From Collective Memory to Phygital Memory: Sustaining Remembrance from Below
Ganit Richter
Note: I have decided to submit this research first as a focused ISF proposal. The ISF project will examine phygital memory from below in the Israeli context, focusing on how physical–digital remembrance practices are sustained over time. A future ERC proposal would build on this conceptual, empirical, and methodological foundations to develop a broader comparative theory of phygital memory infrastructures.
Scientific Abstract
Collective memory has often been shaped through institutional and state-led mechanisms: national archives, museums, monuments, official commemorative days, educational curricula, formal ceremonies, and public rituals. These institutions do not only preserve the past; they also help define which people, events, narratives, and values become publicly remembered (Nora, 1989; Olick & Robbins, 1998; Wertsch & Roediger, 2008). Alongside these formal structures, remembrance has also been produced from below, through families, local communities, civic initiatives, and community archives that preserve stories, objects, and experiences not always included in national or official archives. Research on community archives has shown that such practices are not merely acts of preservation, but also practices of representation, belonging, and community self-definition (Caswell et al., 2017; Flinn, 2010).
In contemporary digital environments, remembrance from below is changing again. It is not only stored in archives, performed in ceremonies, or expressed online. Research on social media memory has shown how platforms shape remembrance through posts, comments, hashtags, visibility, and user participation (Adriaansen & Smit, 2025; Ben-David et al., 2024). Studies of Facebook memorial pages in Israel have shown how administrators and followers create public memory, recognition, and social support around people who died in no ordinary circumstances (Navon & Noy, 2022). Recent studies of commemorative stickers after October 7 have also shown how small, personal, and temporary objects have become visible forms of public remembrance in Israel (Markovich, 2026; Ramati & Gal, 2026). These studies demonstrate that digital, vernacular, and platformed memory are already important fields of research. The present project therefore does not ask whether remembrance has moved online, or whether public objects can commemorate. Rather, it asks how physical and digital practices work together to sustain memory over time.
This project introduces phygital memory from below as a conceptual framework for studying remembrance practices in which physical participation and digital circulation mutually reinforce one another. People walk a commemorative trail, wear a badge, place a sticker, scan a QR code, upload an image, respond to a status, share a post, listen to a commemorative song, return to an annual activity, or join a community formed around a person, story, place, or value. In these practices, the physical and the digital are not parallel layers of memory. They form a recursive process: physical action produces digital traces, while digital circulation, recognition, and sharing may motivate renewed physical participation. A physical commemorative act without digital continuation may remain local and momentary. A digital trace without embodied or material participation may remain an online expression or archive. Phygital memory emerges when embodied participation, digital traces, and social circulation sustain one another over time.
The study focuses on the Israeli context between 2023 and 2026 and examines three interconnected scales of phygital memory. The first is the personal scale, based on a longitudinal corpus of WhatsApp Status materials created by a young woman before military service, during the war, and after release from service, collected with her permission. This case allows the study to examine how everyday, semi-private digital traces document changing relations between biography, service, war, identity, and remembrance. The second is the community scale, which forms the analytical core of the project. It will compare physical–digital memorial initiatives, such as Beshvil Yael and other commemorative pages or projects, in order to examine why some initiatives, generate recurring participation, user-generated documentation, value-based affiliation, and community expansion, while others become primarily memorial pages, archives, local initiatives, or date-cantered practices. The third is the public scale, based on commemorative stickers with QR codes, and where relevant, commemorative songs or playlists associated with fallen soldiers. These materials will be analysed as public physical–digital objects that move personal memory into shared cultural and urban circulation. The inclusion of songs is grounded in research on popular music as a mnemonic cultural object in Israeli commemorative culture (Neiger et al., 2011).
The main research question is: How do physical–digital remembrance practices from below become sustained memory communities, and how do personal traces, community initiatives, and public material-digital objects contribute to this process?
The project will use a qualitative multi-case design. It will combine digital ethnography, visual and textual analysis, semi-structured interviews where possible, and mapping of the relations between physical action, digital documentation, public circulation, and recurring participation. The community scale will serve as the analytical core of the project, enabling comparison between initiatives with different trajectories of continuation, participation, and circulation. Materials will be coded for temporality, participation, physical–digital connection, user-generated traces, public visibility, symbolic objects, comments, reactions, QR links, badges, shared images, songs, playlists, and other cues of recognition, belonging, and return. These elements will not be treated as a “gamification of mourning,” but as participatory cues that may help memory remain active over time.
The project aims to make three contributions. First, it will develop phygital memory from below as a conceptual framework for studying remembrance that cannot be understood as physical commemoration, digital archiving, social media memory, or community archives alone. Second, it will identify mechanisms through which such memory is sustained, reactivated, or stabilized into more static forms. Third, it will offer a methodological approach for studying memory practices that move across personal media, community initiatives, and public material-digital objects. By doing so, the project contributes to memory studies, digital sociology, platform studies, archival studies, and information studies, while offering a grounded account of how contemporary communities remember through the ongoing connection between body, place, media, and participation.
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