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Spontaneous morality development in online affinity 
spaces for neighborhood commemoration  

Mike de Kreek 
 
 
 
   

In our network culture totally different and new spaces have developed. In 
cyberspace there are new forms of location-based communities. No com-
munities based on membership, ideology or doctrine, but open spaces where 
people find each other in a shared interest: fluid communities, in jargon called 
‘affinity spaces’. Places where people are close to each other because of 
affinity. (translated from Post, 2018, p. 6) 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I discuss a study of local memory websites from the perspective 
of affinity spaces for new commemoration rituals in which moralities are shared. 
Local memory websites offer residents a space where they collect and share 
memories about particular places or experiences in their neighborhood. These 
digital memories consist of combinations of audio recordings, videos, pictures, 
and text. Both professionals and researchers have noted the potential of such 
websites to foster the wellbeing of a neighborhood and its individual residents. 
In their studies, they mention a range of social effects that ultimately could build 
a stronger community (Burgess, 2006; Garde-Hansen, Hoskins, & Reading, 
2009; Klaebe, Adkins, Foth, & Hearn, 2009; Stillman & Johanson, 2007). A 
pre-study led me to the questions how organizational characteristics are con-
nected to online dynamics, and what kind of framework could be used to 
describe the social effects these connections produce. Looking for answers, I 
conducted a thorough double case study of two local memory websites in 
Amsterdam: the Memory of East, and the Memory of West (De Kreek, 2016). 
The social effects were described in terms of empowerment on individual, 
group, and community level. Both websites’ dynamics were shown to foster 
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empowerment on collective levels, the levels I was most interested in. More-
over, I showed how these findings in terms of social effects were embedded in 
the development of contextual and organizational aspects in both cases. By 
reinterpreting part of these findings, I explore arguments that local memory 
websites are non-institutional affinity spaces that facilitate commemoration 
rituals in which shared moralities develop. 
 

Commemoration and morality: From myth through religion to 
institution? 

Contemporary places of commemoration should be open for a plurality of 
appropriations, where the current diversity of people can find the space for the 
performance of their memorial rituals (Post, 2018). Furthermore, the ritual itself 
should offer space for various adaptions. The ritual then becomes an open her-
meneutic space where many can enter based on their own preferences, although 
it still offers soft boundaries to move within (Post, 2018). In the digital age 
‘[n]etwork media can turn individuals separated in time and space into a com-
munity through shared interests’ (Post & Van der Beek, 2016, p. 82). Here Post 
talks about fluid communities where people find each other based on shared 
interest and relates them to ‘affinity spaces’ (Post, 2018). An affinity space is ‘a 
place or set of places where people can affiliate with others based primarily on 
shared activities, interests, and goals, not shared race, class, culture, ethnicity, 
or gender. They have an affinity for a common interest or endeavor […]’ (Gee, 
2004, p. 67). Gee emphasizes that ‘what people have an affinity with (or for) in 
an affinity space is not first and foremost the other people using the space’ 
(p. 77). 

Commemorating rituals are related to the development of shared moralities. 
Misztal (2003), in her reading of Durkheim, describes how Durkheim arrives at 
an institutional solution for the problems modern societies face with shared 
moralities. In early societies, social cohesion was generated by a shared morality 
that developed as an effect of collective rituals and symbols that commemorated 
and celebrated a mythical origin. Most of these morality rituals were permeated 
by spirituality or religion and expressed rules or laws. During rituals group 
solidarity and moral consensus were formed and reformed among participants, 
especially if they consisted of bodily practices and were able to touch the 
participants’ emotions. The historical continuation of such a collective memory 
required a community that was delimited by space and time. 
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The cohesive national morality in modern societies is under pressure by 
various developments (Misztal, 2003). First, secularization diminishes the role 
religions used to have in rituals that generated morality. Second, the state’s 
ability to impose a unifying national collective memory decreases by contem-
porary division of labor which, instead, creates a plurality of specialized moral-
ity spaces. Third, we witness the emergence of, on the one hand, community-
based small memories searching for identity, and on the other hand global 
memories facilitated by the social media of the digital age. According to Misztal, 
Durkheim ‘sees intermediary institutions, located between the individual and 
the state, as capable to act as an effective buffer against political domination and 
social fragmentation’ (2003, p. 130). This way, Durkheim claims that people 
engage in a civic morality based on the conviction that they are interdependent 
and have an affection for the collective. Misztal states that by envisioning the 
emergence of institutions as the structures to arrive at new morality, Durkheim 
privileges institutions like the law. 

The above leads to the question whether local memory websites can be con-
sidered as non-institutional affinity spaces for commemoration rituals in favor 
of morality development. And, if they can, how they relate to social facts that 
tend to persist and do not renew themselves. Before I reinterpret the findings of 
the conducted study along these lines, a thorough description will follow of the 
cases, the applied methodology, and the findings themselves. 
 

The cases: Two local memory websites and their background  

The two cases under study were the websites and communities called the 
Memory of East and the Memory of West, referring to particular neighborhoods 
in Amsterdam. The Memory of East was initiated by the Amsterdam Museum 
in 2003, and the district council of Amsterdam West followed this example in 
2004 with the Memory of West. 

In 2001 the Amsterdam Museum started with preparations for a neighbor-
hood exhibition, called ‘East, an Amsterdam Neighbourhood’ (Ernst, 2006). 
The East area had a highly diverse population demonstrating various lifestyles 
and social backgrounds. The Amsterdam Museum was less known in this neigh-
borhood, which is why it also wanted to promote itself among the inhabitants. 
In collaboration with a social welfare institute, an outreach project for the 
neighborhood was set up in 2003. Part of the project towards the exhibition 
consisted of collecting and sharing local memories on a website called the 
Memory of East. The aims with this activities consisted of ‘improving social 
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cohesion and accessibility, increasing skills and helping people to become better 
acquainted with art and culture, as well as the history of Amsterdam’ (Ernst, 
2006, p. 110). The exhibition finished in 2004, but, to the present day, the partic-
ipants are still actively collecting memories and commenting on them online. 

Inspired by the Memory of East, the Memory of West was initiated in 2004 
by the local government of a city district in ‘New West’ who partnered with a 
local community center. In 2000, some of the district’s areas with high concen-
trations of a few ethno-cultural groups were identified for urban renewal. The 
aim of urban renewal programs was to foster greater socio-economic diversity 
and resilience. These redevelopment projects were set up in order to produce 
social cohesion by differentiation of: ‘a larger variety of apartments and envi-
ronments as well as inhabitants’ (translated from Hellinga, 2005, p. 86). In this 
context, the Memory of West aimed at ‘increasing social cohesion in Amster-
dam West, preventing social isolation among the inhabitants, improving the 
memory skills of the elderly and creating more tolerance among young and old 
by means of knowledge and understanding about each other and each other’s 
past’ (translated from Bekker & Van Helbergen, 2010, p. 1). The website is still 
active today, both in terms of new stories and comments on them in the comment 
fields. 

Below, I describe the most characteristic contextual and organizational 
aspects of both cases. The focus on precisely these aspects was based on a field 
study of eighty local memory websites (De Kreek & Van Zoonen, 2013a). 
 
The Memory of West: Context and organization  

Context – Amsterdam New West predominantly came into being in the 25 years 
following the war. People who moved there considered themselves as pioneers. 
Gentrification-driven city renewal started to play a role in the nineties. Restruc-
turing certain neighborhoods supposedly would dissolve the concentrations of 
ethnic groups and would increase the market value. These developments 
received a growing amount of criticism and stimulated the sentiment of being 
pioneers and newcomers in New West. The participants in the Memory of West 
wanted to collect stories that celebrated this pioneering character by expressing 
the incentives and experiences of the diversity of these adventurers.  

Partners – Since 2006, the core team of the Memory of West consisted of a 
tight group of cultural entrepreneurs, volunteering professionals, and active 
residents. These entrepreneurs have been able to set up subsidized collabo-
rations with other organizations creating win-win situations in which mutual 
aims would overlap or complement each other. Consequently, the memory 



Online affinity spaces for neighborhood commemoration 49 

collecting activities were strongly embedded in the partners’ regular core 
business, which created sustainable collaboration.  

Aims – The aims of the Memory of West are elaborated from abstract to 
concrete. On an abstract level it aims for social cohesion, social participation 
and belonging. It also elaborates on these aims, such as stimulating contact 
across ages and backgrounds, sharing stories and emotions related to the neigh-
borhood, and improving knowledge about the socio-cultural history. On the 
concrete level of participation of vulnerable citizens, the Memory of West 
mentions improving self-esteem of youngsters, women, and seniors. A second 
noteworthy aim is that in relation to social cohesion, it wants to improve toler-
ance. Tolerance, according to the website, is the growth of reciprocal knowledge 
and understanding which is attributed to the sharing of memories.  

Categories – The Memory of West has a category ‘News’ on the website, 
but also ‘Stories about the present’. Most contributions in these categories, like 
the name indicates, account for issues, experiences and events that are em-
bedded in the present or the recent past. With ‘Stories about the present’, the 
Memory of West initiated projects with groups of participants ranging from the 
youth to the elderly. Individual writers also contributed to this category on their 
own behalf. This results in a combination of content about the more distant past 
(around 2000 items) and the recent past (around 1000 items). 

Success – In the projects of the Memory of West, digital memories about 
various other locations in New West were collected and intentionally produced 
by different participants. Success was experienced in terms of variation in the 
memories and diversity among the commemorators. 
 
The Memory of East: Context and organization  

Context – The main parts of Amsterdam East were developed in the sixty years 
before the Second World War. Once gentrification processes started in the 
seventies, many residents rejected the city renewal and the government facil-
itating it. A wish to preserve developed and was also present among the 
participants of the Memory of East. Collecting stories and pictures gave them a 
chance to focus on preserving the past, before it got lost.  

Partners – Between 2003 and 2010, workshops were provided for target 
groups of other organizations, without collaborating fundamentally at an organi-
zational level. In 2010, a transfer of responsibility to the residents occurred 
which led to disappointment for some participants who left. From that moment, 
only residents who strongly identified with the more distant past of Amsterdam 
East and had time to invest made up the team that collected memories. They 
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kept organizing small-scale workshops, but were not able to build up significant 
collaborations.  

Aims – On an abstract level, also the Memory of East aims for social 
cohesion, social participation, and belonging in the neighborhood. It stimulates 
contact across ages and backgrounds by sharing stories and emotions related to 
the neighborhood. The nurturing of knowledge about the socio-cultural history 
also plays a role. On an individual level, the Memory of East limits the concrete 
aims to improvement of computer skills. 

Categories – The Memory of East used to have a category ‘News’, but it was 
used only occasionally for announcements. Moreover, spreading announce-
ments was not regarded as a core activity, which is why it ended up in disuse. 
Consequently, the Memory of East predominantly invited people to contribute 
memories about the distant past, which tended to attract people over the age of 
sixty who liked to share their childhood memories. 

Success – After 2010, a new core group developed the idea that success, in 
terms of high numbers of published stories and visitors, would convince the 
Amsterdam Museum to continue financing the web hosting. Quantitative suc-
cess was feasible, because there were some specialists in a limited set of topics. 
In addition, spreading new memories through Twitter and Facebook reached a 
rather steady group of visitors and elicited comments. The limited set of topics 
fitted the sentiment of preserving the distant past since they covered, among 
others, the Jewish past, former neighborhood shops, and former soccer clubs. 
 

Empowerment meets narrative in online dynamics 

In order to identify a theoretical framework for conceptualizing the social effects 
of both websites, I conducted a systematic review of the existing literature about 
local memory websites, from which I developed an analytical model which 
identifies empowerment on individual, group, and community levels (see p. 51). 
This model aligns directly with empowerment theory: ‘a multilevel construct 
applicable to individual citizens as well as to organizations and neighbourhoods’ 
(Rappaport, 1987, p. 121). Potentially, local memory websites thus offer: ‘a 
mechanism by which people, organizations, and communities gain mastery over 
their affairs’ (Rappaport, 1987, p. 122).  
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Figure 1: Analytical model for the social effects of a local memory website 
   (De Kreek & Van Zoonen, 2013b) 
 
Existing research has identified how individuals can be empowered through 
their participation in local memory websites, i.e. through experiencing pleasure, 
acquiring self-confidence or digital skills (Burgess, 2006). Much less is clear, 
however, about how local memory websites empower specific participating 
groups, and the wider community in which they operate. 

I used the analytical model to focus the research question on the influence of 
organizational characteristics of online local memory websites on the empower-
ment of participating groups and the wider local community. However, I still 
needed an approach to connect the online dynamics of the websites to collective 
empowerment. I tackled this by using a combination of two narrative approaches 
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to study the websites. The first approach consists of Rappaport’s ‘empowerment 
meets narrative’ model (1995, p. 795) according to which personal stories and 
collective narratives are important resources for empowerment. He argues, 
among other things, that inclusion in a collective identity is determined by ‘what 
is allowed to be remembered’ (Rappaport, 1998, p. 229). People who can relate 
to a collective narrative, experience inclusion in the collective identity, and 
those who do not have a connection, feel excluded from it. In addition, 
Rappaport states that the mutual influence between personal, group, and com-
munity narratives parallels the interdependencies across similar levels of 
empowerment (Rappaport, 1995; 2011). 

The second approach was taken from Boje’s work on organizational story-
telling which provides a narrative method to identify collective aspects in large 
collections of stories (Boje, 2001; 2008). According to this approach, personal 
stories are not only part of someone’s personal discourse, but also part of a 
‘complex system of a collectively construed [discourse] of organizational “reali-
ty”’ (Luhman & Boje, 2001, p. 163). This ‘reality’ as such can unintentionally 
or intentionally exclude or include people or groups, as with Rappaport’s claims 
about collective narratives. Changes in organizational context and hegemony of 
individual or group discourses can force one ‘reality’ into a next one. Assuming 
that organizational storytelling has similar dynamics as neighborhood story-
telling, the narrative methods applied in the former are applicable in the latter. 
Consequently, I have adopted ‘story network analysis’ as formulated by Boje 
(2001) to analyze the features of the online memories. This involved scraping 
the websites for the public features of the memories and complementing this 
with non-public elements from copies of both databases. The resulting data, 
covering more than ten years of activity, was subject to an exploratory data 
analysis (Tukey, 1977), for which the analytical model arrived at in Figure 1, 
provides the sensitizing concepts, i.e. ‘directions along which to look’ (Blumer, 
1954, p. 7). The next section shows the results of the exploratory data analysis 
of both websites in terms of collective empowerment and its relation with online 
dynamics and the organizational forces behind these dynamics. 
 

Collective empowerment expressed in online dynamics 

In order to arrive at meaningful elements in the online dynamics and useful 
concepts, I iteratively explored possible relations between patterns in the data 
and concepts from the analytical model in Figure 1. This resulted in three crucial 
indicators and a focus on three concepts that are described below. 
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I identified three composite indicators of collective empowerment: online 
diversity, online activity, and online participation. The developments of these 
indicators for each case are depicted in Figure 2, which gives a heuristic sum-
mary of the findings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Heuristics of the development of three indicators in the online dynamics 
 
Over time, the online diversity in the Memory of West increases in terms of the 
keywords (topics, locations, and periods), whereas this decreases in the Memory 
of East. On both websites, the online activity (number of stories and comments) 
and participation (number of different participants) fluctuates, but in the 
Memory of West these indicators develop more parallel than in the Memory of 
East. This implies that the ratio between the numbers of contributions and 
participants who deliver them, remains stable. However, in the Memory of East, 
the online activity is relatively high and steeply growing compared to the 
number of persons participating online, especially during the last five years. 
This means that the number of contributions per participant increases. For the 
Memory of West, both participation and online activity in 2013, drop to a level 
lower than the previous five years. 

The exploratory data analysis also related the described indicators in Figure 2 
to three concepts on the level of group empowerment in Figure 1: forming col-
lective identities (A), social learning (B), and social networking (C). I assume 
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that being part of a collective identity (A) is constrained by what that collective 
defines as worthwhile to remember (Rappaport, 1998). This implies that online 
diversity in terms of remembered topics and periods is directly related to the 
variation of identities different people can identify with. Consequently, focusing 
on its increasing online diversity, the Memory of West can be seen to be em-
powering in terms of available collective identities for its highly diverse 
population to connect with. Vice versa, the Memory of East disempowers cer-
tain groups, because the decrease in online diversity lowers the set of available 
collective identities for these groups to relate to. 

If ‘[v]irtually all human knowledge is based on stories constructed around 
past experiences’ (Schank & Abelson, 1995, p. 1), then the online activities of 
remembering constitute an important social learning process (B). This means 
that online activities, especially online comments on stories, reflect the degree 
to which participants exchange and discuss facts, experiences and beliefs, and 
learn from this. Although the total of online memories is nearly similar between 
the two cases, the activity in comments in the Memory of East (about 20,000) is 
much higher than in the Memory of West (about 9000). This indicates that 
empowerment in terms of social learning is more fruitful on the website of East 
then on the one in West. 

Gilchrist claims that a ‘strong and sustainable communit[y]’ (2009, p. 12) 
consists of a delicate balance between three types of social capital: 1) strong, 
bonding ties between, for example, family members and friends; 2) weak, 
bridging ties between, for example, neighbors and colleagues; and 3) linking 
ties through people who make connections between weak and strong networks, 
and organizations. In our study, I assume that online participation of many dif-
ferent residents, rather than a few, offers better preconditions for such a balance. 
The preconditions for network variation in the Memory of East lowered 
following the decrease in online participation. The Memory of West has been 
more stable, both in online participation and, thus, in the social networking 
preconditions, although the online activity is decreasing. Consequently, looking 
solely at the developments of online participation, the heuristics imply that the 
social networking configuration is more empowering in the Memory of West 
than in the Memory of East. 

A closer look at the interdependencies between the three discussed group 
concepts of collective empowerment sheds light on two more: inclusion and 
social capital (D and E in Figure 1). The predominantly strong ties between a 
few participants, in the Memory of East, combined with its high level of social 
learning and dominant collective identities, imply stronger social capital than 
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the Memory of West represents. This manifestation of social capital, in terms of 
strong ties between its members, seems to be embedded in a self-affirming 
process, because the developments in the three other concepts have a grip on 
each other. That is, a small, dense network with a strong collective identity and 
satisfying interactions between participants presumably has no immediate, 
intrinsic reason to change. On the other hand, the multiple collective identities 
in the Memory of West, carried by large, light networks with low levels of social 
learning, result in a more inclusive website than the Memory of East. The 
developments causing this inclusivity also keep each other in balance. That is, 
the multiple collective identities and light networks fuel each other’s charac-
teristics through incidental online activity in which new memories are added and 
new people briefly meet each other in comments. 

Summarizing, the Memory of West has an intermediate online reputation 
consisting of an inclusive variation of collective identities representing sparsely 
knit networks, which have a number of scattered online social learning places. 
This corresponds with the argument that ‘[c]ommunity-level empowerment 
outcomes […] include evidence of pluralism, and existence of organisational 
coalitions, and accessible community resources’ (Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995, 
p. 570). The Memory of East has a strong online reputation in terms of an 
exclusive collective identity representing a few tightly knit groups of partici-
pants each having their own active social learning environment. This matches 
with collective empowerment comprising the ‘capability to reward (or punish) 
causal agents, influence public debate and policy, and shape community ideol-
ogy and consciousness’ (Zimmerman, 2000, p. 57). With its stronger social 
capital, the Memory of East is more likely to resist official memory institutions 
and local politics than the Memory of West. On the other hand, with its more 
inclusive character, the Memory of West is more representative for the broad 
cultural backgrounds of its inhabitants than the Memory of East. 
 

Online affinity space: Commemoration and morality 

Now I return to the question whether local memory websites can be considered 
as non-institutional affinity spaces for commemoration rituals in favor of 
morality development. 
 
Local memory websites as affinity spaces 

Gee defines affinity spaces with a set of features that all apply to the local mem-
ory websites (Gee, 2004, pp. 77‒79). He regards an affinity space as an offline 



56  Mike de Kreek 
 

or online place – or a mixture – where people interact with others based on 
common interests, activities and motives, not class, gender, and so on (2004). 
He emphasizes that participants in the first place do not use the space because 
they are connected to each other personally, although personal connections 
might arise. In general, this description also applies to the discussed local 
memory websites in this chapter. Participants contribute their memories to the 
websites, because they want to tell their stories to its visitors and be part of the 
collection of memories of their neighborhoods. Of course people meet others 
online – formerly known or unknown – but that is not the first and foremost 
reason to participate. This way they bring together people that despite differ-
ences in background share their collective enthusiasm for their neighborhood. 

At a more detailed level, Gee describes an affinity space as a generator of 
content, content organization, and interaction organization. Various portals offer 
access to enter the space. For the Memory of East, an example of a mostly 
virtual, or online, affinity space, the generator is the collection – and collecting 
– of memories about the district and its neighborhoods. This content is organized 
among other things with keywords, dates, navigation paths, and various page 
lay outs. Portals to enter the content consist mainly of the Memory of East 
Facebook website,1 the Hart of Amsterdam community for Amsterdam Museum 
volunteers,2 Google searches, and personal bookmarks of certain starting points 
on the website. The website and its users do not segregate newcomers from long-
time users and light users from heavy users. Each participant ‘can get different 
things out of the space – based on their own choices, purposes, and identities – 
and still mingle with others as they wish, learning from them when and where 
they choose’ (Gee, 2004, p. 77). Based on the interaction on the website by all 
its users both the content and interaction organization is transformed contin-
ually. 

An important subset of features that Gee describes covers different aspects 
of knowledge that play a role in the affinity space. In terms of contributing 
memories, both intensive and extensive knowledge is appreciated. Some 
participants specialize in certain themes (e.g. soccer or the Jewish past) and 
others collect memories about very diverse topics. In terms of interaction in the 
comments, both factual and more deliberative knowledge is shared as I will 
illustrate below. 
 

                                                           
1 Retrieved from https://www.facebook.com/groups/322869044520093/ 
2 Retrieved from https://hart.amsterdam/  

https://www.facebook.com/groups/322869044520093/
https://hart.amsterdam/
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Sharing and collecting local memories as commemoration rituals 

Post considers a literal and figurative meaning of space as two crucial elements 
of a general framework for a ‘good ritual’ (Post, 2018). The physical space of a 
place of commemoration should be open for a plurality of appropriations, where 
people can feel welcome for the performance of their ritual. In a more figurative 
meaning, the ritual itself should offer space for various adaptions by which it 
becomes an open hermeneutic space where many can enter based on their own 
preferences. The local memory websites obviously offer the first kind of literal 
space although they have no roof, but consist of online spaces contained in 
interactive websites. The figurative, hermeneutic space is facilitated by the 
content organization of the online memories and photos accompanying them. 
The set of keywords consists on the one side of neighborhood names, square 
names, building names and street names, and on the other side themes, emotions, 
and periods. The only – quite softly applied – limitation on the stories that de-
scribe the memories are their length: maximum 350 words. This way the content 
organization of the website aligns as a hermeneutic space with what can be 
remembered of the neighborhoods in the city district of Amsterdam East. 

Although the local memories comply with the ideas of space, the question 
arises whether the personal memories, or clusters of them, can be regarded as 
commemoration rituals. One of the earlier described organizational dimensions 
illustrated that the Memory of East is characterized by a preserving sentiment 
and the Memory of West by a pioneering sentiment. This was claimed to be 
related to, respectively, remembering the distant past or the recent past. Implic-
itly, the collections of memories of both local memory websites, ‘celebrate’ 
these sentiments by generating memories that fit in their already existing 
character. The part ‘the Memory of’ in their names aligns with their missions 
like the one in Amsterdam East:  
 

The website fosters feelings of belonging and offers locals a place where they 
can present their memories and share their emotions. Together they make the 
story of Amsterdam East. (translated from Volunteers, 2013) 

 
Through sets of personal memories events, experiences, and places in Amster-
dam East are given a public platform. In many of the comments, I meet people 
– quite many that moved to other parts of the Netherlands or emigrated to other 
countries – that are very emotional and happy about the events, places, and 
people they recognize from the past. They often return to the comments related 
to a story to interact with others about some of its aspects and to supplement it 
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with information they have. These processes happen on very different scales; 
they cluster around one unique memory of someone living on a certain address 
or they cover a large set of related personal memories about the Jewish past in 
Amsterdam East. I would like to frame these processes from visitors as a spon-
taneous commemoration process, as opposed to a scripted one (Hoskins, 2015). 
A ‘process’, because it is hard to pinpoint where the ritual begins and where it 
ends, but it seems to me that the participants are honoring ‘their East’, small or 
big. Some even say the Memory of East contains ‘the real East’ as opposed to 
the Amsterdam East put forward, accompanied by scripted events, by the 
Memory institutions. The described interactions also have an important role in 
terms of morality development as I will cover in the next section. 
 
Spontaneous morality development in online interaction  

At the time of the study, the Memory of East contained 20,000 comments on the 
whole of the memories. Zooming in on this online activity, I follow the distinc-
tion Schank and Abelson (1995) make in terms of what kinds of knowledge 
people transfer by sharing memories. They distinguish facts, experiences and 
beliefs in the social learning process of remembering. In order to identify 
illustrations of these three, I explore the comments on some memories. 

The comments present on the Memory of East often add pieces of factual 
knowledge to a memory or to other comments on it. Many of these are about 
individuals and locations as I can see in many of the 118 comments on the 
memory ‘Simply happy in the Pekelharingstraat’ (Kunnen, 2003). 
 

I lived on Robert Kochplantsoen 26 from 1957. I attended to Clara Feyschool on 
the Linnaeushof. In 1979 we moved to the Ritzema Bosstraat. Most of the names 
here are familiar to me, but I am from 1956. Joke and Koos Bos lived above us. 
I was even married to Paul Stift. (Commenter a) 

 
This was the first comment by commenter a, contributed after 89 earlier ones 
from other commenters. Other comments added experiential knowledge about 
places, periods, and events. Here is part of the third comment from the same 
person (a) on the same memory: 
 

Last week I parked my car on the Robert Kochplantsoen to go to the dentist, 
Verburg, on the Middenweg. Too bad it looks so neglected there. […] I also paid 
a visit to Mrs Terpstra at no. 14, Corries mother. Her living room is so small! 
[…] And the delicious slices of sausage at the butcher! (Commenter a) 
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The third kind of comments is characterized by more critical stands about 
developments across time up to the present. For example, the memory ‘The es-
caped cow’ (about the delivery of cows to the abattoir) received these comments 
(Penseel, 2003): 
 

I know that many of the commenters here had some connection to the abattoir, 
so for them a cow was just a product instead of a living and sensitive animal that 
really doesn’t want to die. But I saw this all happening when I was a child and it 
broke my heart in two. […] I don’t see anyone else among the commenters who 
felt the same. (Commenter b) 

 
Hi [commenter b], we were not executioners; we were just doing our work. I had 
friends who shot sparrows out of the trees, but I did not see the fun in that, despite 
the fact that I had just slaughtered 600 pigs. I always say that you have to eat 
what you kill and otherwise you should leave it alone. (Commenter c) 

 
Yes, [commenter b], my heart also broke when I saw the situation of these ani-
mals. But I do eat meat once in a while (not much). […] I believe that if an animal 
has to be slaughtered it should be done in a HUMANE way. (Commenter d) 

 
The examples illustrate that various kinds of knowledge are shared in the 
comments. Sharing the more factual elements is a process easily triggered by an 
online memory. Visitors like to complement the memory or comments with facts 
they know about related people, events, and locations. Once part of the inter-
action, quite many commenters also share related experiences from the present 
or the past. Finally, some discussions develop that transcend the memory by 
picking up a moral topic that is not directly introduced by the memory but 
related to it and introduced by a commenter. Especially the exchange of and 
interactions about the last kind of local knowledge invokes practices that 
facilitate social learning in which cultural values and morals are renegotiated 
(Burgess, 2006; De Kreek, 2016). 

Along the lines of Misztals interpretation of Durkheim, embodiment, emo-
tion and maybe a kind of spirit, also play a role here in morality development 
(2003). The latter is triggered by online memories of bodily, local experiences 
that are emotionally enriched in an attempt to complement the neighborhoods 
spirit, which leads to deeper discussion of what might be right or wrong. Like 
the slogan of the Memory of East states: ‘The future starts with the past.’ 
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Important differences with Durkheim’s ideas are that in this case these processes 
are not literally delimited by space and time, and non-institutional. 
 

Concluding discussion: Ritual criticism from within 

In this chapter, I illustrated that local memory websites are non-institutional 
affinity spaces that facilitate commemoration rituals in which morality devel-
opment takes place. A thorough description of an empowerment study of two 
cases set the stage to reframe these websites and their communities from ritual 
and morality perspective. I would like to revisit both concepts to introduce some 
possibilities for further elaboration. 

In terms of commemoration ritual I have shown that on micro level people 
like to memorize places or experiences in ‘their piece of the’ neighborhood on-
line. In the present digital age this phenomenon is sometimes called a ‘memory 
boom’ (Hoskins, 2011) and nothing new. If, however, the memories of these 
pieces are put together on a local memory website, the collective process could 
be regarded as an ongoing, implicit commemoration ritual that concerns the 
whole neighborhood. This resonates with the part ‘the memory of…’ in the 
names of the cases, which implies to give a complete, i.e. everyone’s, picture of 
a certain area, which is an aim that will forever be pursued. 

When it comes to morality development, the websites contain online dis-
cussions about values or morals. Again, these discussions happen on micro 
levels within a limited group of people. On another, more macro, level grounded 
in context we have seen pioneering (West) and preserving (East) sentiments that 
can be considered as moralities as well. These sentiments influence the other 
organizational aspects of both cases and ultimately the emergent properties of 
both websites – the capability to resist institutions (East) or to represent many 
inhabitants (West). The persistence of this moral order relates to Durkheim’s 
idea that ‘collective memory, viewed as a social fact that bestows identity on 
individuals and groups’ (Misztal, 2003, p. 137). 

However, in the case studies the directly involved participants showed to be 
sensitive for the persistence of the emergent properties of their websites. During 
a focus group meeting about the Memory of East, for example, I showed how 
the online diversity had decreased since 2010 and that the increasing online 
activity corresponds to a decreasing group of participants. Interesting enough, 
this was recognized immediately and interpreted in terms of various organi-
zational aspects, such as the focus on success in terms of quantity of new 
contributions to the website. A result of this insight was that it fueled the 
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appreciation for efforts that involved new groups, new neighborhoods, and new 
collaborations. In the wake of this, more stories of the recent past were 
contributed to the website with less focus on preserving the past. In my opinion, 
this shows that, with the right information, morality development can and does 
happen ‘from within’ in the form of a critical stance towards the collective 
commemoration rituals of the neighborhood. 
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