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Shaping Personal Histories in the Age of Social Media

Megan Summerfield Sheeley
March 2013

This thesis examines the relationship between traditional modes of personal histories and the 

new social media world. The aim is to explore the tension between the two methods of recording 

our place in time and examining the questions that have come up with the information age and 

the digital disorder when it comes to personal communication and our emotional attachment to 

objects with personal narrative. 
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Introduction and Thesis Statement

 Do you have handwritten letters saved somewhere? Why did you keep them? Did you 

print out emails from relatives? Do you still have them? How many email accounts do you have, 

did you always have them or have you lost personal information based on losing email accounts? 

Do you expect Facebook to be around in  five years? Ten years? How about 50? How much 

of yourself is available publicly online? Have you ever googled yourself ? Have you ever found 

yourself unable to access your old external hard-drive because of obsolete technology?

 Questions like these should be prevalent in a fast-changing society. From the industrial 

revolution to the significant technological changes of the twentieth century, the world of 

communication has changed in infinite ways through these booms in knowledge and the form in 

which we communicate this knowledge. These changes affect not only the societal interaction, but 

how we perceive ourselves and our relationship to the world around us. With changing forms of 

communication, how does one establish a tactile connection to the world around us when more 

and more things become digital? 

 Social media has created the ultimate temporary space for us to store our memories and 

daily thoughts, images and information, yet the lasting effect of the internet, especially social 

media is yet to be determined. This paper will examine the connection that we have to the objects 

from the past, and how if we translate these objects to the digital form we are losing the sensory 

experience which ties us to the past, and eventually defining our own personal histories for 

generations to come.
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Exploring our Past through Traditional Methods

 We all hold certain items dear to our heart. These items make the emotional connections. 

They hold memories, connections and tales of places and people we either want to hold on to 

and remember, or can’t let go of for an emotional connection. These items, keepsakes, heirlooms, 

antiques, letters, photographs and collections define who we are to future generations. What we 

decide is important to keep about ourselves becomes one of the aspects of passed down personal 

histories to the ones we love. We tend to keep these items close to our heart, either tucked 

away in a box of other keepsakes in a special location or out where we can be reminded of the 

happiness they bring. We keep only the things that make us happy, we throw away bad grades 

on math tests, or the break-up note. We edit our lives through what we keep whether it is a 

conscious decision or not.

 Physical space is the leading factor in deciding to keep or not keep these items. Not only 

could keeping everything take up more space than anyone has, the items would become unused, 

and sitting around losing importance based on the amount of times we use an item. Deciding if 

we have the space for an item to stay or not defines the importance or connection of the item to a 

memory or a person. We choose the aspects of our friend or relative we think is most important, 

for example a collection of your grandmother’s recipes, or the armchair your uncle sat in. We 

wouldn’t keep the unused baseball bat from the garage if it wasn’t important to at least one person 

before. By keeping items and putting emotional value to them, we give importance to items in 

our life for others to see. 

 This collection of important things represents the story that we wish to tell.  My father 

kept the bow and arrows that he and his father used to hunt deer in upstate New York, not 

because my father enjoys hunting today, but because they remind him of time spent with his 
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father. Through his emotional connection and memory connection from the bow to his father, 

he keeps the story alive. There aren’t that many items we have from my grandfather. Besides the 

bow and arrow my father has his bronze star from World War II and a few other trinkets and 

photographs. You can see a person and what they found important through the collection of 

these items. You can get a clear vision of who he was through these items, and a few details like 

where he worked, and where he grew up. 
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Understanding our Connections to Objects as a Narrative

 Our relationship to objects of personal nature has been questioned and researched by 

many in the past. Understanding our draw to these objects goes far beyond the visual memory 

of something past. In Hope Jensen Schau and Mary C. Gilly’s article published in the Journal 

of Consumer Research, in December of 2003, they evaluate the connection of the object and it’s 

possessor in relation to ‘self-presentation’. “Consumers acquire and display possessions as tangible 

symbols of identity. In fact, researchers claim that the relationship between a person and an 

object is “never a two‐way (person‐thing), but always three‐way (person‐thing‐person). That is 

to say, human‐object relationships communicate between people.” (Gilly and Schau 388). Their 

exploration of the connection of the person-thing-person relates to our personal connections 

and memories of times past and, in essence, our nostalgia for those moments in time. A letter 

for example, holds a story, a connection to a place in time; from the object holder to the sender 

and to the recipient. A hand-written letter, over a typed letter connects the object holder to the 

person’s act of writing through the notion of seeing their handwriting. Smelling the old paper 

evokes emotions of the past, stirring up memories that new digital forms lack. 

 Beyond the connections to the past via personal items of significance to our relatives 

who we miss or try to hold on to, there is a sense of  nostalgia that Susan Stewart addresses in 

her writings. Understanding the connection to not only an object of personal significance, but to 

those without historical significance helps us bring light to the world of our personal objects that 

we hold dear.  Eventually these ideas become the signifiers of our life to those who come after us.

 In Susan Stewart’s On Longing, she writes about the objects which we collect, and why we 

connect to items and pieces of information that we value. The importance of understanding why 

we collect items, is integral to understanding what modern Western society deems important 
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so we can understand how the ‘digital disorder’ will change our evaluation of these items and 

whether they exist or not within ‘cyber space’. Stewart writes, “The collection marks the space of 

nexus for all narratives, the place where history is transformed into space, into property.” (Stewart  

xii) A collection of facts, figures, photos, trinkets and items we keep over time become what we 

leave to the next generation. 

 Desire to keep a souvenir from our past helps us remember the moments that we self-

define as integral to our life story. This brings importance to moments of not only our own 

history, but of those who come before us, by shaping our family and personal histories. Stewart 

writes, “The capacity of objects to serve as traces of authentic experience is, in fact, exemplified 

by the souvenir. The souvenir distinguishes experiences. We do not need or desire souvenirs of 

events that are repeatable. Rather we need and desire souvenirs of events that are reportable, 

events whose information has escaped us, events that hereby exist only through the invention 

of narrative.” (Stewart 135) She goes on to explain that the souvenir represents the narrative 

not of the event, but of the possessor. The possessor of the object gives a sense of importance 

to and nostalgia for something we are unable to grasp or repeat (Stewart 136). If we go back to 

the hunting arrows that my grandfather owned we can see how this might work. For my father, 

hunting is not something he is interested in or ever plans to use again, and yet he has kept 

the bow and arrows in a safe place for almost thirty years since his father passed. In keeping 

the items, even if they aren’t in a location on display or within easy access, my father keeps the 

memories of his father alive. The memories are of the time spent together with his father, and 

of the narrative of their relationship, rather than of the act of hunting. The objects have lost the 

representation of their original purpose and now hold emotional significance even after their 

practical usability has been reduced to old strings and rusty arrows. 



Megan Sheeley  p. 08

 Susan Stewart describes the push and pull of nostalgia and our longing for objects as a 

parallel to the urban landscape versus the countryside (Stewart 01). In the middle lies the suburb, 

where the absence of the future, as represented in the urban jungle, and the past as represented 

in the country come together to create a void where culture creates a fascinating juxtaposition. 

She writes, “The suburbs ... a landscape consumed by its past and its future. Hence the two foci 

of the suburbs: the nostalgic and the technological. A butter churn fashioned into an electric 

light, a refrigerator covered by children’s drawings, the industrial ‘park’ the insurance company’s 

‘campus’.” (Stewart 01-02) Her analysis of the suburbs creates a fascinating place where we see 

the intermixing of the past and the future colliding. 

 The collection of our family’s history and the objects that our predecessors held dear 

combine to become the cornerstone of what we leave behind. We attach memories to objects 

and souvenirs, then adding to the collection passed down to our loved ones. Even for families 

without the physical items in hand, the collection of the material through other means, like 

genealogical research becomes the mode in which we find a personal connection to these items 

and participate in the shared history of one’s family. We can see this trend in Western society 

through the celebration and continuing production of the Antiques Road Show on PBS. The show 

celebrates the collection of things past, and shares not only the monetary value of the items, but 

the stories that drive the collector to save the object, and the stories that define the narrative of 

the object. One aspect that becomes important is the signature or owner’s mark, the connection 

to the person or persons past who might have shaped the narrative of the object and therefore 

keep the personal histories of those alive within the recollection of these histories. A signature 

from an artist places the object within time, transporting the silver knife to a specific personal 

history. One sees beyond the monetary value to reveal the true emotional tie to the objects. When 
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someone finds out their ancestor’s toy might not hold monetary value, they usually go home with 

a smile on their face, happy to have added interesting knowledge to their own personal history 

through this item they have decided to keep. 

 Our curiosity with times past exists in a variety of forms within our society, from 

television shows like Antiques Road Show, as previously examined, to the study of history in 

classrooms, to the organization of our social media through a specific time line like Facebook. 

These social modes are our link to our families, and their stories. 

 For the entire history of the modern world, our society has organized, traced and valued 

the connections to family. The ability to trace back of your ancestors dates to the time when 

monarchies and family ties ruled the world. The caste system was prevalent around the world, and 

the traits of your family not only defined your place in society, but often your name. For example, 

the surname Smithson, is a derivative of a time where you might be the son of a blacksmith.  

Knowing who predated you was the determination of who you could become in life. While most 

of modern society, through the development of the democratic process in the past three hundred 

years, has developed the necessity for maintaining these lines of ancestry have become less 

significant for economic or social prosperity. However, our society still uses our family history to 

define our present selves. 
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Genealogy Research in a Digital World

 One can see through the current trends in popular culture that family history is still as 

interesting today as it was one thousand years ago. Recent television shows such as Who Do You 

Think You Are? on the NBC network and PBS’s series Finding Your Roots and Faces of America, 

retrace back famous figures in society to their beginnings. Lost family history is found with the 

help of sites like Ancestry.com and other local historians. The popularity of these documentary 

series shows us that knowing who came before us is still important for many Americans. 

 Today, if we are asked where we come from, we answer naming the a state or a city where 

we presently reside. Nevertheless, when we are asked where our family comes from, we name the 

country of origin such as, “Italy and France” or another mixture of countries from which their 

ancestors emigrated. The United States is called a ‘melting pot’ for a reason; a country made up 

almost entirely of those who emigrated to this country. Our diverse heritage has been the catalyst 

that unites us and distinguishes us as Americans. The individual characteristics and personalities 

of our family histories creates a diverse story, one that not only defines us personally, but as a 

whole country.

 Genealogy and the process of genealogy research has been transformed by the internet. 

Facts, charts, information that was usually only readily available in local archives or libraries is 

now potentially available on the internet. Ancestry.com has been one of the main contributing 

factors to the explosion in the popularity of researching one’s family history, beyond the personal 

information that has been passed down. For example, a bow and arrow might hold emotional 

significance, as well as tell the story of a connection to nature, but through Ancestry.com one 

might find out that a connection much farther back in time that explains the significance of 

hunting to many more generations past. 
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 Ancestry.com and other similar sites serve as a searchable database of public records. 

With a membership you can see the documents in their original form. The most popular form of 

data in these research databases are the census and death records, because they may sometimes 

provide additional information like a profession or an address that can lead someone to great 

discoveries about a relative. These sites provide an easy access route to public records, that include 

the basic details about ancestors. Although these databases might help compile research on 

a family tree, they lack details that help us connect personally to those who came before. The 

stories our mother told us about a great aunt, or a relative who might have passed remains more 

significant than any public record. 

 Another difficulty inherent in internet genealogy research is the intangibility of the 

information found on the internet. No permanent attachment to these internet documents 

or sites exist. Subscriptions may lapse. You have to create a printed version of the research to 

preserve any concrete connection. A printed paper copy of this information doesn’t hold the 

memorable significance that an original document might embody. Someone researching might 

find themselves with new knowledge of their family, but without any means to share it. There 

is no object that holds value such as an object that creates narrative and stories. The improved 

online genealogy research becomes the same intangible data combined with the social media of 

today. Without spending time creating a physical narrative through keepsake, like a journal or 

family album in traditional form, the information is lost to the next generation without meaning 

and value.
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The Impact of Social Media 

 Facebook is one of today’s most influential social media platforms, but it’s not the first 

time we have seen a huge jump in the form of communication between people. “Through the 

history of human civilization, there have been eight epochal transformations in communication 

that, in their way, were no less profound and transformative than what we are experiencing now: 

from cave-drawings to oral language, the written word to the printing press, the telegraph to the 

radio, broadcast television to cable, and now the Internet.” (Kovach and Rosenstiel 12). What 

is important to understand and differentiates the internet, and specifically the social media 

transformation, is the intangibility of the information as compared to the concrete nature of a 

physical object. As we dissect social media’s relationship with our personal histories, it is key to 

remember that it plays an important role in changing how we communicate and share our lives. 

It is yet to be determined, whether or not social media can play the emotional or experiential role 

that physical or actual relics from our past create.

 Social media acts as the new form of documentation like Ancestry.com acts for past 

generations. It is a network of information that is made up of self-authored anecdotes instead 

of public documents. Instead of a census, there are profile pages, instead of family photos, there 

are mobile uploads of cell phone pictures. The social networking world has taken ahold of our 

communication, and has become the obstacle through which we must get past to find our 

personal histories. Will this media last longer than the transient information on the web thus far? 

Is Facebook the new family photo album, personal diary and grandma’s recipes all in one?

 In 2013 social media is no longer only a fad for the youth of America, but rather an 

integral part of daily communication and life. Cutting edge technology and the latest and 

greatest tools, toys and gadgets are targeted on the eighteen to thirty crowd in the US. While 
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the trends are defined by this group, the lasting effect of social media has gone far beyond the 

archetype of a younger crowd. Tools for technology have become embedded in our lives: from our 

cell phones to our computers, as of October 2012, “Two-hundred million units of iPhones have 

been sold to date. If all iPhone sales worldwide were concentrated in the US, it would be equal to 

nearly eighty percent of the entire US population.” (Elert) What this means is that there is easy 

access to social media at all times for a majority of Americans. For example, many grandparents 

join Facebook to keep up with pictures of their grandchildren who live across the country. Now 

that this technology has become mainstream, multiple generations have intertwined social media 

with other forms of communication in their life. 

 The progression of Facebook shows the progression of how social media has changed 

within our society and how we intend to use it and communicate with others through these 

means. Meant originally to be a virtual freshmen phone book, the online ‘yearbook’ of the 

new matriculating freshman at Harvard quickly grew, within a year, to be a platform for all 

college students to have a virtual telephone book. The original features included adding your 

current classes and dorm hall for quick search features to find your classmates profiles. By 2005 

(Kornblum) Facebook was not only available to those with college emails, but for high school 

students. Within one calendar year it expanded to the general public. Facebook was now a 

platform for communication for anyone with internet access, above the age of thirteen. It was 

much more personal and intimate when the first university student arranged dates of parties on 

the original database. By turning Facebook into a public interface anyone with a few clicks could 

learn intimate pieces of information about someone else. Your boss might learn how you spent 

your weekend, or a parent what a child was doing while away.

 At first, this information was easy to find on Facebook. Now, it is common for there to be 
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multiple pages of people with the exact same name you are looking for. Some members who have 

been active since 2004 have so much information on Facebook that it takes scrolling for hours to 

get back to their first profile post or photo album. 

 Facebook’s features have changed to adapt to the overwhelming amount of information. 

The ‘timeline’ was introduced in 2011 to facilitate a more ‘organized’ way of scrolling through 

people’s information. If you want to jump back to the year 2008 on a person’s profile,  you can 

with a few clicks. Even with these enhancements to the organization of the material on each 

person’s Facebook profile, some items can be hidden, private, or not show due to the sheer 

amount of information some people post. Facebook determines a person’s highlights for a given 

month or year, hiding what could be interesting or valuable information to someone in the future.

 The evolution of social media over the past ten years has been dramatic. Facebook’s 

transformation has changed the way we not only interact with each other, but how we expect 

Figure 1: Facebook’s Big Data, Chan.
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to present ourselves to the world. Over one billion (Smith) people had a Facebook account as 

of October 2012, which summed up to one seventh percentage of the world’s population (seven 

billion as of March 2012 (Goodkind)).

 Those who are active members of the social media community post 2.5 times per day.

(*2.5 shares/1 Billion users) These postings are different than the traditional modes of daily 

writing. A diary or a letter are specific forms of communication meant for a few pairs of eyes only. 

A Facebook status is pronouncing your daily activities to the world. These public declarations 

change the content of the writing because the audience is different. An example of this might be 

a student who had some trouble on a few exams. Instead of lamenting their poor grades in their 

personal diary or journal, they might publicly post,  “thank goodness my finals are over” putting 

a positive spin on the information. Just as a Public Relations representative for a company might 

“spin” the information, each of our daily notes/updates etc. to the public are distorted a bit from 

the truth. Just as we might portray ourselves differently on a resume or a first date to impress 

someone we might not know, social media’s fusion of journal and public profile becomes a bit 

warped from reality.

 A British research group put together their findings about eighteen to twenty-five year 

old girls living in the UK and their time spent on Facebook. Thirty-eight percent were worried 

they would be immortalized in a photo of themselves in unflattering clothing, and were spending 

over eight hours per day on the site with over twenty visits, checking to make sure their social 

status was kept intact. They reported that the social media site was having an effect on the girl’s 

self-esteem with a large number of girls reporting that they felt unpopular or unwanted when an 

event they were not invited to was posted about. Shopping trends were also affected by the site, 

with many girls seeking to buy new clothes more often - afraid to be photographed in the same 
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outfit more than once.  (London)

 Understanding the shared space of the social media profile is one that is not only self-

written but community-based. This shared space to communicate between friends or between 

sources, acts as a springboard for the combination of self-representation and community 

discourse. Dana Boyd writes in A Networked Self, “Conversations happen on profiles and a 

person’s profile reflects their engagement with the site”, (Papacharissi 43) in contrast to a self-

represented collection of souvenirs and mementos that are truly user-defined or curated.

 While social pressures of all kinds have been noted by many over the years, one could 

conclude that the exorbitant time spent on Facebook thinking about their public profile has 

increased the anxiety over our public image. Not only do people post more information publicly 

than one might share with a peer group, but it then changes what information they are sharing, 

ultimately, inherently different content. Instead of writing a letter with a sentimental recipe from 

a party, people share a website link on another person’s page. The memory and connection to the 

narrative of the personal connection are lost in the impersonal web. By taking out the personal 

connection through a written note or recipe, you lose the narrative and the connection. Not only 

does this change our interaction on the social media and with friends, but by defining what is 

important in the vast amount of information available conversely affects what ultimately defines 

us. 
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Digital Disorder

 The sheer amount of information that Facebook adds daily to the content of the web 

is considerable. In August 2012, Facebook presented their daily import of data or interaction. 

With over 2.5 billion content items, (Chan) how are you able to discern what is important or 

significant and what is inconsequential to our personal histories? There are over three-hundred 

million photos uploaded daily, more than twenty-five times the amount stored in the Bettman 

archive of important photographs from history (”Citizenship.” ) If this continued over an entire 

calendar year then there would be one-thousand times more photos uploaded to Facebook within 

one calendar year, more than the entire Bettman archive collection.

 Within all of that data about social media comes the presentation of our digital selves, or 

what Schau  and Gilly call the ‘telepresence’, they write,

The digital is a unique arena in which the semiotic rules. The material is only voluntarily 

referenced and, in some cases, nearly irrelevant. Other than the access to technology, the 

digital realm exists on a digital, semiotic plane. Because physical presence is not required, 

self‐presentation strategies are expected to differ from those in real life. (Gilly, Shau, 388) 

While examining the self-presentation via profiles and edited and self-written forms of 

communication on social networking sites, we have to remember that the ‘telepresence’ is a 

re-representation to the world of who we want to be digitally. Each profile is edited and re-edited 

by the author to create our perfect ‘telepresence’ of who we want to be online. Most of these 

profiles, whether its intended or not, end up as contrived virtual representations of ourselves 

instead of mementos, achievements and a collection of memories that traditionally are translated 

into physical objects for future generations to remember us by. 
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 David Weinberger expounds on the attempt to re-organize the digital world in his book 

Everything is Miscellaneous: The Power of the New Digital Disorder. The Facebook timeline is just 

one attempt to re-organize for the purpose of better found information. Throughout his book, . 

David Weinberger expounds on the idea that while we think we are creating a more organized 

digital world, the metadata upon metadata never fits all criteria, and in fact, just adds more data 

to be organized. When you examine how much information we are adding in singular digital 

form, it’s no wonder the over-saturation of digital data has become unimportant. 

 When you are organizing a lot of pieces of information within someone’s social media 

profile it’s easy to find a mode of separating important and non-important data. . We are 

organizing millions of pieces of data to sum-up our existence on the web, as social media and 

digital storage become an integral part of our lives. From daily status updates to hundreds or even 

thousands of photos on just one social media platform. That which we intend to be important 

information we share with the world, in reality gets lost in the ‘digital disorder’. 

 Weinberger’s best example within his book of the ‘digital disorder’ (as termed by David 

Weinberger) is the digital image. When the digital camera became readily available we started 

clicking away, amazed that we no longer had to think before shooting, we could fire away and 

load as many images as our computers could hold. In order to take an image we click one button, 

in order to erase we go through at the minimum two clicks, and on many cameras you need more 

to permanently erase the image. In order to make sure you are erasing the bad photo, you click 

back and forth between the rest of the images taken (whether on the computer or camera) and 

then decide which ones we like or dislike. The necessity of film to produce all images in the roll 

of negatives to an actual print creates the urge to make sure we are taking a photo of something 

important, that the lighting is right, that the subject matter means something to the person 
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creating the image. 

 The act of organizing the physical world can be done in one or maybe two ways. We 

create photo albums of the most important images we printed in a chronological order or subject 

by matter. Digital photos can be organized into numerous categories; by date taken, exposure 

type, subject matter. Metadata is added and re-added until there is so much information that we 

forget that we went from having ten important photos from our fifth birthday to three-hundred 

and fifty images. It takes too long to organize and delete them, so we keep them all. Over a 

given year, we save a few thousand images, instead of fifty, so instead of creating a photo album 

with the fifty images in a half an hour— we put it off and leave the digital disorder to sit on our 

external hard-drives. 

 The point that David Weinberger makes with his digital photo example is that we keep 

adding extraneous information to the giant unorganized pile of information. As we add more 

data and metadata to keep files/profiles/images organized, we unexpectedly add something else 

that creates disorder. Inevitably, there is always something that doesn’t fit in a clean and neat pile; 

the stuff the junk drawer, the one-sock pile the digital photo you don’t have time to delete, the 

song-from-itunes that ended up super weird. If these miscellaneous items, superfluous photos, 

and disorganized mess end up to be creating a mess of our personal computers, they too are 

creating a mess of the web as well. 

 Social media becomes the platform in which we accumulate all things we think are 

important; a photo, fact, song, movie, link, one piled on top of the other with no discernible 

purpose or order. It’s almost as if the laundry pile never got separated, all types of clothing piled 

on top of one another. To find one sock might mean sorting through the entire pile. There are 

only a few organizing methods to the social media profile, and specifically Facebook. The timeline 
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function for the wall shows what Facebook determines as important in a chronological order, and 

photos are sorted by albums, but only if the author takes the time to reorganize their profiles.

 The relationships between our own profiles, combined with our own personal digital 

disorder, becomes problematic when we realize that this is how we are presenting ourselves to the 

world. If our digital profiles keep piling up, our new acquaintances will be overwhelmed when 

they look us up to ‘connect’. Should they be connecting professionally through LinkedIn, or 

should they be ‘friends’ on Facebook, or become followers on Instagram or Twitter? The list goes 

on for the small off-shoots of social media sites specific to industries or hobbies. What kind of 

digital relationship do you want to have with this person you just met? 

 Once they decide what mode they are going to get to know you through, then they 

have to decide how they are going to get to know  you a little bit better. Putting aside the social 

impact of getting to know someone through social media instead of in person, we can look at 

the problems that someone might encounter. This person would most likely only spend a few 

seconds looking at the very latest things you put on social media. Instead of them finding out you 

graduated from a prestigious school (as a potential boss) they find out that you ate nachos while 

watching the football game. We cannot expect anyone trying to get to know us through these 

profiles to sift through every-bit-of-information we put out there to ascertain what is important 

and what is just junk. Without realizing it we have created our own digital disorder for the rest of 

the world. 

 Through each change in form and kind of communication, as previously discussed, we 

see monumental changes in how often we communicate and in what form. The written word 

made a message more reliable, the printing press made it more widespread, and the internet 

lets people connect globally around one idea or concept, making the grass roots group become 
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a virtual reality not only a local one. The other fundamental change that each of these forms 

have expounded upon, is the desire for information and facts at the push of a button. To be “in 

the know” is an important concept in today’s world. We read updates that Facebook deems the 

‘news feed’, an update from each of your virtual friends at an average of 2.5 times daily. (Chan, 

Casey)  Facebook isn’t the only culprit of the digital gluttony of information. We not only 

expect updates from our social media outlets, but from news and entertainment sources. By the 

time it is reported on television during the evening hours, there is a good chance it has already 

been shared on Facebook or on twitter and is circulating much faster than any previous form of 

communication. 

 Social media today is no longer a digital phone-book of your friends, it has transformed 

itself into a news source as well. Why would someone pick up the newspaper printed many hours 

before it even arrives on your doorstep, let alone authored, when opening  up the computer to get 

the latest facts and figures is easier? As social media takes over previous forms of communication, 

such as diaries, letter writing, photo albums as well as news sources, these mementos we used to 

keep to remember moments in time have to move to the digital realm.
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Visual Exhibition

 For my visual portion of this thesis I explored the tension between the physical and the 

social media atmosphere through an installation. With the help of three women of different ages 

and in different points in their life, I created a space that not only brought up questions about 

each person’s personal histories, but about how we represent ourselves past and present. The 

space was divided in two parts with a screen in the middle. Behind the screen was a display of 

items from each person’s personal and family collections, that they felt helped define who they 

are to an outsider (fig. 2-5). Each person chose their favorite family photos which were blown 

up throughout the display helping the audience see their items from afar. Some of the items 

included in this section were family albums, a wedding dress, collection of needlework, trophies, 

memorabilia and more. 

Figures 2-5: Visual Thesis - Family Memorabilia A-D, Megan Sheeley, Feb. 27, 2013

 Directly in front of the display was a screen made from transparent silk material (fig. 6-7). 

It was draped in a fashion that created a rippling effect. On the other side of the room was a 

projector that displayed screenshots of any public material found on each subject via the internet 
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and, most importantly, social media. Their social media outlets content was captured from various 

types of social media accounts including  Twitter, Facebook for personal and businesses, as well as 

Instagram, Foursquare and Flikr. Their material was mixed in together to represent the difficult 

jumble of material found on the web, and lasted only four seconds. This time span was enough for 

the audience to experience the content without enough time to fully comprehend or look at every 

aspect of the page. 

Figures 6-7: Visual Thesis: The Screen A-B, Megan Sheeley, Feb. 27, 2013

 To enhance the experience I made sure that the screen was a blocking mechanism for 

the audience that inhibited the interaction with each person’s family items. If the viewer wanted 

to look at what was behind the screen, they had to first walk in front of the screen, blocking the 

view of the social media and representing the user as a part of the equation of social media, and 

physically peer around the screen to get a partial look. The viewer also became aware of the fan 

that was creating a gentle breeze over the fabric giving even more of an experience of transient 

material on the web.

 To see the interaction of the audience and the screen was fascinating, what truly 

interested people there was the physical items. (fig. 8-13) They wanted to get close to them to 
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experience what each person had chosen up close and personal. They reached around to touch 

and hold the item, giving the item reverence and importance. A few would comment on a passing 

image, saying “Oh yeah, I remember that” or other similar phrases, and then move on to another 

part of the conversation. There were long discussions about family heirlooms, and not much on 

a shared experience via Facebook or Instagram. There were multiple people who wanted to be 

sure that I knew that they were going home to create family photo albums and print all their 

digital photos, or think more clearly about anything they include in their profile in the future. By 

concurrently simulating the experiences we have with both heirlooms and social media we can 

examine how we represent our lives. We create a better personal history if we deliberately choose 

items, display them and, above all, remember to involve them in every step.

Figures 8-13: Visual Thesis: Interaction with the Installation A-F, Megan Sheeley, Feb. 27, 2013



Megan Sheeley  p. 25

Conclusion

 The digital realm offers a current and easy form of communication, that will take over 

the printed world in variety of communication forms. We have already seen a shift in all written 

forms of communication, especially any that don’t legally require a signature. A handwritten 

signature is still necessary in a variety of business and legal forms. Nevertheless, with these 

exceptions, the necessity of the printed word has diminished. At this juncture the disappearance 

of the handwritten word isn’t in the foreseeable future, as we still hold reverence in the 

personalized note or letter. The author is present in any handwritten form, when on the web and 

computer you lose the individuality that comes with handwriting. The fast paced technology 

world is dependent on these digital forms of communication. 

 We realize that our connection to the authentic modes of self-preservation have faded, as 

the exploration of the digital disorder as a transient and transparent interpretation of ourselves 

starts to unravel. During the explosive growth of the digital realm, many have forgotten the 

connection to the tangible, the authentic, and the impact this digital disorder will have on future 

generations.

 As the intermingling of our lives and the digital realm move forward we need to keep in 

mind what is important. Taking the time to evaluate what we leave to our friends and families 

is key to keeping our memories alive. Would there be any physical record of my e-learning 

experience without a physical portfolio or diploma? All my experiences in the past four years 

completing my MFA have been intangible;  every submission, every grade, every experience,  and 

every interaction.

 Bill Kovach, and Tom Rosenstiel discuss the transformation that the internet and 

social media has had on the news and broadcasting world in their book Blur, which develops 
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a great understanding about technology’s impact on our understanding of information, 

“Communication’s history also suggests that new technologies do not change human nature. 

They simply allow us to express and satisfy our curiosity about the world beyond our own direct 

experience in different ways.” (Kovach and Rosenstiel 24) It is imperative, that as a rapidly 

changing society, we recognize the change in our actions and how we shape our own personal 

histories. A deliberate response instead of a blind following is appropriate in times of significant 

change, and should be kept in mind as we develop our lives in the digital world instead of in 

traditional methods for the next generation. 

 As I look back at the juxtaposition of the visual component, with social media in my 

installation, the physical presence of objects that carry personal narrative is what interested 

the audience most. They yearned to touch and interact with each object, and did so by pushing 

beyond the lens of the social networking world and interacting face to face in a truly authentic 

form. Susan Stewart writes, “Nostalgia is a sadness without an object, a sadness which creates a 

longing that of necessity is inauthentic because it does not take part in lived experience.” (Stewart 

23)  The place where the internet and social media lives, is in the inauthentic world that is lacking 

true personal connection, which creates the personal histories which tie generation to generation 

and past to future. 

 The attributes of our experiences on the internet and our communication and shared 

interaction on social media create a world onto its own, and as our world turns towards a 

paperless future, there will be changes in what we define as authentic, and something will 

eventually replace the tactile notion of shared histories. David Weinberger writes, “freed of 

paper, we will continue our long march of knowledge for we do it with uncanny skill. But in the 

third order, we turn an item over in our hands, noticing its glint and texture trying to remember 
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what it reminds us of. We take note. The note is a public link that exists in the world and can 

be discovered and reused. The result is a startling change in our culture’s belief that truth means 

accuracy, effectiveness requires adherence to clear lines of command and knowledge is power.” 

(Weinberger 229) Our interpersonal exchanges of information and experiences are changing, and 

with that our understanding of how we translate these items to our own personal collection of 

mementos and memories.

 As we determine the changes in our forms of digital communication and how they fit 

into our personal histories, we have to examine our own relationships with the digital form vs 

the physical form. Taking the time to create memories in a form that is meaningful is a key 

aspect to making sure the ‘digital disorder’ doesn’t overshadow our traditional forms of family 

history. Translating the digital realm to a physical keepsake is the cornerstone of preserving and 

celebrating our personal histories.



Megan Sheeley  p.28

Works Cited

Chan, Casey. “What Facebook Deals with Everyday: 2.7 Billion Likes, 300 Million Photos Up-
loaded and 500 Terabytes of Data.” Gizmodo. N.p., 22 Aug. 2012. Web. 06 Mar. 2013.

“Citizenship.” Corbis. N.p., n.d. Web. 11 Feb. 2013.

Elert, Emily. “20 Facts About the IPhone 5.” Popular Science. N.p., 09 Feb. 2013. Web. 08 Mar. 
2013.

Goodkind, Daniel. “The World Population at 7 Billion.” Random Samplings. N.p., 31 Oct. 2011. 
Web. 09 Jan. 2013.

Kornblum, Janet. “Facebook Will Soon Be Available to Everyone.” USA Today. Ganet Co. Inc, 11 
Sept. 2006. Web. 09 Jan. 2013.

Kovach, Bill, and Tom Rosenstiel. Blur: How to Know What’s True in the Age of Information Over-
load. New York: Bloomsbury, 2010. Print.

London, Bianca. “Virtual Vanity: Nation’s Most Obsessed Facebook Users Spend a Staggering 
EIGHT Hours a Day on the Site.” Mail Online. N.p., 10 September 2012 Web. 11 February 
2013.

Papacharissi, Zizi. A Networked Self: Identity, Community and Culture on Social Network Sites. New 
York: Routledge, 2011. Print.

Smith, Craig. “Digital Marketing Ramblings.” Digital Marketing Ramblings. N.p., n.d. Web. 06 
Mar. 2013.

Stewart, Susan. On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection. 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1984. Print.

Weinberger, David. Everything Is Miscellaneous: The Power of the New Digital Disorder. New York: 
Times, 2007. Print.


