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The Interface Between Life and Death: Digital
Communication with the Deceased

Hong JIANG, Anqi HU, Xiaxuan FANG

Abstract

Some people continue to leave messages on the deceased's social media,
how should we understand this kind of communication? Based on the
perspective of the continuing bonds theory in social psychology and previous
case studies of “the last Weibo of the deceased Li Wenliang”, this study used
structural topic models and a semantic network analysis in computational
communication studies to evaluate, describe and understand digital
communication practices with the deceased in the Chinese cultural context. The
findings showed that comments on Li Wenliang’s last Weibo post could be
divided into two topic groups. Most comments were classified in a continuing
bonds topic group, accounting for the larger proportion (about77.58%). People
directly engaged in daily intersubjective communications with Li Wenliang’s
digital avatar. Digital media integrate the various imaginaries of traditional
Chinese cultural concepts of the afterlife, becoming a fuzzy and definite
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interface. In this case, continuing bonds are shaped by media technology and
culture. The greatest motivation for digital continuing bonds was related to
continuing life. This study introduced the concept of tertiary rétentions to
discuss immortality in the era of digital media, not the immortality of
individual souls or data but the immortality of relationships based on digital
interactions.
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