
 

 

 University of Groningen

Platforms of memory
Smit, Pieter Hendrik

IMPORTANT NOTE: You are advised to consult the publisher's version (publisher's PDF) if you wish to cite from
it. Please check the document version below.

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Publication date:
2018

Link to publication in University of Groningen/UMCG research database

Citation for published version (APA):
Smit, P. H. (2018). Platforms of memory: social media and digital memory work. [Thesis fully internal (DIV),
University of Groningen]. University of Groningen.

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the
author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license (like Creative Commons).

The publication may also be distributed here under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license.
More information can be found on the University of Groningen website: https://www.rug.nl/library/open-access/self-archiving-pure/taverne-
amendment.

Take-down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from the University of Groningen/UMCG research database (Pure): http://www.rug.nl/research/portal. For technical reasons the
number of authors shown on this cover page is limited to 10 maximum.

Download date: 24-05-2023

https://research.rug.nl/en/publications/abd609f4-931c-4b7a-a7c0-fccd4dd53784


Conclusion
When platform politics are interwoven with memory politics
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Social media platforms are complex agents of memory work. In the summer of 2017, 
evidence was again provided for this claim. The New York Times reported that YouTube 
accidently removed thousands of videos that were aimed at documenting atrocities in the 
Syrian conflict (Browne, 2017). This was the result of the platform’s effort to automatically 
delete material that did not comply with its guidelines, using machine learning technology 
to facilitate this. Not only were videos deleted, also complete channels ran by citizen jour-
nalists, human rights watchers, and activists—who rely on YouTube to archive and spread 
their videos—were temporally inaccessible. “What’s disappearing in front of our eyes is the 
history of this terrible war,” responded Chris Woods, director of Airwars, an organization 
that tracks airstrikes against civilians. Moreover, legal organizations using information 
originating from social media, such as the United Nations’ I.I.I.M. (the International, Im-
partial and Independent Mechanism), were hindered in their work (Browne, 2017). Even 
though some videos were reinstated when their uploaders notified YouTube, this instance 
demonstrates in the extreme how the politics of a platform interweaves and interferes with 
the politics of memory. 

Platforms can become “memory holes” when automated procedures assess and remove 
content, or when their technology changes or is replaced. The example above is reminiscent 
of an imagined technology in the novel Nineteen Eighty-Four by George Orwell. In the book, 
protagonist Winston Smith works at the Ministry of Truth where he writes propaganda texts 
and burns and disposes—using a “memory hole”—every written trace of the past that does 
not correspond with the current state of affairs. Although Orwell’s vision of the future is 
dystopian, the author understood the power of memory work. At two points in the novel 
he writes: “Who controls the past controls the future. Who controls the present controls the 
past.” For all his prophetic talent, Orwell did not foresee social media platforms, though 
they might have fitted well within his novel. Most platforms automatically save ‘everything’ 
or serve as popular archives, but are, concurrently, selective and forgetful. 

The case studies in this dissertation detail how platforms have become important ac-
tors in memory work by keeping, transferring, shaping, interpreting, and re-presenting our 
individual and collective pasts. This may sound overly alarmist and somewhat techno-
logically deterministic. Humans have, of course, not completely surrendered control over 
their pasts. As the case studies elucidate, memory work is more complex than that. People 
strategically and creatively use and appropriate platforms for memory work, even as this 
usage is simultaneously steered and shaped by the platform. Agency in memory work has 
been re distributed among old and new, human and nonhuman actors. The ‘accidental’ de-
letion of thousands of potentially compromising videos is but one example of the agency 
of a platform in memory work.

This study addressed the need for empirically focused, theory-driven work that avoids a 
priori pessimism and remains critical of social and technological determinism. My aim in 
this dissertation was to provide a detailed assessment of the complex, often less obvious 
interactions between human and ‘nonhuman’ actors in memory work. Of course, social 
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media platforms allow for the sharing, saving, and archiving of material in the first place. 
That is, in principle ‘anyone’ with access to the right media technologies can add their 
versions of the past to platforms. Yet, this material does not remain unscathed and, once it 
is uploaded to platforms, it can be remixed, altered, edited, and re-presented by other us-
ers and by the platforms themselves. To better understand the dynamics of contemporary 
memory work, this study provided much needed insights into these interactions.

For analytical purposes, this dissertation has developed and employed the term 
memory work. Even though the term has been applied throughout memory studies both 
as a method (cf. Haug, 1984; Kuhn, 2010) and as a theoretical construct (Van Dijck, 2007; 
Pentzold & Lohmeier, 2014), it has not been thoroughly developed. Moreover, these studies 
mostly focus on the intentional and human-centered aspects of engagements with the 
past for present and future purposes. This dissertation has strived to address these gaps 
in existing research. Memory work has been conceptualized here as the construction of 
the past in the present and the transfer of the present into the future. This occurs through 
concurrent interactions between human practices, technologies, and cultural forms. Such 
a conceptualization is inclusive: anyone and anything can become an actor in memory 
work, but not anyone or anything does. This is the result of constant power struggles 
between these actors. 

In what follows, I will first briefly revisit how these power struggles played out in the 
case studies. Second, I will discuss how this study has provided a methodological roadmap 
for future research and challenged dominant theoretical conceptualizations in memory 
studies. I then move on to discuss how the findings of this study can be placed within 
the broader discussion on the mediatization of memory and memory construction in a 
new media ecology. I conclude by discussing what the implications of this study are for 
important “memory workers” and for society at large.

Memory work on and by YouTube, Facebook and Wikipedia
In the introduction, I asked how is memory work performed in the new media ecology? To 
operationalize this question, three sub-questions were asked. On the level of practice, I 
asked how are power and agency negotiated and redistributed in memory work on plat-
forms? On the level of technology, how do the technological affordances, mechanics and 
operational procedures of platforms enable, shape and constrain memory work on them? 
And, on the level of cultural form, why are certain versions of the past re-presented and 
transferred into the future on and by platforms? In this section, I answer these questions in 
light of the case studies and then move on to answering the main research question.

In chapters five, six and seven I analyzed memory work on and by three platforms, re-
spectively YouTube, Facebook, and Wikipedia. In the case of YouTube, I showed how certain 
witness videos are popularized and others are forgotten, which is mainly the consequence 
of curating practices and the logics of search. Indeed, the visual record of what happened 
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in Ghouta on August 21, 2013, one of the cases researched here, is mostly comprised of 
material shot by witnesses, yet this material was picked up by others who framed the event 
in specific ways. Most prominently, I provided insight into how witness accounts were 
remixed into videos that questioned whether or not a chemical weapons attack took place 
in the first place. Additionally, the study found that legacy and web-native media have a 
powerful role in determining what is most visible in YouTube’s archive: They know best how 
to curate their ‘remixes’ of witness footage and are well-embedded in the rest of the Web. 
What this ultimately shows is how mediated memory, in this case of the Ghouta attack 
re-presented in YouTube’s archive, is structured by curating practices and the platform’s 
(Google’s) search logics.

The second case study analyzed the Facebook page Justice for Mike Brown in order 
to rethink the role of memory work within contemporary digital activism. I showed how 
memory work on Facebook pages can be conceptualized as a particular type of discursive 
practice, offering us insights into how this work bridged personal and collective action 
frames. This bridging occurs in four overlapping ways. First, the page allows for affective 
commemorative engagement that helped shape Brown’s public image. Second, Brown’s 
death is contextualized as part of systematic injustice against African-Americans. Third, the 
past is used to legitimize present action, wherein the present was continually connected to 
the past and future. And fourth, particular discursive units became recognizable symbolic 
markers during the protests and for future recall. 

Consequently, I demonstrated how memory work, although multidirectional and in flux, 
is stabilized by the interactions between the page administrator, its users and Facebook’s 
operational logic. The memory work on Justice for Mike Brown thus allowed protesters and 
activists to connect to each other in time, across different geographical locations, but also 
through time, connecting the present situation to previous protests and activism. At the 
same time, Facebook’s visibility and personalization mechanisms—supported by ‘likes’, 
‘shares’, and comments—are interwoven with memory work to the point that especially 
simple discursive units are popularized and carried into the future. We need to question 
to the extent to which this may ultimately lead to further polarization of an already heated 
debate on racism and police violence in the US. 

In the third case, which focuses on Wikipedia, I critically investigated how strict adher-
ence to community rules and hierarchies led to a specific, ‘Wikipedian’, reconstruction of 
a past event. In principle, we could argue that the platform’s politics of openness allow 
everyone to add perspectives and information on what happened during an event, in the 
case of this research the flight MH17. However, through in-depth analysis I paint a more 
complex picture and show how authoritative editors high up in Wikipedia’s hierarchical 
ladder legitimize their editing interventions and use technologies to restrict others from 
editing. This results in wikis on important historical events being mostly written by a hand-
ful of authoritative editors. These editors favor media sources that reflect Western perspec-
tives. Ultimately, this exemplifies what I have theorized as the limits of an ‘open’ past.  
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This conclusion also applies to the other case studies: when people engage in memory 
work on platforms, hierarchies will emerge and the authority that comes with these will 
help shape what and whose versions of the past come to dominate the present and which 
ones are transferred into the future. However, here we need to be cautious: My research 
details the differences between platforms and we need to keep in mind that one platform 
is not the other. Each invites different practices and each helps produce specific cultural 
forms. Vice versa, these practices, cultural forms, and communities shape the platforms 
themselves. Without user input, they would not exist or be able to operate.

Methodological roadmaps and theoretical challenges
This thesis has not only provided and applied a theoretical model of memory work 
(discussed further below), but it has also offered a methodological roadmap on how to 
study digital memory work. This is necessary given the novelty and complexity of digital 
memory work. In the thesis I have outlined this in detail, but here I would like to illustrate 
the core components by briefly sketching the roadmap by means of one example. At the 
core of the roadmap is the acknowledgement that we need to investigate memory work 
at different levels. Researching memory work on the levels of practices, technologies, and 
cultural forms allows us to scrutinize the layered and complex nature of memory work, by 
operationalizing the here-developed theoretical approach into empirical research.

Let us take Instagram as a platform and ‘9/11’, when the US was struck by a series of 
terrorist attacks, as an event. On the level of practice, research can ask what people do 
with and on Instagram to commemorate the attacks. A quick search on the platform shows 
that users have shared a wide range of photos, using the hashtag #sept11. The more than 
60,000 posts using this hashtag create a commemorative space revolving around the 
event. Research into this archived hashtag can shed light on patterns of memory practice. 
Do users engage with the platform to share private memories on the event, or is it used as a 
space to engage in more politically oriented memory work? On the level of technologies, we 
could ask how Instagram re-presents those pictures to its users. In terms of technological 
affordances, what practices does the platform invite and support? For example, what role 
do the platform’s ‘geotagging’ options play in memory work? How is content structured 
through the interactions between users and the operating logic of the platform?  On the 
level of cultural form, what types of photos are dominantly shared? Do we mainly see self-
ies taken at the newly built Freedom Tower, or do we see videos of the attacks or old news 
photos? How do users engage with Instagram’s photographic ‘filter’ (or ‘layers’) options in 
order to add meaning to their photos? By adopting such a multi-level analysis, research 
is able to provide insights into how people, technologies, and cultural forms and content 
concurrently constitute and perform memory work. 

Theoretically, the findings of this dissertation challenge dominant concepts in memory 
studies. Concepts such as collective, cultural, communicative, personal, social, popular, 
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historical, and public memory converge and collapse on social media platforms. That is, 
the research conducted here shows how the diverse relational and temporal heuristic lev-
els of memory work identified in earlier research (see chapters 1-3 for a discussion) fail to 
do justice to the hybrid memory work found within a new media ecology. It is through the 
multi-level analysis of multiple case studies, including different platforms, that allows us 
insight into this. This shows, for example, how a creative appropriation of a historical figure 
shared on Facebook (here: Mike Brown) is a personal interpretation, while at the same, it 
is also infused with cultural meaning and used to communicate a particular stance in a 
(semi) public space. The sharing, on the same platform, of personal grief and memories 
may attract diverse public interactions and come to ‘stand in’ for the grief and memory of 
a collective. 

In other words, the research has allowed me to show and theorize how digital memory 
work is diverse and layered. It may take the form of deliberate and rational engagement 
with the past, but it can also be spontaneous, affective, and unanticipated. On social me-
dia platforms, this ‘messiness’ and unpredictability is apparent. Historical facts blend with 
emotional opinions; an expert’s rigorous reconstruction of an event may be undermined 
by an internet troll’s antagonistic rants; activists concerned with documenting atrocities for 
future recall may be challenged by cynical nationalists. These confrontations initially lead 
to chaotic and heated debates. However, people’s practices, community dynamics, and 
the operational procedures and cultural forms associated with platforms, concomitantly 
stabilize this layered and blurred mnemonic discourse. The empirically-driven research of 
this thesis supports these insights. In the next section, I discuss how the findings of this 
thesis add to research into the dynamics of memory construction in a “mediatized world” 
(Hepp, 2013).

Memory work in a mediatized world
Stepping back from the case studies, I will consider here how the findings of this disserta-
tion contribute to our wider understanding of memory construction in a new media ecol-
ogy. As I have argued in the theoretical chapters, the distributed nature of memory work is 
not intrinsic to the digital age. From ‘oral’ to ‘mediatized’ cultures and societies, memory 
work has always involved processes of mediation, interaction, and association between 
people and their social and material environments (Van Dijck, 2007; Pentzold & Lohmeier, 
2014). As such, the past is never neutrally recorded, re-presented or transmitted into the 
present and future (Huyssen, 1995), but is affected by the assemblage (Latour, 2007) of 
both previous and emergent actors involved in memory work. Following the arguments 
most prominently outlined in chapters one and two, we thus need to study engagements 
with the past in relation to sociotechnical and communicative environments. In contrast 
to the largest part of human history, this environment is currently pervaded by media, and 
especially social media platforms, which have crept deeply into the textures of our every-
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day lives (Van Dijck, 2013, p. 55). As Hepp (2013) has argued, we live in mediatized worlds, a 
condition that leaves its mark on memory and memory work (Hoskins, 2009; 2014).

But how can we understand memory work in the face of mediatization of culture and 
society? Most prominently, my research, following Le Goff’s (1992) discernment of differ-
ent phases in the history of memory, shows how mediatization can be seen as giving rise 
to a sixth phase in the history of memory. This phase follows an age in which memory 
was dominated by centralized broadcast media and the institutionalized memory of the 
nation-state. Notwithstanding the fact that broadcast media are still very much alive and 
interwoven with digital media, I make the case based on my research that digital media 
enable and shape new practices, forms, and technologies of memory and simultaneously 
remediate ‘old’ ones. 

This study offers us clear insights into these practices, forms, and technologies. As I show 
in Chapter 7, for example, curating is an age-old memory practice that was historically 
done by the powerful élite, but it is now also part of everyday media practice. Furthermore, 
the recording and documenting of atrocities has traditionally been the work of journalists 
and activists, but can now also be done by neighborhood residents, as I show in chapter 
five. The creation and circulation of recognizable and iconic imagery is today largely de-
pendent on clicks and likes, next to 24-hour cable broadcasting (see also Chapter 6). The 
reconstruction of historical events lies not only in the hands of historians, but also in the 
hands of people coming together on platforms (see chapter 7) and the mechanics of those 
platforms themselves (chapter 5-7).

 The mediatization of culture and society, then, has inspired the emergence of a wider 
range of memory agents who employ the media at their fingertips. As becomes clear in this 
research, these media structure or ‘mold’, to use Hepp’s (2013) term, the memory work of 
our time in idiosyncratic ways. In the case of YouTube, this is primarily involves the logics 
of search and curation (chapter 5). Facebook structures memory work according to its 
mechanics of visibility and interaction (chapter 6). And Wikipedia shapes memory work 
according to its strict guidelines and hierarchies, which are supported by editing-restrictive 
technologies (chapter 7).

Nevertheless, it is important to stress that like the earlier stages in memory’s history, the 
current stage builds upon previous ones. People still turn on their radios and television sets 
for national commemorative events. During family gatherings, they still listen to grandfa-
ther telling stories from times past. People still write in paper diaries to keep a personal 
record of their lives and still visit national museums. Yet, in highly mediatized societies and 
cultures, the past is also literally at our fingertips. The structural components of the digital 
media ecology—digital and mobile media, ‘living’, accessible archives, peer production, 
Web 2.0—have opened up new possibilities and challenges pertaining to memory work. 
A family member can check grandfather’s claims on her smartphone or comment on a 
national commemoration while it takes place. Iconic images and videos can be created 
with a few clicks and swipes. Conversely, as my research has shown, it can be altered as 



173

CoNClusioN

Co
nc

lu
si

on

quickly as it is made, or it can disappear altogether in “memory holes.” Memory today is 
constructed inclusively, globally, and transnationally, yet alternative interpretations of the 
past that follow racist or extreme right-winged agendas can also undermine it.

The idea that the digital era is a next phase in the history of memory has, to some extent, 
been noted within recent research on the topic. Let me briefly revisit some dominant 
perspectives on this. A new “social network memory” is, asserts Hoskins (2009): “fluid, de-
territorialised, diffused and highly revocable, but also immediate, accessible and contin-
gent on the more dynamic schemata forged through emergent sociotechnical practices” 
(p. 41). This seems to go hand in hand with a rather hopeful view of the democratizing 
potential of digital technology in memory work. Haskins (2007, p. 405), for example, as-
serts that, in the digital era, “[t]he boundaries between the official and the vernacular, 
the public and the private, the permanent and the evanescent will cease to matter, for 
all stories and images will be equally fit to represent and comment on the past.” Pentzold 
(2009, p. 262) also ascribe to this line of thinking by arguing that “[t]he web presents not 
only an archive of lexicalized material but also a plethora of potential dialogue partners” 
and that the texts produced in these dialogues are not only part of “storage memory,” but 
also of “functional memory” because “they are remembered and linked to other texts in 
forms of ‘living’ intertextuality.” Finally, states Ibrahim (2007, p. 3), “[m]obile technologies 
and new media platforms offer spaces of storage in which a proliferation of narratives and 
images provide avenues for reading history differently, away from institutionalized spaces 
of museums and official archives.”

In summary, these authors argue: today, memory is increasingly networked, connected, 
and shared; actively and reactively, hastily and spontaneously constructed; collapsed in 
terms of time and space; dynamic, multiple, creative, contested, embodied, performed, 
and mediated. However, we can ask whether this has not always been true about memory. 
The perspective that I have proposed here is that memory is always under construction, 
always worked. The relevant questions then are how it is worked, who is involved, and how 
has this changed? These questions are at the heart of this thesis. Memory construction 
has always taken place within networks of people, things, places, and ideas that mutually 
shape our understanding and knowledge of the past. 

Rather, as I argue, memory work involves a process of mediation from the start. More-
over, memory work has always been about connection: it allows people to connect to each 
other in and through time. At the same time memory work also can divide people, through 
the creation of pasts that do not correspond to individuals’ experiences and feelings. 
Ultimately, memory work has always been about collapsing time and space—imagining 
the past in the present makes us travelers in time and space. Certainly the range, speed, 
and extent to which this occurs may have altered, yet, one could argue, the underlying 
principles of memory work have remained the same. This does not mean that nothing 
is new. Rather, memory work has been re-distributed among old and new actors who 
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interact with each other in new ways, an essential insight that I will pick up now in the final 
section of this conclusion.  

Social media and digital memory work
How can or should we understand digital memory work then? As I have argued, different 
actors stabilize and structure memory on social media platforms in different ways. To a 
certain extent, memory is re-territorialized, re-organized, and stabilized on and by plat-
forms. In theory, digital media technologies make the past accessible and re-workable for 
everyone.  In practice, we see that certain versions become dominant, more visible, and 
more easily taken over on the basis of platform-specific rules, operational procedures, and 
community dynamics. The past might be initially fluid on social media platforms, yet it 
becomes more solid as time progresses. Social media platforms ‘filter’ the past, enable 
actors to shape it, contain it, and are part of it. They enable and shape memory work ac-
cording to their own technological procedures, associated affordances and practices, and 
the newly-formed hierarchy and authority within their user communities. It may be true 
that more material is recorded, uploaded, remixed, and archived by a more diverse group 
of people, but, if anything, this thesis has shown the important central roles platforms 
play in the selection and re-presentation of this material. They are not just social media 
platforms. They are platforms of memory, not only as archives and databases that store 
and externalize our pasts, but also as active “memory agents” (Zelizer, 2008) that shape 
our memory work and re-present the past for us in specific ways, next to and interaction 
with human agents. 

Given the important role that memory work plays in societies, these findings hold impli-
cations for different societal groups and for the public at large, who all, to varying degrees, 
have an impact on and are affected by memory work. Activists, citizen witnesses, and hu-
man rights advocates are all influenced by the fact that the material they upload and use 
might be saved, but is not necessarily safe on platforms. Though the dependence on these 
platforms may suggest otherwise, non-public platforms like YouTube and Facebook are 
not reliable or accountable for safekeeping this material. They can even become “memory 
holes,” as I have shown here. Seemingly less dramatic, but equally if not more impact-
ful, information that circulates on platforms is almost never ‘raw’. It is changed, remixed, 
revised, altered and amended. 

This understanding of the nature of digital memory work is equally relevant for two 
other important groups of (potential) “memory workers” who use or will use platforms 
as platforms of memory: historians and journalists. When investigating past events by 
using platforms, historians and journalists, like all memory workers, need to understand 
the operating procedures of these platforms. Such literacy is needed if we wish to use 
platforms and the content they carry as valuable sources for historical inquiry. Trusting 
our pasts to platforms means invariably that we hand over some control over our futures. 
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In this dissertation, I have theorized how memory work is done and have given insight into 
the role played by platforms in what and how societies remember and how the present is 
carried into the future—lest we keep this awareness alive: Platforms remember, but they 
also forget.
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Appendix 1 – coding categories for talk page threads
Topic Code Rule 
Images, figures, photos IM Thread about the placement and content of  images
Media coverage MC Thread about the media coverage of  the disaster
Casualties CA Thread about the human casualties in the crash (crew and 

passengers)
International reactions IR Thread about the international reactions (gov’ts, Boeing, 

indiv politicians)
Cause and responsibility CR Thread about the cause of  and responsibility for the crash
Links, see also section, similar 
incidents

SA Thread about links that direct to other pages

Timeline & map TM Thread about times, location, coordinates relating to the 
downing

Protection status PS Thread about the protection status of  the Wiki or the talk 
page

NPOV NP Thread about neutrality point of  view relating to the Wiki
Verifiability VE Thread about the reliability of  sources and the verifiability 

of  claims
Manual of  Style and guidelines MS Thread about the Wikipedia’s Manual of  Style and the 

guidelines concerning edit procedures
War circumstances and tensions WT Thread about the war and tensions in the region of  the 

crash site
Airplane and cargo AP Thread about technical details of  the plane and its non-

human cargo
Investigation IV Thread about the ongoing investigation into the downing.
Original research OR Thread about Wikipedia’s “no original research” policy
Other OT Thread about any other topic that falls outside these 

categories
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Appendix 2 – Time path of significant events in the aftermath of the downing of 
MH17
Date Organization Publication
September 9, 2014 DSB Preliminary report
October, 2014 German Federal Intelligence 

Service
Report claiming that plane 
was shot down by pro-Russian 
separatists using a BUK system

November 16, 2014 DSB Recovery of  wreckage begins
November 2014 Bellingcat Report claiming that separatists 

possessed BUK system on July 
17

December 9, 2014 DSB First wreckage convoys arrive at 
Gilze-Wijen air force base

March and April, 2015 VKontakte and various Russian 
websites

News story that a R-60 air-to-air 
missile was used to shoot down 
MH17.

May and June 2015 Novaya Gazeta Report by Russian military 
engineers concluding that BUK 
system was used to down MH17 
by Ukrainians. Navoya Gazeta 
critical. 

May and June 2015 Bellingcat and Bild Reports that claim Russian 
satellite imagery of  the crash site 
was tampered with

July 29, 2015 Various countries UN proposal to adopt resolution 
on tribunal (vetoed by Russia)

October 13, 2015 DSB Final report
February 25, 2016 DSB/Dutch Parliament Dutch Parliament asks questions 

to DSB
May, 2016 Families of  casualties Suing of  Russia and President 

Putin European Court for 
Human Rights

May and June 2016 Bellingcat Detailed report on launcher on 
the basis of  social media posted 
on social media
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English summary
This dissertation develops and explores the concept of digital memory work. Memory work 
is as old as humankind, and it has always involved specific technologies and techniques—
whether they are cave paintings, rituals, writing, or television. Memory work can be more 
personal, like diary writing, or more collective, as in the case of national anniversaries and 
commemorations. It encompasses the transfer and reconstruction of knowledge and expe-
rience of the past into the present and future. This occurs through and by specific practices, 
technologies, and cultural forms and, often, for specific goals. This makes memory work 
inherently political. Which and whose version of the past is carried into the future is the 
result of a continuous power struggle. 

Hence, I argue, the past is continually being constructed in the present by various social 
actors that have their own goals and agendas. Nowadays, this process increasingly involves 
social media platforms. These platforms affect memory work—like the media technolo-
gies before them—in idiosyncratic ways. The primary effort of this dissertation is to trace 
how different social actors use platforms for digital memory work and, concurrently, how 
platforms enable, shape, and constrain it.

One way to rethink memory work in the ‘digital age’ is to talk about “connective memory” 
in a “new media ecology.” This latter term is used to describe our contemporary socio-
technical and communicative environments (Hoskins, 2011). At the basis of memory work 
in a previous ‘broadcast age’ stands a linear trajectory of mass communication where a 
powerful medium sends a message that arrives, in one piece, at a heterogeneous group of 
receivers. 

Even though aspects of this view are debatable from the start (was there ever such a thing 
as a passive mass audience?), it is contrasted by today’s new, more active media ecology. 
This new media ecology is characterized by bottom-up, user-generated content appearing 
next to content produced by media professionals. It is populated by hyper-connected, 
transnational audiences using mobile media. Within a new media ecology people are 
therefore confronted by a constant stream of updates from all around the world and from 
different kinds of people, wherever they are. Potentially, they are also able to produce their 
own content wherever they are.

Hence, researchers have described digital memory work as being less institutional and 
more bottom-up. It is theorized as fluid, diffuse, easily revocable, and more accessible 
(Hoskins, 2009, p. 41). In this view, anyone with the appropriate (digital) tools at hand can 
construct and spread their versions of the past, which may ultimately lead to new voices 
being heard and the previously invisible being made visible. This dissertation, however, 
aims to nuance this slightly utopian perspective by scrutinizing the newly emerged power 
dynamics within digital memory work.

Ultimately, the goal of this dissertation is to trace the agency of and interactions be-
tween platform users and platforms themselves. YouTube, Facebook, and Wikipedia—the 
platforms analyzed in the empirical chapters—can, I contend, be regarded as platforms 
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of memory. I view platforms of memory as those social media sites that allow and are 
appropriated for memory work and which at the same time shape it in medium-specific 
ways. They are media, but also living archives and they re-present and re-construct the 
past from these archives. On these platforms, personal, collective, private, public, political, 
and cultural memories connect, converge, and collapse. This is a messy, dynamic, and 
unpredictable process. Yet, there is order in this mnemonic chaos: certain versions of the 
past become more popular and visible than others, and are then carried into the future. 

Following this line of thinking, the main research aim guiding this dissertation is to theo-
rize how memory work is performed in the new media ecology. Yet, in order to investigate 
this new media ecology and its implications for memory work, it is crucial to shed light on 
the issue at stake on three analytical levels: practices, technologies and cultural forms. 
What should be kept in mind, however, is that this is a heuristic construct. Practices, tech-
nologies, and cultural forms affect each other and concomitantly constitute memory work. 

In line with this, this study addresses the following sub-questions: On the level of prac-
tice it asks, how are power and agency negotiated and redistributed in memory work on 
platforms? This question relates to how users use and appropriate a platform for memory 
work. It is also geared toward answering how norms and values emerge within memory 
work and how communities are shaped through practice (and how communities shape 
practice). 

On the level of technology, this study explores the following question: how do the tech-
nological affordances, mechanics, and operational procedures of platforms enable, shape 
and constrain memory work on them? This question pertains not only to how platforms 
structure human memory work, but also how platforms themselves engage in memory 
work. 

The third question relates to the outcomes of these practical and technological interac-
tions: Why are certain versions of the past re-presented and transferred into the future on 
and by platforms? By answering these questions and relating each back to the others, I aim 
to paint a holistic picture of the dynamic interactions between human and ‘nonhuman’ 
actors in digital memory work.

In chapters five, six and seven, I analyze memory work on and by three platforms, re-
spectively YouTube, Facebook, and Wikipedia. In the case of YouTube, I show how certain 
witness videos are popularized and others are forgotten, which is mainly the consequence 
of curating practices and the logics of search. Indeed, the visual record of what happened 
in Ghouta on August 21, 2013, one of the cases researched here, is mostly comprised of 
material shot by witnesses, yet this material was picked up by others who framed the event 
in specific ways. 

Most prominently, I provide insight into how witness accounts were remixed into videos 
that questioned whether or not a chemical weapons attack took place in the first place. 
Additionally, the study finds that legacy and web-native media have a powerful role in 
determining what is most visible in YouTube’s archive: They know best how to curate their 
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‘remixes’ of witness footage and are well-embedded in the rest of the Web. What this ulti-
mately shows is how mediated memory, in this case of the Ghouta attack re-presented in 
YouTube’s archive, is structured by curating practices and the platform’s (Google’s) search 
logics. 

The second case study analyses the Facebook page Justice for Mike Brown in order to 
rethink the role of memory work within contemporary digital activism. I show how memory 
work on Facebook pages can be conceptualized as a particular type of discursive practice, 
offering us insights into how this work bridged personal and collective action frames. This 
bridging occurs in four overlapping ways. First, the page allows for affective commemora-
tive engagement that helped shape Brown’s public image. Second, Brown’s death is con-
textualized as part of systematic injustice against African-Americans. Third, the past is used 
to legitimize present action, wherein the present was continually connected to the past 
and future. And fourth, particular discursive units became recognizable symbolic markers 
during the protests and for future recall.

Consequently, I demonstrate how memory work, although multidirectional and in flux, 
is stabilized by the interactions between the page administrator, its users and Facebook’s 
operational logic. The memory work on Justice for Mike Brown thus allowed protesters and 
activists to connect to each other in time, across different geographical locations, but also 
through time, connecting the present situation to previous protests and activism. At the 
same time, Facebook’s visibility and personalization mechanisms—supported by ‘likes’, 
‘shares’, and comments—are interwoven with memory work to the point that especially 
simple discursive units are popularized and carried into the future. We need to question 
to the extent to which this may ultimately lead to further polarization of an already heated 
debate on racism and police violence in the US. 

In the third case, which focuses on Wikipedia, I critically investigate how strict adherence 
to community rules and hierarchies led to a specific, ‘Wikipedian’, reconstruction of a past 
event. In principle, we could argue that the platform’s politics of openness allow everyone 
to add perspectives and information on what happened during an event, in the case of 
this research the flight MH17. However, through in-depth analysis I paint a more complex 
picture and show how authoritative editors high up in Wikipedia’s hierarchical ladder 
legitimize their editing interventions and use technologies to restrict others from editing. 
This results in wikis on important historical events being mostly written by a handful of 
authoritative editors. These editors favor media sources that reflect Western perspectives. 
Ultimately, this exemplifies what I have theorized as the limits of an ‘open’ past.

This conclusion also applies to the other case studies: when people engage in memory 
work on platforms, hierarchies will emerge and the authority that comes with these will 
help shape what and whose versions of the past come to dominate the present and which 
ones are transferred into the future. However, here we need to be cautious. My research 
details the differences between platforms and we need to keep in mind that one platform 
is not the other. Each invites different practices and each helps produce specific cultural 
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forms. Vice versa, these practices, cultural forms, and communities shape the platforms 
themselves. Without user input, they would not exist or be able to operate. In this disserta-
tion, I theorized how memory work is done today and give insight into the role played by 
platforms in what and how societies remember and how the present is carried into the 
future.
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Nederlandse samenvatting 
Dit proefschrift ontwikkelt en verkent het begrip digitaal herinneringswerk. Herinnerings-
werk is zo oud als de mensheid en verscheidene technologieën en technieken maken 
reeds deel uit van dit fenomeen, van grottekeningen en rituelen tot het schrift en televisie. 
Herinneringswerk kan persoonlijke vormen aannemen zoals het schrijven van een dagboek 
of collectief zijn zoals nationale herdenkingsdagen. Het omvat de overlevering en recon-
structie van kennis en ervaringen van verleden naar het heden en de toekomst. Dit uit zich 
in specifieke gebruiken, technologieën en culturele vormen, en meestal voor specifieke 
doelen. Dit maakt herinneringswerk intrinsiek politiek. Het is een constante machtsstrijd 
wie of wat bepaalde versies van het verleden naar de toekomst draagt. 

Dit is de reden waarom die proefschrift beargumenteert dat verschillende sociale ac-
toren het verleden constant reconstrueren met hun eigen doelen en agenda’s. Vandaag 
de dag spelen sociale media platformen een groeiende rol in dit proces. Deze platformen 
beïnvloeden herinneringswerk - net als de media technologieën voor hen - op eigen wijze. 
Het primaire doel van dit proefschrift is om te traceren hoe oude en nieuwe sociale actoren 
deze platformen gebruiken voor herinneringswerk en, tegelijkertijd, hoe platformen dit 
gebruik mogelijk maken, vormen en beperken. 

Eén manier om herinneringswerk in het digitale tijdperk opnieuw te conceptualiseren 
is om over “connectieve herinnering” in een “nieuwe media-ecologie” te spreken. Hoskins 
(2011), bijvoorbeeld, gebruikt de laatste term om onze huidige sociaal-technische en 
communicatieve omgeving aan te duiden. Aan de basis van herinneringswerk in een voor-
afgaande tijd van massacommunicatie stond een lineair traject van massacommunicatie, 
waarin een machtig medium een boodschap verstuurt, die arriveert bij een heterogene 
groep ontvangers. 

Zelfs al is deze opvatting discutabel (is er ooit zoiets geweest als een passieve groep 
ontvangers?), dan complementeert een huidige, actievere media-ecologie dit bestaande 
media landschap. Deze nieuwe media-ecologie wordt gekarakteriseerd door bottom-up 
media-inhoud, gemaakt door gebruikers van sociale media, naast de producties van pro-
fessionele media producenten. Individuen die constant met elkaar in verbinding staan en 
mobiele media gebruiken bewonen deze transnationale ecologie. In deze ecologie worden 
gebruikers constant geconfronteerd met een stroom updates van over de hele wereld en 
van verschillende mensen, waar ze ook zijn. Daarnaast kunnen gebruikers ook hun eigen 
media-inhoud genereren, waar ze ook zijn.

Bovengenoemde elementen zijn de redenen waarom onderzoekers vandaag de dag 
herinneringswerk conceptualiseren als minder institutioneel en meer bottom-up. Onder-
zoekers theoretiseren herinneringswerk als zijnde vloeibaar, diffuus, makkelijk verander-
baar en toegankelijker (Hoskins, 2008, p. 41). Volgens deze opvatting zou iedereen zijn of 
haar versies van het verleden kunnen maken en verspreiden. Dit zou uiteindelijk leiden 
tot meerstemmigheid en zichtbaarheid van alternatieve opvattingen en ervaringen. Dit 
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proefschrift, echter, tracht deze licht utopische zienswijze te nuanceren door de nieuwe 
machtsdynamiek in digitaal herinneringswerk te onderzoeken.

Dit proefschrift traceert de machtsverhoudingen en interacties tussen platformgebrui-
kers en platformen zelf. YouTube, Facebook en Wikipedia – de platformen die dit proef-
schrift analyseert – kunnen, beargumenteer ik, gezien worden als herinneringsplatformen 
(platforms of memory). Ik zie herinneringsplatformen als dié sociale media die herinne-
ringswerk uitnodigen en/of hiervoor worden gebruikt. Tegelijkertijd vormen platformen 
zélf herinneringswerk. Platformen zijn media maar ook ‘levende archieven’ die constant 
veranderen en ze representeren en reconstrueren het verleden uit dit archief. Persoonlijke, 
collectieve, privé, publieke, politieke en culturele herinneringen conflicteren of smelten 
samen op deze platformen. Dit is een onordelijk, dynamisch en onvoorspelbaar proces. 
Desalniettemin, er is orde in deze mnemonische chaos: bepaalde versies van het verleden 
zijn populairder en zichtbaarder dan andere.

De hoofdvraag van dit proefschrift vloeit voort uit deze manier van denken: hoe voeren 
verschillende sociale en technologische actoren samen herinneringswerk uit in de nieuwe 
media-ecologie en welke (veranderende) machtsstructuren liggen hieraan ten grondslag? 
Echter, voordat ik deze vraag kan beantwoorden is het belangrijk om dit probleem te 
benaderen vanuit drie analytische niveaus: gebruiken, technologieën en culturele vormen. 
Wat in het achterhoofd gehouden dient te worden is dat deze constructie heuristisch is. 
Gebruiken, technologieën en culturele vormen beïnvloeden elkaar en vormen samen 
herinneringswerk. 

Daarom onderzoekt dit proefschrift een aantal deelvragen. Op het niveau van gebruiken 
onderzoek ik hoe de macht is verdeeld in herinneringswerk op platformen. Deze vraag 
heeft betrekking op de vraag hoe gebruikers een platform omvormen tot een herinnerings-
platform. Ook is dit deel van het onderzoek gericht op het beantwoorden van de vraag hoe 
normen en waarden opkomen in herinneringswerk en hoe groepen worden gevormd door 
gebruiken (en hoe groepen gebruiken vormen). 

Op het niveau van technologie vraagt deze studie: hoe sturen en beïnvloeden de techno-
logische processen van platformen herinneringswerk? Deze vraag relateert niet alleen aan 
de vraag hoe platformen menselijk herinneringswerk structuren, maar ook hoe platformen 
zelf participeren in herinneringswerk. 

De derde deelvraag is gericht op de uitkomsten van het samenspel tussen menselijk en 
technologisch handelen. Waarom worden specifieke versies van het verleden gerepresen-
teerd in het heden en getransporteerd naar de toekomst op en door platformen? Door 
deze vragen te beantwoorden en de uitkomsten aan elkaar te toetsen beoogt dit proef-
schrift een holistisch beeld te schetsen van de dynamische interacties tussen menselijke 
en niet-menselijke actoren in digitaal herinneringswerk.

In hoofdstukken vijf, zes en zeven analyseer ik herinneringswerk op en door drie platfor-
men, respectievelijk YouTube, Facebook en Wikipedia. In het geval van YouTube, laat ik zien 
hoe bepaalde video’s van getuigen (witness videos) populair worden en andere vergeten. 
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Dit is voornamelijk het resultaat van de wijze waarop video’s zijn gearchiveerd, beschreven 
en gelabeld en de logica van zoekmachines. De case studie richt zich op het visuele archief 
van een chemische wapenaanval op de wijk Ghouta in Damascus, Syrië. 

Wat het onderzoek laat zien is dat hoewel het meeste materiaal is gemaakt door getuigen, 
anderen hiermee aan de haal gaan en de gebeurtenis anders inkaderen. De belangrijkste 
bevinding is dat gebruikers video’s van getuigen hergebruiken in video’s die zich afvragen 
of er in de eerste plaats een chemische wapenaanval heeft plaatsgevonden. Daarnaast 
laat de studie zien dat traditionele media en web media een machtige rol hebben in de 
zichtbaarheid van bepaald materiaal op YouTube. Zij weten het best hoe ze hun remixes 
van origineel materiaal moeten cureren zodat ze bovenin de zoekresultaten verschijnen. 
Wat de case studie uiteindelijk laat zien is dat de gemedieerde herinnering van de aanval 
op Ghouta gestructureerd wordt door cureer-gebruiken en de zoeklogica van YouTube 
(Google).

De tweede case studie is een analyse van de Facebook-pagina Justice for Mike Brown. 
In dit hoofdstuk belicht ik de rol van herinneringswerk in hedendaags digitaal activisme. 
Dit hoofdstuk theoretiseert herinneringswerk op Facebook-pagina’s als een discursieve 
praktijk, die persoonlijke en collectieve actie-raamwerken (action frames) overbrugt. Deze 
overbrugging vindt plaats op vier, overlappende niveaus. Ten eerste nodigt de pagina 
uit tot affectieve herinnering die het publieke beeld van Brown vormt. Ten tweede con-
textualiseren paginagebruikers de dood van Brown als zijnde deel van de systematische 
onrechtvaardigheid ten aanzien van Afrikaans-Amerikanen. Ten derde gebruiken zij het 
verleden om actie in het heden te legitimeren en verbinden zij het heden constant met 
het verleden en toekomst. Ten vierde werden zekere discursieve eenheden herkenbare 
symbolen tijdens de protesten en de toekomst.

Een belangrijk resultaat uit deze studie is dat, alhoewel herinneringswerk multi-
directioneel is en in constante beweging, het ook stabiliseert door de interacties tussen 
de beheerder van de pagina, haar gebruikers en Facebooks operationele technologie. Het 
herinneringswerk op Justice for Mike Brown nodigt daarom activisten en protesteerders 
uit om zich met elkaar te verbinden in de tijd, op verschillend locaties, maar ook door 
de tijd, door het heden met het verleden te verbinden. Tegelijkertijd zorgt Facebooks 
zichtbaarheids- en personaliseringstechnologie ervoor dat bepaalde, en vooral simpele, 
discursieve eenheden populair worden. We moeten ons daarom afvragen in hoeverre dit 
leidt tot verdere polarisering van een al zeer hoog opgevoerd debat over rassenongelijk-
heid en politiegeweld in de VS.

De derde case studie richt zich op Wikipedia. Ik analyseer hierin hoe strikte navolging van 
gemeenschapsregels en hiërarchieën leidt tot een specifieke, ‘Wikipediaanse’ reconstructie 
van een gebeurtenis uit het verleden. In principe kan men beargumenteren dat Wikipedia’s 
ideologie van openheid iedereen toelaat tot het verstrekken van informatie en perspectie-
ven, in het geval van dit onderzoek de wiki over vlucht MH17.  Echter, door de discussies 
achter de schermen van Wikipedia te analyseren, concludeer ik dat vooral redacteuren die 
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hoog op de ladder staan anderen er van weerhouden de wiki te veranderen, mede door ge-
bruik van technologieën. Uiteindelijk leidt dit ertoe dat slechts een handjevol redacteuren 
belangrijke historische gebeurtenissen beschrijven. Deze redacteuren bevoorrechten met 
name Westerse media en bronnen. Uiteindelijk laat deze case studie de beperkingen van 
een ‘open’ verleden zien.

Deze laatste conclusie is ook toepasbaar op de andere case studies. Wanneer mensen 
deelnemen aan herinneringswerk op platformen zullen er hiërarchieën ontstaan. De 
hieruit ontstane autoriteit zal mede bepalen welke versies van het verleden het heden 
domineren en welke zullen verschijnen in de toekomst. Echter, we moeten hier voorzichtig 
zijn: het onderzoek in dit proefschrift laat de verschillen tussen platformen zien, iets wat 
we ons moeten blijven herinneren. Elk platform genereert verschillende gebruiken en 
gemeenschappen, en produceert verschillende culturele vormen. Omgekeerd vormen 
de platformen deze gebruiken, culturele vormen en gemeenschappen. Zonder input van 
gebruikers kunnen zij niet functioneren. 

In dit proefschrift heb ik getracht te laten zien hoe herinneringswerk vandaag de dag tot 
stand komt en hoe platformen deel uitmaken van wat en hoe samenlevingen herinneren 
en hoe het verleden en heden in de toekomst terecht komen.
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