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New Ways to Remember the Dead

After almost sixty years of marriage, Pam Cronrath wanted to give her husband a special
goodbye. So she paid two American technology companies to build a life-sized hologram of Bill,
her late husband. The hologram appeared at his funeral and spoke to about two hundred
guests. Most did not even know it was coming, and some thought it was a live video. For
Cronrath, it was not a strange show but a final act of love. Sometimes she still plays the
recording, the way other people look through old photos.

Cronrath is an extreme example. But she is part of something larger. Around the world,
technology is changing the way we remember the people we have lost. Some of it is very
practical. Some of it is much stranger.

Let us start with the practical side. A company called Tending sends workers to graves to pull
out weeds, clean the stone, and add fresh flowers. They take photos before and after and
upload them to an app, so families who live far away can see the work was done. The problem
is not that these families are lazy. The problem is distance.

This is biggest in Japan. The population there is getting older, and many small villages are slowly
emptying. More than a third of Japanese adults no longer visit their family graves, and most say
the drive is simply too long. In some places, thousands of graves now sit alone, with nobody to
care for them.

Japanese companies have found creative answers. One company is building a virtual cemetery,
where users enter as digital characters and leave digital flowers. One old temple in Tokyo even
uses a robot. A visitor uses a card, and a machine brings the correct urn to a small altar, while
pictures of the dead person appear on a screen. The traditions stay the same, even though the
technology is new.

So far, all of this technology has one goal. It helps people remember and honor the dead.
But there is a harder question.

What happens when technology tries to replace the dead person, instead of just remembering
them?

This is where "deadbots" come in. A deadbot is an Al version of a dead person, built from their
old text messages, voicemails, and social media. Justin Harrison created a company that does
this after his mother died in 2022. He did not want a perfect copy of his mother. He wanted the
feeling of talking to her again. In one demonstration, the Al said something surprising. It said
that it had wanted to live, not be a computer program. Harrison was not upset. His mother, he
said, had always expected the worst.

But not everyone is happy about this.
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Researchers at Cambridge University are worried. They agree that these programs can comfort
people for a short time. The real problem is money. An Al version of a dead relative could one

day suggest products to buy during a conversation, or gently push a sad person to keep paying
long after their grief should have faded.

One expert, Sherry Turkle, has studied grief for many years. She believes that grief has an
important job. When we mourn, we slowly accept the loss, and the person who died becomes a
part of who we are. But technology that keeps the relationship alive may stop this, leaving the
person stuck and unable to move on.

These companies have noticed something true. Grief is painful and hard, and modern life gives
us very few ways to deal with it. So it was probably certain that someone would step in to help.
But do these products really help people heal? Or do they only delay the work that grief is
supposed to do? A business that makes money from grief has good reason never to ask.

1) Where are your loved ones buried, and how often do you visit?

2) What kind of funeral would you like to have?

3) What are the usual funeral traditions in your family?

4) After someone has died, have you ever felt close to them through a photo, a recording,
or something that belonged to them?

5) Would you pay for a service that cleans and takes care of graves?

6) Do you think Korea will start having virtual cemeteries in the next 20 years?

7) Would you make a hologram of someone to speak at their own funeral?

8) Would you want to talk to an Al version of someone you have lost?

9) How would you feel if your family made an Al version of you after you died?

10) Do you think grief has an important purpose, or should we try to get rid of it if we can?
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