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Abstract
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This dissertation explores the ways in which online technologies transform communal
commemoration and grief practices in the Russian-speaking world, and what the existential
implications of these changes are for individuals and society. This aim is rooted in the theoretical
framework of existential media studies complemented by digital memory studies and death
online studies. Expanding upon the Heideggerian concept of presence, I develop the analytical
concept of connective presence online. Emphasising that in Russia this terrain is best described
in terms of political existence, I argue that connective presence modifies the ubiquitous politics
of default amnesia in the nation.

The communal aspects of memorialising the dead online are approached through analyses of
three memorial websites, dedicated to different themes: the Soviet repressions, the Nord-Ost
siege, and the contemporary social networking sites.

The overarching methodological approach of virtual ethnography combines long-term
observations with socio-historical and cultural contextualisations. The analytical part is a
cultural analysis consisting of close readings of the websites’ materials, and a thematic analysis
of the contents and practices.

This dissertation demonstrates that online technologies enable communal commemoration,
contributing to how bereaved seek, lose or achieve a sense of ‘existential security’. It highlights
three overarching themes of connective presence online: between the living and the dead,
between the mourners, and as motivation for action. The research finds that Russian political
memory culture is potentially challenged by digitalisation through bringing back the virtue of
remembering, by leading to the appearance of reconnected presence, and with its potential for
resolving existential struggles of mourners. This study proposes that in the Russian-speaking
world the post-scarcity digital memory culture is not necessarily a problem that needs to
be solved through the right to be forgotten, but a source of mending the broken memory
culture as the difficulties to forget in the digital environment can seriously alter the current
political memory work. It suggests that connective presence could be interpreted as a version of
Heidegger’s authentic Dasein for the digital age, as caring for each other in a mutual experience
of shared vulnerability, and as a result aiming at resolving bigger politico-existential issues in
the Russian Federation.
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1 Introduction 

A terrorist attack that happened in front of my family home, in 2002, has 
turned into the strongest memory and influence from my teenage years. At the 
same time, this horrible event became the first Russian live TV show of a 
mediated trauma. ’Nord-Ost’ is the name of a first Russian-produced musical 
that was performed in a cultural centre located next to the house where my 
family lived. This musical about love, war, and courage was extremely popu-
lar across all generations. I was lucky to be able to sit on my balcony every 
evening looking at the crowd of excited people queuing for entrance, pupils 
gathering under teachers’ directions, and groups arriving on buses from dif-
ferent cities. But today thinking about it I mostly remember people, or rather 
cold bodies, lying in lines near the entrance in the gleaming morning light. 
The ‘Nord-Ost siege’ (or the Moscow theatre hostage crisis) happened in Oc-
tober of 2002, after a year of an unbelievably successful show run. One 
Wednesday evening, Russian TV channels stopped their scheduled broadcast-
ing to announce that the Nord-Ost theatre building had been taken by terror-
ists. 

Soon my apartment building was cordoned off, and armed men positioned 
themselves in the entrance hall. Over the night new things appeared under my 
balcony: TV channels’ vans, armoured personnel carriers, a military camp. 
The live coverage from the streets next to the theatre was on every TV chan-
nel, day and night, instead of the usual broadcast. Journalists arranged mini-
studios in our playground, and followed every minor development in the situ-
ation. After three days of a terrible reality show, everything was over. The 
siege ended with a military operation, which resulted in the deaths of the at-
tackers, and of 130 captives as well. Safe, but petrified, I spent three days 
turning my head from the balcony to the TV and back, learning how reporters 
actually work, and coming to understand that the news on television can differ 
greatly from what really happens. 

Almost two decades afterwards we may note, as some Russian citizens do 
with distress, that the memorial coverage of Nord-Ost is very limited, and that 
it represents the official version of the events. In 2010, the government built a 
church on the site of the tragedy. This commemoration initiative has seriously 
changed the visual appearance of the area. As a result, the younger generation 
now sees this place in a different light, not knowing about the tragedy behind 
it. For those who want to remember it through mourning and memorialising 
the individuals lost, there is only one meeting spot – the internet. This situation 
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is similar for many other mourners in Russia, in other contexts. While always 
keeping Nord-Ost in mind, over the years I became especially attentive to the 
cases of mourning that are unwanted and get silenced. I questioned the differ-
ence between personal and public grief, the ways in which people and nations 
verbalise or avoid it, and why. As time passed, with the development of the 
internet, I was finally able to start finding answers to my questions, also by 
turning them into an academic endeavour to understand those who deal with 
repressed mourning or are trying to find a language to express their grief dig-
itally. This study explores how online commemoration modifies the ubiqui-
tous politics of forgetting the dead in the Russian-speaking world, and how 
death online practices potentially serve to generate new meanings and values.1 
Online memorialisation produces a special form of community among those 
who seek to remember and honour the dead: a way of being there together on 
the internet that I term ‘connective presence’. To learn more about this way of 
being, in the political and existential context of a contemporary Russia under-
going digitalisation, is furthermore the objective of this dissertation.  

This introduction is structured in four parts. To begin with, I must devote 
due attention to the context of the development of mediated death, and espe-
cially the role of the internet in cultures of bereavement and for practices of 
commemoration; as well as to consider the reasons why we need to explore 
these phenomena existentially (1.1). This sets the stage for explaining my re-
search problem, my purpose, and the questions I aim to answer in this disser-
tation (1.2). A review of the historical background of both death and digitali-
sation in Russia then follows (1.3). Finally, I provide some research back-
ground (1.4) on important and competing perspectives on the development of 
the internet, and how its latest phase includes the phenomenon of death online 
– in Russia and beyond.  

1.1 Death going digital. Studying the internet 
existentially 

Death is a given of human existence, yet it is also a socially constructed phe-
nomenon. Until quite recently in Western culture, it was an event surrounded 
by communal responses that brought people together in a line of traditions and 
rituals (Van Brussel & Carpentier 2014). In pre-modern cultures these tradi-
tions made the death of an individual open and public, a part of the social 
                               
1 Speaking of Russian online practices, one should take into account the additional 25 million 
Russians who live outside of Russia. The Russian-speaking population is spread widely across 
the globe: Russian is an official language in four other countries besides Russia; and Russian-
speaking minorities are digitally very active in the USA, Israel, and many ex-Soviet countries. 
In this context, ‘Russian’ should not be read as belonging to the Russian Federation only. See 
more about the Russian internet in subchapter 1.3.3: Runet. Temporal heaven of freedom for 
Russian speakers. 
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order. In modernity, however, death became sequestered and removed from 
everyday experiences (Ariès 1981, Jacobsen 2016). More recently, in what 
Zygmunt Bauman calls ‘liquid modern culture’, people have adopted a con-
sumer attitude to human nature; they are typically reluctant about coming into 
contact with the dying, and are in the habit of suppressing painful memories 
of loss. This reflects a preference for a positive and youthful body image, 
which can be seen as a kind of ‘survival strategy’ – a way to neutralise death 
anxieties (Bauman 1992).  

This suppression notwithstanding, the emergence of mass media since the 
mid-twentieth century has made the representation of death accessible to large 
audiences (Hanusch 2010). On television, people see fictional and news-bul-
letin narratives in which death has an individual cause, unique to the specific 
circumstances; this encourages the view that death is contingent and – with 
proper self-care – avoidable (Mellor & Shilling 1993). The serial format of 
news and entertainment programmes has enabled them to broadcast death in 
a soothing and predictable form. Over time, the media have reframed the taboo 
aspect and privacy of death into ‘death as a public spectacle’ (McIlwain 2005: 
190).  

Now, this spectacle has become much more intense with recent develop-
ments, in connection with the internet and especially social media, that make 
it much easier to connect, and which theoretically put ‘everyone’ in touch with 
everyone else (Walter 2017). And as never before in human history, we are 
saturated today with news and images of death and catastrophes, with content 
travelling fast from one medium and context to another – locally, nationally, 
and globally. Active social networking allows people to share news, including 
news about death. As a result, traditional mass-media outlets are no longer the 
only actors that make death public (Sumiala 2013). This is especially the case 
in the Russian Federation, where the internet has symbolised the arrival of 
freedom of speech and the end of Soviet isolation.2 

The boom in social media and mobile technologies since the mid-2000s has 
been extremely significant for changing mourners’ social relationships, not 
least for how it has prompted a partial reversion to pre-industrial modes of 
mourning, turning it into a community experience (as it was in previous cen-
turies) rather than a modern private experience (Walter et al. 2011/12, Walter 
2012). Today there is a rich assortment of public online mourning practices, 
such as virtual mourning, web cemeteries, and communities for online remem-
brance (Lagerkvist 2015a). The rapid emergence of digital media has pre-
sented new conceptual challenges for understanding the nature of memorial-
ising and of memory itself, as remembering (and forgetting) has become sub-
ject to the technologies, instead of to individuals or institutions. The Facebook 
page of a deceased person transformed into a memorial page remains active 
and collaborative, as it is always there – an accessible reminder of one's life 
                               
2 See subchapter 1.3.3: Runet. Temporal heaven of freedom for Russian speakers. 
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(Miller 2008). At the same time there is a problem: our memory is getting 
affected by the endless flow of data that is almost impossible to delete – the 
internet often ‘remembers what people wanted to have forgotten’ (Mayer-
Schönberger 2009: 1). If remembering and forgetting are in a dualistic rela-
tionship, in which ‘forgetting is an important and fundamental part of unbind-
ing culture from the past and moving forward’ (Garde-Hansen et al. 2009), 
then this constant presence of information online makes such a move more 
problematic. Furthermore, unlike real graveyards, online memorials can be 
visited at any moment, instantly. Some researchers believe this has various 
consequences, and most importantly that it leads to a new attitude towards the 
dying, as well as to changes how the dead are presented in society and culture. 
In view of this dilemma, I will argue in this study for the importance of shifting 
more broadly to studying these phenomena in terms of a new ‘death online 
culture’ (Christensen & Gotved 2014; Christensen & Sandvik 2014, 2017, 
2018). 

Digital interaction changes the ways in which we show emotions, as well 
as creating new communication patterns (Bensky & Fisher 2014), social ac-
tivities, and types of publicness (Papacharissi 2015). Furthermore, it allows us 
to create a new relationship with those who have passed away, as well as with 
fellow mourners (Lagerkvist 2013). This study is an attempt to analyse these 
existential dimensions of the digital sphere, thereby contributing to the young 
field of ‘existential media studies’. As Amanda Lagerkvist has argued, classic 
existential themes such as finitude, time, presence (being-there), and selfhood 
and community (being-in-and-with-the-world) gain a renewed relevance in 
digital culture, while at the same time assuming a partially different guise (La-
gerkvist 2016a). Lagerkvist emphasises the Heideggerian sense of thrownness 
in relation to our digital culture of hyperconnectivity and connective presence, 
thereby stressing the vulnerabilities of digital-human existence, which will be 
defined and elaborated further in subchapter 2.1: Existential media studies (pp. 
33-35). The approach firmly acknowledges the culture of connectivity as an 
ambivalent terrain, wherein people navigate and search, losing or achieving a 
sense of ‘existential security’: 

 
This oxymoron acknowledges that human existence is in fact uncertain and 
that existential security is never unconditionally realised. <…> Set within a 
liquid modern frame of the digital age, where constant flux is the norm, exis-
tential security adds to this emphasis on the social, individual, and material 
prospects for individuals to integrate their being-in-the-world into a meaning-
ful unity, involving a sense of purpose or direction in life or a sense of cohesion 
and dignity. (Lagerkvist 2013: 5) 

My take draws on this approach, focusing on the vulnerabilities at play in re-
lation to these themes – specifically death and mourning, remembering and 
forgetting – in the online lifeworld of Russian-speaking media users. I also 
examine forms of connective presence that exemplify how such vulnerabilities 
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are managed and dealt with. Furthermore, I analyse these matters in relation 
to the general lack of ‘existential security’ in Russian culture, as well as the 
essential ‘political existence’ of the Russian-speaking population, which I il-
lustrate with case studies dealing with the memorialisation of victims of ter-
rorism and of repression, and cases of mundane death as well. Hence, while I 
focus in this study on ‘universal’ existential themes, I maintain that processes 
of global digitalisation work differently in different national contexts, in ac-
cordance with traditions, local mentalities, and the level of online literacy. 
These differences are likely to be reflected in the management of death and 
mourning, and in attitudes towards them. 

1.2 Research problem, purpose and research questions 
The research problem in this study concerns how online technologies trans-
form communal commemoration and grief practices in the Russian-speaking 
world, and what the existential implications of these changes are for individ-
uals and society. As has been extensively explored in internet research, im-
portant aspects of the development of digitalisation globally include the blur-
ring of the public and the private, the emergence of new forms of ‘virtual com-
munity’, the proliferation of interaction between people across vast distances 
(Rheingold 2000), and the growth of new ways of being social and communal 
(Baym 2010, 2011). These involve, in existential terms, new ways of being 
there together – ways of being-in-and-with-the-digital-world (Lagerkvist 
2016a). Similarly, as the digital mediatisation of Russian memory culture in-
forms practices of psychologically and existentially managing death, I argue 
in this dissertation that it simultaneously shapes the workings of technology 
as a particular form of community, as well as people’s understanding of said 
technology. I call this connective presence. 

The purpose of this study is to explore how online practices of memorial-
ising the dead in contemporary Russia engender new forms of communally 
mourning, and by extension of being there together; and how these may po-
tentially serve to generate existential meaning and value and political change. 
This aim is rooted in my overarching theoretical framework, based in the bur-
geoning field of existential media studies, which revisits key concepts in ex-
istential philosophy such as limit situations (Jaspers 1970) and being-towards-
death (Heidegger 1927/1962), and brings them into a timely conversation with 
contemporary features of digital culture (Lagerkvist 2013, 2016a, 2019 ed.). I 
employ this perspective in order to contribute to the contemporary theoretical 
stakes of digital memory studies (Garde-Hansen et al. 2009; Reading 2011), 
while drawing on recent empirical findings in the young field of death online 
(Walter 2015, Christensen & Gotved 2015). By challenging and expanding 
upon Heidegger’s concept of presence (being there, Dasein) and his notion of 
community (being-in-and-with-the-world) (Heidegger 1927/1962), I develop 
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the analytical concept of connective presence, which describes new forms of 
being together in a connective world. The term ‘connective’ refers to both 
connectedness (community) and connectivity (automation), implying that 
such connective elements involve both meaning-making and hyperconnective 
features of memory (Van Dijck 2013; Hoskins 2014). Additionally, I describe 
online practices not only as a continuation or disruption of traditional practices 
of grief, but as a culture with new affordances, which yield a potential for 
pursuing existential issues through memory practices among digital media us-
ers. These practices generate new existential meaning and value, while also 
giving rise to new challenges and issues of digital-human vulnerability. Fur-
thermore, I seek to shed light on these complexities by highlighting various 
forms of connective presence (in grief) – as Russian political existence is un-
dergoing digitalisation – and to weigh their potential consequences. To 
achieve my aims, then, I seek in this dissertation to answer three research 
questions: 

 
I How do online practices of memorialising the dead in contemporary 

Russia engender new forms of mourning and by extension, being there 
together? 

II What forms and varieties of communally being there are emerging 
through online grief practices of memorialising the dead in the Rus-
sian Federation, and what are their existential consequences?  

III What are the implications of these forms of connective presence 
online for the Russian political memory culture? 

Along lines similar to those set out by the existential anthropologist Michael 
Jackson, I analyse the lifeworld situation in Russia, which differs drastically 
from that in other countries of the Global North. The phenomenological term 
‘lifeworld’ conceives of culture and society as a social and experiential field 
– one constituted by tensions between ideas, passions, ethics, and morals 
(Jackson 2013).  

Accordingly, I analyse the particular context for the emergence of connec-
tive presence, and I delve into the reason why people fail to remember extraor-
dinary traumatic events in the Russian Federation. Some will say that the prob-
lem is the youngsters, who are so negligent these days! But the issue lies much 
deeper, hidden away in the past. Years of political shifts have brought about 
the recurring features of what I term the ‘brokenness’ of Russian culture – 
particularly in relation to memory and mourning. Russians have faced dra-
matic cultural changes over the centuries, with a great many traditions, values, 
and norms being suddenly disrupted.3 This phenomenon can be explained 
through the overarching idea of the politics of default amnesia, together with 

                               
3 This concept, as well as others formulated and put to use in this research, will be fully ex-
plained in subchapter 2.3: Conceptualising the approach. 
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that of the already mentioned essential political existence of people from the 
Russian-speaking world. I approach this theme broadly, adding historical and 
cultural background, and using the descriptive concept of a broken memory 
culture as a framework. Finally, the analytical concept of connective presence 
(Licoppe & Smoreda 2005, Miller 2008, Hoskins 2011, Lagerkvist & Anders-
son 2017, Lagerkvist 2019) highlights the drastic communicational shift from 
verbal to online interaction. It also helps us see how practices of remembering 
and forgetting on a personal, communal, and governmental level are changing 
in Russia today, due to digitalisation.  

In this dissertation, then, I reflect on the political, social, and existential 
significance of death online practices in Russia, through case studies that il-
lustrate this process on different levels. Three websites stand at centre in these 
case studies: www.poslednyadres.ru (‘Last Address’, or ‘Последний 
Адрес’); www.nord-ost.org (‘Nord-Ost’, or ‘Норд-Ост’); and www.vechnos-
nami.ru (‘Forever with Us’, or ‘Вечно с нами’). These websites cover differ-
ent types of online mourning in the Russian-speaking segment of the internet. 
Last Address is a civic initiative that commemorates the victims of repression 
in the Soviet Union. Nord-Ost is a memorial website devoted to the victims of 
the Nord-Ost siege – the Moscow theatre hostage crisis that took place in Oc-
tober 2002. Forever with Us is an online memorial network that allows mourn-
ers to create memorial pages and to interact with each other online. These three 
case studies allow for an exploration of my research topic over time, through 
developments online from the beginning of the 2000s (or before Web 2.0) 
until our current time, and through the actual historical flow. Last Address 
illustrates the Soviet period; Nord-Ost demonstrates an important change in 
media coverage and public attitudes towards death in the Russian Federation; 
and Forever with Us reflects the current situation with the rise of social net-
working sites.  

The onto-epistemological underpinnings of this study lie in the phenome-
nological hermeneutics grounded in Heideggerian existential philosophy, 
which focuses on the most fundamental conditions of being-in-the-world. An-
chored in phenomenological hermeneutics, the overarching methodological 
approach of this study is virtual ethnography. Virtual ethnography furnishes 
an array of tools for observing and understanding digital lifeworlds, and ena-
bles detailed cultural analyses of websites and social networks. Using virtual 
ethnography as an umbrella method, I have devised a multi-method research 
design that consists of textual, visual, and thematic analyses conducted via 
applied existential philosophy. Hence, all materials gathered through the tools 
of ethnography are categorised according to the themes that emerge, formu-
lated in relation to and in conversation with the theory. My research thus bal-
ances what emerges in these materials against a theory-driven analysis based 
in key concerns for existential philosophy. Historical and cultural contextual-
isation helps to clarify the materials, aiding our understanding of how such 
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things as unjust executions and repression could be accepted by Russian soci-
ety (both then and now), why mourning is performed in the way we see it on 
memorial pages, and how and why those phenomena change through the 
years. Understanding the local society and culture makes a better grasp of such 
nuances possible.  

I have deliberately chosen not to give detailed coverage to such aspects of 
the Russian lifeworld as religious institutions and the local economic situation. 
That is, I avoid expansive explanations of such multifaceted topics as Russian 
Orthodoxy and the resource-based economy, in view of the fact that I am by 
no means a scholar of religion or an economist. Instead I provide a short over-
view of the Russian history that involves these topics, while discussing free-
dom of speech and access to knowledge in digital and pre-digital Russia. Re-
lationships between the government and the church underwent transformation 
with the shift from the command economy to capitalism, and these changes 
influenced Russian political existence, but they did not altogether overthrow 
the ‘universal’ existential themes and enduring individual struggles of the pop-
ulation. I choose to concentrate here on these deeply personal experiences of 
being-in-the-world, with a deep awareness of the specificity of context.4 

The study will highlight the relevance of local politics, ideological change, 
and national trauma for understanding the place of death in Russia and the 
Russian-speaking world. Some traumatic aspects will be illustrated in the his-
torical overview: literacy came to Russia relatively late, while censorship and 
limited information access prevail to the present day, albeit partially counter-
vailed by internet communication. In view of the dispersion of the Russian-
speaking diasporas and expat communities in post-Soviet spaces, I will con-
sider not only the Russian Federation as such, but the wider Russian-speaking 
world as well. 

Observations regarding the digitalisation of contemporary Russian death 
culture would be impossible without a historical overview, especially consid-
ering the lack in this context of any continuity of tradition. Constant shifts or, 
according to my definition, breaks in mourning and memory practices over 
the 20th century, have resulted in the picture that is demonstrated in this study. 
The following overview is primarily based on the works of several historians: 
Alexander Etkind (2011), Svetlana Eremeeva (2015), Catherine Merridale 
(2001), Svetlana Malysheva (2016), and Christel Lane (1981). 

                               
4 I cover neither religion nor economics exhaustively in this dissertation. Other authors, how-
ever, have described it comprehensively; see: Mokhov, S., Sokolova, A. (2020) ‘Broken Infra-
structure and Soviet Modernity: the Funeral Market in Russia’, Mortality, 25:2, pp. 232–248; 
and Khroul, V. (2021) ‘Digitalization of Religion in Russia: Adjusting Preaching to New For-
mats, Channels and Platforms’. In The Palgrave Handbook of Digital Russia Studies, eds. 
Gritsenko, D., Wijermars, M., Kopotev, M. Palgrave Macmillan. 
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1.3 Historical background. Death in Russian media 
culture 

1.3.1 Broken memory culture. Death and mourning in Russia 
During the twentieth century, Russia experienced a number of cultural 
changes and disasters. War, revolution, famine, and repression resulted in a 
level of mortality not seen in a European country since the days of the Black 
Death in the fourteenth century, according to the historian Catherine Merridale 
(Merridale 2001). Consequently, Russian cemeteries have seen three revolu-
tions in a bit more than one hundred years – since 1905. The most spectacular 
revolution was that of 1917, which led among other things to the development 
of a state programme aimed at the complete eradication of religion.  

Before the Bolshevik revolution, the Russian Orthodox Church dominated 
cultural norms and traditions of understanding death. Almost everyone fol-
lowed the Orthodox tradition when it came to burial and mourning (Mitrofan 
1991). The church was covered with black cloth, the coffins and saddled 
horses drew the funeral carriages carrying the coffins, which were also cov-
ered with black saddlecloths. Those attending mourning ceremonies and fu-
nerals wore black clothing. Female mourners cried out loud; liturgies and req-
uiems were performed before the coffin was lowered into the grave 
(Malysheva 2016). A strong belief in the community between the living and 
the dead motivated the conversations and meals at the graveside; it was even 
thought to be strongly desired by the deceased. Every year at Easter, and on 
some other traditional occasions, relatives gathered at graveyards to clean and 
decorate graves; they took food and drinks to the cemeteries; they prayed and 
talked, sharing memories and stories about the deceased. The funeral itself 
required the involvement of all relatives, neighbours, and often the whole vil-
lage, and food and alcohol would be provided for everyone who felt the need 
to participate in the burial ceremony (Lane 1981). Industrialisation and the 
concentration of workers in new industrial areas broke this rural tradition. Peo-
ple moved to the cities, and the bodies of their deceased became a public-
health problem for the urban authorities. By 1905, 20,000 corpses a year were 
being transported by rail from the working-class districts of Saint Petersburg 
to sites an hour or more from the centre (Merridale 2001). Regular visits to 
the graveyard for relatives became more difficult, or even impossible. 

The Soviet regime that came to power after the October Revolution of 1917 
changed these funeral traditions completely. ‘Bolshevik ideology was for-
ward-looking and triumphalist, with little room for the religious, personal, and 
retrospective qualities associated with death, defeat, or grief’ (Merridale 2002: 
129). Many of those who died violently in the revolutionary years were turned 
into communist martyrs, and special triumphant ‘red funerals’ and memorials 
were organised for them in the central squares of cities. Others, such as the 
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leaders and distinguished figures of socialism, were turned into objects of sa-
cred pilgrimage. Commemoration of the October Revolution and the Civil 
War took place in official military parades that served to ‘intimidate external 
and internal enemies’ (Malysheva 2016). ‘Religion became important as ide-
ology and was usurped by politics’ (Ellis 1996: 12). This religious aspect of 
‘Soviet corporate ideals’ (de Vries 2006 & Sullivan) formed part of a secular 
political project, in which the government performed the functions of the 
church (Simons 2004). Most famously, the body of Vladimir Lenin was em-
balmed and preserved for the future generations in a granite cube beside the 
walls of Moscow’s Kremlin. As to the ordinary masses, their funerals became 
standardised, as all types of business in the country were replaced by ‘central 
planning’. Churches symbolised the bourgeois values of memory and religion. 
Very soon, therefore, they were closed, and old rituals were condemned (Ere-
meeva 2015).  

The new urban population accepted the change and the disruption of tradi-
tions, developing new rituals of its own. Music, including revolutionary an-
thems, replaced chant, and speeches of appreciation in the form of a civil fu-
neral took the place of prayer. These ‘survival strategies of vernacular religi-
osity’ (Povedák 2015: 1) became more and more widespread, and soon the 
government normalised these practices by developing the format of ‘equal and 
collective’ funerals. The Civil War of 1917–1921 was followed by moderni-
sation plans that were supposed to bring socialism to the country. In fact, the 
‘Five-Year Plan’ and the collectivisation of agriculture turned into mass re-
pression, costing millions of lives. The population groups subjected to state 
repression included political dissidents and people of bourgeois background, 
kulaks (rich peasants) and private traders, members of religious groups and of 
various ethnic minorities, and numerous criminals, prostitutes, gamblers, tax 
evaders, and others (Alexopoulos 2003, Kuntsman 2009). In 1937, the peak 
year of the repression drive, the government murdered an average of 1,000 of 
its own citizens every day – meaning that every fifth adult in the Soviet Union 
was a victim (Tabarovsky 2016: 1). Tens of millions of people faced 

 
the possibility of having the prejudice represented by the premature death of a 
parent, an entire childhood spent in NKVD orphanages and the concomitant 
loss of legal identity, not to mention a long period of social stigma as a relation 
of an ‘enemy of the people’. (Anstett 2011: 1) 

That resulted in a situation where, in the majority of Soviet families, the fact 
of relatives’ death and the following mourning and grief were suppressed by 
silence and fear. They avoided the topic altogether, as ‘not just talking but 
remembering itself was dangerous’ (Gheith 2007: 160). Consequently, 

 
the cumulative effect of fear of public remembering, together with the fact that 
so many families had members who were politically oppressed [had] not just 
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the political impact <…> but also the dramatic long-term effect on personal 
remembering. (Gheith & Jolluck 2011: 7) 

Next, the Great Patriotic War of 1941-1945 changed attitudes towards the 
dead once again. Soldiers who died in combat were buried, if buried at all, in 
improvised common graves. The spots were marked with a plywood board. 
The names of individual soldiers were impossible to record. No particular rit-
ual was performed. As Svetlana Malysheva pointed out, a minimisation of 
rituals led to a minimisation of feelings, but such ‘hardening of the soul’ was 
a defensive reaction to the horror of long-term everyday mass death. By dis-
tancing themselves from grief and rejecting thoughts of dying, people tried to 
disassociate themselves from death (Malysheva 2016). After that time, mourn-
ing acquired the most depersonalised character, as can be seen through the 
standardised format of Soviet obituaries. There was no description of the de-
cedent’s personal qualities. Political and psychological qualities were gener-
alised into a short list without any examples, and all post-mortem commen-
taries were primarily focused on the person’s working career. Such an ap-
proach helped create the image of a ‘perfect person’ possessed of traits that 
could be depicted as embodying a certain type of Soviet citizen (Orlova 
2009).  

The memories of World War II became a state resource, with a strong em-
phasis on collective war memory and the pan-Soviet triumph (Brunstedt 
2011), displacing the October Revolution as the central legitimising point of 
the Soviet Union (Weiner 2001, Corney 2004). As a result, personal death as 
a topic became a taboo over a couple of decades, and grief was eliminated 
from the daily activities of Soviet people. The great number of losses led to 
the development of ‘convenient memory’, initiated by the government, 
whereby the human losses were not counted at all, and were replaced by a 
unifying image of soldiers, workers, and mothers who happily sacrificed 
themselves for the future of communism (Eremeeva 2015). Such memorials 
and sculptures were erected in every city, and these ‘characters’ were regularly 
mentioned in the press. Soviet citizens were supposed to refer to these images 
with pride and a stiff upper lip.  

While the victims of the Great Patriotic War received impressive (but still 
collective) memorials later, in the 1980s and 1990s, the soldiers who died in 
Afghanistan during the Soviet-Afghan War (1979-1989) were sent home for 
discreet burial in civilian graves. At one point, it was even decreed that the 
stones not indicate the victim’s age at the moment of death, let alone the cause, 
for fear of drawing attention to the scale of Soviet losses (Alexeevich 1992). 
The names of victims of repression, for their part, were never mentioned.  

The next identity shift came in the 1990s, after the Russian constitutional 
crisis of 1993, and in connection with the post-Soviet renewal of religious 
practices. With the rise of capitalism, the funeral industry became a business 
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once again, and people started recreating pre-Soviet traditions, as well as cre-
ating new ones. The result was the ideological confusion of the post-com-
munist world. Atheism and a variety of religions and cultural traditions found 
their place in funeral practices. This apparent eclecticism and lack of con-
sistency continues today. While the government still controls the political ex-
istence of Russian citizens, and tries to bring back Russian Orthodox traditions 
– e.g., by initiating religious classes in schools and promoting religious rituals 
in the media – some individuals follow Soviet practices, and still others ex-
plore Western traditions. These hybrid and vernacular forms of religiosity are 
also visible online, reflecting the generations that managed to learn the variety 
of cultural patterns seen over the last four decades: the still Soviet 1980s, the 
open-minded and pro-Western 1990s and 2000s, and the ‘Imperial Revival’ 
of the 2010s (Etkind 2011; Wijermars 2019). A new public and collective re-
membering has also appeared online, as relatives of victims of Soviet repres-
sion are learning their own history, searching for the tools of mourning and 
memorialising, or at least speaking of the silenced deaths in their families. 

This overview shows how Russians have adjusted to the radical changes in 
the country, learning to demonstrate or to hide their grief in accordance with 
new social and cultural demands. Constant changes of political paradigm have 
led to confusion, or brokenness, between different cultures, traditions, and rit-
uals around mourning. Nowadays one can observe a mix of archaic, religious, 
civic, and international practices, both in the actual physical environment and 
online. While looking at Russian death online culture, I attempt at the same 
time to understand whether the online realm changes practices of memoriali-
sation and mourning, transforming or ‘breaking’ them again, and creating a 
new death culture thereby. This requires that account be taken of the fact that 
Russians only recently gained access to freedom of information, and to some 
degree to freedom of speech. 

1.3.2 Knowledge is power. Access to information and 
censorship of memory in Russia 

Over the last two centuries, the Russian mentality has been formed by a variety 
of political regimes, and transmitted and nurtured by mass media and the ed-
ucational system. Most importantly, basic access to news and information has 
been always limited in Russia (until recently), in line with the segregation of 
social classes. In Imperial Russia it was limited by general illiteracy, education 
being accessible only to the wealthy nobility. During Soviet times, the limita-
tion was officially enforced by state propaganda. In the Russian Federation, 
however, access to information has become unlimited online – although this 
freedom may be short-lived.  

In the late nineteenth century, three-year public schools were established 
for the first time, a particular aim being to raise the literacy rate in the Russian 
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Empire. Still, very few schools were available to the general population, and 
the peasantry remained largely self-educated (Mironov 1991). In 1897, the 
overall literacy rate of the Russian Empire was an estimated 24%, with a rural 
literacy rate of 19.7%. In 1917, the overall rate was still just 35% (Brooks 
1985: 47). In 1919, the Likbez (‘elimination of illiteracy’) campaign was 
started, with the aim of radically improving the poor education system and 
making all persons between 8 and 50 years of age literate (Clark 2000: 16). 
Through this campaign, the Bolsheviks sought to promote their ideology. As 
a result, male literacy had risen to 90.8% by 1939, and female literacy to 
72.5%. By 1959, illiteracy had been almost eliminated in the Soviet Union: 
98.8% of people between 9 and 49 years of age could read and write (Grenoble 
2003). But the new puzzle – for citizens themselves – was how to find needed 
information that was not provided by the system. This problem was not pos-
sible to resolve, due to censorship. 

Information was one of the most sought-after commodities in the Soviet 
Union (Ellis 1999: 6). It had to pass several political and ideological filters 
before being published. All media, including books, newspapers, magazines, 
and television and radio broadcasting, were fully controlled by the state. Jour-
nalists were carefully picked trained propagandists, and their own access to 
information was limited; moreover, they needed to present their reports in a 
very particular way, in line with the system’s needs (Smaele 2007). Foreign 
books and media sources were banned. As a result, un-edited information ob-
tained the status of a privilege, with governmental elites controlling the infor-
mation flow (Ferguson 1998). Moreover, already published materials were al-
tered, in line with changes in the ruling clique. Often politically incorrect pub-
lications and photos were destroyed because they involved someone who had 
suffered persecution. Certain books and journals disappeared from libraries, 
or their ‘wrong’ pages were removed and replaced. In this atmosphere of cen-
sorship and surveillance, ‘kitchen communities’ and informal networks filled 
the information vacuum, providing rumours and oral communication, and 
functioning as ‘informal adjustive mechanisms’ (Chilton et al. 1998: 20). 

The openness and self-criticism encouraged in television and the print me-
dia by Perestroika (a ‘restructuring’ programme instituted in the mid-1980s to 
implement political and economic reforms), were one of the critical factors in 
the subsequent collapse of the Soviet regime. In post-communist Russia, de-
mocracy and freedom of the press were proclaimed. Formal censorship and 
funding for censoring organisations ended with the 1991 Law of the Press; 
however, the authorities continued to grant particular media rights to receive 
information, which remained unavailable to other media channels (Smaele 
2007). Today the right of journalists to access information remains limited in 
one way or another. Certain items are ‘regarded as politically incorrect, ideo-
logically sensitive or “confidential” or “secret”, [and] the result is a de facto 
ban on some information’ (Beumers et al. 2013: 67). Moreover, bureaucratic 
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regulations, politically motivated criminal investigations, and threats and at-
tacks against journalists as a result of their investigations have motivated the 
media to exercise self-censorship, constraining its coverage of certain contro-
versial issues and resulting in infringements of free-speech rights (Beckendorf 
2017). The state, furthermore, has expanded its role in the media, through both 
ownership and legislation (European Journalism Centre 2014; Wijermars 
2019). Its direct involvement in the print-media market is less pronounced, 
although the majority of publishing houses are state-friendly. State control 
over the media varies greatly – from the ‘efficiently censored television to the 
loosely controlled newspapers to the free internet and social media’; as a re-
sult, Russians regard ‘web-based sources as a major source of news and com-
mentary’ (Etkind 2014: 54). In the 2000s, Russian news journalism was split 
regarding its relationship with the state: on the one hand were the mainstream 
media, with their political clientelism (Roudakova 2008); on the other were 
various internet-based alternatives, which enjoyed a high degree of political 
autonomy (Zassoursky 2004). By the end of the 2010s, however, this situation 
had changed, due to the growing involvement of state regulators in the online 
media landscape. 

1.3.3 Runet. Temporary heaven of freedom for Russian 
speakers 

“Runet” is defined as 
 

a totality of information, communications and activities which occur on the 
internet, <…> no matter where resources and users are physically located, and 
which are somehow linked to Russian culture and Russian cultural identity. 
(Gorny 2009: 27) 

Runet cannot be understood simply as the Russian internet. It serves, namely, 
not just as a national domain but as a language domain too – for Russian-
speaking people from all over the world (Schmidt & Teubener 2006). 

Historically, the internet started to grow shortly after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, with the help of Soviet academics who had first got acquainted 
with online communication during visits abroad. To begin with, access to the 
internet was only available through modems at research centres, which pro-
vided a space for the development of informal communities, mostly among 
groups of technical experts (Kuznetsov 2004). In the newly formed Russian 
Federation, computer amateurs – among them journalists, writers, and social 
scientists – pioneered a variety of digital projects, from non-profit online li-
braries and encyclopaedias to entertainment websites (Leibov 2014, Davydov 
2020). Emigrants were particularly active among the early nontechnical 
adopters, since the internet allowed people who had emigrated from the for-
mer USSR to stay in touch and to share a cultural and language environment 
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with their fellows in Russia (Asmolov & Kolozaridi 2017). During that time, 
Runet was seen as an alternative social space for public activity, with a unique 
freedom from the prohibitions of governmental structures (Schmidt et al. 
2009). Still, it was a relatively small community. With the shift towards com-
mercial development in the late 1990s and early 2000s, however, it started to 
grow exponentially. 

In the mid-1990s, less than 1% of the Russian population had internet ac-
cess. Already by 2012, however, the figure had risen to 47.7% (Busygina 
2016: 1). Since 2016, in fact, Russian has been the second most used language 
online after English; and the number of users of Runet is thought to be the 
largest in Europe (Zinovieva 2016: 22). As for social networks, there were 70 
million active social media users in Russia in 2019 – around 49% of the Rus-
sian population (RussianSearchMarketing 2019). 

Starting in the 2000s, the LiveJournal blogging platform developed into the 
main discussion platform of Runet. Scholars identified the ‘occurrence of bot-
tom-up agenda setting’ in mainstream media derived from this platform 
(Alexanyan, Barash, Etling et al. 2012: 6), and highlighted the importance of 
LiveJournal blogs for the nation on a political level, noting that the ‘Russian 
blogosphere reproduces fundamental structural features of Russian society 
such as social atomization and negative attitudes to[wards] official institu-
tions’ (Gorny 2009: 8). By the late 2000s, Runet was marked by a ‘growing 
use of digital platforms in social mobilization and civic action [in form of] 
issue-based campaign[s] initiated by internet users’ (Alexanyan et al. 2012: 
2). This change happened at the same time as the shift from the dominant role 
of LiveJournal blogs to a booming increase in the popularity of social net-
works, of Facebook, and of its Russian alternative VKontakte (‘In Contact,’ 
founded in 2006). The growing awareness of Runet as a political threat led to 
a significant increase in state-driven regulation of online space (Bennett & 
Segerberg 2012). After a number of opposition activities initiated on Face-
book and in blogs during 2011–2012, the state reacted with new legislation 
and with prosecution of selected activists, fostering self-censorship, thus lim-
iting the functioning free online public sphere (Klyueva 2016). Several influ-
ential platforms also taken under into state control through changes in owner-
ship. Today, the government is attempting to make Runet state-affiliated. 
Since 2014, the Russian Ministry of Communications has been developing the 
state programme ‘Information Society’ (Minkomsvyaz 2014), which ensures 
protection of the critical Russian online infrastructure. This programme aims 
to eliminate the dependence of Runet on external networks and to ensure that 
Runet can be fully controlled by the state (Soldatov et al. 2015; Vargas-Leon 
2016; Davydov 2020). On 1 2019 November, a new ‘Sovereign Internet’ law 
was introduced, similar to a Chinese firewall. Among the new provisions are 
a system for filtering traffic, known as deep packet inspection, and an option 
for switching off all connections with the Worldwide Web ‘in case of emer-
gency’ (Caroll 2019). Earlier in 2019, the state had adopted a law imposing 
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fines for using digital media to express ‘disrespect’ towards officials, society, 
or state symbols (Coalson 2019).5 However, these actions did not influence 
the situation drastically. It will take some time to see how much impact these 
changes have. After all, the internet developed in Russia according to free-
market principles for many years before the government focused its attention 
on it, and ‘Russian users as a whole are extremely politically active’ (Funk 
2020: 1). 

Altogether, Russia provides a case of a distinctive digital media ecology, 
inasmuch as its governmental bodies exercise ‘effective control over infor-
mation flows, whilst not formally forbidding freedom of information, and al-
lowing some independent and critical media to exist’ (Hoskins & Shchelin 
2018: 251). Having developed largely free from state influence (cf. Gorny 
2009), Runet has always generated alternative socio-cultural communities, 
while helping to compensate for certain limitations in the offline world 
(Zvereva 2012). In this regard, some scholars believe, Runet meets many of 
the prerequisites for a networked ‘public sphere’, as defined by Benkler in The 
Wealth of Networks (2006: 10–11). It is used actively ‘not only to discuss pol-
itics and criticize the government, but also to mobilize political and social ac-
tion’ (Etling et al. 2010: 33). This trend is ever present even today, in spite of 
political threats, and it is visible on the memorialising websites. When mourn-
ing online, people get inadvertently included in the struggle over memory and 
the political system, as we will see in chapter 4, where I present my case stud-
ies. In fact, discussions of online memorialisation open up opportunities for 
individual moral action, reminiscent of those held out in cyber-utopian visions 
of the future of digital communication. 

1.4 Research background. From the utopian global 
village to social media and mourning online 

During computers and the internet were becoming more and more accessible, 
prompting many to believe that digitalisation would bring about social and 
political democratisation. According to Thomas Rid, such idealistic visions of 
a machine-automated future were already popular in the 1960s in academic 
and literary circles, not least due to Marshall McLuhan’s influential book, Un-
derstanding Media (Rid 2016). McLuhan depicted new media as having so-
cialising effects and producing a ‘global village’. Electronic technologies, he 
claimed, were ‘extensions of man’ helping to extend our central nervous sys-
tem in a global space (McLuhan 1964). Others used similar metaphors, such 

                               
5 For the full list of these newly implemented regulations, see Muravyeva, M., Gurkov, A. 
(2021). ‘Law and Digitization in Russia.’ In The Palgrave Handbook of Digital Russia Studies, 
eds. Gritsenko, D., Wijermars, M., Kopotev, M. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 
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as ‘a virtual town square’, ‘a new public sphere’, ‘the electronic superhigh-
way’, ‘the electronic frontier’, ‘the information age’, and ‘the information rev-
olution’ – all relating to the virtues of online communities (cf. Toffler 1980; 
Webster 1995; Castells 2000; Benkler 2006; Stebbins 2012). This techno-op-
timism was carried further by early computer users in the 1980s and early 
1990s, resulting in an internet paradigm known as cyber-utopianism. As ‘A 
Declaration of Independence of Cyberspace’ put it, the internet is ‘an act of 
nature,’ and it grows through ‘our collective actions’ (Barlow 1996). Barlow 
and other utopians depicted the internet as a network for individual people that 
transcends borders, making geography and space irrelevant, flattening hierar-
chies, quickening information exchange, preventing censorship and other 
forms of state control, and functioning as a self-governed, generative organ-
ism (cf. Rheingold 1993; Zittrain 2006; Goldsmith & Wu 2008).  

Some predicted that networked ‘cybercommunities’ would give people the 
leverage to challenge control by political and economic elites (Rheingold 
2000). Others claimed a new internet-based ‘electronic republic’ would 
strengthen democracy and empower individuals to fight for their rights 
(Grossman 1995). Moreover, this sense of community would engender a mis-
trust of authority and of hierarchical systems, leading naturally to a fight 
against centralised bureaucracies (Turner 2006). Furthermore, due to its free-
dom from the problems of the material world, the new online environment 
would be able to 

 
reactivate a moribund public sphere through increased access to information 
and the increased ability to provide a more reasoned, enlightened and authentic 
dialogue between citizens, not contaminated by issues of status, gender, race 
or other ‘meat’ issues. (Miller 2019: 11) 

Indeed, the arrival of social media services would provide a space for activism 
and democratisation. In this envisioned utopia of virtual communities, social 
media would contribute to political communication, participation, mobilisa-
tion, and social empowerment in the public sphere (Westling 2007; Trottier & 
Fuchs 2014). Clay Shirky held out a crowdsourced social community of the 
so-called Facebook and Twitter generation, where ‘public and private media 
blend together, where professional and amateur production blur, and where 
voluntary public participation has moved from non-existent to fundamental’ 
(Shirky 2010: 21). According to this cyber-utopian thinking, social media 
would lead to the creation of a perfect democratic society, where even infor-
mation overload and a lack of quality content are a good thing, because of how 
they undermine censorship and official media cherry-picking: they have 
‘value, indeed, because there is no way to filter for quality in advance’ (Shirky 
2011: 324). 

In reality, the internet has not turned into a blissful community of free peo-
ple. Rather, it has been slowly transformed into a ‘platform society,’ in which 
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social and economic relationships – while undoubtedly accessible and produc-
tive – are performed through the global corporate online platform ecosystem. 
Digital content has become part of the global political economy driven by the 
collection and monetisation of users’ personal data (Reading 2016; van Dijck 
et al. 2018). As time has passed, it has become obvious that the utopians pre-
sented a one-sided vision, neglecting many other trends in this area, some of 
them dominant (Mosco 2004: 19). Indeed, cyber-utopianism followed the 
same pattern of some other theories that held out hopes which came to naught. 
For example, 

 
the telegraph, telephone, radio, television, and cable TV were all initially re-
ceived in startlingly utopian/dystopian terms. Each time, it was claimed that 
the technology would unite people around the world, bring about the end of 
war, solve the problems of education, change human consciousness. Each time, 
these ‘inventions’ were incorporated into the social order. (Winner 1977: 226) 

In contrast with those who praised the Twitter revolution and stressed the ben-
eficial social effects of Facebook, Evgeny Morozov neatly vocalised the views 
of those who criticised such overestimations of the positive impact of the new 
technology. According to him, ‘Facebook is hardly ideal for promoting de-
mocracy; its own logic, driven by profits or ignorance of the increasingly 
global context in which it operates, is, at times, extremely antidemocratic’ 
(Morozov 2011: 213). Morozov perceived social media as a communication 
tool which, like any other media, is subject to manipulation by political and 
commercial forces (Morozov 2011: xiii). He highlighted the failure of cyber-
utopians to predict how authoritarian regimes would use the internet as a tool 
for propaganda, surveillance, and censorship; and he argued that the possibil-
ity of many-to-many communication does not guarantee productive discourse. 
This more realistic tone is shared by many other scholars, who note among 
other things that constant communication leads to a decline in a quality of 
social interaction and communication, resulting in information overload and 
social isolation (Barron 2008; Lanier 2010; Harper 2010; Carr 2011; Turkle 
2011). Social-networking platforms are turning more and more into capitalist 
‘datamining companies which channel users to register and develop one iden-
tity that can then be tracked, traced and commodified’ (Reading 2014: 753). 
Moreover, the potential of social media for political mobilisation seems to be 
under question: usage statistics demonstrate that the absolute majority of peo-
ple use Facebook for entertainment instead of for activism; and it has been 
noted that, as long as people feel entertained, they do not resist state encroach-
ment and surveillance (Morozov 2011). 

Unlike entertainment, traumatic experiences put people in situations where 
they must seek help and support, and question the conditions they live in. As 
mentioned earlier, web memorials can be seen in this regard as alternative 
digital spaces that are reminiscent of a cyber-utopian community. In contrast 
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with official memorialising practices, which sometimes take purely official 
forms (monuments, parades), online mourning communities employ a non-
hierarchical approach. The significance of this difference is that digital ver-
nacular communities are participatory in nature, not commercially driven, and 
they can challenge the dominant narratives offered by official discourse (Foss 
& Griffin 1995). Online grief is based on a democratic, egalitarian interaction 
that acknowledges private feelings and gives them public recognition 
(Haskins 2007). As virtual memorials shift personal bereavement from the 
private sphere to the public (and largely unregulated) space of the internet 
(deVries & Rutherford 2004: 23), they provide a sense of community that is 
different from traditional communal groups of friends and family, introducing 
‘a unique form of communal discourse’ (Carroll & Landry 2010: 342) and 
offering special solace to individuals united by grief. Digital commemoration 
also involves the use of web memorials for social activism, as commemorative 
websites offer a platform both for personal reflections and of for personal ac-
tions to take (Hess 2007). This is especially true in the case of Russian memo-
rial websites. 

Memorial web pages do not constrain bereavement to one ritual place and 
time. This enables them to bring together different people, memories, emo-
tions, and time periods. They provide ‘ongoing and active remembrance, as 
well as a possible sense of continuing bonds with the deceased and shared 
community between mourners’ (Maddrell 2012: 53). On memorial pages, peo-
ple speak directly to the deceased by writing messages on their social media 
walls, or in commentary fields and in blogs (Getty et al. 2011; DeGroot 2012; 
Staley 2014; Nielsen et al. 2014; Giaxoglou 2014). Importantly, mourners 
demonstrate an explicit belief that the dead are getting the message on Face-
book or on other memorial sites, being somehow ‘present’ online (Miller 
2008; Kasket 2012; Meese at al. 2015; Lagerkvist 2017, 2019). Recalling 
cyber-utopianism and its promise of endless digital life, online mourning en-
ables relationships to continue after death (Davies 2004).6 

Various studies demonstrate how different platforms and technologies af-
fect the mourning experience (Forman et al. 2012; Church 2013), describe 
emotions around death on digital media (Bensky & Fisher 2014), and specify 

                               
6 I use this simple dichotomy here – between utopian and critical attitudes towards the devel-
opment of the internet – to illustrate key positions within the debate. However, it bears noting 
that there are nuances in the debate. Among other things, there are various examples of posi-
tive aspects of the new media tools: for instance, the use of mobile cameras in the case of 
death (see, for example, Reading, A. (2011). ‘Memory and Digital Media: Six Dynamics of 
the Globital Memory Field’. In: Neiger M., Meyers O., Zandberg E. (eds) On Media Memory. 
Palgrave Macmillan Memory Studies. Palgrave Macmillan, London); or social media usage 
during the Arab spring (see Eaton, T. (2013). ‘Internet Activism and the Egyptian Uprisings: 
Transforming Online Dissent into the Offline World’. Westminster Papers in Communication 
and Culture. 9 (2), pp. 3–24)). All human inventions have both positive and negative aspects. 
While I focus here on these diametrically opposed views, I am quite aware of the nuanced di-
mensions of digitalisation – to our understanding of which I hope in this study to contribute. 
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different technical tools, events, formats, and narratives (Gotved 2014). Some 
researchers suggest there is a gap between digital and traditional memorialis-
ing practices – that is, between online and offline commemorations (Petrelli 
et al. 2008: 60; Chaudhari et al. 2016: 399; Christensen & Sandvik 2014). 
Others point out the Western character of modern death online studies, redi-
recting attention to Asian and Latin American practices (Selin & Rakoff 
2019).  

In conversation with the previous research reviewed here, this study shifts 
the scholarly focus away from purely Western traditions. The above-men-
tioned scholarship affords inspiration, as well as important case studies that I 
utilise for further comparison with Russian online memorialisation culture. As 
a result, I am able to identify similarities and differences at the technological 
and cultural levels. In addition, the theoretical framework of this study draws 
on two budding theoretical fields, to which I turn in the next chapter: existen-
tial media studies and digital memory studies. 
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2 Theory 

The goal of this chapter is to present my theoretical framework, which com-
bines the fields of existential media studies and digital memory studies. I de-
fine important concepts and provide some terminology that will be used later 
in the text. I explain how classical existential philosophical concepts can be 
mobilised to address the modern times of online technology. I also consider 
issues of modern digital memory ecology, with its existential insecurities and 
vulnerabilities (Lagerkvist 2016a, 2019). 

The first section provides basic vocabulary within existential philosophy 
and for an existential understanding of our digital existence, and it sets out 
some new concepts that have emerged within existential media studies. This 
overview demonstrates that online communication can provide greatly needed 
support for people in limited situations, but that it can also bring about some 
existential dangers.  

In the section which introduces my second theoretical field – digital 
memory studies – I describe recent ideas about digital technologies and their 
influence in relation to the abilities of remembering and forgetting, which are 
different for humans and machines. I provide an overview of the most im-
portant debates that I draw upon, and I add some new insights too. I also ad-
dress the conceptual typologies of non-digital, human forms of forgetting de-
vised by Paul Connerton (2008) and Aleida Assmann (2014), in order to sup-
port and explain my own descriptive concepts of the politics of default amne-
sia, political existence, and broken memory culture. I highlight the importance 
of these concepts for both digital and non-digital practices of remembering 
and forgetting in the Russian-speaking world. 

After relating this study to previously established theories, as well as ex-
plaining descriptive concepts and reflecting on them in light of existential me-
dia studies, I specify the existential approach of this particular research pro-
ject, which focuses on being-in-and-with-the-world online – and on being 
there. I conceptualise this as connective presence. A separate section is there-
fore devoted to this mobilising analytical concept. I first provide an overview 
of how the concept of presence has been theorised in Western philosophy, and 
of how that broad debate relates to my concerns, in order more fully to explore 
the manifold meanings and workings of connective presence online. 
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2.1 Existential media studies  
Internet and digital technologies provide users with a variety of existential 
predicaments and opportunities, which provide for and require a rethinking of 
classical philosophical ideas. The academic field of existential media studies 
brings key concepts in existential philosophy to bear on modern digital cul-
ture. It highlights questions of digital-human vulnerability and affords a pos-
sibility of re-framing our overall understanding of the internet. The approach 
furthermore acknowledges the culture of connectivity as a double-natured ter-
rain, where people at once navigate and search, lose or achieve a sense of 
‘existential security’ (Lagerkvist 2013, 2016a). Existential media studies thus 
offers a different vision for media studies, an opportunity to rediscover matters 
that go deeper than those typically covered, and to move ‘the digital outside 
of the secular framework of the mainstream’ (Lagerkvist 2016a: 106). In line 
with this approach, this study acknowledges ‘media life as an existential ter-
rain irreducible to (yet always related to) the social, the cultural, the economic 
or the political’ (Lagerkvist 2016a: 106).  

Hence, this research field calls attention to aspects of life that have not been 
sufficiently covered by media studies. It explores the importance of digital 
media, where every online user can be seen as an ‘Exister’: 

 
a stumbling, hurting and relational human being, who navigates within limits 
and among interruptions through the torrents of our digital existence, in search 
for meaning and existential security. (Lagerkvist 2016a: 95) 

This online Exister is never alone when navigating these digital waters, being 
there together with others: ‘being-in-and-with-the digital world’ (see Lager-
kvist 2016a, 2019 ed.) This approach zooms in on our mundane aspects of 
being: the intersubjective aspects of the lifeworld, our daily routines, or being-
in-and-with-the-world (Heidegger 1962), as well as on those extraordinary 
moments of loss and suffering. 

According to Heidegger, all humans are ‘thrown’ into the world by birth, 
with no initial choice. They are forced to learn and to adapt to its rules. This 
thrownness means too that we unavoidably share the world with others, while 
being caught up in our everyday life. Heidegger believed the life of a typical 
person who is thrown into everydayness is an inauthentic one: it is a form of 
being-in-the-world in which we surround ourselves with familiar routines and 
small pleasures in order to avoid the brutal reality. This is the life of Das Man, 
the ‘they’. For Heidegger, the only way to achieve personal authenticity and 
truly to live is to face the most unpleasant thing: our own mortality, being-
towards-death. Like all living creatures, humans start to die right from the 
moment they are born; but no one wants to think about it or to count the 
minutes. Only by understanding the unavoidable closeness of death can one 
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escape from everydayness, and refocus our goals in life on what is really im-
portant. Heidegger calls this real way of living Dasein. Dasein is a German 
word that means ‘being there’ or ‘presence’; it is often rendered in English as 
‘existence’ (Heidegger 1962; Hall 1993; Dreyfus 1995; Critchley 2009). To 
achieve Dasein – authentic presence – Heidegger did not suggest we engage 
in spiritual practices, mindfulness, or meditation, as is common in our day and 
age. What motivates us to become authentic, for him, is the experience of 
angst and anxiety, which brings home to us the precariousness of life (Hall 
1993). Jaspers named these stressful experiences limit situations, or ‘uncon-
ditioned moments of human existence, in which intense impulses expose us to 
the limits and motivate us to seek higher or more reflected modes of 
knowledge’ (Jaspers 1910/1997: 326). For both philosophers, such traumatic 
situations define our individual humanity, and they come together with guilt, 
haphazardness, death, pain, suffering, and failure. According to Heidegger, 
only experiences of this kind bring us closer to realising Dasein, together with 
an ‘instrument’ that we must use in order to achieve Dasein: Sorge. Sorge 
means to ‘care for’ things – but first of all for others. It is what makes our 
existence meaningful, by connecting us to others in a conscious and authentic 
way. People are inauthentic when they do not understand how much they are 
influenced by society and depend on it. The ability to engage actively in an-
other person’s lifeworld, to understand and support others with compassion 
and care, is what makes existence authentic; and it requires both the being-in-
the-world and the being-with the world of Dasein (Heidegger 1962; Warnock 
1970; Steiner 1978; Dreyfus 1995). These Heideggerian ideas of Dasein, 
Sorge, being-in, and being-with as a way to achieve authenticity are very im-
portant for my research, and I will return to them later in this text. 

According to Amanda Lagerkvist, observing online activities of mourners 
makes it possible to identify the renewed relevance of the common problems 
that were previously addressed by existential philosophy. The development of 
a digital media after-life presence allows people to continue living socially 
online after biological death. In many cases mourners talk directly to the dead 
on social media, in a techno-spiritual way turning social networks into an ‘in-
ternet heaven’, and sometimes feeling that constant connectivity continues 
even when the receiver of the message is dead (Lagerkvist 2017). The 
Heideggerian idea of being there is also transformed by a situation of simul-
taneous presence and absence: our ‘digital surrogates’ (Lagerkvist 2014) are 
always online, and our digital traces remain online.  

Complementing recent media ontologies that discuss the convergence of 
technicity and the human (cf. Scannell 2014; Peters 2015),7 Lagerkvist further 
discusses the Heideggerian sense of thrownness in relation to the modern dig-
ital culture of hyperconnectivity (Hoskins & Tulloch 2016), highlighting the 
                               
7 If we are essentially technical beings from the onset, then our ‘human technicity’ (Peters 
2015) implies that technologies and human beings shape one another. 



 34 

vulnerabilities of digital human existence. For instance, the idea of digital 
thrownness (Lagerkvist 2016a), or digital throwntogetherness (Leurs 2014), 
means we unavoidably interact with each other when we are online. This can 
lead to anxiety, especially in light of the various limit situations in life (Jaspers 
1970); it can also build a sense of companionship, and sometimes even moti-
vate people to take action in order to change their lives. 

Lagerkvist suggests that digital thrownness can be explored through four 
emerging fields of digital media research that relate to classic existential 
themes: 1) Death; 2) Time; 3) Being there: presence and absence; and 4) Be-
ing-in-and-with-the-world: the self and others. This dissertation is the first 
contribution to the field of existential media studies that describes and anal-
yses the situation in the Russian-speaking world. In this study I cover all four 
fields, but my main contribution is to the fourth, through the concept of con-
nective presence.  

All the above-mentioned themes resonate in existential media studies as 
features of a new digital media culture that invoke issues of vulnerability and 
existential security (Lagerkvist 2013, 2016b, 2019). I interpret these concepts 
as highlighting how digital hyperconnectivity sometimes leads to both trau-
mas and inauthenticity, moving us, digital Existers, far away from the authen-
tic Dasein. Furthermore, the virtual information saved on servers can have 
negative effects, both individually and socially. This issue of digital vulnera-
bility can be discussed in light of our contemporary digital memory ecology, 
which includes the search for meaning, security, and an understanding of our 
new digital existence in terms of being-with others (Lagerkvist 2016b, 2019). 
For instance, this is the case when the digital traces of people or events are 
impossible to delete, and so may remain forever accessible for others. Another 
vulnerability relates to the fact that digital interaction is instant and temporal, 
and it generates a lot of content. Thus, ‘haunted by the fear of information 
loss, we are at once compelled to constantly update ourselves’ (Garde-Hansen 
et al. 2009: 29). The digital media ecology may also make people vulnerable 
on the individual level, as when they encounter unexpected responses – such 
as hate speech, trolling, and sexualised violence – online. 

In addition, vulnerability on the individual level pertains to whether our 
memories can ever be saved; and if we lose them, whether they can be re-
stored. We cannot be certain, moreover, about where these digital traces end 
up (Mayer-Schönberger 2009; Peters 2015; Lagerkvist 2015b, 2016b, 2019). 
These aspects of an ambiguous and potentially traumatising online everyday-
ness can be analysed through the lens of digital memory studies. 
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2.2 Digital memory studies 
In bringing about a powerful technological shift in society, the internet has 
changed academic approaches to the study of memory as well. Digital media 
not only break with the traditional organisational categories of mass media; 
they also compromise the implicit authority that results from being published. 
This affects memory cultures by 

 
creating intensive connectivity between the forms and agents and discourses 
of memory, networks that blur if not transcend the personal and the public, the 
individual and the social and the particular and the collective. (Hoskins 2009b: 
40) 

Recent developments in digital memory studies have pointed to how technol-
ogies influence the way individuals and societies remember, as analogue arte-
facts give way to more malleable digital forms (Van Dijck 2007; Garde-Han-
sen et al. 2009; Garde-Hansen 2011; Neiger et al. 2011; Reading 2011; 
Schwarz 2014). One crucial theme of digital memory studies that has bearing 
on this research is the dynamic of remembering and forgetting online. Viktor 
Mayer-Schönberger has described the new digital era of memory as follows: 

 
Since the beginning of time, for us humans, forgetting has been the norm and 
remembering the exception. Because of digital technology and global net-
works, however, this balance has shifted. Today, with the help of widespread 
technology, forgetting has become the exception, and remembering the default. 
(Mayer-Schönberger 2009: 2) 

Moreover, one can say, forgetting is an essential part of our narrative of our-
selves, as ‘every act of memory carries with it a dimension of betrayal, forget-
ting, and absence’ (Huyssen 2003: 4). Modern digital technologies create a 
different relationship between memory and forgetting; there is an ongoing ne-
gotiation between human memory processes and the digital. In the digital 
realm, forgetting is technically impossible, as computers have no personal 
memories or feelings, but rather ‘a perfect memory, which can be destroyed 
but not self-modified’ (Delich 2004: 69). In this regard, digital information 
seems superior to all previous analogue forms of remembering, because it does 
not decay with use, reproduction, or time (Mayer-Schönberger 2009). Once 
created, data objects are stored in private and public databases, which results 
in intensive digital documentation and data retention, or ‘life caching’ (Garde-
Hansen et al. 2009). An impressive chronicle – of one’s meals, one’s shopping 
patterns, the places one has visited – is generated thereby. The availability of 
personal archives supports the emergence of a ‘nostalgic culture’ of constant 
remembering, in which young people naturally engage in a nostalgic recollec-
tion of data (Schwarz 2009). As a result, moreover, almost any information 
can be retrieved instantly. The concept of a world without forgetting suggests 



 36 

a possibility that we will eventually lose ‘our ability to forget, to unburden 
ourselves from the shackles of our past’ (Mayer-Schönberger 2009: 196). It 
has often been argued that this new media ecology of forever-remembering is 
not natural for humans, who are used to forgetting small details of daily rou-
tines, or unpleasant experiences. At the same time, there is a more global con-
text of diversity to consider when we analyse how these technologies of non-
forgetting impact individuals, the social world, and the public. This context is 
highly relevant for an analysis of Russian death online culture and of com-
memoration of the dead in the Russian Federation. 

This new condition – this inability to forget in the digital world – cannot 
be understood without considering how forgetting works and what it means 
for collectivities and societies. In addressing different forms of forgetting, I 
make use of the typologies provided by Paul Connerton (2008) and Aleida 
Assmann (2014). These researchers classify different aspects of forgetting in 
part, but some similarities in their accounts are obvious. For instance, ‘forget-
ting as repressive erasure’, in Connerton’s essay ‘Seven Types of Forgetting,’ 
is almost identical to Assmann’s ‘damnatio memoriae’, in her essay ‘Forms 
of Forgetting’. This type of forgetting is especially important for my research. 
As Paul Ricoeur has stated, governments, regimes, communities, and individ-
uals all engage in active forgetting – whether in the shape of manipulated 
memory, blocked memory, or commanded amnesia. People’s memories are 
controlled selectively and their actions are thereby steered, making societies 
remember some events at the cost of forgetting others (Ricoeur 2004).  

Table 1. Comparison of Paul Connerton’s and Aleida Assmann’s typologies of for-
getting 

Paul Connerton Aleida Assmann 

repressive erasure automatic forgetting 

prescriptive forgetting preservative forgetting 

formation of new identity selective forgetting 

structural amnesia damnatio memoriae 

Annulment defensive and complicit forgetting 

planned obsolescence constructive forgetting 

humiliated silence therapeutic forgetting 

This ‘mnemocide’ (Assmann 2014), or killing of a person’s memory, is related 
to rulers’ need to eliminate ‘enemies of the state’. It can be seen as a part of 
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cultural or social order, as some social arrangements are more likely than oth-
ers to institute forgetfulness (Schudson 1997). Connerton’s ‘prescriptive for-
getting’, which is also a governmental act, describes situations where people 
choose to forget past wrongdoings collectively; this definition is close to Ass-
mann’s ‘defensive and complicit forgetting’ – the destruction of evidence in 
order to protect perpetrators. At the same time, Assmann’s ‘defensive forget-
ting’ comes about more as a result of aggression, while Connerton’s ‘prescrip-
tive forgetting’ is an aggressive directive on its own.  

Socially formed ‘structural amnesia’ is the type of forgetting in Conner-
ton’s list which states that an individual only remembers people who are so-
cially important, while ‘forgetting as annulment’ is the type of forgetting that 
is produced by a surplus of information, where useless items are discarded and 
only useful ones are selected and stored. These two forms can be logically 
connected to the first three types of forgetting in Assmann’s list: ‘automatic’, 
‘preservative’, and ‘selective’ forgetting. Assmann points out repeatedly that 
human memory has its limits; therefore, we need to use our ‘data storage’ se-
lectively. Some materials should be preserved in this process, while others can 
be forgotten. Finally, forgetting as ‘humiliated silence’, which appears as a 
result of embarrassment, can be paired with ‘defensive and complicit forget-
ting’. However, Assman’s type is performed through deletion and the destruc-
tion of memories, while ‘humiliated silence’ is associated with pure avoid-
ance. 

All of these types of forgetting are relevant for my research, and they will 
appear later in the case studies; however, the most pertinent type of forgetting 
here is ‘repressive erasure’, or ‘damnatio memoriae’. In the USSR, govern-
mentally important ‘personas non-grata’ were deleted from the history books 
and official photographs by censorship, while ordinary victims of the regime 
were deleted from daily discussions by their relatives and colleagues for fear 
of repression. Today such a brutal form of erasure is impossible, as our post-
scarcity memory culture provides multiple information sources which are im-
possible to control. Still, if the biggest media channels perform the act of 
‘damnatio memoriae’, there is a chance that the erasure will happen. As An-
dreas Huyssen states in his book, Present Pasts, our ‘very contemporary 
memory culture of amnesia’ makes some memories more available than oth-
ers, due to media coverage and due to our ‘unwillingness to remember [that 
leads to] the loss of historical consciousness’ (Huyssen 2003: 17). This creates 
a situation of default amnesia, where some memories – potentially painful, 
traumatising, or unresolved – are suppressed and pushed away from the daily 
narratives. They may then fade away. At some critical moment, however, they 
can come back with renewed vigour and raise even more questions. This sums 
up my descriptive concept of the politics of default amnesia, which covers all 
forms of ‘prescribed’ forgetting that include a political aspect. One place 
where this process works routinely is in social media. As Garde-Hansen, 
Hoskins, and Reading point out: 
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 ‘Social network memory’ is <…> a new hybrid form of public and private 
memory. The instantaneity and temporality of social network environments 
disguise their potential as mediatised ghosts to haunt participants far beyond 
the life-stage of their online social networking. (Garde-Hansen et al. 2009: 6) 

The way our digital traces are organised or archived on social media is a con-
tentious matter, and we do not have complete control over it. Facebook allows 
users to establish ‘groups,’ either limited to certain members or open to eve-
ryone, where people create new content collaboratively. This is similar to the 
type of memory work that Maurice Halbwachs describes in his theory of col-
lective memory (Halbwachs 1992). Halbwachs was the first to argue that 
memory is not an individual phenomenon, but instead a relational one in terms 
of family and friends, and a societal and collective one in terms of being 
moulded by the social frameworks of social groups, nations, or families. Ac-
cording to him, a group information gathering allows the collectivity to ac-
quire more information than all individuals could do separately. At the same 
time, it diffuses the individual impact, and information becomes part of the 
group identity. Today, digital technologies involve a transition from collective 
memory to ‘connective memory’ (Hoskins 2011). 

As Andrew Hoskins points out in Save As… Digital Memories: ‘how, what 
and why individuals and societies remember and forget is being shaped by 
technological, political, social and cultural shifts’ (Hoskins 2009b: 27). In-
deed, both collective and individual memory are formed in our time by the 
culture, traditions, and information flows that we receive mostly from various 
media channels. Consequently, the media constantly influence the ways in 
which people remember: collective memory is ‘media memory’, changing at-
titudes towards events by offering a special angle, or sometimes altering the 
information to the taste of the media channel’s owners. Mass-media tools are 
the most influential mechanisms in shaping social or collective memory, with 
a variety of forms, institutions, and technological formats (Neiger et al. 2011). 
This leads to the popular idea of the mediatisation of memory, which explains 
how mass media create memories using emotions such as nostalgia or horror 
(Garde-Hansen et al. 2009); and how digital media shift our memory storages 
into the online format, from photo albums, diaries, and ‘analogue shoebox 
memories’ to microchips (van Dijck 2008).  

The rise of media memory has various consequences: aside from forming 
a particular picture of events for the public, involvement with it can be trau-
matic. For instance, narratives of violence and repression recalled by the me-
dia sometimes generate painful experiences, re-installing memories that had 
been ignored or forgotten. At the same time, it stimulates social activity and 
leads to the appearance of grassroots commemorations, where regular, natu-
rally occurring banal commemoration can develop into moral activism 
(Garde-Hansen et al. 2009; Sturken 1997; Neiger et al. 2011). Such initiatives 
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have become more visible due to the rise of social media, where everyone can 
be not just an audience member, but a prosumer as well.  

To sum up, this is the paradox of digitisation: unlike internal memories, 
which are rewritten each time they are accessed, digital-memory data objects 
are fixed and cannot be transformed unintentionally (van Dijck 2007). At the 
same time, the location of these objects is ever less stable. As a consequence. 
the objectified past may pop-up unexpectedly; memories other than those we 
wish to recall may appear whenever we give the algorithms access to the data 
(Schwarz 2014). The independent life of digital memories raises questions of 
digital vulnerability, especially in the context of death and commemoration. 
Any memory work includes forgetting; forgetting and remembering have to-
gether formed memorial and mourning practices in Russia over the years. 
They form a crucial dimension of death culture. Both the government and the 
population have used various ways of forgetting – selective forgetting, repres-
sive forgetting, therapeutic forgetting (Assman 2014) – for empowerment, 
control, and coping. Runet remains relatively free from governmental inter-
vention, so people can express their opinions on it freely; however, the digital 
media ecology itself brings up new issues and raises new existential chal-
lenges for Russians, as for everyone else in the world. Russian-speaking users 
include political narratives in their daily online discussions, often subcon-
sciously. Practices of remembering and forgetting are also tangibly changing 
on both the personal and the communal level in the Russian-speaking world, 
due to digitalisation.  

2.3 Conceptualising my approach 
In this section, I further define the concepts utilised in this study, such as dig-
ital-human vulnerability, broken memory culture, political existence, and the 
politics of default amnesia. I pay particular attention to the modern philosoph-
ical thinking behind the existential idea of presence. Finally, I explain my an-
alytical concept of connective presence, which describes new forms of being 
together in a connective world. 

2.3.1 Descriptive concepts 
This study explores the above-discussed existential issues, by analysing the 
relationship between death, remembering, and forgetting as it plays out 
through new forms of connective presence in Russia. This means I especially 
highlight features of human vulnerability online in the case of Russia, where 
people have been subject to constant social change, instability, and aggression 
(see chapter 1: Historical background). Russians have faced serious political 
and cultural shifts over the centuries, and I approach this theme broadly, using 
the descriptive concept of a broken memory culture. My historical overview 
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highlights some crucial cultural and political changes that Russians have gone 
through in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. These shifts have covered 
all aspects of life, including mourning practices. Constant changes of political 
paradigm have led to confusion, or brokenness, between different cultures, 
traditions, and rituals around mourning. Today we observe a mix of archaic, 
religious, civic, and international practices, both online and in the actual phys-
ical environment. When looking at Russian death online culture, I try to un-
derstand whether the online realm changes practices of memorialisation and 
mourning, transforming or ‘breaking’ them again, and creating a new culture 
thereby. 

Next, scholars are in accord that the life and cultural identity of Russian 
citizens have been thoroughly shaped by the politicisation of the existential 
realm – that is, their existence is literally a political existence (Riasanovsky 
1959; Kaehne 2007; Makarychev & Mommen 2013; Brickey 2014). The Rus-
sian lifeworld has been controlled by the government and various regulators 
for centuries, and now this is being played out and arguably contested online, 
as forgetting becomes more complicated. Autocracy, official ideology, and 
political identity remain very important for individuals and the nation as a 
whole, regardless of who holds political power at any one time. Moreover, 
these three issues gain more significance in traumatic situations, as when the 
nation faces economic instability or war.  

This brings me to the descriptive concept of the politics of default amnesia: 
the Russian memory culture is influenced by regulations, which are based on 
local politics and implemented through the local media model, forming the 
political existence of people from the Russian-speaking world. Pursuing an 
existential media analysis, I intend to offer a problematisation of what digital 
memory scholars describe as a ‘post-scarcity memory culture’ (Hoskins 
2011), in a society where memories of the dead have traditionally been care-
fully protocolled. I claim that this practice of damnatio memoriae, or ‘politics 
of amnesia’ (Huyssen 2003) – the coerced oblivion of certain individuals, es-
pecially in the case of politically charged deaths – takes the shape of default 
amnesia in contemporary Russia (Connerton 2008; Assmann 2014). When an-
alysing different practices of resurrecting memories of the dead online, I will 
discuss both the existential possibilities and the challenges of the new digital 
media reality, where information is itself stored by default, and the internet is 
impossible to sanitise completely. These technologies thus give mourners the 
ability to avoid the issue of governmentally prescribed default amnesia. 

Following on from similar discussions in existential media studies, I con-
ceive of technology in this dissertation in terms of the co-constitution of hu-
mans and their tools (Heidegger 1927). Our ‘human technicity’ (Scannell 
2014; Peters 1999, 2015; Lagerkvist ed. 2019) implies that technologies and 
people shape each other. In this view, digital culture enables an enhancement 
of our ways of being collective, through ‘connective memory’ (Hoskins 2011). 
Digital technologies produce central new features of being-in-and-with-the-
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digital world – that is, particular forms of sociality and co-presence – that I 
describe through my main mobilising analytical concept: that of connective 
presence. This concept needs its own explanatory context and definition. 

2.3.2 Connective presence. Analytical concept and 
philosophical context 

The concept of presence is important in the Western philosophical tradition. 
In Being and Time, Martin Heidegger critiqued this tradition, arguing that hu-
mans in the modern Western world had forgotten what it means to be, to exist, 
and to be present, as they have been overly focused on determining what is 
(metaphysics). With his idea of Dasein’s everydayness, Heidegger moved 
away from the traditional conception of Being as presence, thereby redefining 
presence. He discussed the essence of presence, suggesting that being is de-
termined as presence through time. According to Heidegger, everyday Dasein 
interprets its own being-in-the-world as objective presence (Heidegger 1962). 
Jacques Derrida later criticised the ‘metaphysics of presence’, claiming that 
the classical metaphysical tradition coincides with the Heideggerian idea of 
Being as the presence of the absolute. Derrida offered instead ‘a thought of 
non-presence’ (Derrida 1967). Interpreting one’s self and being-with-others 
logocentrically, he argued, means that when ‘words are spoken, the speaker 
and the listener are supposed to be simultaneously present to one another; they 
are supposed to be the same, pure unmediated presence’ (Derrida 2004: 147). 
This logocentric discourse, also reflected in everyday language, is never neu-
tral, because it fosters a particular understanding of our own identity, of the 
presence of others, and of our relationship to them. For Derrida, presence in 
the Western tradition thus means ‘full presence’, and it is opposed to absence; 
whereas for Heidegger, ‘presence’ in the Western tradition means permanent 
presence, and it is opposed to his own understanding: the event of the coming 
into presence. Presence comes from Dasein as being thrown into the world, 
the ‘feeling’ of not being at home – i.e., Angst. Finally, for Derrida, death is 
what breaks time and disrupts presence; whereas for Heidegger, our temporal 
presence in the world is granted and only limited by death (Heidegger 1962; 
Derrida 1967). 

Decades later, Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht moved even further in the discus-
sion on ‘how present’ the concept of presence actually is. His focus on pres-
ence is concerned with the experience of presence in concrete settings, and on 
developing a culture that produces human presence (Gumbrecht 2003). He 
highlights signs of a shift from a presence culture, in which the material body 
is seen as integral for human existence, towards the more modern meaning 
culture, in which the concept of mind is taking over the concept of body, as 
something that actually gives meaning to the world. Thus, physical things are 
becoming less important than the meaning that those things have for people. 
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This discussion could not be more contemporary in the new, digital culture of 
‘real virtuality’ (Castels 1996), where so many actions and objects of value 
exist exclusively online. Gumbrecht connects presence to art, especially the 
art of literature, and described language as a material component of the world. 
He criticises an emphasis on interpretation found in academic intellectual 
practices as a search for meaning that moves away from the actual subjective 
experiences – the ‘lived experiences’ – of artistic work; and he characterises 
being-in-the-world as an existence itself (Gumbrecht 2003). Gumbrecht uses 
Heideggerian terminology, describing Dasein and being-in-the-world as hu-
man existence that is always in contact with the world. In general, for Gum-
brecht, Being is identical to presence. 

Using the same approach, Vincent Miller shifts the discussion to digital 
culture. He highlights the continuous character of digital presence, which 
makes us extremely exposed to others. Miller describes how the digital en-
framing of social media leads to the objectification of humans, and how it 
breaks the rules of ethical interaction. This is due to the crisis of embodied and 
emotional presence, and of ethical accountability, in digital culture (Miller 
2015, 2019). This situation makes us fail ‘to grasp our ontological status as 
Dasein’ (Miller 2019: 172), and it leads to inauthenticity and vulnerability, as 
‘we are increasingly, yet ambiguously, vulnerable to others through a contin-
ual “being with” which has no time, space, or embodiment’ (Miller 2019: 
173). In this regard, presence demonstrates our moral and ethical limitations: 
as we are constantly and unavoidably connected in the digital world, we must 
consider the interests of others, and people often fail to do so. Our increasing 
online presence is challenging our ability to ground our moral and ethical be-
haviour, People are socially present but physically absent; they become ab-
stract data accessible from screens, rather than real human beings (Miller 
2019).  

Notably, in all of the philosophical discussions on presence described 
above, embodied presence is favoured. There is a stress on being there in phys-
ical co-presence as a true way of being. This is however something that the 
modern digital culture may challenge, providing new forms of authenticity in 
connective presence online, turning Das Man in effect into Dasein. Today 
people are permanently interacting through networking technologies, which 
essentially ‘stand in’ for them, making them almost ‘continually contactable’, 
blurring presence and absence into ‘connected presence’ (Licoppe & Smoreda 
2005). The enlargement of social networks, and the availability of technical 
means to communicate through them ‘on the go’, encourage digital socialising 
in the form of chitchat, of the exchange of jokes and memes, without any shar-
ing of ‘real’ information (Miller 2008). Unavoidable processes of constant 
networking and archiving make online users ‘continuously present’ (Hoskins 
2011: 272) in time and place, as ‘we are always already present to others in 
the networked traces of ourselves’ (Miller 2019: 178). This new digital pres-
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ence provides a tool for boundless interaction, where everyone can be con-
nected online at any time and any place, and where instant replies are not ex-
pected.  

This constant presence extends and compresses dimensions of time and 
space, putting everyone in potential dialogue. This is especially interesting to 
observe in the case of online memorials. Worldwide online memorials became 
more accessible than actual graves. Today they provide a ‘comparative vivid-
ness of the deceased individual’s presence’ (Kasket 2012: 13). The same goes 
for the social media profiles that remain open after the death of the person, 
who continues to ‘live online’ after biological death, with feelings and expe-
riences being visible to both friends and strangers at any moment. Being al-
ways present and absent at the same time creates an alternative time contin-
uum of connective presence online (Turkle 2007), which gives mourners a 
feeling that the person they are talking to (for example the deceased) can check 
the message at some point, or at least will somehow feel the ‘vibration’ of the 
new message arriving (Miller 2008). 

If connective presence puts people ‘in touch’ not only with the living but 
also with the dead, creating the spiritual bond through the technology, when 
does an individual really die? This new, digital inability to die may create a 
new form of existential despair, underlining a serious problem of vulnerability 
in the online space. As Miller has discussed, dangers in the online environment 
– e.g., trolling, hacking, and cyberbullying – explain the vulnerability we ex-
perience in our new state of emotional presence and ethical accountability 
online. This is because our numerous digital profiles, and the multitude of 
networks in which we are constantly involved, can lead to unexpected situa-
tions (Miller 2015, 2019). Questions of security also arise, due to ‘our contin-
ual, omnipresent online presence, manifest in constant connection to others 
and the ceaseless archiving of our data, actions and interactions’ (Miller 2019: 
172). Since existential security can never be unconditionally realised (Lager-
kvist 2013), online users likely face permanent peril while dealing with mem-
ories, especially in situations marked by active emotional interaction.  

In sum, one way of understanding our being-in-and-with-the-digital-world 
(Lagerkvist 2016a) is to stress that we are in fact ‘alone together’ (Turkle 
2011). The disembodied networked presence of others makes people focus 
less on real face-to-face interaction, and to prioritise online chitchat over a 
physically present person. It makes us both more careless and more vulnerable 
when we interact online. Another interpretation is that our online presence 
represents a way of genuinely being together, on the level of Dasein, of caring 
for each other. For people in grief, online communication can provide most 
needed support, or ‘lifeline communication’ (Lagerkvist & Andersson 2017). 
Here we have an example of a situation ‘when digital media, in all their awake-
ness and semiotic overload, are in fact existential media, which offer mourners 
a complex and fulfilling presence that entails, importantly, both silence and 
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interruptions within. Lifeline communication is, namely, existential commu-
nication, which puts emphasis on being there through connective presence’ 
(Lagerkvist 2019: 201). Therefore, digital media become existential by 
providing 

  
crucial means in the important work of restoring the world and recreating life 
after loss, and in allowing for mediating continuing bonds with the dead, social 
media environments and online memorials afford a sense of ‘existential secu-
rity’ in the face of bottomless grief and suffering. (Lagerkvist 2019: 201) 

In this view, digital culture enables an enhancement of our ways of being col-
lective, through connective presence.  

The above-mentioned key theoretical points highlight the twofold character 
of connective presence, which is rooted in the theoretical background of exis-
tential presence, and also deeply interconnected with ideas of Being and 
Dasein. Connective presence can bring different people together over time and 
across borders. Yet, in their virtual co-presence, they are still ‘alone together’, 
– separated physically, and potentially also morally distanced from one an-
other. Connective presence can make us see each other as ‘data’, instead of as 
human beings. It can prompt us to discard ethical norms, giving rise to aggres-
sion and undesired interaction. It may therefore bring about a new, digital vul-
nerability, with an ambiguous inability to hide, to lose personal digital traces, 
or to be forgotten. On the other hand, connective presence can also offer a 
badly needed support line for those who find themselves alone, emotionally 
isolated, in need, or in despair. It can thus turn shared memories into a resource 
for action, as I will demonstrate in my case studies. Before examining my case 
studies, however, I must present my methodological approach, my studies, 
and my selected materials. In the next chapter, therefore, I review how I have 
gathered my materials, and I indicate how I have analysed them. I also point 
to certain ethical considerations that became crucial in this study. 
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3 Methodology, analytical methods, 
materials, and ethics 

The goal of this chapter is to specify my methodological approach, my ways 
of collecting materials, and my methods of analysis. Virtual ethnography is 
the overarching methodology used in this dissertation. It draws on ideas fea-
tured in methodological debates within the field of qualitative internet re-
search. As an umbrella method it includes fieldwork, as well as observations 
based on textual and visual analysis of websites and media activity around 
them. It further entails close cultural thematic analysis, tinted by existential 
concerns and thorough historical and cultural contextualisation. Section 3.1 of 
this chapter is devoted to methodological and epistemological perspectives 
based in Heideggerian phenomenology. Section 3.2 sums up the necessary in-
formation about virtual ethnography, and elaborates on several aspects of its 
employment rooted in other methods that have informed my approach: dis-
course analysis, semiotics, and contextualisation – all building up to the the-
matic analysis conducted in the final stage. This is followed by section 3.3, 
where I discuss priorities related to my choice of materials and review my 
ways of doing fieldwork online; I also explain the thematic process of analys-
ing the empirical materials. Section 3.4, finally, concerns ethics and self-re-
flexivity. It gives an overview of various ethical decisions I have made, ex-
plains some of my choices of materials, and describes how I have navigated 
through the research process in order to avoid any possible harm. I also discuss 
limitations and possibilities of my approach (3.4.1). 

3.1 Phenomenological hermeneutics. Onto-
epistemological foundations 

This study is based in hermeneutic interpretive phenomenology, which is 
grounded in Heideggerian existential philosophy (Heidegger 1962). While the 
existential approach stresses the human givens of finitude and time (and the 
ontological co-constitution of technicity and the human condition), it does not 
exclude combining these insights with an interpretivist approach. By applying 
hermeneutic interpretive phenomenology, I attend in this study to lived expe-
riences (van Manen 1990), which I have accessed through online materials 
and observations with an eye to revealing potential meanings (Patton 1990). 
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In other words, this dissertation addresses web pages and online discussions 
(specifically memorial pages), documenting and analysing them within the 
context of the local political, historical, and cultural background. Conse-
quently, phenomenology – the overarching ontological and epistemological 
framework of this dissertation – helps in the search for the common meanings 
in life of a group of individuals, with an emphasis on the ideas behind their 
personal stories (van Manen 1990).  

The association of phenomenology with hermeneutics strengthens the qual-
itative approach, since the interpretation process is contextualised by its his-
torical and cultural dimensions. An interpretivist approach allows encourages 
us to reflect on the cultural construction of knowledge, as we must take into 
account the ways our own assumptions impact upon the research process and 
on our interpretations (Ritchie & Lewis 2003). Such elements of self-reflec-
tive methodology enhance our sensitivity to human ways of being-in-the-
world (Dreyfus 1993 & Wrathall 2007). Hermeneutics, for its part, ‘stresses 
how prior understandings and prejudices shape the interpretive process’ (Den-
zin & Lincoln 1994: 15). 

According to Creswell and Poth, a researcher engaged in hermeneutical 
phenomenology should first concentrate on a phenomenon of interest (which 
in this case is the phenomenon of online mourning, or ‘death online’ in Rus-
sia), then look at the theoretical background, and then formulate a description 
of the phenomenon, while always maintaining a connection to the social as-
pect of research – ‘the practical life’ of the individuals in question (Creswell 
& Poth 2018; Creswell 2013). In the field of media studies, phenomenology 
aims to unite various types of experiences, since people themselves create new 
activities within different media spheres: ‘capturing mundane media use is an 
understanding of media practices as being largely habitual and unspoken di-
mensions of everyday routine’ (Tudor 2018: 25). But in the case of online 
mourning in Russia, media use is not mundane but extraordinary: all digital 
activities assume new importance when being performed with the goal of me-
morialising the dead. This study will capture such performances of mourning 
online, and illustrate how the traditionally mostly unspoken ‘everyday rou-
tine’ of grief becomes visible due to digital media, providing online mourners 
with the constant presence of an abstract ‘group support’ of people from the 
internet, and at the same time highlighting the vulnerability and insecurity of 
the digital world. Thus, phenomenology pushes the analysis of digital media 
culture towards an understanding of digital lifeworlds – towards the classic 
substantive themes in the philosophy of existence, such as death, time, being 
there (absence and presence), and being-in-and-with-the-world (the self and 
community) (Lagerkvist 2016a). Furthermore, it calls attention to the issue of 
existential security (Lagerkvist 2013). 

To sum up, I seek in this dissertation to demonstrate how contemporary 
Russian death culture adapts to the digital format, and how the digital format 
in turn transforms existential practices of managing death, engendering new 
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forms of communal grieving, and by extension new ways of being there 
through connective presence. I also analyse how Russian death online prac-
tices potentially serve to generate existential meaning and value, while at the 
same time raising new existential questions of human vulnerability.  

In line with hermeneutic interpretivism, this dissertation focuses on written 
sources and on human practices, events, and situations, in an attempt to read 
the data in ways that bring about increased understanding (Ritchie & Lewis 
2003). One of the most widely used methods in the tradition of hermeneutic 
interpretivism is ethnography, which focuses on the ‘sociology of meaning’ 
through close field observation of sociocultural phenomena (Garson 2008). 
Virtual ethnography is the main research methodology used in this study. It 
provides appropriate tools for observing and understanding digital lifeworlds 
through the detailed analysis of websites and social networks, and it combines 
digital fieldwork with visual and textual analysis. In this research, then, I draw 
on ideas featured in recent methodological debates within the field of qualita-
tive internet research (Marshall 2010; Hine 2015; Markham 2017). 

3.2 Virtual ethnography as cultural analysis of death 
online. My main methodological approach 

The borders between online and offline cultures and communication are 
blurred today (Miller 2015), and there is a growing need for special methods 
for online investigations (Hine 2000). Virtual ethnography transfers the prin-
ciples of traditional ethnography to the online context (Hine 2015). Research-
ers in traditional ethnography look for patterns, such as rituals and common 
behaviours, among some particular group of individuals; and they observe its 
beliefs and ideas or activities, aiming to develop an overall cultural interpre-
tation (Fetterman 2010). Virtual ethnography functions in a similar way. The 
ethnographer’s participation becomes a way of getting close to the lived ex-
perience on the internet. When carrying out traditional, ‘offline’ ethnography, 
one watches what happens, listens to what is said, takes field notes, asks ques-
tions, and collects information (Hammersley & Atkinson 2007). Exactly the 
same things apply in the case of virtual ethnography, except that now all those 
activities are done before a digital screen. The internet is ‘diverse, flexible, 
and heterogeneous, and thus demands an adaptive, situated, methodological 
response’, with a wide mix of research methods (Hine 2015: 13). In other 
words, virtual ethnography is characterised by mixed methods and by data- 
and context-driven approaches (Hine 2000; Smart 2012) that emphasise the 
sociocultural dimensions of the internet (Geertz 1973; Hjorth 2011). Long-
term participation and close observation are thus especially important, for how 
they help the researcher to build up a personal knowledge of the field, to de-
velop theories, and to check assumptions (Markham 2005; Mann & Stewart 
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2000). But what does it mean to participate in an online space? Does it mean 
to be an active user of a particular website, contributing with content? Or is it 
enough just to read the materials? Virtual ethnography shifts the focus away 
from the place to the essence of communication, for the communities and cul-
tures under investigation are not bound to space and time as they are in tradi-
tional ethnography (Markham 2008). Instead, a researcher visits an online 
community and lurks, observes the situation, and follows the discussion and 
all relevant content (i.e., opens links to other sources, views related videos, 
and so on). The researcher is also able to review past discussions, and to ana-
lyse the whole scope of cultural data available on a particular platform (Crich-
ton & Kinash 2003; Skageby 2011). The ‘participant-observer’ as traditionally 
understood, who actually lives with the group while observing it, accordingly 
differs from the online researcher (Kawulich 2005). However, a ‘lurking’ re-
searcher may sometimes learn more than the persons being observed would 
be willing to tell in person. Such lurking practices are especially useful when 
researchers do not wish to disturb, as they often do not in death online studies. 
Like striking up an acquaintance during someone’s funeral, it can be very un-
comfortable to enter the discussion on a memorial webpage. The tone and 
character of the mourners’ communication can change after the stranger’s ar-
rival, so the non-invasive, invisible participation of an online ethnographer has 
some benefits. The optimal solution is to stay invisible, observing local culture 
but not crossing borders by announcing one’s presence. Despite these issues, 
death online, digital memorials, and mourning practices online have often 
been researched by means of virtual ethnography (Sumiala 2013; Haverinen 
2014; Gibbs et al. 2017; Gibson 2019 etc.). Some media researchers have ex-
plored how death is dealt with on social media, such as YouTube (Sumiala & 
Tikka 2010), Facebook (Karppi 2013; Klastrup 2014; Brubaker et al. 2013; 
Pennington 2014), or other social networks (Williams & Merten 2009; Sofka 
et al. 2012). Others have looked into the actual dynamics of mourning and of 
maintaining virtual memorials in web cemeteries (Roberts and Vidal 2000; de 
Vries & Rutherford 2004; Christensen & Sandvik 2013, 2014; Lagerkvist 
2013). All of these studies have involved the unavoidable: a long time spent 
on websites meticulously collecting materials and analysing them. 

In this study, I rely on research techniques previously established by virtual 
ethnographers of death online, such as data collection, observation, lurking, 
and cultural analysis, but I also develop my own methodological tools. Using 
virtual ethnography as an umbrella method, I conduct a cultural analysis in-
spired by multimodal discourse analysis and elements of semiotics, which 
then results in a thematic qualitative analysis. I then outline these sub-methods 
in greater detail. 
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3.2.1 Inspiration from discourse analysis and semiotics  
This study takes inspiration in features of semiotics and of multimodal dis-
course analysis. I have used these in conducting my thematic analysis, in an 
effort to identify and structure various elements of meaning. Drawing on these 
broad research methods allows me to interpret and to understand social inter-
action through texts and visual materials, thereby productively complement-
ing the ethnographic approach. The aim of discourse analysis, as a ‘contextu-
ally focussed and actor-related type of analysis’, is to demonstrate the rela-
tionship of content to the context (Krzyzanowski 2017: 179). By interpreting 
textual and visual materials, discourse analysis helps to document and contex-
tualise the content, and to verify theoretical relationships (Tashakkori & Ted-
dlie 2010). It is important to stress that such analysis focuses attention not only 
on the content itself, but also on the style of writing, on a chosen design (in 
the case of this study: the layout of web pages), potentially including colours, 
emojis, illustrations, videos, language, and expressions. Moreover, multi-
modal discourse analysis considers how the materials under study are framed, 
how their readers are positioned towards the content, and how readers can 
interpret the text and images (Berger 2018). Linguistic researcher Christian R. 
Hoffman describes discourse analysis as ‘a recipient-oriented hermeneutic’ 
approach, and stresses its connection with the semiotic approach, as the dis-
course recipients are always subjected to the ‘semiotic web of meanings’ 
(Hoffman 2012: 7). Semiotic analysis is related to discourse analysis, but it is 
grounded in cultural translation of visual symbols. Modern semiotics can be 
seen as a method of interpreting literally everything we see or hear as a cultural 
code – as ‘anything that stands for something else’ (Chandler 2018).  

In this regard, online memorials have a lot of textual content; but they also 
include nonverbal elements with various meanings. The most typical such el-
ements are photographs and virtual candles. There are also many visual details 
that have special connotations. For example, a virtual memorial site has a spe-
cific layout depending on the overall theme of the memorial, while personal 
memorial pages can have elements related to age, gender, or the interests of 
the deceased. Pictures of flowers, hearts, and clouds in the sky are traditionally 
regarded as straightforward symbolic signifiers of the loss, of the funeral, of 
love, and of heaven, but photographs of the deceased that their relatives place 
on the memorial profiles can give a lot of specific details about the person. A 
war-veteran page usually contains a photograph of the deceased in a military 
uniform, with a page background that may include tanks or weapons; a child 
page is usually decorated with toys, ribbons, butterflies, and cheerful colours 
that can be associated with childhood. In addition, a particular style of deco-
ration represents the cultural background of the online service providers and 
service users. Angels and doves can be recognised as Christian faith symbols; 
pictures of Matryoshka dolls or Orthodox icons indicate a strong personal at-
tachment to Russian traditions. Poetry, song lyrics, GIFs, videos links, memes, 
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and other textual and visual materials are often used to add context and to 
contribute to the emotional atmosphere of the memorial. I try to take these 
nuances into account in this research, reading them through the lenses of se-
miotics and of discourse analysis, with the help of cultural and historical con-
textualisation. 

3.2.2 Cultural contextualisation 
This study covers very sensitive topics, so it is especially important to deal 
with all of the materials collected in accordance with the particular context, 
and not to take any statements for granted. Sorrow, depression, inner turmoil, 
and other strong emotions are expressed by the majority of the research sub-
jects of this dissertation, and their perception of reality is sometimes blurred 
or disoriented. They can confuse facts, or even demonstrate some accusatory 
behaviour, blaming others for their misfortune. Cultural contextualisation is 
helpful for explaining how critical phenomena such as unjust executions and 
other repressive practices became an accepted part of Russian society, and 
why mourning is performed the way that it is on memorial pages. It is im-
portant to stress that the same facts can be explained differently, depending 
both on a particular person’s background and on current political trends. Ac-
cording to the results of a survey conducted by the Levada Center, for instance, 
an independent Russian non-governmental sociological research organisation, 
the majority of Russians (70%) assess the role of Joseph Stalin in the life of 
their country positively. This is the top figure found in these surveys, which 
have been conducted since the 1990s (RBC 2019). To understand such an at-
titude, one must understand current tendencies in Russian politics, media, and 
culture. A better grasp of such nuances can be achieved through a cultural 
contextualisation, supported by an understanding of metaphors, cultural refer-
ences, signs and symbols, and things spoken and unspoken.  

The internet is always an embodied experience, which underlines the im-
portance of a reflexive and autoethnographic approach (Hine 2015: 87). Since 
I am Russian-born, my analysis in this research is inevitably rooted in a self-
reflective approach, which is the main source of my understanding of the local 
culture. As a result, the cultural analysis in this thesis ought to be helpful for 
mapping out the meanings of the content collected through virtual ethnogra-
phy – whether in the shape of recurrent key topics, symbols, images, phrases, 
and verbal or nonverbal responses – and to narrow it down to its main over-
arching concepts. 

3.2.3 Historical contextualisation  
Historical contextualisation focuses on the cultural and social setting of a par-
ticular event, framing it with other noticeable events in time or creating a chro-
nology that unveils the logic of what happened; and explaining the meanings, 
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phases, and characteristics of a phenomenon or process at a particular point in 
the past (Cronon 2009). The phenomenon examined in this particular study, 
death online in Russia, is approached here through three case studies involving 
events that took place in Russia over a long period of time, which had distinc-
tive preconditions, and which still continue to develop. Due to the different 
scales of these case studies, and the difference between the official and unof-
ficial narratives surrounding them, it has been especially important to examine 
how accurate the collected information is. In general, ‘historical data should 
be subjected to external criticism which is concerned with the authenticity of 
data, and internal criticism which deals with data accuracy’ (Neuman 2003: 
421). In the case of virtual ethnography, one especially challenging aspect of 
historical analysis concerns the traditional demands of this method, as a re-
searcher needs to separate primary and secondary historical sources from each 
other, and to try to eliminate biases and motivations that may affect the per-
ception of these sources (Thies 2002). This particular study is grounded in 
personal experiences that are naturally biased, and the themes covered in the 
case studies are sensitive not just emotionally but politically as well. Official 
media channels cannot be completely trusted as a primary source. As for dig-
ital media, the trustworthiness of web platforms and of social media sources 
can be verified only through cross-checking of facts. 

To be more specific, the three case studies in this dissertation have allowed 
me to explore my research topic over time – to examine both the evolution of 
digital tools and the historical changes in death culture in Russia. I have ob-
served online developments from the beginning of the 2000s (or before Web 
2.0) up until our current time. In particular, I have focused on: 

a) The Soviet period, which was characterised by repression as a part of 
governmental deterrence policy (Last Address, https://www.poslednya-
dres.ru/). 

b) The period following the foundation of the Russian Federation, which 
included the most mediated tragedy in the history of the country: the Nord-
Ost siege (Nord-Ost, http://nord-ost.org/). 

c) The current situation, with the rise of social-networking sites (Forever 
with Us, http://vechnosnami.ru/).  

In accordance with my research plan, I began with observations of particu-
lar web platforms. I learned the structures and read the available materials. I 
also did some research outside of these online platforms: historical and factual 
check-ups through history textbooks, encyclopaedias, academic publications, 
and additional references in media and social media. In general, my work was 
formed by reading a vast amount of secondary historical sources, which was 
especially important considering the change of public attitudes towards many 
historical events over time, as well as the lack of continuity of traditions and 
poor, or one-sided, media coverage. To make it easier for readers, I provide a 
short historical overview of the key events at the beginning of this dissertation 
(subsection 1.3). 
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3.2.4 Thematic analysis 
The main analytic part of my study – my cultural and existential analysis of 
the practices and contents of websites – is developed through the use of the-
matic qualitative analysis. Thematic analysis is useful for summarising key 
features of a large information set, as it forces a researcher to take a well-
structured approach to handling materials, helping to produce a clear and or-
ganised final report (King 2004).  

In this study, once I had clarified all of the materials through the tools of 
ethnography, I categorised my results in accordance with key themes and con-
cepts in existential philosophy and existential media studies (as previously de-
scribed, in subchapter 2.1). Then, striving to understand the feelings and ex-
periences of my research subjects, I started applying my thematic approach in 
a broad manner. Later, I narrowed down the general themes to more specific 
ones. I then clarified these themes through the specificity of context. The prac-
tical step-by step process by which I conducted my thematic analysis was in-
spired by an approach formulated by Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke 
(2006). I describe this approach in detail later, in subchapter 3.3: Process of 
thematic analysis. 

3.3 The research process. Online fieldwork and 
thematic analysis  

In the following section, I elaborate on the functionality of my approach. I first 
explain exactly how I worked with data collection, and how I analysed the 
empirical materials from websites. My initial task was to map out the overall 
landscape of memorial websites on the Russian-speaking internet. I soon re-
alised that such sites fall into certain distinctive groupings. Looking at these 
helped me to formulate the research questions, which in turn motivated my 
choice of particular case studies. In what follows I illustrate this co-evolution, 
or this reciprocal process of finding materials and formulating research ques-
tions. 

3.3.1 Entering the field and collecting materials 
The vast majority of memorial websites on the Russian-speaking internet are 
the officially supported historical archives, with materials from 1941–1945. 
This can be explained by the civil importance of those events for Russians. In 
the Russian language, the word ‘memorial’ (Russian: ‘мемориал’) is strongly 
associated with World War Two. In all cities and small villages there are war 
memorials – symbolic ‘Tombs of the Unknown Soldier’ – for those who did 
not come home in 1945. Almost every place that was involved in the Second 
World War has a museum dedicated to those sad events, and to the ‘protectors 
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of Fatherland’ from that particular area. Many of those museums have online 
pages that describe the museum, its objects, and the history behind it.8 Another 
group of memorial websites includes databases with names of soldiers from 
particular areas. On such pages, one can search for a specific surname and 
learn the war biography of particular persons – honours, war injuries, battles 
in which they participated – and see archive documents.9 These web archives 
were created in recent years in support of the governmental movement: the 
‘Immortal Regiment march’, a memorial march that takes place in every big 
city in Russia on 9 May, the official Victory Day for remembrance of Soviet 
soldiers. People can also find additional information about their war veterans 
on the abovementioned websites, or add more data about them. However, this 
attention dissolves in a day. In contrast, the link that appears first on all search 
engines any day after looking for ‘memorial’ in Russian leads to the page of a 
project of the same name www.memo.ru. Memorial is a Russian historical and 
civil-rights society that records and publishes documents from the Soviet Un-
ion’s totalitarian past, and collects data about people who died or disappeared 
as a result of the Stalinist repression. This website is much more popular than 
the previously mentioned ones (which only get visitors in May), with about 
6000 visitors per day (Alexa website statistics 2019). It has existed since 1998, 
and garnered a lot of public attention over the years. Memorial has received 
many international awards for its work in defence of human rights. It was 
nominated for the 2014 Nobel Peace Prize, and it has the rather rare status of 
a ‘foreign agent’ in Russia. Organisations that accept foreign funds and engage 
in ‘politically related activity’ are required by Russian law to register as ‘for-
eign agents’. This website (and the controversy around it) would be interesting 
to analyse, but it mostly consists of official documents and archival infor-
mation, and it is run by researchers and volunteers; so no actual mourning 
activity is performed on it. For this purpose there is the website Last Address, 
an independent crowdsourcing project that installs memorial signs on houses 
where people lived who were killed during the Soviet repression. The actions 
of the Last Address are strongly connected to Memorial, as every person fea-
tured in Last Address is listed and usually found through the Memorial ar-
chives. At the same time Last Address is personal: the website consists of 
memorial pages written by the people who ordered the memorial signs in ques-
tion, and each such page is full of personal biographical details, with an op-
portunity for persons visiting the website to engage on social media. Among 
memorial websites related to Soviet history, Last Address presents a unique 
case: unlike the official websites, its pages are written by the relatives and 

                               
8 See, for example, http://stalingrad-battle.ru/, https://victorymuseum.ru/. 
9 Such websites usually belong to a particular city or region, and are created by a local admin-
istration. Examples include: the Memory Book of the Ural region, http://memobook.midural.ru; 
Memory Book of Novosibirsk, http://sibmemorial.ru/; Memory Book of Volgograd, 
http://memorybook.volgadmin.ru; Book of Memory and Glory of Tatarstan, http://tatfrontu.ru; 
and many others. 
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friends who care, and it brings attention to a topic considered to be difficult 
and challenging in public discourse. Moreover, unlike other websites, Last 
Address and Memorial get a lot of attention in Russian media and abroad, and 
they are constantly discussed on social media. I chose Last Address for further 
research, due to its media visibility, the problematic character of the topic it 
takes up, and the highly person-centred nature of its content. Looking at this 
website furthermore helped me to formulate my research questions relating to 
digital existence and mourning.  

The next website choice, Nord-Ost, was motivated by my personal research 
interest. I knew I wanted to analyse the website dedicated to the Nord-Ost 
tragedy even before I applied for this doctoral position. This website is full of 
personal memorial pages, news, and legal papers related to the Moscow’s mu-
sical theatre siege in 2002, when 130 people died as a result of a terrorist attack 
and the following rescue operation. That theatre was located near my home, 
and I participated in every minute of that terrible event. Afterwards I followed 
all the news, as well as some personal stories of the Nord-Ost victims. This 
tragedy became personal to me; but, more importantly, I developed a deep 
knowledge of its details over the years, which allowed me to delve directly 
into the analysis, spending very little time establishing historical details about 
the event, of which I already knew. It is important to point out that this partic-
ular terrorist attack and its consequences were mediated extensively, being the 
first and as well as last hostage-taking in Russia that was broadcast live on 
television, day and night. Later it drew a response in Russian and foreign me-
dia because of its twofold character, when victims’ relatives blamed the gov-
ernment for unnecessary deaths. Moreover, in the history of the modern Rus-
sian Federation, which began in 1993, more than 2000 acts of terror took place 
in the country;10 however, none of them received a dedicated website.11 Nord-
Ost is the only existing memorial website in Russia that records actual per-
sonal memories about the victims of the terrorist attack. This naturally raises 
questions about the interaction between memory and politics in Russia. 

                               
10 See Hannah Ritchie, Joe Hasell, Cameron Appel, and Max Roser (2013), ‘Terrorism’. Pub-
lished online at OurWorldInData.org. https://ourworldindata.org/terrorism 
11 The only other terrorist attack that has a website memorial is the Beslan school hostage crisis. 
This took place in September 2004, and involved the taking of over 1000 hostages (including 
777 children). On the third day of the standoff, Russian security forces stormed the building 
with tanks, rockets, and other heavy weapons. 334 people (excluding the terrorists) were killed, 
including 186 children (BBC 2005). The Beslan terrorist attack remains the single biggest and 
most horrifying such event. Yet its victims are memorialised only on http://www.beslan.ru/, the 
official page of the city of Beslan. The main page of this website tells about the city and its 
administration, sightseeing attractions, and local industries. It also supplies a local transport 
map. In order to see a memorial page, one must click on the ‘We remember’ line at the end of 
the main website menu. There one finds a short description of the tragedy, and a long list of 
names with small photographs, many taken from school albums. No personal memories are 
related; there are no recollections from relatives or friends. Still, this is more than that provided 
for the victims of any other terrorist attacks. My search for other online memorials remained 
unsuccessful. 
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This selection of websites illustrates the difference between Russian online 
memorial culture and Western practices. In Europe and the USA, online me-
morial activities usually come down to websites where one can create a page 
for the beloved one – a person or even an animal – with text and images, and 
interact with other users. This is what I learned from the previous research on 
death online, and my initial aim was to study memorial activities of this kind 
on the Russian internet. The search engines, however, revealed a slightly dif-
ferent reality. With the goal of finding a similar platform in Russia, I searched 
for ‘create online memorial’ (Russian: ‘сoздать онлайн мемориал’), which 
turned up one top result: Forever with Us, a social network for mourners. Peo-
ple can register as mourners on this website, and then create as many memorial 
pages as needed, at the same time communicating with other users. This web-
site served my need for comparison to the Western analogues, as it has plenty 
of detailed memorial pages (including memorials for the Beslan terrorist at-
tack victims), together with some special features (such as religious and com-
mercial factors, as I discuss later). Again, much as in the previous cases, this 
website did not have any real competitors. The only another memorial website 
that existed at the time of my search in 2015–2016 was www.pomnipro.ru. 
This website has the same purpose: people create profiles for the deceased, so 
that their ‘actions, aspirations, hopes, and experiences can be reflected on one 
page’ (Pomnipro 2011). In reality, this website has very few memorial pro-
files, no communication between users, and an extremely low number of vis-
itors. Later some other memorial websites appeared, but all of them offered 
commercial services rather than social communication.12 No memorial pages 
are visible on these websites, there are no reviews from their customers, and 
the number of daily visitors does not exceed ten. 

To conclude, my choice of case studies was dictated by the straightforward 
situation on the Russian-speaking internet. My goal was to concentrate on the 
concept of repressed and tragic death, setting out from the history of this par-
ticular country and its biggest existential problems, and to find an analogue to 
Western memorial websites. But each type of website I found appeared to be 
unique, with no competitors. My choice was also motivated by pragmatism: I 
wanted to analyse platforms that are widely discussed in media or social me-
dia, and that have open access. The last reason was especially important. There 
may be more websites related to the themes I am interested in, but they have 
a closed membership and they are not visible through search engines. As for 
the websites I have chosen, I am positive I can ethically legitimise my use of 

                               
12 For instance, https://hranim.name/ is a funeral-management company website that offers all 
sorts of funeral-related services, including the possibility of creating an online memorial; how-
ever, no such memorials are actually presented on their webpage. Many more recent websites 
offer a QR-based solution: after paying a fee, a mourner can fill in a memorial page that will be 
accessible through the QR code, which should be attached to the gravestone 
(https://qrmemo.ru/, http://pamyat.online, https://vpamyati.info/, http://qr-online.memorial/ 
etc.). 
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them for observation and research, as they do not constitute closed communi-
ties. 

3.3.2 Online fieldwork 
My fieldwork took place over a period of approximately 3 years. During that 
time, I conducted research in phases: First, I concentrated on reading theory 
in the fields of online mourning, death studies, memory studies, online media 
research, and existential philosophy; and I looked at the websites, collecting 
empirical materials for the preliminary analysis. Then I concentrated on theory 
once more, building up my own theoretical framework and formulating main 
concepts. Then I went back to the ‘field’ again, putting theories to the test, and 
deciding on how to approach my informants. With an eye to conducting inter-
views, I looked for people who produce meaningful content and who are also 
willing to communicate. At the same time, I thought hard about the ethical 
challenges that arise for the researcher in the field of death online. I continued 
to assemble materials and approach people with questions during the whole 
process of drafting chapters and preparing my Ethical Board application. As a 
result, some aspects of my methodological approach changed. Already at the 
start I decided to minimise any use of actual participation techniques, and I 
did not create any user profiles on the websites. I did not announce my pres-
ence blatantly, only notifying the website’s owners instead. I followed the 
websites and their social media pages, and tracked down all mentions of these 
online projects in media and public discussions. I selected materials for trans-
lation and further analysis, and contacted their authors for permission to trans-
late. The digital sphere changes constantly, so new information was coming 
regularly, and some profiles were deleted by their owners. Luckily, however, 
none of the websites in question changed its design, and the vast majority of 
the content stayed the same – only growing in volume. 
 
Last Address  
www.poslednyadres.ru is a civic initiative to commemorate the victims of re-
pression in the Soviet Union. The website was created in 2014, and today it 
gets about 150 visitors daily, with 61% of them being located in Russia (Alexa 
website statistics 2020). I checked this website three to four times each week 
from 2016 to 2018. I kept tabs on the corresponding Facebook page, and I 
monitored mentions of the project in the media in order not to miss any news. 
I checked the keywords ‘last address’ and ‘Soviet repression’ monthly through 
the search engines Google.ru and Yandex.ru. Overall, I have read more than 
200 personal stories from the website ‘Memorials’ segment. I began to discern 
and then to analyse the main themes that these memorial pages cover. I also 
looked into the materials published about the Last Address in Russia and 
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abroad, as this project attracted a lot of attention due to its political im-
portance.13  
 
Nord-Ost 
http://nord-ost.org/ is a memorial website devoted to the victims of the Nord-
Ost siege (or the Moscow theatre hostage crisis) in October 2002, when a mu-
sical theatre building was taken over by terrorists for three days, and 130 peo-
ple died. Today the website gets about 74 visitors daily, with 87% of them 
being located in Russia (Alexa website statistics 2020). I have examined all 
130 memorial profiles for the victims, together with commentaries, related 
social media pages, and media coverage. My analysis of the website comple-
mented by official media publications: both the most recent ones, directly 
from the news sources; and the most popular ones, which appear on the first 
pages of Yandex.ru and Google.ru search engines when one looks for ‘Nord-
Ost’. I also watched television broadcasts on the anniversary dates. An inter-
view with the owner of the Nord-Ost.org website provided some complemen-
tary and clarifying details. It is important to note that all memorial profiles 
were created in 2002–2005, before the social media era. Some texts were even 
sent to the website owner as manuscripts – which made it very hard to contact 
their authors, as the email addresses that found online appeared to be too old. 
For this reason, together with ethical considerations, all collected and trans-
lated materials are anonymised. However, I use a quote from Svetlana Guba-
reva, the creator of Nord-Ost.org and the main editor of ‘The Memorial Book 
of Lost Hostages’, without altering her name. The names of all other victims 
and commentators are altered, due to ethical considerations. All identifiable 
parts of their narratives (locations, organisations, etc.) are deleted for the sake 
of personal privacy.14 
 
Forever with Us  
http://vechnosnami.ru/ is a Russian online memorial network with a variety of 
interaction possibilities: one can create one’s own social media profile as a 
mourner; one can add an unlimited number of memorials to it; one can talk to 
other users; and one can post pictures, stories, and updates. The current num-
ber of memorials is about 6000, and the number is constantly growing. The 
                               
13 I presented my preliminary findings at the Mnemonics Summer School of 2017 at Goethe 
University in Frankfurt, in a presentation entitled: ‘The “Last Address” Project: The Social, 
Digital and Existential Dynamics of Resurrecting Memories of the Repressed Dead’. 
14 I presented my preliminary findings at the Mnemonics Summer School of 2016 at the Uni-
versity of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, in a presentation entitled: ‘The Nord-Ost Theatre 
Siege: Forgetting the National Trauma — Personalising the Loss Online’. This turned into a 
chapter entitled: ‘Digital Post-Scarcity Versus Default Amnesia: Russian Political Existence 
and the Online Resurrection of Memories of the Dead at the Nord-Ost Theatre Siege’, co-writ-
ten with Amanda Lagerkvist, in Communicating Memory & History (Park & Maurantonio 
2019). 
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website was created in 2009, and today it gets about 260 visitors daily, with 
93% of them being located in Russia (Alexa website statistics 2020). I visited 
the website three to four times each week from 2016 to 2019. I checked the 
main page and the website’s forum, subscribed to their social media pages for 
daily updates, and looked through 250 memorial pages. Unlike two other web-
sites, http://vechnosnami.ru/ includes a significant amount of visual material 
instead of text: pictures of flowers, angels, and presents; and small images of 
various items, such as clothing, cars, food, etc. My goal was to understand the 
choice of such images, and to follow the process of purchasing presents. In 
order to do so, I created a memorial profile anonymously. I also checked the 
functionality of the website from the user’s perspective.15 

3.3.3 The process of the thematic analysis 
As mentioned earlier, the concrete step-by step procedure through which I 
conducted my thematic analysis was inspired by a six-step approach formu-
lated by Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke (2006). During the first step, I 
read and re-read the materials, taking notes and marking ideas for coding. I 
kept in mind that a theme for a future analysis should ‘capture something im-
portant about the data in relation to the research question, and represent some 
level of patterned response or meaning within the data set’ (Braun & Clarke 
2006: 10). For me, stage one started even before my dissertation plan got ap-
proved. I noticed obvious recurrences of particular phrasings and emotional 
responses on the first ten memorial pages I read, and I continued to look for 
patterns of similar meaning and issues of potential interest while exploring 
websites, media publications, and social media pages. I collected quotes, ex-
clamations, and emotional phrases. My mental map of keywords was growing 
daily, with post-it notes on the wall, pieces of paper in the kitchen, and mes-
sages to myself on social media. 

The second phase consisted of generating initial codes, ‘the most basic seg-
ment, or element, of the raw data or information that can be assessed in a 
meaningful way regarding the phenomenon’ (Boyatzis 1998: 63). I organised 
all ideas, keywords, and potential themes into meaningful groups (Tuckett 
2005). After collecting materials, I attempted to code them during the first half 
year of my research. Afterwards I altered my coding and added new materials, 
as the amount of content was growing. Back then, I separated all my findings 
into big groups, according to their essential messages: emotional exclama-
tions, storytelling, political statements, calls for help, grateful acknowledge-
ments, etc. Still, I knew these groups of codes were not my final future themes, 
as very often they intersected; and I continued my exploration. 

                               
15 I presented my preliminary findings at the DORS3 conference at Aarhus University in 2017, 
in a presentation entitled: ‘Mothers Mourning Together: Online Memorial as a Social Network’. 
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During the third phase, I merged different codes into potential themes, ‘and 
sub-themes, and all extracts of data that have been coded in relation to them’ 
(Braun & Clarke 2006: 20). At this stage, I needed to decide how my different 
codes combined, forming an overarching theme. I started to feel the signifi-
cance of particular themes, as I saw them in almost every new memorial I 
read; thus my merging of codes was based on my intuition and a long time 
spent ‘in the field’. For instance, I saw very clearly that all of the materials 
could be separated into three big groups, in accordance with their importance 
on a personal, a communal, and a national level respectively. 

Phase four consisted of editing the themes. I eliminated some potential 
themes, while merging others into each other. At this step, I needed to ‘con-
sider the validity of individual themes in relation to the data set’ (Braun & 
Clarke 2006: 21). This stage turned into the most challenging and time-con-
suming part of my thematic analysis. I was very careful, comparing different 
materials, personal experiences, and publication formats. My case studies, af-
ter all, were of three different websites with varied audiences, goals, and (es-
sentially) topics. Still, some things were the same in all cases, and these factors 
– namely coping with mourning and grief, a sense of unfairness, discontent 
with regulators, and an emphasis on Russian mentality and traditions – al-
lowed me to define final themes. In this stage I also deleted themes of an ex-
clusively personal character, which were recurring very often but which did 
not send any messages relevant to my study; for example: ‘how unfair it is 
that…’ and ‘I never again will be able to (kiss her, see him, play the piano)’, 
etc. 

Phase five consisted of clearly defining and naming themes that that I had 
finalised during phase four, keeping in mind that ‘it is important to consider 
how it fits into the broader overall “story” that you are telling about your data, 
in relation to your research question or questions, to ensure there is not too 
much overlap between themes’ (Braun & Clarke 2006: 21). Naturally, phase 
six has been about writing up these findings, which will be presented in chap-
ter 5: Conclusion. 

3.4 Ethics and self-reflexivity 
A researcher must respond to the needs and wishes of informants, and to the 
requirements of ethical-board decisions. In this section, I explain how the 
topic of this research and some particular qualities of its study objects were 
made the process of research rather complicated, and even hazardous. I also 
reflect on the general approach to research ethics in the area of ethnography, 
and of virtual ethnography in particular. There are different attitudes to the 
issue of privacy and publicness online, and to the question of the researcher’s 
presence and responsibilities; however, all scholars are agreed that the ethical 
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goal is to minimise the risk of traumatising informants on every possible level 
(AoIR 2002). 

Classic ethnographic field studies can be very sensitive, since researchers 
must find a way to access a study group and to interact with people while 
presenting themselves and describing the purpose of their study. Virtual eth-
nography affords many advantages to a researcher, limiting face-to-face con-
tact and allowing him/her to stay invisible behind the computer screen in a 
comfortable chair; however, it also entails problems relating to ethics, access, 
and privacy. 

The Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR) is a learned society dedi-
cated to the advancement of the transdisciplinary field of internet studies. It 
has helped scholars deal with insecurities in online research since 1999.16 The 
AoIR Guide on Ethical Online Research asks the researcher a number of ques-
tions. Answering these questions enables one to see the tasks and dangers of 
the study more clearly, and to reach better ethical decisions. I would like to 
highlight four clusters of such questions that have influenced the overall ethi-
cal approach in this study. 

First, in the case of websites that are open for all users, in contrast to closed 
forums or social media pages, AoIR Guide asks whether users regard their 
interaction as public or private: ‘What are the ethical expectations users attach 
to the venue in which they are interacting, particularly around issues of pri-
vacy?’ (AoIR 2012: 8).  

This is a purely situational matter, so the question must be answered on a 
case-to-case basis. Sometimes users of a small forum feel their online space is 
private enough, and they may get surprised when learning that it is not true. 
Many people still do not realise that their open-access publications can be 
found, copied, and distributed. This can be harmful, or at least emotionally 
disturbing. For this reason, researchers should make their presence visible to 
the users of open-access websites, giving them the opportunity to analyse their 
online behaviour on that particular platform and to decide if the data they 
shared publicly should remain public. However, this argument does not con-
sider all types of online media space. Sometimes a public announcement of 
the researcher’s presence can be considered unwelcome, especially in a com-
munity of people who suffer, who feel victimised, and who are already trau-
matised by their life situation. They can feel degraded further by being ob-
served like an inanimate ‘research subject’. This factor creates a dilemma for 
a researcher who must choose between visibility and non-interference (I have 
chosen the latter), and it leads to the next group of AoIR questions. 

A second important potential ethical problem is that the research itself may 
entail significant ethical risks for the research subject(s): ‘What is the potential 
harm or risk for individuals, for online communities, for researchers, for re-
search?’ (AoIR 2012: 10).  
                               
16 More information available at: https://aoir.org/ 
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This question is especially challenging, as it has to do with future insecuri-
ties. If the research concerns illegal matters or deals with actions that some 
may consider a punishable offense, it is the researcher’s responsibility to anon-
ymise all data sources. In other cases, it can be difficult to say whether the 
information collected by the researcher might be turned into a weapon in the 
future. Sometimes, as in this study, individuals communicating online are al-
ready acting in a state of ‘vulnerability and harm’ – searching for support, 
feeling stressed or depressed. They are also bringing up topics that are not 
generally thought welcome in public discourse, or which are viewed askance 
by political authorities. Thus, it seemed reasonable in this study to be over-
cautious and to make sure all information and identities are protected, unless 
informants have given direct permission for their words and persona to be 
made public. 

This leads to the third cluster of questions. These are associated with the 
individual qualities of the research subjects, and their attitude towards being 
private or public: ‘Might individuals be upset or object to having their writing 
or speech anonymised, preferring to remain known and public in any pub-
lished results?’ (AoIR 2012: 10). 

This problem cannot be solved in any other way than by asking the partic-
ular person in question. Different people can have opposite opinions in the 
exact same situation. One person may prefer to be anonymised, or even not 
mentioned at all; another may want to be as visible as possible, with his/her 
name and perhaps even photograph published. It all depends on their character 
and needs. This motivates the researcher to approach every potential inform-
ant with this question before using materials, even if they are openly accessi-
ble online. That is how I proceeded in this study. It should be added that those 
who seek attention are usually amply presented online already – with their 
social media pages and contact emails being accessible for communication – 
as they are naturally social or interested in publicising themselves. 

Finally, the fourth cluster of questions concerns the issue of cross-cultural 
awareness: ‘Different nations and cultures enjoy diverse legal protections and 
traditions of ethical decision-making <…> What are the ethical traditions of 
researchers’ and/or author/participants’ cultures or countries?’ (AoIR 2002: 
6-8; AoIR 2012: 9).  

This question is especially important for this thesis, which deals with peo-
ple from Russian-speaking countries, who carry the Soviet Union’s cultural 
baggage and traditions, with their disregard for most human rights. Consent, 
privacy, and ownership of intellectual property are still somehow alien con-
cepts for the majority of Russians. In many cases they do not see themselves 
as owners of their own data, or at least do not believe they can control its flow. 
They see online content as communal – something that does not belong to 
anyone, or which is owned by the website that publishes it. For example, the 
majority of Russians say that the state (35%) and banks (32%) are responsible 
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for the safety of the personal data of citizens who conduct financial transac-
tions; only 14% of Russians place the responsibility on themselves (VCIOM 
2017). The same applies online: the majority do not realise their own respon-
sibility for the content they produce, and they are willing to shift this respon-
sibility to an authority that will make decisions for them and take control over 
their data. In my research, the vast majority of informants stated that their 
online publications belong to the websites where they are published – or even 
to the internet. 

Additional ethical sensitivity and responsibility are necessary for a re-
searcher when dealing with people who are emotionally traumatised. Confi-
dentiality and privacy became an especially important issue in research on 
mourning and memorialisation, among other things because many people in 
grief do not necessarily comprehend the number of personal details they are 
publicly sharing on memorial websites. For example, it is possible to ‘google’ 
every memorial page from the websites I examined simply by looking for the 
name of the deceased. This also yields more information about the family and 
friends of that person, often including their full names, hometowns, dates of 
birth. All of the websites I have research have open public access, and the 
majority of their users seem to understand that their communication is not pri-
vate. Moreover, the vast majority of them manifest a desire to be heard, and 
for those they mourn to be remembered by as many people as possible. 

Personally, I would argue that the level of ‘openness’ of every website can 
be learned from the design of its community and the narratives of its users. In 
an open community, everyone can see the messages and participate in the in-
teractions, so members should understand that all messages can be read by a 
wider audience; therefore, there is no need to gain informed consent from 
every individual before observing and collecting data (based on Paccagnella 
1997). It is enough to announce one’s presence to the website owners. Indeed, 
after receiving my notifications, the owners explained to me that their websites 
are open to public access, and I can do anything I want with the content as 
long as I cite the original source. Nevertheless, when utilising such data fur-
ther, the researcher must reflect on its content. If produced materials contain 
personal information and can potentially violate individuals, today or in the 
future, all of the details must be confirmed and approved by one’s informants 
– or anonymised. This is how materials collected for this thesis were handled. 

In my application to the research-ethics committee,17 which formed part of 
a larger application from the project ‘Existential Terrains: Memory and Mean-
ing in Cultures of Connectivity’, I discussed my research questions, potential 

                               
17 In Sweden, most scholars must gain approval from institutional ethical-review boards before 
conducting research. In the case of research performed by ‘Existential Terrains’ project partic-
ipants, such approval was especially vital, as we were dealing with extremely sensitive topics. 
In order to be as ethically correct as possible, the Existential Terrains project leader, Amanda 
Lagerkvist, invited a special scientific advisor on digital-media ethics, Charles Ess, to consult 
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participants in the research, selection processes for participants, the collection 
of empirical materials, my methods of analysis, and my complete research 
schedule. I also discussed how the anonymity and confidentiality of partici-
pants would be achieved, and how the research data would be protected during 
and after the completion of research. It was concluded by me and my supervi-
sors that this study would be mostly based on analysis of digital resources. 
Where the particular websites used in this study were concerned, their owners 
allowed me to collect information from their platforms on the basis of the fact 
that all three sources are open and require no specific registration in order to 
see the content. Nevertheless, during the website-discourse analysis and 
presentation of my findings, all private information was anonymised, and the 
results were presented in such a way that individual statements could not be 
linked to a particular individual. All private names of the dead, of survivors, 
or of mourning relatives have been replaced by pseudonyms, and all publica-
tions have been anonymised as much as possible in terms of geographical co-
ordinates and the like. The fact that the content is translated from Russian also 
makes it very difficult to trace or identify any of the people active on the web 
memorials. However, journalists, bloggers, celebrities, and other public fig-
ures have kept their names. In the future, any reproduced material based on 
the research data – such as research publications, presentations, and books – 
will follow the pseudonyms, and no references will be subsequently made to 
the original content. 

In order to obtain permission to use the content for translation and analysis, 
I contacted a number of people. My addressees were: 1) the website owners, 
and 2) active users of the websites http://nord-ost.org/, 
https://www.poslednyadres.ru/, and http://vechnosnami.ru/. I approached 
them with emails, asking for the right to translate the published materials. If 
they agreed, I then offered them a choice as to whether I would use their real 
names and real facts from their memorials, or would instead alter that infor-
mation in order to protect their identity. The majority did not reply at all. The 
six who did allowed me to do the translation. None asked me to alter their 
names, but two wanted me to keep their real names and facts from their me-
morials. The other four were concise and simply agreed to be translated. In 
view of the topic of my research, it was decided I would anonymise all private 
information nonetheless. The question of potential future harm, after all, re-
mains open and especially topical, given the notorious record of radical polit-
ical change and repression in Russia. 
                               
with us on many topics. She also initiated meetings with the ‘Reference Group’, which con-
sisted of experts from various organisations and sectors of society who specialise in mourning 
and grief. These experts gave annual feedback to the research team, and I used their remarks in 
my work on this dissertation, together with the regular feedback from the Existential Terrains 
research group. Most importantly, all ethical aspects of this work were approved by the Re-
gional Ethics Board of Stockholm (dnr 2016/77-31 & dnr 2017/1305-32), which directed the 
project. 
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It is important to highlight once more that none of the websites I studied is 
a closed community; all data is openly visible online, and accessible through 
all search engines. At the same time, the topics that people share on those 
pages are highly emotional and sensitive, so the active presence of an outsider 
– some researcher who wants to inspect and to analyse – is not always wel-
come.  

When studying text-based environments, researchers often find it useful to 
use patterns of discourse to locate their study (Markham 2005). A situation of 
invisibility provides an opportunity for collecting ‘natural’ data, as the inform-
ants are not aware of their informant status and hence do not modify their 
behaviour. In line with the requirements of the ethical board, my participation 
never took the form of a verbal presence on websites. I was thus able to avoid 
disturbing the natural environment, which is highly emotional and sensitive 
towards ‘intruders’. As for the above-mentioned AoIR questions – ‘Do partic-
ipants in this environment assume/believe that their communication is pri-
vate?’, and ‘How are the concepts of “vulnerability” and “harm” being oper-
ationalized in the study?’, – I decided after long-term observation and many 
hours of reflection not to announce my presence to the entire audience of the 
websites, but instead to address a number of carefully selected individuals. 

This is a paradox for a researcher to face: people share their feelings on the 
open online platform, using their real names and real photos, but some of them 
do not at all care for the idea of an intruder – a ‘non-mourner’, especially a 
curious journalist or a dispassionate researcher – whereas any compassionate 
stranger, a fellow mourner, is welcomed as a good friend. My experiences are 
confirmed by AoIR: people may talk freely in online public spaces and 
‘acknowledge that the substance of their communication is public, but [think] 
that the specific context in which it appears implies restrictions on how that 
information is – or ought to be – used by other parties’ (AoIR 2012: 7). Data 
aggregators or search tools make information accessible to a wider public than 
what might have been originally intended. This indicates the high sensitivity 
and vulnerability of this particular field, where ethnographers must be very 
careful, emphatic and self-reflective, realising that their research tools are lim-
ited. 

3.4.1 Limitations and possibilities of the approach 
According to some researchers, a major limitation of virtual ethnographic 
studies in general is that the field of such research is the online context only 
(Teli, Pisanu, & Hakken 2007). Christine Hine (2000) formulated three par-
ticular limitations affecting internet research: a) changes in the role of time 
and space, b) changes in communication, and с) changes in the role of social 
media. In this dissertation, as in any other study done mostly through the in-
ternet, the researcher’s tools are limited, because online interaction mostly 
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takes place in a written form, and it transforms the patterns of traditional in-
terpersonal communication. Researchers and study subjects do not meet face-
to-face, so some layers of meaning may be missed, such as gestures, body 
language, facial expressions, or tone of speech (Sade-Beck 2004). At the same 
time, online communication forms its own unique language, with such new 
tools as emojis, memes, and other audio and visual materials that demonstrate 
the subtlest nuances of emotion in a way that can sometimes be missed in a 
face-to-face discussion. Moreover, researchers and informants can interact 
while being in different time zones; there is no restriction for meetings, as they 
can happen literally anywhere and at any time – online. Of course, certain 
broad limitations are valid for both online and offline ethnographers. Collect-
ing data, for instance, usually takes a lot of time. There is also a risk research-
ers will become too accustomed and even get compromised in the study – 
getting too involved and becoming group participants themselves (Creswell 
& Poth 2018). The internet also presents many methodological complications 
for ethnographers due to its complex structure, which makes it difficult to fo-
cus on a specific object or to pick a particular time, place, or group of people 
for research (Jones 1999). Most importantly, as discussed earlier, ethical con-
siderations play a significant role in all methodological choices. They can be 
reduced to a simple formula: ‘Do no harm’ (AoIR 2012). For instance, the 
problem of public versus private attitudes definitely limits the researcher’s ca-
pabilities. The boundaries between public and private in the online world are 
not clear (Markham 2012; Roberts, Smith, & Pollock 2008), as users of online 
communities sometimes share their personal information openly, while at the 
same time expecting their communication online to be treated as private data; 
many assume that online communities are private spaces and that researchers 
should gain informed consent before engaging in observation (Thomsen, 
Straubhaar, & Bolyard 1998). Alternatively, some scholars understand all 
online communities as located in public space (Pfeil & Zaphiris 2010). This 
topic gives rise to a lot of ethical predicaments, which can be solved only on 
a case-by-case basis, as demonstrated earlier. 

One core objective of ethnography as a way of investigating cultures is to 
reveal complexity; hence, both traditional and virtual forms of ethnography 
must always integrate the relevant context. In this particular study, therefore, 
I went beyond observing webpages and their participants, by adding relevant 
historical and cultural background. Through my thematic analysis, I was able 
to systematise my findings and to add new layers to our understanding. My 
actual experience of the analysed situations, together with my understanding 
of the local cultural traditions, helped me to develop my interpretations and to 
refine my themes. The fact that I belong to this particular culture, I hope, adds 
depth and richness to my research. Finally, of course, not all relevant topics 
have been covered. There are many potentially relevant topics in connection 
with online mourning that I have not covered exhaustively, among them the 
relationship between online and offline communication, between digital and 
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material interaction, and between religious and atheistic ritual.18 Instead I con-
centrate on the qualities of a new digital culture of connectivity, and the ways 
in which it changes human lifeworlds existentially. 

                               
18 In this dissertation, I consider the question of digital versus material not as an opposition, but 
rather as a spectrum of forms and experiences. This is in line with how I interpret my case 
studies: they are digital, material, political, and existential all at the same time. In this I defy the 
dichotomy between online and offline communication, between digital and material interaction. 
I namely understand this contrast as partially anachronistic, and not as determinative in the 
modern world of global digitalisation. However, I focus here mainly on what digital interaction 
offers to cultures of grief and commemoration. 
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4 Case studies 

This chapter is devoted to three case studies. It unwraps the stories I followed 
for years, bringing in the special atmosphere of the existential spaces of 
mourning by describing the websites and their content. It highlights their char-
acter and the main topics of discussion, and provides analysis. Each subchap-
ter is structured a bit differently since the three projects, their websites, and 
the history behind them all vary. For instance, the Last Address project has 
engendered important discussions on Facebook and on other websites, which 
are included in the following discussion. For Nord-Ost, social media blogs are 
taken into account, together with some mainstream media channels. Finally, 
Forever with Us is not analysed purely as a memorial website, but rather to-
gether with its associated forum and additional special services. 

In general, the case studies have a similar composition. A preface and an 
introduction open each one, and the main argument of the particular case study 
is presented. The second section focuses on historical context, supported by 
theory, and tells the short background story of the project/website itself. The 
third section, named after the website in question, provides a detailed descrip-
tion of said website, illustrating basic navigation through the online space and 
explaining its interface and rules. The fourth section concentrates on the ma-
terials, which I bring to life through quotations grouped and explained accord-
ing to emerging themes. The fifth section addresses secondary materials that 
are found outside of the memorial pages, but which shed valuable new light 
on the case study in question. The sixth part provides commentary, interpre-
tation, analysis, and explanation. It does so in line with theory and the main 
existential concepts developed in this thesis, and provides the basis for an-
swering my research questions. 

4.1 Last Address 
This case study interrogates the many meanings of connective presence in the 
mending of broken memories, via the joint glueing of place to trauma and the 
digital resurrection of repressed memories of the dead. Last Address is an in-
dependent crowdsourcing project that installs memorial signs on houses where 
people who were killed during the Soviet repression once lived. It brings at-
tention to a topic that is considered taboo in Russian public discourse. In the 
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following, I demonstrate the workings of memorialisation online on this web-
site, interrogating how the politics of default amnesia – which is usually trig-
gered by violence – leads to serious psychological trauma which has the po-
tential to be cured and mended via connective presence. This case discloses 
how digital memorialisation is deeply integrated into the connective lifeworld, 
as well as how it plays a vital role in achieving a sense of existential security, 
as it can turn into momentous existential media (Lagerkvist 2016b) for moral 
action. I will show that digital memories of repression are existential, because 
they involve laying claims to remember relatives who existed but who were 
deleted due to violent political events, and who now have gotten reconnected. 
I argue that, in the Russian case, it is impossible to separate the ‘existential’ 
from the ‘political’: I propose, therefore, to use the term ‘politico-existential’. 

4.1.1 Introduction. Repressed death 
In August 1941, my great-grandfather, Leonty Briskin, was taken from his 
home in the middle of the night in the Soviet Siberian city of Barnaul. <…> 
Leonty was tried by a “troika” — an extrajudicial commission authorized to 
sentence defendants without a full trial — and judged to be an “enemy of the 
people,” for which he received a sentence of 10 years of imprisonment. He was 
rehabilitated during the Khrushchev Thaw in 1956, when his case was re-
viewed and closed for lack of criminal offense. <…> He had died in prison in 
Novosibirsk on February 29, 1944. (Tabarovsky 2016) 

 
One day late in 1937, Joseph Stalin’s secret police, the NKVD, snatched Sht-
ernberg from his Moscow apartment. He spent the next two months being in-
terrogated and tortured. On December 19, 1937, the NKVD ordered him shot. 
<…> His wife spent five years in a labour camp, and was allowed to return to 
Moscow only after Stalin’s death; Shternberg’s daughter fled Russia with her 
family in 1972, eventually settling in New York City. What had happened be-
fore was rarely mentioned. There was so much silence in our family… A dense 
silence. (Sneider 2015) 

 
The war for memory becomes explicit. One of the war fronts is open right now 
– against the Last Address. Because its plaques are giving back memory. 
(Kolesnikov 2018) 

Even if we remember things personally as individuals, remembering is always 
social, as this process is constructed through communication: ‘Memory is a 
collective function’ (Halbwachs 1992[1925]: 183). We memorise things as we 
experience them in a particular situation, surrounded by our friends and fam-
ily, or through discussing it with our close ones, while being ‘connected’ and 
‘present’ in the moment. Often we recollect some details from our childhood 
based on stories that our parents told us, or even remember some events only 
because they have been recalled many times at the dinner table. Moreover, 
memory is a societal and collective phenomenon in terms of being shaped 
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within the framework of social groups. Hence, the same event can be under-
stood differently among different cultural, professional, social, and age 
groups. In this regard, based on Halbwachs’ concept of collective memory, Jan 
and Aleida Assmann examined the organisation and content of collective 
memories and separated collective memory into two distinct parts: communi-
cative memory and cultural memory (Assmann 1995: 126). Always personal 
and temporal, communicative memory is limited in time by generations who 
keep particular memories ‘alive’. In this way, memories of repression in the 
USSR were successfully ‘killed’ by fear and silence through the politics of 
default amnesia, where even the closest of relatives did not share their family 
stories with each other. At the same time, cultural memory, collected in mem-
oirs and novels, helped people to break the silence of self-censorship and to 
find the right words to discuss their personal tragedies.19 It did not work, how-
ever, in the case of families who remained in denial about the repression, rep-
resenting only one side of the tragic broken memory culture in the nation. 

The absence of information and of public discussion about the Stalinist 
purges has resulted in the formation of generations of people who do not know 
about this tragic page in Russian history, or who underestimate its scale. Con-
trasting initiatives are currently under way in Russia on this matter, in the form 
of citizen journalism and volunteer projects that literally ‘bring memory back’. 
People are finally starting to talk openly about their disappeared relatives, try-
ing to learn what happened to them and to get justice, at least post-mortem. 
There are numerous blogs, forums, and special projects, but Last Address is 
the first crowdsourced initiative that spreads such memorial activities across 
different countries in a highly tangible and noticeable way, thereby serving 
the collective and social function of memory. In this case study, I demonstrate 
the workings of memorialisation online by mobilising the concept of the pol-
itics of default amnesia, which covers all the other forms of forgetting dis-
cussed in the theory chapter that include a political aspect (Connerton 2008; 
Assmann 2014). I show how the unavoidable lack of forgetting in the online 
environment can seriously alter modern memory work, and how the newly 
achieved connective presence can offer the bereaved some means of coping 
that work against the politics of default amnesia, on both communicative and 
cultural levels in the Russian Federation. 

4.1.2 Historical background. A dense silence of memories  
Over the course of the history of the Soviet Union, tens of millions of people 
fell victim to political repression, which was used as an instrument of state 
punishment after the October Revolution in 1917. It was officially ended by 
the Thaw, the historical period of relative liberalisation after Stalin’s death, 
from 1953 to 1964. The repression reached its peak in 1937–1938, when 1.3 
                               
19 For examples, see the works of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and Varlam Shalamov. 
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million people were put on trial for ‘counterrevolutionary crimes’, and half of 
them were shot (Monaghan 2015). At that time, the concept of the ‘enemy of 
the people’ was a part of everyday life. The NKVD (the secret police) prac-
ticed torture, carried out summary executions, sent people to labour camps, 
and stripped them of citizen’s rights. Needless to say, there was no official 
information about repression during Soviet times. The topic was taboo even 
in personal discussions among family members, let alone colleagues or 
friends, in accordance with the unspoken rule of the politics of default amnesia 
(cf. chapter 2: Theory). As a result, Soviet society was split into two groups: 
those who had experienced repression in their own families, and those who 
knew nothing of this phenomenon. 

Everything changed in the mid-1980s, when Mikhail Gorbachev launched 
a new political programme, Glasnost. Glasnost was ‘a sweeping project of 
public truth-seeking. <…> Newly published memoirs, archival findings and 
popular histories documented the processes, institutions and personalities of 
the Soviet terror in unprecedented detail’ (Etkind 2014: 17). The Law on Re-
habilitation of Victims of Political Repression was promulgated in 1991. Ac-
cess to classified NKVD files was given only to the family members of people 
who had suffered repression, but it was still a big change for the whole country 
(Khubova 1994). 

Sadly, this topic disappeared from the media agenda after a couple of years 
of active attention. Perestroyka and the following economic disaster forced 
people to prioritise their daily needs, in a fight for survival. Apparently, in the 
post-Soviet space, communist crimes were considered irrelevant by the ma-
jority of Russians: ‘[T]he problem is not ignorance, but rather indifference, or 
an intentional desire to ignore the dark sides of the Soviet past’ (Khazanov 
2008: 294). Nowadays the personal and national impact of repression remains 
mostly unaddressed. In part this can be explained by the deep trauma that peo-
ple suffered on an individual level, and in part by the long-term taboo on dis-
cussing these matters that applied on a collective level. Recently, the descend-
ants of repressed people have started talking about their family tragedies 
online, trying to learn the reasons for deportations and deaths. Online, it has 
become possible to overcome the individual inability to raise this traumatising 
topic, and public attention can be drawn to it through the new, open, and social 
media channels. 

A good example of this ambiguous process – of a grassroots online initia-
tive versus official silencing – is a project called Memorial. Memorial is ‘an 
international historical, educational, human rights and charitable society’ that 
was established in Moscow in 1992 (Memorial 2020). Memorial collects tes-
timonies about Soviet repression and conducts research on the history of the 
Gulag, repression in the USSR, socialist opposition to the Soviet regime, po-
litical prisoners and dissidents, and protests against contemporary violations 
of human rights. Originally this organisation did research on political repres-
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sion in the USSR, and provided legal support to those who had suffered re-
pression. Later, in 2000, a website with databases of repressed people was 
created as a result of its research: www.memo.ru. Volunteers collected and 
systematised information from various governmental sources that limited ac-
cess, such as the KGB archives, the Federal Security Service, civil-registration 
systems, and others. Today www.memo.ru is continuing to grow, helping 
more and more people to learn about the final years in the lives of their disap-
peared relatives. However, this development is attracting the attention of the 
Russian government as an unwanted activity. In 2014, Memorial was declared 
a ‘foreign agent’ under Russian law, and Russia's Justice Ministry accused it 
of ‘undermining the foundations of the constitutional order of the Russian 
Federation’ (BBC 2015). This official attitude makes the work of the Memo-
rial’s volunteers more difficult in some respects, but it also strengthens their 
determination to inform Russian citizens about what exactly they are doing 
and why it is important. 

4.1.3 Last Address. The website 
In 2014, a crowdsourcing project for commemorating the victims of Soviet 
repression was created: Last Address. It follows the goals of Memorial, mak-
ing its activities more visible. It seeks to make a memorial plate for each per-
son from the memo.ru database. An interested individual should apply through 
the website and pay a fee, after which volunteers will run a legal check-up and 
get all the official approvals., A small commemorative plaque will then be 
installed on the home known as the last residence of the person who had been 
taken by the KGB. The plate has a special design: it is a small stainless-steel 
plaque that always provides the same information: the name of the repressed 
person, together with his/her profession, date of birth, date of arrest, date of 
death, and date of exoneration. A square hole in the plaque symbolises a miss-
ing photo, for a life that disappeared. Each commemorative plaque is dedi-
cated to one person only, with the project operating according to the motto: 
‘One name, one life, one sign.’ The idea is to make plates personal, as opposed 
to the Soviet tradition of communal graves. After the plaque is installed, a 
website adds a new web page (or ‘memorial’) devoted to one personal story, 
with photos and a biography. Additionally, it tells a story of the building in 
which the person lived, with archival pictures of it, and ends with a picture of 
a plaque installed on that very building. As of 2020, Last Address had received 
more than three thousand applications to set up plaques, and it had installed 
more than one thousand. The project is run by volunteers and sponsored by 
the Memorial project and by private citizens who want to install plaques. 
These citizens are usually relatives of the repressed person – sometimes 
friends, colleagues, or neighbours, or even people who had no connection to 
the dead person but who want to make a plate in their memory. The project is 
growing: in addition to the Russian version, Last Address branches are now 
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functioning (in order of appearance) in Ukraine, Czech Republic, Moldova, 
Poland, Romania, Germany (the former GDR territories), Latvia, Belarus, and 
Georgia.20  

The website has a very simple structure: menu at the top, with big buttons, 
which visitors can use to learn more about the project (there are ‘Contacts’ 
and ‘Questions’ subpages), to donate money, to read relevant news from var-
ious media and ‘local’ news written by the project volunteers, to read the me-
morial pages, and to search through the Memorial database (from 
www.memo.ru). Below there is a map showing the location of all the signs 
which have already been installed, as well of as those that are planned. Its 
default position shows the central area around Red Square in Moscow. By 
zooming out, one can see the location of all of the plates in various regions of 
Russia, and of those in other countries as well. In some areas, plaques are 
located in close proximity to each other; in others, a group of ‘denied plaques’ 
is positioned on the map – making them present, if only digitally. There is also 
an option to search for particular addresses. This makes this map truly inter-
active, as it allows the user to connect personally to the site of the tragedy, and 
to see how close it is to themselves, to addresses familiar to them. The ‘Con-
tacts’ page provides a summary of Last Address activities, together with a 
YouTube video and presentations of some volunteers. The ‘Questions’ page 
covers many topics. It explains, for instance, why the plaques’ installation is 
not free, what their design means, and why they are positioned on a wall in-
stead of on the ground, as they are in the case of the Stolpersteine project. (The 
reason is to make sure they do not get dirty and obscured during the 10-month-
long snowy season, and to make them harder to steal.) The main page features 
a very large ‘I want to create a memorial plaque’ button, which leads to a 
simple textual instruction. The procedure involves the following steps:21 
1. Application submission 
2. Archival check 
3. Address check 
4. Negotiations with the homeowners 
5. Agreement with the applicant 
6. Production of the plate 
7. Installation of the plate 
8. ‘Settlement of differences’ with the authorities  

                               
20 Last Address was inspired by the Stolpersteine project, which installs cobblestone-styled 
concrete cubes inscribed with the name and life dates of victims of Nazi extermination or per-
secution. See Krzyżanowska, N. (2016). ‘The Discourse of Counter-monuments: Semiotics of 
Material Commemoration in Contemporary Urban Spaces’, Social Semiotics, 26:5, pp. 465–
485; and Popescu, D., Schult, T. (2020). ‘Performative Holocaust Commemoration in the 21st 
Century’, Holocaust Studies, 26:2, pp. 135–151. 
21 The Last Address – ‘How to Apply’, 2020. 
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The last step, – the ‘settlement of differences’ with the authorities – is almost 
always necessary, and it may take place at any time: before, during, and after 
the installation. Officials often create additional bureaucratic problems that 
can make the plaque installation impossible. This is one of the main reasons 
why the work done by Last Address appears to be time-consuming and expen-
sive. The organisational costs of Last Address project are incurred in part by 
technical support and content development of the website, which enables an-
yone to find the address and name in which they are interested, or to leave a 
request for a new sign. Beyond that, however, the project pays archival work-
ers and lawyers to verify the information needed for the plate, such as a name, 
the date of events, and the address for installation. On the donation page called 
‘Help the Project’, Last Address provides further details on how the money is 
spent:  

 
Another important item necessitating expenditure is the work of our coordina-
tion team, which obtains approval to install the sign from the owner of the 
building that was the ‘last address’ of the repressed person. The owner may be 
a housing cooperative, a government agency, a commercial company, or a pri-
vate person. In each case, it is absolutely necessary to ensure that the owner of 
a particular facade agrees to the installation of the sign. (The Last Address – 
‘Help the Project’, 2020) 

The ‘Help the Project’ page offers various methods for making donations: 
through banking transactions, bank cards, online and mobile payment sys-
tems, and so on. There is only one restriction: payments must be done from 
accounts based in Russia. Foreign sources are not allowed. After Memorial’s 
experience, Last Address does not want to be declared a ‘foreign agent’. That 
would most likely make its work impossible, both because of legal regulations 
and because of public attitudes. There is often some emotional controversy 
when Last Address installs a plaque. Sometimes people do not want to see 
those plates on their homes; sometimes officials do not approve the initiative. 
There are twelve cases where the sign was removed afterwards, but for the 
most part the initiative has been supported. In January 2018, a memorial sign 
for Vladimir Bushev,22 a mechanic who had been executed, was removed from 
the front of his home by unknown persons. The daughter of this man, Anna 
Bushev, then filed a complaint with the police. According to her, the investi-
gator refused to include the words ‘vandalism’ and ‘moral damage’ in the doc-
uments, and recommended that it be recorded instead that Anna had paid for 
the production of the plaque and that she wanted her money back – i.e., that 
she was seeking compensation from the Last Address project. ‘It is terrible, I 
feel like my father was shot for the second time,’ Anna said (Last Address 

                               
22 The names of people and of locations mentioned have been changed, for the ethical reasons 
discussed in 3.4: Ethics and self-reflexivity. 
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2018). Unfortunately similar cases, although very few, can be found in a cou-
ple of other cities in Russia. A new menu button that called ‘Denied’ appeared 
in 2020. This leads to a page showing a list of memorials that were fully final-
ised, but where permission for the memorial plate was denied at the very last 
moment, or where the plate was simply removed by the building owners or by 
anonymous persons. The digital memorials are published on the website, with 
a mention of the reason why the plaque was not installed at the end of a per-
sonal story, such as: ‘the plate was removed, as the chairman of the tenants’ 
cooperative does not consider such an installation appropriate’; or: ‘consent 
for the installation was withdrawn after a protest from one of the tenants’. In 
some cases, a sense of emotional discontent is expressed by the Last Address 
volunteers: 

 
We announce with regret that the plaques had been dismantled by unknown 
persons, and that the general meeting of the residents of the building voted 
against their restoration. There are no memorial signs on the building today. 
Last Address hopes it will be possible to install them again, if the goodwill of 
the owners and residents of the building, and respect for the memory of re-
pressed people, ever prevail against aggression.23 

4.1.4 Memorial materials. ‘That’s what the times were like…’ 
I have read and analysed more than four hundred stories told on the Last Ad-
dress website. and It was an emotional and disheartening activity. New me-
morials are appearing almost every week, and there are approximately one 
thousand memorial profiles at the time of writing (summer 2020). The stories 
all follow the same scenario: The person’s ‘last address’ is shown, along with 
an archival picture of the building that was destroyed (or which still exists). A 
detailed biography is then provided of a person who lived there, together with 
recollections of family members, legal information from the court, copies of 
Soviet archival documents, and photographs provided by the family. The me-
morial pages all start with a similar neutral narrative: 

 
On Hospital Street, where a modern 14-floor building is located, a five-floor 
red brick building once stood. In the 1930s, Alexander Novikov’s family lived 
in that building. An application for permission to install the plate was submit-
ted by his granddaughter, Anna. His daughter, Larisa, was unable to write this 
text herself. due to vision problems. So she dictated her recollections, which 
we give below, to her grandson Alex.24 

                               
23 https://www.poslednyadres.ru/denied/ 
24 In the following materials from poslednyadres.ru, I deliberately do not provide references to 
the specific web pages where these quotations can be found. This is in accordance with the 
decision of the Regional Ethics Board of Stockholm, dnr 2016/77–31 & dnr 2017/1305–32, to 
the effect that all private names of the dead and of mourners must be anonymised in the re-
search. In line with this demand, I have altered all names and facts in the quotations, and I 
provide no direct links to memorial pages.  
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The introduction paragraph includes the name of the street and number of the 
building, as well as all other possible details, like the colour of the bricks or 
the name of the architect. This makes the following personal story more visual, 
more real, and connects it to both the past and the present: 

 
Number 63 on Lomonosov Prospect, on the banks of the Vodny canal, is an 
historical building in the neo-Russian style. It was built in 1875–1876 by the 
famous architect Genrih Prang. Ivan Kutin lived in this building. He worked 
as a foreman at the Zhdanov factory. His granddaughter Sofia Kutina wrote the 
following story. 

The next part is written by a relative or a friend, usually the one who ordered 
the plaque. The text describes the person’s life in detail, including his/her vis-
ual appearance, character, family relationships, professional occupation, and 
pursuits. Some descriptions are more official and follow the traditional style 
of a public eulogy: 

 
Andrey Sentsov was born in 1872 in Moscow. He served in the Imperial Army, 
and received many medals. In 1914 he was injured, becoming disabled. He had 
three children and worked as a newspaper seller. My grandmother was a nurse; 
she provided all the necessary medical support for my grandfather. In 1931 my 
grandfather was arrested, and imprisoned as a ‘dangerous element’ for five 
years. 

Other memorials immediately take a very personal turn, concentrating on the 
personality of a repressed relative: 

 
My dear grandfather would return home from work on the 34th tram every 
evening, and the whole family would meet him at the bus stop, laughing and 
waving. Our grandfather was the life and soul of any party. He was hospitable, 
he knew so many songs, all sorts of funny stories, everyone loved him. This is 
why, when he was arrested as an enemy of the people, no one believed it. 

Repressed people are often described through colourful details, like hobbies 
or funny little characteristics, adding memorable features to their character: 

 
My father was an avid hunter, but not a good one. Returning from the hunt, he 
always went to the shop to buy ducks and rabbits, to bring them home as his 
catch. 

 
My mother made wonderful dolls, with beautiful dresses and hats, and sold 
these toys on a market street to earn money.  

It is mentioned very often how young these people were, how big and unex-
pected the change in their lives was. There are also photographs taken before 
the arrest in regular life, as well as after the arrest (made for the prison ar-
chives), which demonstrate a shocking difference. Usually, the authors of the 
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memorials are seniors, and to them it feels extremely unfair that their loved 
one died at such a young age: 

 
When she saw him in those corridors, he could barely walk, he was hunch-
backed, and his hair was completely grey. He was shot two months after his 
arrest. He was 32 years old. 
 
My mommy was very lovely, talented at everything, with a wondrous character 
and a beautiful face, somehow ethereal. Random people on the streets would 
just stop and look at her, smiling... She died when she was 28 years old. 

A crucial narrative element of almost every story is that no one could believe 
what had happened, or that the person was really guilty – and also that neigh-
bours and colleagues nonetheless showed hostility to the family of a repressed 
person. In their memorials, the children and grandchildren highlight that, 
while this attitude was not personal, it was unavoidable, since everyone was 
afraid even to talk about such things: 

 
But it was such a time – people were afraid. My grandmother said that people 
turned away and went to the other side of the street when they saw her. She 
was left completely alone with two children. 

 
My mother, a child, was sleeping on the streets, asking for food during the 
days. The neighbours all refused to help her, a daughter of enemies of the state. 

Aside from the fears and hostility of others, a constant topic of almost all me-
morials is personal fear, and a repeated statement – ‘never again’ – in recog-
nition of lost hopes and opportunities: 

 
They also took my piano, I don’t why. After the search, I never played music 
again. <…> When we returned to Moscow, the doors of the bookcase with 
children's books were sealed with NKVD wax seals. Our mother was always 
afraid that my younger sister and I would damage these seals. People were 
afraid of everything back then, that what the times were like... We did not touch 
the seals, we grew and grew, and the children’s books stood there behind the 
glass. 

 
All my relatives ended up in Siberia, I was left alone in Moscow. I never saw 
my parents or my grandmother again. But my aunt returned home thirty-two 
years later, and her health allowed us to spend two bittersweet years together. 

Almost all of the stories mention that relatives of the repressed person contin-
ued to believe there had been a mistake, a misunderstanding, and that their 
loved ones would soon come home: 

 



 77

She waited all the time, tried to search for her husband; she wrote requests to 
various organisations, but never learned anything. <…> She believed her hus-
band had survived and was hiding somewhere in secrecy because he did not 
want the family to suffer. In 1957, they sent us a certificate stating that my 
grandfather has been officially rehabilitated. We didn’t know anything else. 
But all the time, until her death, my grandmother hoped to get news from her 
husband. 

 
When I came to see the NKVD archives, in order to get acquainted with the 
papers on my father, there was – among official documents attached to his file 
– a letter that I wrote to Comrade Stalin directly, on a small notebook sheet. I 
wrote that my dad was not guilty of anything, and asked Stalin to sort it out. 
 

The memorials all end up with a short rehabilitation note, stating when the 
person in question was officially announced to have been innocent and wrong-
fully executed: ‘Alexander Novikov was officially rehabilitated in 1956.’ An-
other rehabilitation note reads like this: ‘Cases of Maltsov’s family members 
were reviewed in 1989 – the entire family was fully rehabilitated because no 
crime was committed.’ Without exception, the victims of repression memori-
alised by Last Address were officially rehabilitated. The time of the rehabili-
tation varied – from the 1950s to the 1990s – so in many cases whole genera-
tions of relatives never knew exactly what happened after the sinister visit 
from the KGB. In some cases, even relatives who are still alive do not know 
any details about the persons in question, save for their names and their rela-
tionship to themselves. Last Address conducts archival searches for such vic-
tims, in order to find out all possible information about their education, occu-
pation, and cause of arrest. It is not neglect that lies behind the ignorance in 
question, but rather a wish to forget the pain and to move on, or to protect the 
younger generation from the negative reactions of others that are sometimes 
seen, as the following examples show. 

4.1.5 Secondary materials. War and fear 
After reading memorial stories, one may feel emotional and want to share 
thoughts with others. Last Address social media pages on Facebook, 
YouTube, and VKontakte – but feedback is not the strongest side of these 
pages: people usually reply to updates about a new plaque simply with a ‘like’ 
or a crying face. This may be because people lack experience with providing 
online support; or it may be because they have no appropriate language, due 
to a lack of experience with collective co-mourning. The most popular textual 
comment is just: ‘Thank you!’. Each publication gets up to one hundred such 
responses. Sometimes people call attention to certain qualities of the repressed 
persons from the photographs, complimenting their appearance or sharing 
emotions in a brief form (‘What a beautiful face’, ‘How sad’, ‘So unfair’). 
Sometimes, when a repressed person was politically active, there is someone 
who makes a negative statement – but in that case no one replies. Most of the 
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online audience recognises the value of the project, demonstrates compassion 
with the regime’s victims, and shows interest in reading the stories from the 
memorials. However, occasional trolls do visit the pages to spread negative 
thoughts, after which time they leave, not getting any reactions. The most typ-
ical responses to news of a new plaque installation look like this: 

 
Commenter 1: I like this project. Our people are so unconscious, and now at 
least someone will get interested. 
Commenter 2: Thank you. 
Commenter 3: So many feelings, ambitions, so much LIFE I see in her eyes! 
How horrible! 
Commenter 4: It is important that these memories of the downtrodden remain 
alive! 
Commenter 5: That nasty person got what he deserved, ha-ha! 

People also use the project’s Facebook page to share stories about various 
matters: plaque installations, sad experiences, negotiations with various or-
ganisations, etc. In 2018, for instance, one Facebook user described her un-
successful attempt to get a plaque installed. She complained that certain busi-
ness owners did not want to have a sign on their building, justifying the refusal 
with fear but providing no further clarification: 

 
It’s just very sad to realise that what is happening now is exactly what the 
plaques are about. Of course not on the same scale, but this is the twenty-first 
century after all! I understand people who say: ‘this is depressing...’ But when 
the owners of a business centre simply refuse, saying they are afraid (!) to put 
up a sign on a wall! This is totally hopeless… (Facebook 2018) 

At one point a plaque-installation ceremony in the centre of Moscow was 
stopped by police. Special military forces were passing by on the street (a lib-
eral political meeting was happening nearby), and they noticed a group of peo-
ple attaching a plate to a building. They thought it had to be an illegal anti-
governmental symbol, so they took the screw drill from the organiser’s hands 
and removed the sign. After that, however, they agreed to listen to the initia-
tive group, learned about the project, and screwed the plate back on them-
selves (Facebook 2017). 

One post on Facebook told a long and detailed story of unreasonable bu-
reaucratic problems faced by the project. It was written by the best-known 
Last Address volunteer, Russian journalist Sergei Parhomenko, who is famous 
for his strong and emotional language:  

 
Sometimes Last Address faces indifference, stupidity, cruelty, and cowardice; 
but today we are faced with a conceited, arrogant, commanding gusto, with 
lordly disgust towards a pesky petitioner! (Parhomenko 2018) 
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Parhomenko explained that, for nine months, activists from Last Address had 
been trying without success to contact the office of the Russian Union of In-
dustrialists and Entrepreneurs. They wanted to put a number of memorial 
plates on a building where the Union was located, but no one from that organ-
isation was willing to talk. After calling the office for many months, and send-
ing formal correspondence to the office by both email and regular post, they 
got a reply from the secretary: ‘No, she did not put us in contact with her boss, 
or gave a direct reply, no. She only said that now, after all that time, we should 
have understood that the answer is “no”. <…> Suddenly, [though,] a miracle 
happened’ (Parhomenko 2018). Through their personal contacts, volunteers 
got in touch with one of the officials from the Union. It seemed the officials 
were well-aware of the inquiry from Last Address. They wanted more infor-
mation about the repressed people in question, in order to be able to make 
reach a decision: 

 
The official: You did not provide enough details about those people in your 
letter. We must know their biographies in detail. <…> It is still not clear if 
there was a conspiracy or not. 
Last Address: Which conspiracy are you talking about? 
The official: It is not clear whether or not they were rehabilitated. 
Last Address: How come? It is written in the document that they were officially 
rehabilitated – through the court! 
The official: If so, we need to see the original legal cases and court decisions, 
with all the details. (Parhomenko 2018) 

After offering various barely logical arguments, this official from the Union 
gave a vague explanation of the organisation’s unwillingness to talk to the 
activists: 

 
Our building is officially important, people will come, look at your plates, 
questions will arise, so no, it is impossible to have this on our building. We 
have some renovation work going on in our corridors at the moment, so you 
must wait. We will decide on your request later, when the renovation is over. 
Only after the corridor has been renovated will we try to find a place there. 
(Parhomenko 2018) 

The formality of the reply indicated that memorial plates were not something 
the employees of the organisation wanted people to see on their building. In-
deed, it seemed they did not wish to be associated with this memorial practice 
at all. It is also doubtful that such renovations would really take nine months. 
The reply was as formal as it was illogical – truly Kafkaesque. Ending his 
Facebook post with a sarcastic and emotional exclamation, Parhomenko con-
cluded that those people were not ready to face this issue: 
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And you would think, what do they do at the Russian Union of Industrialists 
and Entrepreneurs? Well, here is the answer: they re-review the cases of coun-
ter-revolutionary terrorist organisations that are eighty years old and determine 
whether it is possible to install a sign that is the size of a postcard, on the front 
of their building, or better inside the corridors, so ‘someone’ could not think 
of ‘something’, or maybe it is not the right time for it, yet. (Parhomenko 2018) 

These two examples of communication between officials and the Last Address 
project show that people who are in charge of organisations feel insecure. 
They are not ready, at any rate, to deal with this type of responsibility – giving 
people their legacy back. But with governmental authorities, the interaction is 
even more problematic. In December 2018, journalist Andrey Kolesnikov 
published a political manifesto in support of Last Address in the liberal Rus-
sian newspaper, ‘The New Times’. His essay was motivated by a letter of 
complaint to the government. Using only the complainant’s surname, Kole-
snikov described how ‘ordinary Russian citizen Mokhnatkin’ asked that Last 
Address be taken to court for its ‘illegal actions’. According to Mokhnatkin, 
Last Address was producing commemorative signs illegally. Government of-
ficials supported this opinion in a written statement. One claim made therein 
was that Last Address was violating the law of advertising (remembering the 
repressed, by this account, involves making an advertisement – which must 
be paid for), and that it was ‘voluntarily distributing informational materials 
in unidentified places’ (an administrative offence). Kolesnikov compared this 
situation to that in Soviet times, highlighting that both ordinary people and the 
ruling groups today have positive feelings about Stalin: 

 
Since Stalin officially is not Hitler, Stalinism is not Nazism, so the majority 
shares a belief that repression was politically justified, and Generalissimo Sta-
lin was an effective manager. <…> The interests of today’s state, recognising 
itself as the Stalinist regime’s heir, lie in not opening the archives of repression 
for posterity. There is nothing shameful in declassified cases for the repressed 
people themselves – they are only a demonstration of the horror of the machin-
ery of repression, of the senseless workflow operation. (Kolesnikov 2018) 

Kolesnikov also likened the currently ruling group to the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union, and claimed that politicians were using the same methods 
to control public opinion:  

 
<…> just like back then, a model of approved behaviour is provided for soci-
ety, which is numbed by its conscious refusal to remember: you do not question 
repression – it means you behave as your government wants, as it simplifies, 
mythologises, and launders the dark pages of the country’s history. Their task 
is to stop the transmission of memory. They already have uniform history text-
books, full of omissions. Already, young people do not know what happened 
during Stalin’s time. Those who defend memories are declared to be political 
oppositionists. The war for memory becomes explicit. One of the war fronts is 
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open right now – against the Last Address. Because its plaques are giving back 
memory. (Kolesnikov 2018) 

These words demonstrate a strong belief that projects such as Memorial and 
Last Address are actively fighting the continuing governmental policies of de-
fault amnesia, bringing back painful memories that are supposed to be forgot-
ten. Comments on social media support this opinion. But there are also some 
more illustrative cases that confirm the view. The next example shows how – 
online – memories can be given back. 

Denis Karagodin spent five years trying to find out what exactly happened 
to his great-grandfather, who disappeared in 1938. In May 2012, he created a 
blog25 and started looking for data, such as the place of disposition, reasons 
for the capture, and the names of the killers. He approached the Memorial, 
Last Address project and many other organisations, but his search remained 
unsuccessful. In June 2016, he announced that the ‘state security services are 
doing everything they can to make this impossible’ (Coalson & Volchek 
2016). In November 2016, he received the actual document with information 
about his great-grandfather’s murder. The copy of the original paper, finally 
provided by state security services, including a description of the unfair trial 
of a ‘Japanese spy’, and the names of the secret police agents who performed 
the execution. Karagodin published the document and promised to do every-
thing to convict the perpetrators, at least post-mortem (BBC 2016). His trium-
phant accusation was shared on Facebook by many. On the next day he pub-
lished another blog post, saying that he received a letter from a woman called 
Julia, who admitted to being a grand-daughter of one of the killers from the 
document. With her permission, he published parts of her letter, full of com-
passion and guilt, where she tells a story of her family: while one of her great-
grandfathers worked as a police agent, another was taken from his home by 
the NKVD one night, and never came back. She compared the story of her 
family to that of the country, asked Karagodin to forgive her for the crime 
inflicted on his great-grandfather, and thanked him for his blog. Karagodin 
replied in a conciliatory way, accepting the apologies. But he promised to con-
tinue revealing the names of other murderers and helping all other affected 
persons to learn who killed their grandparents. This publication was shared by 
various media in Russia and abroad, and prompted discussion regarding the 
actual scale of repression and its possible consequences. 

This story can serve as an example of the positive workings of collective 
connective memory work, and of the connective presence enabled by digital 
technologies, which allow two people who might never meet in real life to 
have a productive and almost instant dialogue. The open format of online com-
munication made it useful not only for the direct participants – who managed 

                               
25 http://blog.stepanivanovichkaragodin.org 
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to find the right words for each other, providing each other with much neces-
sary support and, possibly, with psychological closure – but also for others. 
The audience of this prolonged media event – first through social media, and 
then with the help of public media in Russia and abroad – felt compassion for 
both Karagodin and Julia. They could relate to their trauma, on both personal 
and national levels. 

4.1.6 Discussion. Existential meaning-making online 
After reading these tragic personal stories and taking into account these recur-
ring situations (where someone refuses to let the Last Address project install 
a plaque), one starts to recognise a bigger picture. Those who do not want to 
see the plate usually use emotional arguments, confirming that such memories 
are indeed traumatising and uncomfortable for them: ‘People ask us: why 
should we set up a cemetery here? We live here, our mood will deteriorate 
<…> Others say: I do not want my son to walk around and see these tablets. 
This is all very gloomy’ (Rainsford 2016). Notably, it is not just ordinary peo-
ple who use arguments of this kind; organisational representatives do so too, 
as we saw earlier. Examples confirm that, typically, the bureaucracy that re-
stricts Last Address’s activities does not follow any logic – only fear. That 
fear remains unexplained, as a fear of ‘someone who may say something’; or 
it demonstrates some surreal Kafkaesque irrationality, as in the situation that 
Parhomenko described in his Facebook post. Indeed, there are some people 
‘who may say something’ on the social media pages of Last Address: they 
may write that a person’s execution was fair, or that someone was indeed a 
traitor (or a foreigner, or not a true communist, etc.). But one thing is important 
to point out. I spent four years reading comments on Last Address publications 
on social media, and I ran across such negative replies no more than a dozen 
times. The absolute majority of responses are thankful and appreciative. This 
means that the negative bureaucratic attitude cannot be explained by the fear 
of a random person on a street getting displeased because of a commemoration 
plate. It is a deep subconscious fear, which does not have any rational expla-
nation. It takes the form of a taboo, of depressive thoughts about a possible 
conspiracy, or of dread of something else that should not be mentioned. Those 
who harbour such fears do not feel they can talk about the topic, or about the 
repressed generation before them – let alone see the fates of such people 
acknowledged on the walls of the buildings they temporarily own. This area 
is a restricted territory of memory; they are not ready to verbalise it; they pre-
fer to remain silent – silence is safe. Policies constantly change, so they do not 
know who exactly might punish them for such actions this time; but they are 
still afraid and they feel ‘it is not the time yet’ – not because of the objective 
historical reality, but because of their own politico-existential state, dictated 
by the politics of default amnesia. 
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Such self-repression mechanisms demonstrate the constant presence of fear 
in the Russian national mentality, something that was built up over the last 
century (and even for a longer time, taking into account that the majority of 
Russians before 1917 were peasants, at the mercy of their noble owners). Cul-
tural memory remains strong, at the level of a self-preservation instinct. It cre-
ates a politico-existential struggle, as simple mundane life activities, such as 
the installation of a commemoration plaque, turn into a personal problem for 
people, forcing them to face the insecurity of their own political existence. 
They do not want to acknowledge the fact of repression and governmental 
injustice at all, as that subconscious fear is whispering in their ears: this can 
happen to you! 

This is the main reason why Last Address is so vital for bringing about new 
values, which are especially beneficial for people struggling with traumatic 
existential issues. In the Russian Federation, such longed-for values include 
freedom of speech, freedom of expression, and the freedom to be heard, at 
least online by those who want to hear. But they also include the right not to 
censor yourself for no legitimate reason, and the right to share your feelings, 
to ask for support, to experience the connective presence of others. The key to 
those important developments lies not in the actual metal plaques, but in effect 
in the affordances of the modern digital media ecology (Lagerkvist 2013). The 
digital memorials themselves, by sharing a human story and especially by 
spreading it via the internet, set something new in motion, as they churn the 
reigning politico-existential conditions.  

The concept of misremembering (Garde-Hansen 2011: 45) indicates that 
human memory is not stable. It has a tendency to alter events from the past, 
forgetting or ignoring some aspects. This ability is used by pro-government 
media channels and official regulators in many countries, allowing them to 
control the workings of memory within the nation. Misremembering can func-
tion as psychological protection; however, when a number of people remem-
ber exactly the same situation differently and have a strong opinion in this 
regard, it can lead to painful tensions. 

Similarly, the rise of media memory and its technologies has various con-
sequences, and their involvement can in some cases be traumatic. Take the 
bringing back of memories of repressed Soviet citizens by means of the offi-
cial media in the 1990s. This was perceived as a highly traumatising event by 
many, as it led to ideological discussions on both personal and public levels. 
Some found the necessity of bringing such painful events into public discourse 
doubtful; others were outraged at those who wanted this information to remain 
secret. There were also people who did not believe in the claims about the 
repression and especially about its scale; for them, all these discussions were 
the part of the new anti-communist propaganda. On top of it, it was made 
obvious that 
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the recent past of most contemporary Russian families includes repressed, 
killed, or incarcerated relatives as well as other (sometimes the same) relatives 
who informed, collaborated, profited on others’ misfortune, or simply did noth-
ing when others’ lives were unjustly destroyed. Admitting one’s relation to the 
latter, collaborating, relative is often unpleasant. (Cherkaev 2019: 367) 

But today such discourse has another character: it stimulates social activity 
and leads to the appearance of grassroots commemorations, allowing regular, 
banal, naturally occurring commemorations to develop into moral activism 
(Garde-Hansen et al. 2009; Sturken 1997; Neiger et al. 2011). Such initiatives 
have become especially visible due to the rise of digital media, where every-
one can be more than just the passive viewer of a media channel. One can be 
a participatory prosumer as well (Toffler 1980; Jenkins 2006) – actively cre-
ating, sharing, and interacting with others. Without doubt, computer technol-
ogy has now become an important force for social and economic change 
(Mosco 2004). At the same time, however, it exhibits a paradox inherent in 
the very process of digitisation. On the one hand, the past is getting more ver-
ifiable, objectified in fixed and stable stored data objects (Mayer-Schönberger 
2009). Unlike human memories, which are rewritten each time they are ac-
cessed (van Dijck 2007), these objects are fixed and cannot be transformed or 
misremembered unintentionally. The Issues of the digital memory ecology re-
lated to losing, forgetting, and reproducing information can make people un-
protected on the personal level, raising questions of existential vulnerability: 
we never know if our memories are saved after we delete them, if they can be 
restored after we accidentally lose them, or who will find our digital traces 
(Lagerkvist 2016b; Mayer-Schönberger 2009). But on the other hand, the dig-
ital memory ecology successfully blurs the opposition between individual and 
collective, remembering and forgetting, official media and grassroots – put-
ting them in a new relationship that leads to a new, hybrid way of interaction. 
It leads to new ways of performing memory work in a modern society, poten-
tially leading to solutions for many issues of memory repression, turning a 
banal blog page into media for moral action. This new digital media ecology 
can lead to positive results on both personal and global existential levels (La-
gerkvist 2013), and it can solve some issues inherent in the broken memory 
culture, as was demonstrated by the dialogue between Karagodin and Julia, 
great-grandchildren of a victim of the Stalinist repression and of his killer re-
spectively. Family history was a taboo in their families; no Soviet person 
wants to talk about the NKVD. Years later, Karagodin’s blog brought the story 
of his great-grandparent back to life through social media sharing and local 
news coverage. People recognised the story of their own family in Kara-
godin’s case, and helped to spread it further with such speed that Julia was 
able to see his post within 24 hours. For some moments, the connective pres-
ence of digital communication effectively put these people in the same exis-
tential condition, allowing them to learn more about their repressed relatives 
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and to live through the pain and sorrow. Constructed and forged through dig-
ital communication technologies, memories of repression have acquired some 
new social dynamics, both because of their social importance and due to the 
new (digital) format. ‘Despite its archival promise, the Web does not merely 
produce an interweaving of past and present, but a new networked “coeval-
ness”, of connectivity and data transfer’ (Hoskins 2009a: 100). With every 
new plate from the Last Address initiative, people can learn and accept their 
history, fight the politics of default amnesia, and work through their subcon-
scious trauma. A message online about a deceased person, left by one in grief 
automatically gets surrounded by similar messages, with a snowball effect of 
Facebook shares and likes. The audience of the original message grows, and 
its author gets feedback.  

Such social interaction online is part of the modern culture of connectivity 
(Turkle 2007; van Dijck 2013; Lagerkvist 2016b; van Dijck et al. 2018), in 
which one can be always present and absent at the same time. One can reply 
to messages instantly, or a year later, or never. This creates an alternative time 
continuum of connective presence online. Using the example of a recent event 
in the (at long last) open Soviet history, I have shown that digital memories of 
repression, which are deeply integrated into the connective lifeworld, are far 
from banal. Through the individual communication between Karagodin and 
Julia, which would not have been so efficient without the collective action of 
sharing online, the symbolic act of putting the pain aside made it possible to 
help both grandchildren achieve an existential closure, reconciling with the 
injustice through the format of online confession. Finally, it made the unre-
solved national trauma more visible, as both heroes of that correspondence 
wished, pushing the discussion into the world of the mainstream media, hope-
fully leading to bigger changes. 

I would argue that, as misremembering is the result of forgetting, the lack 
of forgetting in the digital environment (as discussed in chapter 2: Theory) can 
seriously alter current memory work on both personal and national levels in 
Russia. Of course, it may lead to unpleasant consequences, but it can also 
solve some injustices. In Russian history, the impact of forgetting over the 
centuries was overwhelming, amounting to a politics of default amnesia. In 
light, moreover, of the long-term discussion about repression being both pre-
sent and absent in the national narrative – forming a hidden, silent trauma of 
many generations – the digital impossibility of forgetting would not seem to a 
negative factor, but instead a tool of resurrection that can cure the broken 
memory culture. 

In conclusion, then, digital memories of repression are not only about the 
social life of memory – they are existential, as they relate to the issue of laying 
a claim to remember those who lived but who were deleted by violent political 
events. I would argue, that in the Russian case, it is impossible to separate the 
‘existential’ from the ‘political’; the processes of both living and dying in our 
country have been colonised by various governments throughout our history. 
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The Last Address project, and the blog dialogue I reviewed earlier, also both 
show that it is impossible to reduce these mnemonic practices to the political 
or social workings of memory. In the following discussion, I use the term po-
litico-existential. The modern digital media ecology brings about new, digital 
ways of connective presence that help people cope with existential issues. Us-
ing the examples of the Last Address and Denis Karagodin’s story, we can say 
that digital memories of repression – which provide an intense experience of 
connective presence – turn into momentous existential media (Lagerkvist 
2016b) for moral action on both the individual and the collective level. 

4.2 Nord-Ost 
This case study demonstrates how connective presence enables a challenging 
of Russian memory culture, which is consistently influenced by regulations, 
based on politics, and is implemented through the local media model. It shows 
too how connective presence may prompt people to take action together. 

Nord-Ost is a memorial website devoted to the victims of the Moscow the-
atre hostage crisis in October 2002, when a theatre building was taken over by 
terrorists for three days, and 130 people died. This website promptly started 
collecting the names of the victims and assembling the ‘Nord-Ost Book of 
Memory’, which turned into one of the most notable online crowdsourcing 
projects in Russia. I argue that the memorialisation work which takes place on 
Nord-Ost.org would not be possible in the offline world in the same way as it 
is in the digital sphere, on both politico-existential and technological levels. 
As discussed previously, the existential realm of death, commemoration, and 
bereavement in Russian society has been colonised by the authorities; how-
ever, this case demonstrates that a digital memory archive is a powerful re-
source, and a tool of connective presence that motivates mourners to act to-
gether. Nord-Ost.org illustrates how, when commemorating their loved ones 
and recalling the events of Nord-Ost, people are prompted to criticise the po-
litical regime and to start to question their own values. In Russia historically, 
regulators have preferred to avoid such discussions. But the new digital 
memory ecology cannot be silenced. It brings historical events back, and un-
dermines governmental attempts to sanitise memory. 

4.2.1 Introduction. Digital Exile 
Eighteen-year-old boys stand next to the Nord-Ost memorial, but they know 
nothing about Nord-Ost. They look at the victims’ portraits and ask me: “Who 
are they?” I answer: “These people died at Nord-Ost.” They reply: “Where was 
it?” They really do not know. Society is not interested in it. There are only the 
hostages’ relatives who want to remember, and our society wants only to for-
get. (Milovidov 2015) 
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Impossible to believe that such an event could happen in our Moscow. It is our 
pain from now on, we will live with it for a long time. I have so many questions 
that nobody can answer! Why did it happen? We will never know! (Nord-Ost 
Book of Memory 2002) 

 
Forgive us Lecha, you were the best of us! And we remember you! (Nord-Ost 
Book of Memory 2017) 

According to Paul Ricoeur, governments, regimes, communities and individ-
uals all engage in active forgetting. Whether in the shape of manipulated 
memory, blocked memory, or commanded amnesia, people’s memories and 
actions are selectively steered, making societies ‘remember’ some events at 
the expense of forgetting others (Ricoeur 2004). Michael Schudson offers a 
concept of natural, non-commemorative forms of effective public memory, 
which function independently from any form of actual commemoration:  

 
The past endures in the present not only through self-consciously framed acts 
of commemoration but through psychological, social, linguistic, and political 
processes that keep the past alive without necessarily intending to do so. 
(Schudson 1997: 3) 

Forgetting can occur through ‘mnemocide’, the killing of a person’s memory, 
which is related to rulers’ need to eliminate ‘enemies of the state’ (Assman 
2014). This case study explores a historical event that has been, and remains 
today, subject to a struggle over memory in the Russian Federation. Notably, 
established traditional media did not manage to create a solid or continuous 
memory that could have turned Nord-Ost into an ‘iconic event’ (Leavy 2007). 
That would have meant settling on a unified and efficient narrative surround-
ing the deaths and the losses, the fault and the blame. On the contrary, tradi-
tional media to this day offer a sanitised and official version of the event. Ac-
tive and unmonitored memorialisation work is only possible in the digital 
world. Scholars are agreed that the life and cultural identity of Russian citizens 
have been shaped by the politicisation of the existential realm – so that their 
existence is literally, as I demonstrated in the previous case, a ‘political exist-
ence’ (Kaehne 2007; Makarychev & Mommen 2013; LeQuire 2014: 295–
316). In this regard, online memorialisation offers a special space of connec-
tive presence, which highlights the traumatic aspects of such an existence, 
while at the same time offering some coping mechanisms. 

4.2.2 Historical background. Mediating the tragedy 
On 23 October 2002, a total of 912 people, many of them children, were held 
hostage in Moscow’s Dubrovka theatre after coming to see Nord-Ost, a pop-
ular musical. The crisis ended on 26 October, when Russian special forces 
filled the building with an unknown gas in order to neutralise the attackers, 



 88 

who had threatened to blow up the venue unless Russia pulled its troops out 
of Chechnya. As a result of this gas 125 people died, including the 40 attack-
ers. The hostage-takers themselves killed five people. The rest were put to 
sleep by the gas and never woke up. The authorities did not acknowledge the 
use of the gas until eight hours later; and even then, they did not disclose what 
type of gas it was, so that doctors did not know how to treat those afflicted by 
it. Officials said the gas could not have caused the deaths, yet its name and 
chemical formula remain a secret until today. According to the results of a 
2010 opinion poll, 74 percent of Russians did not trust the official version of 
events (Krechetnikov 2012). Yet, while not believing the official data, the ab-
solute majority of Russians did not question it either. They are very accus-
tomed, namely, to seeing a mismatch between mediated and real facts. 

In November 2003, a group of victims and their relatives sued the Russian 
government, demanding an open investigation into the case and declassifica-
tion of the relevant information. In January 2003, the court of Moscow re-
jected the suit. In December 2011, the European Court of Human Rights in 
Strasbourg ordered Russia to reopen its investigation into the victims’ deaths 
and possible negligence by officials, but the Investigative Committee of Mos-
cow has refused to do so. A surprising aspect of all this is that the tragedy was 
intensively broadcast: the majority of TV channels and radio stations provided 
live coverage of seemingly every single detail of the course of events through-
out the days of the crisis. However, they covered very little of what happened 
during and after the neutralisation of the terrorists. For the public, it was dif-
ficult to imagine that any information about the tragedy could have been hid-
den. This creates a fascinating paradox. Indeed, it is confounding that a mas-
sively mediated event of such scale and national importance was later con-
cealed and in some respects ‘forgotten’. Many named the Moscow theatre hos-
tage crisis the ‘Russian 9/11’; however, whereas the 9/11 tragedy was 
followed by the rise of an imagined global ‘we’ of witnesses due to the inter-
national television coverage (Lagerkvist 2012), this has not been the case with 
Nord-Ost. Despite the annual commemorations, interviews and statistics show 
that youngsters are ignorant about the Nord-Ost siege (Petrov 2017). Im-
portantly, and as some researchers have noticed, the Russian government has 
managed to make people in Russia and abroad ‘forget’ that most of the hos-
tages in the theatre died as a result of the gas: in the official papers, their cause 
of death is registered as ‘terrorism’ (Dunlop 2006). 

The Nord-Ost siege became the first fully mediatised tragedy on this scale 
in Russian history; and even if it is only partially remembered today on the 
official level, some people – mainly those afflicted by the event – remember 
it in rich detail through mourning and memorialising online. 
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4.2.3 Nord-Ost. The website 
Nord-Ost.org is the name of a memorial website that started the Nord-Ost 
Book of Memory, which turned into one of the most notable crowdsourcing 
projects in Russia. The local authorities decided straight after the siege that a 
monument would be created in memory of the victims – but without mention-
ing their names. According to officials, it was impossible to confirm all the 
names within such a short time. In reaction to this, relatives of the victims 
created a website and gathered all this information within a couple of weeks. 
Their initiative was officially approved, and today the Nord-Ost memorial 
plate features all of the victims’ names. 

Subsequently, relatives of the victims continued to collect stories and pic-
tures. They then formed a digital memorial platform, and produced the Nord-
Ost Book of Memory. Filled slowly over the years, the latter was finalised in 
2011. Each page of this book is devoted to one of the siege hostages, bringing 
together everything about them that their relatives and friends thought was 
important to remember. The book is available for downloading from Nord-
Ost.org, and it can be ordered in a printed version. Today the website is still 
active: there are regular news updates with links to relevant materials in the 
press, and every couple of months someone leaves a photo or birthday wishes 
for a person who never left the Nord-Ost building. 

The website’s layout has remained unchanged since the 2000s, and it has a 
very simple structure. It does not host many visual materials: only the cover 
of the Nord-Ost Book of Memory on the front page, and small photographs of 
the tragedy’s victims on each memorial page; the design is made in white, 
grey, and dark blue colours, which are very neutral and which allow the 
reader’s attention to focus on the text. At the top of the main page there is a 
navigation menu, a summary of latest news, and – always in the middle – an 
announcement about the Nord-Ost Book of Memory publication from October 
2011, with a link to a pdf file, free for anyone to download. A single column 
to the left links to the most recent comments in Memorials, and to News sec-
tions, tagged by years, starting in 2002 and ending in 2020. The first subheader 
of the top menu leads to the latest news, which mostly consists of republished 
material from newspapers and TV channels. All other subheaders are related 
to documents produced by the activists at this website. For instance, a button 
called ‘The act of terrorism’ leads to the section with a detailed chronology 
and personal stories of the former hostages, recreating hour by hour the situa-
tion from the standpoint of an ‘insider’. Another menu subheader, ‘Justice’, is 
devoted to legal proceedings, and consists of various reports from the court, 
from conferences, and from international meetings. The ‘Report’ section is the 
most important one for Nord-Ost activists. Under this subheader, one finds a 
paper entitled: ‘Nord-Ost Investigation Unfinished: Events, Facts, Conclu-
sions’. In 2006, an investigation was started by the victims of the terrorist at-
tack themselves and by the relatives of the dead hostages. The paper reviewing 
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this investigation cites various documents and eyewitness testimonies. It also 
criticises the actions of the prosecutor’s office, special services, and Russian 
authorities, which according to the victims took insufficient measures to dis-
close all the circumstances of the attack. This document, like textual materials 
from all of the other subsections, is written in an official style, is full of facts, 
and shows no signs of mourning.  

The most touching and most visited part of the website is located under the 
subheader called ‘Memorial’. This part of the website presents a digital ver-
sion of the Nord-Ost Book of Memory. Compared to a PDF version, this Me-
morial Book is more interactive, due to its comment section, and it sometimes 
has longer versions of the texts. This section shifts from the formal style of 
news updates and the legal language of lawsuits and petitions to an unofficial 
language of bereavement, grief, and love. Instead of dry facts, the Nord-Ost 
Book of Memory is full of emotions and personal details. Still, each memorial 
is clearly structured and follows the same template. At the top one sees the 
name of the deceased, the name of the author, and the relationship of said 
author to the deceased. Next there is a small photograph, and the age and 
hometown of the victim is mentioned. The commemorating text is followed 
by the number of views of this particular memorial (varying from 8000 to 
21,000 from memorial to memorial) and comments from visitors to the page. 
These comments include the name and email address of the author, and the 
date of publication. No special elements are allowed – only text. All infor-
mation on the website is open, no registration is needed at any stage, and an-
yone can leave a comment after the confirmation of the commenter’s email 
address by the website’s administrators. While the work on collecting and ed-
iting all memorials ended in 2009–2010, new comments have continued to 
arrive monthly up to this day (Autumn 2020). These comments, together with 
the memorial texts, are particularly interesting to look at, because they demon-
strate changes in attitudes and feelings over the years, as people who remem-
ber grow older, and come back to this website to share their thoughts. 

4.2.4 Memorial materials. Learning to mourn online 
The initial need to create and develop the website was not an expression of 
grief, but of resentment. Victims and their relatives wanted to be heard by the 
government and by society; they wanted to call attention to actions and deci-
sions which, they believe, led to the death of their loved ones. Time showed, 
however, that their actions did not lead to any change. The original goal – to 
make the event and its victims, name by name, remembered – has been super-
ceded by another: to transform Nord-Ost.org into a memorial website. Col-
lecting memorial texts for the 130 victims took some years. The texts vary in 
style, being written by different people. It is obvious that many of the authors 
did not know how to write such eulogies, but the majority of mourners did try 
to tell a short story of a person’s life. Take the memorial profiles for Alexey 
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Godunov and Alexey Petrov, which were written shortly after their death by 
their co-workers: 

 
A. Godunov was always distinguished by his high intellect and professional-
ism, deep knowledge of technical supply, creative approach to work, brilliant 
personal qualities, and exceptional charisma, thanks to which he was deeply 
respected among many of Moscow’s builders and suppliers. A bright memory 
of A. Godunov will remain forever in our hearts.26 

 
Petrov Alexey graduated from school with excellent marks. In 2001, he grad-
uated from the Technical School with honours, where he was characterised 
only by a positive side. During the period of training at the University, A. Pe-
trov was repeatedly complimented by the school administration for academic 
success and active participation in academic life. After graduation, he worked 
as a guard chief of the University and at the same time applied for a job in our 
organisation <…> Forgive us, you were the best of us! And we remember you! 

The formal style of these eulogies is similar to the official newspaper post-
mortem announcements that were popular during Soviet times. Such memori-
als describe the deceased person’s professional life much as a curriculum vitae 
does. These texts are full of professional compliments and important dates in 
the person’s career, but there are no mentions of personal life or relationships. 
This format follows the typical standard of civil funeral services developed in 
the Soviet Union, where people who were supposed to make a speech during 
the funeral were not friends or relatives, but colleagues of the deceased; and 
all speech was related to professional and collective achievements, not per-
sonal life and interests (Povedak 2015). Such memorial pages usually do not 
have comments, but only short messages from colleagues years later, which 
may indicate that the deceased person and his close associates are not active 
internet users. Memorials written by relatives, by contrast, have a much more 
personal character, especially those written by parents for their teenage chil-
dren:  

 
Every family has its own happiness. Sasha was the happiness for our family. 
We were all looking forward to her birth. We were filled with the joy and pride 
that comes together with the birth of a new person. A new time began in our 
family: the time of Sasha’s growth and maturation. We rejoiced at her first 
tooth, the first step, the first word. We were overwhelmed with a sense of pride 
when Sasha, at the age of three, learned the alphabet.  

                               
26 In the following materials from nord-ost.org, I deliberately do not provide references to the 
specific web pages where these quotations can be found. This is in accordance with the decision 
of the Regional Ethics Board of Stockholm, dnr 2016/77–31 & dnr 2017/1305–32, to the effect 
that all private names of the dead and of mourners must be anonymised in the research. In line 
with this demand, I have altered all names and facts in the quotations, and I provide no direct 
links to memorial pages. 
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The memorial below is a very detailed description of a 13-year-old girl’s 
achievements in life filled with compliments towards her character and talents, 
which made her parents very happy. The text ends with a mention of how 
unhappy they are now, and a complaint that there is no one who wants to take 
responsibility for her death. In the comments, there are ten messages from her 
friends and relatives left from over the years. One, written seven years after 
the tragedy, is a confession of love: 

 
So many years have passed, but I can’t forget her! Her eyes, her smile, her 
laughter! I didn't want her to leave. After her departure, I was not myself, I was 
so worried, not understanding the reason for such anxiety. And then they gath-
ered us for an emergency meeting in school... only then I understood why I felt 
this way! That day, on the day of the tragedy, I lost my beloved one!!! I cannot 
forgive myself, I had a lot to tell her, and I did not. Svetlana, please read my 
message, I will remember your daughter all my life!!! 

Both the official memorial pages, written in a formal style, and these personal 
and emotional ones get comments of a personal character, coupled with rec-
ollections of particular memorable events. Some comments are addressed to 
the author of the memorial text, like the one above, telling the parents of the 
deceased person that their child is not forgotten. Other commenters address 
the deceased themselves, talking to the person directly, often sharing some-
thing that had not been said. The mourner thus speaks directly to the dead on 
the online memorial. (International scholars have noted that this is very com-
mon.) 

 
My best school pal. I still catch myself thinking I want to pick up the phone 
and dial your number and discuss another computer game. So many years have 
passed, but I remember the funeral as if it were yesterday. Pasha, I am still your 
friend. 

 
Vladimir! Thank you for being in my life! I remember you as a sympathetic, 
kind person! Always attentive to us – your son’s friends! Thank you for the 
many holidays and birthdays you arranged for us! You took responsibility for 
us, wild teenagers, and we respected you so much! And you never let us down! 
We remember, we grieve... but we are guilty... for all these 10 years we visited 
your family, aunt Lena, only once. We somehow believed she would call us if 
she needed us... we were afraid... we are afraid to be closer... because it is not 
clear how to behave in response to this tragedy... Forgive us! We do remember 
you. 

These comments are addressed to the victims directly by people who knew 
about their fate and kept thinking and grieving. There are also many comments 
that start with a mention that the commenter has learned about the tragedy 
thanks to the website, and could not find any information about the person 
anywhere else. Indeed, while the terrorist attack itself was highly mediated, 
the list of the victims was published only by the few sources mentioned above. 
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While the majority of such comments are simply full of sadness and surprise, 
some express other emotions. A memorial page for Maxim Sidorov was writ-
ten by his aunt in 2007. Again, the traditional Soviet eulogy comes to mind: 

 
Maxim was <…> a well-developed and obedient boy. He never cried, he stud-
ied well, he participated in many competitions in various subjects, he took 
prizes. He was awarded with diplomas and prizes for his studies. After finish-
ing the 8th grade, on a competitive basis (25 people per place), he was accepted 
to the Math Lyceum. He studied with great pleasure, and showed a special 
interest in the study of math and the English language. <…> 

There is a telling difference between the official style of this memorial profile, 
which looks more like a professional biography than a message from a loving 
relative, and the emotional message below, written by the boy’s female pen 
pal from another country: 

 
I didn’t know why you stopped writing, Max. I didn’t know for quite a long 
time, for about seven years... I was so angry at you. I sent you a lot of letters, 
then I stopped. I was hurt, I couldn’t explain it! You certainly had guessed that 
I had feelings for you, but well, teenage girls are often like that, kind of roman-
tic... But I believed that you also felt something for me, and I was so happy 
that you would come that summer to Greece, so we could finally meet in per-
son! Oh, I made such plans for that summer… But you suddenly just stopped 
writing, no explanation... I was really hurt, but I kept looking for you on the 
internet, and could not find anything. One afternoon, I think it was about seven 
years after your death, I decided to google your name again, and I bumped into 
this article on this website, finally learning what really happened to you, finally 
understanding why you had stopped writing... and I cried for you, Max. I cried 
so much. What happened to you was so unfair! You had so many dreams and 
the will to fulfil them. You were kind, smart, passionate. You had a good heart. 
You were special. You just didn’t deserve it. Now another seven years have 
passed since I found out about you... I became a doctor, I’m married now, I 
even have a little son. But I still keep thinking of you from time to time, and 
when I do, tears still come to my eyes. So, that’s all, I just wanted you to know. 

The letter above, from Maxim’s onetime pen pal, is very emotional, and it 
describes him from a loving and very personal point of view – more personal 
than that in the text written by his aunt. A touching story of a teenage romance 
is just one of the many that can be traced through the different comments, as 
many of the Nord-Ost victims were students. Another typical feature is that 
people highlight their shock and surprise when they find the name of their lost 
friend on the Nord-Ost website, as some of them did not really know about or 
remember this tragic event. Aside from these intimate feelings, however, there 
is another that regularly appears: disappointment at the actions of officials. 
The memorial profile of Michail Michailov, for instance, was written by his 
wife, and it is full of emotions, but it also brings up questions for the govern-
ment: 
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I remember watching the news, they showed a horrible view, the New York 
Twin Towers catastrophe... I thought, what a terrible world my little son will 
live in! If only I knew back then that terrorism would very soon come to our 
home <…> Now 2 years have passed, but the same questions are on my mind 
every day: Why did it happen to us? From what exactly did my husband die? 
As in the case of all of the hostages of Nord-Ost, there is a dash in his death 
report in the description of its cause. Why? 

On this memorial page, one cannot learn much about Michail himself – his 
wife does not mention his professional occupation or education. Instead she 
recalls her fears during the days of the siege, her love for her husband and son, 
their happy moments together. There are 12 comments in response to this pro-
file, from friends and colleagues who recall good times in the past, and the 
majority of these comments also point out the lack of support and information 
from the authorities. There is also a comment from another hostage, full of 
anger: 

 
I am ashamed of my country! We are so often being told that all people are 
equal, but reality proves the opposite. Yesterday, I received documents that 
attest to the social payments that the Moscow Government gives to the Mus-
covite hostages. We, the hostages from other regions, have never dreamed of 
such privileges... Shame! 

When an ex-hostage from another region learned that ex-hostages in Moscow 
were promised extra payments from the government, he complained about the 
lack of payments in his region. Interestingly, Michail Michailov was not a 
Muscovite himself, so this is not an obvious memorial profile to complain 
about the injustice. His wife did not get any benefits either; but this is one of 
the memorial profiles where commenters showed their dissatisfaction with of-
ficial actions. There are two more comments from Michail’s wife, where she 
recalls personal stories, but the last one ends with a proper political statement, 
pointing out that relatives are the only ones who want to remember: 

 
Time does not heal, only gives more questions, as I learn and understand more. 
I develop anger and resentment towards people who made decisions, did their 
job badly and unprofessionally. Anger towards the authorities that ‘closed the 
topic’, towards the media for which this topic is history. But for us, here on 
this website, it is our daily life. Nothing is gone: fears, pain of loss, expecta-
tions of justice are still here. Only the hope is much less nowadays, and my 
faith in the justice of power and history is disappearing. I feel that memory and 
justice are not important for anyone else but us. 

In another example, the personal memorial provided by a friend ends with a 
political manifesto. A profile for Alexander Tumakov was created by his 
friend Ilya in 2007. Its text is very personal, and yet publicistic. The author 
uses capital letters and rhetorical questions, creating not a formal biography 



 95

but an essay about a man who lived a challenging life, describing his character 
and recalling events, but also talking about the country and its rulers. It is a 
powerful text, which brought many commenters to this particular page: 

 
Shura. Sashok. Aleksandr. Shura was my friend. And it is not just words. Be-
cause all the best, bright, reliable, beautiful things that mean a FRIEND – all 
this I mean when I write my story about Shura. <…> 

Who is guilty? Who heated the Chechen cauldron and warmed it up to such 
an extent that those events began? Who turned the theatre into a gas chamber? 
Who repeated all this a couple of years later with an even greater effect in 
Beslan? The answer is so obvious to me that there is nothing to talk about. 
THEY do not know other ways. THEY do not know that EVERY life is price-
less. Not only the lives of their children, but of ours, regular people, too. 

This memorial provoked several comments following each other, with the 
same message over the years. Some were sent by relatives or former hostages: 

 
It seemed to me that I know a lot about all 130 who died at Nord-Ost, including 
Shura, as I kept in touch with his family. Now I have learned that I do not know 
anything about this wonderful young man… Shame on THEM… Dear Ilya! 
Thank you! 

A stunning story about a man I did not know, but who was with me in that 
room... and stayed there forever. I think this site was created for such stories, 
to make the world talk about these 130, not as a number, but as living, inter-
esting, talented people: men, women, and children. People which shook our 
country and history. They fell in love, made mistakes, they just lived. And now 
they are not here; but for us, who have remained alive, it is important to keep 
the memory, to struggle with the forgetfulness of our leaders and of society.  

Such messages highlight the importance of preserving these memories for the 
people who participated in the tragedy. There are also comments in the same 
thread from persons who were not involved in Nord-Ost, and these possibly 
reflect the opinion of a majority of Russians: 

 
Today is the day of memory! But our television is silent, just 3 minutes in the 
morning news ... Our homeland is ugly, brutal, we did not choose it... Today I 
am reading a Book of Memory. My son is 22 years old, he was a child when it 
happened... Reading this makes me cherish every minute of being with my 
family. Thanks for the story of your friend! 
 

This comment highlights the issue of silence in official media and stresses 
disappointment in the Russian Federation. These statements are not related to 
memories of Alexander, but they work in support of other things that Ilya 
mentioned. Other comments, 25 in overall, demonstrate that different people 
are impressed by the story of Alexander, including those who knew him, rel-
atives of other victims, and random people. Many thank Ilya personally for 
his detailed story. Ilya continued to visit the page and to leave comments: he 
considers this website to be an actual memorial that he visits annually, even 
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just to write something as simple as: ‘I remember’. This memorial profile is 
one of the most visited on the website, and there are a number of reasons for 
such popularity: First, it is a well-written story of Alexander’s life, which is 
interesting to read. Second, the profile is written and supported by his friend, 
who does not demonstrate the overly emotional behaviour of a relative, living 
with the tragedy, or the formal neutral attitude of a colleague. This way, he 
does not scare away commenters who may feel either intimidated by personal 
pain, or disappointed by a memorial’s impersonal style. Finally, the memorial 
text ends with a statement which resonates with readers, as many share the 
same position. Essentially, the last paragraph of the memorial describes the 
ruling powers as indifferent and cruel, basically accusing them of causing the 
increase in terrorist activity; but the statement is disguised, as if concerning 
that must not be named. This last paragraph makes the memorial profile easier 
for others to refer to, as many people share the same attitude towards the name-
less ‘THEY’. Thus, we see different layers of memorialisation here: a formal 
and impersonal one; an emotional and personal one; and finally a global, and 
politically framed one. Together they build a universal community of memory, 
where each reader can find something on which to reflect. The topics of media 
silence and of social and political injustice, as well as the broader political and 
historical context of the memories of Nord-Ost, can be followed through other 
sources as well, such as television, newspapers, social media, and personal 
blogs. 

4.2.5 Secondary materials. Who is to blame? 
When watching television news stories about Nord-Ost, one discovers that the 
majority provide very similar headers year by year: ‘Moscow remembered 
victims of the terrorist attack on Dubrovka Street’ (Vesti 2015; Channel 1, 
NTV 2016; TV Centre 2017). The news story covers the anniversary activity 
with a short report from the site of the tragedy. Interestingly, the structure of 
the actual memorial event that is annually replayed at 1-ya Dubrovskaya 
Ulitsa, 7, on 22 October, has not changed over the years: it starts in the little 
square between the buildings with a minute of silence and an opening word 
from local officials. People bring flowers and photographs of their relatives 
and friends who died at Nord-Ost, put them on a wall, and light candles. When 
describing what happens at the anniversary, TV channels regularly give ge-
neric messages while recalling what happened in 2002: ‘Those who remember 
Nord-Ost came together to remember the atrocities of terrorists.’ Or: ‘Military 
forces did everything possible to save the hostages and organised an ambitious 
rescue operation, and the majority of hostages survived.’ The archive footage 
highlights the pictures of terrorists with weapons in hand, and scared victims, 
without showing anything that happened before or after the hostage crisis. 
This way TV programmes manage to create a story and to elicit the appropri-
ate emotions: negativity towards the terrorists, and overall sadness – with no 
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personal stories told or questions asked. They avoid interaction with current 
participants in the memorial event, and they show no images of government 
leaders, medical personnel, or police forces from the archives. They empha-
sise that this memorial event has value for those who commemorate the trag-
edy annually in October. 

The print-media headers also illustrate how the public has forgotten about 
the topic. They mention the name of the musical in the majority of cases, and 
very often they use the word ‘horror’: ‘Nord-Ost: The Forgotten Tragedy’ 
(Vladimirov 2016); ‘Horror of Nord-Ost: 14 years later’ (Priemskaya 2017); 
‘Horror instead of musical’ (Duhanin 2018). This choice of wording, different 
from that seen in broadcast media, can be explained by the need to attract the 
attention of readers from the start. At the same time, print media do not use 
pictures of terrorists or of brutal scenes, preferring to publish more pleasing 
images of the memorial walls and candles. This can be explained by the for-
mat: a printed picture should be more neutral and of good quality, and it should 
work as a universal illustration for everything said in the article. The majority 
of such articles are also short, retelling the story of the attack and saying noth-
ing about what happened to the victims and their relatives later. Interestingly, 
some print media publish criticisms of government officials, but in a quoted 
form: 

 
Honoured Artist of the USSR, singer Iosif Kobzon, came to lay flowers at the 
theatre centre. He blamed Russian authorities for their indifference: ‘I believe 
it is a great omission on the part of the leaders of our country that they do not 
visit this place on this memorable day, 26 October’, he said. (Kalinnikov 2016) 

There is no comment alongside such statements, and still no interviews with 
ordinary visitors at the event.27 

The choice of content can be explained by the character of Russian media. 
Trends in the Russian media landscape are characterised by an active expan-
sion of the state’s role in media activities, through ownership or legislation 
(European Journalism Centre 2014). The direct involvement of the state in the 
print-media market is less pronounced, although most publishing businesses 
are state-friendly. State control over the media varies greatly – ‘from the effi-
ciently censored television to the loosely controlled newspapers to the free 
internet and social media’ as a consequence, Russians regard ‘web-based 
sources as a major source of news and commentary’ (Etkind 2014). By the end 
of the 2000s, Russian news journalism was split regarding its relationship with 
                               
27 By contrast, foreign media often pay attention to the problems at Nord-Ost, as well as con-
ducting interviews with ex-hostages and their relatives: ‘Families Claim Death Toll from Gas 
in Moscow Siege Kept Secret’ (Walsh 2003); ‘Moscow Theatre Siege: Questions Remain Un-
answered’ (Krechetnikov 2012); ‘Unsolved Mystery of Moscow Theatre Siege’ (Challands 
2012); and so on. That said, the majority of publications in foreign media were in 2002, 2003, 
and 2012 – on the first anniversary of the tragedy, the year after, and on the tenth anniversary 
– whereas the Russian press covers the anniversary every year (formally). 
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the state: on the one hand was the mainstream media, with its political clien-
telism (Roudakova 2008); on the other were various internet-based alterna-
tives with a high degree of political autonomy (Zassoursky 2004). Thus, it is 
reasonable to claim that newspapers and broadcast media follow governmen-
tal directions in their news coverage, while online sources provide some alter-
native content. In the 2010s, the main source of such independent content 
came to be YouTube, with many video bloggers and journalists choosing this 
server in order to be able to speak openly (Wijermars 2021). During the pre-
ceding decade, however, it was the LiveJournal blogging platform that offered 
such freedom (Alexanyan & Koltsova 2015). 

LiveJournal appeared in 2002–2003 and achieved its peak in 2008–2010. 
Users liked the personal and independent character of a blog which allows 
them to navigate through topics using hashtags and thematic communities, to 
make virtual friends, to initiate various discussions, and to avoid the authority 
of website administrators and moderators. LiveJournal is a Russian28 social-
networking service where users keep their blogs, and it is still one of the most 
popular blog platforms. A simple search through LiveJournal blogs for the 
word ‘Nord-Ost’ gives access to many materials – mostly copies of public 
press materials, but many personal stories as well. Usually, when recalling 
memories of those days, bloggers also reflect on broader social topics. Blog-
gers often cite the classics of Russian literature, recalling historical events and 
noting links between the national character and the national reaction to certain 
actions. Those who write about Nord-Ost usually discuss its political aspects 
(why did it happen? who is guilty?), as well as the reactions of people (we do 
not remember, we lost compassion). Blog posts of this kind never attract a lot 
of comments, as people mostly agree with them and suggest to their authors 
that they accept the nature of life; or they insert more affirmative’ quotations 
from Pushkin, Gogol, and Tolstoy. Blogger Victor Troinov did not participate 
in Nord-Ost, but he wrote an emotional post about the habit of always being 
prepared for the worst, including death, that Russians have developed over the 
generations: 

 
Dead, dead, dead... The number of victims is over a hundred. Unknown gas 
had a deadly impact on people weakened by stress and hunger. Nobody told 
doctors what exactly was used to kill terrorists and, as it turned out, hostages, 
nobody explained to doctors how to pull people back to this world. And many 
did not return. The tragedy of Nord-Ost became history. Have we learned a 
lesson? <…> 

Fear is dulled by the constant expectation of troubles. It is impossible to 
live your life if you are afraid all the time. We did not become stale, we did not 
become heartless. We just got used to the fact that we can be killed at any 
moment. It is possible that this is the very ‘stability’. But for the sake of the 
memory of those who died 10 years ago in the theatre centre on Dubrovka, in 

                               
28 But originally American, sold to an independent Russian media company in 2007. 
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the Nord-Ost, I really want to believe that the next generation will never pick 
up this habit (Troinov 2012). 

Such analyses of Russian behaviour and mentality are quite common on 
LiveJournal. It is extremely rare, however, that a blog recalls the detailed 
events of those days from a first-person perspective. A LiveJournal blog 
search turns up only one very popular publication which is from that perspec-
tive (from 2015), as compared with 763 blogs which are not. Providing a de-
tailed overview of the rescue operation, this publication concludes it was not 
gas but terrorists who were to blame for the deaths of so many people: 

 
Could all of those affected by the gas have been saved? Who knows? We need 
to consider the whole situation and the condition of the hostages. On the one 
hand complete secrecy was necessary, God forbid that journalists might have 
learned about the planned rescue operation. On the other hand, the hostages 
had been in the building for a long time, in uncomfortable chairs, in one posi-
tion, without food, with limited water <…> the stress was monstrous, and peo-
ple were very weak. Could all this have been taken into account? Could offi-
cials have prepared more emergency cars, cleared access roads more quickly, 
gotten enough physicians to the place...? Well, probably yes. Or maybe not. 
The fact that 90% of the hostages at Nord-Ost were saved – it’s a huge success, 
great luck. Those who died were killed not by the rescue organisers and not by 
the ‘slow’ physicians, but by those who came with weapons to a peaceful city 
to kill peaceful people who had come to the theatre. (Nikolaeva 2015) 

Reactions to this publication were very mixed. Some users were very curious 
to learn more about the hostage in question, his experiences during the attack, 
and his later life. Such commenters showed admiration and respect for this 
hostage who survived, and for his optimistic attitude; and they complemented 
the work of the special forces. The majority of bloggers, on the other hand, 
noted the author’s inaccurate claims. Both politely and rudely, they pointed 
out that many hostages could have been saved if medical personnel had known 
what kind of gas had been used. Many said this ex-hostage must be a fake 
character or a troll, as a real hostage would never defend the government in 
his blog. Others simply shared their emotions after being reminded about 
Nord-Ost – from sadness about what happened to fear that such a situation 
might get repeated – without demonstrating their attitude either the author or 
towards officials. This single blog post reflects the reactions of the public to 
the majority of memorial profiles from Nord-Ost.org: people are more inter-
ested in reading a personal story about the hostage than a dry formal statement. 
A personal story motivates them to comment, to demonstrate compassion and 
sadness, and to thank the author for the opportunity to learn more about the 
tragedy. It also demonstrates their willingness to discuss politically charged 
topics and to search for the truth – especially in this case, where the majority 
of the public disagrees with the author. The need to reach a judgement, to 
decide who is to blame, is quite strong on every blog platform, social media 
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included. Moreover, while the Russian blogging platform Livejournal.com 
hosts a number of blogs with recollections and personal stories about Nord-
Ost, VKontakte hosts actual memorial communities for some of the victims, 
and for the whole event, independently from Nord-Ost.org. VKontakte (or 
vk.com) is the biggest social-networking site in Russia, and the second biggest 
in Europe after Facebook.  

A group called NORD OST, created in 2007, is a purely memorial page.29 
This group is for those who remember the tragedy, for ‘those who want to 
splash emotions and share their sorrow, for those who have a sore soul up to 
this day’. It is getting less and less popular with time, with only 527 members 
at present, and just a couple of messages left on its wall every year. The ma-
jority of its publications date from 2007–2010, the years when VKontakte was 
extremely popular. Comments and discussions in the group mostly demon-
strate sadness or anger, as people recall their painful memories of the event, 
or blame terrorists and politicians for the tragedy. Some compare this event 
with the Beslan terrorist attack, and later with events in Ukraine. These re-
marks are so negative that some of the commenters try to stop them: 

 
Commenter 1: Today is the anniversary of the terrorist attack on Dubrovka 
Street, when the authorities, ‘saving’ Muscovites from Chechen terrorists, did 
their bloody work for them! 
Commenter 2: Don’t you see, that monstrous terrorist act in ‘Nord-Ost’ was 
organised, quite obviously by Putin’s so-called ‘special services’, for the sake 
of the gangster-political aims of their Kremlin owners – in order to strengthen 
and expand their dictatorial power. 
Commenter 3: Please stop! It is pointless now to search for the guilty ones: 
doctors, special forces, Putin… We are ALL guilty! Every day we neglect the 
lives of others! 

There are no actual mourners or relatives of the victims, as these persons all 
prefer Nord-Ost.org; however, random people come to this VK community 
page to say that they remember the event or that something has reminded them 
about the tragedy, especially close to the anniversary dates. There are also 
people who visit this page to write about those who do not remember: 

 
Commenter 4: I’m sorry for intruding into your community. I would just like 
to say that, in the place where a lot of people died (Nord-Ost), the ‘Circus of 
Dancing Fountains’ show is being held right now. The most offensive thing 
for me is that the distributors of these tickets hide the address where it is taking 
place. They write the address of the neighbouring building. So I understood it 
only when I had already arrived at the place, from my memory of past events. 
I asked the administrators of the show there, they said that they did not know 
anything about Nord-Ost! How come?! A circus at the site of such a terrible 
tragedy is absurd. 

                               
29 VKontakte group ‘NORD OST’, https://vk.com/club633769 
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Commenter 5: Yes, well, maybe they really do not know. Look, there are 
young skateboarders practicing tricks on their boards and drinking beer near 
the memorial board every evening. They have never heard of Nord-Ost either. 

These messages bring back the idea that society wants to forget the tragedy, 
as many mourners on Nord-Ost.org claim. This surprises not only people who 
wholeheartedly care and grieve, but also regular people who remember and 
cannot believe such an event could be forgotten completely in 10 years. 

In sum, this overview of similar yet different memory practices on Nord-
Ost.org and other online and media platforms has shown that all of them have 
three main overlapping themes. First, the majority of those who discuss Nord-
Ost point out the importance of remembering the dead, and they disapprove 
of the neglect the latter have suffered. They thank others for sharing their 
memories and express gratitude to people who visit memorial web pages. This 
reflects the existential need to commemorate the dead and to keep them in 
loving memory. Second, people share their feelings about the victims or their 
general recollection of the events, which may help them to deal or cope with 
their emotions. They also invite others to take part in this discussion, thus cre-
ating a special place of connective presence, where those who remember can 
reflect on their feelings together. Third, these online resources seem to offer 
people closure, since they enable people to pose and to answer questions that 
have remained unanswered since 2002, such as: Why did this happen? Who is 
to blame? This final theme also leads us, unavoidably, to the question of the 
politics of default amnesia, and the politico-existential qualities of Russian 
national identity. 

4.2.6 Discussion. Forgetting the national trauma – 
Personalising the loss online 

As a result of the memory culture of amnesia, some memories are becoming 
more available than others, reflecting our unwillingness to remember 
(Huyssen 2003). Such instances of the politics of default amnesia are part of 
the way in which cultural or social order is secured in particular societies; 
‘some social arrangements are more likely than others to institute forgetful-
ness’ (Schudson 1997: 4). This is reflected in the Russian context, which as 
Huyssen writes exemplifies a situation where some memories – potentially 
traumatising, painful, or unresolved – are pushed away from everyday narra-
tives. Numbed and silenced, they begin to fade. At some critical moment, 
though, they may return with renewed vigour and raise even more questions.  

Efforts to communicate the memory of Nord-Ost have a long history 
online. It may be difficult to assess the consequences of these mnemonic prac-
tices for the existential needs of relatives of victims and survivors, or for the 
preservation of the memory of this event and of those who died in it. One can 
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only speculate about whether these digital memory practices have in fact con-
tributed to raising awareness of the event – not only resurrecting the dead, but 
also retrieving memory of the event as a national trauma. It remains to be seen 
whether memories of Nord-Ost may actually be residing in psychological, so-
cio-linguistic, and in effect existential sub-terrains of the political uncon-
scious, from which they may forcefully return some day. As scholars have 
previously argued, however, digitalisation changes how people experience 
loss and how they mourn, and thereby also how and what they remember 
(Walter et al. 2011/2012). The activities discussed in this chapter could not 
take place anywhere but online. The reason for this lies not only in the special 
status of digital media in Russia, with their ‘partial freedom’, but in the char-
acter of digital communication itself. For instance, the profound work of me-
morialisation that took place on Nord-Ost.org, involving different people from 
different cities, would not have been possible in the offline world in the same 
way. The website enabled victims and their relatives to grieve, fight, and re-
member in a special format of connective presence, together. Without digital 
technologies, the Nord-Ost Book of Memory would have been much more 
complicated to create, and victims’ relatives would not have been able to re-
ceive such powerful support from each other – support which motivated them 
to act, to go to court, and to assert their rights. The workings of connective 
presence, furthermore, make it possible for others to learn about the tragedy 
years later, and to visit the website and to leave important words that were left 
unspoken – from ‘I remember you’ to ‘I loved you’ – or simply to learn why 
a person has suddenly disappeared.  

As we saw above, the existential realm of death, commemoration, and be-
reavement in Russian society has been colonised by the authorities, both today 
and in the past. Hence, in the case of Nord-Ost, victims and their relatives are 
inadvertently included in the active struggle over memory within Russian po-
litical culture. This is even true when – in existential, personal, and non-polit-
ical discussions online – they are simply mourning the dead or blaming the 
deadly gas. As a consequence, such online discussions challenge the unspoken 
political directive that such details are not to be mentioned. In fact, online 
memorialisation shows that these technologies go further, affording means of 
‘mending’ what I call the broken memory culture in the nation, enabling peo-
ple to reclaim their personal losses, and restoring the memory of those who 
died in the siege. My argument is that, while commemorating their loved ones 
and recalling the events of Nord-Ost, people at the same time criticise the po-
litical regime and start to question their own values. It is no surprise that rulers 
seek to elude such questions. In order to ‘survive’, avoid criticism, and escape 
‘humiliation’ (Connerton 2008: 59–71), they try to make everyone to forget 
the details of the tragedy. In order to do so they use the usual tools: the power 
of mass media and their sanitised memory products, within a politics of default 
amnesia and enforced silence. The most complex aspect of the internet in this 
regard, however, is that digital media cannot be completely silenced. 
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As students of digital memory have pointed out, forgetting has become in-
creasingly difficult in the digital era. In a post-scarcity memory culture, com-
plete sanitation is impossible, as data is stored by default. Digital content is 
hard to monitor and almost impossible to delete (Mayer-Schönberger 2009; 
Garde-Hansen et al. 2009), and almost any information can be retrieved in-
stantly. Considering how necessary forgetting is for individuals, societies, and 
nations, the seemingly stable character of digital archives may be seen as neg-
ative, in line with Mayer-Schönberger’s dystopian picture of a world that has 
completely lost its ability to forget.30 At the same time, this new world of the 
digital memory archive (Ernst 2012) can be seen as a permanent point of ref-
erence that actually helps people remember, especially in cases where access 
to memory is problematic. The threat of information overload, and the loss of 
forgetting, may thus be a culturally specific problem. For Russians, digital 
media are helpful for reclaiming memories of atrocity, among other things due 
to their inherent technological workings and the non-human qualities of de-
fault data storage. In fact, post-scarcity in this context entails a temporality 
which implies that, for example, there will always be a blog post with updates, 
which people can find and through which they can start discussing the topic 
in which they are interested – where they can argue, analyse, and search for 
the truth. Through the digital memory ecology, its memory prostheses, and its 
protocols and algorithms, traumatic historical events can actually be brought 
back. Sometimes, namely, ‘the undesirable past becomes more leaky, and is 
subject to a virality that undermines attempts to sanitise memory’ (Hoskins 
2014: 60). In contemporary Russia, default storage offers a promise. These 
technologies give mourners the ability to avoid governmentally prescribed de-
fault amnesia, and thereby to reclaim the memory of Nord-Ost and its victims. 
In Russian political existence, moreover, the practice of default amnesia 
brings back the virtue of remembering. Default amnesia triggers voluminous 
remembering online, which is instantaneously shared with the public. The 
technologies themselves assist in this endeavour. We may therefore conclude 
that, in a culture set by default to forget, the obstacles to forgetting imposed 
by the digital environment may seriously alter current memory work, on both 
the personal and the national level. 

To conclude, this analytical discussion has summarised the main virtues of 
digital memorialisation in the case of Nord-Ost. These are rooted in the work-
ings of connective presence. I argue that connective presence helps us actively 

                               
30 This idea of the infinite and lasting character of the digital archive is a myth: see Wendy Hui 
Kyong Chun, Programmed Visions: Software and Memory. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2011); and Amanda Lagerkvist, ‘The Media End: Digital Afterlife Agencies and Techno-exis-
tential Closure’, Digital Memory Studies: Media Pasts in Transition, ed. Andrew Hoskins (New 
York: Routledge, 2017). Today, in a world of permanent online connectivity, people create 
memory content that can be easily replicated and distributed. This often leads to information 
overload. At the same time, however, it makes such content highly vulnerable and easily de-
stroyed. 



 104 

combat the politics of default amnesia, thereby preventing the further devel-
opment of the broken memory culture. For those who want to remember, all 
the information is just a couple of clicks away. And for those who want to go 
further – to analyse the consequences of the Nord-Ost tragedy, and to ascertain 
who was to blame for it – all of the facts and necessary resources are collected 
on Nord-Ost.org, affording an opportunity to think, mourn, and self-reflect. 
This case addresses the issues of Russian politico-existential being, and shows 
the importance for non-democratic societies of digital archives that are impos-
sible to delete. Digital mourning thus acquires vital existential qualities in 
cases of traumatic death that include a political aspect. The next case study 
unwraps the topic of casual, non-political mourning that is done every day, 
through the example of a social media network for mourners: Forever with 
Us. 

4.3 Forever with Us 
My third case study looks at a Russian online memorial website, Forever with 
Us, and explores both how it resembles Western practices and how it differs 
from them. Forever with Us is an online memorial network which enables 
mourners to create memorial pages and to interact with each other online. In 
what follows, I demonstrate how the workings of online commemoration 
transform grief and change practices of memorialisation, affording new tools 
for coping to mourners, and empowering people who had not been able, for 
cultural and historical reasons, to talk about their trauma. At the same time, 
online commemoration creates new predicaments for people’s digital exist-
ence. This case shows that digital tools support traditional practices of mourn-
ing, while transforming them as well. They challenge the politics of default 
amnesia by giving mourners a right to mourn. In addition, however, they add 
new layers of vulnerability – by prolonging the grief. 

4.3.1 Introduction. Continuing bonds of mourning 
All what we want for our children who left the Earth – not to be alone. 
(Vechnosnami.ru 2013) 

 
The internet and social media have altered the way we socialise with each 
other (Baym 2010), and this is also true for people in grief. In the case of 
mourning, such socialising sometimes involves the deceased as well. Memo-
rial web pages are ‘de-territorialized’ (Hess 2007), and thus do not constrain 
bereavement within a single ritual space and time instead they allow a mourner 
to send a message at any moment and from any place, and to expect a reply 
from another person in grief, or even a return message from heaven. Strangers 
may start talking to the mourner, and at times even to the deceased, in the 



 105

comments or on their social networks. One of the interesting features of such 
communication is that many mourners demonstrate an explicit belief that the 
dead are getting the message on Facebook or on other memorial sites, being 
somewhat ‘present’ online (Miller 2008; DeGroot 2013; Kasket 2012; Meese 
at al. 2015; Lagerkvist 2017, 2019). Indeed, this impression finds support in 
the fact that the dead remain present in our lives through digital tools, like 
contacts in our phones, friends in our Facebook lists, and the like. Various 
social media remind us of their birthdays or show photos of them together with 
us. This kind of continuity in mourning brings together people, memories, 
emotions, and time periods; it ‘provides ongoing and active remembrance, as 
well as a possible sense of continuing bonds with the deceased and a shared 
community between mourners’ (Maddrell 2012: 53). At the same time, as vir-
tual memorials shift bereavement from the private sphere to the public and 
largely unregulated space of the internet (deVries & Rutherford 2004: 23; Gib-
son 2007; Walter et al. 2011), they provide a sense of community that is dif-
ferent from that furnished by traditional communal groups of friends and fam-
ily, introducing ‘a unique form of communal discourse’ (Carroll & Landry 
2010: 342) and offering solace to different individuals, who are united only 
by grief (Hess 2007; Roberts 2004). The concept of continuing bonds can be 
used in relation to non-digital mourning, as people keep relationships with the 
dead by holding on to objects and photos, partaking in remembrance events, 
and using spiritualist mediums to talk to their loved ones (Gibson 2008; 
Woodthorpe 2011). But online memorials make such ties incomparably easier 
to maintain, and they also stimulate the development of new forms of com-
memoration (Arnold et al. 2018). Most importantly, they blur the boundaries 
between the living and the dead, enabling relationships to continue after death 
(Davies 2004; Roberts 2004). To some degree, this online connection with the 
dead functions as an adaptive part of the grieving process (Scholtes & Browne 
2014). In other cases, online memorial sites demonstrate practices which are 
not about ‘letting go and moving on’, but rather about ‘continuously keeping 
hold’ while moving on (Walter 1997; Finlay & Krueger 2011; Mitchell et. al. 
2012; Christensen & Sandvik 2014). Christensen et al. refer to such online 
memorial spaces as ‘grief ghettos’ that have their own rules and culture, espe-
cially where people in grief are commemorating their children (Christensen, 
Hård af Segerstad, Kasperowski, & Sandvik 2017). Parental bereavement 
online is a particularly difficult topic, as grieving is not time-specific for be-
reaved parents (as a period of mourning); instead it re-occurs with varying 
intensity and duration throughout their lives (Christensen & Sandvik 2016). 
In this thesis, I explain these phenomena through the concept of connective 
presence, which covers all kinds of continuing bonds online, and which also 
involves technological – or rather techno-existential (Lagerkvist 2017) – is-
sues that seem unavoidable in cases of ‘continuously not letting go’. 

Some researchers suggest there is a substantial gap between digital and 
traditional memorialising practices (Petrelli et al. 2008: 60; Chaudhari et al. 
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2016: 399). Others point out the purely Western character of modern Death 
Online Studies, redirecting attention to Asian and Latin American practices 
instead (Selin & Rakoff 2019). This chapter will move the scholarly focus on 
death online away from the purely Western context. In order to pit my analysis 
against both theoretical positions and case studies from the field, I utilise these 
for further comparison with Russian death online culture, and identify simi-
larities and differences on both technological and cultural levels. 

4.3.2 Historical background. Online memorials as social 
networks 

In his paper, ‘New Mourners, Old Mourners: Online Memorial Culture as a 
Chapter in the History of Mourning’, Tony Walter states that social networks 
have produced the potentially most radical change in mourners’ social con-
nections since the 19th century, bringing about new social contexts of online 
mourning on both public and private levels (Walter 2015). Sketching a brief 
history of how demographic, social, and technological changes have altered 
mourners’ social relationships over recent centuries, Walter explains that 
modern social-networking sites enable mourning to be a communal experi-
ence once again, rather than a quiet private one. He writes: ‘The world comes 
to feel a bit like a pre-industrial village, in which mourners are visible to all, 
and tolling bells heard by all’ (Walter 2015: 14). Indeed, with the rise of social 
networking sites, Facebook and MySpace pages have started to turn into me-
morials, as friends and family can alter the profiles of deceased users, and 
instantly notify others of what has happened (Brubaker & Hayes 2011; Stokes 
2011; Hutchings 2014; Brubaker, Hayes, & Dourish 2013; Pennington 2014; 
Sas et al. 2019). In addition, moreover, to increasing the community’s involve-
ment in activities surrounding a person’s death, social media accounts have 
affected the experience of grief by perpetuating the perceived presence of the 
account holder. Many people get a pop-up window with a photo from the past, 
or a birthday notification, and visit the page of their Facebook friend, only to 
be reminded (or to learn) that the person is dead. Slowly, the cultural taboo 
(Walter 1991) against talking about death in the West has started to diminish, 
due to regular reminders about the deceased not only in the mass media, but 
in our daily social media life as well, where people now tend to show grief 
and bereavement more openly. Over time, Facebook has developed its memo-
rial functionality to make memorialised pages easily distinguished from those 
produced by ‘living’ users. To date, Facebook has hosted tens of millions of 
memorial profiles for dead account holders, and pages on other social media 
platforms are turning into memorials as well (Aitken 2009; Brubaker & Ver-
tesi 2010, Christensen & Willerslev 2013; Moreman & Lewis 2014). People 
also communicate on memorial websites created separately from social media 
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pages, and this tendency is growing. In the early days of the internet, memo-
rialisation started on private memorial pages, in chat rooms, and on bulletins; 
and its functionality was very limited. Early online memorials consisted of 
individually maintained static webpages, consisting of text with no or only 
limited visual graphics (Carroll & Landry 2010). Already at that point, how-
ever, digital memorials differed from traditional obituaries, since mourners 
interacted actively and continuously with each other, or spoke directly to the 
deceased (Geser 1998; Roberts & Vidal 2000; Veale 2004; Vries & Ruther-
ford 2004). The constant communication that characterises of online bereave-
ment is only becoming more visible with time. Modern digital memorials help 
to maintain relationships both between mourners and between the living and 
the dead, prolonging them far beyond the interaction that takes place at the 
funeral, motivating people to communicate by the new interactive tools. On 
these platforms, people speak directly to the deceased by writing messages on 
their walls, in commentary fields, and in blogs, often using special language 
and style set by the platforms’ creators (Ryan 2008; Walter et al. 2011; Getty 
et al. 2011; DeGroot 2012; Klastrup 2014; Staley 2014; Nielsen et al. 2014; 
Giaxoglou 2014; Christensen et al. 2017). Internationally, many memorial 
websites have existed for decades, and numerous interactive functions have 
been developed over time. Mourners can design a random interface by using 
a special memorial-page design constructor; they can light a candle; they can 
create a memorial collage, a photo album, or a music video; and they can share 
access to the memorial content through the QR code. As more and more peo-
ple use the internet, an interest in discovering family history is growing (Jen-
sen & Shanahan 2010: 1901). In order to develop their identities, or to connect 
with their forebears and relatives, people are documenting their family histo-
ries (Coleman 2014).  

There are countless websites internationally where one can devise a de-
tailed family tree, create a beautiful memorial page for a deceased pet, collect 
various media files about the beloved deceased, and continue being creative 
by posting candles or roses on that page. The same cannot be said, however, 
of Runet. Simple one-page memorial websites started appearing in Russia in 
the 1990s, but they have never become common. People use memorial func-
tions on Facebook, but the local version of Facebook, VKontakte, does not 
have a memorial profile option. While one-page memorials and memorialisa-
tion on social media is used in the same manner as in Western societies, there 
is an obvious lack of administered websites for creating a memorial profile. 
All digital platforms with such functions are devoted to memorialising mili-
tary veterans from 1941–1945; many of them are supported by local govern-
ments. There is literally just one active website on the Russian-language in-
ternet for online memorialising which does not focus on the memory of the 
victims of the Second World War. It is called Forever with Us. Without doubt, 
this website displays many of the features of the memorial pages and social 
media memorials discussed above; but it has some additional qualities too. 
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4.3.3 Forever with Us. The website 
Forever with Us is an online memorial network in the Russian language. It 
offers a variety of interaction possibilities: one can create one’s own social 
media profile as a mourner, and add an unlimited number of memorials to it; 
one can talk to other users; one can post pictures, stories, and updates. There 
is a forum31 with numerous discussions, and a virtual chapel32 where one can 
light a candle or pick and post a prayer with a couple of clicks. Forever with 
Us also allows the creation of memorials for pets and celebrities, and some 
people use those functions; but these are not the mainstream activities, so they 
have not been included in this study. The number of memorials, currently at 
about 7500, is constantly growing. Aside from texts, the website includes a 
significant quantity of visual materials, such as pictures of flowers, angels, 
and sweets. Memorials can be supported financially; in order to ensure the 
memorial profile is announced on the top bar of the main page, one pays 
through the special menu. However, the most popular commercial activity on 
Forever with Us is buying virtual gifts and presenting them to deceased per-
sons. I discuss this function later on in detail.  

Forever with Us does not allow the creation of private memorials, and there 
are no privacy settings. Every page created is public and visible to everyone 
on the internet, and can be found through a web search for the name of the 
person. However, one must register an account in order to create a memorial, 
to write messages, to add and accept friendship requests, and to purchase pre-
sents and top positions on the main page.  

At the very top of the Forever with Us main page, there is a slogan: ‘Created 
for those who want to keep bright memories of a person for a long time.’ Be-
neath that, the website description below announces: ‘Our project is ensuring 
that the memories of each perished person are immortalised, and that other 
people can learn that this person lived.’ Both sentences highlight the fact that 
Forever with Us keeps memories of those in grief so that they may public and 
shared with others. The ambitious promise of ‘immortalisation’ is achieved 
both by recording memories on the website so they cannot be forgotten, and 
by making it possible for other people to learning about those who had lived 
and died. In this light, it seems logical to examine a further element of the 
website: a peculiar type of advertisement that one can place on the website. 

Right after those emotional slogans, namely, there is a special section for 
promoted memorials, with an associated link: ‘Put a memorial here!’ After 
clicking on this button, one is redirected to the navigation page that contains 
all existing memorials. After picking a memorial, one is relocated to a page 
offering a choice for the number of days during which the memorial will be 
kept at the top of a main page, and the payment options. One day with the ‘top 
positioning’ costs $0.50. It bears noting that this service is not extensively 
                               
31 http://vechnosnami.ru/forum 
32 http://vechnosnami.ru/chasovnya 
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used: usually there are just one or two memorials positioned in this paid sec-
tion, and very often there is none at all. This can be explained by the fact that 
$0.50 is a significant amount of money for some people in Russia. Another 
reason rather is that, for the same amount, one can buy a ‘present’ for a de-
ceased person, and this action results in a memorial’s being positioned on a 
main page for some time as well, under a rubric reading: ‘Memorials with 
newest presents’. 

After the slogans and the prepaid banner, the main page separates into three 
columns: one for a personal user profile; one for memorials with the newest 
gifts (with listed memorial profile photos, together with associated pictures of 
presents – 12 overall); and one for messages and topics (with topics like: ‘Po-
ems for our loved ones’; ‘How do you survive the loss of a child?’; and ‘My 
daughter was killed!’). Then, below these three columns there are three other 
blocks: one for recent memorials; one for memorials with anniversaries; and 
one for recent activities connected with memorials. This last section takes up 
most of the space on the main page, because all such publications consist of a 
standard header of the type: ‘Anna shared a photo in Maria’s profile’, followed 
by rather large images of flowers, angels, candles, and similar symbols of 
grief. 

The design of the website has not been updated since its creation. Its style 
is strongly reminiscent of those originally seen on Facebook. This is particu-
larly true of its Russian version, VKontakte.com: it looks much as it looked in 
2009, with simple frames and white and blue colours. A memorial profile on 
Forever with Us is similar in structure to one on Facebook and other social-
networking websites. At the top to the left there is the name and a photo of the 
deceased; to the right there is a standardised list of information about the per-
son, with the same lines to choose from for everyone: date of birth and death, 
number of years lived, home country, cause of death, and a personal descrip-
tion. This personal description is usually written by a very close relative; it 
entails a short biography of the deceased, together with some details of the 
person’s death. Beneath the main descriptive part of the memorial profile, 
there are some special functions, such as an option to add this profile to the 
user’s Favourites, and to put a profile on the main page (paid positioning). 
Next, there is an option to add the profile to the family tree, so that the memo-
rial page lists the user’s name and personal relationship to the deceased: 
mother, father, sister, brother, daughter, son, wife, husband, grandmother, 
grandfather, grandchild, fiancée, fiancé, relative, friend, fan, or finally ‘pen 
pal from this website’. Interestingly, no approval is needed in order to add 
oneself to the page of any given deceased person; one needs only to pick a 
relationship and to confirm the position. After that, one’s profile picture and 
status (such as ‘father’) appears under the memorial profile photo. The rela-
tionship, however, can be deleted by the user just as quickly. Extensive obser-
vation of memorial profiles confirms that users do not misuse this function: 
the absolute majority of memorials have a single relative listed there: namely 
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the mother, who is also the creator of the memorial. Sometimes there is also a 
sister or other relative, and very rarely ‘a pen pal from this website’. Usually 
the ‘friends’ are grieving people in a situation similar to that in which the cre-
ator of the memorial finds herself: that is, they are almost always mothers of 
dead children. 

The next option offered on the memorial profile is to light a digital candle 
in memory of the deceased. Each registered visitor can light a candle; doing 
so is free, and candles are non-removable. They can be lit only once per day 
from the same IP address, and they disappear after 24 hours. One can see who 
lit a candle. The number of candles varies a lot on different memorial pages, 
depending on the profile’s story: children usually get more than ten candles 
per day; some profiles do no candles at all. A graphic representation of a can-
dle is thus used instead of Facebook’s ‘likes’: visitors can use it to show– 
without writing any words or posting any images – that they had visited a 
memorial and been emotionally touched by it. 

Below that there are two blocks for messages: one contains greeting cards 
from registered users, which look like online postcards with traditional ele-
ments of seasonal greetings, such as images of hearts, flowers, and animals; 
another features text messages from visitors who prefer to post comments 
through their account on VKontakte, a Russian analogue of Facebook. The 
main difference between these two segments is that one’s name links either to 
one’s Forever with Us profile or to one’s VKontakte profile. This feature con-
nects the mourners’ community to a general social media network. Messages 
of both types are identical in their content, and they usually include poetry and 
additional images (of flowers, clouds, angels, heaven, and so on). 

Visual elements play a very important role in the design of memorial pro-
files. Memorial creators can add background wallpaper to the profile, and edit 
the profile picture of the deceased – adding small images of flowers, toys, 
hearts, and even military medals. As a result, the background of the majority 
of profiles is decorated with roses, pink hearts, or bright blue clouds. A profile 
photo can be complemented with flower bouquets, motorcycles, or even 
Christmas trees, positioned on the shoulders of the deceased. All such images 
bring additional meaning to the memorial, symbolising the afterlife (the sky, 
the horizon, a sunset, clouds, stars, angels), memory and love (hearts, candles, 
flowers, pigeons), or childhood (teddy bears, dolls, toys). Nevertheless, it is 
the memorial text that provides the most meaningful content on the website. 

4.3.4 Memorial materials. Mourning and gifting 
The initial form of the necrologues published on Forever with Us is dictated 
by the website. Authors must fill in the lines with the deceased person’s name, 
hometown, date of birth and death, and cause of death. This information is 
mandatory. The next field, for describing the deceased, can be completed in a 
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free-form fashion. Most memorials mention the cause of death here, explain-
ing further what happened. A disease or a car crash is described in some detail, 
often with metaphors for the ugliness and viciousness of the event, as opposed 
to the fine qualities of the deceased. The main theme of a necrologue is always 
the best external and internal qualities of a person, with an emphasis on his/her 
interests or unfinished plans: 

 
She was kind, shy, and beautiful. She graduated from the school of arts, but 
she never had a chance to continue with her profession. After getting married, 
she moved to the countryside. She liked taking care of animals and her big 
house. She had two daughters. She disappeared this winter; her body was found 
four days later.33 

 
Our son was a beautiful boy, with smart blue eyes and a remarkable cheerful 
character. He studied well in school; his favourite subjects were history and 
literature. He wanted to become a comedian. Up until his last day, through the 
horrors of chemotherapy, he continued to lift our spirits with jokes. 

The eulogy often starts in a neutral tone, with a complimentary description of 
the deceased and his/her interests and occupation, but then quickly turning 
into a personal message to the dead person, with promises of undying love or 
uninterrupted connection: ‘My dear, my love, the only one! For me you are 
alive, you will be, you just went away for some travels; but one day we must 
be together again.’ 

 
He was so smart, so talented, he was our son. We dreamed together with him, 
we had so many plans! First he needed to study well, to get accepted to univer-
sity <…> One sunny day in August changed it all. There will be no plans, no 
fun. But when we look at the sky, we can see a new star, it is yours! You are 
bringing this light back to us, you are with us. We love you, we miss you. 

These personal messages to the deceased express feelings of the author (love, 
longing, grief), and show that the departed is not forgotten, is ‘always in our 
heart’, and ‘is still alive’. Sometimes there is poetry, or some melodic repeti-
tion, bringing to mind songs of the ancient funeral wailers: 

 
You left me, I did not have time to say ‘Goodbye’. You left me, I did not have 
time to say ‘Forgive me’. For giving you a life that could only be so short. You 
left me, you are gone. I am still here, but every day without you I die and die 
again. 

 

                               
33 In the following materials from vechnosnami.ru, I deliberately do not provide references to 
the specific web pages where these quotations can be found. This is in accordance with the 
decision of the Regional Ethics Board of Stockholm, dnr 2016/77–31 & dnr 2017/1305–32, to 
the effect that all private names of the dead and of mourners must be anonymised in the re-
search. In line with this demand, I have altered all names and facts in the quotations, and I 
provide no direct links to memorial pages. 
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My son, your body was cut in pieces by savages. They also cut out my heart. 
But I believe, I must believe, that somewhere you are alive. There, you look at 
me, you tell me, live, mommy, live. So I must. I must believe. 

In cases when the death was caused by another person, the description often 
contains negativity, accusations, and charges of injustice: ‘So pretty, clever, 
wonderful, my girl, my angel, my golden fish! Killed by a cruel heartless 
wretch!!! He should be the one in a coffin, not you!!!’ Sometimes memorials 
contain references to each other. Some users decide, for example – after hav-
ing created a memorial page – to add new memorials to the profile. That way, 
the deceased can be connected both in the next world and online: 

 
He had a good and active life. He worked as a miner after leaving school, and 
he received many well-deserved professional awards (medals). He remained 
energetic, even after two strokes. He took care of all our home and helped those 
in need. <…> We will always remember you, father! Sleep well, we will pray 
for you. Your grandchild Alex has already joined you in heaven. I will send 
you a small present, on his behalf. 

An important aspect of adding textual and visual materials to the memorials, 
and the most popular and important part of every memorial page, is the giving 
of gifts. The presents in question here are very similar to Facebook’s virtual 
gifts, which were launched in February 2007 and removed in 2013 (Facebook 
News 2007, The Atlantic 2014). They look like small pictures of certain ma-
terial goods, accompanied with a short message. They cost around 1 dollar per 
image; prices may vary depending on the picture. Even after a short time spent 
on Forever with Us, one can see that presents form a vital part of every me-
morial. The assortment of presents and their amount give additional character 
to a memorial page. Some memorials feature presents from one person only 
(their creator); others are ‘socially active’, with gifts being presented by vari-
ous ‘pen pals’. The variety of gift options offered on the website is quite im-
pressive, with hundreds of brands of chocolate bars, sweets, cosmetics, shoes, 
bags, cars, toys, flowers, etc. Together with a present, moreover, one can leave 
a message of 160 symbols. The content of these messages ranges from very 
formal to extremely personal. 

In many funeral traditions throughout the world since ancient times, 
mourners have placed objects that deceased persons might need after death in 
their coffin – items such as money, food, favourite belongings, and indications 
of status or occupation. In modern China, mourners can buy paper replicas of 
food, money, and even paper iPhones to burn at the grave, so that the smoke 
‘delivers’ the gift to the dead (Newby & Toulson 2019; Selin & Rakoff 2019). 
In the case of Forever with Us, however, such presents do not represent some-
thing needed in the afterlife; their purpose is sooner to share experiences with 
those who are alive. At the end of December, for instance, gifts such as snow-
men, ginger cookies, and Christmas trees are added to many memorials. In 
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February, users present their dear departed with boxes of chocolate and flow-
ers composed in the form of a heart. During Easter, they give them coloured 
eggs and yellow baby chickens. The text messages accompanying such pre-
sents are simple: ‘Happy New Year!’, ‘Happy Easter!’ Gestures of this kind 
are likely associated with similar real-life practices among mourners. They 
have sent salutations of the season to their relatives and friends, and ex-
changed gifts with them, so now they want to do the same with those who are 
no longer with them anymore. They want to feel that the departed are remem-
bered and involved, as an active part of the circle of family and friends. How-
ever, some presents are purely personal and have nothing to do with the com-
mon celebration: ‘How I would like to share a cup of tea with you. Take this 
one, and I will make myself one here.’ Associated messages give expression 
to care and longing: ‘Those angel wings are for you… so your legs will not 
get tired… fly, mommy…’ These do not convey a ‘salutations of the season’ 
attitude; instead they say: ‘I remember you, and I care about you’. Some mes-
sages of this type display the current mood of persons in grief, as well as their 
thoughts and actions; and they give the sense that presenting a gift is one of 
the few things that brightens their day: ‘This teddy bear will be near you, while 
I am not, yet…’ Birthday presents tend to be the most meaningful ones, con-
taining both a special, well-thought-out gift and a message of a really personal 
character:  

 
You are 8 years old today. This is a cake for you and your friends. Today, as 
usual, I will tell your little brother about you, recalling good things, my sunny 
boy! 

 
Congratulations on your mortal birthday, my dear son! Today you are 20 years 
old… It is time to get a car! Enjoy! I want you to be happy and peaceful in the 
house of God…  

 
Happy Birthday! You liked to celebrate it with Dan, now he is with you. Drink 
it together. We just arrived at the summer house, as you can see from there... 
 

Such messages often include mentions of relatives and friends, or descriptions 
of daily routines, as if to make the deceased more involved in activities at 
home. They are also often sent to other family members who are no longer 
living, as if the message could somehow be received by them as well. Many 
gifts are given by other mourners, who only learned about each other on For-
ever with Us: ‘Cookies for you, dear, from my Olga!’. In such cases, mothers 
send presents on behalf of their dead children, while speaking directly to the 
dead as if those children were good friends: ‘I give you this toy car, my little 
son had a similar one; it is a present from him. Play together!’ Sometimes 
mothers talk to each other in these messages, expressing gratitude for the at-
tention paid to their children, wishing to return the favour, and sharing their 
feelings or frustrations: ‘Lovely Maria, your flowers are beautiful, Nadja liked 
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them a lot. I am sending a nice apple pie to Denis’; ‘My Pasha liked cats a lot, 
I am very thankful. I managed to send a fluffy pet to your girl as well’; ‘Dear, 
thank you very much for being so kind to my son. For two years I could not 
send a present to him – for some reason the website did not accept my pay-
ments’. 

4.3.5 Secondary materials. Digital vulnerability of grief 
Through the messages connected to presents, and especially by reading dis-
cussions on the Forever with Us forum, one can learn how important sending 
and receiving presents really is – and how problematic it is, especially when 
digital struggles are turning into existential struggles. 

One of the biggest problems mourners encounter on Forever with Us is the 
procedure for payment. The longest threads on a forum are typically devoted 
to explanations of how to complete a transaction, with step-by-step help for 
those who cannot manage it themselves. The forum’s moderators are volun-
teers who are also mourners, and they demonstrate high levels of understand-
ing and support. They ask others continually to read the ‘help’ pages carefully 
and to follow the instructions; and yet, people struggle with the technology 
every day. Even when the key topic concerns coping with grief, writing po-
etry, or sharing personal stories, there are almost always some who say they 
are very upset because they cannot send a present, or publish a picture, or even 
edit some text on their own memorial page. 

 
I lose money every day. The website says the payment has been made, wait 30 
seconds, and you will be automatically transferred to the site – and that’s it. 
Nothing happens. This morning I sat down again and began again, carefully; I 
did everything as described, and the result was the same. My nerves are so 
weak, and I simply do not have patience! Injustice everywhere and everyone 
wants money, I do not want to live! Everywhere I go people are trying to cheat 
me. I call a technical-support phone service, it answers that the number is in-
correct – the number they themselves have indicated, it does not exist. I just 
want to scream. 

One of the important things about Forever with Us is that the great majority 
of mourners are middle-aged34 many of whom are not digitally experienced at 
all. Some simple online actions cause them frustration, especially when some-
thing in the system really is not working: 

 
Good morning! Today it is 5 months since my husband died. I wanted to give 
him a small present: his favourite cookies. I would like to buy presents using 

                               
34 This situation is not unique; on the contrary, it is historically and culturally universal. Walter 
(1999) has noted that, across cultures and historical settings, women and mothers are typically 
responsible for grief work. Christensen (2013) has shown how communities of parents, in real-
ity, are communities of mothers. 
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my mobile phone; as of a short time ago, however, my mobile operator is not 
listed among the payment options. I kindly ask you to help me in this situation. 
Best regards, Anna. 

Both emotional mothers and calm, official-style wives experience problems 
with the payment system. This makes them upset, giving rise to additional 
negative emotions. At the same time, however, it gives them a goal: there is a 
real need to send this particular gift to their dear departed; doing so is a real 
act; and the struggles that surround it make the illusion of gift-giving, and the 
connection it entails, stronger. 

There are other technical issues too that make the life of mourners more 
complicated. Some users cannot log in, some forget their passwords; others 
ask to be allowed to put more candles on their memorial, or to make a memo-
rial profile picture bigger. The most usual problems – server error, the 404 
page, connection timed out, etc. – are solved by waiting, or by using a ‘secret 
key’ (control+F5). In other cases, however, nothing helps: 

 
Hello, I have been using this website for six years now, and it makes my life 
more bearable. I always used my mobile operator to pay for presents; but yes-
terday I wanted to celebrate my daughter’s name day with her, and I learned 
that my mobile operator has been removed from the payment options. I see you 
told others here that they can use this new payment system. I followed the 
instructions. They ask me to provide a copy of my passport, but how do I send 
a copy? Should I go to the post office and send it as a letter? I do not under-
stand. Please restore the previous option. I am devastated, I was choosing her 
present for weeks... 

 
Good evening! The situation is the same, I still cannot see my son. I cry every 
day. I wish I could add a candle, talk to him a bit. I am a disabled person, I can 
visit him at the graveyard only if someone agrees to take me there… I wrote a 
letter to the internet provider, but they did not reply. I do not know what else 
to do. I can see everything on the website, but not my son! I do not want to 
make a new profile – the old one had so many friends, and a lot of presents 
collected through the years… Please, help me! 
 

Such messages show the insecurity and vulnerability that users feel when deal-
ing with the unknown – digital technologies – and at the same time their belief 
that they can ‘see’ the deceased on the memorial page, and interact with them 
too. Many say that their constant pain and depression get worse when they 
cannot open a memorial profile, publish a message, or send a present. In some 
cases, the frustration is solved by the users themselves in a couple of days: 
they announce that they remembered a password again, found a right link, 
restarted their computer – or that overnight everything just ‘started to work 
correctly’. But there are also situations of a more complex and ethically chal-
lenging character. The following quote is a reply that a forum moderator gave 
to a mother who asked that her memorial profile be hidden from a man who 
was ‘stalking’ her daughter by constantly sending candles and presents. The 
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moderator explained that visits by strangers are not invasive or suspicious; 
they are rather something one should expect and enjoy on the website: 

 
Why do we create these memorials and post videos and photos of our kids? 
We want to tell the world about our babies, we want to talk about them, to 
scream about our love, we want to perpetuate their memory. Here on Earth 
everything is the same, everything continues as usual, and this frantic pace of 
life does not allow people to look back and remember the deceased... But for 
us life has stopped... We live in the past, we are stuck in the years when we 
were together, happy... All we want is for our children who left the Earth – not 
to be alone. For each of us it is very important to make sure that a lot of people 
remember our child, that a lot of people add a candle, send their little messages 
of memory to that distant world, unknown to us... For as long as we all remem-
ber together, they are alive!  

4.3.6 Discussion. The soothing comfort of connective presence 
As observation makes evident, almost all users of Forever with Us are women 
who have lost their children. They usually have a username in an 
‘Anna_mother_of_Alex’ format; and they talk to each other in a very sooth-
ing, sentimental, and complimentary manner. This is never a real dialogue; 
instead it consists mostly of an exchange of poems and of promises that ‘it is 
going to get better’, or of pictures of flowers, hearts, and sweets. The aim of 
these typical symbols of comfort is to spread some harmony and to calm the 
grief. Mourning mothers develop connections and support each other by send-
ing candles and presents to each other’s memorial profiles, congratulating 
each other on national holidays, and calling each other’s deceased children 
‘beautiful little angels’. They never ask questions or reflect on the cause of 
death (which is always described in accordance with the website’s rules). The 
textual part of their messages has a similar meaning: ‘We remember, they are 
loved’. Users post comments regularly and frequently (several times a month), 
and they usually continue to do so for several years. Some do so for 8–9 years 
– i.e., over the entirety of the existence of the Forever with Us website. The 
language of these messages is very special: the main discussion topics are 
heaven, stars, the sun, rain, roses, clouds, and candles. Used as a metaphor, an 
image of the sun may be sent with a blessing: ‘May this clear rainy clouds for 
you today’. Candles can be sent ‘to warm up your broken heart’, or ‘to give a 
bit of light to your child, all the way to heaven’. Clouds may be offered to 
‘make the softest bed for your baby who sleeps in the sky’. The object of such 
metaphors is to surround the loss with a beautiful and poetic atmosphere; and 
to shift mourners’ attention away from the death to how much they care about 
their child, and how much other mothers care about them.  

These elements of behaviour and language all confirm universal trends in 
the death online environment. It was observed previously that mourners are 
usually women (Christensen & Sandvik 2013, 2014). Scholars have noted the 
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use of a special language full of euphemisms, ‘to soften and make bearable 
the state as parents to children who have died, <…> to enhance the connect-
edness with peers in the group and to demarcate the difference from “outsid-
ers”’ (Christensen et al. 2017: 65). The themes noted above – expressing sad-
ness and care, watching over the living, references to angels and heaven – 
have also been observed in other surveys of web memorials (deVries & Ruth-
erford 2004). Christensen and Sandvik have shown how both online memorial 
sites and material objects on children’s graves function as a way of building 
and maintaining relations, while at the same time leading to the invention of 
new vocabularies with which bereaved parents can communicate their loss 
and pain more easily (2013, 2014, 2015, 2016). As opposed to adults’ graves, 
which can symbolise ‘final resting places’, children’s graves turn into a site of 
communication, demonstrating ‘through colourful uses of objects such as toy 
cars, dolls, and teddy bears, plastic animals, windmills, mobiles, dream catch-
ers in constantly changing constellations that this is a place for keeping the 
bond to the dead child alive and evolving’ (Christensen & Sandvik 2017: 70). 
The same is seen on memorials for children, where parents perform acts of 
care, providing their children with toys, bicycles, shoes, and food. Yet be-
reaved persons who create profiles for other relatives do the same: they present 
lost spouses with drinks, flowers, and jewellery; they give departed parents 
televisions and mobile phones – in the same way online as they would do in 
reality. This can be explained by the herd effect, and well as by encouragement 
from the website itself: a banner reading ‘give this memorial a present!’ is 
visible on every page. Hence, online memorials for adults do not turn into 
‘final resting places’ either, for communication continues digitally. 

Online memorial spaces in Russia are very similar to those in the Western 
world. The majority of memorial websites show links to New Memorials and 
Featured Memorials at the top of the main page. Anniversary memorials ap-
pear there on the deceased person’s birthday. Users can post comments, ‘light’ 
a virtual candle, and leave a message in a virtual guestbook (Mitchell et al. 
2012: 418). Almost all sites advertise themselves as free services; in reality, 
however, the majority work as prepaid subscriptions (Dai Lisha 2018). Most 
sites offer a free trial period, after which the client must pay a subscription fee 
in order to enjoy continued hosting. The price can also include various extra 
functions, which enable users to add more pictures, videos, music, and the 
like. The financial model used on Forever with Us is tolerable enough, since 
one can use the website for free with no obligations; while ‘the online immor-
tality and “continuing” bonds promised by some memorial hosting sites as a 
property of internet technology are, in fact, dependent on the user’s continued 
willingness or ability to pay’ (Mitchell et al. 2012: 420). Modern rules of dig-
ital monetisation make it legitimate to ask people in grief to pay to access a 
memorial they themselves once created; however, a financial model that offers 
presents for purchase transforms mourning into something else. It adds a new 
layer to the virtual reality of grief: a gamification phenomenon, where the 
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points in the game are the presents earned by a virtual avatar of one’s child 
(Lopes et al. 2014; Veszelszki & Parapatics 2016). New elements here thus 
include commercialism and consumerism. The idea is that, by playing in this 
way while parenting their digital children, parents will feel motivated and en-
tertained. It is a question of ethics whether such an association between be-
reavement and fun through gamification is appropriate. In any event, as I have 
shown, digital frustrations and limitations come along with it. As in a com-
puter game, users must learn certain rules. Here the rules include a payment 
procedure, a 160-symbols limit, and a toting-up of the number of candles and 
presents as a measurement of achievement – which may prompt some users to 
give presents to other users in the hope of getting presents back. These digital 
activities may become problematic or frustrating if the website is down, the 
payment system is not working, or the internet connection is poor. Moreover, 
these aspects of digital technology entail psychological vulnerability, because 
they give mourners routine actions to perform in order to see the result, to be 
comforted, or to be distracted from grief. Mourners may also get reminded of 
their personal tragedy unexpectedly by a pop-up message with a present from 
another mother, buzzing on the phone.  

As many researchers have pointed out, the death of a child is one of the 
most disruptive and profound types of loss there is, and it is usually followed 
by deep and prolonged grief (Mitchell et al. 2012: 415). Bereaved parents of-
ten report feeling very isolated, as they do not know anyone else who has ex-
perienced this kind of trauma (Schwab 1996; Riches & Dawson 1996). The 
online presence of other bereaved parents, the sense of being together with 
those who understand, provides a helpful sense of community (Walter et al. 
2011: 290). Several studies have found too that mourners consider communi-
cation with the dead to be a key reason for visiting virtual memorials (Roberts 
2004: 62; Williams & Merten 2009: 82). People use these digital tools to cre-
ate a digital avatar of their child, thereby simulating interaction in images and 
text, maintaining a relationship with the child, encouraging others to do the 
same, and even establishing connections between deceased children. This in-
stant and constant connection, both with the dead and with others in grief, 
creates a special space for mourners, of both a therapeutic and a somewhat 
addictive kind: ‘Knowing that strangers are visiting, that the counter is higher 
today than it was yesterday, that someone, somewhere is thinking about the 
lost infant, that perhaps someone has taken the trouble to write and offer words 
of comfort – all this is soothing in and of itself’ (Finlay & Krueger 2011: 40). 
However, while mourning online can relieve feelings of isolation, it also can 
make a person even more vulnerable, by prolonging the grief: ‘By enabling 
the deceased to persist, parenting to continue, and grief to be continually com-
municated, <…> the Web affords an ongoing grief that is unhinged partially 
from longstanding ideas of “closure”, privacy, and a separation of the living 
and the dead’ (Mitchell et al. 2012: 428).  



 119

Another persisting point of pain in digital mourning has to do with mal-
functioning technology. When one wants to perform an important act of online 
parenting – e.g., to send a birthday gift to a deceased child, together with a 
well-thought-out message – and that very day the website is under mainte-
nance, one experiences a trauma, a limit situation (Jaspers 1970), a disruption 
of a vitally needed connective presence. According to Amanda Lagerkvist, the 
online activities of mourners illustrate the renewed relevance of themes pre-
viously addressed by existential philosophers. Digital media provide 

 
crucial means in the important work of restoring the world and recreating life 
after loss, and in allowing for mediating continuing bonds with the dead, social 
media environments and online memorials afford a sense of ‘existential secu-
rity’ in the face of bottomless grief and suffering. (Lagerkvist 2019: 201) 

Digital media can provide mourners with ‘lifeline communication’ (Lager-
kvist & Andersson 2017) or ‘existential communication, which puts emphasis 
on being there through connective presence’ (Lagerkvist 2019: 201). It is a 
way of being-in-and-with-the-world existentially (Heidegger 1962), as  

 
virtual memorials not only keep the deceased visually present, but enlivened 
and socially embedded <…> through their posted comments, parents can 
demonstrate publicly and to their child their own worth as parents; that is, as 
parents who care about and who will not forget their child, and who continue 
to nurture and communicate with that child. (Mitchell et al. 2012: 424) 

Moreover, online memorials provide a special place for meaning-making, 
where parents ‘can experiment and negotiate meaning in a safe social envi-
ronment without being contested by the public’ (Christensen et al. 2017: 61). 
At the same time, this special place leads to a condition of digital thrownness 
(Lagerkvist 2016a), where mourners – being ‘thrown’ into a new, digital en-
vironment with its own language and interaction tools – must learn and follow 
its rules. Sometimes they feel even more vulnerable and insecure, being una-
ble to handle the technology and its flaws. The issues of vulnerability and ex-
istential insecurity (Lagerkvist 2013, 2016a, 2019) are becoming even more 
pressing, as constant presence online extends dimensions of time and space, 
putting everyone into potential dialogue. In the case of virtual memorials, as 
scholars have shown, this connective presence puts people ‘in touch’ with the 
dead, creating a spiritual bond through technology which mourners often 
come to relish (Lagerkvist 21019b). It blurs the border between the real and 
the virtual, and it generates a special supportive atmosphere in ‘grief ghettos’, 
which some may find it hard to leave (Christensen et al. 2017). Connective 
presence has thus acquired a broad and complex set of meanings, beyond 
simply confirming a ‘virtual community’. Prolonged digital interactions get 
transformed into important rituals, which may attach the mourner to the 
screen. This in turn feeds into the grief pattern of not letting go, which can 
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become toxic instead of healing. Of course, researchers tend to see and to note 
the more ‘concentrated’ representations of grief, since this is the main activity 
that people perform on dedicated websites. In everyday life, by contrast, grief 
is intertwined with daily routines, often remaining non-verbalised. On memo-
rial websites grief is starkly visible, which may create an illusion of hyper-
attachment. Still, when memorial websites actively encourage users to com-
municate with each other, and to create rituals associated with gifting and 
emotional support, they can start to feel rewarding, attractive, and hard to 
leave.  

My study of the Forever with Us case allows me to conclude that digital 
mourning does not overthrow traditional practices of mourning: telling stories, 
sharing memories, looking at photographs, or even leaving material objects at 
a physical gravesite. Rather, it encourages them. At the same time, traditional 
practices get augmented as a consequence of online technologies, and they 
become more idiosyncratic. Virtual memorials offer a wider variety of coping 
practices, such as digital simulation of parental care, and they provide an am-
biguous sense of connective presence. The new digital reality entails both new 
possibilities and new insecurities for mourners. Technologies can be hard to 
learn, and they may give a false illusion of a stable and proper connection. 
Exchanging gifts on behalf of deceased children may lead to a prolongation 
of mourning, in a continuous cycle of mutual support among the grieving. In 
any case, digital tools are clearly transforming mourning practices to some 
extent. They are adding new layers of vulnerability to mourning and coping, 
and they are bringing mourners together for badly needed support – even as 
they sometimes prolong the grief, in a bittersweet soothing special space of 
connective presence. 
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5 Conclusion 

This dissertation has turned into an important part of my life. I spent more 
than four years reading academic literature, doing fieldwork, observing web-
sites, collecting empirical materials, narrowing down important topics, and 
summing up the main themes and narratives for my thematic analysis. The 
task was a big one. I needed to figure out which themes unite mourners across 
such a diverse set of online platforms. I also needed to learn about – and to 
prepare myself to be confronted with – their most intimate, existential worries. 
In the course of the research, moreover, I was forced to consider my own val-
ues and existential struggles, as my own family history too is related to the 
universal politics of default amnesia in the Russian Federation. As it turns out, 
all of the memorial websites examined in this dissertation have deep personal 
importance for me. The Nord-Ost terrorist attack was a personality-changing 
event for my 16-year-old self, and it lay behind my choice to pursue a Bache-
lor’s degree in journalism. Ten years later, my aunt died from cancer. Trying 
to support my family emotionally (and to distract myself), I spent a lot of time 
online, hoping to find some psychological support, or rather tools that might 
provide comfort as well as the right words for those in grief. One of the most 
interesting websites I came across back then was Forever with Us. It showed 
me an astonishing number of other mourners seeking emotional support. Fi-
nally, while working on this dissertation, I learned that Stalinist repression 
was not avoided by my family. It is the memory of them that was avoided, as 
in so many other Soviet households. My grandmother died in 2018. After her 
death, my mother opened the locked storage drawer under her time-worn bed. 
For more than seventy years that drawer secretly collected documents, corre-
spondence, and photographs of relatives who were never mentioned in the 
family. Comparing letters and certificates, my mother learned that her grand-
parents did not die from ‘some disease’; rather, they were repressed by the 
government. Moreover, the reason her father never advanced very far in his 
academic career was not that he was ‘very unlucky’, as he had always said he 
was. Rather, he had a special mark in his papers that classified him as unreli-
able for the communist regime. He was a son of enemies of the state, namely. 
After learning their real names, we found my grand-grandparents on the Me-
morial website, on a list of victims of repression who had been sent to Siberia. 
Reading their stories online, together with thousands of others, my mother and 
I learned that we are far from alone in this family tragedy. Instantly, therefore, 
the Last Address case became very personal for me – indeed, existentially 
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important. I understood my grandparents now. They never said anything, be-
cause they wanted to protect our family from pain, as did so many others you 
have read about in this dissertation.  

In order to conduct my thematic analysis and deal adequately with emo-
tions of other mourners, I needed to go through my personal feelings. The 
majority of people on memorial websites are coping with serious traumas, and 
their pain can be physically felt through their writing. I often took pauses from 
exploring these websites for a couple of hours or even days and read research 
articles and textbooks instead, which gave me a chance to escape from the 
painful experiences. People in grief tend to verbalise their feelings and to ask 
rhetorical questions about life and death, and it is difficult not to be emphatic 
and to ask these questions oneself. All the while I could not stop self-reflect-
ing, and projecting their experiences onto my own life. I was fortunate, there-
fore, in my meetings with the Reference Group35 and with my supervisors, in 
my discussions with scholars doing similar research, and in my conversations 
with a psychotherapist. These namely helped me work through my emotional 
engagement, transforming it into an important and self-reflective element of 
my work. I was thus able to filter out certain matters, and to focus on a few 
essential themes in the research. This process, sometimes painful but always 
highly self-reflective, was of great aid in my efforts to conduct a thematic 
analysis rooted in existential philosophy. 

In the remainder of this concluding chapter, I summarise the outcome of 
this process. I recapitulate the ideas outlined in the preceding chapters, and I 
set out the findings of my thematic analysis, in the process unwrapping several 
aspects of the connective presence of mourning in Russia (5.1). I bring these 
findings into conversation with Heidegger’s ideas of presence, and I return to 
the research questions and answer them (5.2).  

In my concluding discussion (5.3), finally, I offer some speculations on the 
future of digital memorialising in Russia, on the possible development of dig-
ital censorship, on the further growth of active participation by citizens online, 
and on the role of memory activism in times of crisis. I discuss some limita-
tions in my research, and I highlight certain issues needing further investiga-
tion. Finally, I summarise my main contribution to the study of existential 
media, of digital memory, and of death online. 

                               
35 The Existential Terrains programme involved collaborating with stakeholders and represent-
atives from various organisations and sectors in society, who gave feedback to the research 
team (see more at: http://et.ims.su.se/research/reference-group/). 
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5.1 Thematic analysis. Findings 
In this section, I recapitulate the main findings of my case studies, and I show 
how online mourning and connective presence play a multifaceted role in Rus-
sian society.  

My first case study, Last Address, illustrates the existential workings of 
digital memories of repression. People have a need to remember friends and 
family who lived, but who were deleted by violent political events and by the 
politics of default amnesia. Essentially, by enacting memory practices of con-
nective presence, mourners reclaim their right to having existed. Online me-
morialisation helps them achieve a sense of existential security. It also furthers 
the mending of a broken memory culture, through the digital resurrection of 
repressed memories of the dead. The case of Karagodin’s blog, for instance, 
shows how momentous memorial publications can be, as existential media 
(Lagerkvist 2016b). We have seen, furthermore, how impossible it is in the 
Russian case to separate the existential from the political. I have therefore pro-
posed the term ‘politico-existential’, which may be useful in further analyses 
as well. 

My second case study, Nord-Ost, focuses on the technological aspects of 
mourning online. Digital memory and connective presence, taken together, 
challenge the politics of default amnesia, stimulating collective action against 
government policies. The digital memory archive, from which information 
cannot be deleted and where it can always be accessed, can be a powerful tool 
helping people to remember – together – what it was they were supposed to 
have forgotten. 

My final case study, Forever with Us, reveals how the new tools of digital 
memorialisation are used in mourning practices, and how these can yield both 
new benefits and new complications. My focus here is on the collective aspect 
of grief online. I have not primarily addressed the politico-existential qualities 
of digital commemoration, although online mourning does to some extent 
challenge political norms about how to remember the dead, thereby indirectly 
contesting the politics of default amnesia. This case study throws a vivid light 
on the vulnerabilities to which the connective presence of online mourning 
can lead. It can alleviate existential suffering, and it can produce new digital 
insecurities as well – possibly even prolonging the grief. Taken together, my 
case studies demonstrate the diverse and significant roles played by connec-
tive presence in the ecology of digital memory. The forms of connective pres-
ence highlighted in my case studies all involve, in different ways, a challenge 
to the politics of default amnesia in the Russian-speaking world. They also 
display three key themes, to which I now turn.36 

                               
36 For a detailed explanation of the step-by-step process in my analysis of these three themes, 
see 3.3.3: Process of thematic analysis. 
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5.1.1 Theme 1. Connective presence between the living and the 
dead: The mourner talking to the dead 
Here I finally can talk about my feelings 

 
Online mourners often start their memorial pages or comments by acknowl-
edging that the only place where they can mourn – collect their memories, 
complain, be angry, be sad, be desperate – is the particular website in question. 
They address the deceased directly, sharing their feelings and concerns with 
that person, as if it were possible for the latter to check their messages through 
heaven’s network. Like a physical grave, a memorial page often turns into a 
place of interaction with the deceased; but instead of sitting on a bench quietly 
with flowers, a mourner writes messages and poems, congratulates, com-
plains, brings symbolic presents, and most importantly shares thoughts and 
feelings that were not possible to share before. In the case of Forever with Us, 
this takes place when people create a memorial profile page, fill in all the de-
tails, describe their worries and their pain, and declare their love for the de-
ceased in a very personal way. Being surrounded by like-minded users, they 
feel that no one there will criticise them for their frustration and despair. A 
similar type of connective presence can be seen on the pages of the Nord-Ost 
website, where friends and family recall their relationships with the deceased. 
They often come back to the memorial page many years later, only to speak 
directly to the deceased and to write down some feelings and confessions that 
they do not want to share with anyone else. This is most strikingly seen in the 
case of Last Address. This website allows people to talk about things which 
for almost a century officially were not spoken of, that were taboo. While ac-
tual memorial plaques on walls are sometimes removed by vandals, or not 
allowed by the authorities, the website itself is a place where mourners can 
collect all the information about their repressed relatives – childhood memo-
ries, secret stories of the family, documents obtained at last from the KGB’s 
archives. All of the emotions and knowledge that had been suppressed by the 
politics of default amnesia can finally be verbalised, on their new online home. 
This theme, I would argue, is extremely important on a personal level. It 
shows how bereaved persons can achieve a sense of existential security on the 
internet, reclaiming both the right to remember and the once-denied rights of 
their relatives to exist. 
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5.1.2 Theme 2. Connective presence between the living: The 
mourner talking to others 
Please, You, read this, remember them!  

 

This theme includes all situations where mourners address others than the de-
ceased: i.e., the public of the website. Sometimes they thank visitors to their 
memorial page for reading the obituary, or they ask them to take a careful look 
at the photograph, or they encourage them to learn more about their dear de-
parted. They often stress how thankful they are for the opportunity to share 
their feelings and life stories with others. One mother on Forever with Us 
wrote: ‘As long as you read my daughter’s story and see her on this website, 
she is alive!’ The theme here is the need for a reader, for companionship, for 
group support, for someone to share the grief with. I believe this theme illus-
trates the topic of this dissertation on a communal level, which concerns how 
people come together and establish a sense of connective presence in a group. 
This is obvious in the case of Forever with Us, where bereaved mothers send 
birthday messages to each other’s lost children, reply by thanking them for 
remembering the date, and bring up some personal details that promote further 
communication (‘would you like to know? – my son liked dogs’). This theme 
is also vital in the case of Last Address, where people find information about 
their relatives (such as who died in the same GULAG) by reading someone’s 
memorial. Sharing memorial pages on social media allows more people to 
learn the story of their country, and sometimes – after getting motivated by 
the project – to learn about their own relatives and how they actually died. The 
communal theme is also crucial in the case of Nord-Ost, showing as it does 
how technologies intervene in the local political culture. For friends and rela-
tives of the victims, the Nord-Ost website has turned into a platform for moral 
action and an instrument for collecting memories (eventuating later into the 
publication of a book). Still today, there are people who write in comments 
that the website was the only place where they learned what happened to their 
friend or family member, as no one had told them the details of the death. The 
Nord-Ost website, having been created originally to contest the official poli-
tics of default amnesia, continues to this day to keep the names of the victims 
alive, together with their life stories, ambitions, and hopes. 

5.1.3 Theme 3. Connective presence motivates action: 
Mourners acting together 
Together, We are making the difference. 

 

This theme concerns actions that mourners perform on websites – actions that 
unite them and bring about change. Whether they are buying small pictures 
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that symbolise presents for the dead (Forever with Us), getting information 
from declassified archives (Last Address), or writing petitions to authorities 
(Nord-Ost), mourners find it vitally important to know they are not alone in 
their activities. This sense of common action develops on all levels: the per-
sonal, with the emotional closure achieved by sharing feelings with others; the 
communal, with the group support given by like-minded people; and finally 
the national. Acting together, people try to fight the politics of default amne-
sia, to resolve their politico-existential struggle, and to force the system to 
accept their right to be heard – and the right of their lost ones to be remem-
bered. This topic is even more important in the case of Forever with Us, in its 
non-political aspect. The majority of users on this website are mothers who 
have lost their children, and who have often lost all sense of meaning and 
purpose in life. They struggle with their daily activities, and can find no source 
of stability or support. In this situation, they need a website where they can 
make a detailed memorial page, talk directly to their dear departed, create col-
lages with photographs of their loved ones, send poetry and animated images 
to each other, and buy and send small presents that appear on the main website 
page. All of these activities allow mourners – by communicating both with 
each other and with those that have gone – to put their grief into action, to find 
ways to release the despair, to recover a sense of purpose, to get through the 
day. Posting pictures of flowers on the memorial page of a loved one, in itself, 
probably does not bring much relief to a mourner. Suddenly, however, another 
person joins in with the activity! This simple shift to being together in thought 
and deed, united by the same action on the same memorial page, provides 
mourners with badly needed emotional support, achieved through the connec-
tive presence of those who suffer the same pain. 

5.1.4 Connective presence as Dasein 
These three themes, based on a connection between the grieving person, the 
deceased, and other mourners – with the associated incentive to act together 
to resolve existential issues – have been visible through all the stages of this 
study. But they have also evolved together, hermeneutically, with the research. 
While my theoretical interests in existential media studies have shaped how I 
approach these matters, these three analytical themes have also emerged nat-
urally from the empirical materials. The three themes are deeply existential, 
namely. Most importantly, the concept of connective presence has allowed me 
to gain an understanding of the twofold characteristics of existential insecurity 
and digital vulnerability in connection with online mourning in the Russian-
speaking world, and to rethink and expand on Heidegger’s definition of pres-
ence. 

I would submit that there are several effects of connective presence online 
that demonstrate an increased existential connection on the level of Dasein as 
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a mode of being-in and being-with-the-world.37 These qualities are particularly 
visible in memorialisation practices, especially considering the local specifics 
of the Russian-speaking communities of remembering online. Firstly, as men-
tioned above, connective presence reveals its workings on an individual level. 
It helps people in limit situations to find emotional support among others who 
experience the same pain – an instance of what has been termed ‘lifeline com-
munication’ (cf. Lagerkvist & Andersson 2017). People often find themselves 
isolated when they have suffered such a loss, as no one around them can un-
derstand their tragedy. The digital features of a mourning community help 
such people speak directly to their dear departed, by writing messages and 
eulogies to them; moreover, finding a verbal outlet in a group of like-minded 
people, and reading the messages of others, makes such mourners feel less 
lonely (Ryan 2008; Walter et al. 2011; Getty et al. 2011; DeGroot 2012; 
Klastrup 2014; Staley 2014). This state of connective presence entails Dasein 
– being among others, being-in-and-with, on the level of words and feelings. 

Secondly, as we have seen, connective presence functions not just on a per-
sonal but also on a group level. New digital technologies stimulate stronger 
bonds of communication with the dead, prompting people to come back to the 
memorial community again and again, even many years after the loss. But 
when they post messages on memorial pages, they do not talk only with the 
dead; they also interact with each other – fellow mourners and webpage visi-
tors (DeGroot 2008; Graham et al. 2013; Gibson 2016). Thus, connective pres-
ence enables mourners to feel an existential connection with others in need – 
being there together in shared vulnerability. Dasein is thus not only being-in, 
in that the space is shared with other mourners. It is also being-with – being 
socially together with others, sharing their pain, caring for them as they care 
for you. 

Thirdly, connective presence generates a strong motivation for social and 
moral activism. This effect is especially visible when the very same mnemonic 
online practices help mourners confront the multi-layered Russian politics of 
default amnesia. Victims of tragic events and their relatives find memorial 
websites to be the only place where they can be understood, where their voices 
will not be suppressed. Those who have lost everything, who have no one to 
talk to and nothing to live for, can try to find new meaning. Here, where we 
see being-in the world and being-with others, Dasein is well on its way to 
becoming Sorge. This is where mourners show concern for each other on a 
more significant level, motivating them to act, to accomplish something to-
gether, to work for a larger, non-personal, existential goal. 

Beyond that, as we saw in chapter 4, connective presence online involves 
more than collective psychological support. As the Forever with Us case il-
lustrated most vividly, it is turning into a necessary feature of ‘lifeline com-

                               
37 For terminology, see chapter 2.1: Existential media studies. 
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munication’. Connective presence satisfies mourners’ need to be heard. Soci-
ety and the system, meanwhile, want them to be forgotten. We saw this in the 
Nord-Ost case, where non-erasable digital traces were very helpful for those 
whose relatives had in fact been erased by the government. Furthermore, peo-
ple who create memorials on Last Address go further: they demonstrate the 
existence of their grandparents and great grandparents, whom they had never 
met, and about whose lives they have only recently learned. On these memo-
rial pages, they declare: ‘They existed, now I know it. Now you know it, too. 
This knowledge is on the internet now, impossible to delete!’ This suggests 
the emergence of a novel, reconnected presence online among biologically 
connected and historically disconnected persons. This type of presence in-
volves finding connections that had been completely erased, re-establishing 
them from scratch, while announcing them to the larger society and encour-
aging the spread of such knowledge. Such workings of reconnected presence 
are existentially pivotal for societies that suffer from the politics of default 
amnesia. 

5.2 Answering my research questions 
Having interpreting the results of my thematic analysis in terms of existential 
philosophy, with an emphasis on understanding connective presence as ‘being 
there together’ in the Heideggerian sense, I can now attempt to answer my 
research questions on the basis of my findings:  
 
I How do online practices of memorialising the dead in contemporary 

Russia engender new forms of mourning, and by extension being there 
together? 

In this dissertation, I have demonstrated that online technologies do not just 
evolve; they also make communal commemoration and mourning – what I call 
connective presence – possible. Online memorialisation affords mourners new 
opportunities for independent creation, and for continued instant access to the 
digital place of memory, which are not available to the same extent in the 
offline world. Real graves are not always accessible; sometimes there is no 
grave at all. Relatives and friends may have their own ways of commemorat-
ing the dead, whether by visiting a church, dropping by their childhood home, 
or symbolically preparing the deceased person’s favourite cake. Most such 
rituals, however, have a rather private character. None involves storytelling 
that is visual and detailed, prolonged over time, and open to others. None in-
vites social mourners to access the memorial space and to co-mourn (Walter 
2017). Digital memorialisation stimulates social communication, in the form 
of messages, postings of pictures and songs, and other communal practices. 
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The connective presence of online mourning helps bereaved persons find emo-
tional comfort among others who have experienced the same pain, regardless 
of geographical location or personal relation. It guarantees the necessary com-
munal support by bringing together people who otherwise would likely never 
meet. It provides useful tools and patterns for expression and interaction, al-
lowing for continuing bonds between mourners and between mourners and the 
deceased. Connective presence is especially important for mourners without 
people close to them who can support them during the difficult times. It is also 
crucial for those who are struggling with the act of mourning itself (having 
long been unable to memorialise the dead), and who are learning to perform 
it now, using the digital resources that have become available. As a result, 
online mourning helps generate existential meaning and value, through the 
opportunity it affords for being-in-and-with-the-digital-world (Lagerkvist 
2016a). It enables people to reclaim their right to remember and to mourn, and 
it vindicates the lost rights of their relatives to exist, by letting others know 
that they once had lived. These things are not possible offline, for a variety of 
reasons. 
 
II What forms and varieties of communally being there are emerging 

through online grief practices of memorialising the dead in the Rus-
sian Federation, and what are their existential consequences? 

In this research, I have traced various forms and features of being there to-
gether through online mourning. In the process, I have highlighted three main 
overarching themes of connective presence online. These concern connections 
(1) between the living and the dead, (2) between mourners, and (3) as a moti-
vation for action. 

The case studies provided examples of interaction of a type that allows 
mourners to say what they need to say to their dear departed. This helps them 
deal with psychological issues and trauma on a personal level. We have also 
seen how communication between people in grief on a group level gives them 
emotional support and enables them to break with the longstanding tradition 
of silent solitary mourning. On a larger social level, the connective presence 
of online memorialisation generates a strong motivation for social and moral 
activism, as ‘being’ there together leads to ‘doing’ things together, through 
the strong bonds it creates between mourners who are united in the same goal. 
The empathy and camaraderie that mourners feel under these conditions spurs 
them to action. 

Existentially, the connective presence of mourning online plays many 
roles. It allows people in grief to gain psychological closure, to work out their 
traumas, and to achieve a sense of existential security. It helps them to gain a 
hearing and recognition from society, to feel an existential connection with 
other mourners, and to discover a shared purpose in their vulnerability. Online 
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platforms for memorialisation give users a convenient space and a standard-
ised vocabulary for grief, whereby they can carry out certain precoded actions, 
such as filling in biographical information, creating a collage, placing a virtual 
candle or a present on a page, or talking to other mourners using prepared 
speech patterns. Performing these actions online and in a group, mourners find 
a common goal, as well as some simple routines that distract them from grief 
(and which sometimes evolve into necessary rituals). At the same time, how-
ever, these activities are connected with digital-human vulnerability. Aside 
from being complicated for inexperienced computer users, and unstable for 
those with a poor internet connection, digital technologies can generate an il-
lusion of authenticity and intimate interaction, especially when group support 
evolves into a group encouragement of online grief rituals. These technologies 
may also lead, with their attractive interactive features and the playful com-
munication with the dead that they make possible, to a prolongation of the 
mourning process. Nevertheless, at least as far as the Russian-language inter-
net is concerned, online commemoration has definite empowering aspects. By 
interacting with each other, and facing their digital-human vulnerabilities to-
gether, mourners can cope with their own life tragedies; and together they can 
confront the social norms of a broken memory culture, bringing back memo-
ries and restoring the history of those whose existence had been erased. 

 
III What are the implications of these forms of connective presence 

online for the Russian political memory culture? 

In my research, I have found that the Russian culture of political memory can 
be challenged if people restore their memories and bring back the virtue of 
remembering. This reconnected presence has the potential to resolve the exis-
tential struggles of mourners who have lost their connection with dead rela-
tives due to a painful political history.  

Modern Russian death online practices are similar to Western ones in many 
ways, and they can be seen as a part of a common global picture – except in 
certain respects. In this study I have found that, in the Russian-speaking world, 
the post-scarcity culture of digital memory is not necessarily a problem that 
needs to be resolved through the right to be forgotten. Instead, it provides a 
means of mending the broken memory culture and fighting the politics of de-
fault amnesia. Victims of tragic events and their relatives find memorial web-
sites to be the only place where they are understood and where they can stay 
in touch – where their voices are not suppressed, but rather are supported. As 
a consequence, their narratives are unavoidably politico-existential, for their 
existence has been deeply affected by political decisions and conditions. Un-
like in some other societies, non-removable digital archives are desirable for 
those whose relatives were in fact erased. They facilitate the creation of re-
connected presence. Reconnected presence is created when one learns about 
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a disappeared family member for the first time. One’s connection with such a 
person had actually not been lost; rather, it never existed. Subsequently, when 
learning about the life of such a deceased relative, spending time in archives, 
and exploring that person’s facial features, life ambitions, and cause of death, 
one creates a connection that was not present before. In this manner, the new 
technology reconnects the members of such families – individuals bound to-
gether biologically, but separated by a traumatic political history. 

Digital information generated in the process of this memory work is easily 
accessible to other internet users, so it turns into a potential source of memory 
for others. Thus, reconnected presence conveys memory further – when other 
individuals spend time learning about the deceased, feeling moved by that per-
son’s story, sharing it on social media with their connections, and returning to 
the same online memorial later. In such cases, connective presence online sat-
isfies the politico-existential need of mourners to be recognised by others, in 
situations where the system wants to continue repressing their experiences and 
memories. These aspects of connective presence help to keep suppressed 
memories alive, and to combat the politics of default amnesia in the Russian 
culture of political memory. 

To sum up, I return to my original formulation of the research problem in 
this thesis, and to my purpose in trying to solve it.38 In line with my original 
plan, I have problematised the ways in which online technologies affect com-
munal commemoration and grief practices in the Russian-speaking world. 
Following the initial research aim, I have explored how online memorialising 
of the dead in contemporary Russia engenders new forms of communally 
mourning and of being there together. With an eye to weighing the potential 
existential implications of these developments, I have analysed the new death 
online practices on three different websites. I have understood these activities 
not just as a continuation or disruption of traditional practices of grief, but as 
a culture that affords new opportunities. I have sought to achieve this aim by 
answering three research questions relating to different aspects of my task, 
and by performing an existential thematic analysis. 

As an upshot of this long-term observation and analytical work, rooted in 
theoretical approaches of existential media studies and digital memory stud-
ies, I have demonstrated the ways in which the emerging culture of memori-
alisation online generates new existential meaning and value, as well as giving 
rise to new challenges and issues of digital-human vulnerability. In so doing, 
I have highlighted the various opportunities afforded by the connective pres-
ence of online mourning. 

In the course of this research, I have found connective presence to be a 
powerful tool that creates existential connections between mourners and their 
dear departed, and between different mourners as well. It helps them achieve 
a sense of existential security, both personally and communally. However, 
                               
38 See chapter 1.2: Research problem, purpose, and research questions. 
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online platforms for memorialisation also entail new layers of vulnerability 
for mourners – on a technological, an ethical, and an emotional level. By 
bringing mourners together, such platforms do not just offer badly needed sup-
port; they may also prolong the grief, by inviting people to return time and 
again to these special spaces of connective presence. Finally, I have shown 
that connective presence in the Russian Federation always includes a political 
component, as its mnemonic practices help mourners confront the multi-lay-
ered politics of default amnesia, while also affording them means to ‘mend’ 
the broken memory culture in the nation. I submit, then, that these findings 
fulfil the original purpose behind this study. I hope as well that they can and 
will be used in future research. 

5.3 Concluding discussion. What has been said, and 
what can be said in the future 

This study has interlaced the concerns of three research fields: existential me-
dia studies, digital memory studies, and online death studies. By integrating 
concepts and previous findings from these three areas, I have been able to 
highlight phenomena that might otherwise have remained invisible. Expand-
ing upon previous definitions of the politics of forgetting (Ricoeur 2004; Con-
nerton 2008; Assmann 2014), I have contextualised existing research typolo-
gies for the Russian context, demonstrated the workings of manipulated 
memory or commanded amnesia – in terms of default amnesia – and showed 
how people’s memories and actions can find an outlet through digital tools. 
Pursuing an existential media analysis, I have problematised what digital 
memory scholars describe as a ‘post-scarcity memory culture’ (Hoskins 2011) 
in a society where memories of the dead have traditionally been carefully pro-
tocolled. Analysing different ways of resurrecting memories of the dead 
online, I have discussed both the existential possibilities and the predicaments 
of the new digital media reality, where information is stored by default and 
the internet is impossible to sanitise completely. In fact, these technologies 
enable mourners to avoid governmentally prescribed default amnesia. Digital 
archives that store information that cannot be deleted, therefore, can be seen 
as a good thing in societies prone to censorship and prohibitions.39 ‘A better 
way to collect information than the internet has not yet been invented,’ said 
Svetlana Gubareva, editor of Nord-Ost.org and mother of one of the deceased 
                               
39 The above-mentioned findings indicate the relevance of political studies and internet studies 
for this dissertation. I have not, however, drawn upon them extensively. It is fair to suggest that 
the further utilisation of previous research from these fields can help contextualise the themes 
of this study even more. These areas have been described by other authors: see, for instance, 
Wijermars, M. (2021). ‘The Digitalization of Russian Politics and Political Participation.’ In 
The Palgrave Handbook of Digital Russia Studies, eds. Gritsenko, D., Wijermars, M., and 
Kopotev, M. Palgrave Macmillan. 
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hostages, in my conversation with her. Put in more existential terms, Russian 
digital reality offers users an opportunity to be-in-and-with-the-world – to be 
connected, present, and open – in the way they want to be. In the offline world, 
by contrast, such a thing is very difficult. Online memory ‘has become con-
nective and enforced through the entanglements of social media networks, au-
tomation and sociality’ (Lagerkvist & Linden 2019: 216). 

In Russia, the internet still remains relatively free from governmental in-
trusion, so people can express their opinions on it. The digital media ecology 
itself, however, raises new existential challenges. Digital vulnerability con-
cerns issues of digital literacy, cyber-harassment, troll farms, growing online 
censorship, and the ethics and morals of users.40 It can be confidently predicted 
that online access in Russia will grow substantially in coming years, together 
with increasing limitations on free media and intensified online surveillance, 
censorship, and information control. Since 2019 the Russian government, ‘pri-
marily concerned by the question of regime survival’ (Gritsenko et al. 2021: 
128), has sought to monitor and to shape the internet on its own terms. It has 
increased the pressure on major domestic and international internet compa-
nies, demanding for example that they transfer the personal data of Russian 
citizens to local servers in Russia. In such a situation information remains ac-
cessible, but publicising and spreading it may become risky, as can be seen 
from the recent trend towards imprisoning social media users – often after a 
single post (Hertle 2020; Hovyadinov 2020). However, only time will tell 
whether and how these restrictions will change online practices of memorial-
isation. Such activities still occupy just a niche; they are not politically 
charged, yet they fall within the area of individual activism (Lonkila et al. 
2020). History indicates that Runet has always been – up to now at least – very 
productive and supportive for users in crisis situations, providing them with 
solutions for problems through information and organised volunteer help (As-
molov 2020). Recently, moreover, digital communications have offered new 
methods which facilitate civic resistance (Gritsenko et al. 2021). Considering 
the visible growth of a young generation of active citizens online, and the in-
creasing prominence of memory activism in times of crisis,41 the future of dig-
ital memorialising in Russia gives cause for hope. 

I realise the findings in my dissertation are based on reasoning from the 
research fields it addresses, as well as on the specifics of the case studies and 
the format of this research itself, which was performed by means of virtual 

                               
40 Considering their growing importance, these topics merit careful consideration and further 
research. See, for example, DiResta, R., Shaffer, K., Ruppel, B., Sullivan, D., Matney, R., Fox, 
R., Albright, J., and Johnson, B. (2018). ‘The Tactics & Tropes of the Internet Research 
Agency’ (PDF). New Knowledge via Wikimedia Commons. 
41 For more on memory activism, see Bond, L., Craps, S., and Vermeulen, P. (2017). Memory 
Unbound: Tracing the Dynamics of Memory Studies. Oxford: Berghahn Books; and Larkan, F. 
and Murphy, F. (2018). Memory and Recovery in Times of Crisis. Memory Studies: Global 
Constellations. Routledge. 
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ethnography. I do not seek, therefore, to generalise my findings, but rather to 
offer them for the light they can throw on particular cases, at a particular time, 
in this specific environment, and as investigated with a particular set of re-
search tools.  

It is important to emphasise, moreover, that I regard the question of digital 
versus material not as an opposition, but as a spectrum of forms and experi-
ences – just as I see my case studies as digital, material, political, and existen-
tial all at the same time. This is why I have not specifically addressed opposi-
tions between online and offline, digital and material. In my understanding, 
namely, these contrasts are partly anachronistic; they are not determinative in 
the modern world of global digitalisation, with its accepted causality of digital 
interaction. Yet it would be interesting to explore these contrasts. A compari-
son with other countries of Eastern Europe, moreover, may also yield interest-
ing insights.  

A traditional offline ethnography, with its focus on the daily routines of 
mourners over a long period, would help us understand the actual importance 
of the memorial websites, and the long-term emotional value of these activi-
ties for those participating in them. Interviews with both mourners and website 
creators, as well as with managers, may throw light on the underlying reasons 
and motivations involved. However, such interactions may be harmful, both 
for the research subjects and for the study itself, as noted in my discussion of 
ethical concerns earlier. For the sake of future studies in this field, it is im-
portant to formulate precise instructions and recommendations for researchers 
dealing with people in grief or in other crisis situations. I hope my discussion 
in chapter 3: Ethics stimulates reflection among researchers dealing with sim-
ilar topics. 

It remains to be seen whether online archives will activate societal memory 
and prove useful in times of trouble, should such come. In the 1990s in Russia, 
due to radical political changes and associated economic troubles, people had 
to concentrate on daily survival and to avoid discussions of serious existential 
topics. Some decades before that, moreover, such discussions could even pose 
a mortal threat. Now there is a feeling in the air that both economic and polit-
ical instability may be in the offing, as the situation in the world grows more 
unpredictable, and as many countries implement new, digital methods of pop-
ulation control, such as face-recognition techniques, big data collection, and 
digital surveillance. But one thing is different in society today, as compared 
with the past: the strong feeling of community achieved online through the 
workings of connective presence. This connective presence grants a feeling of 
support, connection, and community. Together, moreover, with the fact that 
information can be found easily and shared instantly, this feeling leads natu-
rally to grassroots activism. It is also virtually impossible now to hide infor-
mation completely, to eliminate all traces of certain persons, or to cover crimes 
that have been committed with a cloak of invisibility.  
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This dissertation offers ways to think about connective presence in the light 
of online mourning in the Russian-speaking world, characterised as it is by an 
enhanced connection of mourners with the dead, and by new digital insecuri-
ties as well. Challenging the traditional phenomenological understanding of 
presence,42 I present an alternative view, by demonstrating the workings of 
connective presence online. In contrast to those who see the continuous and 
omnipresent online presence as something potentially dangerous (Miller 
2019: 172), I claim it can bring many benefits. As we have seen, connective 
presence offers manifold opportunities, three in particular of which – outlined 
in my three main statements – allow us to classify it as a vital motivator for 
the digital transformation of individual and communal forms of commemora-
tion of the dead in the Russian Federation. The three statements bear repeating 
here: 

First, connective presence always works on both a personal and a group 
level. It arises through the experience of shared vulnerability, providing an 
existential connection both with the deceased and with others in need. Second, 
connective presence has a strong political component, as the very same mne-
monic practices on the internet also help those who grieve and mourn to con-
front the multi-layered Russian politics of amnesia. Finally, non-removable 
digital traces are helpful for people whose relatives were in fact erased. Here 
we see the creation of a reconnected presence of persons with whom bereaved 
relatives lost their connection, due to history. 

The research reviewed in this dissertation is the first of its kind, as no one 
before has demonstrated the nuances of Russian mourning online, or ap-
proached them in the light of memory and death online practices, or through 
the prism of existential media studies. Furthermore, probing as it does both 
similarities and differences between Russia and other cultural contexts, this 
thesis complements the prevailing focus on the Global North in studies of dig-
ital death. In particular, my case studies shed light on the world of Russian 
memorialisation. The three websites examined herein approach this topic dif-
ferently, offering materials for further discussion and comparison with inter-
national practices. While these cases are not all-encompassing, and other as-
pects of mourning in Runet can be found, I maintain that they do cover the 
most important issues in connection with digital mourning. As the first study 
of this type about the Russian-speaking segment of the internet, this disserta-
tion provides novel and valuable information that coheres with and comple-
ments existing Western research, thereby contributing to the growing field of 
death online studies. 

In order to carry out this study, I formulated certain concepts that have 
helped me to mobilise my analyses. I have used descriptive concepts like bro-
ken memory culture and the politics of default amnesia as multivalent meta-
phors that describe important aspects of Russian history, politics, and culture 
                               
42 See 2.3.2: Connective presence. Analytical concept, definition, philosophical context. 
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in relation to the workings of memory and forgetting in the nation. I have ex-
plained the descriptive concept of a broken memory culture through a histori-
cal overview of the traumatic and abrupt changes that Russian society has 
gone through, with continual changes in regulations and traditions initiated by 
the authorities. I have also repeatedly used the descriptive concept of the pol-
itics of default amnesia as a metaphor in this work. In contemporary Russia, 
the coerced oblivion of certain individuals, especially in the case of politically 
charged deaths, has taken the form of what I term default amnesia (cf. Con-
nerton 2008, Assmann 2014). Both capacious and concise, these concepts 
have been fundamental throughout this dissertation. I hope future scholars will 
find them to be helpful tools. Together with my perspective on connective 
presence and its role in keeping memories alive, those concepts constitute my 
main contribution to an existential approach in digital memory studies. 

As this thesis has shown, Russian memory culture is influenced by regula-
tions, which are based on local politics and implemented through the local 
media model, thereby forming the political existence of people from the Rus-
sian-speaking world. The amalgamated concept of politico-existential being 
is very important for this study, as it helps explain the specifics of the local 
culture of memorialisation. Commemoration of the dead works in a unique 
way in the digital realm, on both a politico-existential and a technological 
level. As the case studies exemplified, digital memories in the contemporary 
Russian context play a crucial role in bringing the self and the subject – 
through the laying of claims to the existence of the departed – to the fore, in a 
culture of suppressed selfhood. In this dissertation, I have explored how prac-
tices of remembering and forgetting on a personal, communal, and govern-
mental level are changing in the Russian-speaking world today due to digital-
isation, and how the connective qualities of digital technology work in this 
particular context. My analysis has identified various opportunities which are 
afforded by connective presence online. It enables mourners to cope and to 
achieve existential security individually, as well as to act together, politically 
and existentially, and to create reconnected presence. By bringing attention to 
these variegated forms and meanings of connective presence in a context less 
studied, I hope I have contributed to the growing field of existential media 
studies, and to ongoing explorations into the profundity and varieties of digi-
tal-human existence in the age of global connectivity. 
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