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Despite these strengths, Cultural Memories is, unfortunately, far from providing a coherent and 
overarching theoretical framework. To delineate, there is no common theoretical thread that holds 
all the chapters together. There are, of course, some shared reference points such as Maurice 
Halbwachs, Jan Assmann and the French theorist Pierre Nora. However, interestingly enough, 
none of the contributors, including the editors, makes an attempt to initiate a dialogue among these 
figures. In particular, the engagement with Nora, from whom most of the contributors borrow the 
term ‘site of memory’ (Troebst, Graham, Kreis, Heffernan, Petermann, Legg, Linehan and 
Sarmento), does not go beyond some brief and isolated remarks. And, although Nora has such a 
prominent position throughout the rest of the book, the editors do not even cite him, let alone inte-
grate his notion of ‘sites of memory’ into their introduction.

What is more, in their introductory chapter, the editors fail to clarify the theoretical underpin-
nings of the volume in a satisfactory manner. While the volume seeks to examine cultural memo-
ries from a geographical point of view, it remains vague how the editors conceptualize culture or 
how they construct this particularly geographical perspective. Rather, they present some dispersed 
notes on the spatiality of memory, the significance of images as codified memories and the political 
significance of memories, which as a whole, are insufficient to provide a full-fledged theoretical 
understanding. In a similar manner, the editors fail to identify how they organize the volume itself. 
They do not successfully identify the criteria according to which they group the chapters into five 
sections. They also forget to clarify how these five sections are thematically related to each other. 
While each section makes sense on its own, when all five sections are brought together, they do not 
form a meaningful whole. For instance, it remains unclear how the last section on ‘pre-modern 
cultural memories’ speaks to the rest of the volume.

Overall, Cultural Memories leaves the questions of memory, space and culture under-theorized 
and, as a result, it fails to make an original contribution to the existing literature. Yet, despite its 
weaknesses, much of what is contained in this volume is interesting and informative. As such, it will 
appeal to the students and scholars of sociology, memory studies, geography, and anthropology. It 
will be especially useful for those who are interested in contemporary memory debates in Europe.

Viktor Mayer-Schönberger 
Delete: The Virtue of Forgetting in the Digital Age (4th edition). Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,  
2011. 249 pp. £16.95/$24.95. ISBN: 9780691138619

Reviewed by: Akira O’Connor, University of St Andrews, UK

Throughout Delete, Viktor Mayer-Schönberger provides us with examples of how our digitized 
thoughts and experiences can betray us long after organic memories of these episodes have faded. 
We are aware of these horror-stories, yet we continue to sign away our personal information to 
search algorithms and redundantly backed-up data-centres, leaving us vulnerable to the internet’s 
acontextually perfect memory. Why do we do this? Because we appreciate that social networks and 
the broader networks that comprise the internet hinge on easy information sharing.

Google’s recent actions illustrate well our paradoxical relationship with online privacy. In June 
2011 Google+ was launched and touted as a social network with user-determined privacy at its 
core. Google’s latest attempt at social networking sought to exploit the erosion of trust in Facebook’s 
ever-changing sharing settings. But only 9 months later, Google changed its terms of service to 
enable greater information-sharing between its own services. Servers in Palo Alto can now 
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amalgamate our search histories with the sites we subscribe to, the videos we watch and even our 
GPS coordinates, to ‘create a beautifully simple, intuitive user experience’ (Google, 2012). On the 
one hand, many of us rail against the unnecessary sharing of personal information, but on the other, 
we all find it easiest to use online services that have been highly customized to our needs with 
information we have (unwittingly) provided.

The majority of Delete focuses on building Mayer-Schönberger’s case for his solution. The 
characters who illustrate particularly interesting facets of memory function will be familiar to those 
who have read popular science memory texts such as Joshua Foer’s Moonwalking with Einstein 
(2011). For example, we are presented with Graham Bell, a man who is chronicling his life using 
SenseCam but who nevertheless keeps his meticulously catalogued information private. We also 
encounter hypermnesics, real and fictional, who struggle to make sense of the world without the 
smoothing of inconsistent memory into manageable coherence. Of the more technologically 
focused cases, we are presented with people who have been adversely affected by the online pub-
lication of photographs, archiving of emails, and even the digitization of a scholarly manuscript. 
All of which, Mayer-Schönberger believes, should lead us to the conclusion that something akin to 
the human model of memory is the model we should adopt for our digital data. In the final chapters, 
he gives us his solution: when we provide personal information, we should provide a use-by date, 
after which that information should be ‘forgotten’.

Mayer-Schönberger’s solution is the culmination of his extended and well-argued discussion of 
online privacy. It is therefore worth exploring in greater detail than the rest of the book.

This proposal, to introduce user-determined digital forgetting, is touted as straightforward but I 
suspect it would be impossible to implement. One of the greatest barriers would be user compli-
ance. We don’t take kindly to the interruption of everyday computing tasks, as Microsoft discov-
ered when they introduced User Account Control (UAC) to Windows Vista. This compulsory 
feature dimmed the screen whenever applications were about to be installed, alerting users to the 
potential dangers of such an operation and making them confirm that they wished to proceed. It 
speaks volumes that Microsoft’s next operating system Windows 7 made UAC optional – if a safe-
guard that requires only one additional mouse click per application installation is too cumbersome 
to justify the increase in security awareness, how would we cope with a safeguard that requires the 
specification of a date or time period every time we enter information accessed by an online server?

Integral to this compliance barrier is the nature of the proposed forgetting. Human forgetting is 
as frustrating as it is liberating, precisely because it is involuntary. Mayer-Schönberger is right to 
shine the spotlight on its oft-ignored benefits, but risks ignoring how our acquisitive tendencies 
shape our behaviours. Once again, Google provide us with an excellent barometer of public opin-
ion. Gmail changed the way we deal with email, encouraging us to ‘archive instead of delete’ and 
enabled this by providing an unprecedented amount of storage for free. It is difficult to see how the 
service’s 350 million users would take to a system that encourages voluntary memory deletion in 
spite of Google’s continued pride in its provision of storage capacity that negates the need to delete 
at all – a counter just shy of 8 GB on Gmail’s login screen ticks upwards as users login to access 
their email. Should this solution be implemented, it is likely that many users would set the auto-
matic deletion date to its upper limit and attempt to circumvent deletion nearer the time (by print-
ing onto paper?). After all, we are used to measuring ourselves by our wealth. This wealth can take 
many forms, money, collections, health or, as any student or academic will tell you, acquired 
knowledge. It is hard to envisage giving up our memories, little pieces of our selves, to solve a 
problem few recognize.

There is a much larger debate to be had on the suggestion that digital memory could even 
‘mimic human memory.’ Mayer-Schönberger suggests a rusting memory that undergoes analogue 
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degradation, with sections of documents and pieces of information losing fidelity with time. But is 
the author’s call for memory mimicry intended for only the errors of omission made by our memo-
ries? Misattribution, suggestibility and bias, errors of commission, comprise three of Daniel 
Schacter’s (2001) seven sins of memory, and to be successfully implemented, would require not 
just the degradation of data, but their modification. These errors would lead to much of our digital 
data being inaccurate and volatile, returning incorrect or inconsistent information depending on the 
manner in which they were recovered. Memory errors of omission and commission work together 
to blunt our painful memories and enhance the consistency of those memories we do retain, end-
results that Mayer-Schönberger is willing to suggest would result from a more human digital mem-
ory. Thus, it would seem appropriate that they be incorporated into a human-like digital memory 
system. But would this sort of digital memory take us too far from the accuracy and constancy of 
the digital memory systems we currently rely on?

In the Afterword, Mayer-Schönberger states that ‘[i]f Delete facilitates the discussion it has 
achieved its goal’. If aiding discussion of the problem was what the author intended, then he will 
be very pleased with his work. It provides some fascinating historical context for today’s reliance 
on digital memory, and perhaps most importantly, gives the reader an insight into how difficult it 
is to suggest a viable solution to the ever-growing invasion of digital privacy. But, if the author 
intended discussion of his solution with a view to its adoption, then there is much more to be done. 
Beyond settling on any one solution, I suspect the greatest challenge lies in convincing the general 
public that a problem, never mind a solution, even exists. Collective awareness may only reach 
critical mass when we see a large-scale invasion of public privacy with unambiguously bad conse-
quences for those affected. By then, for many, it will be too late.
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Weaving together philosophical discourse, sociological reasoning, and historical information, 
Levy and Sznaider suggest that memories and the human rights movement are intimately linked. 
They carefully lay out central concepts and theses in the first 3 of 10 chapters. Chapters 4–7 seek 
to support these theses by reviewing four different historical stages, from the interwar period to the 
post–Cold War era. Final chapters address the politics of forgiveness, European issues, and effects 
of the era of terrorism.

The authors argue that today human rights have globally moved center stage. As a new principle 
of political legitimacy, they have come to challenge the notion of national sovereignty. The book is 
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