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Abstract

The term ‘postdigital memory’ encapsulates
views of memory that involve a critical per-
spective on the intersection of digital technol-
ogy and media, and different forms of human
and technological memory. This entry draws
on accounts from psychology, media studies,
cultural studies, distributed cognition and
sociomateriality to position memory as a com-
plex phenomenon that combines social, mate-
rial, digital individual and collective activity,
and is entangled in issues of biology, politics,
economics, the environment, and social jus-
tice. This conception supports critical perspec-
tives on the datafication and commercialisation
of memory, and highlights the relevance of
transdisciplinary and more expansive under-
standings of memory work.
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Introducing Postdigital Memory

A postdigital view of memory involves a critical
perspective on the intersection of digital technol-
ogy and biological (usually, human) memory. So
far, there has been limited explicit application of
postdigital concepts to memory in academic liter-
ature. Some, such as Hroch (2020), have written
of memory in a postdigital ‘era’ or ‘age’, in which
digital media have become so pervasive as to be
inappropriate to separate from ‘normal’ life.
Andersen et al. (2014) have used the label ‘post-
digital’ in relation to memory to signify the entan-
glement of old and new that is part of all
technologies. Similarly, Merrill (2025) has argued
for a focus, in the ‘postdigital age’, on memory as
a hybrid of digital and non-digital, human and
non-human, individual and collective, retrospec-
tive and prospective. Elsewhere, Merrill refers to
‘postdigital’ to mean that memory-related digital
technologies are ‘simultaneously digitally and
non-digitally constituted’ (Merrill et al. 2020: 5;
see also Merrill and Lindgren 2021). Meehan
(2022) provides a related example, questioning
the separation of digital and physical in relation
to museum artefacts.

Jelewska (2024) proposed a ‘postdigital collec-
tive memory’ that is embedded in or connected by
media and media design practices. Parui and Raj
(2024) draw on sociomaterial and posthuman per-
spectives from Barad (2007) and Hayles (1999) to
describe postdigital memory ecologies made up of
‘assemblages’ of human and non-human elements,
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where the focus shifts beyond individual memory
to collective, emergent remembering shaped by
relationships  between people, technologies,
media, and culture.

The emerging field of ‘hybrid memory’ studies
(Ekelund et al. 2025) builds explicitly on post-
digital ideas of memory-related technologies as
always ‘more than digital’. Fawns’ (2020a,
2023) ‘blended memory’ addresses similar ideas,
focusing more closely on autobiographical
remembering and photography practices, and
rejecting the separation of digital and non-digital,
and of human thinking and technology. As Merrill
et al. (2025) note, a tension within both of these
terms is that their definition depends on the same
categories of digital and non-digital that they are
trying to reject.

As Knox (2024: 1) argues, postdigital thinking
is not derived from a ‘predefined position or phil-
osophical commitment’, but brings together
research communities with a shared interest in
troubling boundaries, assumptions, and philo-
sophical positions that are often found within
disciplines. Beyond the small but expanding
pool of memory research that is explicitly post-
digital, or focused on the hybridity of digital and
non-digital or human and technological remem-
bering, there is a rich and growing body of schol-
arship that can be drawn on to further outline what
might constitute a postdigital view of memory and
memory studies.

Crossing Disciplines and Theoretical
Lenses in Postdigital Memory Studies

Multiple theoretical lenses can be employed for
understanding memory in ways that might be
described as postdigital (Macgilchrist and Metro
2020). Examples include transactive memory
(Wegner 1987), collective memory (Hirst and
Manier 2008), prosthetic memory (Landsberg
2004, 2018); postmemory (Hirsch 1997); distrib-
uted cognition (Sutton 2010, Menary 2010); and
sociomateriality (Macgilchrist and Metro 2020;
Parui and Raj 2024; Prezioso and Alessandroni
2023). These lenses show not only the intricate
and diverse ways digital technology is woven into
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memory practices but also how technology and
media have always played a role in remembering.
Each new digital innovation is simply the latest
chapter in a long, interconnected history (Donald
2010).

Wegner’s (1987) transactive memory describes
the way groups create and reshape memories
together through social processes. Hirst and
Manier (2008) note that memory exists both indi-
vidually and collectively at the same time.
Landsberg’s (2018) prosthetic memory explains
how mass media enables individuals to form vivid
memories of events beyond their direct experi-
ence, that are shared across social and cultural
boundaries. Similarly, Hirsch’s (1997) work on
‘postmemory’ examines how later generations
connect deeply to past traumas through objects
and stories.

A distributed cognition view of memory pro-
poses that remembering happens through a com-
bination of brains, bodies, and world. Scholars
such as Sutton (2010) and Dahlbéck et al. (2013)
have employed a distributed cognition lens to
argue that remembering is simultaneously internal
and external. This manifests in various kinds of
cognitive integration or partnership, including
people and notebooks (Clark and Chalmers
1998), aircraft (Hutchins 1995), computers, digi-
tal systems and services (Clowes 2013), the Inter-
net (Heersmink and Sutton 2020), and Artificial
Intelligence (Fawns and Schuwirth 2024; Smit
etal. 2024). Distributed cognition can be extended
beyond single uses of a technology to incorporate
complex sets of practices, such as taking, viewing,
organising and sharing photographs (Fawns
2020a, 2023).

Sociomaterial approaches understand remem-
bering as happening through material encounters
with objects and things around us (Prezioso and
Alessandroni 2023). As with distributed cogni-
tion, this view sees remembering not as something
that happens just inside our heads, but through our
bodily actions and practices. A sociomaterial lens
looks at how the material aspects of digital tech-
nologies become woven into our social lives and
activities (Macgilchrist and Metro 2020), and
remembering emerges from the coming together
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of people, objects, and surroundings that form
remembering ‘assemblages’ (Parui and Raj 2024).

A postdigital view of memory also aligns with
certain posthumanist traditions (Barad 2007;
Bayne 2018) that reject the idea of individual
humans as the central focus and instead see
human agency as relational, shaped by connec-
tions with animals, materials, and social contexts.
Such views differ from transhumanist views
(confusingly, sometimes, also called ‘post-
humanism’) that focus on enhancing human mem-
ory through technologies such as neural implants
or forms of cyborgism (e.g., Cummings 2022).
Transhumanist narratives, by prioritising cogni-
tive or bodily enhancement while overlooking
the complex interplay of social, economic, politi-
cal, and environmental factors that influence
everyday memory practices and cultures, contrast
with postdigital views of memory.

An important premise of a postdigital view is
that the digital is not separate from our material
and social lives (Jandri¢ et al. 2018; Fawns 2019).
It follows that a postdigital perspective would be
unlikely to locate memory entirely within the
brain, or position it as something affected by
digital media in a linear way. Rather, memory
and remembering are more likely to be seen as
emergent phenomena that are produced through
activity, in which particular instantiations of tech-
nologies are influenced by wider contextual fac-
tors (Fawns 2020a). A postdigital view would see
both that which is remembered (i.e., memory con-
tent) and that which remembers (i.e., the remem-
bering system) as emergent blends of biology,
media, technology, and context (Fawns 2020a;
Landsberg 2018). A postdigital perspective
would recognise that engagement with media is
not something that affects memory but rather is a
fundamental condition of remembering itself.

Seeing remembering as more than just internal
mental processes marks a key difference between
traditional psychology and broader memory stud-
ies in fields like sociology, media studies, and
history (Wang and Hoskins 2025). However, post-
digital views of memory can still work with psy-
chological perspectives. The constructive view of
memory, developed by James (1890), Bartlett
(1932), and others, sees remembering as shaped

by our engagement with technologies, materials,
people, and environments. This view, along with
attention to real-world contexts (Neisser 1978)
and Tulving’s (1985) idea that environmental
cues interact with internal memory traces, helps
us understand how engagement with digital tech-
nologies becomes part of our memory practices.

Postdigital Critique of the Effects of
Technology on Memory

An important role for postdigital memory is to
challenge common assumptions about technology
and memory. Terms like ‘digital memory’
(Dobbins et al. 2013) or ‘e-memory’ (Bell and
Gemmell 2009) suggest a clear divide between
biological and technological memory, often lead-
ing to oversimplified claims. For instance, some
argue technology harms memory (e.g., Carr’s
2010 claim that ‘Google is making you stupid’),
while others see it as enhancing memory (e.g.,
Bell and Gemmell’s 2009 utopian vision of ‘total
recall’). Both views ignore how the specific con-
texts of memory and technology interaction shape
remembering practices. Similarly, postdigital
memory critiques studies that assume technology
has uniform effects on memory. For example,
research on ‘cognitive offloading’ (Risko and
Dunn 2015) treats memory as something that
can be outsourced to technology, often at the
cost of ‘real’ human memory. Other studies try
to isolate memory from external influences, such
as Sparrow et al.’s (2011) ‘Google effect’ or
Henkel’s (2014) ‘photo impairment effect’.

In contrast, a postdigital perspective sees the
impact of technology as emerging through
diverse, situated practices, contexts, and personal
meanings. A related example is Reading’s (2022)
concept of ‘rewilding memory’, which reimagines
memory through a lens of neurodiversity, propos-
ing a ‘more-than-human memory’ that highlights
the role of the living world in memory formation
and challenges traditional assumptions about how
memories are created and preserved.

By questioning the assumed boundaries
between technology and ‘real’ or ‘human’ mem-
ory, as well as between individual and collective



memory, postdigital views of memory might
explore how remembering practices extend
beyond the brain and digital tools into the com-
plex interplay of social, material, and digital activ-
ity (Heersmink and Sutton 2020; Macgilchrist and
Metro 2020). From this perspective, computers,
the Internet, and social media, are not just digital
archives but integral parts of dynamic processes
of remembering (Merrill 2025), and the
confounding variables that researchers attempt to
control in memory experiments are deeply
interconnected elements of context that form part
of the broader process of remembering (Fawns
2022).

At the same time, an appreciation of context
can be very challenging when it comes to digital
media. Some argue that digital media create a
‘context collapse’ (Wesch 2009; Merrill 2025) in
which different times, spaces, and realities are
blended together. A postdigital perspective might
see these contexts of remembering as becoming
more complex and dynamic, but not disappearing.
Indeed, this is, often, an important function of
postdigital approaches—to support a critical
examination and navigation of such complex and
dynamic contexts.

Datafication, Al, and Algorithmic
Governance

Postdigital approaches to memory can help
researchers to make sense of the increasing
datafication of aspects of lived and remembered
life. Digital cameras, for instance, convert scenes
into digital information while framing and exclud-
ing certain sensory and emotional details, such as
taste, smell, and touch. Lifelogging takes this
further, aiming to datafy all aspects of life, making
memories searchable and accessible through dig-
ital functions (Sellen and Whittaker 2010). Simi-
larly, in what has been called the ‘quantification of
self’, personal experiences are datafied in ways
that reinforce individualistic notions of isolated
humans, even as they are merged with
population-level technical representations of
themselves (Moore and Robinson 2016). This
datafication feeds further practices of algorithmic
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governance, in which remembering practices are
shaped by data-driven selectivity and curation.

Recent advances in Al have sparked debates
about memory and agency. Some highlight bene-
fits, like organising personal archives (e.g.,
Bergman et al. 2023), while others warn of risks,
such as Al transforming fragmented personal data
into unreliable blends of human-machine mem-
ory, creating ‘a past that was never encoded into
memory’ (Hoskins 2024). Merrill (2023) high-
lights the vulnerability of our datafied society to
‘Al-controlled access’ to information, including
Al-generated deepfakes of people and events (Liv
and Greenbaum 2020; Murphy and Flynn 2022)
and chatbots that mimic real or imagined individ-
uals (Richardson-Walden and Makhortykh 2024;
Hoskins 2024).

A postdigital perspective might examine these
challenges as part of a longer history of techno-
logical entanglement, echoing earlier issues
around the unintended proliferation of digital pho-
tographs (Fawns 2014). Further, a postdigital per-
spective on memory might reject ideas of Al as an
independent force, instead viewing it as relational,
and its influence as context-dependent (Bearman
and Ajjawi 2023). While algorithms shape which
media users are exposed to, digital platforms also
enable meaningful connections, communication,
and memory cues. Thus, a postdigital view of
memory should consider harms, risks, benefits
and possibilities, all of which stem not from tech-
nologies themselves but how they are embedded
within dynamic contexts.

Commercialism, Control and Creative
Possibility in Memory and Technology

An important function of postdigital approaches
to memory is to critique simplistic ideas of tech-
nologically enhanced memory, as well as the
related commercialisation of memory. For
instance, multi-billion-dollar venture Neuralink’s
development of brain-computer interfaces, while
ostensibly aimed at restoring brain function,
reflects its founder Elon Musk’s broader vision
of achieving ‘symbiosis with artificial intelli-
gence’ (Ferris 2017), continuing a broader, long-
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standing pursuit of brain-machine integration
(Pisarchik et al. 2019). By focusing on increasing
neural connections through electrodes (Musk and
Neuralink 2019), memory enhancement is posi-
tioned as primarily a technical challenge, over-
looking harms, risks, and ethical concerns
(Higgins et al. 2023).

Such discourses often ignore critical questions
about control and security. Vos (2020) highlights
problematic assumptions that users will retain
control over brain-computer interfaces, despite
evidence from other digital technologies showing
vulnerabilities to hacking or corporate interfer-
ence. Drew (2023) describes the brain as an
emerging battleground for neurotechnology, pro-
mpting calls for ethical limits on neurological
implants (Lavazza 2021). The expanding memory
industry raises important questions about political
economy, particularly regarding the unprece-
dented accumulation of memory-related data and
its material and ecological consequences
(Reading and Notley 2017).

A related rhetoric of technological solutionism
underpinned Gordon Bell’s MyLifeBits project
(Bell and Gemmell 2009), which sought to
enhance memory through comprehensive data cap-
ture. The project was abandoned due to the over-
whelming volume of data generated by new
technologies, though some suggest lifelogging ini-
tiatives might be revived through Al processing
capabilities (Elgan 2016, 2024). From a postdigital
perspective, both Musk’s and Bell’s visions rely on
the flawed assumption that memory enhancement
is primarily about increasing data storage or trans-
fer capacity, overlooking how memory emerges
through selective interactions between brains and
machines (van Dijck 2008c).

Postdigital views of memory also have arole to
play in analysing the ways in which digital tech-
nologies create new possibilities for memory pres-
ervation and memorialisation. As Pogacar (2016)
observes, digital media enable collaborative
creation of historical narratives, supplementing
conventional memory practices while also
fundamentally reshaping our understanding of
how memories persist beyond individual experi-
ences. While photographs and monuments have
long helped us to preserve memories, emerging

technologies are transforming how we think about
memorialisation. The growing ‘digital afterlife
industry’ (Bassett 2022; Kasket 2019) exemplifies
these issues. For example, Meitzler et al. (2024)
explore Al-based digital afterlives where the
departed live on as Al-generated chatbots or ava-
tars, which Hoskins (2024) describes as
‘deadbots’ that allow conversations with the
deceased. This is just one form of what Savin-
Baden and Burden (2019) call ‘digital immortal-
ity,” to include the various ways in which the dead
continue to resonate and act through digital traces.

A postdigital perspective would examine how
these technologies intersect with issues of econ-
omy, social justice, and other contextual issues.
For instance, paid digital afterlife services reflect
the broader commercialisation of memory, driven
by hype around Al (Merrill 2023), lifelogging (Bell
and Gemmell 2009), and transhumanism (e.g.,
Dragomir et al. 2023). This commercialisation
often relies on ‘sociotechnical imaginaries’ (Doll
2023). However, from a postdigital perspective,
both techno-optimistic visions of enhanced mem-
ory and apocalyptic fears of technological takeover
(e.g., Cernat et al. 2023) promote a problematic
separation of human and machine. Instead,
resisting imaginaries and critically examining
how remembering practices actually emerge
through complex negotiations of social, material,
digital, and economic elements will be crucial to
the work of postdigital memory research.

Doing Postdigital Memory Research

Whilst explicit references to ‘postdigital memory
research’ are currently scarce, Jandric et al. (2024)
note that research can embody postdigital princi-
ples without directly using the term. Following
Knox (2024), postdigital memory studies might
focus on challenging binary distinctions—such as
between technology and human or social
memory—while fostering open, inclusive dia-
logue. Rather than prescribing specific methods,
postdigital approaches adopt a critical stance, trac-
ing connections between technology, digital activ-
ity, and situated social and material practices,
potentially introducing novel compositional



methods or ‘hybrid methodologies’ (Merrill
2025) that examine both specific technologies
and their broader contexts (Fawns et al. 2023).

Postdigital memory research opens critical
lines of inquiry about contemporary remembering
practices and their implications, such as: how
material devices, interfaces, social media dia-
logue, and technological elements, combine in
ways that are shaped by economic, technological,
social, and cultural forces (Lupton 2015); what
aspects of the past are captured or excluded in
digital data; how algorithmic platforms and data
governance shape remembering (Falci 2013;
Hoskins 2024; Merrill 2023); and how Al tech-
nologies integrate into already more-than-human
memory systems (Ekelund 2024). Such inquiry is
likely to benefit from interdisciplinary or transdis-
ciplinary approaches (Jandri¢ and Knox 2022;
Sutton 2010; Brown and Reavey 2015) that gen-
erate novel methods while maintaining openness
to alternative and multiple ways of understanding
the place of the digital in a complex world (Fawns
et al. 2023).

A postdigital perspective on memory might
look not only at risks, harms, and ethical implica-
tions but also explore the possibilities of structuring
remembering practices, recognising that media
ecologies are shaped both intentionally and
unintentionally, by both individuals and external
forces. For example, Dahlback et al. (2013)
showed how people with cognitive impairments,
like dementia, can improve their distributed
remembering functions through deliberate config-
uration of their material environment, such as con-
sistently placed objects and strategically positioned
memory aids. This more nuanced view moves
beyond simplistic accounts of technology’s effects
on memory to consider remembering as a broader,
collective practice in which outcomes emerge
through complex, distributed or sociomaterial
arrangements (Fawns 2020a).

In considering such questions, postdigital mem-
ory can and should build on (and, perhaps, contrib-
ute to) established lines of inquiry that position
memory in a complex relationship with a range of
interconnected factors. For example, prosthetic
memory (Landsberg 2018) emphasises the ethical
implications of the potential for media to foster
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connections across diverse groups. Other research
is exploring how new technologies like Al
(Gensburger and Clavert 2024) and virtual reality
(Kazlauskaité 2023) create new possibilities for
collective memory while raising important
questions about agency, authenticity, and control.
In particular, researchers are increasingly
examining the role of Al technologies within con-
versations and experiences that contribute to col-
lective remembering (Richardson-Walden and
Makhortykh 2024).

The special issue of Memory Studies Review,
edited by Gensburger and Clavert (2024), asks
whether ‘Artificial Intelligence is the Future of
Collective Memory’, raising questions about
social justice and human agency amidst increas-
ing datafication and algorithmic governance.
A postdigital perspective can contribute to such
research, in part by also recognising that memory
has always incorporated and been shaped by
media, narratives, and artefacts created by others.
What may be novel from a postdigital perspective
is Al systems’ increasing capacity to actively par-
ticipate in remembering practices, automated
organisation of media and media practices, and
the creation of new architectures of memory that
work in different ways from traditional selection
processes.

Postdigital memory research requires us to
think carefully about how both digital technology
and memory work within specific contexts,
including research settings. Fawns’ (2020b)
work on photo-elicitation as a method for study-
ing media and autobiographical memory practices
provides an example of such reflexivity, showing
how participants actively shaped their memory
narratives together with researchers and the
research setting. Similarly, postdigital memory
research might raise important questions about
what can be meaningfully captured and
represented through data, and how the
datafication of remembering practices shapes
what is remembered and what it is like to remem-
ber (Jacobsen and Beer 2021).
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Summary

Postdigital memory involves critical views of the
relationship between human memory and digital
media and technologies. It recognises that
digitally-mediated remembering practices are
always social and material, and shaped by complex
relationships with political, economic, environmen-
tal, and biological factors. This entry considers how
postdigital memory, as an emerging area of research
and scholarship, can draw on accounts from psy-
chology, media studies, cultural studies, distributed
cognition, and sociomateriality to position memory
as a complex phenomenon that combines social,
material, digital individual, and collective activity.
Interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches,
and the generation of new methods for the study of
remembering as a complex phenomenon in which
technology and contextual factors are constituent
parts, can support further exploration through criti-
cal perspectives on the instrumentalisation, data-
fication, and commercialisation of memory.
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