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as symptom. If progress wouldn’t suffice, there
needed to be another way to keep nostalgia at
bay, one that wouldn’t leave the past behind but
that also refused to embrace the future. Instead,
it would reboot the past. It would promise to
eliminate the possibility of loss by keeping the
past alive in the present, and as a result, nostalgia
would finally be conquered.
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Foreverism

Because nostalgia shapes a great deal of our cul-
ture and politics today, the usual move is to
accuse our culture — producers and consumers
alike — of being stuck in the past, of being too
nostalgic, but if nostalgia is the emotion experi-
enced when something normally absent becomes
momentarily present, in our minds or in every-
day life, then the constant presence of the past in
the contemporary doesn’t amount to “nostalgia”
as much as something else.

I'm calling this discourse of keeping the past
present foreverism. Foreverism gives people every-
where the notion that ours is a past-gazing society;
to accept this as truth is to see only one side
of the coin: foreverism’s purpose is to eliminate
nostalgia, just like yesterday’s juridico-medical
discourses. It does this sneakily, through the illu-
sion of consumption and choice. Foreverism can
trick us into regarding the present-day explosion
of nostalgic content as proof of our longing for
the past, but just because we have near-endless
access to nostalgic content doesn’t necessar-
ily mean we are nostalgic. Maybe, in a world of
retromaniacal plenty, when we have more access
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to the past than ever before, we haven’t felt nog.

talgia in ages.

The discourse of foreverism sanctions a process

T'll call foreverizing. Expanding cinen.mtic “Uni-
verses,” cloud archiving, and even voice cloning
technologies are all in thc. busm.ess of forever-
izing, that is, of revializing things that have
degraded, failed, o disappeared so they can
remain active in the present forever. To forever-
ize something is not merely to preserve or restore
¢ but to reanimate it in the present and ensure
its future survival, forever. It is the rejuvenation
or rebooting of things lost, the breathing of new
life into moldering corpses. Rebooting older
films, reviving bygone fashion trends, digitizing
“memories”: these developments prevent the old
and (out)dated from disappearing into the past,
s0 that we won’t miss them anymore . .. so that
we won’t feel the pain of longing for the past —
in other words, so that we won’t feel nostalgic
for it.

We have not arrived at a relaxed acceptance
of nostalgia, nor have we tamed any nostalgic
intensities once raging. The West is as anxious
about nostalgia today as it was in the past, when
medical professionals endeavored to find a cure
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for it. We have, instead, found new weapons for
eradicating it. These weapons do not register as
coercive, intrusive, or disciplinary, but they are
covert and just as antinostalgic as the medical and
punitive discourses that impugned nostalgia for
centuries.

I have chosen the terms foreverism and for-
everizing intentionally. I first encountered the
word foreverizing on the website for iMemories,
a digital transfer company. “At iMemories, we
understand how important your memories are
to you and your family,” the “About Us” sec-
tion states. “That’s why we don’t just digitize
your old videos, movie films and photos to be
playable now — we foreverize your memories to
be relived over and over again.”"” This intrigued
me. Why would the company, or its custom-
ers, associate the digital with the forever? That
is, with permanence, accessibility, and organiza-
tion? Because iMemories chose to use that term
to distinguish itself from other companies that
merely digitize analog “memories,” it makes a
claim about human memory that’s become quite
popular in the digital age, namely, that the digital
ensures the security and playability of recorded
memories that are otherwise difficult to ensure.
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Shortly after that, I came across the tepp
foreverism in the most unlikely of places: a mgy.
keting publication. In 2009 consumer trend
frm TrendWatching issued a briefing titled
“Foreverism: Consumers and businesses embrac-
ing conversations, lifestyles and products that are
‘never done’.” It argued that the “forever” should
be as meaningful a concept for the marketing
world as the “now” and outlined three charac-
teristics of foreverism for businesses to consider:

forever presence, forever beta, and forever con-
versing. The publication pointed out that the
now hadn’t disappeared, but the forever looked
increasingly appealing. “Let’s face it: many things
are inherently transient and short-lived, and con-
sumers like it that way,” the briefing noted. “And
in the looooong run, nothing lasts forever. But
FOREVERISM and NOwIsM aren’t mutually exclu-
sive. The opportunity lies in figuring out which
processes, services, products currently are ephem-

eral when consumers would perhaps prefer some

sort of FOREVERISM.”!8

. The b’rieﬁng explained the benefits of maintain-

ing ?ne.s forcYer pt.esencc: thatis, publicly shari ng

one’s digital identity and keeping it updated. It

suggested that forever presence is possible today
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thanks to “technology that allows [consumers and
businesses] to find, follow, interact and collabo-
rate forever with anyone & anything,” like social
media, which TrendWatching likened to “an
cternally up-to-date encyclopedia of individuals.”
Social media profiles “will live on forever,” along
with “billions of other digital crumbs scattered
across cyberspace,” because “younger generations
will never want to dispose of their groomed online
presence to begin with.” Those who use social
media — “which in mature consumer societies
will mean 99% of the population” — will have
a “forever presence.” This is a positive develop-
ment, according to the briefing, because “What's
forever present, is forever findable and trackable,
0.719

Individuals online don’t just stay forever pre-
sent, they can converse with each other forever,
too. This “conversation revolution” started by
social media platforms has facilitated conversa-
tions among “friends, family, strangers, foes, and
yes, brands, in every possible combination until
the end of times.” The briefing contended that
consumers have always conversed with compa-
nies, but the “real-time, in-your-face, mass public
conversation” occurring online has proven to be a

to
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better way for consumers to interact direc'tly, and
constantly, with brands (as well as celebrities), 1
someone wants to make a suggestion, file a copy,.
or ask a question, they can tweet at the
m in a post. And others cap
if they see the tagged

plaint,
company Of tag the
join the conversation, toc;(;
post on their home page.
Finally, the briefing called for an endless col-
laboration between consumers and companies,
for thinking of the process as the product, and
for prioritizing the unfinished over the final — in
short, for adopting a “beta attitude.” In a section
titled “Forever Beta,” it suggested that providing
feedback to brands will publicly reveal their flaws
but that brands should be open to “introducing
and revealing themselves, flaws and all.” If a user
posts about a mistake a brand makes, the brand
will have to acknowledge and rectify it. A “loop-
ing, continuous dialogue” will occur between
consumers and brands, and to maintain a good
relationship with consumers, brands will need to
operate in a “humble, transparent, unpolished,
almost human-like FOREVER BETA mode.”?!
This short memo from the ad world proved
to be quite prescient. Intended to help market-
ers come up with new strategies, it described

22

WHEN NOTHING EVER ENDS

a discourse with enormous influence today.
Individuals who are forever trackable, conversa-
tions that are never finished, products that are
constantly being updated — these were capitalist
ideals long before the TrendWatching briefing,
and they continue to be perpetuated under capi-
talism. The briefing merely put a name to a set
of statements, beliefs, attitudes, values, and pro-
cesses already circulating. However, it failed to
consider the potential pitfalls of these ideals.
What are the consequences of remaining forever
present, operating in a forever beta mode, and
conversing forever? How do the tenets of forever-
ism shape both the corporate sector and our lives?
Does the forever work alongside or against the
instant “now” culture of capitalism? And what
happens when nothing ever ends?

It might seem vulgar to adopt a term created
by marketers to describe some of the conditions
of late capitalism. But marketing and advertising
terms can describe negative conditions without
necessarily meaning to. I'm reading the same
words in the TrendWatching briefing as any
marketer would, but where they might see pos-
sible strategies to promote brands, I — as a critic
of consumer capitalism — see possibilities for

23




WHEN NOTHING EVER END§

exclusion, control, and oppression, Thig Moy,
to a difference in perception but also 4 disagre,.
ment over the purpose of marketing, which, ot
TrendWatching, is to serve businesses, By, for
me, the purpose of marketing is to Mainsj,
corporate dominance over our lives, to PaCkagc
brands with specific discourses that speak o the
public but that serve ultimately to disenfray.
chise the working and middle classes and funne]
wealth to the minority of individuals who owp
major corporations. In short, I find foreverisy,
to be a useful term, just not in the same way
TrendWatching does.

My argument in this book is that foreverism
has replaced the older positivist discourses against
nostalgia by proving to be a vital solution to 2
longstanding problem under capitalism: how to
extinguish nostalgia while also profiting from
it. But although foreverism appears less harsh
than the punitive measures proposed by yester-
day’s positivists, its mission is sill to suppress
any emotional expression that might threaten the
capitalist directives to work and produce, includ-
ing the work needed to keep the past alive in chid

' present. When nothing ever ends, the feelings

associated with endings are muted —_ positive
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feelings such as the contentment and 'rclicf felt
after finishing something, but sometimes also
sadness, pain, grief, and of course nOSta‘ngé’l, espe-
cially when something ends that we didn’t wax;t
to end. Foreverism promises to rtzhcvc those feel-
ings while also making it quite difficult for us to
rest knowing that the work is done, the case is
closed, the story is over. .

In what follows, I aim to explan} why fo.r-
everism has become a domim'm.t discourse in
contemporary culture and poh'tlcs, the eﬁfcc.ts
foreverism has on our conception of .n.osta'lgla
in particular, and the consequences of living in a
time when nothing ever ends.
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Everything Not Saved Will Be [ g

There is a difference between preservation and
.fo.rcvcrizing, and a difference between forever-
izing and restoration, that should be noted
All three are less punitive strategies to aUcviatc.
the nostalgic subject’s bittersweet longing for
th.e past, but they are no Jess tenacious in thejr
nus:ilon to loosen nostalgia’s grip — and they
it o F3E

e );:rr:i up reinforcing the very longing they

EVERYTHING NOT SAVED WILL BE LOST

degree freczing enough to halt all organic activ-
ity, enclose it in a vault, collect it with others

and arrange them to be visible and admired, then
charge admission. The process has its origins in
the nineteenth century’s “economy of desire”:
the spectacularization of objects, the commodi-
fication of the winsome, when the quaint and
very small became fetishized.' The dizzying spiral
of keepsakes, souvenirs, curio cabinets — these
private objects turned living spaces into museums,
where “domestic daydreaming and armchair nos-
talgia” could be indulged.?

The problem is that which is preserved must
“die,” so to speak, to be protected. It must be
frozen in rigor mortis; it cannot exist in its con-
text without risking patination. Neither can it
truly live. “A culture that is merely preserved is
no culture at all,” Mark Fisher told us.? This pre-
sents a problem: one longs to be able to interact
with the preserved thing, to live with it, burt it
must be protected from time, must exist so close
but so far away. Restoration, on the other hand,
involves cleaning up something old to make it
look new, or better than new. Bur the restoration
can only last so long before it will need restoring

once again.
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Let me provide an example from populay i
o illustrate the differences between preseryyy, ;c
restoration, and foreverizing: the long‘mnnin ,
American rock band Lynyrd Skynyrd. Formeq o
the 1960s, Lynyrd Skynyrd has enjoyed Sulocad
thanks in part to its willingness to foreverize itself
against aging and death, as well as the fan labo ¢

keep the spirit of the band alive through time, T,
preserve Lynyrd Skynyrd’s music is to keep the
band’s physical media safe from aging, perhaps
by framing one of their vinyl records and hangj ng
it on a wall. Prized Lynyrd Skynyrd memorabiliz
can also be preserved by placing it behind glass or
in 2 museum. Some of the band’s original tapes

are stored in an air-conditioned room in a house
belonging to Tom Markham, regarded as the
first to record the band in the late 1960s.% These
are all preservation tactics; the point is to freeze
pieces of the band in time. To restore Lynyrd
Skynyrd’s music is to remix and remaster it to
meet modern-day audio standards. As a result,
the music sounds cleaner and clearer, maybe even
louder and better, than it originally did. It’s a
more interactive approach than preservation
and gives the feelir?g that one is encountering
them for the first time again. But to foreverize

EVERYTHING NOT SAVED WILL BE LOST

Lynyrd Skynyrd is to add new members to the
band when older members leave or pass away,
something they’ve been doing in earnest since
their reformation in the late 1980s following the
deadly 1977 plane crash that killed three of their
members. Lynyrd Skynyrd could also foreverize
themselves by allowing contemporary producers
to remix their hits for marketing purposes. The
2022 TOTEM remix of “Free Bird” is a per-
fect example of foreverizing. TOTEM describes
itself as a “boutique music library” that produces
cinematic music for theatrical marketing.® Its
remix of “Free Bird” is designed to penetrate new
marketing channels and generate new sources of
income, ultimately aiding in the franchising of
the band. The remix sounds like Hans Zimmer
covering Skynyrd: pounding drums, huge strings,
and a plummeting moment of silence before the
guitar-led outro kicks in. Across its 3:00 runtime,
you can almost see the trailer to a blockbuster
action film flash before your eyes.

One is reminded of the Ship of Theseus story
when encountering a foreverized product. If all
the original parts of a ship are replaced with new
ones, is it still the same ship? Is Lynyrd Skynyrd
still Lynyrd Skynyrd with the members of their
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Trapped In The Present

Living according to foreverist ideals — to be
forever present, upgrading, and conversing —
can be an exhausting existence. You experience
the feeling of stasis, of being stuck, as if nothing
ever gets done (nothing’s ever done), as well as
the jetlag of constant motion. You must always
remain vigilant so you don’t ever “miss” anything,
always improving, perfecting, grinding, hustling,
and moving up, so you’re never done with work.
As TrendWatching noted, the “process is the
product.” Betterment, however, does not mean
change in a foreverist society. You must grow
but also be continuous with yourself, to keep
your “forever presence,” because foreverist socie-
ties would like to maintain continuity to keep
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TRAPPED IN THE PRESENT

Not If, But When

This feeling of inevitable entrapment is often
expressed in a phrase that commonly repeats in
public discourse today: “It’s not a matter of if,
but when.” I started noticing the phrase some-
time during the COVID-19 lockdowns of 2020.
I remember the Centers for Disease Control
warning Americans that it wasn’t a matter of if
COVID-19 would disrupt our lives, but when it
would. The phrase, with its threat-level aura, was
then applied to every conceivable danger: cyber-
attacks, economic crashes, data breaches, the next
pandemic. I heard my father say it during a con-
versation about one of the COVID variants in
2021. Friends have said it, usually frustrated by
some inevitable change coming to their careers:
“My hands are tied at work. It’s not a matter of if

my job will be restructured, but when . . .”
According to the statement, these crises were
destined to happen. The speakers of the phrase,
assuming the role of negative prophets, were tell-
ing us that bad things were going to occur whether
we liked it or not. At best we could hunker down
and accept our fate. When a Medscape article
declared that it wasn’t a matter of if a radiation
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oncology department would be the ey vi
&
of a cyberattack, but when, the author wqg du
: em.
onstrating that these attacks are “increagiy i
frequency and magnitude” — which js togs '
: . a
they're already here, they're getting worse, and w,
might be too vulnerable to stop them.! Preyens ;
S 5, 0
is futile. Only resilience can save us now ;
To utter “not if, but when” is to announce
: ; : a
determined future into existence and to silence
any objections. At best, it can give attention ¢,
the concerning issues bearing down on us, by
b
rarely are any alternatives offered to thwart, or 4
!cast mitigate, the harm of when. Rather, it prom-
l;cs ;‘clauvc stasis: we must maintain through the
L .
= season, the endless winter. To the degree
Chang: is possible, it is negative: things will
ange, but the change will b
2 : ge will be for the worse
eanwhile, corporate and mil; |
A L) and military powers will
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ability of markets, while th &
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; going series Of cinematic frar}chisc with

like an © % ment framed as an inevitable plot.
each dct::sogic off, older narratives are rebooted,
g:ta: ;Z overarching structure of th;: series remains
he same. The status quo remains forever present,
while people are expected to survive — or even
somehow to derive growth from — extreme, life-
threatening conditions. Our perception 1s that
someone else is controlling our lives, and why
would it be any different? “Not if, but when”
essentially locks us into assigned positions for the
foresceable future. This agency lock-in, combined
with expectations that we quantify performance
.t work and home, navigate convoluted bureau-
cracies, and compete to earn salary raises, can
make a person feel as if they’re trapped in a game,
controlled by a remote sadistic gamer.

Those of us feeling trapped are not automatons;
rather, we are like characters in a story who have
become aware of our entrapment. Some might
enjoy living in a predetermined universe, one
that’s pre-written for them. Unless, of course, the
universe is hostile; then they might endeavor to
scale one level up from the simulation and into
the real world. They would experience profound
horror knowing they were locked in the wrong
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instructed to run o the bridge, present the gib-
berish data scrolling on his tablet to the science
officer in person, and leave the bridge as soon
as possiblc. He also notices that fellow mem-
bers will occasionally act more dramatically than
usual, only to snap back to normal, and he’s told
(0 avoid “the Narrative” by a recluse on the ship.
Along with a group of fellow ensigns, Dahl
learns the truth of what's going on: their lives are
being influenced by the writers of 7he Chronicles of
the Intrepid, a series that premiered on basic cable
in 2007 and ran for several seasons. Everything
that happens in the show in some way happens
aboard the Intrepid. When a writer kills off a
character in the show, their double dies in real
life in the future. Dahl and the others are worried
that they too will be killed in horrible ways unless
they travel back in time and stop production on
the show.
The first half of the novel, before the twist is
revealed, explores the frustrations of military
bureaucracy, the lack of concern senior officers

have for their crew, and the sycophantic behav-
iors ensigns must display to the officers. When

ensigns are killed off, they’re quickly replaced by
new ones. There is a steady pipeline of talent
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1dvance che plot-
The characters in Redshirts discover that all the
ems of pOVE! have coordinated against them
0 keep che story in which they're trapped forever
resent. Some individuals are expendable and die
q“"ddy; others are expected O Sty alive without
cears Of nostalgia for the ones they Ve \ost. Facing
such strange Circumstances, they do about the
only thing they can do: converse with each other
constantly.

Scalzi writes almost the endre novel in dia-
logue. Characters are always saying something,
always quipping and commenting usually about
the absurd things happening © them. The lan-
guage Sealzi writes for his characters is similar to
Whedonspeak, 2 style of dialogue popularized by
writer Joss Whedon, whose credits include Buffy

the Vampire Slayer and The Cabin in the Woods.

as if they are vaguely aware they are acting ina
fction, or, atleasts &5 if they are familiar with the
dramatic tropes of television and feel the need
to constandly comment on them. Characters in




TRAPPED IN THEg PRESENT

Whedon’s storjes rarely say silent ut
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why a plot is developing the way thy
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ese ATE especial\y crucial points to con-
o communicating on social platforms.
The Jbility © engage cor}standy viith others is
cial media’s main ateractions, yet free

is not equally Jistributed online. A social
Spla form is 0ot 2 public space- T‘:\th ?ppeis
eyerywhere online the defmocrat‘lzauon of speak-
ing one's Voices but doing soO 15 al.ways on the
rerms Of the digital platform, which demands
that users contribute so that data is produced for
media corporations 10 better micro-target their
ads at audiences for the next reboot.

A foreverized world seems 1 strerch without
end., It is tiresome 10 live in one, tO stand up and
be counted as Crew members, who are framed as
disposable and subjected t© violence, while lead-
ers escape harm aboard a dangerous ship hurting
toward oblivion. We are encouraged t© brand
ourselves, ©© sell” ourselves © companies, and as

a result we are prcssurcd to conform t0 inflexible
roles, to perform s empty—hcaded sitcom people
who never feel loss of pain, speaking t© ea

other in the cynical language of Whedonspeak:
aware of our fate but unable to do n.\ore -

s'\gnal to others chat we re aware: ’.Ihere is nlo time
for nostalgia in a world like this, no © erance
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for mourning logs long;

in
loss comes for g all, I g s il
when, EE '
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Atter of if s
] ut

» gradual
Any person found hidin o

0 M : bject, like
€mory Poljce, ithg ¥y
Jackboots, The nimta b

m
. People of the ;
disappearances themsc:lve:h :ol:land

only he
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e afraid that the Memory Police will come for
m but also because once the memory of an
d{:-ect has died, the object has no use. Of what
351 is perfume if you cannot smell it, if it does not
conjure memories, if it does not make one nos-
ralgic? What good is a novel if words and stories
read like gibberish scrawled on paper?
The novel begins with a fading memory: the
narrator asking her mother about the disappear-
ances. “One morning you'll simply wake up and
it will be over, before you've even realized,” her
mother tells her. “Lying still, eyes closed, ears
pricked, trying to sense the flow of the morning
air, you'll feel that something has changed from
the night before, and you'll know that you've lost
something, that something has been disappeared
from the island.””
When the calendars disappear, the island
succumbs to endless winter. Snow falls continu-
ously. A couple of people worry that winter will
last forever. “I wonder if spring will ever come,”
a former hatmaker comments. “Think about it.
With the calendars gone, no matter how long we
wait, we'll never get to a new month . . . so spring
will never come.”® Without spring there won’t be
any crops. Nothing new will bloom.
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