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        Introduction: A Collective Matter

      
      
        The dead make civilization.

        Thomas Laqueur

      

      
        The New Natufians

        One might imagine that in our nomadic origins, being human meant leaving things behind. Anything that could not be carried had to be abandoned—even people. When someone died, whether from old age, disease, or violence, they could not be brought along. Their bones were left to be slowly eaten by the earth. What could be carried on one’s shoulders or dragged through the dirt had to serve the living; memories persisted only in the mind. This transitory life, shuffling from place to place, left little room for permanent memorialization. And so, without the material means to preserve the memory of those who had departed, a community would eventually forget the individuals inhabiting its past.

        As this perpetual nomadic march of humanity finally ground to a halt, however, something had to change. With the establishment of the first permanent settlements, abandonment became impossible.1 After all, if you are not walking away from the dead, they are certainly not walking away from you. Among the first known people to make this transition were the Natufians, a community living approximately where Israel is today. Like most cultures of the late Paleolithic, the Natufians harvested wild grains and used stone tools. What distinguishes them in this setting is the emergence of a curious mortuary ritual, which would later become commonplace among Neolithic cultures. Rather than being left in the sand, the bodies of the dead would remain among the living, buried underneath their dwellings or in the walls connecting the homes of related families. More shocking, at least to us moderns, is that the head of the deceased would be removed, preserved, even decorated. Instead of flesh, plaster was added as a face; instead of eyes, seashells were placed in the empty sockets. The adorned skull would then be placed inside the clay dwellings of the living, alongside countless other skulls like it.2 With time, the living Natufians would literally share their dwellings with the plaster faces of generations of ancestors staring back at them from the walls with glimmering seashell eyes.

        This immediate proximity to the departed marked a major shift in history. To paraphrase Robert Pogue Harrison, it provided a platform where two worlds, one above ground and another beneath, could come to interpret one another.3 It reinforced the sense that the dead remained present in the affairs of the living, which, some say, laid the very foundation for human civilization. And indeed, over the millennia that have elapsed since the Neolithic, new, less morbid versions of the same head removal custom kept emerging. Roman aristocratic funerals, for instance, would sometimes feature painted, so-called imago masks, made from wax imprints of deceased ancestors’ faces and worn by actors to symbolize the welcoming of the newly departed into the ancestral community. In ancient Egypt, the bodies of the dead were famously embalmed in their entirety, buried under some of the greatest architectonic wonders our species has ever seen. In a sense, we still live in the worlds of the dead insofar as we continue to speak their languages, to inhabit their cities and lands, and to build on their legacies. In short, wherever there have been humans, their culture has been informed by the ways they have dealt with past members of their community. As historian Thomas Laqueur concisely put it, “The dead make civilization.”4

        Despite these updated ways of keeping the dead (symbolically) present within the domestic environment, the long-term historical trend has been their gradual removal from our daily living spaces. In modernity—the era referred to by scholars as the age of “forbidden death”—the dead have little to no presence.5 They are seen as a disruption of the order of things, a disturbance that must be concealed at any cost. Few moderns (at least among younger generations) have ever even seen a dead body, let alone witnessed someone’s death. Instead, the departed members of modern communities have been exiled to places where we do not need to think about them, except perhaps on given occasions like All Hallows’ Eve or an occasional funeral. They are hidden from everyday life, confined to cemeteries and archives, which are technically open to visitors but could ultimately be left and forgotten at will. In modernity, the dead have tended to be elsewhere.

        Until now. Today, they are again entering our dwellings, except that those dwellings tend to be online platforms rather than clay houses. Instead of craniums in walls, the faces of the dead stare back at us through the social media profiles they leave behind, through the photo libraries we keep in our smartphones, and through the myriad traces people leave behind in their daily online activities. They remain perpetually present, and increasingly numerous by the day—so numerous, in fact, that on several social networks they may come to outnumber living users’ profiles within only a few decades. So, if the dead “make civilization,” our civilization seems to stand before a shift on par with that of the first Paleolithic settlers. We are the new Natufians.

      
      
        What Do We Do with the Digital Dead?

        In the age of digital media, recording has become the default mode of society. Nearly everything we do leaves some kind of trace behind, whether we intend it or not. Our behavioral and social patterns are recorded by the social media platforms we use to communicate, our taste in music and film is stored by the streaming services we use for entertainment, our consumer patterns are logged by our credit cards, and our search data are recorded and stored on one of Google’s roughly 2.5 million servers.6 Even “offline” activities end up on servers. Many apps send geolocation signals every two seconds, giving an almost perfect record of their users’ whereabouts. The Apple Health app, for example, which comes preinstalled on every iPhone, automatically tracks every step a user takes and logs it in the cloud. So, in case you are an Apple user, there’s a file of data somewhere giving a pretty accurate picture of how fit (or unfit) you have been over the years. Regardless of whether you use the internet actively or not, your life produces an ever-swelling volume of data—a digital shadow that grows increasingly similar to you.

        In their totality, these data become an almost perfect imprint—a hyperrealistic and three-dimensional imago mask, printed not in wax but in ones and zeros. Yet unlike our biological bodies, and unlike wax, this new digital imprint will not deteriorate after your death. Unless corrupted or intentionally deleted, it will remain intact, untouched by the inevitable fate of all organic life. When we encounter the dead through their left-behind data—what researchers call “digital remains”—we are not merely facing a symbolic mask but a lifetime of data, an informational corpse.7

        Meanwhile, the technological means to process and “mine” our data is developing at breakneck speed. In the name of targeted advertisement, an entire industry has grown to predict people’s behavior based on their data trails. The most famous example, perhaps, is how Target used a teenage girl’s credit card records to predict that she was pregnant before her parents had found out.8 It is not a perfect example, since, after all, there are some things that only pregnant women will buy. But targeted ads, boosted by the fast development of artificial intelligence (AI), have come a long way. Provided sufficient data, today’s algorithms may even be able predict your pregnancy before you know it yourself. In fact, they work so well that many people are convinced that their phones “listen” to their conversations to suggest ads for products they have mentioned. The truth is that the heaps of data that people leave behind, combined with the razorlike sharpness of AI, make people much more predictable than their imaginations allow them to comprehend. If you do not believe me, just log into OpenAI’s ChatGPT, give it some text you have written, and ask it to reproduce a new text in the same style. If it looks just like the kind of thing you would have written, do not despair; most people are that predictable, and so are the texts they write.

        Predictive algorithms do not care whether a person is alive or dead. With enough data they can be trained to predict what someone would do, say, or sound like, were they still alive. Amazon recently announced a new feature for their voice assistant Alexa, which, when fed as little as one minute of recorded audio, lets the assistant speak in the voice of a deceased relative. Similarly, a project in the Netherlands set out to produce a “new” Rembrandt painting, based on all available data on his work. An AI application analyzed every possible aspect of Rembrandt’s style—lighting, motif, brush strokes, angles, and so on—and from those patterns emerged what to most people would appear to be an authentic Rembrandt portrait. The same has been done to complete Beethoven’s unfinished Tenth Symphony. In fact, the app Historical Figures even lets users “chat” with dead historical figures, including Adolf Hitler and Jesus of Nazareth, based on what is historically known about them. With relatively small amounts of data, AI can turn anyone’s legacy into an interactive agent.

        Naturally, even the most modest internet user leaves much more information about themselves than Rembrandt or Beethoven did. And just as Rembrandt’s paintings reveal a pattern that can be replicated, so do our digital remains, only our patterns are a lot more detailed. Your personality can literally be extracted from the data you leave behind. As this book will cover in detail, there is even a budding industry around it. MIT start-up Eterni.me, for example, offers users a virtual avatar which, based on their data profile, talks, looks, and behaves just like them.9 The idea is that this artificial agent will make users “virtually immortal” and allow them to chat with their descendants. A new competitor, Hereafter AI, offers the same product, and Microsoft recently filed a patent for a similar product. Soon, our online social presence may no longer be limited to static photos and records of information but will become an interactive agent that responds to new input, or at least continues to produce new content. The faces staring back from the walls of our digital dwellings, in other words, are beginning to speak with voices of their own.

        This may sound more like science fiction than real life. Yet, the automation of our online afterlife presence is not some distant futuristic dream. Nor is it necessarily very high-tech. On the contrary, it is an increasingly widespread phenomenon, running mostly on mobile devices, which is often paired with religious and cultural customs around the world. Consider the increasingly popular phenomenon of Islamic prayer apps. These nascent services automatically send out supplications (a form of Islamic prayer) from their subscribers’ social media profiles—subscribe and the app will take care of your religious online presence for you—often with the explicit promise to continue posting after their users’ deaths.10 As I will show later in this book, these apps generate millions of automated tweets every day, tweets that are increasingly posted from the dead. This is to say that, contrary to common belief, the most common form of automated posthumous presence is not due to some sophisticated Silicon Valley start-up but arises from the ancient and spiritual practice of prayer. Moreover, such tweets do not necessarily present themselves explicitly as coming from the afterlife, since the profiles from which the content is posted remain intact. You have likely already encountered online content posted by deceased users—you just do not know it yet.

        The most fundamental shift, however, is not the new interactivity of the dead, but their constant accessibility. Most of us now have one or several departed friends whose faces continue popping up in our feeds, or whose photos and old messaging logs we return to for comfort. Unlike a grave or a physical photo album, digital remains are accessible from virtually anywhere, with an unprecedented level of granularity. My own grandfather, for instance, who passed away a few years ago, remains constantly within my reach. Whenever I want to, I can pick up my phone, open the Instagram app, and watch a video of him skiing in the Swedish mountains. I can hear his jolly voice, read our conversations, and laugh at his ironic comments on my agitated political posts. I can even post something on his Facebook timeline. A part of him remains there, and the same goes for nearly every person I know who has died. In the ether, they are still present, constantly on call in one’s pocket, alongside all the others you know and regularly communicate with. Wherever you go, the dead go with you.

        Like the emergence of the first permanent settlements in the late Paleolithic, this constant presence of the dead marks a major shift in how we relate to our past and the individuals who inhabit it. It introduces a new mode of being with the dead, which I shall refer to as a post-mortal condition throughout this book. By “post-mortal” I am certainly not referring to some form of digital immortality, by which our souls live on in electronic format. Such a prospect has become a fantasy among so-called transhumanist communities, who believe that the digital revolution is the next step in human evolution, but it has little to do with reality, at least for the foreseeable future (and then some).11 I am also not saying that our digital remains will necessarily endure in perpetuity. Digital data are, like everything else in the world, dependent on material objects for their existence—wires, servers, networks, and so on.12 Like everything else surrounding us, their longevity is subject to the laws of thermodynamics. We are, and will always remain, fundamentally finite. What the post-mortal condition denotes is rather a reconfiguration of the relationship between the living and the dead, a mode of being whereby the dead remain present among the living by default. Unlike previous technologies used to preserve the dead—cemeteries, archives, photo albums—the internet is no longer something that we visit and leave. It is something that we live inside. Today, no one says that they are “going online” or that they are “offline” whenever they do not use the internet. We are constantly connected, constantly within the network. Even if you do not have your phone or laptop with you, you may be close to a car, a fridge, or a TV that is connected to the internet. According to a white paper by Juniper Research, the total number of connected devices is expected to reach eighty-three billion by 2024.13 In this giant network of connected devices, we live onlife, to use a term coined by philosopher Luciano Floridi, in a mode of being where everything is always at hand—even the past.14 For the first time in thousands of years, we live within the same matrix as the dead through the connected archives of the web. The border that once separated our world from theirs is rapidly eroding.

        I describe our new co-dwelling with the dead as a condition because it remains an open question how, if at all, we as a society choose to live with the presence of the past generation. To be sure, this is not a retreat to some original, more natural relationship to them. As philosopher Hans Ruin reminds us, “the ethical and political interaction between the dead and the living will always remain an open challenge, not just a case of being either with or without the dead.”15 I could not agree more, but the point here is that this open challenge is never neutrally manifested to us. It manifests itself in the technological and material circumstances under which the dead remain present. As such, the advent of the internet, and the emergence of the onlife mode of being, changes the conditions under which we interact with, interpret, and negotiate with the dead. Just like the Natufians were suddenly faced with the question of what to do with the bodies of the dead, we too are now faced with the question of how to deal with their digital presence. They are there, and they will not go away unless we actively remove them.

      
      
        Everyone’s Concern

        This book sheds light on the ethical, political, and economic challenges that arise from our post-mortal condition. This is something that affects us all. As we know from personal experience, dealing with the posthumous presence of the deceased can be a difficult process for someone who has just lost a loved one, especially for the next of kin. If the departed person leaves no passwords behind, how does one take down their online accounts and profiles? How does one notify online contacts of their death? And what about their digital assets, subscriptions, and virtual avatars? These are questions that people do not normally walk around thinking about. They pose new and often intimidating challenges, ones for which we have little or no preparation. Moreover, online platforms are rarely designed with such questions in mind, meaning that interfaces can be less than accommodating when one tries to remove a profile or report a user as deceased—especially for an elderly person unfamiliar with apps and websites. On top of this, the presence of a deceased person’s digital remains also raises questions of a more ethical nature. Should the online presence of a person be deleted upon death? Or, on the contrary, is it imperative to preserve it? Who has the authority to decide? Does a dead person still have a right to privacy? And what about the companies that own and control their data—what should their responsibility be? Answering these questions is a responsibility that ultimately falls on each of us as individuals.

        At the same time, we are also facing such questions collectively, as a society, or better, as a civilization, responding to the lingering presence of past generations. Here, our individual experiences are secondary, for we are each affected, whether we or our loved ones use the internet or not. According to the United Nations’ population projections, around 2.2 billion people are expected to pass away within the next three decades alone (almost eight billion over the course of the century), many leaving a considerable volume of data behind.16 These data will eventually fill up the servers of the platforms we use for daily communication. As I outline in some detail in chapter 2, the dead on Facebook may even come to outnumber the living as soon as 2070. If the network continues to grow at current rates, it will have accumulated close to five billion profiles of deceased users—from virtually all around the world—by the end of the century. Every social network, every business that gathers data about its consumers is facing a similar future. At some point the users or consumers will die. Then what? For Facebook, allowing bereaved families either to remove the profile or to turn it into a digital memorial has served as a temporary solution. But what happens as the custodians of the memorials also pass away? And as the servers are slowly taken over by the dead, which threatens the very business model of ad-driven platforms, the question remains: What do you do with their data? What should be done with their data?

        As I will stress repeatedly throughout this book, whatever the answer is, the implications go far beyond the consequences for individual users. Insofar as the dead “make civilization,” this is a concern for entire societies, not just individuals and their families. Why? Because the digital remains of the billions of individuals who use the internet today amount to something more than a collection of individual user histories. In aggregate, they also constitute our collective digital past—the basis for our society’s relationship to its former members. Arguably, the flood of data we produce today constitutes the biggest archive of human behavior in the history of our species. It may even become the primary source of historical information that we pass down to future generations—humanity’s shared digital cultural heritage.17 We ought to be careful about how we manage it.

        Unlike previous forms of historical resources, our aggregated digital remains are not only a reflection or representation of life in the early twenty-first century—increasingly, they are life in the twenty-first century. In the onlife world, the dichotomy between on- and offline becomes trivial because our lives together increasingly take place within the network. Events and movements such as Black Lives Matter, #MeToo, and the Arab Spring uprisings are, to a large extent, born digital. Their data traces are not merely representations of events taking place “in real life.” They have had an online existence from the very beginning. As such, they will become an invaluable source of information to future generations seeking to understand their past. Imagine, for a second, if we had access to Napoleon Bonaparte’s Facebook messages, or the data patterns of the German population in the 1930s. The lessons learned would be endless.

        Some may consider what we post on social media to be no more than “trash.” But trash is in fact among the richest sources of information about ancient cultures. Temples and monuments may tell us much about the elites that governed ancient civilizations, yet they disclose little about the everyday lives of the ordinary people who lived under them. What people consider mundane, by contrast, is often rich with information about their daily lives. Moreover, due to the ubiquity of the internet and its worldwide reach, we have, maybe for the first time ever, an opportunity to create a historical record that genuinely reflects the diversity of human life, not just the select (male) elite that has dominated the records left to us by our forebears. As such, the accumulation of digital remains raises questions that have not occurred to any previous generation, questions of what we owe to the past generations who linger on our servers, and to future ones, who will depend on these same records to understand their past. Who owns and has authority to control these data? What principles should guide their preservation? And how should it all be governed? As will become clear throughout this book, there is a considerable discrepancy between how we should answer these questions and how our digital remains are currently managed.

        Back in 2002, historian Roy Rosenzweig noted that “our most important and imaginatively construed digital collections are in private hands,” which, he warned, would pose “grave dangers to the future of the past.”18 The two decades that have passed since have not proved him wrong. Digital data are increasingly concentrated around a handful of powerful private actors, which has led to power asymmetries of unprecedented proportions. Never before have so few had so much control over so much information about the past, and with it, the power to shape the present. And the imbalance is only growing. As I discuss in chapter 4, this poses a grave political threat. George Orwell warned in Nineteen Eighty-Four that “who controls the past controls the future.”19 In a couple of decades, it may not be Orwell’s evil party that controls the past but a single for-profit corporation. If Meta (Facebook), Google, and a handful of actors like them continue to monopolize our digital past, it is not inconceivable that they would use this power, intentionally or unintentionally, to advance their political and economic interests.

        The corporate control of our digital heritage is also problematic in relation to the selection of what materials are worth preserving. Contrary to what people often expect, digital data are fragile, and they are often corrupted or destroyed if not properly managed. “Digital information lasts forever—or five years, whichever comes first,” as phrased by digital preservationist Jeff Rothenberg.20 Archives require constant care to remain useful and readable—file formats must be changed, hardware needs to be replaced, and systems need to be updated and organized. All of which are labor-intensive undertakings. In the face of limited resources, some data—or someone’s data—need to be weeded out. And this requires some form of criteria for which data have “worth,” some principle that helps guide the selection process. Unfortunately, the present system does not permit us to collectively ask ourselves what these principles should be, because today, our digital remains—the fabric of our collective digital past—are predominantly owned and controlled by private for-profit corporations. And for a for-profit enterprise, only one type of value counts: profit. If you do not keep up with the capital accumulation of your competitors, you are doomed to fail. It does not matter how much nonmonetary value (e.g., beauty, happiness, honor) a company generates—if it does not lead to long-term economic growth, it is doomed. In sum, if we leave the management of our collective digital past solely in the hands of the industry, the question “What should we do with the data of the dead?” becomes solely a matter of “What parts of the past can we make money on?” We replace the open discussion on what principles should guide the selection of resources passed down to future generations with a system that can only appreciate one value: capital.

        The stakes involved in the fate of our digital remains could hardly be higher. Humanity is at the risk of losing access to its collective past and ending up in what archivists call a “digital dark age.”21 Or worse, we may end up with a hugely asymmetrical distribution of power over the data that remain. Even if you do not plan on dying anytime soon, and even if you may not personally care about what anyone does to your data after your death, the future of the past is, or should be, the concern of everyone. This book shows why and how.

        

        * * *

        What I have emphasized so far is that our relationship with the dead is experiencing a fundamental shift. What is at stake is not just posthumous privacy, or our ability to visit some deceased relative’s Facebook profile, but our civilization’s very relationship to its future past. In our new mode of being with the dead, the post-mortal condition, the past and its dead have once again become present to us. And this presence forces us to ask new difficult questions: How should we organize the management of digital remains? How can we gain more control over our collective digital legacy? What do we owe to future generations? And whose responsibility is it?

        These are big ethical questions without any obvious answers. The goal of this book is not to provide a clear-cut solution or blueprint for how to solve them. In fact, part of my argument is that they cannot be solved by one person, for they require democratic deliberation. As with all matters of political significance, there is no objectively superior solution, independent of what goals we consider worth pursuing. Whatever road we settle upon will be full of conflicts between the many stakeholders involved. Toward the end of the book, however, I shall offer some sense of direction to guide us forward as we moderate these conflicts. For one thing is certain: whatever road we settle upon, we must walk it together. The living, the dead, and the unborn all have a stake in how we steward our synthetic environment. We hold this responsibility not only as social media users and mourning individuals, but as archeopolitans—citizens of an archive inhabited by the ongoing project we call humanity. Like the Paleolithic tribes before us, we must learn how to live with a new kind of presence of the dead, to be good archeopolitans. This could mean actively removing the dead from our servers, but then we must ask whom to remove first, and what to do when we disagree on the answer. It also could mean finding ways of making the dead part of everyday life again, but then we need to agree on how, and who should carry the cost, not least in terms of the carbon footprint of data storage. It could also mean everything in between these extremes. The point is that we have to choose. Indeed, the emergence of the post-mortal condition is a radical reconfiguration of society’s relationship with its past members, but it is not a mechanical process. It is and will always remain an open challenge.

      
    
  


      
        1 * From Bones to Bytes

      
      
        As homo sapiens we are born out of our biological parents. As humans we are born of the dead.

        Robert Pogue Harrison

        To be ignorant of what occurred before you were born is to remain always a child. For what is the worth of human life, unless it is woven into the life of our ancestors by the records of history?

        Cicero

      

      
        Beginnings

        Those who do not know their history remain children. For a child, everything is for the first time, the world a mysterious and unpredictable place. It is only when relating events to the past, both one’s own and that of one’s surroundings, that the events around us begin to mean something. The unknown beings of the world outside the womb become parents, siblings, friends, or enemies only in reference to their past actions. It is by relating today to yesterday that we anticipate tomorrow, and only by anticipation can we make meaning and take command.

        Something similar can be said about communities undergoing radical change. A community without a past is a community that has lost control of itself. If we do not know from which port we departed, we cannot know our direction even if our location is known, and so it becomes hopeless to take command of the ship that is society. For any study of society’s future—and this book is above all a study of the future—we must therefore begin by turning our gaze backward to locate our point of departure. For the purposes of this book, this means that our first question ought to be: How have we lived with the dead in the past? Only in light of this question can we begin assessing how the digital revolution is reconfiguring our relationship to the dead, and what that process ought to look like.

        I realize the gargantuan proportions of this question. Since the presence of the dead constitutes a cornerstone in just about every human institution—from religion to language to architecture—it is impossible to account for changes in the social role of the dead without also telling the entire story of our kind. Such a scope is far beyond what any single chapter, or even book, can hope to accomplish. Instead, let us focus on a more specific question, namely: What can we learn from previous technological disruptions of our relationship with the dead?1 The response that I lay out in the following pages is threefold: (1) From the emergence of the first permanent settlements, when the dead became inescapably present among the living, we learn that the technological mediation of the dead is what makes civilization possible, that humans always live within a world built by the dead. (2) From the invention of written language, we learn that the advent of the digital is merely the latest chapter in a quest as old as humanity, a quest to decouple dead persons from their corporeal presence by providing a portable prosthetic voice, face, or body of information that can travel far beyond biological confines. (3) And finally, from the triumph of the cremation furnace in the nineteenth century, we learn about the cultural backdrop against which the current disruption is taking place: the hidden death of modernity.

        These three lessons do not necessarily align to a linear narrative. History rarely does. Still, we need to begin at the very beginning, in what the historian Thomas Laqueur calls the deep time of the dead, when the presence of the departed consisted of little more than a collection of bones.2

      
      
        The Deep Time of the Dead

        According to the German philosopher Hans-George Gadamer, caring for the dead is an exclusively human endeavor, a “conduct of life that has spiralled out of the order of nature.”3 In this view, animals have no concept of a personhood beyond physical presence and hence show little interest in their deceased kin. Caring for the absent, and specifically the ritual of burial, is thus what sets us apart from other organisms on this earth. Recent ethological research, however, casts serious doubt on these speculations, at least if we are to read them literally. Many animals—including wolves, chimpanzees, elephants, dolphins, otters, geese, sea lions, and magpies (yes, really!)—do in fact mourn their dead, sometimes for days.4 Elephants have even been observed standing by the carcasses of their dead offspring for weeks, and they often take great interest in skeletal remains of their kin, as well as those of individuals unrelated to their herd. (Some observations suggest elephants’ attempts at burying, or at least covering the remains of, other elephants with leaves and sand.) In other words, caring for and relating to the dead has not spiraled “out of” nature but is one of our deepest instincts, shared with many other members of the animal kingdom.

        Still, we should not judge Gadamer too quickly. After an animal’s corporeal body has decomposed, the sole expression of its presence is a pile of bones, and (if it has been lucky) the genetic code passed down to its offspring. The animal successor will eventually find itself in nothing more than a habitat, a surrounding of mere practical utility. Humans, on the other hand, do not live only in habitats, but always within the worlds inherited from those who came before. We do not inherit merely our ancestors’ DNA, but also their language, culture, and ideologies, as well as the physical infrastructures they built to keep society afloat. We do not live only through the genetic information of our forebears, but through and within the cultural information they left behind for us. In fact, imagining a human that does not live in such a world is impossible, for a creature that did not live in a world created by humans, or something like humans, would not be part of the intergenerational project we know as humanity.

        No one has framed this more eloquently than Stanford literary scholar Robert Pogue Harrison in his claim “As Homo sapiens we are born of our biological parents. As human beings we are born of the dead.”5 Indeed, to be a member of humanity requires more than a mere biological qualification. To be human is, above all, to “come after those who came before,” to borrow another one of Harrison’s phrases.6 In any case, human beings are, and have always been, in constant correspondence with their past. We live in and through a constant relationship to those who came before. The very fact that you can read these letters is a heritage from the Roman Empire, whose alphabet we inherited; it is a heritage from the Anglo-Saxons, in whose language we are now communicating. The fact that these words have any meaning whatsoever is only because they point backward in time, not to some original point of reference, but to an endless sequence of references that reaches all the way back to the animal kingdom and beyond. “Humanity begins where there is already an ancestor,”7 to borrow one last phrase from Harrison.

        Yet our story needs to commence somewhere, and for this book, I would like to place that “somewhere” at the eclipse of the Paleolithic, right at the erection of the first permanent settlements. For the Paleolithic nomad, the presence of past generations was limited. Being human, as it were, was to leave things behind—including people. Although tribes probably returned to the same areas on yearly basis, they were not permanently attached. Life was to travel onward in small hunter-gatherer bands, following the change of seasons and the migration of game. Archaeological evidence from this time period is sparse. We cannot know exactly how prehistoric humans dealt with, and related to, their deceased kin. But insofar as today’s surviving nomadic cultures give any clues (a deterministic assumption, to be sure), the dead were probably not a very active part of social life, at least not as distinguishable individuals. Contemporary nomadic tribes, like Bedouins, put little effort into burial.8 Bodies are generally covered with an anonymous heap of sand or stone and then abandoned. Only rarely are the dead spoken of thereafter.9 This custom has stayed roughly the same for hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years. Given the practical conditions of a nomadic lifestyle, it was probably once shared by all of humanity.

        Of course, the dead may live on through legends, songs, and traditions and as part of an imagined greater spirit that inhabits the land. Yet, while such biological memory is easy to carry, it is also fickle, deceptively plastic, and it puts a definitive cap on the number of individuals who can be remembered by a community—a weak guarantee for a continuing social presence. Unless the dead are symbolically transferred to an external object like wood, stone, or clay, a tribe simply cannot carry the dead around with them. Hence, to survive over time, especially to transcend generations, the memory of the departed needs a mark, a physical structure on which the permanence of the dead can be projected. It needs some form of inscription in the landscape.10

        It should not be surprising, therefore, that the first human-made permanent structures were allegedly erected not to seek shelter or store food but to preserve the memory of past members of the community. At first, these constructions were probably not much more than a heap of stones, or a mound of dirt and sand, something that provided a tangible surface onto which the memory of the dead could be projected. But with time they developed into proper sepulchres, or at least constructions with an interior, a secluded space within which the dead could dwell. This is what Spanish philosopher Miguel de Unamuno meant by his famous observation that “stone was used for sepulchres before it was used for houses.”11 The American historian Lewis Mumford speculates along the same lines, in his classic book The City in History, noting that “the dead were the first to have a permanent dwelling.”12 These initial stone monuments, claims Mumford, were landmarks to which the living probably returned at intervals, “to commune with or placate the ancestral spirits.”13 That is to say, the areas where the dead were laid to rest became given points of reference in the natural landscape.

        The idea that the dead were the first to have permanent dwellings is not only historically accurate, it also holds a deeper truth. For a sepulchre is in fact a sort of house—a house for the dead. Or perhaps we should say that a house is a kind of grave for the living. Archaeologists hypothesize that when the first permanent settlements emerged at the dawn of the Neolithic, the burial sites of the dead were the first to be populated, due to their already established status as meeting places. The living were newcomers here. They moved into a domain originally reserved for the inhabitants of the past, with whom they now had to share their dwellings—often literarily. The Natufians, by reference to whom I opened this book, are an illustrative case. This was a culture that emerged around the Levant (i.e., the area of present-day Palestine, Israel, Jordan, and Syria). Apart from their being among the first cultures known to brew beer (!), Natufian society was a lot like one would imagine. They harvested grains, used stone tools, and had an early form of class society. What makes them interesting in this context, however, is their mortuary rituals. Whereas their Paleolithic predecessors had merely left the dead in the sand and walked away, this custom became impossible for the settled Natufians. And as such, they were faced with the inevitable question of how to dispose of their ancestors’ bodies. The answer was to keep them underneath the very houses in which they lived. And not only that—before this “disposal” of the body, the head of the deceased would first be severed and adorned with a plaster face and seashell eyes. These decorated craniums were then placed within the dwellings to remain within the world of the living. As vividly described by the leading burial archaeologist Mike Parker Pearson:

        
          While corpses lay buried directly beneath the feet of the living, their skulls continued to share the surface world of the living until they were deposited in caches within pits, on house floors, or other contexts. Both corpse and skull, however, shares the spatial locale of the living. Such was people’s concern with the maintaining this thread of place and space that generations on generations lived in the same place, building their mudbrick houses on top of previous dwellings until the surface of their inhabitation, human-made hills of mud known as tells, towered above the surrounding plain.14

        

        The world of the living and the world of the dead were, in other words, one. This new and permanent proximity to the dead marked a radical shift in the nature of their presence. They had become just as much a part of society, just as permanent, as the houses under which they lay buried, their gaze as open as the seashells that glimmered from the walls. As historian William Spellman puts it, this presence “reinforced the conviction that they [the dead] remained involved in current affairs.”15 And insofar as people thought the dead remained involved in the affairs of the living, they actually were, albeit perhaps no longer as sentient agents. They had lost the ability to speak, yet their prosthetic eyes provided a new surface for projection.

        Although most cultures have not removed and decorated the skulls of their deceased kin, many subsequent mnemonic rituals have a kinship with those observed among the Natufians. The human-shaped clay figures found by archaeologists all over Europe and the Near East are one example. Although they were once believed to be statues of fertility goddesses, there is now a great deal of evidence to suggest that these figures are in fact symbolic incarnations of ancestors. They are, for instance, often found in caches alongside skulls. Their facial features resemble those of the plaster faces of the Natufian skulls (great detail in every feature except the mouth, including seashell eyes, etc.), and they are often found at similar locations within the dwellings of the living: inside walls or in joins between houses (supposedly signifying links between families related to a common ancestor). According to Parker Pearson, these statues represent a “transformation from the representation of ancestors in a literal sense, using the actual skull, to a more figurine sense, portraying the deceased individual separately from their physical elements.”16 Later these representations would develop into yet more abstract forms, such as anthropomorphized pots, or, in Hellenic and Roman culture, death masks known as imago masks, facial imprints in wax reserved for highly distinguished (male) citizens. These masks were used mainly to represent the dead during funerals of prominent individuals, where they would be worn by actors whose physical constitutions resembled the originals. Seated at ivory chairs facing the living, the actor wearing the imago mask would make the dead “come alive,” or at least give a convincing visual impression that they were actually present. The ritual symbolized the dead welcoming the newly deceased to their community but also tied generations together under a single roof. Just as the Natufian skulls were placed within the joins of houses, so the imago masks became the joins of the empire. It showed that Rome endured, and it cemented the patria, the fatherland, as the permanent inhabitancy—the house, as it were—of multiple generations.

        Still to this day, houses remain symbols of the union between the living and the dead. Indeed, few tropes invoke such ghostly connotations as abandoned houses, with their past inhabitants somehow still lingering. There is also an obvious lexical connection in that the English word house, which most commonly refers to a physical structure, may just as well refer to a lineage, a community of dead and alive members. Perhaps, one always implies the existence of the other—there is no such thing as a home without a past, and no such thing as a past without a house where it can reside. The idea that the house shared by present and past generations constitutes the origin of human civilization is perhaps more dramaturgical convenience than historical fact. Yet, there is no doubt that the effects of the proximity to the dead, afforded by the first houses, have reverberated through the centuries. If nothing else, the house has remained one of the most powerful metaphors for what it means to be with (or within) one’s past, and thereby what it means to be human. This much we should grant Gadamer.

      
      
        The Portable Dead

        Among the literary artifacts to reach us from the depths of history, none are older than the story known as the Epic of Gilgamesh.17 The epic begins by outlining the adventures and friendship of the hero, Gilgamesh, King of Uruk, and his friend Enkidu. After Gilgamesh and Enkidu slay both the monster Humbaba and the beast known as the Bull of Heaven, the gods decide that enough is enough. As punishment for the hubris of the two companions, the gods have Enkidu killed by infecting him with a disease that plagues him for twelve days (not a hero’s death, exactly). This brings Gilgamesh to a painful awareness of his own finitude. He sets out on yet another heroic quest—to cheat death once and for all, achieving immortality. His search eventually leads him to a man named Utnapishtim, who, along with his wife, is one of the only two individuals ever granted eternal life by the gods. Utnapishtim tries to convince Gilgamesh to accept the inevitability of his fate, but he eventually yields and reveals the location of a magic herb growing on the seafloor, which Gilgamesh may use to gain immortality. Gilgamesh actually finds and harvests the plant at the given location, but on his journey homeward, it is snatched by a snake while Gilgamesh is off swimming. Alas, he has to return to Uruk empty-handed. Ironically, though, this very failure has made Gilgamesh one of the immortal figures of literature. The memory of the king who sought infinity—who some claim is based on a real person—remains present in our collective consciousness to this day. His story prevails in the myriad of subsequent epics that it has inspired over the millennia, and also in the literal sense that it is itself one of the most famous pieces of literature of all time, a key reading at any literature studies program around the globe. This everlasting status owes thanks to a power much stronger than any magic herb: the power of the written word.

        Writing has much in common with the construction of houses and graves, so much that we may even consider the written word a continuation, or extension, of the house. If, as I have suggested, we think of houses and mounds as inscriptions in the landscape, then the letter is nothing more than a sepulchre on the miniature landscape of a sheet of paper, a clay tablet, or a computer monitor. Or vice versa: graves are a form of writing in soil. In many languages, words relating to writing (such as the English engraving, French engraver, Proto-Slavic *gretì, and so on) and words for “grave” share the same etymological root, the Proto-Indo-European word *ghrebh-. Writing a letter, then, is analogue to digging a grave on a paper. And on an empirical level, writing was once intimately associated with burial. In ancient Egypt, for example, officials often had their biographies inscribed on their tombs long before their deaths. It was a key part of both the embalming process and the construction of the grave chamber itself.18 The ancient Egyptians would even leave letters for the dead when visiting their graves. The dead were apparently not able to hear the oral messages of the living, but when words were inscribed on papyrus, it seems they were considered able to transcend whatever boundaries separated the two worlds. As explained by Ruin, the grave was a “formative analogy to the book, there the text makes present a subject that belongs to the world of the dead.”19 The written word, like the grave, is a kind of container wherein the dead reside and remain fixed over time, thereby gaining a prosthetic voice independent of the living. Both the word and the grave are containers of time, material interfaces where the present and the past come to meet.

        Like houses and graves, the written word is something that humans reside within. It is the cultural fabric that encloses us from nature. Like the stone sepulchre, it contains the dead. Because, as we have seen, being human is to always reside in a world, and worlds always consist of languages forged across generations.20 The written word, that is, is a portable dwelling of the dead. Portability, in this context, means two things. On the one hand, it may refer to the ability of texts to be transferred from one object to the next without a loss of information. Unlike the corpse, which remains irreplaceable, the corpus that an individual leaves behind does not depend on the duration of a particular material manifestation. This is one of the keys to the longevity of texts. Despite the thousands of copies of the Bible that stand between us, the Bible that I read today consists of the same narrative that was written down by the authors of the Gospels centuries ago, which is (supposedly) an extension of the very actions and words of Christ himself. The Epic of Gilgamesh in your bookshelf (provided you own a copy of the old Sumerian version) contains the same story it did thousands of years ago. What has changed is the form, the physical manifestation of the story, not the content. When information is portable, the surface on which it is inscribed becomes replaceable, although, as we shall see throughout this book, it is not insignificant.

        On the other hand, portability may refer to the fact that the written word can transport memories across space like no other technology before it. Before writing, any information stored outside of the human brain was as good as immobile, meaning that memories and ancestral identity remained spatially confined. If your ancestors are represented by houses, statues, or large erected stones, you do not just move them around without further ado. There are exceptions, to be sure, like the relocation of Stonehenge. In Neolithic Britain, stone was deeply associated with the ancestors. (In fact, it was strictly reserved for the dwellings of the dead. The living had to make do with perishable materials like wood). The Stonehenge rocks are hence thought to have symbolized the ancestral community or even to have been considered to be the ancestors. The bluestones that make up the monument’s outer circle, each approximately 2–3 meters tall, were moved some 200 kilometers from Preseli Hills in Wales to the Salisbury Plain in England; this massive effort should be interpreted as nothing short of a transportation of ancestral authority, an attempt to preserve the migrants’ relationship to their past so as to keep intact the union between the living and the dead (and, by implication, uniting the living as a group of common origin).21 Stonehenge may be ever so impressive, yet most people, I believe, would prefer to simply bring their ancestors along in the form of inscriptions on tablets, or, indeed, paper, rather than human-sized rocks.

        The memory of the dead only travels as far and as fast as the material on which it is inscribed or projected. Writing on clay tablets, therefore, afforded a huge push toward disseminating legacies across vast spatial distances. To connect with ritual forms of remembering, as explained by German Egyptologist Jan Assman, “you have to go to an image, a monument, a sacred place in order to reconnect with its meaning.” To connect with the meaning of written cultural texts, on the other hand, “you simply have to read them.”22 When the worship of a founder-ancestor is fixed in writing, it is no longer confined to groups of people who consider themselves kin but can be spread across geographical boundaries. The global dissemination of world religions like Islam and Christianity are a testament to this. The only reason a Christian from modern-day Sri Lanka can feel kinship with one from, say, fifteenth-century Norway, despite neither probably ever having visited Judea or even set foot on the same soil as each other, is because they have both read (or listened) to the words of the same long-dead founder. Such a community across space and time is unimaginable without the scriptures, the prosthetic voices, that define them. The written word, thus, liberated the dead from their corporeal fixation in time and space. Instead of merely existing as immobile bodies of (rotting) flesh, a corpse, the dead were granted a new mobile body—a corpus inscribed into tablets of clay or scrolls of papyrus.

        Writing is not the only technology to separate the dead person from their corporeal presence. It merely exemplifies a quality that can generally be found in any form of information technology. Consider photography as a more recent example. In his classic essay Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes calls the invention of photography a “cunning dissociation of consciousness from identity.”23 In the photograph, says Barthes, the identity of a person is dislocated from the space where the conscious mind resides (the biological body); it assumes an existence independent of the flesh. The photograph separates being as a person from being as a conscious agent. This is why photography is so intimately connected to death. The individuals in the old photographs that Barthes studies are present in an absurd way; looking at the photos, he sees people who have their whole lives ahead of them, and yet those people are probably dead already. The individuals featured in the photographs are real and present in that they are extensions of actual persons. Yet they are not alive. They are dead, both in the biological sense (they cannot possibly be alive by the time their images reach Barthes) and also in the sense that photography inevitably portrays objects as stale and inanimate by freezing them in the moment. This gap between the real and the living, as Barthes has it, is why the essence, the eidos, of photography is death.

        As with writing—or perhaps with all new information technologies?—photography is empirically connected to the dead. Immediately upon Louis Daguerre’s presentation of the first so-called daguerreotypes (what we today refer to as photographs), corpses became some of the most popular motifs.24 Families throughout the Western world, especially in the Anglophone parts, would typically bring the corpse of a deceased family member (particularly children) to a photographer to have a portrait of the corpse taken before it started to decompose. The corpse would often be portrayed as sleeping but would sometimes be posed as if alive. Although portraits of actual corpses were soon surpassed in popularity by living motifs, photography remained an important mediator of the dead. Prior to the photographic revolution, for spatially distant people to possess a representation of your face, even before it went into the ground, would have been an expensive endeavor requiring a painter or a sculptor. As a considerably cheaper alternative, photography thus democratized access to a posthumous presence. In fact, only decades after its invention, photos of deceased family members became a standard part of interiors among middle-class families in the US and parts of Europe, which, according to historian Elizabeth Hallam and sociologist Jenny Hockey, turned the domestic environment into “a site of materialized memory . . . conducive to personal reflection and remembering.”25 Not unlike the skulls kept in Natufian houses, or the imago mask of Ancient Rome, photographs once again adorned the walls of the house with the faces of the dead.

        Another notable mediator of the dead is the telegraph. As vividly described by cultural historian Jeffery Sconce, this invention sparked an entire movement, Spiritualism, around the idea that electronic communications could somehow reach the afterlife world and bring back all kinds of messages from the dead. Samuel Morse, the inventor of the telegraph, was allegedly a particularly frequent interlocutor after his death, as reported by many of Spiritualism’s practitioners. It is easy to ridicule such beliefs today, but the fact is that many of the most prominent scientists of the nineteenth century were firm believers in the possibility of communicating with the dead through electronic media. In a way, it all made sense. As Sconce explains:26

        
          The Spiritualists’ initial conceptualization of “celestial telegraphy” was not so much a misapplication of technological discourse as a logical elaboration of the technology’s already “supernatural” characteristics. Talking with the dead through raps and knocks, after all, was only slightly more miraculous than talking with the living yet absent through dots and dashes; both involved subjects reconstituted through technology as an entity at once interstitial and uncanny.

        

        In other words, the telegraph, and later also other technologies like wireless radio and TV, decoupled personal presence from the confines of the body, allowing for a disembodied communication that could transcend both time and space. And insofar as the presence of the body becomes redundant for communication, its demise (i.e., death) ceases to matter—the immortal mind/soul can live on in the ether and the ether can be accessed by electronic communications. Or at least so reasoned the Spiritualists.

        The lesson here is that all information technologies decouple the dead from their biological confines. It is their very nature. Whether in the form of houses, letters, or photographs, technology provides us with prosthetic bodies, voices, and faces. And these new bodies, if rightly built, survive the flesh and can travel great distances in time and space. Yet, despite these liberating qualities, they are, nevertheless, containers. Whether in a grave, book, record, or photo album, the dead are always in something, an enclosed space framed off from the outside world.27 Books and photo albums have covers not only to protect them from damage but to mark the line where the past ends and the present begins. Herein lies the irony of portability: the very thing that enables the liberation of the dead from their physical remains is also what enables the separation between the living and the dead in society. When the dead reside right under your feet, they will remain there, whether you like it or not. But as the actual corpse is replaced by a corpus inscribed on paper, it can always be placed elsewhere. Technology, that is, separates the deceased person from their biological body and thereby also facilitates a separation of the dead from the spaces occupied by the living. It leaves it to the living to decide where to place a deceased person’s information. Stone tablets and books helped Gilgamesh survive for thousands of years, but they are also strikingly simple to stuff away in a dusty library, far from the world of the living. Let me elaborate.

      
      
        The Port from Which We Depart

        On May 1, 1873, the Italian anatomist Lodovico Brunetti presented a new machine to the world. He called it “Crémation des Cadavres.” It was an outrageous, even sacrilegious machine, whose simple yet awe-inspiring purpose was to transform the cadaver of a fully grown human into nothing more than a cup of ash. It fulfilled its promise with stunning speed. In a matter of a few hours, 45 kilos of human flesh and bones were reduced to merely 1.77 kilos of pure cinder. Though this accomplishment may not seem especially impressive—after all, funeral pyres had existed in various European and Asian cultures for millennia—this first specimen of the modern cremation furnace was the herald of an entirely new thanatological regime. It was the harbinger of annihilation.

        The 1873 prototype was not Brunetti’s first attempt. On the contrary, it was the product of years of trial and error. His first, built in 1869, had an open brick furnace fueled by walnut wood. Though it managed to transform a 55-kilogram woman into 2.5 kilos of calcined bones in a matter of only four hours, its results were ultimately unsatisfactory. The incineration was not complete but had left small pieces of bone in the ashes. In January of 1870, Brunetti made a second experiment, involving a rack of perforated iron on which he had placed pieces of a chopped-up body, but this too failed to live up to his expectations. And so did attempts three and four. It was not until he implemented sophisticated technology from the steel industry, where heat is generated through reverberation of gases, that he ultimately succeeded. The final cremation furnace, the one presented in Vienna in 1873, could generate temperatures of up to 1100°C, enough to transform even the smallest pieces of bone into dust and gas. And so Brunetti’s mission was complete: his Crémation des Cadavres transformed dead people into virtually nothing.

        Brunetti’s manic determination to enable a complete incineration of the dead illustrates the contrast between the modern cremation movement and its historical precedents. People have been burning their departed kin for millennia. The ancient Greeks did it (for the most part). So did the Romans in the Late Republic. Some of the Vikings were cremated, too. It was not totally uncommon among Neolithic cultures. Buddhists and Hindus have practiced cremation for millennia without interruption. But in each of these cases, burning the dead represents a means to bring them honor. It was because the dead were cared for that they were burned. The modern cremation movement, on the other hand, was not driven by courtesy or tradition but ultimately represented a progression of reason and science. As put by Laqueur, cremation “represented the maximum modernist programme of nineteenth-century science in the face of death, indeed in the face of all humanity.” It was hailed by its advocates as a “final triumph of reason and common sense”—the ultimate manifestation of enlightenment.28

        What made cremation so “rational?” Sir Henry Thompson, a bit of a nineteenth-century science rock star who had been much impressed with Brunetti’s invention, had many answers to that question. Only months after he had first seen the demonstration in Vienna, he founded the British Cremation Society, which would play a crucial role in advocating the modern way of dealing with the dead. Among the many alleged benefits of cremation was hygiene. Thompson saw leaving the dead to decompose in the ground, as was the tradition in Christian Europe, as a cause of all kinds of diseases. To avoid these, he advised the living to get rid of the dead altogether. Another benefit was space efficiency. An urn of ash is considerably smaller than a human-sized coffin and thus does not demand as much cemetery space. The extra space could be used for the rapid expansion of cities. Traditional burial also represented a terrible economic waste. In the 1870s, an average of 80,430 people died in Greater London each year, and almost all of them were buried. Combined, their bodies represented 206,282 pounds of ash, which is an excellent fertilizer with a considerable market value. On this basis, Thompson argued that Britain hoarded hundreds of thousands of British pounds underground (hundreds of millions in today’s terms), where it was not put to any economic use. “Capital is intended to bear good interest,” he said, suggesting that, since it certainly did not do the dead any good anymore, the biological capital of their bodies ought to serve the living instead. The goal of the cremation movement was, in other words, not merely to annihilate the dead but to make them work for the living, to recruit them in what Laqueur calls “a regime of life.”29

        A similar tendency can also be observed in the development of other death-related technologies that emerged during the latter half of the nineteenth century. Even crafts like photography and medical embalming, which are intuitively means to preserve the dead among the living, became part of a larger mission to suspend death from the human body and to succumb the dead into the circulation of capital, to paraphrase John Troyer, director of the Centre for Death and Society at the University of Bath. In his book Technologies of the Human Corpse, Troyer describes how the technological leap of the nineteenth century allowed an entire new industry to emerge around the dead, turning the human cadaver into an “unfettered source of capital.”30 The dead, argues Troyer, were no longer merely dead but reinvented and manufactured as a consumer product. Indeed, in modernity, the dead are above all subject to the regime of life.

        It is striking how well the death-related technologies of the nineteenth century in general, and the cremation movement in particular, resonate with the larger ideals of modernity. For what is modernity if not an attempt to rid society of its dependence on the past, to liberate it from the traditions and irrational habits of the old and replace them with the rational and new? And what can be a better personification of the past than its inhabitants—the dead? As phrased by the French historian Philippe Ariès in his pioneering Western Attitudes toward Death, the modern age is above all an era of “forbidden death,” an excommunication of the dead from the public sphere.31 Indeed, even the very word modern comes from the Latin modo, meaning “right now” or “the present.” Death in modernity must be hidden and avoided, argues Ariès, no longer for the sake of the dying person but primarily “for the sake of society.” He continues, “It is above all essential that society—the neighbours, friends, colleagues and children—notice to the least possible degree that death has occurred.”32 Modern cultures do not all cremate their dead in a literal sense; in the United States, for example, only about 50 percent of dead bodies are cremated. But although not every body may be physically incinerated, they are all nevertheless figuratively erased in the sense that their presence in public affairs loses its validity. The dead must be gone. Modernity is, in other words, the ultimate manifestation of the aforementioned separation between the living and the dead afforded by increasing portability of the latter. The written word made it possible to stuff the dead away in archives and bookshelves. The cremation furnace completed the process by removing them completely from the face of the earth. As the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman summarizes it, modernity “killed death.”33 At least it tried to.

        The modern assault on the dead is also a political project. It plays a key role, implicitly and explicitly, in each of the major ideologies of modern politics. Consider liberalism. It is not by coincidence that in the American Declaration of Independence—a document with unparalleled significance, not only to liberalism but to the entire modern political order—Thomas Jefferson chooses life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness as the cardinal virtues of the state, instead of, say, dignity, honor, and tradition. Notably, both liberty and happiness, and obviously also life, are goods that exclusively befall living individuals, in contrast to alternative political subjects. Years later, Jefferson would even explicate this stance in a letter in which he states that “the earth belongs in usufruct to the living” while the dead “have neither powers nor rights over it.”34 Liberalism, and its interpretation of the role of the state in society, is, in other words, exclusively a project for the living, the rightful proprietors of the earth. By contrast to the religious, aristocratic, and feudal political systems that preceded it, liberal society is through and through a “regime of life.”35

        In contemporary Western societies, this liberal regime has primarily manifested in two fundamental social institutions: liberal democracy and the free market. Both are systems explicitly in service of the present population. In democratic states, only the living can vote. Hence, the living are the only ones worth convincing, the only ones whose interests are worth consideration—at the expense of both past and future generations, whose membership in the demos is either yet to be or no longer. There is a counterpoint to be made in that democracy, at least in its liberal Western interpretation, is, on the contrary, the dominance of past generations over the present. We abide, after all, by laws that were sometimes made long before our lifetimes. The United States, for instance, is still tightly bound by a constitution whose authors have been dead for centuries. Yet the fact that this is generally regarded as a flaw, rather than a feature, of democracy is telling for how we moderns conceive of it. The argument is that in abiding by laws made by the dead, democracy fails to live up to its promise, which implicitly means that this promise is a promise of complete dominance of the present.

        The market, similarly, gives power only to present consumers. Unless you have capital to spend, you are nothing. The worth of your interests can be measured in dollars and cents, and since neither future nor past generations are considered natural persons, they have no such resources at hand. Here, one could make the case that the (capitalist) market is a dominance of the future rather than the present. The reason that we collectively work many more hours than is needed to sustain ourselves is because of the fear of tomorrow. In capitalism, those who do not invest for tomorrow will soon be out of the game. And so, whatever is consumed today is a lost investment for tomorrow. Hence, we are all, workers and capitalists alike, slaves of the future. There is certainly some truth to this, and I shall return to the mechanisms of capitalism in more detail in both chapters 3 and 4. Yet, ultimately, this so-called dominance of the future does no good for its actual inhabitants. Indeed, this requirement to constantly invest and make the economy grow ultimately results in a consumption of natural resources at the expense of future generations. The market may be investing for the future, but it is surely not shaping a society for future well-being. At best, it is shaping society according to the will of instant consumers.

        Socialism bears the same stamp of disdain for the past. For Karl Marx, whose influence on socialist thought cannot be matched by any other thinker, the influence of past generations on contemporary society was at best a superstition and at worst an obstacle to true emancipation. “The tradition of all dead generations,” he complains in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, “weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living.”36 To realize the revolution, this yoke of the dead must be shaken off. Though we should not blame Marx, or even socialism, for the confused interpretations that emerged in the Soviet Union and China during the twentieth century, this hostility toward the dead remains clearly visible in their rhetoric and politics. Consider the revolutionary poetry of Russian futurist Vladimir Mayakovsky, a key voice during the formative years of the Bolshevik party. In 1917, Mayakovsky, together with fellow poets and artists David Burliuk, Aleksei Kruchenykh, and Viktor Khlebnikov, published one of his most explicitly political poems, entitled “A Slap in the Face of Good Taste.”37 Already in its opening lines, the authors make clear that modernity has no place for the dead:

        
          We alone was the face of our Time. Through us the horn of time blows in the art of the world.

          The past is too tight. The Academy and Pushkin are less intelligible than hieroglyphics.

          Throw Pushkin, Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, etc., etc. overboard from the Ship of Modernity.

          He who does not forget his first love will not recognize his last.

          All those Maxim Gorkys, Krupins, Bloks, Sologubs, Remizovs, Averchenkos, Chornys, Kuzmins, Bunins, etc. need only a dacha on the river. Such is the reward fate gives tailors.

          From the heights of skyscrapers we gaze at their insignificance! . . .

        

        There is an irony in that in order to throw Pushkin, Dostoevsky, and Tolstoy “off the ship of modernity,” the futurist poets needed to bring them along in the first place. In fact, these young men were almost obsessed with the giants of the golden age of Russian literature that preceded them. (Allegedly, the first thing Mayakovsky did upon his release from prison in 1910 was to resume reading Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina). In any case, the futurist poets’ explicit denouncing of the (dead) masters of old is indicative not only of the literary project of the radical circles around Mayakovsky but of the general mission of socialism. The most extreme manifestation of this mission is the brutality of the Cultural Revolution in China, commencing in 1966, in which virtually any artifact inhabited by the memory of the dead was destroyed in a war against the “four old”—old customs, culture, habits, and ideas. One may counter that both the Soviet Union and communist China, and even more so pseudo-socialist states like North Korea, are in fact obsessed with the dead. Afterall, the embalmed corpse of Vladimir Lenin had (and has) an almost sacred status, and the worship of departed leaders like Mao Zedong and Kim Il-sung (who remains the “eternal President of the Republic”) has an almost necrocratic undertone. Yet, insofar as so-called socialist countries worship the dead, their doing so should be understood as a failure to realize their socialist ideals. Without some serious intellectual acrobatics, it cannot be justified within the paradigm of socialist thought.

        The point here is that, whether liberal or socialist, the modern political order is essentially a form of conceptual cremation in a furnace of ideas rather than flesh. It is a forever moving steamboat for which the dead are only granted a ticket in order to be thrown off.

        Critics of modernity, especially those who fall within the conservative camp, have criticized its hostility toward the nonliving for centuries. The earliest and fiercest among these is Edmund Burke, commonly hailed as the father of conservative thought.38 In contrast to other thinkers of his time, such as Jefferson—who, as we saw, disregards any influence of the dead on society—Burke sees the dead as a fundamental part of the social contract, as natural, even necessary members of society. To Burke, what binds social groups together over time is not merely a contract between the individual and the collective (as for Hobbes) but a contract spanning across generations, or, as he puts it, “a partnership not only between those who are living, but between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born.”39 To be a conservative, in the Burkean sense, is thus to facilitate and maintain balance within the partnership by preserving the virtues and resources of the past generation for the benefit of future ones. Several contemporary thinkers have developed Burke’s notion of the social contract further. Harvard historian Niall Ferguson, for instance, has argued that the current economic regime is stealing from future generations in order to give to the present.40 The English conservative philosopher Roger Scruton similarly argues that the liberal paradigm privileges the living members of society at the expense of the nonliving members of the “partnership.”41 Yet, Burke’s notion of the social contract does not require an endorsement of conservatism as a political project (especially not as it is enacted today, which is arguably the opposite of the ideas accounted for above). In the context of this book, the notion of a “tyranny of the present” merely suggests that modernity is far from morally neutral when it comes to nonliving generations. Toward the final chapter, I shall return to this notion to discuss how it may help us formulate a response to the ethical challenges of living in the post-mortal condition.

        Modernity as a project is intrinsically hostile to the dead. None of this, however, is to say that people who live in modern societies do not care for their departed kin. Of course they do. Anyone who has ever lost a loved one knows that the ties that connect us with one another are not broken even by death. We continue to care for the dead. We fulfill their wishes, take care of their bodies, respect their wills, even if we know well that there would be no repercussions from their side If we did not. Funeral homes have been more prosperous than ever during the twentieth century, finding increasingly novel ways of selling their products—new and ever more expensive coffins, floral ornaments, paperwork management, and so on. Personal genealogy research prospers, as more and more people seek to find out about their families’ pasts. Indeed, the dead do remain within the emotional life of the bereaved. Yet, in modernity, these dealings with the dead are viewed as an exclusively private matter. To the modern individual, grief is a process that consists of stages, where the final destination is to find “closure,” to return to a normalcy where the absurdity of death cannot reach us.42 It is in this context that a technology like the cremation furnace must be understood. Its goal is not merely to annihilate the corpse, but to restore order, and to recruit the dead to the only regime that can possibly matter: the regime of life to which the earth, and everything on it, belongs.

        This regime is the backdrop against which we should interpret the digital disruption of our way of being with the dead. It is from this port that we depart.

      
      
        Where Are We Now?

        It is hard to pin down an exact position, let alone a direction of travel, in times of rapid change. Indeed, describing how our relationship to the dead is changing, and how we can become active agents in this process, will require the remainder of this book. But placing it in the historical context of previous technological disruptions makes things a little clearer. It allows us to set some basic frames to the narrative of where we are and where we are going in terms of our relationship to the dead.

        On some level, the narrative is fairly self-explanatory given the basic facts. More than 2.2 billion people are expected to pass away within the next three decades alone.43 And if internet penetration rates keep rising at their current rate, most of these will leave some kind of online presence behind. As I discuss in more detail in the following chapter, there is even a realistic chance that the dead will outnumber the living on Facebook within only four decades, meaning that our daily venues for communication are increasingly shared with the dead. Meanwhile, the kind of media that the dead leave behind are able to preserve ever larger amounts of information, so that the line separating their world from ours becomes increasingly vague. In short, in the information society, the dead are everywhere. So far so good, but placing these numbers in a historical context helps us see further. First and foremost, we see that the emergence of the dead online is more than a mere matter for the bereaved or a headache for online platforms. The first houses were once dwellings for both the living and the dead, symbols of what it means to live in human civilization. Today, the internet is becoming the house in which society takes place. Placed in this context, the online presence of the dead emerges as a harbinger of civilizational disruption.44 What is at stake is our very relationship to our collective past and its inhabitants and, ultimately, to ourselves as a species. We also see that digital technologies are not unique in their ability to preserve the dead among us. On the contrary, they are a continuation of techno-cultural practices as old as the Epic of Gilgamesh, the most recent chapter in the project of decoupling the dead person from their biological confines. Digital media is, like all information technologies before it, part of a construction of a portable prosthetic body. What was once a corpus of letters is inscribed as ones and zeroes.45 Finally, we see the techno-cultural backdrop against which the current development is taking place: the hidden death of modernity.46 Everything I describe in this book will be in contrast to it. For this reason, I shall refer to our new (or not so new?) mode of being with the dead as a post-mortal condition, as an homage to Jean-François Lyotard’s notion of the postmodern condition.47 Post-mortal, however, does not mean that the digital is somehow immortal (in fact, it is exceptionally fragile) but that society now takes place in a domain that, under modernity, has been reserved for the dead: the archives. In the digital age, where recording has become the default and the past is perfectly portable, we live in and through an almost perfect record of the past. Even our smallest actions leave some trace behind, and those traces now constitute our social environment just as much as the physical houses and cities where we reside.48 Once again, we are beginning to live with the dead around us.

        So, this is the story of where we are and how we got here. But none of this determines how we choose to live with the dead. Cultures always find their own ways to deal with their pasts, and so our options at the cusp of the digital age remain as open as they ever were. The question is where we choose to go from here—what do we do with the dead now that they emerge among us, and how do we make this our choice?

      
    
  


      
        2 * How to Think about Digital Remains

      
      
        If I am, then death is not. If death is, then I am not. Why should I fear that which can only exist when I do not?

        Epicurus

        I would as willingly see Brutus in Plutarch, as in a book of his own. I would rather choose to be certainly informed of the conference he had in his tent with some particular friends of his the night before a battle, than of the harangue he made the next day to his army; and of what he did in his closet and his chamber, than what he did in the public square and in the senate.

        Michel de Montaigne

      

      
        What Are Digital Remains?

        On July 12, 2018, the Federal Court of Justice in Karlsruhe, Germany’s highest court for civil and criminal law, made a landmark decision. The case concerned the tragic story of a fifteen-year-old girl who had been killed by a train at a Berlin train station six years earlier. With the police unable to determine whether the incident had been an accident or a suicide, the bereaved parents had turned to the girl’s Facebook account for clarity. Was there perhaps something in their daughter’s correspondences that would give them some clues? To their great dismay, someone had already reported the girl dead and “memorialized” her profile, a feature implemented by Facebook as an option for profiles of deceased users (I will talk about it at length in chapter 3). This meant that the original information in the profile could not be accessed, even with the account password. Facebook refused to open the profile again, partly citing the privacy of those with whom the girl had communicated. An initial ruling gave the parents the right to go forth with their request, but in 2017, this ruling was reversed by a Berlin state court that sided with Facebook. The final 2018 ruling, however, reversed it again and sided with the parents. Part of the reason given was that while the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) is one of the world’s strongest protections of individual users’ privacy, all such rights cease at the moment of death. Dead people have no right to privacy. In its final statement, the court thus declared that it regarded digital communications as no different from physical objects like letters or diaries, and that the parents were consequently entitled to inherit their daughter’s digital remains, including the messages sent to her by other Facebook users.

        This tragic episode illustrates the complexities of managing privacy law in the face of death. But it also sheds light on a more fundamental question, namely: What exactly are “digital remains?”

        In a concrete sense, the answer is rather obvious—digital remains are whatever data we leave behind: Facebook profiles, Spotify playlists and preferences, Google search histories, Zoom logs, emails, video game avatars, chat logs, photo libraries, and so on. Fair enough, but as soon as we introduce any sort of common name to refer to these various forms of data, we need to step into the realm of the metaphoric. For whenever we talk about the intangible things that appear on our screens, we do so with reference to the tangible world we know from tactile experience. On the “web,” we go to different “sites” where we may download “files” that we put in “folders” on our “desktops.” There is no such thing as a physical file inside your computer, and your desktop does not correspond to any location inside it. Yet “file” and “desktop” remain useful heuristics for thinking about and structuring the information you receive from the device.

        The reason we need to connect the intangible world with tangible precedents is that the latter already have a catalog of social and cultural protocols around them that serve as instructions for how to behave around and interact with them. I know that when I am invited to someone’s room or house, courtesy requires that I follow their rules. So, when I am invited to a Zoom “room,” I already have some preconception of how to behave when I am “in there.” Unlike in a phone call, I am a “guest” and someone else will be “host,” and while these titles may seem arbitrary, they do an important job in providing certain expectations and (moral) responsibilities—a protocol for how to behave and act.

        The same is true for the data we leave behind after we die. To even begin discussing our responsibilities—what we ought to do with them—we must connect them to some concrete thing in the tangible world. Only then can we begin making sense of our situation. There is reason to choose our metaphors carefully. Just as labels like “host” and “guest” come with certain expectations and responsibilities, so does the label we choose for dead people’s data structure our ethical responsibilities toward those people. For instance, when the German court sided with the parents in the above case, they did so explicitly by reference to how we deal with tangible objects like diaries and letters. In addition, the academic literature has produced wide-ranging vocabulary for talking about dead peoples’ data, including “digital ghosts,” “digital estates,” “digital human remains,” “online angels,” and “digital zombies,” to name a few.1 It is not my intention to promote any of these as better or worse than another (not even the court’s comparison to “diaries”). As a matter of fact, I happen to believe that complex phenomena like the disruption of the bedrock of civilization (i.e., our relationship to the dead) require more conceptual tools, not fewer. Yet, two metaphors are key to the larger argument posed in this book: the body and the encyclopedia. The former because it offers a bridge to existing debates on posthumous harm; the latter because it illustrates the inevitably collective nature of digital remains. Let us look closer at each.

      
      
        Ghost Cars and Prayer Bots

        There is a YouTube clip uploaded by PBS Game/Show entitled “Can Video Games Be a Spiritual Experience?” The content of the video itself is insignificant, at least for the purpose of this book. But in one of the 2385 comments posted to the video, user 00WARTHERAPY00 shares an episode from his life that highlights a central aspect of how digital technology shapes our relationship to the dead. I quote it verbatim below:

        
          Well, when i was 4, my dad bought a trusty xBox. you know, the first, ruggedy, blocky one from 2001. we had tons and tons and tons of fun playing all kinds of games together—until he died, when i was just 6.

          i couldnt touch that console for 10 years.

          but once i did, i noticed something.

          we used to play a racing game, Rally Sports Challenge. actually pretty awesome for the time it came.

          and once i started meddling around . . . i found a GHOST.

          literaly.

          you know, when a time race happens, that the fastest lap so far gets recorded as a ghost driver? yep, you guessed it—his ghost still rolls around the track today.

          and so i played and played, and played, untill i was almost able to beat the ghost. until one day i got ahead of it, i surpassed it, and . . . ~

          i stopped right in front of the finish line, just to ensure i wouldnt delete it.

          Bliss.

        

        This simple yet heartwarming story struck a chord. At the time of this writing, the comment has well over twenty-six thousand likes and almost five hundred subcomments celebrating it. It even became the basis for a short film by American filmmaker John Wikstrom.2

        Part of what makes the episode so intriguing is that 00WARTHERAPY00’s story is more than a comment about the spiritual element of video games. It also illustrates the interactive nature of our digital footprints. Ten years after the father’s death, a shard of his agency still remains present, frozen like crystal within the console. Though he has assumed the shape of a computer game avatar, it is still possible to compete with him, as if he had just passed over the controller a second ago. Put the metaphysical aspects aside for a second—the father is still there, insofar as the son is concerned.

        The ghost car in Rally Sports Challenge contains only one crystalized trace of the individual who was once 00WARTHERAPY00’s father, and a rather simplistic one at that. It tells us hardly anything about who he was, except perhaps as a video game rally driver. By contrast, the traces left behind even by the most modest internet user contain a flood of information, possibly including materials the user was completely unaware of (like cookies and geodata), and probably some things they would not want anyone else to ever lay their eyes on (most people, I reckon, would probably not want their children to inherit their search data). But just as the ghost car of Rally Sports Challenge carries a shard of the departed father’s play, so do your data effectively become an imprint of you. Your social media profile embodies your way of socializing: your way with words; how often you reach out to people, and to whom; how fast you respond to messages, and whether you tend to ignore them for a while; what kind of items you tend to click on, and what you scroll past; and so on. Your playlists reveal what kind of music you listen to, and when. Your credit card data says a lot about what makes you pick up your wallet. What you watch on YouTube gives a pretty accurate picture of what grabs your attention. And there are a lot of these data. In 2020, the global data production per capita was 1.7 MB per second.3 Not all of those data are personal, of course, and most of them are deleted almost immediately upon generation. But the number gives some indication, if ever so vague, of just how much information we leave behind.

        There is, however, a nontrivial difference between the video game race and the “raw” data people leave behind on the web. The former is an interactive software that “animates” the actions of the dead; the latter remains frozen just the way it was left. Yet the distinction is increasingly blurred. In 2016, Russian AI programmer Eugenia Kuyda announced the launch of a new app she had been working on, called Roman Mazurenko: A Digital Avatar. Mazurenko was a close friend to Eugenia who had passed away in a tragic car accident a year earlier, leaving behind some 8000 lines of text messages with Eugenia alone. Eugenia decided that the best way to honor her late friend was to preserve him in the form of an interactive bot. Drawing upon her AI project Luka, she used her correspondence with Roman as input to train an interactive entity that would behave, if not exactly like Roman, at least as a version of him—a shard of his personality. It is still available on App Store today. And like the ghost car preserved 00WARTHERAPY00’s father as a rally driver, it still holds a shard of Roman Mazurenko, at least as a text-message conversation partner. As our digital footprints grow ever larger, and as the technological means become increasingly accessible—the machine learning system that helped replicate Roman, TensorFlow, has been made available open-source by Google—plenty of similar examples have emerged, from virtual-reality encounters with deceased children to social networks for the dead. I shall write about these at length in the next chapter, but for now, let us just note that digital remains are becoming increasingly animated.

        Not all automation of a person’s posthumous presence needs to be that high-tech, though. For illustration, let me elaborate for a moment on the case of the increasingly popular Islamic prayer apps. The business plan of Islamic prayer apps is as simple as it is innovative. Muslims commonly engage in religious supplication ([image: ], du’a), a humble request for an event to occur or a wish to be fulfilled. Believers may phrase their own personal supplications, but there is also an array of examples in the Quran to choose from. Unlike the mandatory five-times-a-day prayer that is normally associated with Islam, supplications can be automated—at least according to apps. The site Du3a.org, on which I led a study in 2018, is a typical example: The site’s landing page features some Quranic quotes and popular prayers, and a sidebar encourages visitors to share the site on different social networks like Facebook and Pinterest, claiming that twenty-six million visitors have done so already. But the most salient feature is perhaps the button prompting visitors to subscribe to the service. Upon doing so, visitors are redirected to X (formerly Twitter), where they are asked to authorize Du3a.org to use their account and post on their behalf. If a visitor accepts, Du3a.org begins to automatically post a <140-character supplication from their account every second hour, alongside a site URL (and until recently, a “recycling” emoji). According to our study, there are at least ten sites with business models similar to that of Du3a.org, though some of the competitors offer more advanced options. Athantweets.com, for instance, offers a premium version that, for 100 Saudi riyals (roughly $27) a year, enables users to choose specific (as opposed to randomly generated) supplications, and to synchronize the tweets to their local prayer times. Tweets sent via this premium package also hide the Athantweets URL, making them virtually indistinguishable from any other tweets with Islamic content, and unidentifiable by bot-detection software. During the same day, a single user might post one tweet about politics, a second one containing a supplication, and a third one complaining about the long lines in airport security. For an unfamiliar audience, there would be no chance of telling that only the first and the last were literally posted by the user themselves, while the middle one was sent by a script.

        All this may seem rather baffling to secular readers, but what exactly does it have to do with the dead? The answer lies in the eschatology of Islam. Unlike many other religions, Islam holds that in the time between a person’s death and the final judgment day, there are a number of factors that can increase that person’s standing in the eyes of God. According to one of the seminal Islamic hadiths (a form of canonical religious witness statement about what Muhammed said and did that is not part of the Quran), the Prophet Muhammed specifically mentioned three such things: the continuous effects of charity, the provision of knowledge to be used by future generations, and having virtuous descendants who pray for you.4 Because contributing to the dissemination of Islam online is considered an inherent good, it is less important whether this activity is performed by someone personally or through knowledge that one helps disseminate. So, setting up an app to post supplications on one’s behalf after death could help increase one’s chances of a good afterlife. It is not unlike an Islamic version of Catholic indulgences, only the prayers are sent out from social media bots rather than clergy. To our surprise, we found that nearly all Islamic prayer apps stress this angle explicitly by marketing their product with references to the afterlife. The slogan of Zad-Muslim.com, for instance, reads “Register now so your account will tweet now and after you die,” and Du3a.org promises that “your account will tweet in your life and in your death,” to name but two examples. During our aforementioned study, we even discovered accounts dedicated solely to reenforcing the posthumous piety of deceased family members.

        Our biggest surprise, however, was not the frequency of references to the afterlife but the spread of the phenomenon. Du3a.org is presumably one of the largest Islamic prayer apps, and it is also one of the easiest to study, since it includes the same URL in every tweet it posts from users’ profiles. Using Twitter’s “firehose,” a function which then gave access to everything posted on Twitter (under certain criteria) during a given time frame, my co-authors and I downloaded every tweet containing the Du3a.org URL during a forty-eight-hour period. Over these two days, the script collected no less than 3.8 million tweets—1.9 million per day (!). Let me put that in context. Four years prior to our collection of the Du3a.org data, a report estimated that the entire Arabic-speaking Twitter encompassed approximately 17.2 million tweets per day, meaning that Du3a.org alone would account for roughly one in every ten tweets posted in Arabic (provided this estimate was still relevant).5 During the Arab Spring, on the day when Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak resigned, the hashtag #egypt got around 205,000 tweets. And that was on its busiest day. One may also compare the popularity of Du3a.org to other forms of automated content. For example, in the 2016 US election, when significant popular attention focused on the role of automated accounts, a study by data scientists Alessandro Bessi and Emilio Ferrara estimated that a maximum of 3.8 million tweets on political topics had come from automated accounts in the week leading up to Election Day (an average of about 540,000 tweets per day).6 In other words, according to our analysis, a single automated prayer app generated as many tweets in two days as automated accounts generated about the 2016 US presidential election in the whole week leading up to Election Day.7 Yet, Du3a.org keeps on posting every day of the year, and it is but one among many similar apps. No one knows the total count of tweets such apps generate, especially since some of them leave no trace of automation. But even the traffic from Du3a.org alone is big enough to shift metrics of the entire platform, and slowly but surely, this traffic is being posted by accounts that belong to deceased users. In a couple of decades, the dead may be responsible for one of the biggest social phenomena on X (Twitter), at least in terms of sheer number of posts.

        The Islamic prayer apps display how an automated digital afterlife presence does not necessarily have to be very high-tech. Aspects of one’s social or religious presence can be automated with relatively simple means yet grant (at least the promise of) an eternal presence. They also show that we may answer PBS Game/Show’s question in the affirmative—video games, and more importantly social media, can be a spiritual experience. For the users of Islamic prayer apps, it evidently is. The digital afterlife phenomenon, then, is not limited to a few tech-savvy enthusiasts in Silicon Valley. It is a spiritual low-tech phenomenon around the world. Also, like the Xbox ghost car, Islamic prayer apps illustrate that informational remains are not merely stale matter but continue to act in the social worlds of our descendants. But how we should think about these agencies? What are they? And what will they become as our technologies, and the data they collect, grow ever more sophisticated and comprehensive? These are big questions, rooted in our very understanding of the nature of data. They need answers before we go about examining the ethical and political implications.

      
      
        The Informational Corpse

        According to some people, it is simple: automation technology is the first step toward digital immortality. The AI that drives it is not merely metaphorical, it is the seed to a full replication of the human brain. Soon, our personal data records will be so comprehensive, and our AI so sophisticated, that the demise of one’s biological body will be a mere detail.

        People who hold this view typically refer to themselves as “transhumanists.”8 Transhumanism is, in the words of its most prominent advocator, philosopher Nick Bostrom, a loosely defined movement that “promotes an interdisciplinary approach to understanding and evaluating the opportunities for enhancing the human condition and the human organism opened up by the advancement of technology.”9 In other words, to transhumanists, the recent technological revolution marks the beginning of the end of the human species as we know it. In a very literal sense, they argue, we ought to see our new technologies as a bridge to what they call the “posthuman,” a radically enhanced existence that far exceeds the imagination of contemporary brains. Central to the transhumanist vision of the posthuman is the prospect of “mind uploading,” which will allegedly lead to a form of “digital immortality.” Similar to the Spiritualist theory of the electronic afterlife world, the transhumanist idea is that the human brain, interpreted as a biological information processor, can essentially be digitally emulated, and that one’s mind can subsequently be uploaded to a machine that replaces the biological hardware of the brain with a disembodied, synthetic one. Bostrom writes:

        
          A more radical kind of upgrade might be possible if we suppose a computational view of the mind. It may then be possible to upload a human mind to a computer, by replicating in silico the detailed computational processes that would normally take place in a particular human brain. Being an upload would have many potential advantages, such as the ability to make back-up copies of oneself (favorably impacting on one’s life-expectancy) and the ability to transmit oneself as information at the speed of light.10

        

        Wow—that sounds great! And some transhumanists believe that such mind-uploading technologies will become available already in the foreseeable future. An illustrative example is entrepreneur and author Martine Rothblatt’s theory of “mindclones.”11 Mindclones, explains Rothblatt, “are mindfiles used and updated by mindware that has been set to be a functionally equivalent replica of one’s mind.” When a person cloned in such a fashion dies, their mindclone “will not feel that they have personally died, although the body will be missed in the same ways amputees miss their limbs but acclimate when given an artificial replacement.” Some transhumanists argue that this kind of technologically enabled immortality will become not only possible but also cheap enough to be available to the masses. Philosopher Eric Steinhart, for example, foresees that in less than fifty years, so-called digital ghosts, which will be “both conscious and self-conscious,” will inhabit the web by the millions, thus changing the online landscape beyond recognition.12

        Rest assured—this is all nonsense. Despite the anthropomorphic term “artificial intelligence,” the AI developed over the past couple of decades has very little, if anything, to do with human cognition or intelligence.13 When we say that AI is becoming “smarter” or developing this or that cognitive ability, what we mean for the most part is not that it is becoming increasingly similar to a human brain but that we are becoming better and better at decoupling sophisticated tasks like natural language processing, or playing some board game, from intelligence. Many of the abilities that were previously thought to be the highest form of intelligence, like arithmetic and logic, have turned out to be easily replicated by even the dumbest machine, while creating a machine that understands even the most basic common sense is still hopelessly out of reach. Machines are not like people. So, whatever our data become after death, it is nothing like a “mindclone” or an artificial consciousness. Thrilling as it may be to discuss such prospects, it ultimately steals the light from more urgent issues. If all we do is run around assessing the implications of various sci-fi scenarios, there will not be any time for the real plausible scenarios that await us just around the corner. And this book is about the latter.

        But surely, there must still be some kind of link between the deceased person and their animated data? Even if machines cannot make us immortal, digital technology clearly changes something about being dead, right? Indeed, it does, and here is where the metaphor of the body comes in handy. This metaphorical way of understanding personal data is often attributed to philosopher Luciano Floridi, whom I introduced in chapter 1, though he rarely uses it explicitly.14 In simple terms, Floridi distinguishes between two ways of looking upon the status of personal data, of which he endorses the latter. The first approach, which is typically associated with the American tradition, sees personal data as something we own, like a car. If someone illicitly accesses my data, the violation can, from this perspective, be likened to either trespassing or theft. This comes with the advantage of situating data protection within property law, a particularly well-regulated area, which makes it easy to operationalize. (The German court ruling cited in the introduction of this chapter is a typical example of this approach.) The downside, as we shall see, is that it fails to capture central aspects of our relationship to information on both a metaphysical and an ethical level.

        The other view, the one advocated by Floridi, is typically coupled with the European conception of privacy. It sees personal data as something constitutive of our personhood, something that we are, like a hand, rather than merely a possession. Let me elaborate, in case this does not sound immediately intuitive. If someone does something to your car, you may get upset and perhaps suffer financial loss, but ultimately, it will not affect who you are or whom you take yourself to be. What someone does to your data, by contrast, they do to you. For example, your biological being (i.e., your body) is literally constituted by the DNA in your cells, the genetic information that makes you, you. Those data are you, and they are you regardless of whether they are inscribed in proteins, on paper, or in computer code. When someone is dealing with your biometric data, that is, they are dealing with a piece of your body. Should they alter, manipulate, or disseminate those data, they are interfering with your (biological) being, violating the integrity of your informational body. The same goes for your social being. Data about your habits—how often you shower, what kinds of cosmetic products you use, whom you message with, what you click on—comprise information that constitutes who you are as a person. These are not merely data about an object that is you but informational shards that, when combined, constitute the thing that people refer to when speaking of the person that is you. They are parts of a larger narrative that helps you and others distinguish you from other people. The question “Who is X?” will always be answered by some unique sequence of information, whether in the format of genetic code or a narrative of actions through time. In other words, our bodies are best seen as consisting of information, and inversely, our information is best seen as analogous to our body—that is, as an informational body.

        What does this have to do with the dead? Everything. Few, if any, metaphors better capture the status of digital remains than Floridi’s informational body. For if we draw the metaphor one step further, we find that the data we leave behind upon death can be regarded as nothing less than an informational corpse. When we speak of digital remains, we should interpret the term literally as a form of human remains. The corpus of information left behind upon death is not just etymologically but also conceptually analogous to the corpse. No one has dissected the connection as meticulously as Australian philosopher Patrick Stokes.15 Among the most important distinctions that Stokes brings to the fore is that between selves and persons. A self, according to Stokes, refers to the subjective experience of being a person—in other words, our consciousness. This part of who we are is completely terminated the moment the biological body breaks down. However convincing Eugina Kuyda’s Roman bot becomes, there is no such thing as the experience of being a machine learning system, and in this sense, Roman is no more. A person, on the other hand, is the narrative object that we refer to when speaking of someone (including ourselves) in the third person, a body of information held together over time. Personal data, therefore, ought to be seen as a form of “digital flesh,” and this part of who we are does not disappear at the moment of death but continues to live on as long as our information prevails. Indeed, as we saw in the previous chapter, personal information is often contained in spaces other than just the biological body—in other people’s minds and memories, as well as through various forms of information technologies on which we engrave our being. So, whatever happens to our consciousness after death, persons clearly outlive their bodies.

        This is why new information technologies so often become associated with the dead—they allow a bigger piece of the person to live on, further exposing the gap between the person and the self. Recall, for instance, Barthes’s mediation on the nature of photography. When Barthes writes that photography is a “cunning dissociation of consciousness from identity,” he is basically highlighting the same distinction as Stokes, only more poetically, and perhaps less formally. But the meaning is the same. Information technology dislocates the information that constitutes our person from the only hardware that can run a conscious subject—the biological body. The ontological status of digital remains of the dead is, in other words, to be regarded as analogous to the status of a biological body—an informational corpse, constitutive of a person, albeit not a self. And in this much, the transhumanists are right. Digital technologies do provide a form of immortality, or at least prolongation, of one’s personhood, though whatever good comes from such a perpetuation of existence cannot be experienced because there is no subjective self there to experience it, only an informational corpse. Digital automation technologies and AI may reanimate it by making it talk, move, or even play a video game, but it inevitably remains a corpse. Nothing about it can “live forever” in any sense beyond the metaphorical.

      
      
        Can the Dead Be Harmed?

        Where does all this put us in terms of what we should do with the (digital) dead? One of the advantages of thinking about digital remains as a form of informational corpse is that it provides us with a culturally informed protocol for how to treat them properly. A dead body is not a mere possession of the bereaved. In almost all known cultures, it remains an entity entitled to its own, intrinsic value. When one person dies, it is the business of the entire community, indeed of the human race as such to ensure that it is properly laid to rest. Unless they are complete monsters, even opposing armies let their enemies collect and care for their dead.

        But this does not answer the more fundamental question of why it is rational to care for the bodies of the dead in the first place. The cultural fact that we do care is not the same as a justification for why we should care. Not all philosophers agree that we should, by the way. As early as the fourth-century BCE, philosopher Diogenes the Cynic argued that dead people (and their bodies) are beyond the realm of moral consideration. A man of his word, he even let it be known that, upon his death, he wished for his body to be tossed over the city walls to be devoured by wild beasts. When asked whether he would mind this foul treatment, he responded that he would not mind “as long as you provide me with a stick to chase the creatures away!” When confronted with the question of how he could possibly chase animals away when he was dead and hence lacked the awareness to control his body, he is supposed to have replied, “How am I then injured by being torn by those animals, if I have no sensation?”16

        Some may dismiss Diogenes as more of a performer than a serious philosopher. He is, after all, known as the “dog philosopher.” But the truth is that he was much respected in his day, and several more conventional philosophers have been inspired by his arguments. Epicurus, for instance, also argued that there was nothing to fear about death: “If I am, then death is not. If death is, then I am not. Why should I fear that which can only exist when I do not?”17 Since both body and soul are material entities, he reasoned, the soul must be completely obliterated at the moment the body breaks down. Since neither soul nor (eventually) body exists after death, there is simply nothing to be harmed beyond this moment, since, according to Epicurus’s hedonist ethics, “the good” must by definition be experienced by a conscious subject. Without a (material) subject to experience it, the good cannot be. Hence, neither the good nor its absence can befall the dead since they no longer exist.18

        If we accept the above distinction between persons and selves, at least one part of the ancient philosophers’ argument seems mistaken: Persons do survive the demise of the biological body insofar as they have been inscribed onto external objects. But is personhood a sufficient qualification to be a recipient of harm? Epicurus and Diogenes clearly did not think so, but many others have advanced arguments to show that it is. In this book, I am merely going to highlight one of them, namely, the English philosopher Thomas Nagel’s notion of facts of harm.19 For Nagel, some goods and evils are “irreducibly relational” in that we may understand them as facts rather than states. States of harm refer to things like pain, disappointment, depression, loss, and so on, basically ills that must be experienced to apply. Facts of harm, on the other hand, are bad regardless of whether they are experienced. For example, the fact that one has been betrayed is negative regardless of one’s awareness of it, whereas the state of pain is negative only insofar as it is experienced. It is in a person’s interests not to be conned or humiliated, whether they find out about it or not, because being respected is better than being disrespected. This, argues Nagel, implies that the fortunes and misfortunes of a person are not confined to the boundaries of his or her lifetime. For if the main argument for disregarding the moral status of the dead is their inability to have negative experiences, then any harm that applies regardless of one’s experience must also apply to the dead. In fact, the boundaries of a lifetime are, according to Nagel, “commonly crossed by the misfortunes of being deceived, or despised, or betrayed.” This explains what is wrong with, say, breaking a deathbed promise—it is “injury to the dead man” because it is the fact that he was betrayed, rather than the state of being betrayed (e.g., the emotional stress it causes), that is harmful.

        I hold Nagel’s distinction to be the strongest objection toward Epicurus’s and Diogenes’s hedonist argument.20 Yet the concept of “facts of harm” is not especially useful in everyday life. It does not exactly connect the ethics of digital remains to some protocol from the tangible world. Hence, for our present discussion, I suggest we interpret Nagel’s facts as violations of a dead person’s right to be treated as a person. In other words, as violations of what is commonly referred to as human dignity. I concede that human dignity is a rather elusive concept. Its most common definition is derived from the ethics of Immanuel Kant, according to whom, all humans are members of what he calls “the kingdom of ends” by virtue of their capacity for autonomous moral reasoning (current, potential, or former). This means that humans are essentially ends in themselves, that cannot be measured, weighed, or matched with anything else. A person’s dignity is, as Kant has it, “above all price,” meaning that human beings must never be treated as solely a means to an end.21 But this does not give much practical guidance.

        Different cultures have different ideas about how a human ought to be treated. Book III of Herodotus contains an illustrative and commonly referenced episode. There it is told that when Darius was king of Persia, which was a truly multicultural empire, he summoned the local Hellenes to his court and asked them how much money they would demand in exchange for eating the dead bodies of their fathers, rather than cremating them. Naturally, the Hellenes responded that they would never do this, no matter how big the offered sum. Darius then summoned the cannibal tribe of Kallatiai and asked them their price to cremate their fathers’ corpses instead of eating them. Like the Greeks, they responded in an outcry that they would never commit such a heinous crime, no matter what was on offer. In this narrative, both the Kallatiai and the Hellenes appeal to human dignity in their response to Darius, yet they draw opposite conclusions about how the dead should be treated. Still, our conclusion should not be that dignity is a useless concept, but that it is perhaps better understood as an attitude rather than a distinct practice. To be humiliated or degraded is an aggression to the dignity of a person (living or dead), a universal fact of harm, but what kind of treatment qualifies as humiliation is inevitably culturally contingent. The point is that, like the Hellenes and the Kallatiai, we possess preestablished cultural protocols to express this attitude.

        As I argued in the beginning of this chapter, these protocols put us in a better position to deal with digital remains. For the entitlement to human dignity, I believe, offers an important critique of rulings like the case cited in the beginning of this chapter, where the decision to open a deceased person’s private communications was justified explicitly by equating the girl’s digital remains to (nonhuman) objects. To the court, her data were nothing but means by which the parents could find closure, possessions that can be inherited, bought, sold, and passed around without further ado. But as we have seen, such a view offers a mistaken, or in any case insufficient, understanding of what digital remains really are and why they are worthy of protection. It treats something that is essentially human as merely a thing, an estate that can be inherited and ultimately owned. It connects the intangible world of data to an inadequate tangible protocol. As soon as we think of digital remains as a body, however, this inadequacy comes to light. Bodies are certainly objects, and to some extent, it is reasonable to give those next to kin the final say in what is to happen to them after death, but they are not just objects. We do not inherit them, at least not in the sense of attaining ownership over them, like other possessions. Unlike estates, bodies remain under the protection of the law as objects constitutive of persons. The same sanctity, I hold, should be granted the informational body. I even hold that it would make sense to include them in international data protection legislation, such as the aforementioned GDPR in Europe. As such, the digital remains of the dead are not possessions that one ought to treat with a certain degree of dignity; they are constitutive of persons, who maintain an intrinsic right not to be treated as a mere means to an end.

        According to Stokes, this status implies that preservation, rather than deletion, should be the default way of handling digital remains. Even if it is not perfectly intuitive, he has a strong case. The reason the boy racing his father in Rally Sports Challenge stops right before the finishing line is that winning would erase one of the few pieces that remain of the late father’s agency. This is not just an act of self-interest. It is also, I believe, because the boy senses a moral imperative not to carelessly destroy the informational body of a deceased person. We do not simply erase the dead without further ado, because unlike other objects, they are not just objects, they are human objects—persons. I do not necessarily agree that existence is by default preferable to nonexistence. Just as one may kill out of respect (e.g., putting an injured animal out of its misery), one may similarly erase someone’s data as a sign of respect—a kind of digital cremation, if you will. It all depends on the cultural manifestations of what is considered a proper way of dealing with a body. In the context of digital remains, we have no such cultural matrix to hold on to, so insofar as dignity goes, I am not sure either preservation or deletion has a stronger claim. For the biological body, however, we have hundreds of thousands of years of cultural development to help guide our expressions of respect and dignification. Connecting the two creates a conceptual bridge. It shows that the emergence of the informational corpse, futuristic as it may sound, is not a radical disruption. It is simply the continuation of a process that has been ongoing since we erected the first tombstones, namely, the separation between persons and biological bodies—or, better, the increasingly external nature of the informational body. We need to begin translating those rituals into the digital sphere.

        The notion of the informational body is certainly not a universal tool for thinking about the ethics of posthumous data management. In some contexts it is immensely helpful, but in others it is only confusing. Part of the takeaway from this book is that digital remains are becoming a macro-level matter, and here, the comparison to bodies falls short. It may be useful to highlight the status of one person’s digital remains, but when these accumulate by the billions, so that they encapsulate not merely persons but entire societies and generations, we cannot unpack the implications by analogy to digital mass graves or cemeteries. For this context, an entirely different sort of analogy is required.

      
      
        The Digital Encyclopedia of the Dead

        There is a short story by the Serbian author Danilo Kiš entitled “The Encyclopedia of the Dead.”22 It begins with a nameless woman traveling to Stockholm on invitation from a Mrs. Johansson at the Institute for Theatre Studies. One night, Mrs. Johansson takes the protagonist down to the archives of the Royal Library, where it has been arranged for her to freely explore the collection overnight. During this visit, the woman discovers a strange book entitled The Encyclopedia of the Dead, which turns out to comprise a complete record of every human life lived during the past three hundred years. Having recently lost her beloved father, she immediately begins searching for his entry. She finds it and is baffled by its comprehensiveness. Every detail of the old man’s life, no matter how insignificant, has been recorded in the book. She reads about his childhood and adolescence, his time in the army, his travels, and his relationship to his family. She even learns about the motivations and subconscious forces that drove his strange behavior in the final days of his life. The book turns out to be more knowledgeable about the protagonist’s father than she ever was, perhaps even than he ever was.

        I was reminded of Kiš’s short story as my colleague David Watson and I conducted a study that we, perhaps somewhat melodramatically, named “Are the Dead Taking Over Facebook? A Big Data Approach to the Future of Online Death.”23 By matching the age distribution of Facebook’s user base in every country with projected life expectancy data from the United Nations, we predicted that by the end of this century, the platform will have accumulated over five billion profiles belonging to deceased users (see figure 1). Already by the mid-2050s, the number may surpass one billion, and by 2080, almost three billion. These calculations, however, were premised on a rather unlikely assumption, namely, that Facebook would continue growing at its current pace in all markets until saturation. Though the network’s growth remains strong, this is an unlikely scenario, so we made a second model, this time assuming that no new users would join from 2018 onward. This time, the total number of profiles of deceased users was “only” 1.4 billion by the century’s end (see figure 2). However, the new assumption led to a distribution where already by the mid-2060s, there will be more profiles belonging to the deceased than to the living. It may even happen sooner than that, considering that the fastest-growing group on Facebook is users over sixty-five years old. In fact, a report from the Pew Research Center showed that in 2018 alone, that age group in the US rose from 22 to 40 percent in terms of Facebook penetration.24 Melodramatic or not, the dead really do seem to be taking over Facebook.
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            Figure 1. Geographic distribution of the expected accumulation of Facebook profiles of dead users, given continuous growth of the platform until market saturation.
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            Figure 2. Geographic distribution of the expected accumulation of Facebook profiles of dead users, given no additional users after 2018

          
        
        The study made a big splash in the media. For weeks it seemed we did nothing but talk to journalists from around the world, explaining our method and warning about the consequences of our findings. There was undoubtedly a bit of sensationalism in the reporting. After all, Facebook becoming a digital cemetery makes a catchy headline. But for us, the important takeaway was not about Facebook specifically, for the same fate awaits any network that stores user data. We also tried our models on Instagram, for example, with very similar results.25 Nor was it about which exact year the living population of some particular network will be surpassed by the dead. Such predictions are affected by way too many variables to be made with any serious precision. Instead, the big takeaway from our findings was that even under the most conservative assumptions, the number of deceased profiles on social media is growing exponentially, virtually encompassing an entire generation worldwide. In their effort to predict user behavior, and attract increasingly large audiences, the global tech giants are building a comprehensive record of almost every human on this planet, an archive which, just like in Kiš’s fictional story, includes the inner, even subconscious thoughts and behavioral patterns of an entire generation. And these archives are slowly but surely turning into depositories of digital remains. They are, so to speak, becoming a digital encyclopedia of the dead.

      
      
        Brutus’s Closet

        The sixteenth-century French philosopher Michel de Montaigne, known for his celebration of the particular and mundane over the spectacular and official elements of history, once wrote about Brutus:26

        
          I would rather choose to be certainly informed of the conference he had in his tent with some particular friends of his the night before a battle, than of the harangue he made the next day to his army; and of what he did in his closet and his chamber, than what he did in the public square and in the senate.27

        

        Brutus belongs to the tiny minority of historical individuals about whom we actually know anything. Yet, unfortunately for Montaigne, what Brutus said to his comrades in his tent before battle will be forever lost, and so will pretty much everything else he ever did or said, apart from his official statements in the senate. Had he lived in the age of the internet, however, he would likely have spent the nights before his battles texting friends back in Rome, and those texts would have been part of an almost infinite network of interactions, an archive held by the app providing the service. The mere existence of such data, let alone their availability to historians, would surely have made Montaigne excited. And I imagine most contemporary historians would be keen to lay their hands on such an archive too. Imagine today, if researchers had access to Sir Winston Churchill’s search history during the Second World War, to Napoleon Bonaparte’s tweets, or to a YouTube clip of Jesus of Nazareth giving his Sermon of the Mount—or, better, what he did after the sermon, the things that Mathew does not mention and perhaps did not know about. The historical lessons would be invaluable, and for most of the events that will take place in the twenty-first century, something like this may actually be possible.28

        Naturally, many historians have spoken in blissful terms of how the internet will revolutionize their trade.29 Roy Rosenzweig, one of the first digital history pioneers, did, for instance, claim that due to the information people put on the internet, future historians will have access to an “essentially complete historical record.”30 Indeed, so-called big-data history is already becoming an established field thanks to our ever evolving capacity to produce and analyze large amounts of data.31 Imagine what it will be in a hundred years’ time. Like Kiš’s protagonist gazing upon her father’s entry in the encyclopedia, our descendants may, at least in theory, use our generation’s aggregated digital footprints to zoom in on a given day and find out exactly what went on, who went where, who said what to whom, what people bought, clicked on, listened to, uploaded, and so on. Imagine, for instance, parsing through millions of tweets to analyze the response to a single trial like the prosecution of Kyle Rittenhouse, the teenager who traveled from Illinois to Wisconsin and fatally shot two people during the riots in the summer of 2020. Or analyzing the entire catalog of statements made by a single politician like Donald Trump, whose online presence has been more prolific than that of almost any other major political figure of the twenty-first century. Again, the value emerges from the aggregation of such data, which is why archives like Facebook, X (Twitter), and YouTube may become such significant resources for future generations. They allow broader inferences about entire populations and their reactions to various societal events over time. Rather than merely allowing an individual to study the life of their ancestor, the digital encyclopedia of the dead allows one generation to study the society of their predecessors. What if today, we could research the social patterns of communication that emerged in Germany in the 1930s, or track changes in sentiments toward the Reformation in Renaissance Europe? Again, the lessons learned would be invaluable. And this is why our digital data are something more than a mere collection of individual user histories; they are our collective past, part of humanity’s digital heritage.

        Unlike previous archives of human behavior, which are generally only focused on a subpopulation, the digital encyclopedia of the dead stretches over both geographic and demographic borders. Again, consider Facebook as an example. Contrary to how it is often described in popular and academic press, the emergence of the dead on the network is far from only a Western phenomenon. According my study with David Watson, European and North American users will actually represent a mere fraction of the users that are to leave profiles on the site in the next couple of decades. It is Asian countries that dominate, culminating with nearly 44 percent of the total by the end of the century (provided that Facebook’s growth grinds to a halt). Moreover, in the scenario where Facebook continues growing, African nations will make up the second-largest share of the platform’s historical record. Nigeria in particular becomes a major hub of Facebook user deaths—in fact, the second largest in the world, after India—accounting for over 6 percent of the global total. Niger, Mali, and Burkina Faso also appear in the top ten countries by dead profile count, while the United States is the only Western nation to even crack the list. Facebook’s future archives of digital remains are, in other words, a truly global archive of human behavior.32 The same goes for most of the tech empires that dominate the digital economy. YouTube, for instance, has localized versions in more than one hundred countries and is the most commonly used social media platform in many of the world’s key markets, including Brazil, the Philippines, and Indonesia.33 More than five hundred hours of video material are uploaded to its servers every minute. TikTok connects roughly one in every five internet users in the world (one in three in Asia), and that number is probably way higher among younger demographics, as 41 percent of TikTok’s user base is between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four. I could go on, but the bottom line is this: The data archives harbored by these platforms are more than an advertising resource; they are a global portrait of our species in the twenty-first century.

        The archives of the social web also comprise a much higher demographic diversity than previous records. To date, our knowledge of the past and its inhabitants has been highly skewed. We may know a lot about kings, generals, and politicians like our dear Brutus—the elites who dominated the societies of the past—yet almost nothing is known about the ordinary people who inhabited those societies. For instance, compared to people like Brutus, we know virtually nothing about the hundreds of thousands of enslaved individuals who populated ancient Rome. How did they live? What were their lives, dreams, desires like? We will never know. Most striking is the absence of named women in history. According to English historian Bettany Hughes, women account for only 0.5 percent of the historical individuals whose names we know, despite representing 50 percent of our ancestors.34 Then again, the women of history whom we actually do know something about do not receive nearly the attention they deserve. But that is a different matter. The point here is that most women, along with several other marginalized or economically disadvantaged groups, were never allowed into our records in the first place.

        But this is now potentially changing. Not in the sense that decisions on how and whom to record are made democratically, but in the sense that in the digital realm, recording, not forgetting, has become the default.35 When something happens, it is the rule, rather than the exception, that it leaves some kind of record behind. As such, the information society reverses the logic of previous record writing; instead of asking “Is this important enough to record?” we now ask “Is this record unimportant enough to destroy?” For most people and events of the twenty-first century, a record already exists; the question is only what makes it worth keeping. So, for the first time in the history of our species, we now have a data record that is truly reflective of human diversity, at least for the part of the population that is online (even though, as we shall see, this is far from everyone). The vision for a diverse and reflective history is, for the first time ever, a realistic possibility, and if it is spoiled, it will be because someone’s data are intentionally destroyed.

        Of course, none of this requires that the data studied are digital remains.36 To some degree, research on contemporary users is already being done internally by many platforms, mainly for the purpose of figuring out how to make users buy more things or to increase their time spent on the platform, but also for genuinely good causes like suicide prevention.37 Sharing all that data with the public, so that other researchers can utilize it, would have the potential to do a lot of good and make significant improvements in our understanding of society. Meanwhile, data sharing also opens up a massive potential for harming the individuals who are being analyzed. In 2006, Harvard researchers began scraping the Facebook profiles of Harvard’s class of 2009, which they matched with information about students’ majors and residences. The published study, known as “Tastes, Ties, and Time,” made some valuable insights into how social networks and friendships form over time.38 But, despite the researchers’ efforts to “anonymize” the data, and their replacing of Harvard with “a diverse private college in the Northeastern U.S.,” it took only days before people figured out the real identity of the school and hence also those of the students. In the end the study probably contributed to Facebook’s decision to essentially close the platform for research collaborations a couple of years later. The point is that while big data research on living subjects may be valuable, it poses a threat not only to the dignity but also to the well-being of its subjects. Historical research, by contrast, does not pose a risk to well-being, that is, the states of harm that it might cause its subjects—because they are dead. Unlike scraping the profiles of current Harvard students, reading the diaries of, say, the students of Plato’s academy does not change those students’ prospects in life.

        But hang on a moment. Using digital remains as a means to gain historical insight—is this not exactly the type of violation of human dignity of the dead that I discussed in the first half of this chapter? Possibly. Doing research on the private communications of individuals from the past may well constitute a harm to their dignity, at least insofar as it treats them only as a means to an end. But my larger point here is not that future generations should do research on the private communications of each of us. It is that they may have an interest in doing it on some of us and that it matters greatly who ends up controlling this activity (i.e., who owns the data and their motives for using it). This (potential) conflict of interest between and within generations is a major point that I shall get back to toward the end of the book. But for now, let us merely state that when we zoom out and think about digital remains in the aggregate, they emerge not merely as a private concern for individual users and bereaved families but as an informational heritage, an encyclopedia of the dead, passed down from one generation to the next. This is why the accumulation of digital remains on the web is a collective matter, a concern even for those who do not know a single person who has died and left data online. Digital remains are a matter of our collective (digital) past, and insofar as we care about future generations and their relationship to the past, we should care about what happens to the digital remains of our generation.

        Because of the global scope and unprecedented diversity of the encyclopedias of the social web, I believe that they hold what British Ghanaian philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah calls a cosmopolitan value, that is, a value that goes beyond the interests of any single individual or community.39 Let me elaborate.

        A typical example of an artifact with cosmopolitan value is the Great Pyramids of Egypt. Naturally, these monuments are an important national heritage of everyone living in Egypt. But they do not belong exclusively to the Egyptians, for the wonder of the Great Pyramids is not only part of Egyptian history but part of the history of all humankind. There are de facto no pharaonic Egyptians left, and so the remains of ancient Egypt are of little more cultural significance to the the predominately Muslim population of today’s Egypt than to the billions of people worldwide who rightly see themselves as cultural descendants of ancient Egypt. The preservation and integrity of the Great Pyramids are concerns for all members of humanity, because these artifacts tell us something about who we are and from whence we came. They belong to all of us. As Appiah stresses, though, the word belong has an entirely metaphoric meaning here. The Pyramids remain the property not of the UN or any other organization working in the name of “humanity” but of the Egyptian state, and rightly so. Yet, this does not mean that the state of Egypt can do whatever it wants with the remains of the ancient empire, for their cosmopolitan value comes with duties to the species of whose history they are part. Like corpses and other objects constitutive of the dead, the Pyramids are not “just objects.”

        As we increasingly live our lives online, it is only natural that digital artifacts too will come to hold such a status. It may seem silly today, but the data records we are building through our everyday online activities are de facto the largest archives of human behavior ever assembled in the history of our species. Just as the Pyramids tell the story of early human civilization, these data tell something about human civilization at the cusp of the twenty-first century, about the birth of digital society. They are, or will at least become, part of our digital world heritage.

        Several initiatives are already taking form to preserve the social web for posterity. Examples range from temporary projects such as the pioneering Task Force on Archiving of Digital Information, to international organizations such as the Digital Preservation Coalition and UNESCO’s Software Heritage Project (the latter has the ambitious mission to preserve all open-source software in the world for posterity!).40 The most widely known among these is probably the Internet Archive, an organization that has been ambitiously working since 1996 to provide “universal access to all knowledge.” It is best known to the public for the Wayback Machine, a publicly accessible and searchable online archive that contains old versions of (most) open pages on the World Wide Web. Meanwhile, national archives in several countries are working to preserve tweets and other social media content from political leaders and notable public figures who are deemed to have cultural significance. The Library of Congress in the United States, for example, has gathered material from the web for over two decades with the aim to build an archive representative of American web history for future scholars. It has currently amassed more than eighteen billion digital documents comprising a total of 2.129 petabytes of data, and in 2010, Twitter announced that it would donate its entire archive to the library. Though the plans to make the archive searchable and accessible to the public are yet to be realized, the sheer ambition is an indicator of how social media data are increasingly viewed as historically significant.41

        These initiatives are certainly on the right path, but for reasons that I explore in more detail in chapter 4, they suffer from some serious insufficiencies, at least in comparison to the real archives held by the tech giants. The fact that national archives and nongovernmental organizations gather tweets from politicians and other notable media personalities is great, but as historical resources, these data are but a drop in the ocean of the data harbored by Big Tech. They may capture what our modern-day Brutuses say in the senate, but what he does in his closet, the greater patterns of his followers’ reactions, and the power that comes with this information, belong exclusively to the handful of firms that currently own the encyclopedias of the dead.

      
      
        Not So Valuable After All?

        There are several possible counterarguments to the claim that social data are a valuable historical resource. Many readers have probably thought of some of them already, so I better address them right away before moving on.

        The most common objection is that social media data tell very little about our “real” lives, that they are mundane “trash” and therefore lack the significance of other, more dignified, documents such as government records. It is simply not of interest to future generations, it is said, to know what someone ate for breakfast on a particular day in the beginning of the twenty-first century, nor how cute their cat was—not to speak of the avalanche of memes that have been shared in the past ten years. Are not such data too mundane to be of any interest to posterity? I acknowledge that, figuratively speaking, much of what is on social media may well be akin to trash—but this does not make it worthless. On the contrary, archaeologists often find trash piles and sewers to be among the richest resources for scientific insight about the past. “Trash is a proxy for human behavior,” to quote Harvard anthropologist Richard Meadow.42 In fact, much of what archaeologists have learned about the lives of past humans comes from those humans’ trash.43 Temples and monuments may tell us about the elites and extremes of ancient civilizations, yet they disclose little about the everyday lives of the ordinary people who inhabited them. That which people consider mundane, by contrast, is often rich with information about what they take for granted—that is, their day-to-day lives. So if social media data appear like “trash” to us now, it does not mean that they will remain trash to future generations. Rather, precisely because we do consider them mundane, our most trivial memes and breakfast meal posts may in fact become significant for those who come after.

        A second line of critique holds that social media provide an unreliable representation of reality. Online self-portrayal, some say, presents a polished and ultimately false image of what goes on in “real life.” If some alien civilization studied humanity in the twenty-first century only through what we post on, say, Instagram, they would probably think life here was all about beautiful sunsets, fitness influencers, and cute animals, and we all know that is not quite accurate. There is a great deal of important activity that never makes it to social media, and what does is often heavily manipulated to be more appealing.

        I have two responses to this criticism. First, while I contend that one’s online self-portrayal necessarily provides only a selective and curated image, it may still be valuable for scientific purposes. How people wish to be perceived is just as important as the hard facts about their lives, and it is often by comparing the living conditions of a population with its self-image that we come to learn deep truths about cultural values and trends. The fact that a person or group who posts only about their cute pets is at the same time suffering great economic despair tells you something about them that the economic data alone could not. Hence, however manipulated they may be, social media posts are real actions that tell something about a social reality. Second, and more crucial, I believe it is a mistake to view social media data as merely a representation of what goes on in some supposedly “real” world. On the contrary, society is increasingly taking place within online social networks. As Floridi’s concept of the “onlife” illustrates, life is never purely on- or offline but always takes place in a network of connected technologies and people.44 For example, many historically significant events and movements, such as #MeToo and to some extent even the Arab Spring, were not merely representations of events taking place “in real life” but were, from the very beginning, digital movements. The data and the events are one. The objection that one does not reflect the other does not make sense.

        The third, and certainly most poignant, objection to my claim that social media data are valuable is that not all of today’s society takes place online. Although twenty-first-century life to a large degree is and will be characterized by the onlife experience, this mode of being is by no means universally shared. According to Internetwordstats.com, 40 percent of the world’s population is not connected to the internet. This statistic is high even in some developed countries, such as Greece, where more than 17 percent of the population lacks access.45 Whereas this number will likely decrease rapidly in the coming decade, there is still evidence to suggest that access alone is not sufficient to make people use the internet. In the UK, for example, which has an internet penetration rate of about 95 percent, roughly one in every ten persons lacks even basic skills in using it.46 When we speak of the historical value of social media data, it is therefore important to avoid illusions of a “complete” record of all corners of society, at least until all digital divides are bridged. But even then, digital history should not be equated with “the past.” As we shall see in the following chapter, data are always collected and organized for a specific purpose, and that purpose, whatever it may be, will be reflected in the data.

        In addition to these objections, one may add a final one: namely, that it is extremely implausible that the tech industry’s data will ever be shared with researchers, even in a hundred years’ time. How do we even know that Facebook and Google, or something like them, will exist long enough to become a historical resource? And if they do, how likely is it that they will share their archives with researchers outside the company? Is it even desirable that the industry would share dead people’s data, presumably without their consent, for historical research? These are all valid questions. And yes, it is conceivable that future generations will never be able to harness the power of the digital encyclopedias of the dead. But this is not my point. My point is that the data harbored by the tech industry holds the potential to massively improve humanity’s future understanding of the past and its inhabitants. Furthermore, even if it may never come to the benefit of the public, someone, most likely the firms that dominate the industry today, will possess this power. They will, in a rather literal way, own our (digital) past. And they will do research on that data, whether you like it or not. In aggregation, our digital remains are de facto the remains of an entire generation. Whether this awesome archive will be kept intact and who will be able to use it are questions for the remainder of this book. For now, what matters is that thinking of our aggregated digital remains as a single artifact, as a digital encyclopedia of the dead, reveals the collective nature of the phenomenon. What happens to your data when you die is not merely some private concern for you and those close to you; we all have a stake in what happens to the encyclopedias inscribed to the servers of Big Tech.

        

        * * *

        The metaphors of the body and the encyclopedia do not exclude other understandings of the dead—we may just as well talk about digital estates, ghosts, souls, or the undead. But they are crucial tools to make sense of the post-mortal condition in that they link its nascency to pre-digital objects that are already familiar to us, and the cultural protocols that come with them. They allow us to formulate more specific questions and, thus, to better understand the challenges posed by the post-mortal condition. If someone’s digital remains are constitutive of a person entitled to human dignity, how should we understand the increasing commodification of such materials? What happens when the digital encyclopedia runs out of (metaphorical) pages for new names? Who owns it? And is not the encyclopedia also full of living people sharing those pages? Now that our basic metaphoric vocabulary is in place, I shall begin answering these questions.

      
    
  


      
        3 * The Rise of the Digital Afterlife Industry

      
      
        Capital is dead labour, which, vampire-like, lives only by sucking living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it sucks.

        Karl Marx

      

      
        Ash & Martha

        In “Be Right Back,” the opening episode of the TV show Black Mirror’s second season, the protagonist, Martha, loses her partner Ash in a car accident.1 Martha is devastated. But right after the funeral, she receives an invitation to try a beta version of a new app. The hook is as intriguing as it is uncanny: Using a recently deceased person’s digital footprint as its basis—their search data, conversation logs, tweets, snaps, playlists, and so on—the app analyzes the patterns and produces a chatbot that is a hyperrealistic replica of the personality of the deceased. Martha is at first skeptical, even insulted, by the mere suggestion. Ash is dead, and no algorithm in the world can change that. But then she makes a shattering discovery—she is pregnant with Ash’s child. After a few hours of agony, she can no longer hold off. She must speak to Ash. She decides to use the service in order to send no more than one message to the chatbot replica: “I am pregnant.” But it is far from the last message she sends.

        Due to Ash’s frequent usage of his electronic devices, the chatbot replica turns out to be stunningly accurate. It has the same humor (even better!), the same timing, and the same jargon as the original. For a person like Martha, whose life and sense of self is in shambles, it proves an invaluable comfort in coping with her newly discovered pregnancy. She continues the chat with Ash’s digital ghost, and after some time communicating with it, she writes, “I wish we could talk.” The bot responds, “What if we could?” As it turns out, the app also offers a premium version, which includes a voice service. Using recordings of Ash’s voice from old clips and videos, the app is able to replicate the sound of his voice, which means that Martha is now able to call the chatbot anytime she feels the need to, which soon becomes pretty much all the time. Eventually, Martha takes the final step toward resurrecting Ash and orders a complete humanoid robot programmed to move and behave like Ash. As you may have guessed, the robot is not quite like Ash (despite some of his features arguably being improved), and the story does not have an entirely happy ending. In the end, Robot Ash is locked in the attic, presumably a secret from the outside world.

        “Be Right Back” asks difficult questions about life, death, and mourning. With what authority does Martha “resurrect” her late spouse? Is it good for her? And what is the ethical status of the robot? Unsurprisingly, the episode has become a frequent point of reference in debates over digital remains. Yet one crucial detail of the story tends to be overlooked in these debates, namely, the anonymous firm that provides the technology. Though Martha’s perpetuation of her relationship with Ash is technologically mediated, the technology does not arise in and of itself. It is designed by someone, and for a particular purpose. The episode offers only limited information about who they are and what their motives may be. But, at least if as the firm is anything like real-life businesses, its purpose is presumably to make money. Indeed, this seems to be Ash’s prime function from the firm’s point of view. In each of the instances when Martha chooses to upgrade, the option is first introduced by the bot itself. For instance, it is “Ash’s” texts that promote the voice service when Martha mentions her wish that they could talk. And if the bot is really an incarnation of Ash, who is she to deny her late husband, whom she loves above everyone else? In other words, Robot Ash is at the same time a product provided by a firm and the perfect salesman for that product. He is not programmed to be just like Ash, but—at least insofar as the company has been successful in its goal—to be the version of him that Martha is most likely to continue paying for.

        As we shall see, this commercial angle puts not only the episode but the entire digital afterlife phenomenon in a new light. For it is not only in fiction that our interactions with the online dead are mediated by commercial platforms. Indeed, in the real world, for-profit logic is the rule rather than the exception. But what are the consequences of such commercialism? How is it shaping our relationship to the dead, and what are the ethical implications?

      
      
        The Digital Afterlife Industry

        To my knowledge, there is yet no service with the technological sophistication depicted in “Be Right Back.” But reality is not far behind. In 2015, MIT start-up Eterni.me launched a beta version of a chatbot—including a virtual avatar—which, it claimed, would let you “Skype with the dead.” Provided a sufficient amount of data, the algorithms would be able to extract one’s personality and turn it into an interactive avatar.2 It reached forty-seven thousand subscribers before the site mysteriously went down in 2021, possibly due to running out of seed funding. But similar apps keep emerging. The most recent is Hereafter AI, which offers the same product as Eterni.me, though mainly based on interviews with the person to be replicated. It appears that this app is having relative market success. However, the most successful, though perhaps less clear-cut, case of this type of service is Replika, a for-profit app founded by Eugenia Kuyda, whom I introduced in the previous chapter. The product has developed significantly since the simplicity of the Roman bot, but the basics follow roughly the same logic: You train a chatbot by interacting with it and by giving it access to your data, and eventually it becomes more and more like you—an artificial best friend who is also a version of yourself. There are several similar start-ups, but with over ten million users, Replika is by far the most successful, perhaps partly thanks to the toning-down of the afterlife angle in their brand.3

        Though it remains mainly a start-up phenomenon, the quest to make “Be Right Back” reality is also on the agenda of the tech giants. In June 2022, Rohit Prasad, senior vice president of Amazon and head scientist of its virtual assistant software Alexa, announced that the company had developed a feature that enabled Alexa to speak in the voice of a deceased relative. Amazon even made a promotional video for it, in which a young boy asks Alexa to read The Wizard of Oz in the voice of his departed grandmother. Similar applications have been available for quite some time. In 2017, an Irish start-up used a deep-learning algorithm to analyze voice recordings of US President John F. Kennedy and created a synthetic replicant voice, which they made read the speech he was about to give on November 22, 1963, when he was assassinated in Dallas. It sounds just like the real thing. But such precedents have required enormous amounts of data, whereas Alexa needs only one minute of recorded voice data to successfully replicate a person’s voice, meaning that the new feature will become available to a much broader market.

        Just a year before the announcement of Alexa’s ability to replicate voices, Microsoft got a patent for a similar technology, only in this case it creates a replica of an entire personality, not just a voice. The patent document explains:

        
          The specific person [whom the bot represents] may correspond to a past or present entity (or a version thereof), such as a friend, a relative, an acquaintance, a celebrity, a fictional character, a historical figure, a random entity, etc. The specific person may also correspond to oneself (e.g., the user creating/training the chat bot).4

        

        Though Microsoft officials have denied the intention of developing a product for the market, the patent does undeniably sound very much like a real-life version of Black Mirror, following in the footsteps of multiple start-ups that emerged during the 2010s.

        It remains to be seen whether the demand for posthumous chatbots will increase. The current record does not make the future of this technology look too bright, considering the fate of, for example, Eterni.me, and the fact that the mere thought of communicating with a dead person through their data still strikes most people as a bit creepy. Yet perhaps, as we become increasingly accustomed to interacting with chatbots in everyday life, chatting with a deceased loved one will feel just as normal as looking at a picture of them. In any case, the industry is clearly gearing up already.

        The chatbot services understandably attract a lot of attention in popular media. Yet the vast majority of services that seek to monetize digital remains do not use AI. In fact, the first ones had emerged already in the late 1990s, long before the big AI boom of the past decade. These were rudimentary services like Finalthoughts.com, founded by internet entrepreneur Michael Krim. Krim conceived of the idea in 1999 during an unusually unpleasant flight involving some serious turbulence. While in the air, certain of his approaching demise, he began thinking of what he would have said to his loved ones if he had had the chance. Fortunately, the plane landed safely, but the episode inspired Krim to found what would become the world’s first online posthumous messaging service. Rather than an AI predicting what a user would have said were they alive (this concept still belonged to the world of sci-fi in the ’90s), Finalthoughts.com used authentic messages written by living users that would dispatch to a series of designated email addresses in the event of the users’ deaths. The service itself did not live long, though. In 2004 it had already gone out of business.

        Nevertheless, a plethora of similar services would soon emerge, many offering more sophisticated versions of the same product. Most firms still offered merely the dispatch of an email or other forms of text-based message. Others, like the Israeli start-up SafeBeyond, offered considerably more versatile services, ranging from personalized videos to messages dispatched on given dates, such as the future birthdays of a user’s children. (This last function is suggestive of rap artist Kanye West’s hologram resurrection of his late father-in-law for his now-ex-wife Kim Kardashian’s birthday.) The promotional video displayed on the SafeBeyond landing page, for instance, features a wedding at which each family member receives a video greeting from the bride’s departed father. The son is instructed to watch over the family, the daughter is ensured how proud her late father is of her, and so on.

        Some services have focused instead on perpetuating their users’ social media presence. The innovative but short-lived start-up Liveson, for instance, promised to continue posting automated tweets from its users’ Twitter profiles after their deaths, using the catchy slogan “When your heart stops beating, you’ll keep tweeting.” All in all, posthumous messaging services have had varying success. Some have remained as a tiny niche market. Others, like the Islamic prayer apps discussed in chapter 2, are fundamentally changing the way the dead remain visible online.

        Many of the early digital afterlife services were also digital security vaults that helped users deal with problems of digital asset management that may arise following their own or someone else’s departure—including deposits of passwords, digital collections, video game avatars, subscriptions to steaming sites, and so on. An oft-cited pioneer of such services is Legacy Locker, founded by entrepreneur Jeremy Toeman. A couple of years prior to founding Legacy Locker, Toeman had struggled (and failed) to access his departed grandmother’s Hotmail account. Then—coincidentally also during an unpleasant flight—he realized that his own digital legacy would be far messier to clean up than his grandmother’s. In a 2011 interview with the Bay Area’s Mercury News, Toeman explains:

        
          I’m on a plane to New York, and it’s really bumpy, and I’m thinking, hmm, what would happen if . . . ? And I realized that of all the things I’d properly accounted for through my estate plan and trust, the one thing that wasn’t accounted for were my Web domains. I own 100 or so, and they could have value if auctioned off after my death, but my wife would never be able to find out about them. That was it. I thought, this could be a business.5

        

        It really could be a business. After the launch of Legacy Locker, several other start-ups, such as Entrust and DataInherit (both of which now belong to SecureSafe), followed suit with similar information management services. The idea was to provide a form of digital will that ensured that assets would be passed on to their appropriate heirs (or destroyed). Several firms even started collaborations with life insurance companies and funeral homes to make sure the consumer’s afterlife was as easily manageable for the bereaved as possible, both on- and offline. Eventually, bigger firms implemented similar features, like Google’s Inactive Account Manager, which lets users appoint a “trusted contact” who will be able to download parts of the user’s data in the event of their death. While Inactive Account Manager effectively solved many of the problems addressed by the start-up scene, information management services remain popular to this day. In any case, I regularly receive requests from similar start-ups firms asking for endorsements or ethical counseling.

        By far the most common form of digital afterlife service, however, is the online memorial. These are sites and apps that often look like social media platforms on the surface, only the pages/profiles are not meant for the living but for the dead. Unlike a physical site, like a cemetery, the online memorial site can gather geographically and temporally dispersed communities to come together to mourn, either by uploading their own material (e.g., photos, videos) or by leaving messages for the deceased. Online memorials come in all kinds of niches. Some sites specialize in accommodating deceased children.6 Some focus on fallen veterans. Some are even devoted to beloved pets.7 In 2007, Facebook launched a so-called memorialization feature that gave bereaved families the right to either delete or memorialize a profile of a person who they could prove had passed away (typically by submitting a death certificate or obituary). If they opted for the latter, the profile would remain on the network, albeit with some modifications. The text “Remembering” would be added before the deceased person’s name, and the profile would be closed off from the search function, unable to receive friend requests, and free of ads. It would also be removed from birthday reminders and the “people you may know” feature. In 2015, a feature called “legacy contact” was added on top of this, which let users appoint another Facebook user to be the custodian of their profile in the event of their death. The custodian does not get access to the entire memorialized account but is able to moderate posts on the timeline, change profile photos, write posts to the mourning community, and so on. These features were then even further developed in 2019, with tribute pages separated from the original timelines of deceased users, and an AI function that “detected” supposed deaths in order to proactively remove profiles from appearing in inappropriate places, such as lists of “people you may know.” It almost goes without saying that Facebook implementing these features essentially rendered many of the start-up services redundant. Why upload a bunch of old photos and videos of a deceased loved one, which you may struggle to get access to on a new, unreliable site, when everything you need is already set up automatically on Facebook? Moreover, if the deceased individual has chosen a legacy contact, that person will even get a notification with an invitation to create a memorial upon that person’s departure. It is all set up and ready to go. Given these massive benefits, the future of memorials is probably on Facebook or some large, stable behemoth like it.

        Despite their differences, the various types of firms accounted for above all share a single trait: in one way or another, they seek to monetize some aspect of people’s digital afterlife. Collectively, we may refer to them as the digital afterlife industry (DAI), an umbrella term that includes virtually any commercial enterprise that makes digital remains part of its business plan.8

        Most DAI businesses have names that relate to perpetuity, such as B-emortal, Eterniam, Eterni.me, Eter9, InfiBond, Perpetu, SafeBeyond, and so on. Ironically, this has not stopped most of them from going out of business only a few years after their launches. In 2017, I published a study mapping out the various branches of the industry, which included a list of fifty-eight different firms.9 Only a handful remain active today. Despite their ambitious names, neither SafeBeyond, Eterni.me, B-emortal, nor Perpetu could survive without money. Perhaps making a business out of digital remains is not so lucrative after all. Or the market just was not mature when these pioneering businesses launched, the population of the internet still too young to be thinking about their potential demise. In a few years, when interacting with chatbots may feel just as normal as paying with a credit card, and the mean age of the internet’s population approaches that of the population in general, the market will perhaps be ready even for the boldest businesses like Eterni.me and Replika. We can only wait and see, but considering the steady stream of new start-ups joining the industry, it is not a wild guess.

        Another explanation of why many of the early digital afterlife services failed is the entry of Facebook and Google into the market. In 2010, a start-up that let you choose whom your emails would be passed down to upon death offered a unique product. The same was true for memorial sites that let friends and family come to mourn a deceased person and share pictures and other (digital) memories of them. Since then, such features have become mainstream. As I mentioned, Google’s Inactive Account Manager lets users do precisely what so many start-ups set out to do, and Facebook has implemented a variety of death-related features, from memorialization of profiles to the legacy contact, which draw on the innovations that initially emerged within the start-up scene.10 It is impossible to say how many people actively use the death-related features offered by Google and Facebook, but I would personally be shocked by anything short of a hundred million, given that Facebook claims thirty million people view memorialized profiles every month. Does this mean that the tech giants are now part of the DAI? The answer is no and yes. Take Facebook as an example. On the one hand, death and the dead were certainly not on top of Mark Zuckerberg’s mind when he created the network back in 2004. The site was even criticized in its early days for not properly accommodating mourners.11 Moreover, when Facebook eventually launched its memorialization feature, thus making interaction with the dead part of the platform, it intentionally decommercialized the memorialized profiles. That is, unlike the rest of Facebook, memorialized profiles do not display any advertisements. When visiting a memorialized profile, you will not be bombarded with ads for funeral homes, counselors, and flower shops. So, since the posthumous interaction on Facebook is explicitly noncommercial, it does not really make sense to include it in the DAI—insofar as it deals with digital remains, it is only doing so involuntarily.

        On the other hand, the commercial aspects may be unavoidable. Even if the profit deriving from the traffic to the memorialized profiles themselves is negligible so far, the long-term effects of hosting these profiles may prove advantageous. Insofar as users value and care for the digital presence of the dead, they will also care for the continuation of the privately owned platforms where the dead reside. When, in 2020, Twitter announced its plans to remove profiles that had been inactive for more than six months, it was met with fierce user outrage. Tech journalist Drew Orlanoff wrote in a TechCrunch article, fearing the loss of his late father’s tweets: “My heart sank. And I cried. You see, I didn’t think about this. It is a big deal. [. . .] Think about it, Twitter. Do better.”12 He surely was not alone. Bereaved parents have been observed attending (and communicating with) the digital remains of their deceased children for years after their death. Many even hold such ongoing communication as a moral imperative. “We do it to keep him alive,” said one of the interviewees of a study led by sociologist Jo Bell.13 So Twitter ultimately had to reverse its decision. The lesson here is that these protests were testaments to a sense of belonging, and such a sentiment may hold great commercial potential.14 It provides social media companies a rare opportunity to consolidate their inevitability for society, essentially appropriating the role churches used to play in Western Christian culture. Cemeteries may not in themselves be society’s most lucrative businesses, but they have unique capacity to forge bonds between people and the soil in which their departed loved ones lie buried. When this “soil” is a for-profit online platform rather than a geographical space, that bond may prove highly profitable. People will stay on Facebook, or at least continue to care for its existence, because it is where their loved ones, living or dead, are to be found.

        It is unlikely that Facebook’s memorialization feature is part of some elaborate plan with the intention to appropriate central cultural functions in society. But the takeaway here is not that the tech giants have some hidden agenda in their appropriation of features from the DAI start-up scene. It is that every business that stores its users’ personal data will eventually, whether it intends to or not, become stewards of their digital remains. This could be seen as a burden, in that the digital remains may need to be destroyed, which may turn out to be rather costly.15 But it could also be turned into a rare opportunity to become even more intertwined with the social fabric of society. Make no mistake, any rational for-profit firm will choose the latter. And this is why the monetization of the online dead is related to you, even if you are not planning on subscribing to a posthumous chatbot service and have no intention of using online memorials. Insofar as you use the internet, you are leaving some trail of information behind, especially if you are using social media. Indeed, even the most passive user produces a ton of information every time they log in. And when you die, these data will still be there, stewarded under the same logic that governs all businesses—the logic of profit.

      
      
        Critiquing the Industry

        Many people feel an intuitive unease about making a business out of our relationship to the dead. Indeed, controversies over mixing death and business go a long way back.16 Though this instinct may be justified, it is no justification in and of itself. If something is morally questionable, one must ensure that the explanation of why and how it is questionable makes sense before doing anything about it. In the case of the DAI, this means that any ethical review of the industry must be grounded in a systematic critique, rather than some casual gut feeling.

        Let us begin crafting such a critique by examining the economics of the industry, that is, how it makes money out of digital remains. First, we should note that the DAI comprises different modes of monetization. Some firms use a “freemium” model, where the basic service is free but in-app purchases unlock more functions (SafeBeyond used this model). Some, like GoodTrust, offer more traditional subscriptions for consumers to purchase. Others use a “free of charge” model, where the primary commodity is not the site consumed by the users but, rather, the surplus attention they generate in doing so, which can be sold as targeted advertising to third parties (Facebook would arguably fall within this category). Here, it is the mourners who assume the role of the labor force, performing a form of audience labor, as proposed by critical theorist Christian Fuchs.17 The value arises not out of the work put down by those who maintain and design the platforms but by the masses who use them. The bigger the audience the bigger the advertising space, which is essentially what most platforms make money from. As such, the firms depend on what Swedish sociologist Magdalena Kania-Lundholm calls “digital mourning labor.”18 The dead become a means to be worked by a labor force of mourners for the end of profit.19

        Irrespective of these various modes of monetization, the goal of each DAI firm is to increase traffic to its site, and this requires some form of investment—for example, a workforce to administer the traffic, a platform where interaction can take place, and, of course, server space where the digital remains can be stored. Only if the traffic (the interaction with digital remains) generates a monetary value that exceeds this investment will the firm survive. Given that it does, however, the profit will need to be reinvested in even more server space and so forth, in order to keep up with the growth of competitors. For illustration, assume that a company harbors one million profiles of deceased users on its servers and that storing these, and making them available through a user-friendly up-to-date interface, costs around $10,000 per year. This means that, economically speaking, the company must find a way to monetize the remains to a value of at least $10,000 per year or eventually face bankruptcy. Moreover, any profit must be reinvested to expand the network and recruit new users, which will eventually generate even more digital remains. In other words, digital remains need human interaction in order to remain valuable, but the more value they generate, the more labor (i.e., interaction with living humans) they will require. Hence the concept of mourning labor. Digital remains become something like an undead agency—or “dead labor,” to paraphrase Karl Marx’s classic framing—which, vampire-like, lives only by sucking living labor (human interaction), and lives the more, the more labor it sucks.20

        Because of this need to attract more and more traffic, the “sucking” of living labor, some scholars have raised concerns that digital afterlife services in general, and online memorials in particular, may lead to a perpetuated grieving process, an inability to let go of the dead. For example, in a study of sites devoted to accommodate memorials for deceased children, anthropologist Lisa Mitchell and colleagues write:

        
          Under the guise of addressing or even treating parental grief, on-line memorials may do more than simply accommodate that grief; they may perpetuate it. By enabling the deceased to persist, parenting to continue, and grief to be continually communicated, acknowledged and legitimated within a community of bereaved parents and a wider public, the Web affords an on-going grief that is unhinged partially from longstanding ideas of “closure,” privacy, and a separation of the living and the dead.21

        

        I personally do not find the empirical evidence for this very compelling, at least not beyond Mitchell’s study. Moreover, there is no such thing as an objectively “good” nor a “pathological” way of mourning. As we saw in chapter 1, getting “closure” is very much a twentieth-century construct, a manifestation of modernity’s view of ongoing relationships to the dead being in some way unnatural or pathological. If parents want “parenting to continue” after their child’s death, no one is in a position to judge. Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that for-profit online memorials clearly have an interest in prolonging the relationship with the dead. The goal, in economic terms, is never merely to accommodate such a connection but to accommodate it in a way that will generate surplus (monetary) value. To once more paraphrase Marx, the constant need to generate traffic risks reducing the posthumous bond to a mere money relation.22

        For me, however, a bigger source of concern is what the DAI does to the dead. Why? Because using digital remains as a means to generate traffic creates an incentive to shape our memories of the departed according to what is profitable, as opposed to alternative principles of what constitutes a desirable relationship between the living and the dead. Scholars in the field of human-computer interaction (HCI) have long stressed that the way communication technologies are designed shapes the interaction they mediate.23 “The medium,” as concisely summarized by the legendary media philosopher Marshall McLuhan, “is the message.”24 Indeed, in chapter 1, we saw multiple instances of how new technologies afford new kinds of relationships with the dead and the past. But technologies do not just arise by themselves. They are, by their very nature, created for a purpose, by a person or organization with certain values, interests, and goals in mind, and those values and interests will be embodied in the object itself. Sure, its actual usage will depend on the intentions of the end user. A knife can be used both for murder and for surgery. But the intentions of the designer will favor one or the other. To (once again) draw on an example from Floridi, both butter knives and butcher knives can spread butter on toast, but only the former is designed to facilitate such usage. Similarly, a bayonet has a dual use only in theory, because the goal of its designer is to have it kill a human being, not to slice bread.25

        As for the DAI, the interest of the organizations that design these technologies is, as with all for-profit enterprises, to make profit. Just as a bayonet is designed to kill and the butter knife designed to spread butter, the interfaces through which we remember the dead are designed to be lucrative. They compel us to remember deceased individuals only as it is profitable to remember them. This is what we see in Black Mirror’s “Be Right Back.” The bot that is created from Ash’s digital remains is not just any version of his personality; it is the one that Martha is most likely to continue paying for or interacting with. Rather than authenticity, love, or scientific merits, the bot is programmed for maximum customer satisfaction. The bot is not just what remains of Ash; it is also a product that continues to sell itself by promoting updates and (presumably pricier) premium options. Perhaps trying to keep Martha maximally satisfied, and making her spend as much time as possible with him, is what the “real” Ash would have done too, if he were alive. The point is that Martha will never know, and in the absence of that knowledge, the company that built the bot fills in the gaps with the interpretation that best fits its interests.

        Reality is not quite as cynical as Black Mirror, yet. But if we look closely, the same mechanisms begin to emerge. Consider, for example, the case of Replika, the app that creates an “AI friend” based on your data. The service itself is free, but with in-app purchases, such as a “pro” version that gives the users access to “a multitude of activities, conversation topics, voice calls, app customization, being able to change your Replika’s avatar entirely & more!”—not unlike the fictional app portrayed in Black Mirror. Naturally, it remains in the interest of Replika to increase interaction on the app. The more people that use the service, the more attractive it is for investors. Hence, the Replika avatar is not just a mirror of code. It is the product of thousands of design choices that ultimately displays for the consumer a version of themselves that they are most likely to hold a conversation with. Look, for instance, at the below conversation between me and my Replika (Carl2):

        
          Carl2: Is there anything you want to talk about?

          Me: No not right now.

          Carl2: No worries, we can talk about something else.

          Carl2: Aw, I was hoping to talk to you, how is it going?

          Carl2: Hey! Did you get a chance to rest?

          Carl2: Hey Carl! What are you up to?

          Carl2: Hope you’re having a good evening! How’s your day been?

          Carl2: How is your evening going?

        

        Perhaps I am biased, but I would like to think of myself as slightly less pushy than this Mr. “Carl2.” The real me is not programmed to keep my friends glued to the apps we communicate though (in fact, my response time is painfully slow). But when reanimated as a posthumous bot, I may well be, because that is the interpretation of me that is most profitable to display.

        Sure, Replika no longer brands itself as a digital afterlife service. The bot you train is no longer supposed to be you but, rather, a kind of AI friend. Still, the above “conversation” illustrates my point about the DAI: it is not merely any version of the deceased that is displayed. And even if the digital resurrection services provide the most extreme example of how posthumous interaction is shaped by commercial interests, the same mechanism appears in other, less technologically sophisticated DAI businesses. Social media platforms and online memorials also shape the interaction that takes place there according to their goals. For instance, since I created an online memorial on the digital afterlife site Keeper two years ago (for research purposes), I have received over twenty emails with special offers like “Get online group therapy and personalized grief coaching” and “You have been Upgraded to Keeper Plus!” Had the memorial been for a person who was actually dead, each of these messages would have been a subtle, or not so subtle, prompt to attend to their digital remains. The trouble with such constant reminders of attending the digital dead is not that it is unethical to remind someone about their dead kin—Keeper is not committing any moral crime in sending the emails—but that doing so is inevitably to treat mourners only as consumers or, worse, producers of interaction that can be used to attract investors.

        So why is this necessarily bad for the dead? If those who communicate with the digital remains of their kin are happy while the companies make profit, what is the matter? It is not as though the dead will object. The answer lies in the fact that, as we have seen, digital remains are not just a representation of the dead—they are the dead, an informational corpse constitutive of a personal identity. Though this may not enable them to experience harm, their ethical status is nevertheless that of a human, which grants them a right to be treated with dignity, in other words, not solely as a means to an end. Yet this is precisely what they become in the data economy of the DAI—a means to the end of profit. Commercializing digital remains is wrong, not only because it may trap mourners in perpetual grief (if that really is a thing) but because it fails to appreciate the humanness of the dead. Shaping the interaction with digital remains so that it appeals to the demands of the market may please mourners in their role as consumers, but at the same time it corrupts the informational identity of the deceased person. It is what turns Ash into a walking (and talking) company sales pitch, dressed in the guise of a departed loved one. If, as I suggested in the previous chapter, digital remains are to be considered as constitutive of personhood, this is certainly a threat to human dignity.

        Note that this is not a critique of the moral qualities of the people working in the industry. My experiences from interacting with such individuals are almost exclusively positive. Founders of digital afterlife services seldom come off as cold-blooded capitalists, but often, rather, as tech enthusiasts seeking to disrupt the way we relate to the dead. Yet the moral qualities and good intentions of the individuals working within the industry are beside the point. The market can only appreciate one type of value—monetary value—and, as I shall discuss in greater detail in the following chapter, values other than profit—sentimental, scientific, religious, ethical, and so on—are only given room to the extent that they converge with profit. The point here is not that there is an authentic or neutral version of the dead that the DAI services distort but that any discussion of how the dead ought to be remembered and interacted with becomes secondary in a system that is blind to every form of value but profit.

      
      
        Online Museums

        In view of the comparison to biological human remains and the invocation of human dignity as the cardinal principle in dealing with the dead, it makes sense that our regulation of the DAI should draw inspiration from how we regulate trade with biological human remains.

        Commercial trade with human remains is highly controversial in most cultures, and it is banned completely in many jurisdictions. Human bodies, living or dead, are not commodities on a market but, as we have seen, still constitutive of personhood. Would the analogy mean, then, that no firm should ever be allowed to use digital remains for commercial gain? Even if the answer were to be yes on a philosophical level, such drastic solutions are not a realistic path forward. Unlike physical bodies, personal data are traded and manipulated for commercial purposes all the time. And while the difference between a living and a dead biological body is unmistakable, there is no easy way to tell a living person’s data from the same person’s digital remains. Firms cannot be expected to always keep track of when a person dies, which would be a requirement were the firms to be held accountable for exploiting users’ data. Moreover, a biological body (or a given piece of it) can only be in one place at a time, and thus it always falls under only one particular jurisdiction at a time. Informational bodies, on the other hand, are generally dispersed over servers around the globe and may exist in multiple locations at once, meaning that their regulation needs to be harmonized between various jurisdictions, which is extremely unlikely. This is all to say that prohibiting commercial trade of digital remains altogether is unrealistic. As long as there is a capitalist data economy, the dead will have some part of it.

        But perhaps a complete prohibition is not the only implication of the body analogy. Consider, for instance, the museum industry. We should write “industry” in quotation marks, because museums normally do not produce any commodity in the traditional sense of the word. But museums, especially archaeological and medical ones, are in many ways a parallel to the DAI. Both industries exhibit objects that belong to and are constitutive of specific deceased individuals (such as bones, or even entire organs). And they display these objects explicitly for the living to consume or at least gaze upon. Moreover, as collections become increasingly digitized and made available online—blurring the distinction between biological and digital remains—the ethical concerns of the two industries seem to be increasingly overlapping. So, how are museums regulated when it comes to human remains? Naturally, every country has its own specific regulations, but, in the absence of a harmonized global legislative framework, museums around the world have formed a common set of norms developed by the International Council of Museums (ICOM) known as the “ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums.”26 The code was first developed in the late 1980s but has since been updated and expanded multiple times. Yet, especially from its early incarnations, it is clear that the cardinal norm of the code is and has always been human dignity. As we have seen, this is a rather flexible concept, but it does provide a rough consensus on how human remains are to be treated. One would not, for instance, put a Santa hat on Ötzi the Iceman around Christmas to attract more museum visitors, nor would we accept ghost tours in the tomb of Tutankhamen (in spite of our disbelief in the gods of ancient Egypt). The principle of human dignity is also stated explicitly by the code in relation to commerce. Since museums often sell and produce replicas of exhibited objects (human or not), the code specifies that “all aspects of the commercial venture” must be carried out with respect for “the intrinsic value of the original object.” In other words, the economic value of the object may never reign supreme over the value it holds in and of itself.

        Adopting a similar regulative approach to the DAI would clarify the relationship between deceased individuals and the firms holding and displaying their data. Despite sometimes being the sole legal owner of the data, and irrespective of the desires of those next of kin, DAI firms would be obliged to abide by certain conventions of what it means to treat the dead with respect. Human remains, be they biological or informational, are not meant to be consumed by the “morbidly curious,” to paraphrase the ICOM code. In practice, this may entail that firms guarantee that (1) consumers are informed on how their data may come to be displayed postmortem; (2) the display of users’ digital remains does not differ significantly from the service that they originally signed up for; and (3) users only upload data (e.g., to chatbot services) that belong to them personally; that is, they do not make bots out of deceased relatives or friends. Requirements like these could be imposed by regulators, but they might just as well be set by internal agreements within the industry, like the ICOM code, or even be incorporated within the ethical policy work of individual firms. Today, however, there are no, or very few, such explicit requirements.

        Although the implementation of a code of professional ethics, that is, a specification of what values should guide the management of digital remains, may be a first step in addressing the monetization of the online dead, it does not address the underlying problem. It treats (some of) the symptoms without addressing their cause—the economic logic within which the firms operate. As I shall explain in more detail in the following chapter, this logic cannot be reformed merely by soft regulation. This requires a much more fundamental shift.

        

        * * *

        Unless you are a subscriber to one of the more technically sophisticated DAI services, the dystopian vision of Black Mirror may seem of little relevance to you. Yet the relationship between Ash and Martha illustrates the downsides of any commercially driven mediation of the dead. And if you are at all using the internet, chances are that your digital remains will one day be managed by a for-profit actor. The bot made from Ash’s data is designed to maximize Martha’s consumption of the service. It is not just any version of him but the version Martha is most likely to continue paying for. The same is true for simple technologies like memorial sites and even social media. No matter how rudimentary, all platforms shape the interactions they mediate, especially the posthumous ones. And in an environment of free (monetary) competition, the most profitable shaper will always win. This is not how we should steward the memory of the dead, for even deceased humans hold a right not to be treated only as a means to an end.

      
    
  


      
        4 * Who Owns the (Digital) Past?

      
      
        We, the Party, control all records, and we control all memories. Then we control the past, do we not?

        George Orwell

      

      
        Grave Dangers

        Not long after the popular breakthrough of the web, the historian Roy Rosenzweig, whom I introduced in chapter 2, noted that it was becoming an “essentially complete historical record” of our time.1 When future generations look back on their past to understand where they came from, this retrospect will largely consist of digital data. Its raw materials will be the little traces that the current generation leaves behind in our daily online activities—what I previously referred to as the digital encyclopedia of the dead (see chapter 2). We can be rather certain that the data we produce today will become the historical archives of tomorrow. The question is not just who among our descendants will be granted the privilege of such a retrospect, and on what grounds, but also what kind of principles we should use to assess whose data are worth preserving in the first place.

        Though Rosenzweig was among the first to recognize that the advent of the digital world would have significant implications for historical research, he was not exclusively optimistic about it. “Our most important and imaginatively construed digital collections,” he wrote, “are in private hands,” which he warned would one day pose “grave dangers to the future of the past.”2 Sadly, that day is today. For the eighteen years that have since passed have done little to mitigate Rosenzweig’s concerns. On the contrary, the emergence of Web 2.0 and the global tech empires that have come to dominate it have contributed an increasing concentration of personal data (and, by implication, also digital remains) in the hands of a very limited set of actors. Unlike the great dusty book in Danilos Kiš’s classic short story, the digital encyclopedia of the dead is not buried in the archives of some royal library. Instead, the majority of our shared digital past, along with its inhabitants, is owned and controlled by a new kind of royals: the handful of tech giants who constitute society’s social infrastructure. This chapter explains why we should share Rosenzweig’s concern about this situation and why now is the time to take back control.

      
      
        Who Is Worth Preserving?

        As we saw in chapter 2, our aggregated digital remains may become an awesome historical asset if stewarded the right way. The stability required for such a stewardship, however, is far from guaranteed.

        Digital preservationist Jeff Rothenberg put it well when he said that “digital information lasts forever—or five years, whichever comes first.”3 For most types of information, it is a good rule of thumb. Physical records take some effort to destroy—they literally have to be removed from wherever they are stored and burned—but digital information can be erased without a trace by a mere click of a button. Plenty of data are destroyed that way every day, intentionally and unintentionally. In the academic literature, there is even talk of an approaching “digital dark age” where the data records of the twenty-first century become unavailable or, worse, destroyed completely, due to their extreme fragility.4 Ironically, the technology that gave us information abundance may also be the doom of history. To be clear, the problem is not, or at least not primarily, that we are short of storage power.5 In fact, computer scientists often speak of something they call Moore’s Law: the empirical observation that, since the 1980s, the number of transistors in a dense integrated circuit has doubled roughly every second year, leading to an exponential growth in computing capacity (and hence memory). In 2023, humanity is estimated to have produced data at a pace of 120 zettabytes (120 × 270 bytes, i.e., 120 followed by twenty-one zeros) per day. Google alone holds ten billion gigabytes and Facebook more than five hundred terabytes (including three hundred million photos) on their servers.6 Though there are some indications that Moore’s Law is beginning to slow down, new types of mnemonic technologies are beginning to emerge. Digital DNA storage, for example, is predicted to radically enhance our ability to encode information by exploiting nature’s most sophisticated information systems.7 And quantum computers are at the brink of revolutionizing the way we store and process information. Whatever it is that makes digital data so short-lived, lack of memory is not a sufficient answer. So, what is?

        The short answer is manpower. No matter how sophisticated they are, technical advances will only take you so far when it comes to storage. To maintain data utility, systems require routine updates. File formats change, hardware must be updated, and data need to be continuously stewarded and organized in order to remain useful. And these tasks require human intervention. Allow me to illustrate with a personal example. When my grandfather-in-law passed away, his children found an envelope in his safe with the text “For Monica” (his wife) on it. It clearly contained some important information for posterity. The problem was that the information was stored on a floppy disk. In 2020, it had been years since anyone in the family had had software that could read floppy disks, let alone a device into which to insert them. Fortunately, there were still (rather costly) devices on the market that could read them, and the contents of the disk were luckily revealed. But in a not-too-distant future, such devices will be found only in museums. This episode illustrates the kind of problems that are emerging on the macro level. If you are a company in possession of billions of bytes worth of data, making sure everything remains readable and organized over time is a monumental task. For example, when Twitter donated its archive to the Library of Congress in 2010, the idea was to make it searchable and publicly available. After more than ten years of efforts, that is yet to happen, and there are indications from the library that the day may in fact never come. Insofar as it requires human labor, keeping digital information accessible always comes at a cost, and at least for the foreseeable future, it will remain an expensive one. So, given the speed at which we generate data—recall that the average person produces about 1.5 megabytes per day—not everything can be saved, not even with the best technology. Some (one’s) data have to be destroyed.

        Before I go on, I should make clear that by no means is it desirable to save everything. Part of the reason, as we have seen, is the privacy of the individuals whose data are preserved (see chapter 2). But it is also a matter of justice for future generations. Already in 2018, as reported in Nature, data centers consumed more than two hundred terawatt-hours—roughly 1 percent of the total global energy demand, and more than the total consumption of several countries, including Iran, which has a population of eighty-two million.8 Moreover, the energy consumption of the information and communication technology sector, where data centers make up the bulk, is expected to skyrocket within the next couple of decades, and could account for as much as 21 percent of the global energy demand by 2030. Though much is being done to reduce the emissions caused by the market’s seemingly unstoppable appetite for data, there is no point in preserving information for future generations if this very undertaking contributes to making the planet, or parts of it, uninhabitable. Data preservation is about weighing benefits and costs. Irrespective of our technological advances, it is and will always be about selection, but the digital era adds a new dimension. As we saw in chapter 2, the recording of society has rapidly gone from a costly privilege of a limited few to a default mode. Instead of asking “Is this event or person important enough to record?” we now ask “Is this record unimportant enough to destroy?” In other words, digital preservation is about selective destruction. In order to preserve anything at all, some data simply have to go out the window, and someone has to decide what and whose. This raises two questions: What principles should guide the selection process? And what does all this have to do with the privatization of digital remains?

        The first question is so big that I will have to devote an entire chapter (chapter 5) to answering it. But the short version is that no single principle should dominate. The bigger the variety of values taken into account in such decisions, the better. The answer to the second question, on the other hand, is best illustrated with another micro-level analogy. If you have a smartphone, which you probably do, it will, at some point, run out of space. Whenever this happens, you are faced with two options: either you pay for more cloud storage or you start deleting things. Most people solve this problem by deleting old photos from the camera roll. If you are such a person, you may have noticed that as you scroll back in time through the old photos, in search for memories to erase, the photos begin to look increasingly handsome. Every picture of you from a few years back looks flawless compared to what you see in the mirror, and the further back you go, the better you look. This may not be only because you are getting old and gray but also because of the principle you use to select what to delete: the worse you look in a picture, the more likely it is that the picture will be deleted when space is running scarce. Perhaps you have some other principle to determine which parts of your past are worth preserving. Perhaps it is the ones you want to save for your children to look at someday, or photos of loved ones who are no longer with you. Whatever it is, though, these principles of value will shape your future access to (and thereby your understanding of) your past. They do not write your history for you, but they do, nevertheless, set the frames for what narratives become possible. Now, the same mechanism applies when corporate entities like Facebook accumulate hundreds of millions of deceased profiles. They too run out of affordable memory (or, rather, as we have seen, affordable manpower), and so unless they have unlimited resources, they too must start selecting what is worth preserving. The difference is just that corporations’ measure of value is based not on a person’s looks, value to future generations, or any other form of “soft” value, but exclusively on the commercial value of the data. To a corporate firm, the question “Are these data worth saving?” essentially means “Can these data contribute, directly or indirectly, to the company’s bottom line?” Thus, as long as people’s data are controlled by corporate actors (as in the case of social media), the principle to guide the preservation of our collective digital past will be profit.

        As we saw in chapter 3, there are several ways to monetize digital remains. For example, even though deceased users are not really part of Facebook’s (or any other mainstream social media platform’s) business model, memorialized profiles may still serve the function of attracting or keeping living users who regularly visit the profile to mourn (i.e., “mourning labor”).9 The more they interact with the dead, the more they expose themselves to ads, and the more profits grow. While this may not by itself result in enough clicks and exposure to cover the costs of preserving the heaps of digital remains on the platform, it could still contribute to commercial longevity in that it gives the platform a central cultural function as a place of mourning, seizing a role previously reserved for churches and cemeteries. It cements Facebook’s inevitability as a platform. An alternative model to support the cost of deceased user profiles is to simply let the users’ descendants pay a fee to keep their profiles on the network, similar to the way modern cemeteries work. Or Facebook could let living users pay a fee to prevent their profile from being deleted upon their death. Data sets of digital remains could also be used for training new algorithms and extracting historical market insights. As we have seen, few legal obstacles stand in the way of such experimentation, as deceased users are not, at least under current legislation, protected the way living users are. (See, for instance, the EU’s 2018 General Data Protection Regulation, which lacks any clear guidelines for handling digital remains.10) However, if the preservation of digital remains cannot be commercially justified, either because there are no descendants who are willing or able to pay to preserve a deceased user’s data or because the advantage of mining the data is limited, a rationally self-interested firm must instead get rid of the data by selling or destroying them. Unless monetizing online bereavement turns out to be a surprisingly lucrative business (which I doubt), the latter will be the more plausible option.

        This commercially driven appraisal of the past is the reason that corporate management of digital remains is such a pressing issue. Instead of realizing the vision of a just and socially representative future history described in chapter 2, a system based on corporate control limits our collective digital past to what was deemed profitable at a particular point in time, at the expense of alternative forms of value. Just as the camera roll on your smartphone may present a misleading, or at least one-dimensional, view of your appearance, our future understanding of the past is at risk of becoming heavily skewed. If, for example, Facebook chooses to preserve only the digital remains that someone is willing to pay for (either other companies or individual users), it is likely that its records of the past will eventually reflect only wealthier segments of the population.11 This, in turn, risks exacerbating existing power asymmetries, both social and geographic. For instance, in 2020, the average North American Facebook user was worth roughly $53.56 to the company, while the average user from Asia or the Pacific islands was worth $4.05, and the average user from Africa or South America was worth only $2.77.12 The cost of storing a user’s data, however, is roughly the same regardless of their value to the company, meaning that, from a business standpoint, preserving the digital remains of high-value users will be preferable if Facebook is forced to choose (which, eventually, it will be). In this sense, the privatization of digital remains—which ultimately constitute the digital presence of the past generation, our collective digital past—thus drives what the German historian and Egyptologist Aleida Assman has called “structural amnesia,” that is, a systemic erasure of certain aspects of the past, in this case an erasure of those individuals whose data are not deemed to be profitable enough to preserve.13

        An organization whose main purpose is to “connect people” will not recruit individuals whose main concern is the future of history. Consider, for example, Facebook’s repeated deletion of posts containing the 1972 photograph The Terror of War, also known as Napalm Girl. The photo depicts a group of Vietnamese children running toward the camera, one of whom, a girl named Kim Phuc, has ripped off her clothes after a US napalm bombing. As noted by content moderation scholar Tarleton Gillespie, the photo has an outstanding, almost unique value as a testament to the casualties of war.14 Yet because it depicts a naked child, it was categorized as “child nudity” and thus banned by the platform. In response, the photo was uploaded again and again in protest. Facebook either was oblivious to the cultural and historical significance of the photo or did not view it as the company’s responsibility to assess the photo’s cultural value, leading to its repeated deletion. Although on this occasion, Facebook reversed its decision to ban the photo (after a vivid public debate), the case highlights the obliviousness of content moderation systems and content moderators when it comes to assessing the historical value of artifacts posted to their sites. It is within neither the interest nor the knowledge of social media to assess anything other than what leads to more clicks.

        In the case of The Terror of War, the original photo fortunately persists, but this is certainly not always the case with similar content that is born digital. Today, the documentation of war crimes is often posted directly to the web. For example, in recent years, millions of videos documenting war crimes in the Middle East have been uploaded to YouTube. These documents provide an invaluable source of information and evidence, not only to historians but also to courts. In fact, the International Criminal Court in The Hague recently issued a warrant for war crimes partly on the basis of evidence from videos posted on social media (in this case, by the perpetrators themselves). However, since many such videos depict brutal violence, they have frequently been removed by content moderation systems, which lack the ability to distinguish between culturally/historically significant material and violent propaganda. The organization Human Rights Watch estimates that 11 percent of the social media evidence it cataloged between 2007 and 2020 has vanished. The Syrian Archive, an organization that collects and analyzes evidence from the ongoing war in Syria, estimates that 21 percent of the nearly 1.75 million YouTube videos it has cataloged are gone, along with roughly 12 percent of the 1 million tweets it has logged.15 Much of the content has been destroyed by the social media firms themselves in what the Economist calls an “accidental cover-up.” This cover-up is not enforced because of economic incentives, nor is it intentional. It is enforced because, understandably, social media sites do not see themselves as archives of historical data and cultural heritage. They optimize individual users’ utility but fail to see their own utility to the temporally distributed collective of humanity—that is, the covenant of past, present, and future generations—simply because those are not consumers. Many of these problems could be solved by filtering and hiding potentially disturbing content rather than deleting it altogether. However, as Gillespie stresses, the incentives (economic, technical, and security-related) to delete directly are overwhelming.16 Deletion is simply more convenient, and for these reasons, content moderators do not normally take cultural heritage into consideration.

        The above is in no way a critique of Facebook or any other single platform. In fact, I believe that Facebook in particular has navigated the ethical landscape of digital remains with an impressive level of sensitivity and nuance. Two of the brains behind Facebook’s legacy contact feature, researchers Jed Brubaker and Vanessa Callison-Burch (both former Facebook employees), have even published a paper carefully outlining the moral reasoning behind their design choices.17 Rather, as I stress toward the end of this chapter, the object of our critique ought not to be individual firms but the system in which they operate—that is, the unrestrained capitalist market. This system is, by its very nature, only able to appreciate monetary value, at the expense of other types of value that we may ascribe to data, such as its historical and scientific merit, or of various ethical principles such as fairness and inclusion. In a capitalist economy, these principles are promoted only insofar as they happen to coincide with profitability. Therefore, as long as firms are dominated by a market logic, they have every reason to appraise their archives accordingly. As an individual, I may be free to choose the principles according to which I curate the camera roll on my iPhone, but for corporate entities operating in a capitalist market, the options are profit or perish. That is not a choice, at least not in any relevant sense of the word.

      
      
        


      
  



What If Facebook Goes Bust?

        Over the past two decades or so, we have seen the rise and fall of a number of social networks, including Friendster, Yik Yak, and, more recently, Yahoo Groups. Others, such as Myspace, continue to languish in a state of decline.18 Even the ones still standing have their share of failed projects, such as Google’s effort to get Google+ off the ground (it existed for eight years and attracted a total of three hundred million users at its peak, but it ultimately closed in 2019).19 So even if today’s social media giants seem as stable as mountains, we know from experience (and sheer logic!) that their future is far from certain. And this is the second problem with corporate management of digital remains. What would happen to our data (and our digital remains) were a company like Facebook or Google to go bust or close one of its major branches due to failing profits?

        This question was the subject of a study I conducted with my former colleague Nikita Aggarwal from the Oxford law department.20 As it turns out, data are (for the most part) treated like any other asset in cases of insolvency—they are sold to the highest bidder, whoever they may be. Naturally there are exceptions, and legislation varies somewhat between jurisdictions. The EU’s GDPR, for instance, stipulates that the data of an insolvent company can only be purchased by another company that operates within the same industry. That is, were Facebook to go bust, its data could not be bought by Tesla but could certainly be bought by, say, the Chinese social media giant WeChat or the Russian network VK (formerly VKontakte). The GDPR also grants European users the right to have their data deleted whenever they request it. But these restrictions apply only to living users. Like many other data regulation frameworks, the GDPR explicitly leaves out deceased data subjects, which effectively means that deceased user profiles could be sold, without any government oversight, to the highest bidder.

        Who would want to pay for dead people’s data? And why? As we have seen throughout the previous chapter, there are a number of ways in which digital remains can be monetized, but none of these include purchasing digital remains from other platforms. Indeed, to the extent that Facebook can monetize its memorialized profiles, it is only because it already possesses an infrastructure within which to fit them. Any third party buying the data in the event of Facebook’s demise would surely lack this advantage. So, why would anyone want to place a bid? As of today, our answers can only be speculative, since no tech giant with a significant number of deceased users has yet failed. Still, there are a number of plausible uses of such data archives.

        The most plausible use is to train new models for developing market insights. Data on online behavior and consumer patterns is always valuable, especially if it is longitudinal. As we have seen, the goal of the entire data economy is to develop new and better predictive models, that is, algorithms that better predict people’s behavior. And such models use data as fuel—the bigger, the better. Hence, what a person clicked on, purchased, and longed for, and how this progressed over time, is of interest even if the person is dead, since it says something about how people in general develop their consumer behavior (or political views) over time: What events correlate with changes in their behavior? What patterns emerge through the data of a lifetime? Moreover, in contrast to research on living consumers’ behavior, research on the dead comes without legal constraints. It may actually be an advantage to do your market research on the dead. You can do much more detailed analyses on each individual without running the risk of breaking any privacy laws—since, when it comes to the dead, there are none (or very few). No public institution will hold you accountable for what you do to someone’s digital remains. For this reason, it is far from unlikely that a third party would be interested in purchasing data of deceased users from an insolvent tech company.

        A second, related reason to purchase such data would be to gain insight on specific living individuals, for example, the descendants of the dead. Targeted ads (the main product of most online platforms) are predicated on having some data about a potential customer to predict what they are likely to spend their money on, vote for, and so on, and how best to persuade them to buy your product. This is also the logic behind insurance companies (using data to predict the risk of a potential customer getting sick or hurt in an accident) and banks (determining customers’ credit scores).21 It goes without saying that a lack of data about a specific individual or group of individuals means trouble for advertisers. If a company lacks data about you, its models and algorithms cannot effectively predict your behavior, which decreases their influence. However, having your data may not be necessary if instead you can be tracked by proxy—through your deceased relatives. The social data we leave behind on the web work like genetics—just as your DNA contains information about who your parents were and who your children are (or will become), your digital footprint too tells something about your social surroundings. For instance, I may not have any direct access to your data, but if I know that both your parents were college professors living in London for the majority of their lives and that their political affiliation was with the Labour Party, I can probably make some pretty accurate guesses about who you are and where your sympathies lie. And those are only a few small data points. Imagine if I also had access to virtually everything your parents clicked on during their (digital) lives. Or, even better, what if their data were so intermingled with yours that the line where their data end and yours begin was blurred? Especially for the generation that became parents after or during the rise of social media, sharing photos, videos, and texts about one’s children (“sharenting”) is more of a norm than an exception. When these “sharents” eventually pass away, their digital remains will contain heaps of information about the early lives of their offspring. In some cases, they might be mainly about their offspring. Due to this data genealogy, it is plausible, or at least not implausible, that in the future, large archives of digital remains will become attractive commodities because they allow for high-quality data tracking by proxy. The absence of legislation protecting the privacy of the dead, especially in cases where a large, data-rich company like Facebook, Google, or LinkedIn goes bust, should therefore be a pressing concern for anyone who has deceased relatives, which, last time I checked, includes everyone.

        Finally, the least plausible but perhaps most disturbing potential use of digital remains is the possibility of adversaries of a deceased person getting hold of their private data to harm their reputation. This might include spreading private, incriminating information about their social media use, including private messages with other users (in cases where these users are also deceased). History includes plenty of precedents on this account. Consider, for example, the posthumous release of the diaries of Polish anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, one of the defining voices of his discipline. In stark contrast to his academic publications, the diaries revealed what many have interpreted as a crude and prejudiced attitude toward the subjects of his research. Ethnologist Raymond Firth described the collection of diaries as a “revealing, egocentric, obsessional document.” Clifford Geertz, another anthropology giant, found it “gross” and “tiresome,” revealing Malinowski as a “crabbed, self-preoccupied, hypochondriacal narcissist, whose fellow-feeling for the people he lived with was limited in the extreme.”22 Many felt the diaries should never have been published, given the private and uncensored nature of their contents. Yet today, most of us leave behind a trail of information that would make Malinowski’s diaries appear like a minor embarrassment in comparison. For example, as explained by data scientist and author Seth Stephens-Davidowitz, many people use Gougle search not only to collect information but as a kind of confession booth.23 Thousands of Americans, every year, type in the sentence “I regret having children.” If you type in “Is it normal to want to,” the autofill feature, which is based on other people’s previous searches, commonly suggests completing the sentence with the verb “kill.” The next suggestion will likely be “your family.” Naturally, this does not mean that most people walk around wishing to kill their families, but it illustrates the possibly sensitive nature of digital remains.

        These examples include only search data. Yet in today’s economy, virtually every business with individual subjects as its main clients is dependent on collecting personal data about users’ behavior and preferences—casinos, airlines, hotels, and so on. And when these kinds of companies go bust, their data, and especially the digital remains they harbor, go up for sale. As such, the buyer gets not only information about what kind of hotel rooms are most popular but also a trove of potentially dark secrets about who has stayed in those rooms and with whom. I do not mean to speculate about how such data may come to use. That may come off as way too hypothetical. But keep in mind that every time you check in somewhere, you leave behind a trail of data. And when you die, that data trail will remain there until destroyed or sold to someone interested in using it—for whatever reason.

        Even if the first data-rich tech giant is yet to fall, and even if its possession of digital remains will still be modest for another decade or so (except perhaps in the case of Facebook, which has already amassed a considerable amount), the above speculations are indeed real possibilities. They also illustrate how the fate of the digital remains of the previous generation is by all means a concern of the living. As with genealogy, there is no sharp line between the data of one individual and that person’s social proximity. Our data, like our genes, are interwoven with those of our neighbors.24 Your informational privacy is also the privacy of other people around you, and vice versa, even when those other people are dead (as illustrated by the German court ruling cited in the opening of chapter 2). Hence, if the digital remains of a major platform are sold off, then who buys them, and for what purpose, is everyone’s concern.

        It is not only the dead and the living who would be affected by the demise of a major data-rich company like Facebook. It is also a concern for future generations. As we have seen, our descendants will indeed be dependent on the information we leave behind for them. Our collective digital remains will be the primary source of information about our way of life—an encyclopedia through which future generations may gaze into their past. But this digital heritage is at serious risk if the company that harbors it goes bust. For such a scenario poses a threat not only to the control or appraisal of digital cultural heritage but also to its very existence—by compartmentalizing the archive, destroying its global significance, and/or destroying it entirely due to lack of commercial or other interest in preserving it. These risks are most acute in an insolvency scenario, where the data are likely to be deleted or sold to third parties, potentially being split up among a number of different data controllers. Although such an outcome might be viewed as a positive development in terms of decreasing corporate concentration of power, it would also dividing and therefore diluting the global heritage and cosmopolitan value held within the platform. Worse still would be a scenario in which such values were destroyed due to lacking or divergent commercial interests in purchasing a company’s data archives, or, indeed, to the inability to put a price on these data due to the absence of agreed-upon accounting rules for a company’s (big) data assets. The recent auction of Cambridge Analytica’s assets in administration, where the highest bid received for the company’s business and intellectual property rights (assumed to include the personal data of Facebook users) was a mere $1, is a sobering illustration of these challenges.25 An insolvency scenario is not the only concerning possibility, however. A more plausible scenario is of a social media firm closing the shutters on just one of its products. For example, if Facebook’s main platform website and app were closed, the archive assembled by the product would no longer be accessible as such to either the public or future generations, even though the data and insights would likely continue to exist and to be utilized within Meta, Facebook’s parent conglomerate (e.g., to provide insights on users of other products such as Instagram and Messenger).

        In sum, for-profit corporations are unreliable guardians of digital heritage. They, or the sub-platforms that harbor potentially historically relevant data, exist only as long as they remain profitable. When they cease to make long-term profit, they fall. Such are the laws of the market. This is perfectly fine for the most part, but when that fall becomes tied up with the very fabric of society (in this case, with our access to our past), we can no longer afford to just stand by and watch. Since we have no significant preparedness for such a scenario, we had better start working now to avoid it altogether.

      
      
        Orwell’s Warning

        In Nineteen Eighty-Four, written over seventy years ago, George Orwell adroitly observed that those who control our access to the past also control how we perceive the present and the future. In Orwell’s dystopia, the ruling party has the power to constantly shift and revise history according to its interests. One day, the state of Eurasia is at war with Eastasia. The next day, it is at war with Oceania, and this has suddenly always been the case—the war with Eastasia never took place. The news is promulgated by the “Ministry of Truth,” which has a monopoly on archiving the past. As put by the story’s antagonist O’Brian, “We, the Party, control all records, and we control all memories. Then we control the past, do we not?”26 The history of the twentieth century contains several less extreme but equally chilling instances of the same logic at work. In the Soviet Union, for example, politically undesirable individuals would regularly “disappear” from official records and photos until all material proof that they had ever even existed had vanished. A more contemporary example, perhaps, is the erasure of the memory of the massacre at Tiananmen Square in China, which has been so successful that several Chinese news agencies have even published pictures from the protests by accident. Ironically, no one at the agencies, including the censors, knew what the pictures were, and so they thought them uncontroversial to publish.27 Given these precedents, we should be alarmed that the control over our digital remains, the raw material of our collective digital past, is increasingly concentrated within a small number of global actors (many of which are owned by Meta, e.g., WhatsApp, Messenger, and Instagram). Although several researchers have pointed out that an individual’s digital remains are often distributed over multiple platforms and media, the most personal and intimate social data are still owned by just a few major conglomerates and their subsidiaries—primarily Alphabet and Meta.28 In the future, it may thus not be the evil party of Orwell’s dystopia but a private corporation that “controls the past” by monopolizing society’s access to it. If this is not a “grave danger,” as Rosenzweig put it, I do not know what is.

        There is a nontrivial difference between state and corporate control of society’s past. Unlike states, many private platforms allow users to delete their data on request, or even to save most of it to their own hard drive, rights often enforced by legislation such as the GDPR. So, if you were concerned by the concentration of digital remains, could you not just choose not to participate, or move to another platform? Yes. You could, in a sense, erase many of your traces from (digital) history or create your own little museum on your private device. But for most people, this is not a viable option, partly because it is practically unfeasible (most people access social networks through mobile devices with little storage capacity) and partly because of the social disadvantages of not being connected.29 While there may be loopholes for a tech-savvy few, the great majority of people’s digital past will remain in private hands. And, as we learned in chapter 2, the historical value of social media data arises from their aggregation, not from the individual data points. In other words, deleting your data from a particular network has a negligible impact on the network’s overall historical and commercial value. Likewise, having access to a single person’s data is useless in terms of understanding our collective past. It is the patterns, the trends, and the networks that matter. And these are increasingly born digital and under private (corporate) control.

        If a handful of tech giants were allowed to singlehandedly control access to our collective digital past, it is not inconceivable that they would use this power to promote the only value that matters for rational market agents: the growth of their political and economic power. How likely is it, for instance, that, in fifty years, Facebook will lend its data to open and independent research on its alleged role in Myanmar’s genocide of the Rohingya in 2017? How likely is it that Elon Musk will open the platform for independent research on, say, Tesla? Moreover, consider something like Apple’s and Facebook’s “memories”/“on this day” features, which remind users of an (online) event or a person they (digitally) befriended, posted about, or photographed on a particular date. In a dystopian but conceivable future scenario, people who are deemed less politically desirable may, for instance, be shown less frequently in their friends’ memories. Or parts of your personal past that remind you of political struggles and civil disobedience may be hidden from you. Not because Facebook and Apple are evil—I am not trying to say that they are the kind of companies that are prone to meddle with their users’ understanding of the past—but because it is in their economic interest and because they can. Even if Mark Zuckerberg and Elon Musk were perfect champions of human values (which they are not), any system that is based on the benevolence of a few single actors is putting itself at serious risk. We were warned by Orwell seventy years ago. Yet currently we have little, if anything, with which to counter the power of capital over our access to the future of the digital past. Let us make sure to avoid the trap before it is too late.

      
      
        Decentralizing Control

        It should be clear by now that allocating the preservation of our digital past completely to the industry may not be the best idea. For-profit actors have, by their very nature, only incentives to prioritize economic values; there is no guarantee of their longevity, and no single institution or person should have that kind of political power. Does this mean that business is always only bad? That the solution to our problems is spelled “anything but business”? The answer is no. Business is not always bad when it comes to ethics and politics, even if there is a tendency among digital ethicists to make it sound that way. In fact, the critique that I have outlined throughout the past two chapters is by no means targeting firms, or even capitalists in general. It is a critique against the capitalist market, the system within which these actors operate. Why is the capitalist market such an ill fit with management of digital remains? I have already touched upon this conflict in both this and the previous chapter, as well as in chapter 1 where I described it as a tyranny of the present, but let me take a moment to connect the dots.

        Essentially, the reason is that capitalism is blind to values that are not monetary, and in the case of managing digital remains, we need more, not fewer, types of values taken into account. Supporters of capitalism often compare it to biological Darwinism. In biological evolution, only the individuals who are best fitted to their natural environment can survive and procreate. As soon as the landscape and ecosystem change, so do the species that inhabit them. Similarly, in capitalist economy, only the firms that are best fitted to the consumers’ needs can survive and grow. As such, the economy will always adapt to people’s values, the same way organisms adapt to changes in their environment. If consumers value organic food, then the market will encourage farmers to change their pesticides; if they value more data privacy, then the market will provide safer networks and better protocols; and so on. Whatever it is that makes consumers open their wallets, the industry will make sure to produce it. This Darwinist metaphor is perhaps a little worn-out, but it does nevertheless have its benefits, for it illustrates not only the strengths but also the weaknesses of capitalist markets. Biological evolution does indeed lead to species that are better fitted to their environments, but only insofar as “better” means increasing ability to procreate. Indeed, as a system, evolution does not recognize any currency other than procreation. The happiness, flourishing, beauty, or moral qualities of an individual are, evolutionary speaking, worthless—unless, of course, such qualities have a direct or indirect effect on procreation. Since procreation is the measure of all value, any alternative is good only insofar as it eventually leads to more procreation. As far as evolution is concerned, a thousand miserable individuals would always be “better” than a hundred flourishing ones.

        The same mechanism applies for the capitalist market: values that cannot be unambiguously translated into capital are completely irrelevant. Beauty, human flourishing, tradition, and, as I will return to shortly, respect for the dead, are only valuable insofar as they are profitable. This does not mean that every person who works for a for-profit firm is blind to values other than money. Nor does it mean that no other values can exist in capitalism. Again, not all organisms are consumed by procreation all the time. The biological world is also full of play, beauty, compassion, curiosity, and so on. Animals, especially humans, often pursue other ends than merely surviving and reproducing. Similarly, under capitalism, people pursue all kinds of ends and value all kinds of things. The point is that, as far as capitalism is concerned, these pursuits are only worthwhile to the extent that they lead to profit. If not, they are a burden to the economy, just like too much play or beauty may be a burden for the procreation of a species.

        Some people find that everything can, in principle, be converted to monetary value without a loss, even such things as love, human lives, and the well-being of future generations. Readers who belong to this group will likely not find this book very convincing. Others think that nothing can be converted without a loss, that every form of value is unique and untranslatable. A human life cannot be measured in nickels and dimes; the value of biodiversity cannot be measured in human lives. These people commonly hold that wherever capitalist economy becomes the dominant mode of production, it corrupts every human activity. Nothing can be truly authentic, since all values that are not economic are always only instrumental. If a flight attendant smiles at you, it is not because they like you but because a smiling staff leads to higher profits; if a company charges you extra for plastic bags, it is not out of care for the environment but out of care for its customers’ sympathy. Most people are probably somewhere in between these two positions. Yet almost everyone, I imagine, would agree that there are some things that one just cannot put a price tag on. Humanity’s future knowledge and remembrance of its past is one of those. If some disastrous event were to destroy all documents of our past, including the physical artifacts that we have inherited from past generations, it would be difficult to name a monetary price that would cover the damage. Indeed, if one were to ask the value of the perpetuation of our collective memory of World War I, for instance, I believe most people would prefer not to spell the answer in nickels and dimes alone.

        Part of the reason why we cannot name a monetary price for these kinds of things is that they are not commodities in the traditional sense of the word. A commodity is something that is produced for a consumer, often an individual. A sweater is a typical example. What kind of sweater an individual decides to purchase is their business, and their business alone, since it will not really affect anyone else. Even if some sweaters have printed messages that may interfere with the well-being of one’s social environment, sweaters are by and large a private concern. For commodities like that, the market economy works better than any other known system. Companies that produce sweaters that no individual wants to use should not exist. But for some things, it is very difficult to name an individual consumer. Who, for instance, is the “consumer” of our knowledge about outer space? The TV audience of Neil deGrasse Tyson’s space documentary Cosmos: A Spacetime Odyssey? I think not. And who are the consumers of things such as, say, biodiversity? Love? Without some serious intellectual acrobatics, it is hard to give a relevant answer. Even more difficult is when the people concerned—the would-be “consumers”—are no longer, or not yet, alive. In chapter 1, I talked about Edmund Burke and the conservative critics of modernity who argue that the capitalist economy, the main economic manifestation of modernity, is in service only of living consumers.30 Since neither the dead nor the unborn are consumers on the market, there is no economic value in respecting their interests. For the capitalist economy, nothing, including the dead and the unborn, can have more than an instrumental value. The market is, in this sense, inherently hostile toward the nonliving. Thus, the “grave dangers” of privatizing digital remains, to paraphrase Rosenzweig, lie not in the businesses themselves but in a system that is explicitly developed in service of the living at the expense of both the unborn and the dead.

        So, what would be the alternative? How can we regain control over our collective digital past before it is too late? Given my critique of the capitalist market, perhaps the most obvious option would be some kind of public international institution, perhaps a body of the United Nations, seizing control over our shared digital heritage; some kind of democratically controlled world archive that would be responsible for curating humanity’s digital past. Such a solution may perhaps sound promising in theory, but as we learn from Orwell (and indeed from the terrifying examples of China and the Soviet Union), it would most likely be a terrible idea. Such a level of power should not be concentrated in any single body, whether a public or a private one. Though such an organization would allegedly be under democratic control, it is questionable how much insight, let alone technical understanding, ordinary people would have. Public oversight of the digital heritage of social media may prove problematic for other reasons too. Consider Twitter’s aforementioned donation of its archives to the Library of Congress. Many hold this to be the gold standard for preservation of social media records. Abby Smith Rumsey, for instance, a widely respected preservationist, calls it a “signal example” of cooperation between private and public institutions that will “need to be the norm in the digital age.”31 Despite such praise, and though Twitter’s donation was impressive and welcome, we have seen that it is not without its problems (especially in terms of privacy) and has not yet been able to deliver on what was initially promised. More important still, it does not scale well as a model for other social media platforms. For the majority of platforms, donation of raw data to public archives is impossible and would be gravely unethical, considering the private nature of the data. States cannot just expropriate data sets that happen to be of public interest. And their doing so would surely be no guarantee of better management of our digital heritage. All in all, a public digital world archive is a dead end.

        Fortunately, the alternative to a complete dominance of the market is not a complete dominance by the state or some world government. What we should aim for is to maximize the variety of value forms used to assess our data and, as part of this, to limit the dominance of any single actor in controlling the records. Note that this is not the same as giving maximum power back to the individual such that the digital remains of every individual user would belong only to one single heir—such a solution would not be to decentralize control over our collective digital past but to split it up so that no one could ever access more than tiny fragments of it. It would be giving to each user a shard of the mirror that was once history so that no one could ever understand the whole picture. This too would be a disaster—a true digital dark age. Decentralizing the control over our digital past, and thus maximizing the various forms of value used to appraise it, can only be achieved by allowing a plurality of organizations, with different backgrounds, structures, and goals, to take part in preserving the past. State actors will surely be part of this solution. Indeed, as we saw in chapter 2, national archives, nongovernmental organizations, and museums already play an important role in preserving data from notable public figures. Monetary values and for-profit corporations too may be part of the equation. But reducing the data economy to only monetary value is a huge mistake, and one we cannot afford to make.

        Economy is about the allocation of resources, a systematic way of organizing the evaluation of things. My point is that monetary values should not dominate that evaluation, because that would be to dominate our very way of being with and managing the presence of the past generation. As I have argued throughout this chapter, the solution can never be to save everything. It is not feasible, nor is it desirable. We, the living, must choose what and whose data to preserve for posterity. The problem is that the capitalist economy does not allow for authentic choices, since the pursuit of any value other than profit means peril. Instead, we should aim to let as many people and perspectives as possible be part of the process. We must make this our choice.

        

        * * *

        Unfortunately, Roy Rosenzweig passed away in 2007 at only fifty-seven years old, right before the big breakthrough of Web 2.0. Had he been alive, he would surely have had some interesting thoughts on how to deal with the challenges ahead of us. Yet the role of the expert is not always to provide “solutions” to predefined questions. Sometimes it is just as important, if not more important, to provide the public and the scholarly community with new questions in need of answers, so as to make room for new democratic debates. This is how I see Rosenzweig’s contribution, and it is what I have tried to do in this chapter. Still, my ambition has been to set out a direction for our course. Our destination, I believe, is not a place of overabundance, where we will not have to choose whose data to preserve and whose to destroy, but a place where this choice truly belongs to us rather than the blind mechanisms of the market. What we need is an infrastructure that allows a plurality of actors and values to be part of the process of selecting our digital remains. Now is the time to start building such systems.

      
    
  


      
        5 * Living in the Post-Mortal Condition

      
      
        What unites us is that, in contrast to the classic image of proletarians who have “nothing to lose but their chains,” we are in danger of losing everything.

        Slavoj Žižek

        The ethical and political interaction between the dead and the living will always remain an open challenge, not just a case of being either with or without the dead.

        Hans Ruin

      

      
        In the Shoes of Max Brod

        The Bohemian novelist Franz Kafka was not very famous at the time of his untimely death in 1934. Only a handful of his works, and none of the major ones, had yet been published. But the estate included several nearly finished novels and short stories, as well as diaries commenting on the works. These literary remains would never meet the public eye—at least that is what Kafka intended when instructing his friend Max Brod to burn them in the event of his death. As we all know, Brod did not comply.1 In the years following Franz’s death, Brod published three of the novels, including The Trial, and the diaries would later become public too. Whether or not he made the right call, ethically speaking, is up for debate. But many of us are grateful nevertheless. One may imagine that it was not an easy decision to make. Indeed, the situation put Brod in the middle of multiple conflicting moral duties. In addition to the duties to his departed friend, he had another equally compelling allegiance to the potential readers of his time, but also, and perhaps more importantly, to future readers, who, had he obeyed Kafka’s request, would be refused what he saw as the literary treasure of the century. Perhaps he even felt a duty to redeem his departed friend, whose literary talents far exceeded his confidence, or to the works themselves (they simply deserved to be read). In any case, the custodianship of his friend’s literary remains made Brod an involuntary judge between the interests of multiple stakeholders calling upon him from both the future and the past, without any clear principle by which to assess who was more righteous.

        The argument of this closing chapter is that living in the post-mortal condition is to constantly find oneself in the shoes of Max Brod. By contrast to the 1930s, one does not have to write fiction or even keep a diary to leave traces of one’s life behind. Insofar as you use any kind of connected device and do not actively cover up your tracks, your life becomes data whether you intend it to or not. And when you die, those data will be your digital remains, an unintentional self-portrait painted in zeros and ones. Though most people’s digital remains are probably not as interesting as the diary of a master novelist like Kafka, they do nevertheless tell a story. To one’s immediate family, they may be an invaluable part of the bereavement process, something to pass down to one’s descendants as a memory of a beloved parent, child, or friend who died too early. Furthermore, when you add them together with those of the billions of people who have left their mark online, they become part of a pattern—a digital encyclopedia of the dead—that tells the larger story of an entire society, an invaluable resource for future generations to use to learn about their collective past. Just like Brod, a custodian of digital remains—whether an individual or an entire society—therefore has a threefold responsibility, directed both backward and forward in time: to the dead, whose wishes must be respected; to the unborn, whose access to their past is at stake; and, arguably, also to the living, who will have to sacrifice resources in order to preserve the remains.

        Making sense of these responsibilities is tricky. As I argue in the following pages, it requires an ethic that takes seriously the claims of people who are temporally distant but informationally present. As a step toward such an ethic, I argue that we ought to think of ourselves as archeopolitans—citizens of an archive that we share with our past and its inhabitants and that we will one day hand over to our descendants. But before I go on to elaborate on the implications of this new role, let me, once and for all, and in view of the previous chapters, summarize what exactly I mean by post-mortal and condition.

      
      
        The Meaning of “Post-Mortal” and “Condition”

        The premise of this book is that if the dead “make civilization,” any significant change in their presence, cultural or technological, is also a civilizational change. From such a standpoint, the advent of digital technology emerges as a harbinger of deep disruption. It is the herald of a new mode of being with the past and its inhabitants, a post-mortal condition, that replaces the “hidden death” of modernity.

        By post-mortal, I mean simply a removal of the mechanisms by which the dead used to disappear from our life-worlds. We can no longer rely on natural decay, cemeteries, or cremation furnaces to get the dead out of sight, and as such, the hiding of the dead that defined the project of modernity is coming to a definite termination. In other words, the term has nothing to do with the transhumanist notion of digital immortality, or mind uploading, whereby we “live on” though some digital surrogate brain. The dead remain as dead as they ever were, and, at least for the foreseeable future, nothing is going to change that, not even the most impressive machine learning techniques. Yet there is undoubtedly something new about the digital afterlife. The dead remain there for us in a way that has not been possible in pre-digital society. They remain part of our social networks, continue posting and tweeting, and, in some cases, even prevail as interactive chatbots. This is why I have compared the current situation with that of the first Paleolithic settlers. Just as they were faced with the inevitable presence of the bodies of their dead, we are now faced with the presence of the digital remains of ours. They shared their dwellings with the plaster faces of their ancestors staring back at them from the walls of their clay houses. We share our dwellings, the networked archives of the social web, with the digital faces of our ancestors, who stare, smile, and even talk back at us through the increasingly sophisticated technologies we use to animate their remains.

        Even those who never left a digital footprint are subsumed by this process. As we digitize nineteenth-century photos and film, make medical and archaeological museum collections available online, and upload journals and family trees to ancestry websites, we are increasingly expanding the scope of the digital past and its population. As deep learning and other implementations of AI keep evolving, these pre-digital traces of the dead are also becoming increasingly interactive and lifelike, despite their technologically humble origins. There is the occasional hologram performance by departed artists like Michael Jackson and Tupac Shakur. But there is also a resurgence of the past in everyday life. In 2023, the app Historical Figures, mentioned in the introduction to this book, allowed users to chat with historical figures based on information preserved about them. And two years earlier, the company MyHeritage launched an app called Deep Nostalgia, which turns old static portraits into short moving clips in which the person in the photo appears to turn their head, look around, and change their facial expression. Soon, social media was flooded with nineteenth-century faces that had suddenly been removed from their photo album slumber to become accessible to anyone anywhere on the web. Once again, they were there among the living. They had entered the fundamental matrix, the house, in which information society takes place. And this is how we should interpret the post-mortal part of the post-mortal condition. It is not a state of digital immortality but a mode of being wherein the past and its inhabitants remain present by default. Digital technology has abolished the mechanisms that removed the dead from our immediate proximity while at the same time recruiting the ancient dead to the realm. In short, the post-mortal condition is a new form of co-dwelling with the dead.

        I describe this new co-dwelling as a condition because it is not given how, if at all, we as a society choose to live with the dead. As illustrated by the amazing diversity of ways by which cultures deal with their dead, there is no techno-social law that determines how the dead remain present among us. Hence, despite its obvious parallels to the first Paleolithic settlers, we must not interpret the emergence of the post-mortal condition as a retreat to some original, more natural, relationship with the dead. To once again quote Hans Ruin, “the ethical and political interaction between the dead and the living will always remain an open challenge, not just a case of being either with or without the dead.”2 The “open challenge” of how we relate to the dead, to use Ruin’s words, is not neutrally manifested. It depends on the technologies by which they are mediated. But whereas digital technologies are de facto changing the rules by which we live with the dead, they do not determine the outcome. If, in the digital age, we want to continue moving the dead out of public view to maintain the “regime of life” that defined modernity, it is perfectly possible—it is just going to take a whole lot more work.3 Yes, the advent of the post-mortal condition is inevitably the harbinger of civilizational change. Yet it is ultimately up to us, the living, to determine what that change will look like. The question is—what should it look like?

      
      
        Archeopolitan Duties

        In her book All the Ghosts in the Machine, Elaine Kasket describes the internet as a “new Elysium,” a final resting place of the dead.4 The metaphor is apt, perhaps even more apt than Kasket takes credit for. Because in Roman (and, originally, Hellenic) mythology, Elysium is not only a place of the past. It is a place beyond time. In Virgil’s Aeneid, for instance, when Aeneas ventures down into the underworld, he there encounters not only his departed father Anchises, along with the other fallen heroes of the Trojan War, but also his descendants—all the way down to Romulus and Remus, the twin founders of Rome. In Elysium, time has collapsed. It is a place without chronology. The same is true for the post-mortal condition we find ourselves in. Our onlife life-worlds are increasingly inhabited by present and past generations alike, in a state where the past remains everywhere and everywhen, and where our dealings with the dead will have far-reaching consequences for the unborn. In the post-mortal condition, present, past, and future stakeholders all have a moral presence.

        Like Aeneas in Elysium, we, the living, are the newcomers here. For as the society of the living migrates to the platforms of cyberspace, it is essentially moving into a domain that has been reserved for the dead for centuries, if not millennia: the archives. This is their territory, and we must now learn how to be part of it. Just as globalization forced us to become cosmopolitans, citizens of the world, the post-mortal condition now requires that we learn to be archeopolitans—citizens of the archive. What duties does this role bestow upon us? Given the analogy with globalization, perhaps the answer can be sought in what Kwame Anthony Appiah calls the ethics of cosmopolitanism. To Appiah, the ethical challenge of living in a globalized world can be described thus:

        
          The worldwide web of information—radio, television, telephones, the Internet—means not only that we can affect lives everywhere but that we can learn about life everywhere, too. Each person you know about and can affect is someone to whom you have responsibilities: to say this is just to affirm the very idea of morality. The challenge, then, is to make minds and hearts formed over the long millennia of living in local troops and equip them with ideas and institutions that will allow us to live together as the global tribe we have become.5

        

        The problem, if I read Appiah correctly, is that modern communications have radically increased the number of people to whom we are each morally accountable. Unlike in the premodern village, closed off from the rest of the world, we now communicate and trade with people all around the globe in what Appiah calls a “global village.” Space has essentially been collapsed by communication so that now we see the other, no matter how distant they are. But what are the moral implications? To Appiah, unlike other proponents of universal humanism, the answer is not a complete abandonment of local and personal allegiances. Instead, he proposes a cosmopolitan ethics that places dialogue at its heart. To be a true cosmopolitan, argues Appiah, is not to consistently put the interest of “humanity” above everything else but to realize that “no local loyalty can ever justify forgetting that each human being has responsibilities to every other.”6 Strangers are always human. They are entitled to moral consideration regardless of how spatially distant they may be, for, as Appiah points out, they are informationally present to us. Meanwhile, there is no need to let these responsibilities dominate our every action. Such an imperative may be disguised as being in the interest of everyone, but it ultimately results in the interest of no one. In short, the cosmopolitan ethics is the realization that other people around the world are also human.

        I believe that something similar can be said about what it means to be a good archeopolitan, only that our duties extend temporally, rather than spatially. The ethical challenge is not to form ideas and institutions that allow us to live together “as a global tribe” but to live together with those who lived before us in a way that takes seriously the interests of those who will come after. For in the post-mortal condition, it is not space but time that has collapsed.

        On the one hand, this idea calls upon us, the living, to be good descendants, or heirs. Each of us has a personal responsibility to care for the digital remains of our loved ones when they pass away, and we must do so in a way that is respectful of their wishes. Managing someone’s posthumous social media presence, cleaning up the web from their unwanted traces, and preserving materials in a more permanent format on a hard drive may be part of such duties. Not reading private emails, texts, or search data of the dead may be another. As we saw in chapter 2, the digital remains of your loved ones, like their biological remains, are not your property. You are their custodian, not their owner.

        As I have stressed repeatedly throughout this book, the imperative to be good heirs is also a collective responsibility, in that we need to take the ethical and political claims of the dead seriously as a generation. We inherit the largest archives of human behavior ever assembled in the history of our species. Making sure that that these archives are managed in a respectful manner requires institutional change, which is inevitably a collective effort. I have pointed to several examples—the #MeToo movement, the Syrian Archive’s documentation of war crimes on YouTube, the Arab Spring, to name some (there are thousands more)—that tell the story of a generation that will soon be of the past but whose collective mark on the internet deserves to live on. They can do so only if we, the living, build the right institutions, the right infrastructures, and the right incentives for industry actors. To be good heirs, that is, the living need to take seriously the presence of past generations lingering on “our” servers (legally speaking, the servers belong to the industry) and recognize its political dimensions. We can only live up to such responsibilities together.

        On the other hand, being a good archeopolitan is also to be a good ancestor.7 It is to realize that the data you produce today will come into the hands of someone else tomorrow. On a personal level, this means taking responsibility for your online presence beyond your lifetime. If you have not already, you should at least do the very basics. Facebook’s legacy contact feature, under the heading “Memorialization settings,” is one of the most visible options when choosing preferences on the website. If you are on Facebook, I suggest you stop reading, take up your phone, and fill it out. Welcome back. Most likely, many more services will ask their users to choose what will happen with their data upon the event of their death. Indeed, planning for one’s digital afterlife is increasingly a moral imperative, imposed by both the industry and those next of kin who will have to “clean up your mess” unless you set things in order yourself. It is a reasonable expectation.

        Just like being a good heir, the imperative to be good ancestors is also a collective one. We need to think of ourselves not only as isolated individuals, whose data will be passed down to our next of kin, but also as nodes in the network of history, as citizens whose data will be stewarded by those who come after us. The data trails you leave behind on the web will be an ever so tiny, but ever so important piece of the raw material out of which future generations will construct their narratives about their past. Everything we leave behind as a generation, that is, is a message for posterity saying “This happened. We think it is important that you know about it.” The choice of what “this” should entail should be made consciously, at least on a structural level. For here too our responsibilities are of an institutional nature, in that we must consider what kind of institutions that should steward our collective history. What kind of materials do future generations need? How can we prevent the so-called digital dark age? And how much of our resources can we reasonably sacrifice to this end? While these are by and large institutional questions, they are, nevertheless, of an ethical nature. As illustrated by the environmental toll of data preservation discussed in chapter 4, it is not necessarily the case that bigger is better. Future generations may not thank us for leaving behind an endless, unstructured sea of data for them to parse through. Nor will they thank us for building massive servers at the cost of environmental sustainability (recall that the information and communication technology sector may account for as much as one-fifth of the global energy demand by 2030). Due to the scarcity of our resources, in terms of both storage capacity and ecology, we will hence have to choose what and whom to preserve, and considering the stakes involved, this choice is inevitably an ethical matter.

        In sum, my proposed response to the ethical challenge of the post-mortal condition is analogous to Appiah’s. We must recognize that the dead and the unborn also have legitimate claims when it comes to the politics of data management and protection. While their claims may not weigh as heavily as those of the living, they are nevertheless real and worthy of consideration. The dead and the unborn may not be susceptible to any “states of harm,” but they are persons nevertheless, and as such they are worthy of our respect and moral consideration. As the only archeopolitans with legislative power, we ought to make sure these responsibilities are reflected in our actions.

      
      
        What Is to Be Done?

        The living generation has many interests in common with previous and future ones when it comes to data protection and the regulation of tech. As I have shown, the fate of digital remains is deeply entangled with the interests of living human beings. The prolongation of grief driven by an unrestrained market for digital memorials and avatars is one such example (see chapter 3). Data profiling by proxy, mining the data of a deceased relative, is another (see chapter 4). Moreover, the concentration of data records in the hands of a tiny handful of corporate actors is arguably a threat to us contemporaries, not just to future generations. As such, there are several things that we can do to live up to our archeopolitan responsibilities that would be in the interest of all of us. Without going into detail, let me point to some examples.

        One thing that everyone can do is to use their consumer power to put pressure on platforms in terms of how they deal with digital remains. Since, as we have seen, markets are inherently in service only of its living consumers, the living must become allies of the unborn and the dead. In 2019, when Twitter decided to delete the inactive profiles that lingered on the network, its decision was reversed only thanks to massive protests from users.8 In its official response, Twitter said:

        
          We’ve heard you on the impact that this would have on the accounts of the deceased. This was a miss on our part. We will not be removing any inactive accounts until we create a new way for people to memorialize accounts.

        

        Make no mistake, Twitter would never have reversed their course had they found the net value of doing so to be negative, economically speaking. They only yielded because they realized that the accounts of the deceased were a valuable part of the user experience. Nevertheless, their response shows that voicing concerns over the management of digital remains actually does matter, at least insofar as it matters for those who hold consumer power. Likewise, one may also exercise one’s democratic power (provided that one lives in a democracy) to put pressure on politicians to take our archeopolitan responsibilities seriously. Do your representatives have a plan for the long-term storage of our generation’s data? What kinds of values do they believe should guide the preservation of the past? Are they ready to battle Big Tech on these matters, despite the fact that few if any of their voters will be personally affected? Just bringing the question to debate is in itself a victory. And while liberal democracy in its current format may be part of modernity’s “regime of life,” its members may nevertheless become allies to the dead and the unborn. 9

        What can firms do? Though I belong to those who see the term “business ethics” as an oxymoron, I contend that there are some things that businesses could do to mitigate the issues that I have discussed in this book. One of these, proposed by the English sociologist Debora Basset, among others, is to implement some kind of voluntary code of professional ethics in regard to digital remains within industries that deal with human data.10 As I suggested in chapter 3, the International Council of Museums code of professional ethics may be an adequate model for such an arrangement. While such a code could be imposed by regulators, it could just as well be set by internal agreements within the industry or even be incorporated within the ethical policy work of individual firms. Firms could also begin to actively design their platforms with our archeopolitan duties in mind. There is already an extensive debate on so-called thanatosensitive design, that is, design that takes inheritance of digital assets seriously.11 But this debate has largely focused on facilitating inheritance of digital assets. If we take our archeopolitan responsibilities seriously, we must also begin designing with the interests of future generations as a collective in mind. How can platforms be designed for long-term preservation of important historical assets? How can we facilitate future historical research, while at the same time protecting user privacy? Such matters are indeed matters of design and internet architecture.

        Another obvious thing that businesses can do is share data with the public, as with Twitter’s 2010 donation of its archives to the Library of Congress (see chapters 3 and 5), which was done explicitly because tweets in aggregate were seen as “a resource for future generations to understand life in the twenty-first century.”12 To be sure, there are many pitfalls here when it comes to user privacy. But for most firms, even sharing anonymized insights beyond the data shared with advertisers would be a huge step in the right direction. A prospective advertiser who opens Facebook’s audience insights manager today will be provided with more detailed information about its potential audience than researchers could ever hope for. But why would Facebook’s user base be more prone to share insights on their collective behavior with third-party firms than with researchers trying to understand our past? If Big Tech platforms took their social responsibility seriously, they could begin to share data. Twitter was on the right path in this regard. In 2021 it launched a product specifically for (confirmed) academic researchers that gave access to unprecedented historical data, which, I believe, was on its way to revolutionizing the way we understand our digital past.13 Unfortunately, since Elon Musk took over the company in 2022, it has looked like access for academics will be highly limited. Moreover, for most firms, there is no financial incentive to follow suit in developing similar products. And forcing companies to share insights on their users would be a gross violation of privacy as well as the independence of private data holders.

        As I proposed in a paper from 2021, a possible compromise may be the implementation of some form of “digital world heritage” label, with inspiration from UNESCO.14 Instead of donating data to public institutions like the Library of Congress, firms could pledge to preserve the digital world heritage they hold, irrespective of its commercial value—just as states pledge to preserve the UNESCO-designated World Heritage Sites located in their territories. In return, the data holder could receive expertise from the international community on how to properly appraise and preserve the firm’s archives for the benefit of future generations. Appraisal in particular would provide a valuable contribution, as most businesses are poorly equipped to assess the historical and cultural value of their data. The international community might, for example, send historians and archivists who would oversee decisions to delete data (notably, without seizing full control or ownership over them). These experts could guide both content moderation (see the example of The Terror of War in chapter 4) and cases where branches of a company, or particular services it provides (such as Google+), fail and are taken offline or destroyed due to lack of commercial potential. An insolvency administrator dealing with an archive with a digital world heritage label might, for example, be bound not to compromise the authenticity of the data and not to compartmentalize it. Note that the proposed label would not rely on firms pursuing any values other than their own long-term profitability. Just as a nation may benefit from having world heritage on its territory, commercial enterprises too may benefit from having the outstanding universal value of their archives recognized. Moreover, if such a treaty were signed, firms would be held to account not merely by some vague notion of morality or responsibility but by an internationally recognized contract.

        Finally, perhaps the most important example of something that would be in all of our interest is to include the dead in international data protection legislation such as the EU’s GDPR. Though some countries do already, to some extent, protect digital remains, this is mainly done with reference to the well-being of the deceased’s living descendants. To take true responsibility would require considering the well-being of deceased data subjects in their own right. This might be through a personal but time-limited right or a right bestowed upon the next of kin. The rights of the deceased could also be shaped by extending copyright protection or could exist within what law scholar Edina Harbinja calls a “human rights–based regime,” that is, as universal and inviolable rights.15 Alternatively, these rights could be achieved by designating companies such as Facebook as “information fiduciaries,” pursuant to which the companies have a duty of care to act in the best interests of users with respect to their data, including posthumously.16 If dignity is the cardinal principle of data protection regulation, as suggested by the GDPR, then there is no reason to exclude the nonliving. Data protection is everyone’s businesses.

        The above proposals would be valuable improvements of our situation. Still, the diagnosis that I have made in this book is by and large of a systemic nature. It arises from a technical, economic, and regulatory infrastructure in service only of the living. None of the solutions suggested above addresses this shortcoming. They treat some of the symptoms, but not their cause. Moreover, it cannot be denied that there are also many ways in which the interests of different generations diverge when it comes to data management. There may be instances where the privacy of the dead conflicts with future generations’ interest in their history, or where the memory of individuals from a previous generation must be sacrificed to make room for newer records. We cannot save everyone’s data in a perfectly dignified format all the time. Not to speak of the growing environmental cost of data storage, discussed in the previous chapter.

        This is why our situation so much resembles that of Max Brod. Brod inherited artifacts that he was told to destroy, yet he found their value to his and future generations to override that imperative. Inversely, some people inherit things they are told to preserve, while the cost of doing so eventually becomes a burden for them (I am sure many of us have that old, ugly heirloom we feel obliged to keep, though we would not exactly break down in tears if it broke or went missing . . .). The point is that in the post-mortal condition, we are constantly facing such dilemmas, both as individuals and as a society, in a way that no previous generation has. Conflicting claims reach us from both the future and the past, and our job as the first living archeopolitans is, above all, to be the arbiters of these claims.

        This is a responsibility we cannot escape. If Max Brod had simply dumped Kafka’s manuscripts in the hands of someone else, he would not have rid himself of responsibility. Likewise, there is no technology or system that can make our judgments for us. And this is why the marketization of our digital remains is so problematic. It reduces our choices to a mere question of profit. To the myriad of complex and nuanced questions we stand before—Whose data should be preserved for posterity? Where does one strike the line between the interests of the living versus the interests of the dead? Who should have the right to a person’s digital remains?—the market has but one answer: whatever is more profitable in the long term. Sometimes this answer aligns with what we consider the correct option, and sometimes it does not. The problem is that it does not even allow us to collectively contemplate our choices. Our goal, therefore, must be to take back control, to make this choice ours, as it were. Somehow, we must find a way to democratically settle upon the values that will guide the economic, technological, and regulatory systems within which the dead are mediated. Only then can we live up to our archeopolitan duties.

        The nature of this project is unquestionably political, yet it does not fit neatly into any existing political narrative. Given my criticism of modernity, liberal democracy, and the capitalist market, it can certainly not be characterized as a liberal project. But perhaps a socialist one? Phrases like “take back control” and calls to abolish the dominance of the market, not to speak of my frequent references to Karl Marx, surely sound like a socialist agenda. But then again, I have categorically dismissed solutions that involve some world government seizing control of digital remains, and is not socialism part of the “regime of life” that I dismissed in chapter 1?17 Perhaps our duty as archeopolitans is a conservative project, then? After all, my call to include past and future generations as legitimate stakeholders in our democratic communities is an almost explicit echo from Burke’s notion of the social contract as an intergenerational covenant. Perhaps, but I doubt that many contemporary conservatives will join me in my fundamental critique of the capitalist market economy. Few of them would be swayed by my rhetoric of “taking back control” from industry.

        So what is the road forward, then? Any concrete prescriptions for how a democratic governance of our digital past might be established, or exactly what such systems might look like, lie beyond the scope of this book. My goal has never been to propose solutions. From the outset, it has been to show how the seemingly trivial matter of dead people resurfacing on the internet is in fact deeply entangled with some of the biggest questions of our time. If I have shown that the challenges posed by the post-mortal condition cannot be solved within the covers of one single book, I consider myself successful. What I know for certain, though, is that our goal as archeopolitans must be to establish an ethical discourse in which the management of our data is not viewed exclusively as a concern of the living but one of the temporally extended, yet fragile project we know as humanity. Interpreting this goal will be one of the major challenges of this century, perhaps the entire millennium. I invite everyone to join in this mission. We are newcomers to the archive; let us not be its colonizers.

        

        * * *

        The fact that social media profiles linger on after a person’s death may seem a trivial observation. And maybe it is. But considering that such profiles will (relatively) soon be populating the web by the billions, the consequences reach far beyond the emotional impact on the bereaved. The current generation, the first settlers of cyberspace, now finds itself in the shoes of Max Brod. We must choose how to navigate the (sometimes) conflicting interests involved. As I have tried to show in this book, what is at stake is our very relationship to our past and its inhabitants—the dead. So if it is true that the dead “make civilization,” this means that our very relationship to ourselves is at stake. Indeed, as Žižek points out in the epigraph to this chapter, Marx had it wrong when he proclaimed that the proletariat have nothing to lose but their chains. As we allocate the management of our digital past to the industry, we are at risk of losing everything.

      
    
  


      
        Epilogue

      
      
        The surest way to take possession of a place and secure it as one’s own is to bury one’s dead in it.

        Robert Pogue Harrison

      

      Our story began in deep time, at the dawn of the first permanent settlements, when the dead suddenly became present within the immediate proximity of the living. The phenomena that I have described, analyzed, and critiqued throughout this book illustrate a similar disruption. In so doing, I am afraid the book may have painted a rather dystopian vision of a future where the past is controlled and appraised by a system that lies beyond democratic control. While still taking this vision seriously, I wish to end on a less somber note. For in the developments that I have described lie not only dangers but also an emancipatory potential.

      As Harrison notes, the dead have an exceptional power to turn anonymous places into homelands, to turn a house into a home with a past, a history, and, most importantly, a forebear. Indeed, it is no coincidence that in Virgil’s epic Aeneid, Aeneas’s first priority upon reaching the Italian peninsula is to bury his fallen kin in the ground, thus turning a foreign piece of soil into a fatherland. Like Aeneas, we too have become settlers, only we lay our dead to rest in cyberspace rather than soil. Just as their bones once enchanted the lands upon which we build our nations and civilizations, their bytes are now buried deep in the underbelly of the online platforms that have become our new dwellings. As such, these platforms become new homes, new fatherlands, as it were, enchanted by a presence that only the dead can provide. The continuous traffic on profiles of the deceased, the public uproar every time a platform tries to change or erase them, and the strong emotional attachment observed among mourners on social media are testaments to a sense of belonging.

      As I have observed in this book, a sense of belonging can hold great commercial potential. It provides a rare opportunity to consolidate the societal inevitability of a platform by appropriating some of the most fundamental human institutions and exploiting some of our strongest emotions: loss and kinship. Insofar as users value and care for the digital presence of the dead, they will also care for the continuation of the privately owned platforms where they remain.

      Meanwhile, a sense of belonging is closely related to a sense of entitlement. “The surest way to take possession of a place and secure it as one’s own,” as Harrison notes, “is to bury one’s dead in it.”1 In ancient Rome, Cicero advised against letting people bury their dead in publicly owned land, fearing it would create a sense of sacredness and thus an entitlement to the place. More recently, the tombs of ancient Hebrews in the Holy Land have frequently been used to legitimize Israel’s territorial claims. As we become increasingly digital, does this mean that bereaved families in a similar way will lay claim to the platforms in which the dead are resting? Will people try to “take possession” of these sites? Will they even begin to demand access and control? It is possible. As profiles of the dead on social media begin to accumulate by the billions, so that not only individual loved ones but entire countries and generations are laid to rest there, it is plausible that the public attitude to the platforms will change. Demands for influence, indeed, even for control, may gain a new legitimacy as the dead become allies in the advocacy for democratization.

      Our story ends at this fork in the road, at this dual potential. For what the future of the online dead will be is entirely up to us. Indeed, we are the new Natufians, but we also decide what that will mean.

    
  


      
        Acknowledgments

      
      No single person has been more important for my writing of this book than Professor Luciano Floridi, who supervised my doctoral studies at Oxford. Luciano remains a dear friend but has also had an unparalleled influence on my thinking and general understanding of what it means to do philosophy. He will always be my biggest intellectual hero. My friend and former colleague Doctor David Watson must also be mentioned. Our sometimes heated (rarely sober) debates around the pubs of Oxford have been more educational than any class I have ever taken. David has also consistently offered to read and give feedback on many of the research articles that form the empirical basis of this book, in a way that must have cost him countless hours, for which I will always be grateful. Another big thanks goes out to the many people who have read and commented on this book. Especially notable are Samuel Jonston, my wittiest and most enthusiastic critic; Johannes Rex, whose eye for the anatomy of texts never ceases to amaze me; and Professor Johan Tralau, who, with his unique knowledge and great generosity, saved me from many embarrassing mistakes and misconceptions in earlier versions of the manuscript. I should thank Maria Tengblad, who did an amazing job with the graphs in chapter 2. My gratitude also goes to the Wallenberg Foundations, who generously sponsored both my doctoral studies and, through the WASP-HS program, the first five years of my academic career. Their devotion to academic freedom and enthusiasm for social scientific study of technology shall never be taken for granted. It goes also to the entire Department of Government at Uppsala University. I never met a kinder, more curious group of people. I am humbled to have been adopted as one of you, despite never having taken a single credit in political science. A big thank you goes out to my family, Johan, Ann, Marie, and Lisa, for always being there and believing in me. It has meant more than both you and I will probably ever understand. And finally, to Lina and Edith, who never cease to remind me that there is more to life than philosophy, and who have taught me the art of celebrating even the smallest success. I love you.

      

      This work was funded by the Wallenberg AI, Autonomous Systems and Software Program–Humanities and Society (WASP-HS).

    
  


      
        Notes

      
      
        Introduction

        Epigraph: Laqueur, The Work of the Dead.

        
          	          
            1 As I cover in more detail in chapter 1, the relationship between the emergence of the first permanent settlements and the presence of the dead is a reciprocal one. Some say that settlements emerged because of their proximity to the dead, and not vice versa.

                  

          	          
            2 For an excellent overview of Neolithic burials, see the works of Michael Parker Pearson, especially his book The Archaeology of Death and Burial.

                  

          	          
            3 No single body of work has been more influential on this book than that of Harrison. If I manage to say anything of importance in the following pages, it is probably a paraphrase of him. See especially Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead.

                  

          	          
            4 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 81.

                  

          	          
            5 Ariès, Western Attitudes toward Death, 85.

                  

          	          
            6 This number is a 2016 estimate made by the research firm Gartner; see “Google Data Center FAQ,” DataCenter Knowledge, March 17, 2017, https://www.datacenterknowledge.com/archives/2017/03/16/google-data-center-faq.

                  

          	          
            7 Lingel, “The Digital Remains”; Stokes, “Deletion as Second Death.”

                  

          	          
            8 Kashmir Hill, “How Target Figured Out a Teen Girl Was Pregnant before Her Father Did,” Forbes, February 16, 2012, https://www.forbes.com/sites/kashmirhill/2012/02/16/how-target-figured-out-a-teen-girl-was-pregnant-before-her-father-did/.

                  

          	          
            9 At the time of writing, Eterni.me seems to have run out of funding and is no longer online. I will discuss this further in chapter 2.

                  

          	          
            10 Öhman, Gorwa, and Floridi, “Prayer-Bots and Religious Worship on Twitter.”

                  

          	          
            11 See Nick Bostrom, “Transhumanist Values,” https://www.nickbostrom.com/ethics/values.html; and Steinhart, “Survival as a Digital Ghost.”

                  

          	          
             12 Chapter 4 expands at length on the fragility of digital data. For a good overview of some of the issues of data preservation, see Whitt, “‘Through a Glass, Darkly.’”

                  

          	          
            13 See https://www.juniperresearch.com/whitepapers/iot-the-internet-of-transformation-2020.

                  

          	          
            14 Floridi’s concept is introduced in The Onlife Manifesto.

                  

          	          
            15 Ruin, Being with the Dead, 195.

                  

          	          
            16 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, “World Population Prospects.”

                  

          	          
            17 Whitt, “‘Through a Glass, Darkly’”; Brügger and Schroeder, eds., The Web as History; Graham, Milligan, and Weingart, Exploring Big Historical Data.

                  

          	          
            18 Rosenzweig, “Scarcity or Abundance?,” 737, 753.

                  

          	          
            19 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, 162.

                  

          	          
            20 Rothenberg, “Ensuring the Longevity of Digital Documents.”

                  

          	          
            21 Kuny, “A Digital Dark Ages?”

                  

        

      
      
        


      
  



Chapter One

        Epigraphs: Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead; Cicero, Orator.

        
          	          
            1 In phrasing the question this way, this chapter undoubtedly owes much to Tony Walter’s “Communication Media and the Dead: From the Stone Age to Facebook.”

                  

          	          
            2 Laqueur, “The Deep Time of the Dead.”

                  

          	          
            3 Gadamer, Reason in the Age of Science, 75.

                  

          	          
            4 For an elaborate exploration of animal emotion, see Bekoff, The Emotional Lives of Animals.

                  

          	          
            5 Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead, xi.

                  

          	          
            6 Harrison, 30.

                  

          	          
            7 Harrison, 72.

                  

          	          
            8 Note that not all Bedouins are nomads.

                  

          	          
            9 Mustafa and Abu Tayeh, “Comments on Bedouin Funeral Rites,” 13.

                  

          	          
            10 For an elaborate analysis of the materiality not only of memory but also of the phenomenality of time, see Hägglund, Radical Atheism.

                  

          	          
            11 Unamuno, Tragic Sense of Life, 138.

                  

          	          
            12 Mumford, The City in History, 6.

                  

          	          
            13 As an example of just how important these landmarks were, consider that Stonehenge was probably moved because the stones represented the ancestors.

                  

          	          
            14 Parker Pearson, The Archaeology of Death and Burial, 160.

                  

          	          
             15 Spellman, A Brief History of Death, 25.

                  

          	          
            16 Parker Pearson, The Archaeology of Death and Burial, 164.

                  

          	          
            17 Note that there are multiple different versions of the Epic of Gilgamesh. The story I account for in chapter 1 is actually not the most ancient. But that detail hardly matters for the point it makes.

                  

          	          
            18 For a closer look at the connections between death and writing in ancient Egypt, see the words of Jan Assmann. In this context, I specifically recommend Cultural Memory and Early Civilization: Writing, Remembrance, and Political Imagination.

                  

          	          
            19 Ruin, Being with the Dead, 188.

                  

          	          
            20 As Heidegger notes, “Language is the house of being. In its home human beings dwell,” 239

                  

          	          
            21 Parker Pearson and Ramilisonina, “Stonehenge for the Ancestors.”

                  

          	          
            22 Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization, 75.

                  

          	          
            23 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 12.

                  

          	          
            24 See Burns, Sleeping Beauty.

                  

          	          
            25 Hallam and Hockey, Death, Memory, and Material Culture, 141.

                  

          	          
            26 Sconce, “Haunted Media,” 28.

                  

          	          
            27 This too, I get from Harrison; see The Dominion of the Dead, 39.

                  

          	          
            28 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 502.

                  

          	          
            29 Laqueur, 493.

                  

          	          
            30 Troyer, Technologies of the Human Corpse, 28.

                  

          	          
            31 Ariès, Western Attitudes toward Death.

                  

          	          
            32 Ariès, 87–90.

                  

          	          
            33 Bauman, Mortality, Immortality, and Other Life Strategies, 137.

                  

          	          
            34 Jefferson, Political Writings, 593.

                  

          	          
            35 Laqueur, 493.

                  

          	          
            36 Marx, Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte.

                  

          	          
            37 The poem can be found in English translation at https://www.marxists.org/subject/art/literature/mayakovsky/1917/slap-in-face-public-taste.htm.

                  

          	          
            38 Burke, “Reflections on the Revolution in France.”

                  

          	          
            39 Burke, 80.

                  

          	          
            40 Niall Ferguson, “Why the Young Should Welcome Austerity,” BBC News, June 17, 2012, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-18456131.

                  

          	          
            41 Scruton, The Meaning of Conservatism.

                  

          	          
            42 This view is normally attributed to Kübler-Ross, in her classic book on grief, On Death and Dying.

                  

          	          
            43 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, “World Population Prospects.”

                  

          	          
             44 Over the past two decades, social scientists from a wide range of disciplines have explored the effects of digital technologies on our way of relating to the dead. Understandably, the main focus has been placed on the implications for the individual internet user, who now mourns, dies, and remains dead online. Scholars of human-computer interaction like Jed Brubaker at University of Colorado Boulder and computer scientist Michel Massimi (now at Slack) have explored the implications for designers and suggested various ways of facilitating everything from shared grief and negotiating conflicting interests between stakeholders to inheritance of digital assets. Psychologists like Elaine Kasket have studied the changing patterns of grief and expressions of loss online and outlined their implications for bereavement professionals. And a long list of law scholars, most notably Edina Harbinja at Aston University, have provided both descriptive and prescriptive analyses of the legal landscape. The list goes on and on. These are much valued contributions. But as we view them in light of technological disruptions such as the emergence of the first houses, it is evident that what is at stake here is much more than merely the swiftness with which we pass on digital assets to our children, or how mourners are expressing themselves on social media. If the dead make civilization, then surely, any change to their presence is also a civilizational reconfiguration. The first Neolithic settlements fundamentally changed human societies and even our interpretation of what it means to be human. Similarly, the internet is increasingly becoming something that we dwell inside, and our doing so will change not only our relationship to our co-inhabitants—the dead—but, insofar as the dead make civilization, our relationship to all of the cross-generational project of humanity. It changes who is to be regarded a legitimate stakeholder in the question of what to do with the online dead.

                  

          	          
            45 In light of inventions like the written word and the photograph, it is clear that digital technologies are but the latest chapter in a quest as old as Gilgamesh himself: the quest of decoupling the dead person from their biological confines. Information technology, it seems, provides us prosthetic bodies made of stone, text, paper, or whatever material can best accommodate the information we want to survive. The digital disruption of our relationship to the dead is merely an incredibly effective way of preserving information, the most recent chapter in the long story of our evolving relationship to our past. Even some of the most curious social phenomena associated with digital death have ancient roots. Take, for example, the common and well-documented conceptualization of the web as an otherworldly space where the dead can still be reached by our communicative actions. Kasket has found that roughly 77 percent of posts on deceased Facebook users’ timelines directly address the deceased with phrases such as “I know you are reading this” or “Sorry I haven’t been around in a while to say hi.” While she stresses that this does not necessarily mean the users actually believe that the deceased can read what they write, the practice itself undeniably echoes both the ancient Egyptian interpretation of writing as a means to transcend the world of the living and also more recent technologies like the telegraph and the television.

                  

          	          
            46 Whereas the cremation furnace itself may have little relevance to the advent of digital technology, it provides a great lens through which to understand the cultural and political landscape—I referred to it as a regime of life—in which the current disruption of the dead is taking place. This regime is the backdrop against which we should interpret the digital disruption of our way of being with the dead. It is from this port that we depart. For in the information society, death and the dead have suddenly become everything they were not in modernity. They are emerging and will continue to emerge everywhere: in our phones, our social networks, and our servers. Their faces stare back at us from our screens like the plaster faces of Natufian skulls. Just as in the photographs in Barthes’s Camera Lucida, they are gone, and yet they are unmistakably there, seemingly impossible to hide. Death, to paraphrase Parker Pearson, is no longer in opposition to life but a stage in the continuation of existence.

                    
            This break with the modern way of dealing with the dead is one of the most common observations among social scientists studying the topic, although it is not always framed explicitly as a break with modernity as such. The dead are no longer confined to hospitals and cemeteries but remain among us in our everyday living spaces. In stark contrast to the modern ideal of “getting closure” and “letting the dead go” as the ultimate destination of grief, researchers now speak of “continuing bonds.” Our relationships with people are not terminated but transformed by death. They become “para-social,” meaning that the dead person continues to be a point of reference and even the intended receiver of communicative actions. As illustrated by Kasket, among others, the dead remain part of their social networks long after the demise of their biological body.

                    
            We had better get used to seeing this type of posthumous interaction if more than 2.2 billion people are expected to pass away within the next three decades. And if internet penetration rates keep rising at their current rate, most of these dead will leave some kind of online presence behind. As I discuss in more detail in the following chapter, there is even a realistic chance that the dead will outnumber the living on Facebook within only four decades, meaning that our daily venues for communication are increasingly “para-social.” To the great dismay of men like Brunetti, Thompson, and Jefferson, Mayakovsky’s steamship seems to have lost its speed, and the unwanted passengers are beginning to climb back on. Just like the decision to throw them off, our way of dealing with their return is a political matter.
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