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«By accumulating photograph upon 

photograph, one seeks to banish the 

memory of that death which, instead, is ever-

present in every image of memory. The 

world has become, in illustrated magazines, 

a photographable present, and the 

photographed present has been made eternal; 

it seems torn away from death, yet in reality, it 

is left at its mercy»[1].

(Siegfried Kracauer)

In the renowned 1927 text Photography, 

Siegfried Kracauer presents us with an 

image of our daily lives dominated by 

“technical reproducibility”[2], a concept 

that today feels familiar. The “illustrated 

magazines” seem to remind us of websites, 

while the “photographs upon photographs” 

evoke the data we habitually store, consult, 

and share incessantly. The philosopher’s 

provocation—describing a contemporary 

world “torn away from death, yet in reality 

[…] left at its mercy”—resonates today more 

than ever.

The Web, and more broadly the so-called ICT 

(Information and Communications Technology), 

have become an integral part of our daily lives. 

The mass adoption of smartphones, personal 

computers, and constantly connected digital 

tools is increasingly widespread, influencing 

the way we gather information, work, and 

communicate. Thus, in the face of a massive 

proliferation of electronic devices, a critical 

reassessment of the human-machine 

relationship—which continuously evolves 

and transforms—becomes essential. We are 

increasingly surrounded by technologies that 

help us store and share data, but does this 

relentless “memory storage” foster a genuine 

and meaningful dialogue with the human?

We must not forget that the issues of memory 

and the human-machine relationship have 

been central since the birth of the World Wide 

Web. In the 1960s, Theodor H. Nelson, in 

developing the Xanadu project, introduced the 

concept of hypertext, and in 1991, Tim Berners-

Lee published the first website in history. 

However, several key ideas on the subject 

had already been anticipated, especially in the 

American context, by renowned scholars such 

as Vannevar Bush and Norbert Wiener.

In 1945, Bush published a short essay titled 

As We May Think[3], in which he reflected 

on the topic and the potential applications 

of a new technical memory system (never 

actually realized), which he called Memex 

(Memory Expansion). This technological 

device, equipped with levers, a keyboard, 

and a microfilm projector, was envisioned 

as a “personal extension of […] memory”[4]. 

The documents stored within it could be 

easily consulted following the principles 

of associative indexing. For Bush, the 

significance of a tool like Memex lay precisely 

in its data processing method. By introducing 

the concept of “associative trails”[5], it aimed 

to reform the very notion of cataloging, 

The Web in Service of a Living Memory or an Eternal 

Present?
A Brief Critical Note

By Maria Serena Matarrese
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classification, and, consequently, the retrieval 

of documentary materials.

n 1948, Wiener, in his Cybernetics: Or Control 

and Communication in the Animal and the 

Machine [6], introduced the concept of 

“cybernetics,” and two years later, published 

The Human Use of Human Beings [7], o�ering 

a critical reflection on the relationship 

between humans and machines, with the 

goal of adhering to “a human use of humans.” 

As Paola Castellucci points out, “for Wiener, 

technology must be rethought in radically 

innovative and democratic terms: it is no 

longer acceptable for ‘all commands to 

come from above without any possibility of 

reversibility’” [8].

As we well know, the pioneering works of 

Nelson and Berners-Lee, and the studies of 

their predecessors, have become a reality 

and are so deeply embedded in our lives that 

they have become an integral part of our daily 

existence. The long-desired intention to store 

and link data for easy access has come to 

fruition. But can we be sure that the explosion 

of information that followed corresponds to 

our genuine need for real knowledge and is 

not merely the result of a simple assembly of 

data?

For several decades now, the speed of 

technological progress has reached extremely 

high levels. Manuel Castells, in his 1996 

book The Rise of the Network Society [9], 

warned that the pace of digital innovation 

had become exponential. In fact, the internet 

was the fastest medium of communication: “In 

the United States, radio took thirty years to 

reach 60 million people; television achieved 

this level of di�usion in fifteen; the internet 

managed to do it in just three years following 

the development of the World Wide Web” [10]. 

But Castells also noted that not only was the 

speed of information dissemination increasing, 

creating an unprecedented immediacy, but 

it had also generated a troubling temporal 

collage where time became “synchronous on 

a flat horizon, with no beginning, no end, and 

no sequence” [11].

The question that critical sociology must 

continue to ask our society is whether 

these tools, in addition to ensuring speed 

and immediacy, also activate “meaning.” 

The massive evolution of ICTs has certainly 

eliminated many spatial and temporal 

limits in the transmission of data, but it 

has simultaneously left the question of 

an authentic and vibrant reading of our 

contemporary reality unaddressed. In its 

frantic pursuit of the future, can the Web 

manage to maintain essential connections 

with the past without trapping us in a limiting 

“global village” [12]?

More recently, Luciano Floridi, in The Fourth 

Revolution (2017), attempted to provide 

an update on the topic. He, too, felt the 

need to critically reflect on the number of 

data points entering our daily lives and 

argued that the accumulation of such data 

is becoming increasingly threatening and 

overwhelming. Are we sure that the speed of 

progress in these technologies only requires 

a “quantitative” evaluation and not also a 

“qualitative” one? Floridi himself warned of 

the danger that “the mere accumulation of 

data, while awaiting more powerful computers, 

more sophisticated software, and new human 

skills, will not work, also because we do not 

have su�cient storage capacity” [13]. Memory, 

moreover, cannot be reduced to a mere 

technical protection matter; it is, above all, a 

matter of preserving meaningful di�erences 

and constant changes. While the number of 

data points continues to grow, it is important 
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not to lose control of their content. This 

constant change is certainly a sign of ongoing 

and useful updates, but it also brings with it 

the dangerous tendency to quickly replace 

the past with a fictitious “eternal present.” “A 

webpage that constantly updates is a site that 

does not preserve a memory of its past, and 

the very dynamic system that allows the same 

document to be rewritten thousands of times 

makes it highly unlikely that previous versions 

will be preserved for future examination” [14].

Certainly, the digital world is now at the heart 

of all our cultural transactions. However, there 

is a need to constantly maintain a discussion 

table that does not forget the indispensable 

relationship between humans and machines. 

Memory increasingly relies on a “mutating and 

changing infosphere,” but we must remember 

that, in order to remain active and accessible, 

it must always be based on a model of real 

and shareable human relationships. 

Maria Serena Matarrese

(Phd, Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, 

Milano)
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