” which in this case might lead to low
societal or individual morale in the present, and the “bad,” which
would be an actual admission of the weakness of any particular soci-
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ety’s history and might suggest yet further reflection upon corresponding current inequities.
So at once we have a sense that what we have been, in fact, is part
of our nature and is thus immutable, but also because it is by definition who we are it must also represent the best self, otherwise nature
itself would not have become defined by it. The proper relationship to
one’s history, and the history of one’s people, is thus further reinforced by the simple inertia the now “natural” order has. All traditional cultures use the “I can’t help the way I am” style of memory as
the most convenient manner of reproducing culture in their children,
and it is often used either merely naively or with a certain knowing
irony. For modern society to use it at all suggests only laziness or torpor.
The final sub-form of the first category of memorialization—that of
“personal narratives”—involves a satire of cultural or personal history
as often a kind of perverse overcoming. “I can’t help the way I was”
suggests that at the time, in spite of recent improvements and the vision
of hindsight, there was nothing that could have been done, by oneself or
anyone, about the events of history. Whether it is water or blood flowing under the proverbial bridge, we must accept it for what it was. Perhaps this is the most realistic of the four forms of this first category, and
yet its use of self-satire and self-effacement might be a clue to a kind of
suppression of historical truth. Whenever there is trauma, tragedy, or
crisis, we are aware that we will be judged by our successors. We will
be judged by whatever may constitute the future, and that whatever also
may make that future flawed—whether imperfect or, worse, intolerable. We, as those who live in what is now the present, but also as the “to
be historical,” bear responsibility for these outcomes. How do we share
a blame which we know will come but which we at present have the
passing luxury to massage? The sense that what we have done might
have been done differently is often a potent impetus for the rewriting of
history. The accusation that rests in the eyes of our children holds
within it all of the vague interdictions of other possibilities, and thus
altered outcomes. Each successive generation passes through such a
series of action, bad conscience, attempted rationalization, successful
exoneration, and finally, abdication. In its melange of anger, denial, and
acceptance it is similar to other more famous forms of mourning. It in
itself is a process of memorialization that individuals encounter and
project upon the landscapes of both their own minds and the world at
large. The threshold that marks that cultural memory which lies just
beyond mortal memory is impregnable by normative methods. What is
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gone is gone for both good and for bad. All of our methods for retracing
and rehabilitating the past—archaeology, archival research, oral narrative, etc.—are kinds of prosthetic devices in this regard. This is simply
because although we are human, the very definition of what it means to
be human has shifted. The humanity that our ancestors knew themselves to be a part of is no longer what we are, more or less, and the
imposition of what we new humans have constructed for ourselves has
undergone radical change even in the past century. We can know at
least this both empirically and textually, that is, through direct observation of the world and through reading about other worlds, and the everchanging landscape of living memory presents perhaps our most critical challenge with regard to ethics and social maturity.
When the last survivor of a crisis dies, whether it was a family mishap, the civil war, or even the Holocaust, what can we know of what
is equally obviously still our own? The use of self-satire, which
reminds us of the darkly humorous relationship to our own history we
often inhabit, is most fully evident in this fourth sub-form. We “cannot help the way we were” simply because we were not there to help.
Who we were, as persons or cultures, was not, we imagine, what we
are today. The translation of history one observes with the previous
three sub-forms of this initial structure of memorialization does not
recur in this final form. It cannot do so because the presence of what
is not and cannot be present is too forceful to deny.
Yet, despite this force, it is the second category of memorialization,
“spaces of memory,” that addresses itself to remedying just such a
problem of living only in our own age. Once again there are at least
four characteristics to this category, and I have called them: v) “the
immobility of death,” vi) “the rationalization of source,” vii) “the replication of the lived,” and viii) “the ignoring of source.” Of the
attempts at shifting the apparently unmovable nature of the first characteristic in the second category, Gadamer informs us that,
There is perhaps no other experience in human life which so
clearly marks the limits placed on that modern control of nature
acquired through science and technology. It is precisely these enormous technological advances, with their goal of the artificial preservation of life, which reveal the absolute limit of what we can
achieve. The prolongation of life finally becomes a prolongation of
death and a fading away of the experience of the self. This process
culminates in the gradual disappearance of the experience of death.
(1996:62 [1985]).
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No doubt we have, especially since the Enlightenment, extended
(often prosthetically) the quantity of lived years, as well as the probability that an infant will survive a certain number of years against
odds previously much higher. Yet the horizon we seek to push beyond
the limits of human experience lies beyond the limits of human
knowledge. We will have more to say about the near future of human
evolution in the epilogue below, but unless and until we become
another species entirely—most likely a genetic and cybernetic
hybrid—we will always fall short in this effort. The response to the
ultimate denial of mere technological artifice has been most plainly
the erecting of monuments to the dead, which are at the same time
monuments to death itself.
These monuments, large and small—imposing signposts dotting
the horizon yet sometimes just as often underfoot and reminding us to
watch our step—often appear to be as immovable as what they metaphorically carry. Their metaphorical weight grounds them in the
ground of memory. They are buried in history even as they delineate
the action of the past. For instance, national battlefield sites are literally littered with hundreds if not thousands of monuments, giving a
blow-by-blow account of the events that transpired in those fatal
times and places. Tours are constructed around the flow of the imagined action, and one can follow the movements of troops, artillery,
cavalry, ships, etc. by simply reading the signs. These historical highways re-presence all that can be known and said about what is “knowable” about the past in the present. The monumentality of the marking
of spaces of death, heroic or tragic, allows for the reproduction of the
mentality that indeed death can be either one or the other or both, but
never neither, never simply death as the ceasing of organic consciousness and, so far as the living may know, the passage from something
to nothing.
Even at the moment of death our memories exert themselves upon
the translation between the reality of life and the mere metaphor of its
absence. It comes into play in the hospital bed: the stillborn gaze of
vacant sockets, the breath arrested in mid-air, and the silent awe of the
onlookers. All are now not what once just was. All are “mere” metaphors for a now passed experience of life. What was alive immediately becomes part of an afterlife. Part of us has also died in the hour
of another’s death, and we must always wait and see what might
replace this aspect of our experience and of ourselves. Will a new
member of the family be born and attention and affection be thus
transferred to him or her? Will a new mate or lover appear in my life,
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or will a new effort on my behalf secure a new position or even vocation? That we cannot know at once how things will turn out, and that
we are reminded with the utmost gravity that we must continue to live
on in spite of the loss and sudden but permanent absence of the way
things were, suggests that all of these ambiguities are both associated
with death but they are also life. If they appear not in its blessed fullness, at least they remain present in its threshold hour of slack in the
turning of the tide. Like this natural phenomenon that we can know as
a certain return, life itself gradually rebounds in spite of the slack
water of the presence of that which is no longer alive.
A second form denoting “spaces of memory” can be called “the
rationalization of source.” This is of particular import concerning living memory, upon which we rely so much in the absence of the deeds
that traditionally make history what it is and what can be known
about our own pasts. In the absence of great and glorious deeds, or the
invention of objects that transform social relations and organization,
or the shift in institutions that radically alter how we think and live,
what is left is indeed the great bulk of history as regular people have
lived it. This is the history of the unknown and unknowable, and, as
the French philosopher of interpretation, Paul Ricoeur (1973 [1969]),
suggests, this is in fact the true history of humankind simply because
the vast majority of all of those who have ever lived are not represented in historical narrative. For this “true history,” we must rely
upon the individual oral narrative of living persons and their subjective experiences. Given that the source of oral narrative and hence the
memory of it is often obscure, apocryphal, even aleatory, we tend to
“rationalize the source” to give it an authority it otherwise would not
have.
The most evident example of the rationalizing of source material is
the simple act of putting someone’s opinion, statement, or self as a
model on a monument. Suddenly the ambiguity of the oral or obscure
action is elevated into an iconography. Anything that becomes
inscribed or engraved in this manner becomes part of what we can
know as history. It is more likely, as seen with the sociology of science, that what actually occurred was indeed too ambiguous, its
meaning vague or at least equivocal, its motives often irrational or
even non-rational, to ever become significant without this rationalizing process. If oral memory is compromised by the original contexts
of utterances being obscure, then the inscription of what was previously merely speech at least marginalizes these ambiguities to careful
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and arcane historical scholarship where it cannot intrude upon the
official narrative of men of daring and immediate decision.
If this device still fails to produce a solid label for an even more
solid mark of a moment of death, then what is encountered by the
observer are many explanatory plaques and plates, photographs and
artifacts, diaries and serious scholarship to assuage the feeling of distanciation and loss of control over our own past and our own cultural
lives. The most important message of both field museums and souvenir shops is, “We can know this, you can own this, take back your history, possess control over what you are, and what we as a people have
been.” Plaques explain the action and decision, with much less weight
given to the inaction and indecision. Books, videos, replica artifacts,
are available. It is obvious that we are attempting—in the same manner as the prosthetic attempts at the prolongation of life outlined
above—an artificial prolonging of the longing to be ourselves thought
of as historical beings. What occurred happened without us. What is
occurring happens often without our consent, which amounts to
something very similar as the passing of an anonymous history. The
angst created by not feeling at home in one’s own history, let alone
not being present for the fullness of historical being, presents to our
projects of living history serious challenges at the emotional level,
which, it was often observed, were transferred into the level of being
accurate to the technology of the time in question, which in turn yet
renders our prostheses ultimately impotent. How does one get living
right yet not become too obsessed with the ability to live is a challenge all of us must face.
A third form of our second category of memorialization consists of
“the replication of the lived,” or the copying of that which did live
and no longer lives as an original. Gadamer relates that in this case,
what we are faced with is a task that from the beginning is known to
be, in some sense, disingenuous:
The final parting which death demands from those who are left
behind brings about, at the same time, a transformation in the image
of the dead person which the living retain in their consciousness and
memory. That we should never speak ill of the dead is a prescription
that can scarcely be called a prescription. It is rather an irrepressible
need of human nature not only to preserve the character of the dead
person, which has been transformed through permanent separation,
but to reconstruct it in its productive and positive form…we come to
experience their presence in a different way (1996:66–7 [1985]).
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Whatever the source for this motive for and motion of replication,
the cultural manifestation of the copying that was fully present as an
original must assume a number of things. One, that the original
indeed and in deed was worth copying. How a life is valued depends
very much on its use in official histories, whether the institutional
source of those histories is church, nation-state, family, or science.
Two, one assumes that any mimicry would be convincing to those
who knew the original person, place, or thing. There are no guarantees—however authentic to the “rightness” of history as perceived by
what is not yet history and by those who are not yet deceased—that
we will believe in the ongoing presence of the departed character in
an optimistic imagery. We come perilously close to the “good old
days” shibboleth with any vain attempt at simply stuffing the character full of whitewashed official narrative, or yet preserving the object,
body, or space in the formal formaldehyde of whitewash itself. In
order to replicate what life once was with a view to overcoming its
absence, many diverse vehicles of the metaphor of likeness and contiguity are called into play.
Through a kind of sympathetic or even contagious magic, the proximity to an important event suddenly renders important all mundane
items within the field of vision. Of course, the great medieval cathedrals as reliquaries—many built to house such magical items as
bones, thorns from the crown of thorns, bits of wood from the “true”
cross and the like—are the most famous examples of the magical contiguity to historic events. An event that would be accorded the highest
status would, ironically, be ultimately thought of as beyond history, as
a part of a series of extramundane phenomena. The death of a god
might prove to be the trump in this case. However great or small the
historical event is deemed to be, it is, in the absence of the actuality of
that event and the lives which inhabited and constructed its actuation,
the artifacts both natural and cultural that remain in mute testament to
the space of the action.
Finally, rounding out the characteristics of the second category of
memorialization are attempts and interpretations that “ignore the
source” in favor of a more ingratiating, romantic, or politically stable
take on events inherently ambiguous and fraught with the non-rational or even the irrational. This sub-form is most evident when there
are events in a biography or a culture history that are difficult to
explain by the transferring of empirical or archival methods across
the barrier of time. That is, we ourselves would have difficulty in
explicating similar phenomena if they occurred within the present. If
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the importing of motives based on the presumed customs “of the
time” or thinly veiled as present ideology does not suffice to satisfactorily understand the event, then we tend to turn to another source that
generates a more plausible event in itself. Thus paraphysical spaces of
memory are either rationalized away as nonsense, or they are, somewhat perversely perhaps, celebrated in their marginality or even given
an occult status. Narratives of these types of events are never wanting, peculiarly, given that their content and one’s relation of such
might engender stigma from a general audience. This simply suggests
that only where we have artificially decided to memorialize and monumentalize death in general does one by social convention exhibit the
sober respect and humility such events might inspire, once again,
generally, in us. The paraphysical spaces where the remains of life lie
ethereally are thus contrived.
More interesting for the living are the supposed encounters with
the dead whilst oneself is yet alive. My favorite ghost story involves a
Victorian house in the deep South where a girl was said to have died.
Apart from the usual kinds of narratives describing the vestiges of her
presence—footsteps on the stairs, pets being agitated, even feelings
of almost physical contact—one part of the collection of stories
stands out. For some years the house was vacant, at least of its earthly
tenants. One night all of the interior lights in the house were apparently turned on. The police were called, the neighbors fearing some
mischief and possible vandalism. They attempted entry, but all the
doors were locked from the inside as they should have been. No sign
of forced entry could be distinguished. The police then called the utilities men, rousing them from their beds around three in the morning.
They duly clambered up the pole that delivered electricity to the
house. When they discovered that the shunt to the brightly lit place
was already off, they high-tailed it back home, as did the police!
Even if we disdain the implications of such narratives, it does
sometimes seem that the source, imaginary or no, is easier to ignore
in some cases than in others. Suffice to say that whatever the explanation offered, or offered as paraphysical, what this understanding of
the represencing of a bit of forlorn and fragile history must satisfy is
our wonder for things unknown or even unknowable. The social construction of reality must include within it the construction of the
unreal as well.
The final category of memorialization, also possessing four components, is that which allows us to “rewrite histories.” This is perhaps
the most important ability the present has against the past, but it is
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also subject to much abuse. The four forms that both allow contemporaries to ignore their predecessors and proselytize their successors
include: ix) “metaphoric monuments,” x) “the tongues of the dead,”
xi) “prescience creates presence,” and xii) “the illusory past self.”
Part of the drive to rewrite history stems not merely from vulgar ideological concerns that animate all who seek to control the history of
those they seek to physically or legally coerce. There is another more
pressing anxiety, perhaps underlying all elements of the attempt to
control. This is simply the knowledge, as we discussed above, that we
cannot empirically own our own futures. As Gadamer neatly puts it,
“We can be said to have a future for as long as we are not aware that
we have no future” (1996:65 [1985]). The sense that we need to
ignore or even deny the fact of our universal mortality may be transferred into the apparent ability we do have in the present to control
the past, at least temporarily.
That such monuments are metaphoric—that they cannot be taken
literally for what they are but only as a shifting locus of currently
fashionable political symbolism—means that this species of metaphor
must speak to us in a known tongue. All inscriptions therefore are in
the language of the living. No Rosetta Stone can translate recognizably the language of the dead. We must come to grips with the process of translation itself. We, the elite of the still living as opposed to
the very marginal class of those who are not even alive, let alone disenfranchised, also may be said to perform this task either with integrity or with ignorance, or yet worse still, with deliberate
manipulation.
The worst case of a people’s history being manufactured remains
the Third Reich, but there are today disconcertingly similar examples
from around the globe. All references to Japanese involvement in the
Second World War, specifically the perpetration of atrocities, has
recently been expunged from all Japanese school textbooks. In the
United States, depending on the region, core discursive concepts such
as organismic evolution and the geological time scale disappear. Critiques of capital, of market democracy, and the sordid history of race
relations are whitewashed. Ignorance of history in general, coupled
with scientific ignorance, creates fertile ground for the rewriting of
political and social history to suit the needs of the nation-state. The
language of the living is not at all necessarily the language of all those
who live.
The second motif of the “rewriting histories” structure—“dead
tongues”—accentuates the first. We are missing the point of memori-
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alization if we do not admit that the dead do not now speak a living
tongue. However they may speak, the translation process is at best
occlusive. This ambiguity or even deliberate mystery in some cases
allows us to rewrite history to authenticate any present politics. It is
correct to say that history as a whole is cut from a very narrow cloth.
Not only in the sense of Ricoeur’s invisible histories of those who are
not part of “Historical Man” but also in the sense that what humans
do and have done probabilistically bears little resemblance to the
events that are memorialized as history. One might argue that, akin to
news media, only the excessive and extramundane is worth recording.
But to whom is the definition of the worth of history directed, and
who benefits from these narrow definitions? If we assume that the
purpose of memorialization is essentially political, then any other
kind of analysis, even biography, may be part of the reproduction of
official history as at least worth analysis and critique. The irony of all
critique and satire might be the inevitable represencing of that which
would ideally be changed, not as a rewritten version that attempts to
escape from blame or bad conscience, but as a present factor that
abets suffering or injustice.
This reflection leads us immediately to the third component of the
final category of memorialization, that which I have called “prescience creates presence.” Akin to posterity, the interpretation that
allows for historical figures to speak again in a living language as prescient of the future impact of their once contemporary actions creates
a new presence. The most common manifestation of this illusory kinship with predecessors occurs in the trivialization of history. Historical knowledge most often appears in the mundane as questions and
answers on game shows, for instance, or to “know history” might
become the knowledge of the petty pedigrees of popular culture figures in the world of sports and entertainment. Yet the trivialization of
history, either by the picayune way history is taught in public schools
across North America—facts, dates, statistics rather than themes,
structures, discourses—or by its cameo appearance within popular
culture as yet more facts and dates, is still a manner of remembering.
It may indeed be the most common trait of memorialization. If so, the
insignificant space it is granted as a means to vulgar ends mirrors the
eventuality that very few actual facts compared to the sheer immensity of historical knowledge extant get airtime, even if they do so
repeatedly. Only when board games and game shows have elite
stakes—large monetary prizes, for example—do we see an extension
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of the challenge to know history in greater detail, if not in greater
depth.
This mode of recollection of the trivial serves another purpose than
to impress one’s peers with one’s capacity for the so-called “general
knowledge” or to win money on television. History represented as a
staccato of disconnected facts, figures, and dates can never provide a
thematic continuity that would help us to understand structural variables and their current presence and force in our own society. Knowledge of history is, in fact, to know ourselves as living history, and
what we have lived through as history. From an hermeneutic point of
view, historicity then is never attained, let alone effective historical
consciousness. From an ideological point of view, such a trivial pursuit of historical facts remains very convenient.
Yet there may be an even deeper reason for the prescient trivialization of history. Presumably, it is bound up with that inner connection
already described between life and the repression of death that the
knowledge that we ourselves must die remains almost veiled, even
when, as mature adults, this knowledge has become established at the
deepest inner level within us. And even then, when the clearest and
most express knowledge of approaching death makes itself felt and
can no longer be concealed, the will to life and the will towards the
future is known to be so strong in some people that they are not even
prepared to complete the legal requirements of a last testament
(Gadamer 1996:65 [1985]).
Similarly, those who do not wish to commit to organ donation,
affixing labels on the reverse of driver’s licenses and the like, may be
attempting to negotiate reality in these terms. The teaching and using
of historical facts as disconnected trivia may indeed be a disguised
form of the “will to life.” If so, it is misplaced, because its effects hinder social maturity towards better quality of life for all persons, and
thus ironically predestines many to fates that may be kindred to living
deaths. Once again, this motif is prescient of the ultimate state of all
human futures. It brings forward in time the presence of death and
forces one to live as if that present had arrived prematurely.
The final sub-form of the third category of memorialization—“the
illusory past self”—outlines the other major model of our relationship
to history, the other formula that the present uses to negotiate both its
specific past and the past in general. Rewriting the self’s existence as
illusory is akin to all historical romance. If one witnesses the trivialization of history in popular culture and in school, one also must confront the sentimentalization of history in other vicarious social
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realms. The historical novel, the historical quotations on signage at
national historical monuments, and the exotic travel literature that
purports to be both ethnography and fashion—these are spaces of this
form of memorialization. Even holiday photographs or videos of
mundane outings perform this final function. What occurred cannot,
in the linear conception of temporality, ever occur again. From photograph to re-enactment, the attempt to arrest the flow of linear time
marshals much of our personal resources. The interiors of people’s
homes become personal museums.
The rewriting of the self’s existence as illusory may indeed have
this doubling effect. On the one hand, the selves that existed in the
past provide the illusions of sense of self in the present. At the same
time, the present self retreats into its own version of history as a kind
of “autohagiography,” the killing of the past self through either a
whitewashed or aggrandized autobiography. This suggests, on the
other hand, that when individuals memorialize what they label as
their own history, they themselves become historical and lose touch
with the reality of the present. It may be so that such a reality is too
intolerable to confront each day, and thus the represencing of historical spaces as veritable time machines is understandable, if not particularly constructive. Yet when a society memorializes its own history,
it does so primarily to support a version of the present that is often
precisely the source of the oppressions individuals suffer.
There remains one final function that characterizes any set of categories of memorialization, although it cannot be said to occur within
its list of categories By haunting the mental and physical topologies
of being with both famous and anonymous historical figures, we
attempt to memorialize the very space in which our present living
being must exist. Although famous figures populate official narratives of memorialization, and anonymous ones are often the grist for
paraphysical or occult personal narratives of remembering, these
spaces of both contrived or spontaneous recall allow the living to
gradually ingratiate themselves with the dead with whom they will
have, sooner or later, a more intimate intercourse.
Categories of memorialization, whether serving ideological masters or personal demons, conjuring tragedy or heroism, drudgery or
romance, take the present living as the future dead. All forward looking beings must complete the circle of life, whose torus is often gradual enough that we do not notice that we are returning to our places of
origin. It may be that “at this limit a true solidarity of all mankind
with one another is expressed in so far as we all recognize and
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acknowledge this mystery. Whoever lives must accept death. We are
all border-crossers at the limit between this world and the beyond”
(Gadamer 1996:67 [1985]). There are as many ways of recognizing
this universal limit on human life as there are of attempting to avoid
it. The nature of mortal memory contains at least the twelve versions
we have discussed so far. Their pattern is not set to one particular use
or abuse. Nostalgia itself can be seen as an optimistic and future-looking style of memory that wishes to reproduce not so much the reality
of the past, but its quaintness and perhaps its perspective. Hardly anyone would truthfully say that they would desire to live in the world as
it was even fifty years ago, although each of us as we grow older
might well wonder where our “lost youth” has gone. Was it history
itself that absconded with it? The replication of most of the same
kinds of social events in our children’s generation is wont to remind
us that things do not change as much as they seem to stay the same.
Yet one can wonder if it is only in our more experienced eyes that
things look the same. For younger persons, everything in the world is
new. Each experience has not been had before. The entire idea of
“before” is truncated to a mere insignificance when seen only with a
child’s memory. This may be why we assume that only vivid experiences have any effect on changing the ways of children, too wilful or
too obedient as the case may be.
The function of having a memory at all is to prepare us to negotiate
what is to come. The present must be recognized for what it is, and
the perspective of the past is the only framework with which we have
to perform accurately and with foresight in the day-to-day. The relationship between experience that has both been reflected upon and
archived as a worthy memory, and what will occur to us in the morrow is the essence of life as work. Here, work must be taken in the
sense of a “life’s work,” and not mere labor. Life, correspondingly,
must be taken in its fullest sense, not in a manner that is merely sentient or conscious. Sometimes we regard with both pride and suspicion the evolutionary gift of human intelligence, and speak therefore
of “intelligent life.” It makes sense that we desire a fuller understanding of this oddly fragile and finite intelligence that seeks worlds
beyond itself. Could it be that we are a part of something much
greater than ourselves or our species? This something would only
have the appearance of a self-contained biological ancestry. Life
would only appear to end, and death would be only the outward manifestation of a true rite of passage, one through which a new life is
granted us, or some version of what it had been.
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The following chapters will explore each of the major versions of
this bold and perhaps desperate idea. Such an idea ultimately suggests
that, rather than life being merely the “most interesting part of death,”
as Nietzsche puts it, might it as likely be that death is the most interesting part of life, as it is its shadowy threshold that propels two very
different forms of living side by side, vessels of consciousness passing close by in the sudden night of starless firmament.
Buy the B&N ePub version at:http://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/on-the-afterlife-g-v-loewen/1109405428
?ean=2940014179942
Buy the Kindle version at:http://www.amazon.com/On-Afterlife-Will-There-ebook/dp/B007Q6WKR
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