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Set in Stone 

 It is a common saying that, “The past is set in stone,” and one cannot erase it.  Quoted by 

many, this is logically and literally correct.  However the human brain is not made of stone, so 

memories are not necessarily engraved in it.  With time, embarrassing recollections will be 

forgotten, to a major extent, and allow people to start anew.  Such is part of the value of Victor 

Mayer-Schonberger’s idea of “societal forgetting,” mentioned in his book Delete: The Virtue of 

Forgetting in the Digital Age.  A reading I agree with, coinciding with Science, Religion, and 

History. 

 The fact that memories fade from the mind naturally is an extremely important entity. 

Mayer-Schonberger says that “society accepts that human beings evolve overtime” and that we 

“learn from past experiences and adjust our behavior.”  Thus stating, it is by nature people 

change.  One must think back to how did the term “set in stone” originate?  It is an unavoidable 

truth that the human mind cannot remember everything forever.  There is a limited about of 

space, it is true the mind can hold incredibly vast amounts of data, but humans only use 15% of 

their mind.  With this biological restraint well known, people of ancient times created an 

occupation they called “scribes.”  These scribes would engrave documents into stone tablets, so 

that important records would not be forgotten.  This simple and primitive solution was a response 

to the realization that humans need an external record to actually be able to retain superfluous 

information.  Since biologically, people are just not able to “remember everything.” 
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 From a religious point of view, one could say humans were created to exist as they do 

naturally; whether that is remembering memories for an eternity, or not. God did not create 

humans to record every action done by another, by their own means at least.  The exception, of 

course, being those born with a “photographic memory,” since such individuals can recollect 

memories with an uncanny degree of clarity for an equally uncanny amount of time.  However 

one must think, “Why is not everybody born with such ability?”  The answer is simple.  With 

divine intention and emphasis on forgiveness, humans are meant to “move on” or “evolve” from 

their past mistakes, and “learn to change.”  Such a philosophy sounds incredibly similar to 

Mayer-Schonberger’s.  One must admit that Science and Religion come together in this sense. 

 In addition, History coincides.  Non-western history, as a diverse contrary to a European 

Christianity example, had forgiveness and privacy in their customs as well. The Talmud, for 

example, also coincides with Mayer-Schonberger’s idea of Societal Forgetting.  The fact that 

“gossip or tale-bearing about other people,” regardless the method or nature, “was considered a 

terrible sin,” is simple understood by the idea that their belief that gossip in the form of oral 

tradition would never allow for details of one’s embarrassing, incident to be forgotten.  After a 

long enough time “ascending to the divine,” an exaggeration of simply saying the person would 

die ashamed.  Such instances would not allow one to achieve forgiveness and “evolve” and learn. 

 Mayer-Schonberger portrays the importance of societal forgetting in a valid and 

convincing manner.  The internet is the new stone tablet; moreover, humans are the scribes.  Not 

literally engraving memories in rock, but virtually and nonetheless permanently.  Facebook and 

Myspace, created for social networking and self expression are public, but not necessarily 

permanent.  They can be deleted.  The problem lies with the viewers.  Sharing sites that take 

what is public can record and promote its spreading, out of the victims control; essentially 
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engaging in the Talmud’s considered sin.  When people search for repressed memories, they are 

challenging their own biology; they acquire an external method of recording what they could not 

with their own mind.  In addition, they challenge religion by attempting to adopt a photographic 

memory that was not theirs by birth.  Not to mention a memory capacity larger than any human 

should have.  All these reasons tilt my scale of judgment to believe that society: should forget, 

should be able to forgive, and should allow someone to change.  The past itself may be set in 

stone, but even the deepest engravings can be erased by the sands of time. 


