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Notes are based on a book called: 
We, the Data: Human Rights in the Digital Age 
by Wendy H. Wong - MIT Press 2023

Our Digital Afterlife

Datafication of our lives means 
we must confront the fact that 
our digital data will outlive our  
physical self.



Text, sounds, visuals, movements - everything that characterizes us can be re-
created with increasingly nature-like accuracy . . . in other words, a person can be 
seen, heard and appearing to be alive, even be someone you can have a conversation 
with  . . . long after that person has died.

These technologies already exist and are getting better and better. 

As of 2023, 57 mostly smaller companies are in the business of digital afterlife 

Cont’d . . .

Technology foundation



Problems 

- We leave a LOT of information behind us when we die 
- Our digital afterlife self - “DAS” - can  be (is being) re-created  

without our permission 
- DAS may say and do things we would never have said or done  

    when we were alive* 
- Even if true, information we never shared with anyone  

when we were alive, may come out, e.g. 
            - a career no one knew about 
            - a sibling, a child, an x-spouse no one knew about 

 *) Microsoft has a patent on a conversational chat-bot on a person  
based on social media profiles
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Ethical dilemmas 

-  Who has the right to our digital afterlife?  
- Do we ourself (does that even make sense)?  
- The person/org who created DAS 
- No one? (it’s in public domain) 

- How will those left behind feel about getting to know anew the 
person they thought they knew? (“I had no idea…”)
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Chatbots present a particular problem: 
They are based on input we have created when alive - they represent what we were 
and what we would say, do, and decide - typically in a conversational style that can 
be activated by others. 

While we have rules and regulation in regards to our assets before we die . . . the 
data that form the basis of chatbots are not assets: They are “us” - still there’s no 
way to stop someone (who have access to our digital life) from bringing us back to 
‘life’ (unless they respect our wishes about it . . . and that is based on having 
expressed them while we could). 
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Ethical dilemmas



The idea of “bringing us back” may seem acceptable if we think about data as 
“by-products” of people, but if data represent our identities, we should 
pause before we allow "digital reproduction” of people. 

That is particularly important because maliciously fabricated information 
might be inserted (deep fake) into the chatbots, driving outcomes that are 
(significantly) different from what the deceased person was and/or might 
have wanted to portray; i.e. DAS becomes different from the original person. 
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Ethical dilemmas



Human rights are not considered in the context of our digital afterlife 
because they refer to our physical life. 

We do not (yet) have a language and much less a legal framework for 
dealing with this complex of problems . . . so what do we do? 

Plan ahead!
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Other problems



- We should define our posthumous digital lives incl. the decision not to 
persist as DAS 

- But that creates a new question:  
 Can a decision to opt out be enforced? 

- Is “deletion” even technically possible? 
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Before we face that situation, we should take some steps to manage our 
“digital remains” . . . while we can! 

Here are some recommendations . . . 

Planing ahead
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Speaking about Deep Fake and Truth  
We have a problem: 
In the 2024 election, we do not only have two candidates running 
against each other, we have Deep Fake running against Truth.



But we have a solution: 
A digital watermark on all photos/videos: Project Origin 

An Adobe based system implemented by Coalition for Content 
Provenance and Authentication (C2PA) which tracks all changes made 
to an original photo’s/video’s metadata . . .



Cryptographically 
attaching secure  
metadata to images and 
videos . . . called provenance 
information

File with tamper- 
evident manifest





The world of robots 
Whats coming in 2024-2025 

Will they replace human workers? 





Agility’s DIGIT robot: 

Price: Expected to be 
around   $250,000 

Expected work-life:  

     5 years, 2 shifts @ 8  hrs     

     = Total of  20,000 hours 

That is an hourly rate of 
$12.50 

A service contract will 
probably add $2-3/hr 
making it at par with  
human cost.  

Min. salary in USA is $15/hr.

Video from Amazon: 
https://youtu.be/-
XOyT5q2NwE 

Article about Digit: 
https://www.geekwire.com/2023/
getting-to-know-digit-the-humanoid-
robot-that-amazon-just-started-testing-
for-warehouse-work/ 
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A nightlight w/o electricity
A Danish research team took the genes that make fungi glow green at night and put 

them into a petunia . . .  and now you have a night lamp plant that runs without electricity.
It has been approved for marketing in the United States.


