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When We Are No More 
How Digital Memory is Shaping Our Future 



Abby Smith Rumsey is the author of “When we are no more: How Digital Memory is 

Shaping our Future”.  Rumsey has a Ph.D. in history from Harvard with a specialization 

in early modern Russia and intellectual history.  She has worked with both the Soviet 

archives and the Library of Congress.  At the Library of Congress, she collaborated with 

the National Digital Information Infrastructure and Preservation program to put together 

a national strategy to identify, collect, and preserve digital content of long-term value.  

(Smith Rumsey, 2017) 

In When we are no more, Rumsey looks at human memory from the beginning of 

recorded history until the present. She explores how our culture can be recorded and 

passed on to future generations.  Today we are in danger of losing our culture due to 

the overwhelming amount of information and the method in which we chose to record 

this information.   According to Rumsey, the collective memory of humanity (culture) “is 

dependent on two things: a durable medium on which to record an image, text, map, or 

musical score; and an institution, some organization that takes responsibility for the care 

and handling of the collection for generations into the future.” (Rumsey, 2016)   

 In this paper, I will further review Rumsey’s and others views on the history of memory, 

collecting memories, the preservation of memories and accessing them in the future.   

We will also look at what role the library plays in the future of memory.   

Memory 

“Memory is not about the past it is about the future, it is the raw material from which we 
build tomorrow.”   (Rumsey, 2016) 

Socrates believed that writing leads to Ignorance and the death of memory.  When 

memory that is transferred to a piece of paper leaves us and, we no longer feel 

responsible for remembering it.  (Rumsey, 2016)  This same theory can be applied to 



the internet.  When we use the internet to research information, we do not remember 

the information, but rather how we obtained the information.   Other schools of 

thoughts are the internet frees up memory (we do not have to store the facts) and 

allows us to become more creative and imaginative.   “With digital memory, we will 

outsource more tasks of memory, search, and retrieval to machines that outperform us 

and thereby make room in our brain attics for the cultivation of our emotional and 

imaginative powers”. (Rumsey,2016) 

With memory, preserving the context of the object is just as important as preserving 

the object, with digital memory we lose some of the context.    Take for example the 

rough draft of the declaration of independence.  When reviewing the physical document 

we can see where some words were crossed out and others added giving us a better 

idea of the process the founding fathers went through when constructing this 

declaration.  If the declaration of independence was created now in a world of online 

documents, all we would have is a sterile manuscript with all traces of the original 

words and editing lost.  Unlike physical memory, digital memory operates more like 

biological memory.  It is not fixed and is easily overwritten or updated without leaving a 

trace of the changes made. (Rumsey, 2016)   

Collecting Memory-Which ones make the cut? 

“The quest has always been what can we afford to save..Now the question is what can 
we afford to lose.” (Rumsey, 2016) 

With the never-ending stream of data due in part by the creation of the internet, the 

question many librarians and archivist ask themselves when determining what is to be 

saved is, when is enough, enough?  We can look back to biological memory for 



guidance on that dilemma.  Biological memory sets up a series of gates and controls to 

turn away the trivial or distracting and allow ready admittance of valuable information for 

conversion to long-term memory.  (Rumsey, 2016)  So better gatekeeping measures 

should be put in place to capture the important and culturally relevant memories.  One 

of the challenging task for Librarians, archivists, and historians is to act as gatekeepers 

when it comes to preservation.  They need to decide what information or memories 

need to be saved and what way the information is recorded. (Van House & Churchill, 

2008) 

How do they determine what information is culturally relevant? What is deemed not 

relevant today may be of interest to scholars in the future,  the actual historical value of 

much that is preserved is not realized until many years later.  Rumsey gives the 

example of ships logs that were written centuries ago.  A short time after they were 

recorded they were not considered significant but now centuries later the information 

they contain regarding the weather, oceans currents and fish is deemed priceless by 

those studying long-term ocean patterns. (Sample, 2017)   

The challenge is for the libraries and archives is to anticipate now what memories would 

be needed in the future.  One theory on this issue is ‘If you are trying to capture 

information coherently you have to focus on who you are preserving it for, and why.’ 

(Pool, 2013) 

For-profit institutions look at the data in terms of the financial value it has for the 

company.  The fear with this is information that could be potentially usefully in the future 

will not be saved.  Within these institutions, there is no one responsible for ensuring 



cultural relevant information is preserved and made accessible to all.   (Van House & 

Churchill, 2008) 

What happens to the information that is collected by corporations that may no longer be 

financially valuable to them but contains culturally significant data?  Do they have a 

responsibility to continue to pay for the upkeep and storage of this information?  

 

Preserving Memory 

“To describe digital preservation as a moving target is now, more than ever before, is 
something of an understatement.  Preserving today’s digital content is a minefield.” 
(Pool, 2013) 

 According to Vint Cerf “Digital material including key historical documents could be lost 

forever because programs to view them will become defunct.” (Sample, 2017) Future 

generations’ ability to access to history relies greatly on what we are doing today to 

record and maintain accessibility to digital data. When we look at preserving digital data, 

we must consider how to increase the lifespan of computer files and protect the 

hardware used to read these files from obsolescence.  (Rumsey, 2016) 

Individuals like Cerf argue that we are “We are nonchalantly throwing all of our data into 

what could become an information black hole” and is encouraging people to make 

physical copies of precious memories to save them.  Basically, taking a step backward 

to preserve materials. Others feel the best way to preserve material and to ensure that it 

is accessible to the masses is to put it online.  If information is not accessible online it 

will disappear from the public mind.  The surest way to keep the records of the past 

readily available to the public is to migrate them to digital form and posting them online.  

(Rumsey, 2016) 



What type of storage we use to collect digital data is important, it must be durable with 

easy access to the information, often times people have traded durability in for 

transmissibility.  Information stored digitally is more fragile than older forms of 

information carriers such as books, which need no special equipment to access them 

only your eyes to read them.  One challenge that we run into is digital information needs 

constant updating as the machines used to access the information no longer exist.   For 

future scholars to access current cultural information, they would have to go through 

hundreds of different types of files that can only be retrieved with software that is prone 

to obsolescence.  To combat this Cerf called for the development of "digital vellum" to 

preserve old software and hardware so that out-of-date files could be recovered no 

matter how old they are.  (Sample, 2017) 

 

Another challenge that we run into with digital preservation is how to capture new 

mediums; as of today, there is not a standard procedure for archiving and the long-term 

storage for web blogs and blogging.(Pool, 2013) 

Many libraries and archives struggle with how to digitally preserve the “data deluge” that 

has been released by tech giants with their limited budget. One response to the high 

cost and labor needed to preserve the growing amount of digital data is to establish 

digital collaborations.  The Network for Digital Heritage was developed in the 

Netherlands.   “This network is based on three pillars: to make the digital heritage 

visible, usable, and sustainably preserved.”  (Ras and Sierman, 2015)  This 

collaborative covers not only archives, libraries, and museums but research and data 

centers as well.  Similarly, the National Library of Scotland described the effort to create 



a national preservation infrastructure in Scotland and the national library,  archives, and 

museums in Finland already share infrastructure.     (Ras and Sierman, 2015) By 

sharing their technology and resources, these intuitions benefit from lower cost to 

digitalize their collection.  Digital collaborations also help the end user by providing them 

with access to a broader digital collection.   

Another way some facilities are handling this issue is automation.  Today with the 

massive amounts of information being published online, automation is the best way to 

deal with digital preservation. (Pool, 2013) 

Forgotten Memory 

“Memory is the way the brain accumulates knowledge of the world and of ourselves. All 
creatures, from amoeba to zebra, rely on the working model of the world stored in their 
memory banks. Wipe those memories out, induce amnesia in us, and we won’t 
remember who we are, where we are, what just happened.” (Shoot, 2017) 

As different data storage systems evolve, we are in more and more danger of recorded 

memories being lost forever. For example, floppy disks are for the most part extinct, the 

use of CD-ROMs is decreasing, in fact, you will be hard-pressed to find a laptop with a 

CD-ROM drive.  With the rise of cloud-based storage, most other digital storage 

systems are becoming obsolete.  These are great methods for short-term storage but 

what libraries, archives, and other intuitions must consider is long-term digital 

preservation. Long-term preservation will ensure our cultural memories can be retrieved 

for generations to come.   (McKenzie, 2016)  When considering the form of data 

storage, librarians and archivist alike must do so with the intention that what is archived 

has to be retrievable. 



History has already been lost due to physical degradation, the disappearance of 

technology needed to access them and not understanding the cultural significance of 

these items.  Many of the original recordings of  Huddie William Ledbetter an influential 

blues musician at the turn of the 20th century have been lost to time.  Tapes of his 

sessions have degraded beyond salvaging. At the sound archives of the British Library 

archivist estimate that around two million recordings are at risk of being lost forever.  

Just the act of copying an audio recording could destroy it.  Silent movies were allowed 

to rot because no one realized their cultural significance at that time. Even science is 

not immune to issues of long-term preservation.  NASA had problems trying to recover 

old information gathered by its space probes because the technology used to read the 

images and data was no longer available.  (Dartnell, 2015) 

  

How can you ensure your data will not go extinct? 

 Never rely on “cloud” storage for the long term, the company hosting the data 
could be hacked or go out of business 

 Use open data formats to proprietary formats 
 Expect formats to become obsolete, requiring you to convert files to newer 

formats every few years 
 Copy all the files to new media every few years, and try opening some of the 

copied files. (Hodgson, 2017) 

 

The Future of Memory 

“the history of the twenty-first century will be riddled with large-scale blanks and 
silences.” (Rumsey, 2016) 

In the past when we saved the object, we save the memory.  In the digital age, this is 

something that we cannot rely on anymore.  As more of what we know, do, make and 



experience is uploaded to the cloud, it is unsure what if anything we will leave behind for 

future generations. (Rumsey, 2016)  Although Rumsey has a pessimistic view of the 

future, she still feels there are ways we can reverse the current course. 

To help prevent a loss of digital data Rumsey believes that public institutions including 

libraries and archives should act as stewards for valuable digital assets.  She uses both 

the Internet Archives and the partnership between Twitter and the Library of Congress 

as models for nonprofits providing the infrastructure and reliable access to digital 

material that private companies cannot supply. (Rosenthal, 2016) 

There have been other attempts to preserve this digital data. In the UK since 2004, the 

British Library has been working to archive websites for future generations like what is 

currently done for paper-based literature.  They started doing this to rectify what they 

can the “digital black hole” when information is lost when removed from a web page, or 

a site is shut down.  (Dartnell, 2015) 

There are those who do not agree with Rumsey’s point of view.  Digital preservationist 

Jeff Rothenberg believes that the issue is not data loss but format obsolescence, which 

is a problem for documents published before the Web.  Rothenberg believes that 

advancements with the web caused documents to evolve making them largely immune 

to format obsolescence. (Rosenthal, 2016) 

Conclusion 

Organizations including libraries and archives need systems in place to ensure that 

digital information will remain readable, usable and accessible long-term.  According to 



the IGI study below, while most organizations realize that they need to provide long-

term storage for their data, very few are doing it.   

“The Information Governance Initiative (IGI) recently published a survey report, which 
found that while 98% of respondents had records that required long-term retention, only 
11% of respondents were actually storing their records in a purpose-built long-term 
digital preservation system. 97% of information governance professionals surveyed by 
IGI claimed to be aware that technology obsolescence could put long-term digital 
records and information at risk of not being readable or usable in the future. Despite this 
awareness, only 16% of respondents were actively mitigating this risk by transferring 
data to a standards-based digital preservation system”. (McKenzie, 2016) 

 

To avoid a “digital black hole” libraries must give more thought to preservation, not only 

for the short term but the long term as well.  Also, libraries need to develop protocols for 

determining what data has long-term value to our cultural memory and what can be 

discarded.  Most importantly libraries and archives must ensure that all cultural 

memories are recorded,  including points of views that may be unpopular or distasteful 

and records of unfavorable events.  If we don’t actively include all cultural memories 

they may be left out of digitization and lost to the world forever.  
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