
Vol.:(0123456789)

Int J Semiot Law (2021) 34:769–782
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11196-020-09778-7

1 3

A Cultural Memory of the Digital Age?

Dario Henri Haux1   · Antoinette Maget Dominicé2   · 
Jana Alexandra Raspotnig2

Accepted: 16 September 2020 / Published online: 6 October 2020 
© The Author(s) 2020

Abstract
Considering digital cultural heritage as the digitalized assets from memory 
institutions and digital born art, this paper aims to build on its current normative 
definitions. This first notion addresses the subtle, yet complex relationship between 
technology and culture. In addition, we consider the criteria set for defining heritage 
in memory theorization. By doing so, we want to challenge the lack of uniform 
standards and approaches in dealing with digital cultural heritage and to give Aleida 
and Jan Assmann’s Theory of Cultural Memory a normative dimension. Can there 
be a cultural memory of the digital age?

Keywords  Digital cultural heritage · Cultural memory · Digital practices · Law & 
humanities

1  Introduction

Our everyday life is shaped by digital technologies. Becoming unavoidable, we 
encounter them in all contexts. In the world of culture, the rises of digital initiatives 
within museums, galleries, libraries and other memory institutions allow to 
(partially) visit museums and/or temporary exhibitions, to access heritage resources. 
In some way, some of these heritage institutions furthermore open up the possibility 
of reusing parts of the works. Digitized cultural assets kept in public and private 
collections can be downloaded and edited, while artists are creating art from digital 
devices or integrate tech gadgets and images in installations [1]. By the beginning of 
2020, with the rise of COVID-19, these developments have become a new impulse, 
as closed heritage institutions had to re-invent their interaction with the public and 
users who were constrained to stay at home. In this way, tangible resources and 
“localized” experiences gained a further dimension. Nonetheless, this impulse 
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relies on many unanswered questions. The exponential digitization of contents, 
resources and presentations, as well as the creation of digital art raised concerns on 
the definition, the preservation and the transmission of this heritage. At the same 
time, however, these concerns are mainly of conceptual nature, as the digital cultural 
heritage is still in a need of a narrower definition. They are also of structural, more 
material nature [2] and finally challenge neocolonialist [3, 4] and monopolistic [5] 
positions.

What may be understood as digital cultural heritage builds part II of this article 
and aims to set the line between heritage and social practices. By referring to a non-
exhaustive presentation of some exemplary cases in heritage institutions and the art 
world more in general, we further define the topic of our paper. Here, we distinguish 
traditional forms, participative cultural practices and creations on social media. 
Even if most of these latter endeavors are closely linked to the traditional notion 
of culture, to a great extent they can be classified as mass culture [6]. In part III 
we refer to existing legal approaches to digital cultural heritage and the UNESCO 
Charter of 2003. Part IV then refers to general criteria set out to define cultural 
memory and its constitutive elements and handlings: starting from a non-locative 
intangible perception of a monument as introduced by Pierre Nora, we dive deeper 
into the (digital) interpretation by memory theorists like Jan and Aleida Assmann, 
for then identifying their normativity. Finally, in part V and building up on norms of 
law and normative of memory, we look at the relevant ‘contact zones’ [7, p. 188] in 
and around digital cultural heritage.

2 � Cultural Heritage in and From the Digital Age

Considerations on cultural heritage, memory institutions and digitization have been 
relevant for a long time, begin discussed during the first growth of the Internet [8] 
and embracing many disciplines [9, 10]. Some points are worthy to be highlighted, 
as these processes underwent many transformations.

Digitization has been integrated in memory institutions as a way to contribute to 
the preservation of cultural objects, to their documentation in form of a digitization 
of their appearance and all archives related to, and finally to enhance the access to. 
Currently, in a world dominated by digital initiatives, heritage institutions go various 
digital ways, depending on their collections, their locations, and their resources [11]. 
There are many differences, varying from country to country [12, p. 1122].

One can identify ‘four concepts central in developing digital strategies for 
heritage collections: digitization, metadata indices, intellectual property rights 
management and business models [13, p. 157]. This gained a further dimension 
with the development of the virtual and new presentations solutions. In exhibitions 
and educational practices, traditional practices of the analogue world encounter 
the digital. This way, tangible works converted by scientists, artists, institutions, 
and other actors become intangible—and remain tangible at the same time [14, p. 
39]. The resulting variations make it possible to work on the digital form without 
causing any damage to the original. It is possible to switch back and forth between 
old and new. This way, creativity and experimental ambition is further triggered 
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and encouraged. Hence, it becomes clear that there are numerous advantages to 
digitization. Not only has the number of museum visitors been rising for years [15], 
but many are also inclined to take part in this digital cultural venture [16, 17]. The 
interest in old and new forms of culture seems to be growing steadily and appealing 
to more and more individuals from different backgrounds.

These three aspects of preservation, documentation, and access may get bundled 
in some specific cases, such as the resolution of the litigation concerning the 
Bibliotheca Palatina. This approach is highly dominated by conservation concerns, 
as „Conservation is […] essential in defining and maintaining cultural value […]. 
Conservation can serve to reveal hidden information, it can increase the lifetime of 
an object, and enable increased enjoyment and understanding of cultural material. 
Conservation of cultural material is an intrinsic part of our need as a society to 
collect, organize and display culture. It is a complex intellectual and physical 
process that raises many ethical, technical and philosophical challenges; and it is 
through those challenges that we gain a better understanding of the world as it was, 
as it is, and to some degree, will be.“ [18, p. 174–175].

The increasing possibilities opened by digital media also infiltrate the art scene, 
contributing to the development of new works of art [19]. These challenge the 
traditional structures of conservation, storage and presentation, as their relation 
to materiality and time are threatened a.o. by obsolescence [20]. Besides such 
artistic practices, digital testimonies and practices gain in importance for memory 
institutions. A particularly significant example is the archiving of all Tweets by the 
Library of Congress [21] and much narrower, of digital objects and digital solutions 
in museums produced during the lockdowns due to the covid-19 pandemic all 
around the world [22–24]. Not just digitization of artworks, but also contemporary 
collecting projects, social media and streaming initiatives, virtual tours and online 
exhibitions have recently shaped the digital artworld [23]. Particularly history 
museums and city museums called the population for testimonies, to be sent for 
integration in the standing collections. By doing so, institutions are contributing to 
define a new category of heritage, a purely communicational heritage [25, p. 260]. 
And by collecting material, these institutions recognized the significance of all 
forms of expression during lockdowns and contribute to make some of the material 
available to the public in the future [26, p. 2]. That is why the process of digitization 
is often described as fundamentally democratic: everything is and will be open 
and accessible for everyone [27, p. 4]. This western centered position has to be 
dampened, in a time where still a large part of the global population cannot access 
the internet and where the rest of the internet users are facing different barriers 
such as paywalls. At the same time, this integration of digital cultural items may be 
understood as a counterpart to the general question of who owns the internet [5], 
which would go far beyond the scope of this article.

The integration of digital practices within memory institutions and artistic 
practices may be differently understood and “be explored through multiple optics” 
[28, p. 66]. When considering digital art works [29] and digital items, they have 
to be differentiated from the so-called digitization, as these—“reproductions” of 
cultural objects and documentations, as well as digital access of art projects [30, 
31]—will never be compared to analog components. All other digital cultural items 
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have a material pendant but are much more than copy challenging our notion of 
authenticity, they are new things [32]. And as such, they got the attention of the 
UNESCO Member States, as they got recognized as being a facet of our cultural 
heritage but still undefined and facing new threats.

3 � International Normative Attempt and the UNESCO Charter 
on the Preservation of Digital Heritage

As aforesaid, the delineation of “a” digital heritage is challenged by digital 
technologies. By shaping new dimensions of cultural heritage and adding 
emerging categories of normative thinking, the recognition of practices and in 
this way, the classification within the current legal system, is further blurred. To 
name an example, in intellectual property law and especially within its reference 
to the cultural practice of music sampling, the boundaries between inspiration and 
intellectual theft become increasingly opaque [33]. The same applies to social media 
posts, that as to date, have not been undergone thorough legal classification. In this 
context and in the light of the seismic development of the digital, both as a mean 
and as a category, it seems central to find a normative definition for digital heritage.

Building on programs aiming to preserve information and documents as a support 
of memory, UNESCO gave a first decisive impulse at the twist of the twenty-first 
century. During its 32nd session, the general conference of UNESCO on 17 October 
2003 adopted the so-called Charter on the Preservation of Digital Heritage. The 
adoption and its reception attest of many crossovers with the Memory of the World 
program and its implementation [34, p. 164]. The 2003 Charter follows a four-part 
structure, further subdivided in twelve articles, preceded by a short preamble. Whilst 
the first part offers a definition of digital heritage and its access, the second part 
underlines the corresponding threats. Possible measures and responsibilities of the 
different stakeholders, including UNESCO, constitute Part III and IV of the Charter 
respectively.

As one of the first international normative texts in this field, Sect. 1 of the Charter 
attempts to provide a definition of digital heritage, building up on a standard, 
broadly set classification and overtopped by the idea of a common heritage. Art. 1 
para 1 states that:

“The digital heritage consists of unique resources of human knowledge and 
expression. It embraces cultural, educational, scientific and administrative 
resources, as well as technical, legal, medical and other kinds of information 
created digitally, or converted into digital form from existing analogue 
resources. Where resources are ‘born digital’, there is no other format but the 
digital object”.

According to this definition, digital heritage may derive from various sources 
and practices. At the same time, no qualitative criteria have to be met. This can be 
seen as a major shift, especially when compared to other UNESCO instruments. 
Furthermore, the definition incorporates the dual nature of objects linked to 
an analogue resource and at the same time being self-reliant, but fails to refer 
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to material aspects, such as the hardware needed. However, these material 
components are evoked in Art. 3 Para 2. Within Art. 1 para. 2 the formats are 
listed, including their still unknown diversities:

“Digital materials include texts, databases, still and moving images, audio, 
graphics, software and web pages, among a wide and growing range of 
formats. They are frequently ephemeral, and require purposeful production, 
maintenance and management to be retained”.

The necessary support for its sustainability closes Art. 1 para. 2 and recalls 
the elusive nature of digital heritage. The combination of different formats and 
transient nature is one of many challenges, as further stated in Art. 1 para. 3, 
which call on the importance of digital heritage for the human mankind and on its 
easiest, fullest and widest access:

“Many of these resources have lasting value and significance, and therefore 
constitute a heritage that should be protected and preserved for current and 
future generations. This ever-growing heritage may exist in any language, in 
any part of the world, and in any area of human knowledge or expression”.

This introductory article of the Charter can be criticized as being an all-
encompassing attempt, but yet too indefinite. On the other hand, it avoids the 
trap of an itemization of a heritage under which is under permanent development. 
Besides that, it is positive to note that this approach attempts to base the model 
on a very broad foundation that includes a large number of works. In this 
way, the Charter aims to be all-encompassing. At the same time, however, it 
is also clear that a broad definition will not lead to greater recognition of the 
digital as a heritage to be equally considered as the world heritage sites or the 
intangible cultural heritage. The inclusion of the digital in the current heritage 
programs appears to be limited to the documentation of other heritage objects, 
as recommended in Chap. IV Sect.  1.3 Para 119 of the Operational Guidelines 
for the Implementation of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage [35]. The development of further UNESCO Programs 
merges some of the aspects of preservation of a digital heritage, even if mostly 
offering partial overlapping: if the Charter is closely linked with the action of 
the UNESCO to safeguard the documentary heritage [36, p. 38], the effective 
relationship with other programs remain unclear [37, p. 160]. These programs are 
the UNESCO Memory of the World Program (MoW), the Platform to Enhance 
the Sustainability of the Information Society Transglobally (PERSIST) launched 
2013 by the UNESCO and the Recommendation concerning the preservation of, 
and access to, documentary heritage including in digital form adopted in 2015 
[38], as well as the recently launched Software Heritage Project, jointly lead by 
UNESCO and the French National Research Institute for the Digital Sciences 
(INRIA) [39].

In terms of governance, for example, one may identify some similarities 
between these initiatives and the Charter. MoW, Persist and the Software 
Heritage Project all are designed as experts-guided programs, instead of being 
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mostly determined by state parties. The role of stakeholders and their implication 
in the preservation of the digital heritage are underlined in the Charter, with a 
strong accent on cooperation in all aspects of selection, preservation and access 
to digital heritage. This is a tribute to the strong involvement of the memory 
institutions in this field, like libraries, far before being a topic on the international 
political agenda. At the same time and through the open qualification of digital 
heritage—freed of the outstanding criteria known for other heritage objects in 
further UNESCO fields of action—the Charter is in line with the MoW program. 
The later has been launched 1992 by the UNESCO and aims to contribute to the 
safeguard of documentary heritage, to ensure access to and to increase awareness 
of the existence and significance of documentary heritage. As stated by Folarin 
Shyllon 2012, after the Expert meeting on the 20th anniversary of UNESCO’s 
MoW, ‘the absence of a normative instrument to pilot the MoW may account 
for the lack of the visibility of it outside UNESCO in contrast to the other two 
heritage programs, namely, the World Heritage Convention and Intangible 
Heritage Convention’ [40, p. 576]. A similar analysis may be done for the digital 
heritage: Almost twenty years after its adopting, the Charter hasn’t been further 
developed and many aspects diluted in other programs, like the Software Heritage 
program.

For coming back to the Charter on the Preservation of the Digital Heritage, it 
becomes clear that the text challenges an established conception of the digital. 
The shift away from a purely archival and informational orientation [28, p. 
55], towards a combination of static archiving and dynamic forms of memory 
is hereby central. By doing so, the UNESCO is trying to avoid mandating a 
retrospective-archival strategy but prefers one that is primarily future-oriented. 
This is reflected in the reference to the hardware and the software, as stated in 
Art. 3 concerning the threat of loss:

“The world’s digital heritage is at risk of being lost to posterity. Contributing 
factors include the rapid obsolescence of the hardware and software which 
brings it to life, uncertainties about resources, responsibility and methods for 
maintenance and preservation, and the lack of supportive legislation”.
“Attitudinal change has fallen behind technological change. Digital evolution 
has been too rapid and costly for governments and institutions to develop 
timely and informed preservation strategies. The threat to the economic, 
social, intellectual and cultural potential of the heritage—the building blocks 
of the future—has not been fully grasped”.

Whilst the second passage is referring to general goals of the Charter, the first 
part precisely points out that when safeguarding the digital heritage, not only the 
content, but also the technical devices play a crucial role. Here, a reference to 
concepts of "interoperability" [41] can be made, by means of which attempts are 
made to secure points of contact for the underlying technology. At this point it 
becomes evident once again, that the task of securing the digital heritage concerns 
an interdisciplinary level.

Central in the Charter are furthermore article 4 and 5. While the former article 
highlights the importance of immediate action by the member states, in order to 
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avoid "the loss of the digital heritage" which "will be rapid and inevitable", Article 
5 underlines the importance of longevity and hence the dominant goal of creating a 
sustainable, digital memory. The article reads as follows:

“Continuity of the digital heritage is fundamental. To preserve digital heritage, 
measures will need to be taken throughout the digital information life cycle, 
from creation to access. Long-term preservation of digital heritage begins with 
the design of reliable systems and procedures which will produce authentic 
and stable digital objects”.

Here it becomes clear, that in some way every article of the Charter stands as a 
concept for itself and at the same time contributes to the greater goal of creating an 
accessible institutionalized digital memory. While this statement in the fifth article 
remains relatively abstract, the importance of the lifecycle of the digital heritage 
becomes evident. Hence, the law in a first step not only must retrace and understand 
the production of the content, but also must represent and protect the further steps 
of distribution, modification and storage. Within this framework, however, the 
interaction of different areas of law is necessary to reflect the diversity of practices, 
content and technological conditions [42].

In the context of these brief observations on the content of the Charter, it becomes 
clear that in addition to the content itself, the UNESCO poses questions about the 
role of sustainable technology in particular. At this stage, however, the text does not 
provide answers, but leads to further ambiguities.

Finally, and besides the perspective of international law, copyright law may 
well play a major role in the advancement of the preservation of digital cultural 
heritage. Whilst the technology is advancing the possibilities to a great extent and 
in an unprecedented pace, a national based copyright law is often limiting the scope 
and use [43, p. 343] of the works enough. Not to forget is the fact, that in some 
regions, such as the European Union, all digital preservation activities take place 
within a ‘complex and often contradictory legislative landscape’ [44, p. 18] topped 
by international treaties and obligations.

Although this can be seen as a disadvantage, it is nevertheless also an advantage, 
as it enables open-ended negotiations on the constitution of a digital memory. 
Starting from theoretical considerations, the discussion can then be further pursued 
on a practical level.

4 � Digital Cultural Heritage as Constitutive Element of Memory?

Hence, the first step in the following is to develop theoretical principles of 
"memory", which can be used to gain a better understanding of the complexity a 
possible "digital cultural memory" embodies. Memory in its social, collective 
and cultural forms as well as its significance for the identity of society have been 
extensively studied in the literature, where it stands out that culture is intrinsically 
connected to memory [45, p. 97]. The 2020 global pandemic reminds us of the 
importance of maintaining and accessing digital cultural memory not only at present 
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but also for future generation. At the same time, we have to acknowledge, that the 
preservation of the digital heritage—closely linked to digital cultural memory—
has been just as lacking in 2020 as in the past decades. Nevertheless, it is only 
hesitantly addressed by the scientific community. As Astrid Erll [46] notes, there 
are three main components that underline the relevance of memory theory in current 
discussions: Firstly, the historical transformation processes play a significant role, 
especially concerning the memory of witnesses of historical events. Secondly, 
there is great importance for the scope of the history of science to expand from 
cultural studies into the individual disciplines in the humanities. Thirdly and most 
importantly, media technology is ever-evolving; its effects include various new 
possibilities of storage, it is complex and has the ability to form a collective memory 
[46, pp. 3–4]. In the following paragraph, we will introduce some concepts essential 
in research on memory and culture in central Europe.

Next to Aleida and Jan Assmann, Pierre Nora is of particular importance in 
this context. In his seven-volume major work [47] he developed his theoretical 
conception of memory. The author argues, that a natural collective memory does 
not exist anymore. Instead, national memories create collective identity and function 
as a placeholder for the no longer existing collective memory [46, p. 20]. Central to 
this theory are the lieux de mémoire, which take on the role of memory [48]. These 
lieux de mémoire include not only locations, but also time periods and all objects 
that evoke memories. They are defined by three inherent and essential dimensions: 
the material, the functional, and the symbolic dimension. Following this theory, 
a material object, period, or location that fulfills a social function and embodies a 
symbolic meaning can be classified as lieu de mémoire [46, p. 21].

But what would define a lieu de mémoire of the digital age? Would it 
manifest itself in a server farm or data cloud? Next to a material data carrier, the 
society—preserving the digital culture of the twenty-first century—must play its 
corresponding counterpart to add the functional and symbolic dimension. Adding 
on, traditional cultural institutions, mirroring a part of society, play a crucial role in 
forming the lieux de mémoire of the digital age. At the same time, by incorporating 
digitization projects into their scope of work, cultural institutions currently are 
struggling to maintain access to the cultural memory they have collected and 
preserved on the one hand, and are battling to explore the ever-growing amount 
of unseen dark data [49] on remote servers on the other hand. This ever-growing 
amount of data and digitized cultural heritage can also fit to another aspect Nora 
highlights in his later writing, the “explosion patrimoniale”—here he emphasizes 
the quality of heritage objects to infinitely multiply [50]. Choosing the type of media 
for safeguarding digital cultural memory is coupled to compromise. Finding the 
right balance between a potential flood of information and the loss of digital content 
is an inherent problem of researching digital cultural memory. Here, the question 
arises whether memories in digital records should be perceived as non-human and 
hence asocial [51, p. 41]. Due to the fact that a cultural memory can evidently be 
formed within digital records, a certain social function cannot be denied. Here, a 
differentiation between a memory in motion and a static technological memory 
could be considered helpful for further studies. Whereas memory in motion could be 
an ongoing task for the information management society [52, p. 2] as a whole, static 
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memory could be stored in archives in order to be ‘preserve[d] […] for an indefinite 
time’ [53, p. 93].

We subsequently focus on the work of Aleida and Jan Assmann, who have further 
shaped the discussion about memory institutions primarily in central Europe and 
further developed the most extensive concept in international contexts [46, p. 11]. 
In one of his major works [54], Jan Assmann elaborates on the idea of collective 
memory. Similar to the components of relevance for memory theory by Erll earlier 
mentioned, there are three aspects for Aleida and Jan Assmann that in reference to 
the past, substantiate societal collective and thus cultural memory: Scientific and 
historical research, media-supported memory, and passing on historical information 
through contemporary witnesses [54, p. 56] [55, pp. 19–23] [46, p. 3]. Jan Assmann 
dissects the idea of collective memory into communicative memory and cultural 
memory [56]. While communicative memory is based on oral traditions, cultural 
memory comprises the archaeological and written heritage [54, p. 48ff]. The 
purpose of the latter is to make an unbiased contribution to preserve documents 
that would otherwise disappear [57, p. 10f]. It thus complements communicative 
memory, which can fulfil its task only over a period of 3–4 generations, covering 
about 80–100  years. As Assmann himself states, ‘Cultural memory is a kind 
of institution. It is exteriorized, objectified, and stored away in symbolic forms 
that, unlike the sounds of words or the sight of gestures, are stable and situation-
transcendent: They may be transferred from one situation to another and transmitted 
from one generation to another’ [58, p. 111].

Hence, according to Jan and Aleida Assmann, our memories are culturally 
‘embedded’ [59, p. 21]. In this way they emphasize that not only social interactions 
between individuals, but also interactions with objects can produce memories. 
For individuals, these objects could be images or places. Society however, tends 
to transfer this role to e.g. monuments and institutions. During this process, any 
individual may contribute to communicative memory, however contributions to 
the cultural memory are usually informed ones. The latter involve a scientific 
interpretation of the past in light of the present and thus fulfill social functions [55, 
p. 137]. According to Jan Assmann, [60] cultural memory therefore consists of six 
essential characteristics: The concretion of identity, its capacity to reconstruct, as 
well as formation, organization, obligation, and reflexivity [60, pp. 129–132]. The 
concretion of identity means that a group can recognize/derive/identify their identity 
given the cultural memory. Cultural memory has a capacity to reconstruct, as ‘it 
always relates its knowledge to an actual and contemporary situation’ [60, p. 130]. 
Formation separates cultural memory from communicative memory and is achieved 
by objectivating the meaning. Organization denotes the institutionalization of 
cultural memory and the cultivation, ‘the specialization of the bearers of cultural 
memory’ [60, p. 131]. Obligation results in a structure consisting of ‘a clear system 
of value and differentiations of importance’ [60, p. 131]. Finally, cultural memory 
is reflexive of common practice, of the group’s self-image, and it is self-reflexive 
[60, p. 131]. Aleida Assmann later extended Jan Assmann’s theory by including 
texts, images, and forgotten documents in archives [55, p. 130ff]. In addition to the 
expansion, Aleida Assmann splitted cultural memory into functional and storage 
memory. The first conscious form of memory comprises meaningful elements that 
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can be coherently connected and understood. In this way it makes experiences 
accessible by sensibly assembling them [55, p. 134]. In contrast, storage memory 
merely holds together disjointed and amorphous elements. They can however 
be processed and interpreted to become accessible and connected to functional 
memory. Once they are composed, constructed, and connected, they gain a meaning 
(which they formerly lacked in storage memory) and enter functional memory in 
this new form [55, pp. 134–137].

In this context, digital media acts as a subtype of storage memory that enables 
society to access it and expand its functional memory. Digitization combined with 
Assmann’s three criteria of composure, construction, and connection [55, p. 137] 
therefore opens the door for memory institutions to stronger engage with a transition 
from memory formerly in the storage memory to functional memory.

5 � A Rise of a Digital Cultural memory?

Approaching the digital cultural memory has two objectives. The current century 
must not become an undocumented period without a trace [61, p. 75]. Yet, it is also 
clear that both the storage of all data, as well the loss of all data, seem to be two 
unlikely scenarios [62, p. 7]. At the same time, with files being automatically deleted 
from servers, the continuous danger of losing content is more real than some might 
expect. We need to enable a conscious transfer of memory from the storage memory 
to the functional memory to ultimately make the expanding digital cultural memory 
accessible in the digital age and maintain its structure.

As Aleida Assmann appropriately states, ‘cultures create a contract between the 
living, the dead, and the not yet living’ [45, p. 97]. In this way, she underlines the 
role of mankind to actively contribute to the process of archiving and, more far-
reaching, the production of meaning. Considering digital cultural heritage, one 
identifies the role of human being when developing, producing and storing it, but 
also its role in the establishment of a renewed comprehension of heritage. As such, 
digital cultural memory not only consists of data in archives, but also of everyday-
practices [63, p. 128] and is as such volatile: The digital world is per se short-lived. 
Trends, images, and opinions change as quickly as ever, data are erased and the 
overflow of information may create ambiguity, either in memory institutions. The 
twenty-first century shapes digital cultural heritage and yet the concept of Cultural 
Memory may assume stable and united knowledge of the society’s reflection.

What also becomes clear is that we will not be able to transmit every bit and 
byte of our digital life. Like other remains which rot or decay, parts of digital 
cultural heritage get lost or will not be accessible anymore, this loss is sometimes 
seen as a ‘betrayal’ [64, p. 11f]. Digital cultural heritage as a combination of hard- 
and software as well as contents and practices face further threats as organic and 
non-organic remains: In order to experience the content, software, hardware and a 
medium—such as a screen—are needed. These matters of fact on the one hand and 
the awareness of cultural heritage in all its forms on the other one raise questions the 
mankind can’t answer looking at former experiences. What should be remembered 
[65, p. 441ff] and on what ground do we build these decisions? In light of these 
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prerequisites, must we start to think about ways to forget [66, p. 181ff]? Or ways 
of more comprehensive curation [67, p. 99ff]? And what about accidents and 
breakdowns: for example, are computer viruses a part of the digital culture [68]?

These questions not only concern museums, libraries or archives, but society as 
a whole. It is clear that the decisions to be made will be hard ones, especially as 
they challenge our notions of memory, society or authorship. Furthermore, it is also 
clear, that once these decisions will be made, the aim to implement said strategies 
will add further difficulties.

Nevertheless, optimism is indicated: the digitalization of culture and society 
offers a great opportunity of creating strong and inspiring bonds between society, its 
institutions and companies [69, p. xiii] involved. If strategies that are easy-to-follow, 
clear and binding will be implemented, a sustainable relationship between the actors 
and a long-term safeguarding of the digital culture can be the result.
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