Memory: Techne, Technology, and Remembering
Instead of adapting the canons alongside changing media, rhetoricians continue to use the models that were designed for oral and early print cultures, not the digital texts with which we deal today.  Rather than dismissing the canons, I argue that rhetoric should focus on updating the canons for contemporary audiences. As my colleagues have also suggested, re-imagining these paradigms alongside information technologies will renew interest in the canons by highlighting the need to re-inscribe them in contemporary rhetorical practices.  In this paper, I couple memory and techne to explore some of the possibilities and challenges that information technologies pose to the canon of memory. In the centuries since the canons were established, memory has unfortunately been sloughed aside in favor of the other four (thanks guys!).  For example, in the sixteenth century, French rhetorician Peter Ramus argued that there are only two parts of rhetoric (style and delivery), relegating the other three (invention, arrangement, and memory) to the dialectic.  More recently, Kathleen Welch argues in Electric Rhetoric that current composition textbooks emphasize invention, arrangement, and style while at the same time ignoring memory and delivery.  Interestingly, while technological devices that offer larger, faster memories woo consumers everyday, I wonder why contemporary rhetoric continues to ignore one of its foundational aspects. My paper is prompted by these instances of ‘forgotten’ memory in the field of rhetoric in relation to our culture’s growing desire to increase external, digital memory in personal computing devices.  Subsequently, this paper suggests that memory has always been a techne, and current digital media illuminates this relationship, thus canon of memory should regain its critical status among the other rhetorical canons. 

But even while personal devices like iPods, smart phones, and digital cameras encourage their users to Tweet, blog, or shoot video in order to store and share memories, rhetoric has not critically engaged with these ubiquitous forms of memory that new technologies inspire.  The ease of creating, reproducing, sharing and “making” digital memories should signal an important moment to rethink memory and techne together.  I argue that this oversight is a critical one for the field of rhetoric to address immediately. What is equally startling is that Cicero’s canons have not been adequately adapted for either contemporary rhetorical studies or digital media studies. Although Collin Gifford Brooke’s recently published Lingua Fracta argues for a reconceptualization of the five canons of rhetoric in light of information technologies, his brief chapter on memory (he updates and renames the canon “persistence”) is not taken quite far enough.  On the other hand, Brooke’s recommendation that, “memory is the one canon whose status as practice is in need of rehabilitation,” is a deep nod to the relevance and need for memory’s revitalization (144). 

However, interest in memory in contemporary rhetoric is not simply characterized as memorization techniques or retaining information in bulk, but is specifically focused on how efficiently we use the memories we make.  As a result, I intend the term “making memories” to be used quite literally—our memories are not only remembered by ourselves, but we transform them and make them useable by storing them on flash drives or various online networking sites such as Twitter, Facebook, or Google Docs (as a side note, our panel composed the early drafts of our proposals and exchanged them for feedback by using Google Docs.  I referred back to those exchanges often because I couldn’t “remember” what suggestions were made or what comments I received from others). 
Not only has memory been sidelined by recent academic interest in the other four canons, but memory has been omitted from the discussions on techne as well.  But, I believe it is critical at this moment to re-remember this canon, particularly at a moment where digital technologies afford the individual multiple occasions to literally remember everything.  Because digital memory is indefatigable, a look at how these digital memories are being made is equally important.  The making of memory today involves much more than rote memorization techniques; instead, memorization today is unlike techniques of the past.  Our reliance on digital technologies – from small personal devices like phone number databases on our cell phones, to larger memory collectives like Wikis – all involve the individual in the making of memory. In order to resuscitate contemporary memory and all the ways it is being made useable, I suggest coupling it with techne, particularly because one aspect of techne relies so heavily “making.” 

One of the most interesting, albeit frustrating, aspects of techne is this widely debated definition.  Not only do Plato, Aristotle, and even Isocrates have widely ranging interpretations and applications of the term, but the debate rages on even in today’s rhetoric circles. As a result, the definition of the Greek term techne has always been a critical debate, largely the result of the inability to locate a precise word by which to translate it.  Most frequently, techne is broadly translated as “skill” “craft” or “art”; but more often is the case becoming that techne becomes grouped along side – or even absorbed completely – by the use of the word technology. Furthermore, because their linguistic roots are nearly identical, it is not unusual to see the words “techne” and “technology” used interchangeably, although sometimes incorrectly, for one other.  For example, in his essay “The Question Concerning Technology,” Martin Heidegger searches for the essence of technology, employing techne in order to differentiate between making and bringing-forth.  Heidegger is adamant that techne does not mean making, but rather a coming into being, a process. Further, Carl Mitcham reminds us in Thinking Through Technology that, “virtually all historians use the word ‘technology’ to refer to both ancient and modern, primitive and advanced making activities, or knowledge of how to make and use artifacts, or the artifacts themselves” (116).  Certainly the linguistic tendency to swap technology and techne is an easy one—they both sound and look alike.  However, I suggest that the differences between techne and technology lead directly to the contemporary questions we face when thinking about “making” memories. 

But why the turn to techne?  For many rhetoricians, techne suggests a sense of making, production, or use value.  We constantly store memories outside of own neuronal capacity by posting personal photos to Flickr, upcoming events and important dates to our iCals or smartphones, even saving our dissertations as a Google Doc. As a result, the idea of “making” memory becomes more apparent when we think about all the ways we actually produce and use memory for current and future purposes.

When I use the term making here, I am employing it quite generously to cover all materials and ideas that are reified rather than suppressed or kept to oneself.  Opposed to an inward trait such as moral virtue, making suggests a secondary product that is independent of its agent.  In other words, making always involves two separate entities: someone who initiates the making and the product that is created.  Making memory, then, implies the sending outwards, bringing forth, or physical non-biological storage of memory. 

There are many places we can look at for details on the ancients’ use of techne, but for brevity’s sake, I’ll only talk about Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. It is generally accepted that in Nicomachean Ethics, techne is translated as ‘art’ and it is one of the five states of virtue by which the soul possess truth (knowledge, practical wisdom, philosophical wisdom, and comprehension are the other four).  Several scholars turn to Book 6 of Nicomachean Ethics for some of Aristotle’s most explicit statements about the nature of techne, and it is here that we can begin to see how techne differs from poiesis (action) in order to highlight different end-products, or what is “made” by each.  The relation between techne and poiesis is an especially demanding one.  Although the two terms each suggest a form of ‘making,’ Aristotle distinguishes techne and poiesis by their products and the capacity to attain those ends.  To explain, Aristotle states that, “Making and acting are different […]; so that the reasoned state of capacity to act is different form the reasoned stated of capacity to make. Nor are they included one in the other; for neither is acting making nor is making acting” (NE VI.4.1140a1-5).  For instance, I am an honest person and when I know that the milk in my fridge is beyond its expiration day, I will tell my partner not to drink it.  The capacity to act (being honest about the milk) is enough—it does not matter whether or not he drinks the spoiled milk because being honest is the complete action in itself.  Because I am an honest person, the honesty does not need to be applied in order for me to have the capacity to act in that way.  The capacity to make, however, is different because I must actually produce something else to ‘prove’ my abilities.  As David Roochnick notes, “techne has a useful, a visible product, which is produced through the application of rational and clearly communicable means” (Roochnik 24).  In terms of techne, because I say I can do something I must also be able to make good on that assertion.  Roochnik and others call this capacity to make “hanging a shingle”—I am advertising my capacity to make something specific, and to make it well.  In order for me to have a techne of fashion design, I must actually have the capacity to make clothes; in other words, I can talk a big game, but I must be able to execute, too.  For Aristotle, the capacity to make indicates the capability to produce an object that is independent from the one who made it.  He maintains that techne always results in an end product that is a separate object from its maker; techne is a means leading towards a distinct end product.   Frances Latchford suggests that techne “is characterized by production in that the artist’s aim is to produce” (“If Truth be Told of Techne: Techne as Ethical Knowledge”).  Contemporary memory, for example, is a product that is separate from the person who stores it—the digitally stored memory is a new, external, separate end.  It is brought into existence – it is ‘made’ – by a distinct producer. 

To conclude, I wish to offer a suggestion that any discussion of externalized “made memory” is not limited by the trope of storage, but instead, contemporary memory is a co-production of our desire to remember collectively and contribute to that memory base.  Viewing contemporary memory as mere storage is too reductive; rather, we must look at how the memory is produced and in what ways those memories are being made, reproduced, and reconceived as objects separate from their producer. 

The Google Doc, the iPhone dependent lifestyle, or even the growing popularity of tweeting conference talks suggests one of the many aspects about memory, technology, and techne that I argue are vitally important to consider when resuscitating memory for contemporary purposes. Not only do we use platforms like Google Docs and devices such as iPhones to supplement our memory, but also we use them rhetorically as new means of persuasive possibilities. As a result, present-day rhetoricians must revisit these applications of “made memory” as valid sites for persuasive possibilities.
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