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Abstract

As noted by Mouffe (2005) and Ranciére (2004), the new millennium inaugurated a
post-political phase where the idea of consensus replaced that of conflict: the political,
understood in its agonistic dimension, is reduced to a series of administrative procedures,
in which moments of tension and conflict lose their critical potential and are resolved
through a technical and rational calculation.

One of the most common expressions with which the post-political phase of consensus
has manifested itself, especially in the European context, is the idea of shared memory.

In the last twenty years, the development of digital media has radically affected the way
collective memory can be constructed, represented, narrated, and disseminated (Blom,
2016). While the intrinsic risks of the digital revolution have been widely discussed (in
terms of fake news, historical revisionism, and in general post-truth), the possibility to
understand and to approach historical documents and materials as living matter opens
up new research trajectories and design approaches able to question the idea of shared
memory, and to move closer to the image of entangled memory and mnemography (Fein-
dtetal, 2014).

This paper analyses and discusses some projects and practices in the field of infographic
design and counter-forensic that could lead to a conflictual or adversarial understanding
of collective memory as a contested terrain.



In the last decade of the 20th century, the fall of the Berlin
Wall and the dissolution of the Soviet Union were hailed

by many intellectuals and observers as signs of the “End of
History”: history - understood in its conflictual dimension

- would have ended and a new era of stability and prosperi-
ty, based on the model of liberal democracies, arisen. After
thirty years of economic crises, war on terror, climate emer-
gencies and pandemic, the image of the end of history seems
to have faded away. Nevertheless, it inaugurated a post-polit-
ical phase, where all the forms of political confrontation are
oriented towards the idea of consensus. As noted by Ranciére,
“At the core of consensus is the dream of an administration
of affairs in which all forms of symbolising the common, and
thus all conflicts over that symbolisation, have been liqui-
dated as ideological spectres” (2004, p. 4). What has been
described - and praised - as a post-ideological era turns out
to be a post-political phase, characterized by a general ef-
fort to subsume all the different perspectives and voices that
compose the political debate into an “harmonious ensemble”
(Mouffe, 2008, p. 8). This implicitly presumes the possibility
and “availability of a universal consensus based on reason”
(Mouffe, 2008), excluding, or at least reducing, moments of
social conflict from all representation and symbolization. In
this way, the political, understood in its agonistic dimension
(Mouffe, 2005), is reduced to a series of administrative pro-
cedures, in which moments of tension and conflict lose their
critical potential and are resolved through a technical and
rational calculation.



One of the most common expressions with which the post-po-
litical phase of consensus has manifested itself, especially in
the European context, is the idea of a shared or consensual
memory. On the supra-national level, memory studies and
politics of remembering “present conflict as something that
is to be overcome through an increased Europeanization of
memory”, but “such a teleological approach risks denying

the inherent polyphony of memory, where different voices
constantly interact in multiple conflictual sites” (Feindt et al.,
2014, pp. 37-38). This is also true for the nation-state level,
especially when we consider some historical episodes that lat-
er became symbols of the national identity. The celebrations
that accompanied the centenary of Italy’s entry into the First
World War, for example, can be read through the lens of con-
sensus and shared memory. As noted by the Italian collective
of writers Wu Ming,

What does shared mean? [...] The ambiguity of the term also
makes the proposal ambiguous. In some cases ‘shared memory’
means: let us agree on what cannot be forgotten [...]. But someone
else goes further: let us agree on memories, so not only what to re-
member, but also how to remember it, how to describe it. Were the
six hundred thousand Italian dead in the First World War a useless
massacre or blood sacrificed for the fatherland? Should the de-
serters who fell before the firing squad be counted and celebrated
among the number of war victims? (Wu Ming, 2016)

Outside the Italian context, another attempt to remove con-
flicts and construct a shared memory is the “politics of for-
getting” in modern Spain. With the pacification process ini-



tiated after the fall of the Franco regime, the official way of
remembering those decades was transformed into “the shared
memory of the civil war as a fratricidal tragedy for which
responsibility was equally shared, a social memory summed
up in the slogans ‘never again’ and ‘we were all guilty’” (Boyd,
2008, p. 135). Again, we are dealing with the removal of con-
flicts in the name of social pacification - in this case, within
the field of collective memory.

The link between the post-political phase of neoliberal de-
mocracies and the attempt to orient collective representations
and narratives of the past towards the image of the shared
memory, has been noted by different authors. Bull and Han-
sen build on Mouffe’s theory of agonism to describe a con-
flictual approach to collective memory. According to the
authors, “An agonistic approach to the uses of the past will
have to oppose or unsettle hegemonic ways of understanding
as well as reveal the socio-political struggles characterizing
the public sphere both in the past and in the present” (Bull &
Hansen, 2020, p. 2). Thus, an agonistic mode of remember-
ing conceives collective memory within the framework of the
struggle for hegemony, a continuous opposition and compe-
tition between different actors, where conflict is recognized
“as an ontological and fundamental characteristic of human
society” (Bull & Hansen, 2020).

A conflictual mode of remembering is at the core of another
proposal about collective memory. Feindt et al. (2014) have
articulated the concepts of entangled memory and mnemogra-



phy' to oppose both the traditional image of collective memo-
ry as a monumental mirror-image of true events, and the tele-
ological approach that tries to overcome conflicts in the name
of a homogeneous and consensual lieux de mémoire. Rather,
their point of departure is a constructivist and hermeneutic
understanding of collective memory - it’s an act of interpreta-
tion and social construction of the past, rather than a faithful
and neutral transposition (Feindt et al., 2014, p. 28).

However, this process of construction always entails a col-
lective and conflictual dimension, and thus a plurality of
perspectives that share similar or identical orientations, or
clash and compete to establish their own interpretation. To
retrace and deconstruct the constructive process of collec-
tive memory doesn’t mean to account for all the different
perspectives expressed by isolated actors. It is rather a work
of mapping the relations that entangle different actors and
their interpretations according to shared agendas or con-
flictual agencies, beyond the hegemonic interpretation that
succeeded in imposing its own version as the true memory of
a particular past.2 This is the idea behind the concept of mne-
mography, an investigation on the “history of interpretations”
(Feindt et al., 2014, p. 31), where the plurality of perspectives

1 “[...] we stress the entangledness of memory, that is, its (inter-)relational character. [...] Eventually,
the analysis of entangledness, the study of cross-references in acts of remembering, leads to mnemog-
raphy, a dialogical practice between theory and empirical research” (Feindt et al., 2014, p. 27).

2 “Inthis discursive field of plurality, the actors’ struggles for visibility and recognition organ-
ize and diminish the variety and influence of other interpretations. In these moments of conflict,
the heterogeneous character of memory comes most visibly to the foreground. [...] Thus, when the
contested field of memory has been narrowed through hegemonic closure, interpretations no longer
need to display their social reference points. Dominant interpretations tend to eradicate their signs
of being an action” (Feindt et al., 2014, p. 32).



and points of view is not oriented towards their consensual
and universal synthesis, but it is conceived and articulated

as a dynamic field of relations between actors and agencies.
Within this project it is crucial to map the actors’ positions,

as well as the directions of the agencies: “Their analysis helps
in understanding the conflictual and productive dimension

of memory: on the one hand, actors compete against one
another about their discursive positions; on the other hand,
their interpretations are transmitted to following generations”
(Feindt et al., 2014, pp. 32-33). Thus, the analysis of actors’
positions and agencies enables the construction of a temporal,
spatial and relational map of memory, since it allows to visu-
alize the field of relations of the actors involved, and to define
both their situated condition and their orientation in terms of
mnemonic agencies.

Mnemography and the image of a spatial and relational repre-
sentation of memory become key concepts for every attempt to
re-think the organization, representation, and transmission of
knowledge regarding collective modes of remembering be-
yond the idea of consensus and shared memory. The implicit
theoretical framework within which the concept of mnenog-
raphy emerges, refers to a hermeneutical and constructivist
understanding of the past, and in general of knowledge. In the
same way, tools and practices linked to the mnemonic activity
should be conceived beyond the concept of the spatial organiz-
er (exemplified in the image of the traditional archive), since
“the concept of container memory is also increasingly being
challenged”, especially in the digital world (Blom, 2016, p. 11).



Facing the critical issues of the shared memory and ap-
proaching memory studies from a constructivist and agonistic
perspective, design practices engaged in the organization,
representation, and transmission of collective modes of re-
membering find an important reference in the concept of
entangled memory and the image of mnemography. These
practices should become aware of the central role they play

in the production and organization of visual forms of knowl-
edge, beyond the simple image of the invisible and neutral
translator. For this reason, a conflictual analysis of the role
of design in memory studies can benefit from Drucker’s
humanistic approach to visual epistemology. Drucker’s point
of departure is the recognition of the constructed and in-
terpretative nature of visual knowledge, which leads to the
project of re-orienting design tools and practices towards the
visualization of knowledge as partial, subjective, and situated
(Drucker, 2009). Being always the product of a hermeneutical
practice, knowledge is

thus located in a perceiving entity whose position, attitudes, and
awareness are all constituted in a codependent relation with its
environment. The system is always in flux, and thus has the com-
plex heterogeneous character of a cultural field shot through with
forces that are always ideological and historical. (Drucker, 2009,
p- 20)

It is interesting to note how the image of the “cultural field”
described by Drucker presents several similarities with the
“discursive field of plurality” with which mnemography is
confronted (Feindt et al., 2014, p. 32).



In both, the epistemic activity - being the production of col-
lective memory or knowledge - emerges from an entangled
relational system between different positions occupied by sit-
uated actors and defined by specific historical and ideological
conditions. They both conceive the product of the epistemic
activity as a plural and dynamic interpretation that strives to
become the hegemonic narrative, rather than as an objective
representation corresponding to a true reality or past. They
both understand the construction of memory and knowledge
as a social and political practice.

To fulfil this project, digital media are brought to the fore as
critical tools, since, thanks to their properties, they are in-
clined to endorse the constructed nature of knowledge,? but
at the same time, from their first appearance, they run the
risk of producing ideological narratives about their being
instruments of active participation, completely immaterial,
and characterized by an endogenous neutrality. Nevertheless,
since digital media seem to overcome the “desire to fix and
monumentalize memory in terms of space and place” (Blom,
2016, p. 12), they enhance the possibility to understand and to
approach historical documents and materials as living mat-
ter.* Although they are not a prerequisite for a design practice

3 Digital media can enhance a constructivist approach since they “not only make use of interac-
tive and dynamic graphics [...] but also create spaces in which montage principles and editing tech-
niques used in narrative come into play” (Drucker, 2014, p. 46). Furthermore, “The ability to resize,
rescale, alter, or manipulate these documents provides possibilities that traditional paper-based
documents simply don’t possess” (Drucker, 2009, p. 173).

4 This is true not only for digital media themselves, but also for traditional media: “One of the
strongest impacts of digital media has been to provide ways to think about traditional work in new
ways - to see print artifacts, for example, as interactive and intersubjective instruments rather than
inert forms” (Drucker, 2009, p. 130).



oriented towards the image of mnemography, digital media
play a crucial role in deconstructing “the very notion that
memories are object-like entities that we keep safely stored
away in some archival system whose stability, durability, and
accessibility are always the critical point” (Blom, 2016, p. 11),
and approaching a more dynamic and entangled understand-
ing of collective memory. This consideration has been widely
criticized because of the instability of digital media (the pos-
sibility of a continuous reconfiguration of artifacts), a direct
attack to the authority and legitimacy of historical documents
and materials. But “the crisis introduced into aesthetic discus-
sions by digital media is not, as commonly reported, a crisis
of the copy, of originality, or of authenticity or truth” (Druck-
er, 2009, p. 142). By intervening in the organization, repre-
sentation and transmission of memory, digital media render
collective memory into something ephemeral and fragile,
whose meaning remains in a continuous fluctuation between
construction and interpretation, and whose truthfulness is a
result of a constant and situated act of verification. But this is
not necessarily a problem if we agree on an idea of memory
(especially collective memory) as something that is in itself
ephemeral and fragile.

The inherent possibility to visualize the constant battle be-
tween actors and agencies to establish a specific interpreta-
tion as the hegemonic representation, has been explored by
Wattenberg and Viégas in History Flow (2003). Although the
visualization technique was developed almost 20 years ago as
a research software to investigate new forms of collaboration



within the web environment, it still remains one of the most
interesting web interfaces in visualizing processes of knowl-
edge production and its collective, conflictual and dynamic
character.’

History Flow is a web application that allows visualizing dis-
cussions, debates, and the changes, thus the story hidden be-
hind each entry on Wikipedia. Once published, the entries of
an encyclopaedia are presented through a fixed and static lay-
out. Exploiting the digital encyclopaedia’s public and accessi-
ble database,® Wattenberg and Viégas’ application supplies a
more complex visualization by which each change and argu-
ment that have taken place during the drafting of the page
can be seen. History Flow visualizes both the macroscopic
trend that marks the evolution of an encyclopaedia entry and
the detail of each single change of every debate. Therefore, it
becomes a tool of analysis particularly suited to detect some
trends or patterns of behaviour, especially when the analysed
entry is controversial. Here, History Flow allows to detect
several acts of vandalism, where authors delete considerable
parts of the contents or insert large paragraphs on topics not
related to the entry in question. Another example is the “zig-
zag pattern”, which indicates what is called an “edit war” in

5 Although the project was focused on knowledge construction processes within Wikipedia, it can
nevertheless address issues and questions related to memory studies and collective acts of remem-
bering. Since the development of History Flow, other projects have dealt with the visualization of
the constructed and contested nature of Wikipedia pages. See for instance Notabilia, a data visuali-
zation tool developed by Moritz Stefaner, Dario Taraborelli and Giovanni Luca Ciampaglia in 2010
and BackStory, an online visualization tool developed by Florian Krautli in 2014.

6 Thus, Wattenberg and Viégas visualization exploits the properties of the digital environment,
“those of accretion (and processing) of data, aggregation [...], real-time and time-based work, and
community interactions in multiauthored environments” (2003, p. 173).



the Wikipedia community - a dispute between two authors,

or groups, who alternately continue to edit the contents of the
page. In some cases, the visualization enables to uncover an
author as a bot designed to perform automated edits. As de-
sign researcher Peter Hall states, “In visualizing the changes
to specific entries in Wikipedia, Wattenberg and Viégas zoom
in on the disputes and controversies that surround topics that
might otherwise seem long since settled. An encyclopaedia
page becomes a contested terrain” (Hall, 2011, p. 184).

With History Flow, we are confronted again with a design prac-
tice and a visual epistemology approach close to a conflictual
and agonistic understanding of how knowledge is produced. If
we apply this practice and approach to the field of memory, we
could imagine a visualization system able to produce a mne-
mographic representation of collective modes of remembering.
In this respect, the image of the contested terrain (as produced
and visualized by History Flow) overlaps with the “discursive
field of plurality”, where memory is approached and analysed
as a temporal, spatial and relational configuration with differ-
ent actors and agencies meeting and clashing.

Another interesting reference point for this discussion is rep-
resented by Forensic Architecture.” At the core of its count-
er-forensic practice we find questions about the social con-

7 Forensic Architecture is a multidisciplinary research group established in 2010 and led by
architect Eyal Weizman. It applies architecture and design research to the investigation of state and
corporate violence, especially within the context of built and urban environments. See: Weizman
and Di Carlo, 2010; Bois, Feher, Foster, & Weizman, 2016; Weizman, 2017; Weizman, 2019.



struction of past events and the open verification (Weizman,
2019) of a historical fact - always related to forms of violence
that occurred in contexts of conflicts and wars, and often
committed by institutions or state agencies. In other words,
its practice is deeply entangled with the notion of truth - or
to be more precise, with the idea and the possibility of estab-
lishing a past and collective event as true. For this reason, the
case of Forensic Architecture can be studied and analysed in
relation to the question of memory, and its relation with the
design practice.

Forensic Architecture calls into question a dramatic change
in the notion of truth (and memory), and how this notion is
addressed through design tools and methodologies. As stated
by Weizman, Forensic Architecture practice is oriented to-
wards

an alternative set of truth practices that can challenge both the
dark epistemology of the present as well as traditional notions of
truth production. It might be altogether necessary to employ the
word ‘truth’ differently. In opposition to the single perspectival, a
priori, sometimes transcendent conception of truth embodied by
the Latin word veritas - which connotes the authority of an expert
working within a well-established discipline - a term more suita-
ble to our work and of the same root is verification.

Verification relates to truth not as a noun or as an essence, but as a
practice, one that is contingent, collective, and poly-perspectival.
(Weizman, 2019)



As with entangled memory,?® truth is not conceived as a
“thing”, something that exists in itself and that can be found
out there, but as a practice, a difficult, fragile, and collective
process of construction.

If we apply this practice in the field of past events and their
documentation and representation, “We move on from the no-
tion of the archive into another form of arrangement - a more
dynamic relation between images - that we refer to as the archi-
tectural-image complex” (Weizman, 2016, p. 124). Coherently
with the image of memory as a contested terrain and that of
mnemography, Forensic Architecture calls for the passage from
a compiling mode of collection to a dynamic mode of network
construction, where all the actors involved are not just listed
and documented but are embedded into a relational arrange-
ment. In this way, the archive, understood as one of the tradi-
tional devices of the collective memory, can be pursued and
designed not as a static container where “things from the past”
are collected and classified, but in the form of a productive
space of conflicts, where fragments are re-assembled within a
temporal, spatial and relational structure acquiring a position
and an agency, and new meanings according to the relations
with other elements and their (conflictual) dynamics.’

8 “Rather than claiming hermeneutic objectivity, or re-essentializing an idea of historical truth by
aneopositivist approach to sources, mnemography has to contextualize its theoretical premises and
methodological tools in their historical and political contingency” (Feindt et al., 2014, p. 41).

9 The image of collective memory as a field of action within which relational dynamics take place
finds another important reference in Wolfgang Ernst’s thinking around the concept of the archive.
As Blom recalls, “If archives used to be described in terms of principles of ordering, they are now,
as Wolfgang Ernst has pointed out, better understood through concepts such as ‘fields’ and ‘dynam-
ics’” (Blom, 2016, p. 12).



This leads to a design practice as an “architecture of memo-
ry” (Weizman, 2017, p. 44), where the investigation of a past
event doesn’t mean its examination according to material and
objective evidence and its mimetic re-presentation, but rather
its multi-perspectival and collective verification and its recon-
struction as a fragile and fragmented narrative. In this way,
“architecture can also be a mode of research, the means of
locating disparate bits of evidence and data and composing
the relations between them in space” (Weizman, 2017, p. 58).
This architectural mode of reconstructing past events is highly
significant in the orientation of design practices towards the
image of collective memory as a contested terrain, since it em-
beds in the constructivist production of mnemonic narratives a
multi-perspective, relational, and conflictual approach.

Within this design approach another important novelty is
represented by what can be described as a material turn: mem-
ory is not confined to the human world, but we are confronted
with “a shift from the speech of humans to the communica-
tive capacity and ‘agency’ of things” (Weizman, 2010, p. 125).
This authorizes to speak of a material-oriented or ecological
approach, both to memory and design practices (Boelen &
Kaethler, 2020), where the actors involved in the construction
and production of memories, testimonies, and narratives are
human and non-human, but also living and non-living beings.
In this sense, the relational mode that has been described in
regard to the concept of entangled memory first, and to Druck-
er’s humanistic approach to data visualization then, through
the practice of Forensic Architecture becomes an ecological
approach. This shift towards the material memory is also



important within the process of open verification. The contin-
uous confrontation with “the agency of things” is an attempt to
avoid the “relativistic trap” - which is always around the corner
when positivistic notions of truth, objectivity and neutrality are
questioned. A constant dialogue and confrontation between
different actors (people, artifacts, media) and their agencies is
crucial for the construction of “a more vital and risky form of
truth production, based on establishing an expanded assem-
blage of practices” and on the “meshing of multiple, subjective,
located, and situated perspectives” (Weizman, 2019).

The open verification process described by Weizman and his
associates constitutes an important reference for adversarial
design approaches'® to collective memory and also for their
understanding of memory and mnemonic construction as a
performing act. As noted, at the basis of the concept of en-
tangled memory lies the idea of collective memory not just

as an act of remembering, but as a social action. With Foren-
sic Architecture, this premise is pushed forward through the
conceptual image of the forum. The term “forensic” is not
just referring to the modern forensic science and investigative
practice, but it addresses its Latin etymology as well, which
indicates a relation with the forum, the public space where
citizens gathered in order to discuss and where the rhetoric art
were performed. “Forensics is thus as concerned with the ma-
terialization of the event as with the construction of a forum
and the performance of the object within it” (Weizman, 2010,
p. 126). If we transpose the idea of the forum in the practice

10 The term adversarial design is taken from Carl DiSalvo (2012).



of mnemography, collective memory emerges as the product
of a plural act of construction not just through the interplay
between material and human agencies, but also through their
performance within a public forum. The construction of fo-
rums stands for the construction of a common territory upon
which the conflictual dynamics of memory can emerge. In this
sense, the forum addresses the adversarial character of collec-
tive memory - the fact that the social construction of collective
memory emerges through conflictual dynamics among the ac-
tors are involved, and not as a rational process which naturally
results in a consensual agreement.

Finally, the idea of open verification calls into question the
“creation of a community of practice in which the production
of an investigation is socialized”, as well as the

presentation of evidence [...] As such, the open process of the
investigation establishes a social contract that includes all the par-
ticipants in the uncanny assemblage of production and dissemina-
tion. Every case produced with open verification is thus not only
evidence of what has happened, but also evidence of the social
relations which made it possible. (Weizman, 2019)

By disrupting the hierarchical structure that traditional-

ly guarantees the truthiness of a piece of information, the
collectivization of the verification process enhances a mul-
ti-perspectival approach and the creation of a shared ground
- rather than a shared mnemonic representation - upon which
adversarial and conflictual modes of remembering produced
by different actors can emerge and confront.



The aim of this article is to question collective modes of
remembering moulded on the idea of consensus, and to ori-
ent design practices towards a conflictual understanding of
memory. Drawing upon Mouffe’s agonistic theory and its
application within the field of memory studies, the idea of
entangled memory and mnemography (Feindt et al., 2014)
emerge as suitable concepts since they conceive modes of
remembering as acts of social construction where a plurality
of actors and agencies confront and compete in establishing
a specific interpretation or construction of the past as the
hegemonic mnemonic representation. These concepts have
been then confronted with a humanistic approach to visual
epistemology, in order to discuss the theoretical framework
within which design tools and practices involved in the orga-
nization, representation and transmission of memory work,
and to understand their consistency with an agonistic theory
of collective memory. Eventually, the idea of visualizing col-
lective memory as a contested terrain (borrowed by History
Flow) and the concept of open verification for reconstructing
and presenting past events (taken by Forensic Architecture),
emerge as two solid points of references within the project
of understanding past events as living matter, and the ways
we remember them as conflictual and political acts of social
construction. Although it remains a preliminary study, this
first attempt to organize a theoretical and practical frame-
work for design involved in memory studies reflects a broader
process of change in the way visual knowledge is conceived
and approached within the design field. The idea of contested
terrain and the concept of open verification, inscribed within



an agonistic and conflictual understanding of social reality,
might contribute to the discussion of the political dimension
of design, and its role in facing questions and problems posed
by the crisis of liberal democracies.
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