
As humanists, we believe that every individual has the right to live according to their 
own personal values, to make decisions about their own lives, and to tell their own 
stories. We also believe that this life on earth is the only one we have. But in the 
digital era, when our physical bodies die, we often leave behind vast swathes of 
personally identifiable and sensitive data. These data are so comprehensive that our 
posthumously persistent information can be like a digital self that outlives us.
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One of the things people often don’t understand is just how much digital information 
you drop behind you as you wander the forest of the Internet, and what this 
information might eventually mean. Even if you don’t use social media, you are still 
leaving behind a breadcrumb trail of digital detritus. 

In 2004, an American soldier was killed in Iraq. His email provider’s T&Cs stipulated 
deletion of account contents upon death, but the soldier’s father took the provider to 
court, saying that he needed some specific information for the estate. Yahoo! didn’t 
go down without a fight, but the father ended up getting what he wanted – a 
comprehensive collection or correspondence between his deceased son and loads of 
people that the father had never heard of, many of them presumably still-living users. 
These users had every right to expect privacy from the email provider that they had 
also signed up to, but nevertheless this bereaved father was now free to read their 
complete email history with his late son.

Perhaps you feel comfortable giving a trusted person carte blanche access to all of
your correspondence. Perhaps you don’t. But one thing is certain – it is not only your 
privacy that is at stake, but the privacy of everyone you communicated with. 
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If you knew, for certain, that every email you sent would eventually be read by your 
correspondents’ next of kin, how might that your affect the freedom with which you 
express yourself?

**
If you use the Internet, you generally leave behind search histories. In 2006, a data 
leak resulted in the publication of the search histories of 650 thousand AOL users. 
Despite these search strings being anonymised, the New York Times was able to 
identify several individuals from them. A couple of years later two filmmakers created 
I Love Alaska, a series of mini-movies based upon one person’s history. Perhaps it’s 
difficult to imagine why a search history could prove significantly compelling to form 
the basis of a film, but give it a chance. Searcher Number 711391 was a middle-aged, 
married woman from Texas.

Friday: ‘How to make good impression first time meeting an online friend’…’breast 
orgasms’ 

Saturday: ‘What is a womaniser’…’Can you use prepaid phone cards on cellphones’

Sunday: ‘How to get rid of nervousness of meeting a blind date’…‘How can you tell if 
someone online is lying’ 

Monday: ‘Symptoms of heart attack’…‘Trapped gas in chest’…‘Never admit to an 
extramarital affair’.

If it had been her grieving husband that had seen her search history after her death, 
what might he have realised about his wife that he didn’t know before? If your loved 
ones had access to every search you’d ever made, what would they learn about you?

**

The location settings on our phones or on our wearable devices have the capacity (if 
they are enabled) to track everywhere we have ever been, which is not always the 
same as the places we said we were, and which data are easily triangulated with 
other digitally captured, time-and-date-stamped data. While grieving people are not 
always tempted to come over all Agatha Christie on their loved ones’ digital legacies, 
in situations where the relationship was troubled, or where the death was 
complicated or mysterious, a bereaved person’s hunt for answers to persistent 
questions can potentially send them into a death spiral of compulsive digital 
detective work. 

Has there ever been a time when you weren’t where you said you were? Maybe it 
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was entirely innocent. Maybe it wasn’t - but what might it be like for someone you 
love to be wrestling with that question after you’re gone?

**

Platforms like Google and Facebook are well aware of all of this. They are designed to 
harvest this data wherever possible. The understanding of the general public is far 
less sophisticated. This too is designed. But education, age, and experience all make a 
difference for the width of the divide.
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Across cultures and millennia, we have continued bonds with those who went before, 
and we’ve used the communication technologies of the day to facilitate a sense of 
connection. Now it’s much easier to continue bonds - because of all these 
breadcrumbs, the dead, or at least their persistent digital beings, live in the 
tech already. People make a lot of assumptions about how persistent and/or 
accessible their data will be after death, many of which may not be true.

Particularly in the immediate period after death, people often experience a searching 
and calling reflex, looking for the dead in the same places and spaces where they 
were last seen. These days, those places are often online. If you search for the dead 
online soon after they are gone, you will find them. The online space is meaningful to 
- and practical for – the living as both a home for, and a conduit to, their dead.

But the online dead need caretakers. The word legacy comes from the medieval 
Latin legatus — someone who is appointed, someone who is delegated. Who is 
delegated to look after the digitally persistent dead? Their next of kin, the 
representatives of their estate, their executors? Or when we sign up to a platform or 
service provider, are we simultaneously engaging that company to manage our 
personal data when we are dead? We don’t mean to do that — but that’s what’s 
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happening. And the data controllers have a lot of power.
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Continuing bonds are a bit different between cultures - cultures of memory, or 
cultures of care.  Protestant-influenced Western societies tend to think about the 
dead in terms of memory, legacy, honouring the dead.  “We will remember them.”  
Tony Walter has written extensively about this and explains that Martin Luther 
discouraged us from worshipping saints and venerating our ancestors, because this 
detracted from our veneration of one God.  So the dead are dead – we honour them, 
acknowledge their legacy, but we don’t commune with them, don’t treat them as 
sentient.  Meanwhile, in the global South, the East, the culture is different.  Rituals 
and observances and belief systems revolve around looking after the dead, with a 
sense that they still have awareness of and expectations towards the living.  In 
Chinese Buddhism and folk religion, for example, you don’t want hungry ghosts on 
your hands so you do all of the proper veneration rituals to ensure that your 
ancestors are contented.  On one hand, this doesn’t sound massively familiar to 
Westerners.
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On the other hand, the digital revolution may be prompting a global reversion to a 
culture of CARE.  If you analyse the language used on memorialised and 
unmemorialised Facebook pages of deceased people and you see evidence of a 
particular assumption about the dead: they’re not quite dead. Physically dead, 
yes. But socially dead? Not just yet. Unlike the hungry ghosts of China, who are a bit 
more demanding, the dead on social networks are generally perceived as benign, and 
connections with them experienced as positive. Nevertheless, people seem to be 
staying in social contracts with them.  What assumptions are apparent in people's 
behaviour and languaging on dead people's pages?  The dead might be capable of 
feeling disappointed or neglected if you don’t go online to wish them happy birthday, 
or you don’t say hi for a while, so you should probably apologise if you’ve been 
neglectful. They’re still interested in hearing everyday news about the football game, 
the birth of a baby, or that gig that you went to, so it’s nice to go online to share 
it. They might feel hurt, abandoned, or rejected if you de-friend them, so excising a 
deceased friend from your social network feels complicated and strange to 
many.1 It’s important to express your gratitude by going online to acknowledge and 
thank them for the messages they’ve sent and the help they’ve given you, although 
that’s been via other channels - natural phenomena, for example, or intercessions to 
keep you from harm. What is it that has given so many of us - whether we are 
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secular or religious, whether we believe in an afterlife or not - the intuitive sense that 
communicating on a social network is an effective way of reaching across death’s 
divide to  sentient, socially invested dead? 

1 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07481187.2012.673536
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We’re now accustomed to technologically mediated communication with remote 
others. We don’t need auditory cues, don’t require seeing someone’s face, to feel 
confident that our message has landed. That confidence can be derived from two 
blue ticks in WhatsApp, your friend’s icon sliding down to the last thing you said on 
Messenger, or an automatic “read” receipt in your email inbox. To send a 
communication into the ether is to assume it has been nearly instantly received, no 
matter how far distant your correspondent lives. At three years old, my daughter 
thins that wifi is part of the molecular structure of fresh air. Boundary-less, limitless, 
instantaneous communication is all she has ever known. If that’s your everyday 
experience of technologically mediated communication, is it really so odd that this 
sense would stop with your friend’s death? Your not being able to see or hear them 
has never stopped them getting your messages before.
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Add to this the ongoing presence and influence of the dead online.  Most of the time 
we might not even realise it when we’re encountering a “ghost” online – they don’t 
always announce themselves.  Over 60% of Facebook profiles of the dead aren’t 
memorialised – some are managed by others, which can have difficult emotional 
consequences for some grievers, and some are indistinguishable from the profiles of 
the living.  There aren’t any virtual worms or carrion beetles that go scrubbing you 
from online environments after you’ve gone, so you might have booked your hotel in 
Copenhagen or bought a book online on the recommendation of a dead person.  
They’re still present in those communities.  Some platforms of course exist to allow 
the dead to continue to send emails, or make tweets, or exist in chatbot form after 
they’re gone.  Recently I was on the receiving end of a string of harassing emails from 
a person who my good friend had broken up with – like many stalkers, he harassed 
people close to her as well.  In the same week, I interviewed the developer of a 
platform in the “death tech space” and he spoke quite enthusiastically about how you 
can continue to send cryptic messages or play practical jokes after your demise. I 
didn’t want to hear from the ex-boyfriend of my friend so got a harassment order 
against him.  I’m not sure what your recourse is if your stalker is dead.  
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Hollie Gazzard was in her early 20s, and as the phrase goes, she lived her life online. 
She had over 700 friends on Facebook. Most of her posts were public. When she died 
suddenly and tragically, her Facebook profile was an incredibly important place for 
her family and friends to connect with her – a way to feel her spirit and to 
experience, as her dad put it, ‘the joy of Hollie’. Her father said that she would never 
have paid attention to, or understood, the terms and conditions of these platforms. 
That is true of many of us.

But there was a problem, a reason why her profile brought pain to her family. 
Amongst her many photos were 72 images of Hollie’s killer, who was her ex-
boyfriend. Instances of this phenomenon will only increase with time. If you’re a 
female victim of homicide, the perpetrator is highly statistically likely to have been 
someone you are – or were – in a relationship with. And if you’re a young woman like 
Hollie was, it’s highly statistically likely that you would have posted photo of your 
significant other on social media. To care for Hollie’s memory and to make her profile 
somewhere that was comfortable to continue bonds, her family needed to edit these 
photographs out. 

First her family tried to log in, but they couldn’t. They had her password but her 



profile had been memorialised. Perhaps an algorithm had detected that she was dead 
and had memorialised the page, in line with T&Cs at the time. So then they got in 
touch with Facebook, asking that the offending photographs be deleted. 

And what do you think happened? Facebook said no. It was against their T&Cs at that 
time. Facebook said that they had to protect Hollie’s right to privacy. The family never 
saw that coming. They thought they would have the ability to log in, and the right, as 
her family, to control the contents of Hollie’s ongoing Facebook memorial.
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Hollie’s family experienced two major issues that confront bereaved family in a highly 
technologically mediated time. They had issues with access, and issues with control.  
The family used to have privileged access to the effects of deceased loved ones. But 
it’s the age of the centralised web, and of corporate control of our information – they 
are calling the shots.

Imagine that you lost someone extremely important to you, and that the entire 
record of your long-time record of this relationship was contained in a physical 
shoebox – a shoebox full of photographs, notes, letters, and other ephemera. After 
their death, you keep this shoebox by your bed, where you can go through it 
whenever you want, whenever you need to feel a connection with the person that 
you lost. One day, some months after the death, there is a knock at your door. You 
open it and are met with a stranger on your doorstep. This person silently brushes 
past you into your home, walks down the corridor and into your bedroom. They grab 
your shoebox and leave. Your entire record of your relationship with this person is 
abruptly gone – it’s like a second death. Eventually, you identify who this person was, 
but your pleas for the return of your precious memorabilia fall on deaf ears. ‘The 
shoebox was never really yours to begin with,’ you’re told.
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If this were a real shoebox in your actual house, several crimes would have been 
committed here. But when your memories are entrusted to big tech, this can easily 
happen. Your shoebox of memories can disappear – and it will all be perfectly legal. 
It’s often Facebook, not family, that has the power to decide what happens to a 
deceased person’s profile. And we do not see this coming because of our naivete, and 
our assumptions that digital material follows the rules of traditional property and 
assets.
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Facebook is a significant steward of deceased people’s data. There are such things as 
digital legacy services, which are designed for the express purposes of preservation of 
memories and memorialisation of the dead. But these come and go, and they’re 
minnows next to the gigantic blue whale of a platform that never set out to be a 
digital cemetery in the first place. 

Researchers at the Oxford Internet Institute recently reported that Facebook could 
find itself hosting the digital remains of 4.9 billion dead people by the end of the 
century. This is — needless to say — a social and practical responsibility for which this 
particular platform was not designed.

Nevertheless, Facebook has gamely accepted responsibility for preserving the data of 
the deceased. It ceased its delete-after-death policy following the Virginia Tech 
massacre of 2007, in which over 30 people died, and has memorialised deceased 
users’ profiles ever since. 

Facebook recognises that the remains on its site are often particularly coherent, vivid, 
biographical representations of the lost person, and as such remain extremely 
important to many mourners. The commercial incentives behind profile 
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preservation must exist but are unspoken and likely varied — customer relations, 
retention of living users who do not wish to lock themselves out of the digital 
cemetery, and use of deceased users’ data for such purposes as market insights and 
training new models.

In April, Facebook announced in a press release that they were ‘Making it Easier to 
Honor a Loved One on Facebook After They Pass Away’. The new raft of 
memorialisation features was designed to make the site ‘even more supportive’. I had 
reservations about many of them, but we’re in a position where big tech is telling us 
what the easiest and best ways are for us to honour our loved ones. This is 'purpose 
washing' and social media are not social enterprise. Do you want for-profit making 
such decisions for you when you are organising your own estate, or when you are 
bereaved - to wield this power over you?

A representative of Facebook said to me: ‘The metaphor of the funeral director is not 
far off, right?’ he said. ‘We don’t ask the bereaved to go and embalm their loved 
ones. A lot of that complexity [can be] taken away. Call it an example of good design, 
so that people make choices that meet them where they’re at.’

So Facebook is billing itself as the funeral director of our online digital remains. Who 
would have predicted that? But for better or for worse, our encounters with the dead 
are now framed through the power and the design choices of the big techn
companies: Google, Apple, Facebook. Even Amazon gets in on the act. For my book, I 
interviewed one woman who had been trying to close her late father’s Amazon 
seller’s account for over a year and a half. Every time she rang them, she got a 
different answer. 

Big technology companies’ control over our personal data often doesn’t lessen when 
we die. It increases. They are capable of deciding how we will be remembered online 
– and by whom. 

By examining what happens to our data when we die, we realise the deficiencies in 
our understanding, and the limits to our own power and decision-making capability 
over our personal information. 

We are locked in a power imbalance with big tech, an imbalance that only regulation 
and legislation can fully rectify. Until this happens, and until we likely have a less 
centralized Web as a result, we need to bridge the divide through better education, 
enabling people to have not just more access and better skills, but a higher level of 
awareness about what digital participation can mean with regards to our personal 
data. Only then can we demand the choice and ownership over our information that, 
in my view, we are rightfully due.
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