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TIME magazine recently ran a feature story about Lonni Sue Johnson, an accomplished 
artist who has lost the ability to make new memories.  
 
Her disease sounds like a plot device from a science-fiction novel, or a gimmick the 
filmmaker Christopher Nolan created for his thriller Memento. Step into a room with her 
and Lonni will warmly ask if you want to see some of her art. But step out for a moment, 
and she will ask you the exact same question upon your return. She has no knowledge 
that she has ever met you.  
 
Her entire world is constricted to the people and objects immediately in front of her. Like 
an infant who lacks object permanence, she lives divorced from any past or future. To 
quote a great American journalist, she lives in the “perpetual present.” 
 
Her condition is tragic. But both Guatemalans and Americans, myself included, risk 
willfully giving themselves the same disease.   
 
Glance at today’s headlines, and world events seem hopelessly complex, filled with 
obstinate irrationality embodied by figures like Iran’s Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Rwanda’s 
Paul Kagame, Israel’s Benjamin Netanyahu, and a slew of others on every continent. But 
look back just a few decades, from the 1953 coup in Iran, the 1959 Hutu Revolution in 
Rwanda, and multiple Arab-Israeli wars and current events will not only make more 
sense, but they will start to sound familiar. Go back even further to, say, Mayan de-
forestation and today’s environment destruction by international conglomerates will seem 
excruciatingly familiar.  
 
But context is often lost among citizens who have given up trying to understand the 
broader picture. Choosing partisanship over problem solving, dogma over nuance, sound 
bites over complex arguments and (perhaps most importantly) visual entertainment over 
reading of any kind, voters have sold their birthright to knowledge and wisdom in 
exchange for comfort and convenience. It’s no surprise that these same voters, divorced 
from the familiar past and a predictable future, choose leaders who act as if their nation 
exists outside of history.  
 
The protagonist in Memento, who is also unable to make new memories, lives the only 
life possible in a perpetual present: one filled with violence, lies, and superficial 
relationships. It is up to us whether or not we will continue to follow in his footsteps.  
 
 
  


