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For all those mortals who have
given me memories worth preserving





General Notes



Interviews for this book, with a few exceptions, were audio recorded and transcribed in their entirety, with the permission of those being interviewed. All material contained within quotation marks consists of exact quotes, with ‘ . . . ’ employed for omission of text within the same sentence and ‘ . . . .’ employed for more extensive omission of material. In cases where audio recording was not done, interview material was transcribed in the moment, simultaneous with the conversation.


In cases where contributors’ names and experiences were already in the public domain, by virtue of interviewees having participated in previous media interviews or academic publications, real names are retained. For situations where this was not the case, or when there was any doubt about whether living persons might be negatively affected by the inclusion of identifying information, names have been changed. I trust that where I have not undertaken direct interviews but have gleaned information from already published material, this is made clear within the text. I hope that all who contributed feel that they and their experiences were honoured and respected, even in those instances where I might have challenged some of their perspectives.
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James and Elizabeth, about 1944





Introduction
Remembering Elizabeth



In the wake of my grandmother’s death, her dutiful daughter helped my grandfather to sort through his wife’s possessions, and to generally organise the house around his new life without her. As my mother encountered each room, drawer and cupboard, she was continually reminded that my grandmother saved nearly everything. This often had more to do with parsimony than sentimental attachment, for my grandparents both possessed a ‘Depression mentality’, a frugality forged in the American economic crisis of the 1930s. They sliced up expended cans of motor oil to make biscuit cutters. At Christmas-time they saved whatever paper, string, ribbon and even tape was salvageable after presents had been unwrapped. Neatness and orderliness saved them from being hoarders, though, and, true to form, my grandmother’s material legacy was tidy and often thoroughly documented with handwritten notes.


Sometimes Elizabeth’s scraps of paper served to stake a claim, to assert her ownership of contested family items: ‘This gold bracelet was one of a pair belonging to my aunt. Bernice wanted it, but it fell to me.’ Sometimes they functioned as aides-mémoire, preserving details that for whatever reason Grandma deemed worthy of bequeathing to posterity. A cache of vintage sewing fabrics was accompanied by a comprehensive list of what they’d been used to create. Perhaps my grandmother intuited that these artefacts would be of some value or interest to her descendants, and she was correct in this. My mother used the information to pin notes about provenance to each surface of a set of cloth blocks that my grandmother had made for me in my infancy. ‘Mandarin collar, slim skirt’ says the note pinned to one side of a cube, a square of beige floral cotton. ‘Scalloped hem, going away after wed[ding]’ says another. One note, pinned on a print featuring whimsically cartoonish lions, reads ‘my big dinner date in Toronto (camp trip dress)’. These keywords immediately linked the fabric to a tale I’d heard several times, about an unsuitable suitor chatting up my teenaged mother at a Canadian campground. I didn’t remember playing with these blocks as a child, but when my mother dug them out to share with me, we fingered the textures of the materials and talked over the memories connected with each garment. Turning the blocks over and over on the floor and aiming the camera of my iPhone, I snapped photos of each side of each cube, complete with their pinned notes, shunting the images into a file in the cloud titled ‘sewing room collages’. I intended to use them to decorate the wall next to my own sewing machine, 4,127 miles away from where the dresses and blocks had been made.
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Toy fabric blocks made by Elizabeth, with her daughter’s pinned notes.1


In my grandparents’ house, my mother found one thing, however, that had escaped labelling. It was a medium-sized plain cardboard box, sitting anonymously at the bottom of the closet in a guest bedroom. Caught up in a torrent of efficiency, and no doubt assessing the box for potential disposal, my mother asked her father, James, about its contents. He didn’t have to check. He didn’t even have to think about it. ‘Love letters’, Grandpa said immediately, with an air of nonchalance. Then, according to her account, they went on with their clearing-out, leaving the box where it lay.


Listening to my mother describe her recollections of that day, two decades on from the event, I was overcome with curiosity. Did Grandpa give her any more details about these letters? Had she peeked into the box on the day, or while my grandfather was still alive? Did she get the sense at the time, especially given his swift response, that my grandfather had looked at them lately? Did he give any indication of what he wanted done with these letters in the future? No, no, no and no. It wasn’t until my grandfather himself died, and my mother was preparing the house for sale, that she encountered the box again. My mother, in her seventh decade and newly orphaned, took the box home.


In the twilight years of Grandpa’s life, he had taken to storying his sixty-year marriage to my grandmother in a particular way. ‘I have loved Elizabeth my whole life,’ he would say, ‘but she never loved me.’ Some members of the family found this statement to be entirely plausible, for they viewed my grandmother’s character and her behaviour in a light situated at the cool rather than the warm end of the spectrum. She was universally agreed to be intelligent, strong, determined and courageous, but she brought a fierceness, a flintiness, a steeliness to all these qualities. Her children had witnessed the hardness with which she sometimes spoke to her husband, and her grandchildren had experienced the painful, hard angularity of her awkward, infrequent hugs. As adults, some of my uncles felt sorry for their self-professedly lovelorn father and allied themselves with his narrative.


This was Elizabeth the imperious snow queen, her affections withheld behind a wall of ice that the warmth of my grandfather’s affections was insufficient to melt. Something in this characterisation, however, jarred with my mother. The assertions that her mother had never loved her father – so readily accepted at face value by some – cut her to the quick and didn’t even seem accurate. She possessed, however, nothing concrete to show that this picture was anything other than true, that there was any more to Elizabeth than this. Although my artist mother was unhappy with what seemed to have become the official portrait of her mother, she lacked sufficient materials to paint anything different.


When my mother took the box home, that all changed. Lifting the lid, she opened not just the flaps of cardboard but a window on her parents’ relationship. Reaching in, she encountered the first layers of an extraordinarily prolific correspondence between her mother and father, dated 1945. My grandfather had been dispatched to a training camp in preparation for fighting in a war that came to an end before he was able to board a ship. At that moment in time, my grandparents had been married for ten years and had three young children, including my mother and two of my uncles. When James was called up, it would be the couple’s only extended separation since the first flush of their teenage romance. While he was away, it was not unusual for them to write to one another three times a day.


This archive my mother had unearthed proved fascinating on multiple levels. For any reader, it had value as a vivid portrayal of the domestic life of a working-class family at a critical juncture in American history. My grandparents wrote with both remarkable skill and exhaustive detail and shared a gift for observation and description. For my mother, however, it was much more than this. It was not the insights into mid-century wartime America that kept her transfixed in her chair for two weeks.


Elizabeth to James, May 1945. My greatest hope is that this doesn’t have to go on very long. Even if the war ends in six or three months it’s not soon enough for me. The longer you are away the harder it is to take it and the more lonesome I get . . . . I’ve been awful lonesome for you today. It was quiet here and lonely and my tummy kind of hurt. Sometimes I wish I could go to sleep and not wake up until you come back . . . I spent 1 hour and 48 minutes writing this letter but you are worth it . . . . I really enjoy writing to you because I just feel like I’m talking to you when I write and you know in our whole history I never get tired of talking to you.’


In this and so many other passages, there it was, in black and white. While love can be hard to define and even harder to quantify, sometimes you just know it when you see it – it announces itself too clearly to be mistaken for anything else. My grandfather had been dead wrong about his wife never caring for him. He had mis-remembered Elizabeth. In 1945, even after a decade of marriage and parenthood, she had been truly, madly and deeply in love with him. The letters made it impossible for my grandmother to be reduced to the qualities that had been most visible in her last years, and her hardness had been a state rather than a trait, or at least a facet rather than the whole. Seeing her words, perceiving this incontrovertible truth, it was not vindication that my mother felt. It was healing. She felt that the wholeness of Elizabeth, and the reality of her parents’ mutual love, had been restored to her memory. Finally, she had a picture of her mother, and of her parents’ marriage, that she could carry forward with less sadness, and more comfort and joy.


As the self-appointed steward of this legacy of love, my mother proceeded to spend weeks painstakingly arranging the correspondence into chronological order, slipping each precious letter into transparent polyurethane pockets and clipping the pages into large ring binders. She encountered glimpses of her childhood self along the way, in the form of letters and pictures she had sent to her faraway father, and she once again read the replies her father had sent, written in print rather than cursive, adapted for a six year old’s eyes. When she finished, the letters filled five thick volumes. Wondering if this archive would provide solace to others, as it had for her, she offered the binders to her brothers and any other interested family members. Her elder brother demurred, and he died without ever seeing them. Her younger brother, only a toddler in 1945, took the first volume but said little about it for months. My mother chased him about it and, after some searching, my uncle produced it from where it was buried, possibly unread, underneath a stack of books and papers at the bottom of a cupboard.


My mother had hoped to share ‘her’ Elizabeth with others in the family, to use the archive to support her version of the truth: her mother as a multifaceted woman, in her softness and hardness, her vulnerability and strength. If she failed in her mission, it was not exclusively down to others’ reluctance to engage with the letters. A unified, agreed-upon vision of Elizabeth would never have happened, even if each person had read the correspondence from beginning to end. Stage models of grief fail to adequately capture the infinite variety of individual bereavement experiences because the uniqueness of our relationships in life prevents a tidy, predictable, phase-by-phase unfolding of the grief process. Everyone in my family experienced and remembered a different Elizabeth, and so each person had their own requirements in grief.


Those letters did something for my mother. They salved her pain and rectified a painful dissonance in her mind, ultimately helping her arrive at a biography of her mother that she could comfortably carry forward. Maybe my uncles, the ones that didn’t read the letters, didn’t share my mother’s particular hurt. Perhaps there was nothing for them to resolve. Whatever they had needed to carry on, maybe they had already found it, and because of that, the correspondence would have been disruptive, not comforting. When I asked my mother why her younger sibling had left the letters unread, despite his weakness for nostalgia and his fascination with history, her answer was telling. ‘They made him too emotional,’ she said. The same thing that had helped her find her way only served to throw her brother off course.


Although she ultimately accepted and respected others’ reluctance to delve into the letters, I can understand my mother’s abiding wish for some of the prevailing family narratives about Elizabeth to be challenged and debunked. I can see that it remains painful for her when the complexity of her all-too-human mother is effaced, when others reduce her to a monolithic ice sculpture. No wonder she was so pleased, then, when I took an interest in the volumes of wartime correspondence. Settling in to read them, and having no idea what to expect, I was shocked at their intimacy and warmth. Sometimes I caught my breath, and sometimes I blushed up to my forehead. On more than one occasion, I was moved to tears. Like my mother, I immediately felt compelled to share them with members of my own generation. I transcribed some passages into the notes app on my phone, and later that night read out some of the excerpts to my siblings and cousins, including something Elizabeth had written in May 1945.


If you were here, I’d love you and hug and kiss you enough for the next 20 years. You are always in my thoughts.


My cousin’s eyebrows shot upwards in surprise. ‘Wow,’ she said. ‘That doesn’t sound like her at all. She was – well, frankly, she was kind of a bitch.’


I didn’t mind my cousin’s frankness, and I even understood where she was coming from, but again I felt a bit of a jolt, a version of my mother’s urge to explode the myth. Back at my parents’ house, I sat in bed and scrolled through my typed transcriptions in the notes app on my iPhone. Again and again, my eye was drawn to one passage in particular. While no one could describe it as vulgar, nor could it ever read as chaste. Like poetry, it contained great depths within its brevity, suffused as it was with helpless desire, and it conveyed a passionate attachment that was as sexual as it was loving. It intimated the kind of emotion that most of us want to experience as much as possible in our lifetimes, and reading and re-reading it, I felt the frisson of a voyeur. Even so, I grabbed a Moleskine notebook and a favourite pen, and I reverse-translated my note from typescript back into longhand. Altering the dimensions on my phone’s camera settings to square, I photographed my own writing, applied what seemed like an appropriately sepia-tone filter, and added a caption: ‘True romance’.


Then, not without hesitation or compunction, but without anyone’s permission but my own, I posted it on Instagram.2
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While the letters meant a lot to my mother and she hoped that others might read them, she stopped short of imposing her own meanings on anyone else. When she assembled those binders, she added nothing, made no comment, appended no annotations or interpretations. She also left nothing out. It’s comprehensive, all there, arranged in chronological order: the letters, the children’s drawings, the photos, the envelopes that had carried them. She made the archive more accessible and readable, but she didn’t transform it. For better or worse, when I encountered them, I went about things completely differently. Where she stayed faithful, I translated. Where she compiled, I curated. Where she maintained privacy, I seized control of the border between public and private and shifted the boundary line.


In short, where my mother stayed analogue, I went digital. Holding up a digital prism to a static, material legacy, I turned the prism this way and that, watching the colours change, finding the refractions that I liked best. And I wasn’t alone – I invited a crowd of onlookers to watch along with me. I took a private correspondence that was not intended for me and transformed it from its original functions: I wanted it to challenge others’ ideas, and to affect their emotions, the way the passage had affected mine. I wanted others to associate it with me. Ladies and gentlemen of today, I present to you the deep love my grandparents held for one another in 1945. ‘True romance’, heart emoticon. But for this love, I wouldn’t be here. It seems like a lovely thing to share. And yet, even as I write these words, I recognise that certain individuals might see my Instagram post as a transgression. Some of those people are alive, and some are not. In the latter category, of course, fall Elizabeth and James themselves. Fortunately or unfortunately, they’re not around to pass comment or to click on the little heart below the post to turn it red, to notch up my ‘likes’.


My grandparents never indicated, by word or deed, that this evidence of their love was to remain private, unread by others for evermore. Preserved intact, behind no lock and under no particular instruction, it was anyone’s guess whether they had been left available to us by intention or by default, and everyone had their own take on it. My mother, compelled by her own desire and driven by her own search for solace and meaning, seemed to take it for granted that kinship conferred right of readership. My uncle’s ex-wife, still heavily involved with the family but sometimes unsure about whether her kinship ties remained strong enough for her to consider herself inner circle, expressed concern about whether she should be reading the letters, conscious of their intimacy. My mother fielded my questions about privacy with a startled air, as though she were reflecting on it for the first time. It’s not a surprise to me, however, that of all the themes woven throughout this story, privacy is the thread I pick out most readily. I don’t value it so closely because its importance has been inculcated in me since childhood, because that isn’t the case. It’s because, as someone who is positioned at the junction where death, technology and psychology meet, I spend most of my time thinking about how the digital world affects us.


Every day that the sun rises on the citizens of the information age is another day that privacy is tossed into the searing-hot crucible of the digital age, where it is tested to its limits. Online, privacy assumes whole new levels of complexity, constantly shifting and morphing in its nature, always up for scrutiny and debate. For generations it was taken for granted in law and in commonly received wisdom that privacy, like other human rights, belonged to ‘natural persons’ – living persons. As the breath left their bodies, the dead relinquished their right to and indeed their need for privacy. Privacy is partly about the right to self-determination, and when you were dead, there was no more ‘self’. But now, asking whatever experts you can rustle up, just try to work out a definitive answer to the question of whether the dead have the right to privacy. You might first need to establish what is meant by ‘dead’: are we talking dead in body, or socially dead? Once you establish that, you will likely still receive a dozen different explanations of why they do or don’t have that right, all of which and none of which will be true.


Anyway, the question of whether I’ll have a right to privacy when I’m dead may be a moot point. The way things stand, if I or my beloved go off to fight in a modern war and we have a beautiful, eloquent, impassioned correspondence, that correspondence will be conducted via email, WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger and mobile phone. Because my privacy settings on all of the above are configured like a maximum-security information prison from which no data can escape, my next of kin would have a snowball’s chance in hell of ever laying eyes on even a fraction of it, despite what they might wish or need. How you feel about that state of affairs depends, at least in part, on whether you are a digital immigrant, or a digital native.3


However au fait you may be with digital technologies, if your formative years occurred well before the mid-1980s, you can consider yourself to be a digital immigrant. Being one of their number, I can sketch you the profile of someone in this category with intimate familiarity and no small amount of nostalgia. Digital immigrants remember keeping address books, writing the names in pen and the addresses in pencil, as their mothers suggested. They remember when a letter being returned as ‘sender not known/no forwarding address’ meant that you might never find that person again. They know what a mimeograph machine is and can recall the smell of the sheets still damp off the roller, the purple colour of the ink. They remember flicking through card catalogues in libraries, hitting ‘record’ on a tape deck when a favourite song came on the radio, and having no way to surreptitiously cheat at the pub quiz or at Trivial Pursuit. They recall the loneliness of being in a phone box far from home, perhaps in a foreign country, running out of change, hearing the operator’s warning and the line going dead, not knowing when they might hear that familiar voice again. They recall going to the record shop to buy LPs, long before the digital-backlash resurgence of the turntable. They remember their wonder at the shiny-smooth space-age surface of their first CD or DVD. They can mimic the sound of a dial-up connection. They remember the suspense of collecting photos from the developer, and the disappointment, after such a wait, of discovering that the film was overexposed, or that there was an errant thumb in the important shot. And they tend to have albums or shoeboxes full of those photos, fading and curling snapshots, negatives going bad in the heat of the attic, mixed in with letters and other ephemera. Of the memorabilia that matter, a goodly percentage will be of the type that is vulnerable to mice and silverfish, not corrupted files and motherboard failures.


As savvy as I may become with digital technology, and as much as I might use it, I shall never be anything more than an interloper, someone who still experiences a frisson of excitement and awe during a video call, even though I Skype and FaceTime every day. I’ll never be able to live in the skin of a digital native like my eight year old, who regards these phenomena as much a part of the furniture as the table on which she eats her breakfast. She grew up believing that WiFi is everywhere in the air, part of the molecular structure of oxygen, and perceiving it to be nearly as critical to life. She is neither grateful nor amazed that she can contact anyone anytime from anywhere, or that her access to the programmes she likes is instantaneous and within her control, or that the answer to any question she might think to ask can be answered by Google, Siri or Alexa.


On the contrary, it is so much her birthright that she cannot imagine it to be otherwise. Having absorbed via osmosis the social instincts of her digital age, she requests that photographs she takes be shared on Instagram or flogged on eBay and is deeply unimpressed at not being permitted to vlog about her hobbies on YouTube, like some of her little friends. Whether through vague notions of the importance of privacy or just preoccupation with what is ‘hers’, she has installed a passcode on her smartphone, just like Mummy. When she enters adolescence and has full command of her own devices, both her deliberately stored memories and the inadvertent traces of her life will likely be archived endlessly and voluminously every day, but probably almost exclusively in digital form. If even 1 per cent of my daughter’s existing digital footprint were to survive, future generations, encountering it, could come to feel that they know her intimately, could sense her personality with no difficulty whatsoever, like falling off a log. I feel entirely confident in my assumption that she will never have a shoebox full of letters in the attic and, when it is her time to die, I don’t know whether it will occur to any of her contemporaries to visit her grave. Why should they? She’ll be in the palms of their hands.


Today’s filtered photographs and unfiltered disclosures would have flummoxed my grandparents, who were born, lived and died before ever being presented with the opportunity to become digital immigrants. So, at first glance, the story of the two of them, their legacy and the different ways my family members have dealt with it, doesn’t seem to have much to do with the digital age at all. But what do the themes of identity, loss, connection, memory, control, ownership, stewardship and privacy have in common? They all have to do as much with life as they do with death, and they’re all deeply affected and challenged by the digital age. Not particularly gradually, not bit by bit, but suddenly and in a tsunami of bytes, everything about these concepts has changed. Whether you are a digital immigrant or a digital native, this book is designed to make you think not just about your death, but about your life. The existential philosophers I studied in graduate school would probably have predicted this, but it turns out that death in general, and death in the digital age particularly, is an uncannily useful vehicle for thinking about choices we make in life, considering what’s important to us, and adjusting our actions accordingly.


This book, therefore, is about your relationships with the people whom you love and who love you, what you mean to each other and how you connect with one another, and how you would like to stay connected after you or they are gone. It’s about how you want to be remembered after your breath becomes air,4 and your body becomes earth, and how the digital age can make that happen in ways that were unimaginable even a decade ago. It’s about how you decide what’s private and what’s public, now that the information age has turned historical expectations and definitions of privacy upside down, and about how the boxes you tick on Facebook’s settings could decide how you are remembered for ever. It’s about how the individuals or forces that own or control your data can ultimately determine not only what remains of you in the world, but also who can access what’s left behind. It’s about the desegregation of the living and the dead online, the places where they mix and meet and socialise, and about how one day, not too long from now, some of your best friends and most sparkling interlocutors could be dead. It’s about our fantasies of eternal life, and the tantalising hope being held out by digital technologies that maybe, just maybe, we are beginning to figure out how to cheat death.


So, would you like your legacy to live on in the world for evermore, or would you like your digital traces to disappear altogether, swept away like a wave effacing your footprints from the sand? Do you prefer the idea of digital immortality, or both physical and technological obsolescence? Think carefully before you answer. And whatever you do, once you choose, have a very careful read of the terms and conditions.





Chapter One
The New Elysium



For ten minutes or so, I’d been hiding in the toilets. If I had ever felt more deflated and embarrassed, I couldn’t remember when it had been. I’d just given this very same talk at a professional conference a few months before, and it had been a big success. Social media were a relatively new thing and mourning on social media was a really new thing, so I was one of the first people talking about it. There’d been so much good feedback from the academics in my field at that conference, so much robust discussion.


Today, however, was an entirely different kettle of fish. Nearly every person in attendance had looked checked-out or confused. I’d seen lots of crossed arms and other discouraging body language, and you could have heard a pin drop when it came time for Q&As. I’d clearly misjudged my audience, made up of members of the public this time. How could I have got it so wrong? I’d just plunged into my presentation assuming that everyone knew what social media were and how they worked, but the majority of them clearly had no idea what I was talking about for forty minutes. Unsurprising, really. In 2010 the uptake of social media amongst anyone over thirty was incredibly low. God, what an idiot. Splashing cold water on my burning cheeks, I gathered my resolve to go back out into the art gallery where the Stardust Symposium on death was taking place.5 People were milling around, waiting for the discussion groups to start. Still feeling rattled, I took up a position in a corner and attempted, unsuccessfully, to fade into the wallpaper.


She saw me from across the room and made a beeline for me. Of all the digital immigrants in the room, she was surely the most senior. Wreathed in a dandelion puff of wispy white hair, she had an outsize, ancient handbag hooked over her arm, like the Queen. Although frail in gait and minuscule in stature, she was assertive in her approach and clearly had something to say, and I was pretty sure what it was. I smiled weakly and prepared myself for a Luddite diatribe about how these newfangled notions like the World Wide Whatchamacallit were a bunch of stuff and nonsense.


‘You do realise,’ she said briskly, ‘that what you are talking about is nothing new. Nothing new at all.’


‘Nothing new?’ I said blankly. I had fully expected her to think that this was entirely too new for comfort. After all, Facebook had opened to the public four years before. Not only were people creating memorial pages on the site, but they were continuing to visit the ‘in-life profiles’ every day, repurposing them as sites not just for mourning, not just for memorialisation, but for talking to the dead. I had noticed that their talk was everyday, casual, nearly always phrased in the second person. ‘I can’t believe you won’t be with us this year. God, that sucks. Miss you babe!!’ Some comments seemed to imply that it was necessary, or at least more effective, to get online to speak to the dead. ‘Sorry I couldn’t say happy birthday yesterday – I couldn’t get any Internet where I was staying.’


Sure enough, when I spoke to research participants, they confirmed that talking to someone on Facebook was the best way to ensure you were getting through. They didn’t necessarily believe there was an Internet cafe in the sky. Not all of them believed in Heaven or some other form of afterlife. But religious folk and atheists said the same thing. If you talk to someone at the gravesite, or in their room, who knows if they hear you? If you write something to them on paper and leave it somewhere, who knows if they see it? But if you write to them on Facebook – oh yes, they’ll read that.6 How could this not be new? But it was so not-new, in fact, that she was practically bored. ‘This is as old as the sun,’ she said, sighing. She reached into the handbag and drew forth an envelope. Opening it, she handed me a stack of faded, rough-edged bits of paper, sepia-tone images of people in late nineteenth-century dress. The figures posed stiffly on their straight-backed chairs, their faces etched with sorrow mixed with stoicism. In the background, visible through clouds of soft mist, were transparent blurry faces and figures, ghosts of the dear departed.


‘You see?’ she said. She must have seen that I didn’t see. ‘I belong to the Glasgow Association of Spiritualists,’ she continued. ‘And this that you’re talking about, it’s just the same thing. We can always talk with the spirits. They find their ways.’


‘These are spirit photographs,’ I said, tentatively.


‘Exactly,’ she said, triumphantly.


I think she kept talking, but I don’t remember what she said. By this time, my mind had snapped shut. I put my polite face on, my gaze flickering over her shoulder for a rescuer, someone I really must catch before they go. Clearly, I thought, this woman was a bit of a lunatic, bless her. She didn’t understand this phenomenon or the point of my presentation. Wherever she is now, though, I’m sending out a message into the ether, perhaps the same ether the spirits travelled to show up in those photographs: I’m really sorry that I blanked you, madam. It wasn’t that you didn’t understand what I was saying. I didn’t understand what you were saying. And you were making a fantastic point.


There is a theory of grief called continuing bonds.7 While much more will be said in this book about continuing bonds, the essence is this: continuing a connection to the dead is an entirely normal phenomenon. If that sounds like a bizarre and even unhealthy idea, look around to see if Sigmund Freud’s ghost is materialising in a mist behind you. Such was this early psychologist’s influence on Western thinking that, temporarily at least, he was able to shift all of our existing assumptions about death and grief. His impact on our perceptions of ‘healthy’ grieving is all the more remarkable when you realise how little he actually said about it. In an essay entitled ‘Mourning and Melancholia’, he spelled it all out for us as being simply common sense. ‘I do not think,’ he said, ‘there is anything farfetched in presenting it in the following way.’ He went on to explain that the ‘work’ of grief was all about a gradual, ‘piecemeal’ letting-go of the ‘loved object’ – the person who has died, that is. He was nonspecific about the details, but apparently you needed to sift through each memory and every lost hope that you cherished about the deceased person, following which you would be able to let go each of those bits – a steady, stepwise release from your pain. If the ‘existence of the lost object is psychically prolonged’, Freud said, we cannot be ‘free and uninhibited’, hence the necessity of ‘working through’ our grief.8


There was just one problem. These matter-of-fact pronouncements, imbued with authority as they were, didn’t stand up to any scrutiny. They didn’t map onto most people’s experiences. They didn’t even reflect Freud’s personal experiences of loss. Neither empirical nor anecdotal evidence supported them, but the great man’s version of where the dead belong in the grand scheme of things held fast throughout the remainder of the twentieth century, in the West at least. We hear his voice echoing down the decades when people employ phrases like ‘not getting over it’, ‘finding it hard to let go’ and ‘being in denial’. Despite growing popular awareness that there’s something amiss with these ideas, Westerners who experience particularly close bonds to their dead still tend to pathologise themselves, and to be pathologised by others. In actuality, they are merely responding to an urge that is as old as time – the cherishing and even nurturing of psychological and emotional ties with lost loved ones. For myriad reasons, many of which will be explored in these pages, staying connected to the dead matters to us.


Communication technologies provide a perfect illustration of how our urge to continue bonds with the dead seems to be wired into us, for no sooner does a new bit of kit emerge than we seize upon it as a way of getting hold of our dead. In 1840s New York, young Kate and Margaret Fox – clearly blessed with active imaginations and a keen sense of drama – managed to persuade everyone that they were in communication with spirits. Their careers took off like wildfire. In the intervening time between alleged first contact and the confession that it had been an elaborate hoax all along, the siblings enjoyed a lucrative few decades as mediums, responding to a seemingly limitless thirst for communion with the dead, and helping make the Spiritualist movement in the United States hugely popular. By the 1880s fake spiritualism was all the rage, the ‘hot fraud’ of the time.9 For the Fox sisters’ famous séances, the spirits’ chosen manifestation is telling: while the miraculous new telegraph tapped, the spirits rapped. Whether an interest in the latest gadget directly inspired Kate and Margaret we shall never know but, the more that telegraphy spread, and people began to equate tapping with communication, the more sense it made for spirits to speak in the same way.


It didn’t end there. As the popularity of photography increased and photographic equipment became more widespread and accessible, ‘spook pictures’ became a standard offering on the savvy spiritualist’s menu. An investigative reporter presenting to Mrs L. Carter’s Los Angeles photography studio in 1880 baulked at the stated price of $3.50 a sitting, despite being promised that she’d never had an outand-out failure. If the spirit he was after was preoccupied with some other spirit-world business, she assured him, a stand-in would come along instead. When it looked as if the gentleman might take his business elsewhere, the medium received a message from the astral plane that a reduced fee of $2.50 would probably do.10


Unlike the enterprising Mrs Carter and her cynical customer, however, some people genuinely believed in the power of technology to capture manifestations of the spirits, including persons of such eminence as Thomas Edison himself. Having invented the phonograph in the late nineteenth century, he wrote in Scientific American in 1920 that he hoped one day to produce a phonograph sufficiently sensitive to pick up the voices of the dead.11 For a population reeling at the sudden loss of so much young life in the War to End All Wars, this must have been an appealing prospect. By the 1980s, spectres were manifesting through the static buzz and flickering lines of untuned television sets in blockbuster films.12 And in twenty-first century Japan, people journey from far and wide to enter the hilltop property of Itaru Sasaki and pick up the receiver of his wind telephone.


When Itaru’s cousin died, the weight of loss was hard for him to bear. Particularly in the aftermath of a death, we often experience the urge to find and contact the lost person – the searching-and-calling reflex. Such was the case for Itaru, a gardener from Otsuchi, Japan, who happened to have a beautiful piece of land overlooking the Pacific. To satisfy his craving to connect, he installed a whitepainted telephone booth in his garden. On the shelf inside he placed an old-fashioned black rotary telephone, which connected to nowhere at all. Itaru knew that actually plugging in this phone would be unnecessary for his purposes, for he didn’t need to speak to the living, he wished to speak to the dead. ‘Because my thoughts could not be relayed over a regular phone line,’ he said, ‘I wanted them to be carried on the wind . . . so I named it the wind telephone’ – kaze no denwa.13 Holding the receiver to his ear, gazing through the floorto-ceiling panes of glass at his brilliantly coloured flowers blowing in the breeze, and at the blue of the sky and the distant shimmering of the sea, Itaru spoke his innermost thoughts and feelings to his cousin, comforted by his conviction that the ocean winds would bear them to their intended recipient.


Itaru built his telephone in 2010. In the following year, March of 2011, the unthinkable happened. Triggered by a massive earthquake, the Tōhoku tsunami roared ashore to sweep away thousands of lives, killing 10 per cent of the population of Itaru’s town. In the years that followed, somehow word got out about his wind telephone. People began to visit his garden, first a trickle and then in numbers steadily mounting into the hundreds, and the visits continue today. Entering the booth, people dial the numbers for homes that were swept away, or mobile phones gone silent, the usual numbers on which they used to reach parents, husbands and wives, sisters and brothers, cousins and friends. Sometimes the visitors come alone, sometimes with their families, sometimes once and sometimes regularly. Sometimes they say nothing at all, and sometimes they give a full update on what is happening in their lives. Some pepper their conversation with questions and well wishes to the deceased; questions that they know will go unanswered, but that they ask anyway. When they come to speak to their dead on the wind telephone, they are in a place that their lost loved one likely never visited, and there is nothing but silence on the line when they lift the receiver of the wind telephone. There is no stamp of the familiar, no image of the dead person they have lost. And yet they come to use the phone.


The Fox sisters were hoaxers and the spook photographers were swindlers, and Poltergeist was Hollywood movie magic. The visitors to the kaze no denwa in Otsuchi may or may not literally believe that their communications reach their loved ones. Whether spirits actually exist or communicate across the great divide between life and death, though, is beside the point – people want to believe. Faced with a loss that seems impossible to bear, the most cynical amongst us willingly jumps at the chance of feeling a thread of connection again – whether they see that connection in literal or emotional terms – and we have long used technology to help us achieve that. On this level at least, the nonagenarian Glasgow Spiritualist was spot on. At the same time, it’s not quite the case that there is nothing new under the sun. Technology used to be a means of getting hold of the dead, but it’s no longer merely a medium to help us reach those who’ve gone before. Technology is where the dead live already.


This is the new Elysium:14 not an exclusive place, not only for those favoured by the Greek gods, but for all of us. Provided, that is, you have a digital footprint. If you really want to be remembered, if you like the idea of people continuing to feel connected with you after you are no longer here, bear in mind that the size of that digital footprint is going to matter . . . a lot. More about that in a minute, but first let’s consider something quite remarkable. So far, there are no digital worms, no virtual carrion beetles traversing the Internet, nibbling away all traces of dead people’s data. A whole lot of information stays put – sometimes identifiable as originating from someone who’s died, but often not. This state of affairs represents, at least, a bit of a throwback. At most, it may be the harbinger of a sea change in how we experience death, and in the place and influence of our ancestors in society. Let me explain.
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We tend to speak about many Western societies as being in collective death-denial mode. Just listen to how people talk about talking about death. We don’t talk about death in our culture, say the English, for example; it’s somewhat of a taboo subject in the British Isles. Just prior to my appearing on a breakfast TV programme, the producer cautioned me to remember that it was morning television, a fact I needed no help recalling, as it was 5 a.m. The broadcast was beaming live from the exhibition, ‘death – the human experience’, at the Bristol Museum & Art Gallery.15 Toeing the line of the accepted canonical narrative, a blurb about the exhibition said that as a society we’re reluctant to talk about death and dying. The producer who was prepping us before airtime certainly seemed to believe that. Even though the broadcaster had decided to put a piece about the death exhibition on their morning schedule, she was worried that folks might be averse to contemplating their mortality whilst having their first coffee of the day. ‘It’s early. I mean, we know it’s about death and everything, so you have to talk about it,’ she said, standing in front of a giant iPhone display with a virtual memorial candle flickering on the screen. ‘Just try to keep it light. Up tempo.’16


We don’t like to think about death either, say the Americans. With sufficiently healthy habits, quality medical care, and better living through chemistry, maybe people can avoid dying altogether! The longevity scientists and immortalists of Silicon Valley spend their days tinkering their way towards a perfect combination of genetic, biological, and technological tweaks that will either increase the amount of time we can live healthy and productive lives, or that will make death altogether optional.17 When the proposal for this book was being prepared for distribution to American publishers, my agent wasn’t quite sure, worried that it might be an uphill battle to sell a book about death in the United States. Could I perhaps make the title a bit less . . . death-y? Perhaps throw in a bit more about immortality, all the better to appeal to American fantasies of living for ever? Any psychologist worth their salt knows that avoidance is rocket-fuel for anxiety, so these conversations only led me to muse further about how it’s no wonder that death taboos and death anxiety go hand in hand in the US of A. But I had a hypothesis, which was that our online existence might usher in an era when we no longer have the luxury of avoiding awareness of death.


For most of human history, the grim reaper knocked far earlier than he does today. Life was nasty, brutish and short, and death was in your face. In seventeenth-century England, the average lifespan was just under forty years; about 12 per cent of children died before they reached their first birthday.18 Settlers in New England around the same time fared only slightly better, after some initial decimations of populations in the early days of the new colonies. As the eighteenth century waned and the Industrial Revolution cranked up successive gears, advances in agriculture and food production, and better knowledge about nutrition, made us all healthier. Cleaner water, better hygiene, and eventually vaccination made us less vulnerable to infection in the first place; antibiotics and other advances in medical science rendered many ailments minor inconveniences rather than death sentences. In only 400 years, humans have doubled their life expectancy.19 But increasing our lifespan by 100 per cent isn’t the only thing that has pushed death further away in the last few hundred years.


In agrarian societies, there wasn’t much reason to stray far from where you were born unless you were fleeing plague or famine or seeking better land on which to farm your crops, tend your livestock or hunt your game. Had you wished to up sticks and move far away, there wouldn’t have been a terribly efficient way of doing it. In Jane Austen’s horse-and-carriage England, for example, folk were usually buried in the parishes where they’d lived, in churchyards or family plots amongst their relatives and communities. If you were a Christian, which you were statistically likely to be, you would walk past the graves of your ancestors as you left services on a Sunday, in the graveyard attached to the parish church, and everyone in town would likely remember them too. The Industrial Revolution changed all that, increasing the numbers and the mobility of people, developing ever more sophisticated transportation technologies and networks to whisk them far from their places of origin. With industrialisation came urbanisation, and in the first third or so of the nineteenth century, the population of London more than doubled.20


When they died, the people who’d migrated to cities might be buried where they’d ended up, not where they’d started – if there was room, that is. It didn’t take long for overcrowded urban burial spaces to become inadequate for safely and hygienically handling all of the urban dead. In England’s capital city, the newly forged London Cemetery Company redressed the lack by establishing large, elegant Victorian cemeteries between 1832 and 1842 – the Magnificent Seven, including lovely Highgate and fashionable Kensal Green.21 These were stand-alone cemeteries, unlike the graveyards situated within local communities and attached to churches. A slightly later cemetery, Brookwood, even had its own rail line, the Necropolis Railway, which transported the bodies of Londoners from Waterloo to their final resting place in leafy suburban Surrey many miles distant.22 America faced the same problem of overcrowded urban burial spaces, and Boston arrived at the same solution as London at around the same time. In 1831, Mount Auburn Cemetery was founded, becoming the first modern rural cemetery in the United States and the model for all that followed – a place where people could visit their dead in a beautiful, natural setting.23


The new cemeteries were born out of necessity, and no doubt they were a sensible and practical solution to the problem. They made themselves maximally attractive to live visitors by pitching themselves as ‘pleasure grounds’ as much as memorial spaces, complete with statuary, picnicking fields, shady trees, manicured flower beds and perhaps even ornamental, swan-filled ponds. As either an unintended or a desired consequence, however, they also served to delineate and separate the spaces for the living from the spaces for the dead. Whether your lost loved ones had moved to a faraway city or had stayed close to home, you became far less likely to walk past their resting places as you went about your daily business. Instead, you would now need to make special arrangements and efforts to visit your dead, decreasing the frequency of those visits and consigning them to the ritual rather than the everyday. Meanwhile, better understanding of infection and disease meant that the sick were increasingly cared for in hospitals, rather than at home. Influenced by the new preoccupation with public health, bodies were swiftly whisked off to mortuaries and climate-controlled funeral homes, to be handled and processed by trained professionals. Legislation was gradually introduced for what you could and could not do with the bodies of your dead.


When Sigmund Freud penned ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ in 1917, he promoted a linear, stepwise process of resolving our losses and saying goodbye to our dead. In many ways he was a product of his time. His stance on the subject, however distant it might have been from his own, personal experience, expressed some of the values of the Industrial Revolution: efficient functioning of society, always moving forward clear-eyed towards better, healthier and more productive lives. Life is for the living, and the dead are in the suburbs or out in the country, behind the cemetery gates. We can think about the last two hundred years as one long, gradual separation process of life and death, both in our physical spaces and in our psychology. But suddenly the worm turned – and not because anyone intended it. Over the last decade it’s gradually dawning that we’re in the middle of a reunion bash for the quick and the dead, and it’s a surprise party that even the organisers didn’t realise they were planning. It’s hard to say when that party started, exactly, but it really got kicking in 2006. That’s when we started putting the technology in place, in earnest, that would enable the dead to stick around in the same places and spaces that the living frequent.
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TIME magazine started its ‘Man of the Year’ issue in 1927, changing it to ‘Person of the Year’ in 1999.24 At various points in the history of the annual, it had featured collective groups of people rather than individuals: Hungarian freedom fighters in 1956, for example, and American scientists in 1960. In 2006, it surprised everyone by honouring the largest collective to date. Rendered in the grey-and-white colour scheme we now associate with Apple products, the cover image displayed a desktop monitor with a gently curving keyboard. The headline text announced that the 2006 Person of the Year was: YOU. ‘Yes, you. You control the Information Age. Welcome to your world.’25
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People rolled their eyes, complained that influential individuals had been denied their due recognition, and quickly tired of jokesters putting ‘TIME Magazine Person of the Year’ on their Twitter bios.26 In hindsight, however, it seems strange and short-sighted that anyone ever criticised TIME’s choice of YOU, at that particular point in history, as a superficial or gimmicky cop-out.


The web designer Darcy DiNucci had coined the term ‘Web 2.0’ some years prior,27 but the depth and breadth of its impact was only truly becoming apparent in 2006. Web 2.0 isn’t about any one platform or system – it’s a kind of category, a description of a technology with particular affordances. It refers to those Internet platforms that emphasise user-generated content, ease of use (even by non-techie types like your gran), and interactive, collaborative capabilities.28 Web 2.0 levelled the playing field. With its arrival, you no longer needed to be a dyed-in-the-wool tech head or to have an MSc in computer science to easily make your voice heard around the world. In 2006, the number of weblogs – known these days as ‘blogs’ – had hit over 50 million, up from 23 in 1999.29 Not 23 million, mind you: just 23. It was the year that YouTube had its first birthday, and the year that Facebook and Twitter were born, running as soon as they were foaled, like baby racehorses. Four years on, it would not be you, and each of us, feted as the most influential person of the year. Instead, in 2010, TIME’s chosen figure was one of the major players pulling all our strings: Mark Zuckerberg, CEO of the world’s most powerful and game-changing social networking site.30


This new kind of Internet made it easy for even the least technologically minded of us to capture our words, images, and eventually our lives online. Once upon a time, even in developed, affluent societies, there was a far more pronounced ‘digital divide’ – some of us had the resources and skills, the hardware and software to be online anytime, and some of us did not. What used to be a yawning chasm, however, has narrowed into a tiny crack in the ground; in 2016, smartphone penetration in the United States exceeded 80 per cent.31 No wonder the forces that govern our lives seem to assume everyone is connected up – pity the uphill struggle of the determined Luddite or otherwise technologically challenged individual who strives to communicate, run a business, do a bit of banking, or just stay on top of current events.


It’s not just what you do online that matters here, however – it’s who you are online. In this corner we have the old chestnut that one can ‘hide behind’ the Internet, that people misrepresent and pretend, and that you can’t really trust anyone to be who they say they are. In the other corner, we have discourse two, the sometimes-satirised but increasingly accepted proposition that if someone has no accessible online presence, if an Internet search comes up empty, you can’t really trust them either.32 A nonexistent or ill-tended web presence can be just as problematic as a damning one. As a consequence, most of us experience the pull to store, share and utilise our information digitally and/or online. Being perceived as a proper, valid, trustworthy person in the digital age seems to come with certain expectations. A white-collar professional without an up-to-date LinkedIn profile, a plumber without any online reviews and testimonials, a musician without Twitter followers, a fashion designer who fails to produce Instagram stories, or an author whose books have no reviews on Amazon – all these people are perceived as rookies at least and suspect at worst.


So do we control the Information Age, like TIME magazine said, or does the Information Age control us? As you trail your tail of digital information behind you, receiving overt and subtle rewards for maintaining it and punishments for neglecting it, is the tail wagging the dog? Well, let’s get a sense of where you fall on the following scale. You could classify digital-age citizens in all types of ways, but let’s try arranging them on a spectrum from rejectors to enthusiasts: hermits, pragmatists, curators, always-ons, and life loggers.33


Hermits are the true opters-out, content in their analogue caves, and they are an increasingly endangered species. If you are holding this book in your hands, it is unlikely that you are one, but you may know one or two: the colleague who still needs to receive key information by post rather than by email; the grandparent who only has a landline and takes photographs with a film camera. They may imagine that they have no digital footprint whatsoever, not realising that information about them could be made available by other sources, even if that information is indeed basic, like work history or a list of addresses at which they’ve lived. Their digital footprint is more like a digital little toe, with minimal personal or sentimental weighting.


The online footprint of what I’m calling digital pragmatists tends to be deeper and more defined, but perhaps similarly impersonal. Digital pragmatists engage with the Internet and digital technologies only as much as they have to in order to get through life. They are not generally active on, or engaged with, social media in any personal way. They use connected devices for the essentials, such as banking, looking up information, working, and communicating via email. They might or might not have a smartphone but, even if they do, they might prefer SMS – the basic text-messaging device-to-device platform offered by all mobile phones – to a specialised messenger app like WhatsApp or Facebook Messenger. While platforms such as these have caused the overall popularity of SMS to tail off since 2011, worldwide SMS text messaging is still one of the most popular means of communication,34 and remains an option for those who do not have Internet-enabled devices. Like the vast majority of us, though, digital pragmatists are highly likely to be shooting and storing their photographs digitally. Digital-camera sales have also fallen off in recent years,35 but that’s only because of increasingly high-quality camera-phones, not because people have fallen back in love with shooting film and printing photos to put in albums. If you’re a digital pragmatist, you may underestimate the size and recognisability of your digital footprint.


Curators are more cognisant of these things and so may be relatively cautious and conservative in their habits. They do everything digital pragmatists do, but also engage with Web 2.0 technologies, sharing verbal and visual material with friends, associates and sometimes strangers on social media and perhaps with the larger public via blogs or microblogging avenues like Twitter. For professional or personal reasons, they may even vlog (video blog) or do podcasts. Their digital imprint is far more personal than that of a pragmatist, and much more carefully crafted. Their selectiveness is often associated with concerns about consequences and more traditional notions of privacy. They may be digital immigrants and, as such, life in the online, Web 2.0 panopticon does not feel entirely automatic or natural to them; they may also be digital natives, perhaps people who have had negative experiences with privacy violations in the past. Context collapse36 makes curators nervous, and that wariness influences them to consider their potential audiences and to stage-manage their online presence accordingly.


If you’re not sure what context collapse means, imagine this. You’re giving a cocktail party at your house and drawing up the guest list. The old friends you grew up with in the country might hate your new friends from the city, and vice versa. Your gym friends might not gel with your book group. Your partner might clash with your boss or your work colleagues. Very quickly, you conclude that there’s a reason that you keep these people separate in your life, and it would be foolhardy to invite everyone. That’s not just because not everyone would get along – if everyone were there, how would you act?


This is about your privacy, and not in the way you might be thinking. ‘Privacy’ isn’t the same as secrecy and isn’t just about staying apart or secluded from the gaze of others. As you move through life, you are constantly regulating your privacy, always calibrating how much and what you reveal or conceal, depending on the circumstances in which you find yourself. As you encounter each new situation, you evaluate it and make multiple decisions – some conscious, some not – about how much access to your most intimate, innermost information to grant. It’s not that you are ‘yourself’ in one context and ‘not yourself’ in another. Instead, in all of your multifacetedness, you continuously move back and forth along the spectrum between openness and closedness, in a quest for an ideal level of privacy and an optimal degree of social interaction. That, anyway, is the way that curators are used to doing it, and they carry this strategy with them from the offline to the online sphere.


But much of the online world, social media included, is a context-collapsed party, minus the cocktails but inclusive of the most motley cast of characters imaginable: everyone. The average ‘always-on’ is well aware of this, and it might be just the way they like it. An always-on is likely (although not guaranteed) to be a digital native, and digital natives generally approach and experience privacy quite differently. ‘Generation AO’ was described this way in the Imagining the Internet Center’s fifth ‘Future of the Internet’ survey: ‘By the year 2020, it is expected that youth of the “always-on generation,” brought up from childhood with a continuous connection to each other and to information, will be nimble, quick-acting multitaskers who count on the Internet as their external brain and who approach problems in a different way from their elders.’37


The friends lists of always-ons may be more outer-circle than inner-circle and will often include people they have never met face to face. They may feel as close to online friends, people they’ve only ever interacted with via technology, as they do to face-to-face intimates. Always-ons are still conscious of careful presentation of their online image, but they tend to document far more of their lives than curators, and to share that documentation with more people, across more platforms. They may or may not be thinking about their digital footprint as being lasting. For those always-ons who are digital natives, they may not be thinking about this that much – young people are often less cognisant of their own mortality.


Finally, there’s the life loggers, who deliberately set out to document as much of their lives as possible. Literal life logging, incorporating video capture of every minute and every interaction, was much in the news for a time, brought to us courtesy of a host of nifty wearable gadgets. Around 2013, life logging was reported to be ‘all the rage. Devices like the Narrative clip, the Autographer wearable camera and of course Google Glass promised a future where we would all record every moment of our lives – for posterity or to share instantly with the world’.38 That quote, by the way, was from a 2016 BBC news story covering the demise of Narrative (formerly Memoto), the makers of the aforementioned camera clip, with a nod to the fact that Autographer had also recently bitten the dust. Issues of privacy and consent may have contributed to the ultimate failure of those enterprises. Many people may have enjoyed using the devices, but of course it wasn’t just their lives being logged, but the lives of anyone else they interacted with or encountered.


People attracted to life logging might have any number of driving motivations: memory problems, narcissism, paranoia, artistic motivations, scholarly research, or a wish to leave a legacy for future generations. In his novel The Circle,39 Dave Eggers storied the dystopian possibilities created by life logging and life sharing, with the subsequent Netflix film, starring Tom Hanks and Emma Watson,40 rendering those possibilities uncomfortably plausible. Reading or watching The Circle, you are likely to get a sense of why life logging might not have taken off (yet).


So where within this categorisation do you fall? If you’re a curator, always-on or a life logger, know this. One day your physical body will be rendered invisible and silent, sequestered behind cemetery gates, enclosed in a decorative urn or scattered to the four winds, but you will likely still have a posthumous virtual self that is relatively visible, vocal and nimble. The more you participate in the online world now, whether through choice, compulsion, or even coercion, the greater the potential impact of your digital footprint after you die. Furthermore, as you’ve discerned by now, your digital footprint is a lot like your actual feet: extraordinarily structurally complex, with many moving parts. Break it down enough and study it sufficiently deeply, and you’ll be on your way to becoming a digital podiatrist. Here are some of the main bits of anatomy that matter for your posthumous online existence: your assets, your autobiography, your unauthorised biography, your archives, and your dossier.41
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The concept of digital assets is in its infancy, and it’s an albatross around the neck of nearly every estate planner, probate lawyer and will executor in the world, even those who do their level best to keep up. Traditional law makes for an uneasy fit with digital platforms, dragging them down like an unwieldy ball and chain. In the UK, the usual test for whether something is an asset that can be executed in a will is twofold. First, does it have tangibility? And second, does it have value? Most digital immigrants probably still think of assets or legacy like this, and Joan Bakewell, the Labour peeress and veteran broadcaster and journalist, was no exception when I met her on a radio programme she was hosting. ‘I need to press you,’ she said to the assembled panel at BBC’s Broadcasting House, and then she invoked the tangibility test. ‘How big an issue are digital assets? I’m an older generation, and I think of assets as furniture, books and photographs – all stuff that you can handle. But this is in cyberspace.’ A few moments later, she upped the ante with the second test. She was on Facebook and even Twitter, but she didn’t perceive the material she put on either platform as being valuable per se. ‘I kind of expect it to evaporate,’ she said. ‘Is that part of my generation? . . . What I do know is that “assets” mean value.’42
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