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Everyone is familiar with déjà vu. �It feels like I have been here be-
fore.� Or, �have I not met you before?� Or, �it is as if I knew this all along.� 
Déjà vu is commonly regarded as an uncanny phenomenon, whereby that 
which has in fact never happened is remembered. For this contentless rec-
ollection, emphasis is usually placed upon the way in which memory is 
generated of an experience which never took place. 

Upon initial consideration, it appears then somewhat counter-intuitive 
that the emphasis on Peter Krapp�s Déjà vu is not upon remembrance, but 
forgetting. There are two reasons behind this focus. Firstly, in order to talk 
of a �cultural memory,� as the subtitle suggests, it is necessary to move be-
yond a purely subjective experience. If a cultural memory exists, then this 
memory is by no means false, as it can never be reduced to the experience 
of one single individual. Secondly, even if the mnemotechnics of contempo-
rary culture seek to emphasize that everything can be stored (since every-
thing can be digitized), it still remains doubtful as to whether such a super-
archive would assist in remembering. Indeed, it seems that the more data 
one has at one�s disposal, the easier it is to become lost in its sheer volume 
and, hence, the easier it becomes to forget. 

Attuned to this aporia of remembering, Krapp is intent on demonstrat-
ing that memory and forgetting do not form an opposition; they are not a 
couplet of mutually excluded terms. That which characterizes an ethics of 
memory is precisely such an exclusivity. According to cultural history, it is 
imperative to record the �treasures of the past.� And, as media theory may 
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suggest, memory is a dispensation of new technologies. That which char-
acterizes the ethics of memory is the ideological prescription of progress; a 
better society is one that either keeps its �treasures� or strives for techno-
logical improvement. Meanwhile, the opacity of these goals hardly dis-
guises the fact that they are �an attempt to dictate what people should 
think� (xi). Conversely, Krapp is intent to develop an ethics of forgetting. 

Such an ethics of forgetting rejects the ideological impetus of forms of 
thinking which privilege modes of deception. So long as memory is op-
posed to forgetting, it is always defined in opposition to that which seeks to 
deceive it, the various forms of akrasia (xvii-xx). Here, the individual and 
society are monolithic structures. The déjà vu experience, which cancels 
out subjective experience and questions the uniform progress of a/the so-
ciety, instead forms a dialectic of attention and distraction. What is at issue 
in this dialectic is the manner by which repetition is enacted. In other words, 
it is not merely what is repeated or remembered; it is not the content itself 
that is at stake. Rather, the emphasis is upon the repetition of that which 
has not merely occurred, and which will not re-occur. This unrepeatable 
repetition, �that which returns in the guise of the first time� (48), is an ex-
perience of the present inextricably linked to the past, but which has a 
stake in the future � this is what Krapp refers to as �déjà vu.� 

Déjà vu thus becomes the term that characterizes the mnemonics of 
modernity � the disruptive, failed memory of modernity. If Krapp explicitly 
links his conception of the déjà vu to Walter Benjamin�s dialectical images 
(94), then it simply illustrates that Krapp�s project is no less ambitious than 
an Arcades Project looking at the cultural history of the twentieth century: 
an ambition that constitutes this book�s greatest achievement. Krapp shows 
that an ethics of forgetting creates the possibility of a discourse that ad-
dresses philosophy and psychoanalysis, cultural investigation and media 
theory, writing and theatre, art and cinema, literature and the internet. With 
breathtaking acuity, Krapp shows how the twists and turns of memory 
manifest themselves in Freud and Benjamin, Heiner Müller and Andy War-
hol, Clint Eastwood�s The Unforgiven, Derrida and the hypertext. 

Déjà vu thus becomes a concept that allows for cultural investigation 
while also taking a stance in historiography. Krapp argues that a genuine 
history is only possible if it is a cultural history which takes account of for-
getting. For example, Krapp�s discussion of Eastwood�s The Unforgiven, 
demonstrates that �forgiveness, as an ethics of forgetting � requires the 
exact recall of the injury to be forgiven and reinscribed as modified mem-
ory� (101). Ultimately, this recall and re-inscription hinges on the way in 
which justice is conceived. That which characterizes Eastwood�s Oscar-
winning film is that it �sharply separates justice from morality� (107). This is 



Peter Krapp    ░ 148 

a radical departure from the Western film genre, which traditionally sup-
ports a coincidence of justice and the enaction of law, while the separation 
of justice and morality �suspends the law and the law of time with it� (115). 
For the moment at which the law is carried out, forgiveness no longer takes 
place, but rather, retribution. The exact recall of the injury is only possible 
through such suspension. However, the suspension itself is only possible 
within its own historicity, evidenced here in the particular genre of the 
Western film. Krapp shows that Eastwood sought to redeem the genre by 
reworking it, �looking ahead by looking back� (104). What is then carried 
out is a double déjà vu; where there is a fold between forgiveness and ret-
ribution, as well as between a faithfulness to, and a forgetting of, the genre 
(116), such that the exact recall demanded by forgiveness is not only a 
matter for a memory of the past, but also a matter for the future unfolding of 
the genre. Déjà vu is no less a recollection of the future as it is a recollec-
tion of the past. 

Such an analysis demonstrates that, unlike much contemporary cul-
tural studies, theory is not the antimatter of cultural reality. Rather, if theory 
is to be regarded from the vantage point of déjà vu, it is precisely the other 
way round: theory is the matter, and �reality,� either as a purported total re-
call or as a total storage of memory, is its ideological anti-matter. Moreover, 
the inversion of matter carried over by déjà vu demonstrates that both past 
and future are incorporated in its envelope, without the past thereby be-
coming a mystical foundation, nor the future a utopian vision. Rather, they 
are folded over in the future perfect of déjà vu, in its philosophy of time that 
sees in forgetting the impossible possibility of redemption. 

It would not be a mere turn of phrase to say that we, of course, knew 
this all along, nor would the confession of such a future anterior knowledge 
be an additional theorizing of Krapp�s theory of the déjà vu. Actually, such a 
fore-knowledge, which is also a knowledge carried over into the future, is 
made possible by Krapp�s own hypertext in his Hydra project 
(www.hydra.umn.edu). This website functions not only as a prequel to the 
book, and a resource depository of material referenced in the book itself, 
but as a site of the future unfolding of déjà vu. Ultimately, this is perhaps 
the strongest and most vital statement of the cultural theory of déjà vu: that 
the ending of memory is impossible. Memory is only possible by remember-
ing the forms that seek to conceal forgetting. Déjà vu, therefore, is the rec-
ollection of that concealment; the recollection of the forgetting of forgetting. 
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