
Joanna J. Bryson
Department of Computer Science
University of Bath, United Kingdom

 Internet Memory and 
Life After Death

The Nature of Identity



The Nature of Memory

• Memory is not a 
library for comfort 
and entertainment.

• Memory is a set of 
expectations that 
inform every action.

• Can human memory 
really be preserved?

“AI Heaven”



How 
the 

Brain 
Works

Eye input

Touch input

Ear input

Supposedly!



Brain Expectations

Up until the 
Thalamus ➞ Retina 
connection, there 
are as many axons 
going towards the 
eye as away from it.

Memory is necessary for understanding what we see.

∴ Memory is necessary for action.



Constructing Identity
In Developmental 
Psychology, a child’s task 
is defined as: 

1. absorbing the norms 
of their culture, and

2. constructing an 
individual identity 
within that 
framework.

Constant process of 
discrimination and 
accommodation.



In contemporary 
Biology, development 

never ends.



If we never finish 
constructing our 
identity, and our 
identity is defined in 
terms of our 
context, and our 
context is largely 
social, then other’s 
expectations are a 
part of who we are.
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Identity After Death

• The vast majority of 
humanity believes that the 
dead take active interest 
in the affairs of the living.

• Thus expectations co-
constructed during life 
can continue to have 
behavioural impact after 
death.



Eternity
• Concepts and expectations are 

constantly revised both by 
individuals and by cultures.

• Artefacts are and must be 
constantly reinterpreted with 
current understanding.

• Technologies, civilisations and 
species don’t last that long.



• The internet is primarily a 
medium of 
communication.

• You can more directly 
communicate your ideas 
to more people more 
quickly.

• So can everybody else.

The Internet



Net Effect – A Guess

• The dead–like the living–will have more 
impact, at least immediately after death.

• A wider set of people will have access to 
artefacts that throw them back to the 
mental context of time with past friends.

• Because everything changes faster, 
paradoxically the past will become 
inaccessible sooner, not later.





Closing Thoughts

• This wasn’t really a post-death talk.  We can 
use death and the Internet to understand 
identity and social intelligence in life.

• Computer Science is about memory, 
thought, behaviour and action, not just fun 
whizzy new tech toys.



Thanks!

Centre for Death & Society, Bath 
esp. Tony Walter

Allison Waller
Roehampton






