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with its unknown 
atrocities waiting up the road

ahead. So when appeals are made to progress,

they are often scoffed at. Few would endorse the

notion that things could get better. But there are

still ham-fisted attempts to revive the dead corpse

Of progress. Tech corporations 
rhetorically weave

their inventions into the narrative of progress and

historicize them as the next great leap forward,

whether they're driverless cars, digital currencies,

virtual reality platforms. It is hard to take them

seriously. Only the most delusional technocrats

would ever believe that the invention of the electric

vehicle triggered a paradigm shift as transformative

as the invention of the incandescent light bulb.

Since progress aged poorly into an unreliable

myth, something was needed to solve the nostal-

gia reaction, something coeval with the exigencies

of a therapeutic society, a cure masquerading

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.

16

WHEN NOTHING EVER ENDS

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 ð 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

presentforeverism. Foreverism gives people every-

where the notion that ours is a past-gazing sociey;

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 nos-

talgia in ages.

The discourse of foreverism sanctions a process

I'll call foreverizing. Expanding cinematic "uni-

verses," cloud archiving, and even voice cloning

technologies are all in the business of forever-

izing, that is, of revitalizing things that have

degraded, failed, or disappeared so they can

remain active in the present forever. To forever-

ize something is not merely to preserve or restore

it but to reanimate it in the present and ensure

its future surviv , forevefAt 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,

so that we won't miss them anymore ... so that

we won't feel the pain of longing for the past ð

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. flhat's why we don't just digitize
your old videos, movie films and photos to be
playable now ð we foreverize your memories to
be relived over and over again."17 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 diffcult to ensure.
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Shortly after that, I came across the term

foreverism in the most unlikely of places: a mar-

keting publication. In 2009 consumer trend

firm 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."18

briefing explained the benefits of maintain-
ing one's forever presence: that is, publicly sharing
one's digital identity and keeping it updated. It
suggested that forever presence is possible today

20

WHEN NOTHING EVER ENDS

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

eternally 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

mediað "which in mature consumer societies

will mean 99% of the population" ð 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,

too.

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
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better way for consumers to interact directly, and

constantly, with brands (as well as celebrities). If

someone wants to make a suggestion, file a com-

plaint, or ask a question, they can tweet at the

company or tag them in a post. And others can

join the conversation, too, 
20

if they see the tagged

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 -ð 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." Ifa user

posts about a mistake a brand makes, the brand

will have to acknowledge and recti$r 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."21

short memo from the ad world proved
to be quite prescient. Intended to help market-
ers come up with new strategies, it described
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a discourse with enormous influence today,

Individuals who are forever trackable, conversa-

tions that are never finished, products that are

constantly being updated ðð 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 ð as a critic

of consumer capitalismð see possibilities for
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exclusion, control, and oppression. This amounts
to a difference in perception but also a disagree.
ment over the purpose of marketing, which, for
TrendWatching, Åis to serve businesses. But for
me, the purpose of marketing is to maintain
corporate dominance over our lives, to package
brands with specific discourses that speak to the
public but that serve ultimately to disenfran-
chise the working and middle classes and funnel
wealth to the minority of individuals who own
major corporations. In short, I find foreverism
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 a
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 still 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 thepresent. When nothing ever ends, the feelingsassociated with endings are muted positive

24

WHEN NOTHING EVER ENDS

feelings such as the contentment and relief felt

after finishing something, but sometimes also

sadness, pain, grief, and of course nostalgia, espe-

cially when something ends that we didn't want

to end. Foreverism promises to relieve those feel-

ings while also making it quite diffcult for us to

rest knowing that the work is done, the case is

closed, the story is over.

In what follows, I aim to explain why for-

everism has become a dominant discourse in

contemporary culture and politics, the effects

foreverism has on our conception of nostalgia

in particular, and the consequences of living in a

time when nothing ever ends.
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Everything Not Saved Will Be Lost

There is a difference between preservation and
foreverizing, and a difference between forever-
izing and restoration, that should be noted.
All three are less punitive strategies to alleviatethe nostalgic subject's bittersweet longing forthe past, but they are no less tenacious in theirmission to loosen nostalgia's grip ð and theyusually end up reinforcing the very longing theytry to cure.

Preservation, Restoration, 
Foreverizing

Preservation starts with the impulse to save things.Decontextualize an object and place it behindglass, seal it in amber, lower the temperature to a
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degree freezing 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. 1 The dizzying spiral

of keepsakes, souvenirs, curio cabinets ð these

private objects turned living spaces into museums,

where "domestic daydreaming and armchair nos-

talgia" could be indulged.2

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.3 Tlis pre-

sents a problem: one longs to be able to interact

with the preserved thing, to live with it, but it
must be protected from time, must exist so dose
but so far away. Restoration, on the other hand,
involves cleaning up something old to make it
look new, or better than new. But the restoration
can only last so long before it will need restoring
once again.
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Let me provide an example from popular music

to illustrate the differences between preservation

restoration, and foreverizing: the long-running

American rock band Lynyrd Skynyrd. Formed in

the 1960s, Lynyrd Skynyrd has enjoyed success

thanks in part to its willingness to foreverize itself

against aging and death, as well as the fan labor to

keep the spirit Of the band alive through time. To

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 hanging

it on a wall. Prized Lynyrd Skynyrd memorabilia

can also be preserved by placing it behind glass or

in a 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.4 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 feeling that one is encountering
them for the first time again. But to foreverize
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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.5 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 Treseus 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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feelings: the nostalgia for thfor the future. e 
original, 

thForeverism 
isn't 

immaterial. 
Altho

concept of forever 
carries 

transcendent 
im

ety

cations, while the now appears so much
tangible, 

material, and bodily, 
these are

shifting 
associations. 

imperative 
to 

in

the present" is perhaps as 
transcendent 

as

3

promise that one's love will last forever. Th

PresentTrapped In 
not so different. Both the now and the forever
have planetary 

consequences 
that affect us 

i

But when the past is collapsed into the
and everything is future-proofed, 

you might feel
Living according to foreverist ideals ð to be
forever present, upgrading, and conversing ð

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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things trackable. 
Individuals arebrand themselves on social media, 

exchanging
performance of inflexibility for likes, foliopartnerships, 

endorsements. 
Staying true to one's

brand, and unable to exercise much 
autonomy, a

person trapped in a foreverist society can feel
though they are a character in a cinematicverse, or an icon in a game played by someone
else, or like they're laboring in a virtual simultion. Players search for exits out of thebut are confronted by borders, 

bureaucracies,-
Maintenance of the status quo is privilegedover progress in a foreverist society. Legislationto improve the lives of the working class isn'tpassed; debt keeps people stuck in place, unableto move forward; people feel out of control intheir own lives. Meanwhile, capitalism maintainsgrowth of profit for the elites while telling the restof us that insignificant, incremental updating isthe best that can be done.Action is limited, pre-determined, forecasted. It seems there is nothing
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Not If, But When

Ihis 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. Tie 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. Ihe 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 next victim
of a cyberattack, but when, the author was dem-
onstrating that these attacks are "increasing in
frequency and magnitude" which is to say,
they're already here, they're getting worse, and we
might be too vulnerable to stop them. Prevention

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 to
the concerning issues bearing down on us, but
rarely are any alternatives offered to thwart, or at
least mitigate, the harm of when. Rather, it prom-
ises relative stasis: we must maintain through the
harsh season, the endless winter. To the degree
change is possible, it is negative: things will
change, but the change will be for the worse.
Meanwhile, corporate and military powers will
make necessary changes to maintain the oper-
ability of markets, while the most vulnerable areexpected to adopt a tough disposition, to makethe necessary cuts to survive, and to do so with-out question and certainly without longing for

The phrase reflects a weird viewpoint in thedigital age: it is as if reality itself can be viewed
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like an ongoing series or cinematic franchise with

each 
development framed as an inevitable plot.

Characters die off, older narratives are rebooted,

but the overarching structure of the series remains

the same. status quo remains forever 
yð 

present,

or even
The 

while people are expected to survive

somehow to derive growth from -ð extreme, life-

threatening conditions. Our perception is 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

foreseeable future. *Ihis agency lock-in, combined

with expectations that we quantify performance

at 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. would experience profound

horror knowing they were locked in the wrong
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