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Fleming: Attention and Digital Mourning
Volume 10 (2024): 62-80

Attention and Digital
Mourning

Daniel P. Fleming

Abstract

Mourning is the human response to inevitable loss that, if done well,
reintegrates the bereaved’s life into a new way of being that acknowledges
the continuation of life while not minimizing or ignoring the pain of loss.

The virtue of intentional attentiveness is essential for the mourner as well as
those who accompany them in order to mourn well. The internet has given
rise to new opportunities for mourning that have been beneficial for many,
especially those who are isolated or cannot mourn in person. At the same
time, the driving motivations—to sell attention—behind much of the internet
interferes with healing and effective mourning. However, with intentional
efforts to infuse attention into our use of the internet, we can practice good
mourning even in the digital space.

| woke up Monday, December 6, 2021, to a text message from Dad: my
sister’s boyfriend, Steven, had not made it home from a weekend with her.
Internet sleuthing found a fatal single-car accident with the right type of car
at approximately the time he would have been passing the spot. The county
coroner said it was not Steven. Three hours later we found out it was him.
His car had swerved off the road, hit a tree, and burned.

Mom and Dad flew to Columbia, South Carolina, to be with Christina, my
sister, the same day. The rest of us mourned with Christina at a distance,
through the wonder of the internet. We were able to text, talk, video-
chat, and watch the funeral from a distance. The internet helped a family
scattered across Dubuque, Seattle, and Frankfurt to be attentive to
Christina’s mourning in Columbia.

The internet brought my family together in ways that were impossible in
previous generations. Nearly 66 years earlier, on January 8, 1956, another
unexpected death occurred. Pete Fleming, Grandpa’s brother, was speared
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to death on a remote river-sandbar in the Ecuadorian jungle with four other
men. He was 27. Olive, his wife, along with the other wives, waited a few
miles away for a planned radio contact at 4:30 that never came. A military
expedition finally found their bodies a week later.

At the time, my grandpa was
living halfway around the world
in South Africa. It took several
days for a five-word telegram
to arrive: “Pete missing. Letter
to follow” (This is according to
Aunt Lois, who saw it as a child.
The original has been lost.).
Grandpa had no phone calls,
texts, or video-chats, and could
not participate in the funeral.
The only people he had to
mourn with were Grandma, his
children, and Grandma'’s sister,
who happened to be visiting.

From 1956 to 2021, the
inevitability of mourning

has not changed. However,
mourning, encompassing the
actions that express and deal
with inevitable loss, and the
expectations we have around
mourning have radically
changed. An entirely new digital
world has been created and
has invaded all aspects of life:
work, personal, social, and

SPORTS
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Mr. and Mrs. Kenneth L.
Fleming, whose son is among
five American missionaries|
feared captured by savage,
Amazon jungle Indians, prayed,
today for their son’s safety—
and the success of his work, &

The Flemings, who live at {
1403 Tenth Av. W., have been
notified that their son, Peter, |
27, is missing in the jungles|
of Ecuador. He and four other| &
missionaries flew in a light|
|plane to work with the prim-
|itive Auca tribe.
| “We feel that Peter is safe,”
|said Mrs. Fleming. “We have|
faith that God will take care|
of him.” -

Radio Message Stops Short

The missionaries had radioed
they had preliminary friendly
meetings with the tribe. The!
last message said: “Here come
a group of Aucas we have not
known before.” Then the radio
transmission broke off.

“We knew that Peter was on
a dangerous trip,” said Flem-
ing, an insurance-firm execu-
tive. “In his last letter, he
asked us to pray for a project
coming up. We didn't know
what it was.”

Bodies Seen Near Plane

Other missionaries’ planes|
and Army and Air Force planes,
which joined the search today, |
reported the group’s plane was
stripped. One body was lying
 near the plane. Another hndy‘
was spotted some distance|
away. However, searchers did
not determine whether the|
bodies were those of Indians
or white men.

Parents Pray for Lost Missionary

AWAITING NEWS: Kenneth L. Fleming, 1403 Tenth Av.
W., talked with a friend on the telephone as he and his wife
awaited news of their son, Peter, 27, feared captured by
savage Indians in Ecuador. The younger Fleming is one of
five American missionaries missing in the jungle.

| went to Ecuador in 1952.
Fleming returned in 1954 and
i‘l‘n::\rriecl OliveFlI. Ainslie of
- eattle. Mrs. Fleming, 23, is
- ’ safe at the missionaries’ base

4 in Ecuador.
| The other missing mission-

.; Nat Saint,
Philadelphia, and Edward Mc-
| Cully, Milwaukee, Wis. All are,

"The National Geographic So-
ciety in Washington, D. C.,
today described the Auca tribe
as “the world's most blood-
thirsty killers,” the United|
Press reported.

Indians Always on Warpath

“The Aucas are always on
the warpath,” said the society.
“They hate everybody. Occa-
sionally they prey on each
other like maddened beasts.”

One report said a signal fire
1ad been spotted in the area.

Sarchers hoped it might have

—A. P. photos
PETER JAMES
FLEMING ELLIOT

been kindled by the Americans.

Fleming represented the non-
denominational group, Chris-
tian Missions in Many Lands.
He was born in Seattle and was

graduated from Queen Anne tween West 92nd and West

High School and from the Uni-

versity of Washington in 1950./and West 97th Streets between
He attended the university for|Ninth and 12th Avenues North-
years and west.

two

|married. Their families are in

South America.

The elder Flemings have an-
other missionary son, Kenneth
C. Fleming, 28, in Durban,
South Africa. |

Water Shutoff

Water will be shut off from
8 o'clock until noon tomorrow
in 12th Avenue Northwest be-

100th Streets and in West 96th

Newspaper article about the loss of my Uncle Pete

financial. But humans have not changed so quickly. A person is still a person,
and a person in mourning still requires the same character traits from those
around them: appropriate attentiveness.

Mourning requires attentiveness because of the confluence of emotion and
cultural expectations in mourning. Attentiveness is the character trait of
paying attention—probably what parents tell their children most, aside from

III

“sit down and be quiet

Attentiveness calls for more than being present

physically; it includes emotions, mind, will, consciousness—in short, being
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present as a whole person. Though it sounds like mindfulness, attentiveness
is always other-focused, whereas mindfulness is self-focused. Attentiveness
is offering a gift to the person before me.?

Mourning with Christina, online at first and in person later when she visited
for Christmas, showed me the importance of attentiveness during mourning
for everyone involved. Christina attended to her memories, feelings, and
dashed hopes of a future with Steven. Her mourning changed from moment
to moment, which meant that my family and | needed to be attentive to
what she needed and what was appropriate at that time. Being attentive

is the key character trait needed to mourn well, while the internet—a
particularly inattentive place—encroaches ever more onto mourning.

Attentive to Mourning

Mourning is a universal and inevitable human experience because loss is
inevitable. Everybody dies. The internet may have changed the places and
expressions of mourning, but everyone has or will mourn a loss at some
point in their lives. They may not mourn well—mourning is complex and
difficult—but everyone will mourn.

_ Mourning is multidimensional, having
emotional, social, behavioral, and physical
5 . .
Mourning is a universal aspects.? Emotions stemming from loss

. . such as grief, shock, pain, anxiety, anger,
and inevitable human guilt, and others ground mourning.

experience. However, mourning is also expressed
through intentional actions such as

memorializing, remembering, crying, and sharing. Not all of grief’s physical
effects are intentional—they may leak out as mental fog, loneliness, being
overwhelmed, exhausted, agitated, not eating, not sleeping, and the like.
A good mourning process is grounded in its embodied effects to provide
help to the mourner so they can accept the reality of the loss, work through
the anguish, readjust to a new environment, and reinvest in their life while
maintaining a connection to the deceased.?

Anguish and Acceptance

Anguish over loss—or sometimes over socially unacceptable reactions

to loss—and the need to accept loss is where all mourning begins. Death
causes multiple losses: the loss of a future, the loss of memory, and the
loss of part of the bereaved’s sense of self. Death blows in like a hurricane,
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shredding all lives in its path, and requires attentive rebuilding. Enabling the
bereaved to attend to their pain and move through it to accept these losses
is mourning’s first goal. In this sense, mourning is natural. It is part of the
cycle of life and death experienced by every living thing.*

Thoughtless action is insufficient for processing loss and grief—the mourner
needs to be attentive to themselves and their loss. Like driving on autopilot,
inattentive mourning may not lead to the intended destination. Paying
attention to the actions of mourning is backed up by research as a helpful
activity. As Alexander Burrell and Lucy Selman argue in their article on
funeral impacts on grievers, “the benefit of after-death rituals including
funerals depends on the ability of the bereaved to shape those rituals and
say goodbye in a way which is meaningful for them.”® Shaping rituals means
paying attention to them and to the mourner’s emotional and physical well-
being in order to bring the mental and physical worlds into alighment.

Perhaps the deepest loss experienced in death is a loss of the bereaved’s
sense of self. Humans are highly relational beings and losing a part of our
relationship network disrupts our sense of who we are. Good mourning
begins to heal the rip in our social and personal fabric left by a loss.
Journaling about the sudden mountain-climbing death of his 25-year-old
son, philosopher and theologian Nicholas Wolterstorff says, “We have to live
around the gap. Pull one [person] out, and everything changes.”®

Teens are particularly susceptible to the
disruption grief introduces to their self-
image because they are in a fragile stage
of development.” Everyone got a taste of
the kind of isolation home-bound
people—Ilike the elderly—experience
through the COVID-19 pandemic. The
whole world was collectively isolated
online—except for the dying who were
hospitalized alone. For teens, however,
the combination of isolation, grief, and
harm to their self-image led to a “grief
pandemic” following the COVID-19
medical pandemic.? Being forced to
attend to who they are and rebuild their
self-image around a bleeding wound at

Isolation in the inattentive world online
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such a young age is a large ask for teens who are most comfortable in the
inattentive world of the internet.

Mourners should be attentive to
their inner and outer worlds. But
those around them, mourning
with the bereaved, also need to
pay attention as they cross the
distance to be with the bereaved,
whose world has just had a jagged
gap ripped in it. It is impossible

to know what is going on inside
others’ heads, which adds to

the challenge faced by those
gathering lovingly around the bereaved.

Coming alongside the bereaved

Isolation is one of the chief threats to a mourner’s wellbeing. Grief on its
own is severely isolating as it takes over every aspect of the bereaved’s life.
When the bereaved is physically isolated, like everyone was in the pandemic
or the bedridden are, mourning can be stunted by a lack of interpersonal
interaction. Responsibility to avoid isolation, in this case, falls on those
mourning with the bereaved. Understanding cries of a broken heart from

a distance through printed words is difficult. Grief, which gives rise to
moments of mourning, can come from unexpected directions that surprise
the mourner, not to mention those who are trying to faithfully attend to
their mourning loved ones. As Julie Lythcott-Haims, reflecting on the path
she took after her dad’s death, observes in her essay on grief:

| picture grief as a vat full of tears hidden behind an opaque wall. All we
can see on our side of the wall is the spigot. Circumstances loosen the
spigot and our tears flow, then we tighten it again to get on with our
lives as custom and bosses demand. But things remind us of our loved
one—a song, a milestone, a photo, an expanse of sky—and we loosen
and tighten, loosen and tighten, over months, years, even decades.
None of us know how big the vat is. How vast the grief.’

Surprises and unexpected moments of mourning make attentiveness much
more difficult. Paying attention to the multi-faceted anguish of loss leads to
a deeper view of mourning than the popular five-stages model. Psychiatrist
Elizabeth Kubler-Ross introduced the five stages of mourning—denial,
anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance—in her 1970 book, On
Death and Dying. Her work is a powerful exploration of the psychological
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aspects of death and mourning.'® However, popular views of the five stages
have reduced all mourning to one “essentialist”*! recipe or path that every
bereaved person limps down, missing the social impact, trauma-recovery,
and relationship rebuilding we have to do when we have lost a loved one.

Readjustment and Reinvestment

While mourning involves processing natural emotions borne out of the
anguish of loss, mourning is also relational and social.*? The bereaved must
adjust to a new reality—a reality with a gaping hole in it. Society, culture,
and religion all define what is “normal” and, from that definition, they shape
the categories, acceptable practices, and taboos of mourning. Lythcott-
Haim’s quotation above highlighted how “custom and bosses” are often at
odds with working out grief.* Wolterstorff expands on the gap his son left in
his life: “We don’t just each have a gap inside us, but together a gap among
us. We have to live differently with each other.”** Not only are we learning to
live in new ways around the gap, but we are doing that in context of a
society that puts its expectations on us. Learning to navigate a particular
society’s demands and limitations on mourning?®® while still mourning and
moving towards readjustment and reinvestment is an act of attentiveness by
the mourner. Mourning means being in a particular place in the world. It
means paying attention to the world around us that extends the mourner’s
attention to anguish and acceptance.

Reality for the bereaved has forever changed, requiring adjustment and
reinvention of themselves as their social circle rebuilds around the loss.
Mourning in both private and public worlds is part of the healing process
and must be attended to. One study has shown that expressing mourning
by posting online reduces the anxiety of the bereaved.* There is also
evidence that shows that private grieving, out
_ of the public eye and even alone, is essential
for the mourner’s emotional wellbeing.!” The

There is a time for evidence for public and private mourning is not

mourning with contradictory but complementary, as there is
others and a time for  atime for mourning with others and a time for
mourning alone. mourning alone.

There is a time and place for mourning together, but attentiveness to the
mourner should reveal when they need to mourn privately—when they
are not able to engage in relationship or when those mourning with them
are thinking more of themselves than of the mourner they are supposedly
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attending to. Wolterstorff summed up the benefits and dangers those
mourning with the bereaved provide:

Some people are gifted with words of wisdom. . .. Some blurted

out strange, inept things. That’s OK too. . .. And if you can’t think of
anything at all to say . . . just embrace. . .. Some say nothing because
they find the topic too painful . . . So they put on a brave face and lid
their feelings . . . that adds new pain to the sorrow of their suffering
friends.®

Mourning in an attentive community is healing even when imperfect. Yet
mourning without attention to self and the other person wounds deeply.

Hope remains. Attentiveness can be learned in everyday life and applied

to mourning. Practiced attentiveness becomes a habit, even a virtue,

as ingrained in people as throwing the football in a spiral is to an NFL
quarterback. In other words: attentiveness practice can start today. At

its simplest, attentiveness as a virtue means to “look and listen,”*° to be
present as a whole person, not just a physical lump of meat. Learning to
look and listen with all our senses is simple but difficult—simple because the
instructions are minimal; difficult because it is a fight against nature, desire,
and the momentum of the internet, as well as the nature of humans.

Digital Mourning

Mourning and culture are dance partners, weaving meaning into each
other and giving form and beauty to our vision of the world. Facing death
and finding meaning in response shapes our self-perception. Yet that same
self-understanding forms the categories that shape our understanding of
good and acceptable mourning practices. Some grieving men withdraw
from society because their model for manhood is ever stoic and reserved.
Teens in mourning drift to social
media in mourning because they
are comfortable there. Thus,
transitioning online for mourning
makes sense. Mourning has
always happened partially at a
distance—flowers, cards, and
letters used to be mailed.?” Now,
when most people are already
comfortable communicating and
socializing online, the internet

Mourning at a distance
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is a natural place to turn for mourning, especially at a distance,?! though
in its present form it has a complex relationship with mourning because it
demolishes our attentiveness.

Current Trends

The internet has always been about communication that shrinks space

and time. The internet has repeatedly transformed the speed, power,

and reach of communication. And our digital lives are not done changing.
Developments in artificial intelligence have enabled communication

with bots that can simulate deceased relatives, so called “grief bots,” or
programs that become Al girlfriends, with the attendant mourning when

a particular digital-girlfriend-service goes offline—or dies.?? Each of these
communication revolutions has appeared as if by magic, with little attention
paid to the effects on users until much later.

The internet’s entrance into mourning has been a grass-roots transformation
more than a systematic hostile takeover—no llluminati-funded plan here.
The transition has been broad, affecting end-of-life technology, expanding
options for memorialization and tributes, supporting complex responses for
mourning in different subgroups, and necessitating new strategies for
record-keeping and dealing with digital assets. New opportunities to practice
mourning online have arisen with blogging, videos, photos, visualization,
poetry, grafting, film-making, dialoging with the deceased, and personal
reflection, as we connect with others, pass the time, and transition through
various stages of grief.?

The internet takes the human
propensity for inattentive mourning
and escalates the problem by selling

attention to the highest bidder.
When attention is the business
model, users must be prevented

The internet takes the human
propensity for inattentive

from spending attention other mourning and escalates the
places—including mourning. Social ~ problem by selling attention
media companies strategically to the highest bidder.

show posts and comments about

mourning to keep a user engaged, not to help them mourn well. Their goal
is to move the user along at a pace that maximizes the amount of money
the company can make by showing advertisements without the user leaving.
Taking attentiveness and shaping it solely for someone else’s profit is not
beneficial to mourning.
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Social media sites are the most visible places of digital mourning because

of their ubiquity, but they are also sites that encourage the most inattentive
mourning. The algorithms driving social media arrange posts on a user’s
feed at varying times, including reminders of a lost loved one that are auto-
generated—“Say happy birthday to Joe!”—as well as those created by other
mourners.?* The algorithm will sandwich heartfelt posts mourning loss
between the basest self-promotion, political rants, and memes, making no
distinction. The algorithm’s goal is to take as much of its users’ attention as
possible so it can sell more advertisements. Even so, these reminders of loss
may be opportunities to mourn, to remember a friend, to process, or they
might be uncomfortable and creepy—bringing up unwanted memories—

or simply out of place. Tech reporter Brett Williams observes that “"Grief

is an emotion that feels out of place on social media, where most people
painstakingly curate the most appealing versions of themselves.””?* Social
media’s inward focus crowds out the attention that mourners need to give
to their grief and receive from those accompanying them.

In fact, the more emotionally and relationally distant a person is from the
loss, the more inattentive they are to online mourning. A study in Spain
showed that those most closely related to the deceased found comfort

in online mourning, while those who were more distant viewed the same
activities as superficial and disturbing.?® People closest to the loss tend to
be the most focused on the loss and mourn the most deeply. Their own
mourning enables them to see the depth of others’ expressions online and
enables them to be more attentive and mourn with their friends or family.

Social media may be the most visible venue of mourning, but other venues
may be more conducive to digital mourning. Private messages through
iMessage, Signal, or old-school text-messaging are used to express and listen
to mourners. Zoom, Facebook Live, YouTube and other streaming services
let people participate in funeral services who could not otherwise make it.
Using a streaming service became
extremely popular with the public¥
during the COVID-19 pandemic,
with a majority of funeral homes
offering streamed services.?® My
uncle and sister attended Grandpa’s
funeral online in 2021 because of
travel and life restrictions. They
didn’t just hear us but were even
able to participate by sharing their

Streaming funerals
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own memories and eulogies. The internet enabled them to express their
mourning and hear ours, joining a family separated by almost a dozen time
zones into one shared experience!

Clearly, the mixing of a wide variety of content on social media is not
exclusively bad news for mourning. First, it extends the range of possible
mourning actions and interactions. As Neil Postman has stated, each new
medium, including social media, which was unimaginable in his day, opens
“a new orientation for thought, for expression, for sensibility.”?° The internet,
including social media, has opened up vast new horizons of creativity and
self-expression in part because it is different than speech, writing, radio,
television, or any other media. For example, Instagram’s photo-orientation
may lead to using humor to mourn by remembering your grandma’s
photographic r: P ———
quirks or other : e i e
aspects that would ® s
be taboo during ;“;j“‘““““g

a funeral. Or X/

Twitter’s original
140-character limit
brought out the
creativity of brevity,
which can be seen
in the tributes to
the death of Robin
Williams.*

o thegradway | Read ya buzzfeed article
Brody , Your story touched me , thanks
for sharing a litle bit of your Grandma
with us @w

316w 1lke Reply

n will.flemingg buzzfeed. sorry for your
loss man I

hoav Al

SR 78 likes
j  SEPTEMBER 12,2017

Log into like or comment

Remembering a grandma's humor on social media

Second, some sites are recognizing and making space for mourning-specific
activities. Facebook and Instagram allow turning accounts into memorials.
These memorials freeze the contents of a deceased person’s profile while
still allowing others to visit, tag, and talk to the memorial publicly. The
deceased’s thoughts, opinions, photos, and other artifacts are preserved—a
double-edged sword. Preservation allows mourners to return to an
unchanging version of the deceased, which may help them remember and
mourn the person as they saw themselves.

On the flip side, those posts do not age and change with the mourner,
which may be harmful to their continued mourning. They do not reinterpret
themselves as the bereaved grow and change, which is essential for
mourning.3* While previous generations have dealt with journals, letters,
and other artifacts, they are not present to the mourner in the way social
media is. Those artifacts must be intentionally brought out and reviewed.
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On the internet, the social media companies’ algorithms decide when to
show the mourner old memories. Agency is taken away from the mourner.
Unfortunately there is no clear-cut plan for mourning; what helps some
people mourn well can be damaging to others.

There are also specifically built tools focused on mourning. Sites for
mourners to share their stories while they go through grief and reflect on
their journey as they grow and change, like Option B, Here to Help, Grief
Stories, and Caring Bridge, are out of the public eye but fill an important role
in our mourning by providing a carefully managed community of support.
Some researchers are concerned that such sites may turn into grief ghettos,
where mourners feed on each others’ negative emotions without growth
and change, but overall the effects seem more positive.?? Caring Bridge is
built specifically to help people walking through a major medical event to
tell their story. Those stories do not always end with recovery and families
can turn the page into a memorial space for digital gathering, mourning, and
remembering.

Far-Reaching Impacts

Having moved many mourning practices online, modern culture is creating
the aforementioned “digital artifacts” of mourning—an entirely new
category of “stuff” the bereaved are left to clean up. Mourning has always
created artifacts, the bits of ourselves left behind in words and objects
such as tombstones, letters, monuments, stories of grieving, and the like.
In the digital realm, each interaction creates a digital artifact. A future
archaeologist may comb back through digital artifacts of mourning—if

they survive—to learn about
archaeologists today study the

artifacts of mourning from societies
long dead to gain insight into their
lives. What they will find is a mess

Modern culture is creating
"digital artifacts" of

mourning—an entirely of social media, digital tools, and

new category of "stuff" the specifically built sites, all generating

bereaved are left to clean up. ~ intertwined and overlapping
artifacts.

Dealing with all the artifacts the deceased left behind is an often hidden
and private aspect of mourning. Cleaning out a house, handling finances,
and dealing with a will are now supplemented by cleaning up the online
debris of life. This includes the visible elements of a dead person’s social
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media profiles as well as their information
on government websites, email, online
banking, and all the other aspects of the
life they carried out online, not to mention
the often-memed “clear my browser
history, bro!” Online clutter impacts
mourning in two major ways. First, the
decisions require shifting attention, which

can interrupt mourning. How long to hang g 2 A

on to the bereaved’s artifacts and when to N\

let go is a deeply charged question made N 4 t

ever more difficult by the public nature -

of the internet.® Second, sorting through ,

the more private side of digital life can be ;

seen as an invasion of privacy?* and may Dealing with a loved one's digital
artifacts

be affected by corporate policy, law, and
regulation.®®

On the other hand, when loss is public, as in the death of an individual like
Kobe Bryant all the way up to a society-wide event like war, mourning is
also public, which means that emotions can become contagious, spreading
quickly through society and generating the potential to deeply change social
and cultural expectations and taboos. When those emotions can be poured
out in a widely read, open-access forum like the internet today, major social
norms can be drastically altered. Steffen Steinert has cataloged how times
of mourning, like after 9/11, the downing of flight MH307 (a flight that
disappeared in 2014 with no trace), and the 2015 Paris terrorist attacks was
expressed online as deep anger and sadness, while Hurricane Sandy in 2012
saw an online epidemic of fear.3®

Attending to these society-wide crisis moments and their earth-shaking acts
of corporate mourning raises unique challenges for the mourners and those
mourning with them. Emotionally charged groups, especially once a critical
mass is reached to make the reaction self-sustaining, often respond with
mockery and disregard for those who try to raise concerns. Being attentive
requires recognizing the powerful force that a mob becomes, whether for
good or ill.

When George Floyd’s murder was shared on social media, it kicked

off nation-wide mourning that resulted in a summer of protest whose
effects are still felt today. True grass-roots public online mourning can be
cathartic if it is done properly. But many times powerful agents like social
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media companies, mediators of digital
mourning, capture mourning and twist it
into capitalistic productivity, nationalism,
advertisement sales, or some other
agenda, which negates the healing
effects of the mourning.?” Attending

to these society-wide crisis moments

as they unfold in all of their internet-
boosted speed and their earth-shaking
acts of corporate mourning means
attending to a crowd of individuals, with
their uniqgue mourning responses, who
are behaving as a single mob directing

- ~ mourning in a particular emotional and
Attending to society-wide moments of behavioral direction.
crisis

Infusing Attention

Removing distractions is only the first step on the path to attentive online
mourning. We also need to develop attentiveness as mourners and
accompaniers. In Japanese, the word kizukai, meaning “reading others’
needs,” captures the essence of attentiveness.*® Such reading, hearing, and
understanding of others’ needs affirms the validity and importance of the
beneficiary. In mourning, attentiveness affirms the reality of mourning and
opens space for engaging grief head-on in safe community.

Consider the depth of attentiveness demonstrated on the page dedicated
to Emily Johanna Hoffman.3® She was in a car accident on February 9,

2023, which left her on life support for eight days, going through multiple
surgeries, until she died on February 17. Her sister continues to maintain
the blog as a place to mourn significant dates like Emily’s birthday or several
different anniversaries associated with her death. The comments, pictures,
posts, and tributes are moving as Emily’s friends deal with trauma, death,
and the continuing march of life without their loved one.

Good mourning, dealing with the emotions of grief and reality of loss,

like Emily’s family has done on Caring Bridge, has not been the norm.
Even before the internet, with its penchant for inattentiveness, invaded
mourning, people did not like to be attentive to grief. The funeral industry
equated good mourning with big purchases: “the fancy coffin is what they
would have wanted.” People would show up to mourn not to accompany
the bereaved in their loss but—consciously or unconsciously—to satisfy
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themselves, put on a good show, or be the center of attention. The internet
may have revolutionized mourning, but human mourners are still the same:
fighting to attend to what is important during the most emotionally charged
time of life.

Attending to others’ mourning online means missing out on many non-
verbal cues or altering behavior because of the discomfort people
experience talking to a screen.* Combining the lack of cues with emotional
distance and the inattentiveness of the internet results in a very big obstacle
in the way of mourning. That obstacle is not insurmountable if we focus our
attention on mourning with the bereaved.

At best, the internet is a mixed bag when it comes to mourning. Many
interactions are helpful and healing in the wide variety of places they
happen. Even in the face of social media’s monetization of attention, people
are fighting back and giving their attention to mourning. Some are carefully
and thoughtfully posting and commenting despite the attention-selling
banality of social media.

separate sites like Caring

Bridge. These efforts The internet may have revolutionized
show the power of mourning, but human mourners are
attending to mourning so still the same: fighting to attend to

as to mourn well, hat is i duri h
whether in person or wnat Is /mportant uring the most

digitally. emotionally charged time of life.

Conclusion

Mourning attentively is difficult. As our world spins through a digital space
that breeds inattention, developing attentiveness is key to unlocking the
healing and reintegrating effects of mourning. Mourners need to attend to
their anguished emotional state caused by the gaping wound ripped in their
lives by death while also reinvesting and readjusting to that new reality.
Those who come alongside and accompany them need to know how to
attend to the mourner, as well as pay attention to their own more distant
anguish, loss, and reinvestment as they, too, grieve.

Making a conscious choice to recapture attention, to become attentive, to
be the sort of person who gives the gift of attention to others is possible.
Attentiveness is learnable. A person trained to be attentive in the day-to-day
will fall back on that habit—that virtue—in mourning as readily as teens fall

Page |75



Character and . . . Inevitability

back on the forums they are comfortable with. A world populated by the
attentive will be a place where mourning and accompanying mourners bring
healing from anguish and readjustment into a new reality for the bereaved.

Daniel Fleming is an Assistant Professor of Computer Studies specializing in
Cybersecurity. He is also a trained theologian (Ph.D.) and bioethicist (M.A.). Daniel
loves studying and teaching about the interaction of people and computers. He
works towards helping society and especially the church recognize the benefits and
dangers of modern technology.
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