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Popular culture has a way of seizing upon our desend apprehensions and delivering content
that reflects these fears while still entertainisg Zombie films, and the Voodoo lore from
whence they originate, are certainly not new. Haavesoon after the events of Septembét 11
American media found itself amidst a zombie andcafyptic narrative resurgence. Starting in
2002 themes of zombies and apocalyptic culturerbegeeappear in films, television, graphic
novels, and video games. By 2006, the trend wédliswing, and people started to take notice.
Journalists and media scholars claimed zombie thembe in a full renaissance. This popularity
has been particularly validated with the currerdession of AMC’sThe Walking Dead, the

show which | will be using as my primary exampletfus chapter (Bishop, 2010).

The time is ripe for the rebirth of zombie cultufembie narratives are situated amidst
the fear of a collapsing structure that begs toebeilt and the need to be shielded from the
violent other that threatens to snatch us up ifietglish grasps. As Bishop describes them in his
American Zombie Gothic, “zombie narratives always stand out as telling @adable cultural
indicators” (p. 26). Clearly, after Septembel’1American citizens not only conjured up a fear
of a stereotypical “other,” they also feared ther&l and figurative break down of structure in
our country. Scenes of citizens fleeing from crumdpbuildings in apocalyptic media eerily
parallel those images emblazoned on our minds 8eptember 1. news coverage. More
importantly, because of the events of Septemb®8rahii those that followed, audiences cannot
help but view zombie narratives “through the filbditerrorist threats and apocalyptic reality”

(Bishop, p. 30, 2010).
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The struggle for meaning in this perceived breakiagin of social structure necessarily
includes the self. As we question our country’s fate are also questioning our own, individual
destinies. We yearn to understand ourselves—wharezand where our places are in society. It
is not surprising that at roughly the time that baemarratives were in full swing, social media
users flocked to the new social networking sitegbaok, in unprecedented numbers.

Launched at Harvard in February of 2004, Faceb@aokdmne million users by December
of the same year. Two years later the site hadillmusers, and by December of 2012
Facebook boasted over one billion monthly activersi¢facebook, 2013). Facebook allows its
users to create online identities and connect péibple around the world. Although most of
Facebook users’ friends are people they have pushjionet offline (boyd & Ellison, 2007), the
site allows for a new way of negotiating identitee®sl presenting the self. This chapter will
explore the similarities between our country’s assen with zombie narratives and social
networking and what we can glean from these cororext
Photography, Social Media, and Current Zombie Narratives

The function of the photograph as proof of the texise of phenomena dates back at least
as far as the 1880s, when the use of photos inpaess became widespread, fueled both by
technological advancements, such as that of flagidpr or the wirephoto, as well as by the
voracious appetite of the public for more and betteges of news stories. Sensational news
stories, the reality of which may have seemed disiaeven impossible before, could now be
thrust into the light. Photographs were evidendgpa of indisputable proof that an event had
occurred (Sontag, 1973).

The presumption remains today—even in an incrghsedited and touched-up world—

that the image relates to a phenomenon in theneddl (Sontag, 1973). Because we are willing
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to believe in this reverse-mapping of a photograph real phenomenon, we have come to rely
on pictures to tell us tales that we otherwise @odt believe or envision for ourselves.
Panoramas of remote deserts crested by sand dbeesews from snow-capped mountain tops
down onto towns or forests below, the cracked aedtiered face of an ancient tribal shaman,
or the luxurious opulence of a celebutante’s MididManhattan apartment—we are fascinated
by photographs that show us worlds that we havemexperienced for ourselves.

Pictures become the shadows in Plato’s Caventhges that the prisoners see dancing
on the cave walls, and we assume that they mustgempt reality (Sontag, 1973). Almost as soon
as photography appears, people begin using thestadtheir advantage. Even with the early
daguerreotype, parents would have a photograpkepiatures of their dead children arranged
as though they were sleeping. While evoking thegmee of diving child, these photographs
also served as proof of their existence. In thiseea photograph was viewed as a sort of
autobiography, asserting that the captured persbimdeed exist (Sekula, 1984; Worth, 1981).

By the early 28 century photography was becoming an amateur ggtavidomestic job
bestowed upon housewives, who became the photagnsaphthe home and children (Holland,
1997). Since this time, people have used photograptisplay a conformance to social norms
and to map friends and family members. Photograptegrated itself into already established
social traditions such as birthdays, weddings,gmaduations (Chalfen, 1987; Holland, 1997).
Photographs helped to establish group identitiegiting them a visual narrative. These social
snapshots also helped individuals to create andfeative by both placing themselves into the
larger group narratives and through weaving a pedisoarrative outside of the group, by

appearing in photos of various groups over théstifnes.
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Although the content of photographs may serve tabéish identity, the manner in which
a picture is displayed is also of significance. tegoaphs placed in albums, which are easy to
manage and contain an edited selection of imagesnaant to be shared with others whereas
pictures placed in a shoebox under a bed are tjpic@ant for more private viewing. A
photograph in a frame sends a message of a timestfiged, a time that is to be cherished and
remembered, such as a wedding photo. A photograpbiihg loosely on a refrigerator on the
other hand sends a message of current but flowlefities since they can easily be switched
out for new photos (Edwards & Hart, 2004).

The introduction of digital photography gave usaren more freedom to capture their
lives as they please. Digital cameras, and now imalevices with integrated cameras, allow
users to snap as many pictures as they want, migkbie “bad” ones along the way until they
have fabricated their desired “look.” Digital sofire allows amateurs to easily edit pictures that
they feel do not properly represent their idealigelves, often by simply cropping out unwanted
parts of the body or airbrushing to smooth out #g®Ritchin, 2009). Just as early amateur
photographers had learned to create differentmessof reality with the daguerreotype,
amateurs today use digital snapshots and softwane#te their own versions of events, and
their own identities. Today, however, people haveuah larger platform to display their created
worlds.

Social networking sites are not necessarily a ne@npmenon. Bulletin Board Systems
(BBSs), AOL chat rooms, MySpace, and even multrdsmgeons (MUDSs) all encompassed
aspects of what we would now label as social medthough these older spaces relied
primarily on text-based descriptions as the meansders to define themselves, Facebook is

perhaps the first—and certainly the most populareiedmetworking site to put such a large
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emphasis on photographs. Facebook does not desar’a profile page “100%” complete until
that user posts a profile picture. In the casesbate lazy or subversive user has still refused to
choose a profile picture, the silhouette of a mawaman with a questionable hairstyle is used
as the default. Friends then have the option tggest” a profile picture for the indolent user.

Most importantly, there is now a clear connectmmn offline self (Lenhart & Madden,
2007; Ong, Ang, Ho, Lim, Goh, Lee, & Chua, 2011)d& social networks may have asked
users to create screen names or profile pagesicimgtavatars, buddy icons, or even music,
along with text, to symbolically represent eachrigsgersonality. However, in the absence of
photographs, these profiles could contain no caedieks to a user’s offline persona if the user
so chose. In fact, many of these early sites warddd by the academic community for their
anonymous nature; scholars were delighted to lebanspace that welcomed and easily
facilitated experimentation with a variety of ideiess (e.g. Turkle, 1995). Without a clear link to
an offline self, users never knew if the presemdedtity of another user was actually connected
to a real offline person.

Facebook, on the other hand, has created a afatolian offline self by pushing its
users to post photographs that reveal offline itlestand in so doing the site has also created a
space where truth is taken for granted. Our histdinglying on photographs to tell the truth now
leads us to the conclusion that the identitiesepresd on Facebook are real or authentic because
there may be a handful of snapshots to back thernlike the separation of traditional
photographs into albums, framed pictures and refaigr fodder, photographs displayed on
Facebook tend to be an agglomeration of all oféhgges of photographs—even in the presence

of tools and applications that might help us doet, filter them or restrict their viewing—Iiving
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side by side on one profile, creating a cacophdngemtities, past and present, fixed and
evolving.

Facebookers can choose to not have a profile pichut this is not common. The
majority of Facebook users have a profile pictina taptures their physical identity (Nosko,
Wood, & Molema, 2010). Further, Facebook offergsisiee ability to create albums for “Life
Events,” such as a new job, a marriage, a new haight loss, or travel; to write status
updates, which often include pictures, in ordekdep friends and family apprised of their
actions and whereabouts; and to “tag” each othphatographs. Studies have reported that
users find pictures on Facebook to be the mostakihspect of the Facebook profile—they are
what users are most sure to include and what spersd the most time thinking about when
maintaining an up-to-date profile (Hum et al., 20ldnhart & Madden, 2007; Ong et al., 2011,
Siibak, 2009). Following Facebook’s lead, identonstruction online has become about
showing through pictures rather than telling thiotext (Zhao, Grasmuck, & Martin, 2008).

In this change from traditional photography to thgphotography displayed on
Facebook, pictures have also changed, centeritigeoimdividual. Identity has become more
about the self than about social and familial aissiens. This only seems natural; after all, the
Facebook profile is supposed to be a summary operson, so why wouldn’t the photographs
displayed predominantly tell the story of that geeson? Users poorly crop out others in their
photos to showcase only themselves. The mirroucind the extended arm picture, both
known fondly as “selfies,” run rampant on Facebddgers have no shame in posting pictures
that imply hours spent in isolation in a bathroanbedroom trying to capture the perfect pose.

In his 1981 bookCamera Lucida, Barthes describes photographs of people asthat .

rather terrible thing which is there in every ptgyeph: the return of the dead” (p. 9). Clearly he
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is not saying that every photograph is of someone kas actually died; instead, Barthes is
explaining that because every picture is necegsafrihe past, the specific identity featured in
the photo is dead—there is no returning to thatselél Instead, we as humans are constantly
negotiating our identities through new experieranas encounters. Sayer (2004) echoes Barthes
when he writes that we can only create our idegtitly those things that have happened in the
past—we take memories of past events and of otirspages and use these blurred recollections
to create our identities in the moment.

If we believe that we can only use memory to createidentities, then Barthes’ (1981)
claim that, “the Photograph is violent: not becaiisbows violent things, but because on each
occasiont fillsthe sight by force, and because in it nothing can be refused orfoemed,” (p.

91) impels us to see how influential photograplesaar identity negotiation. When our memories
are consumed merely by images instead of livedresqpaes, our views of reality become
skewed, and we therefore negotiate our currentiitesby recalling events that have been
framed or skewed to reflect a particular versioneallity. As Sayer (2004) implies, if we do not
remember something then it logically cannot be phaur identity.

It is no secret that users attempt to create ibeglversions of themselves through
Facebook. Facebookers create identities that enzeghaspects of their desired selves,
downplaying perceived faults and shortcomings. §/8all use images, profile text, wall posts
and status updates to try to make themselves app@arintelligent, more beautiful or more
macho than they may actually be (Valkenburg, Sdmui& Peter, 2005). And this is only
natural—people would rather remember, and havaoteenember, the “good” parts of their

lives, even if they are false or somehow inautteenti
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Indeed, Facebook photographs in particular havernean important source of self-
identity. They fill our heads, reinforcing our ovialse conceptions of ourselves, crowding out
our memories of actual events, and instead impigritie realities portrayed on Facebook
through our own, and others’, photographic narestivAs we scroll through our profiles, we are
constantly reminded of the identity Facebook is piimg for us, or that we are crafting for
ourselves through Facebook.

In prior papers | have argued that social mediaigeoa kind of narcissistic platform—a
place where we can play a certain type of socialegthat allows us to level up by accumulating
and distributing social capital, not completelyikalin a video game, where the gaming avatar
has been replaced by the social media profile. Amaal, then, would be to create a celebrity-
like persona—we collect friends, fans, and follosyave anxiously await the moment when
someone will validate and reward our content viieed,” and we post pictures and mundane
“stories” of our everyday selves as if we are oun@aparazzi (Cirucci, 2013).

| wouldn’t say that this evolution in identity foation has occurred organically. Instead,
| would argue that the principle catalyst has béacebook’s push towards this kind of
personalized and individualized online identityl & these actions take place in a highly
structured and controlled environment—the rules@atdgories are fixed, giving us the social
norms of the culture of online personae. Facebookésface and parameters define for us how
we will create our online identities and how thagentities will then be seen by others and
reflected back to us, (Cirucci, 2013) especiallthvthe recent addition of the Facebook
Timeline. So yes, Facebook assuages our fearg dbsls of structure by guiding our
identification processes, but have we begun taailldo take too much control of the building of

our online and offline selves?
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In Facebook’s guided turn to a more individual seofsidentity in a post September™.1
world, post-apocalyptic media have also taken . tunlike old zombie narratives that focused
on some homogenous, infiltrating other, directoesreow more concerned with audiences
feeling connected to a protagonist who is fightiog@ndure the zombie infestation, trying to
maintain a sense of their identity despite a wtrlt has been radically changed. For example,
Bishop (2010) concludes th@ihe Walking Dead is not about zombies at all, but about Rick’s
(the main character’s) struggle to understand éveg world and his new self (Bishop, 2010).
Kirkman, the creator ofhe Walking Dead graphic novel series, stated that the story wdl/rea
about watching Rick and how he endures the postadpatic world (Canavan, 2010).

And why should this not be the case? The worldonfilzies provides an idealized
battleground for change. Instead of being the taéle result of passing time, the product of a
torpid but continuous process that offers few iditly discrete degrees of division, change in
the zombie realm occurs suddenly—the virus breakisspreads quickly, even the government,
our constant source of control and reliabilityptverless to stem its tide and it quickly and
inevitably shatters the order of things, leavingtisnwake only a few isolated survivors, islets of
normalcy in a sea of madness. These survivorg@seimdividuals, their individuality made all
the more stark by contrast with the zombie horde.

Further, the zombies themselves have begun toomakersonalities of their own.
Zombies now have names, look more like humans, Bewaions, and can think and remember
(Bishop, 2010). This seems like a natural next-stgipould the undead legions have no
distinction among them? Can’t a zombie be concewiddhis own wants and needs? Recent

movies such ag/asting Away andZombies Anonymous even go so far as to show us life from
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the zombie point of view, and to show us some eirtless-than-successful attempts at
integration.
Conflict

In order to examine zombie narratives and sociaiaas analogous phenomena, we will
now discover what we might learn when we take amktunderstand it as we would the other.
Specifically, let us see what will we gain fromamalysis of Facebook by understanding it as a
fight for meaning in a changing of and a breakiogvd of our once relied upon social structure.

We can more easily see the parallels betweenlsuoeidia identities and zombie
narratives by drawing out the main conflict thapissent in each. The contention is that the old
structures of civilization and culture are gone tiountry as we know it has changed into
something dangerous and incomprehensible. Zomlrathees take place in a post-apocalyptic
world—safety and community have been demolisheds fiéw catastrophic culture also asks
that you choose between maintaining your old lifd making a change to stay alive. The former
consists of the zombies, the latter of the sungvdp try to maintain the past, that comfortable
world that has been whisked away, means to ultimatececumb to the encroaching undead
armies.

I mentioned earlier that the zombie world is a Wart sudden and violent change—that
the isolated individual is what remains behind—berthaps the story is more complex. The
protagonist in the zombie narrative has alreadyibég move on, to separate himself from the
rest of the world. In the post Septembef wbrld, many of those who felt the warm protection
of the status quo, the illusion that they were sai@ that the rest of the world was too distant, or
that they were too isolated to come to harm, wemest into the blinding reality that this was

only a farce. Here, then, is the break with thd.gas the individual who has changed, who has
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seen through the illusion of the old order, whigmow the order of the zombies, of all that the
protagonist used to be. They remain locked for@vére illusion of the past, unwilling to accept
the truth, and because of this, have already dibéiidentities and behavior now necessarily
inauthentic, performing the awkward, shambling @aofcthe brutal and relentless status quo.
Their words no longer hold any meaning—they cary pnbduce unintelligible moans and
shrieks. Of course they must devour the brainztmbies’ greatest threat, the wellspring from
which flows the world as it really is, the worldHied the curtain. Looking back the protagonist
sees the arms of the past violently and desperttéhyg to cling to him and to drag him back
with it. Looking ahead he sees a difficult roade @i more change, more realization and
enlightenment, and of constant conflict with the he left behind. The decision is not clear and
many characters are incapable of surmounting tifiewudiies. To survive is to evolve, to find
new ways of life and new reasons for living. To di¢o give in to the past and to comfort, to
permit the destruction of the mind, to adopt tledust quo knowing now that it is just an illusion.
As a concrete example of the protagonist’s strudgtergan has to make these kinds of
tough choices iThe Walking Dead. His storyline reaches a climax when he seesdntbze
wife, Jenny, nearing him. We as the audience litesae her in the crosshairs of his gun. Now
he has a choice—he can make the decision to beheitto give in to the past and succumb to
the old Morgan. Or, he can make the difficult desido break with the temptation to long for
his lost love and attempt to squelch the punisiuig that he likely feels from being a survivor
while she became one of the walking dead (Bish6@0®2 And who has not had a similar
experience with a friend or loved one?—a momentre/iaee realize that our own growth
threatens our relationship and that we are on éingevof moving into a new phase of our lives

while they remain much the same.
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The situation on Facebook is analogous. If we @@&try on with our lives, we must
constantly make changes. Facebook highlights taeteroments of contention. Will you remain
the partier you were in college, or will you clagmyour act and try to get a job? Will you
remain connected to your parents, or will you begishow that you are an adult with your own
life to begin? Each time a decision is made to geait means a change to the Facebook page,
sometimes by deleting photographs that reflectddetsions of you. And indeed, even after you
have chosen to move on, you are constantly surealibg the people or things that signify the
world you once knew—our online zombie baggage.

If Barthes is right, and photographs can onlyeepnt our dead selves, then it is safe to
say that our Facebook photographs are our zomhiess& hey represent past lives to which we
cling and that are constantly reflected back aEwery time we log on and look through our
albums, decide on a new profile picture, or tranafresh batch of photos off of our phones, we
are spending our time in the present dabblinge@tiacabre world of our past. Before digital
media we may have kept old pictures, but they Wepe in an album on a shelf or in a shoe box.
We may go to them every so often to take a walkrdovemory lane, but they were not on
constant display for us to see.

More importantly, traditional photographs were aotdisplay for our entire social
networks to see. Facebook compiles our photogragd®ur Timelines, asking us to track our
lives back to birth. It allows others to tag uphotographs that we may not have seen in years.
Photos of our less-proud moments from high schoogla with photos of us with coworkers.
Episodes from our past can be continually reliveeva are tagged in ancient class photos, or in
albums uploaded by long forgotten friends and easmaf events that we might not remember at

all if not for the unfortunate presence of a camera
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In light of this argument, it is not surprising thia September of 2012 Facebook acquired
the social networking site Instagram. Instagramlzaioosely described as Twitter with
pictures—users post never ending streams of phapbgr likely snapped by their mobile
devices and then quickly uploaded through the grata mobile app to inform their “followers”
of what they are up to that day, to “report” bre@knews stories, and to invite their networks to
upcoming events. Some users have even taken aghast’s weekly theme of “throw-back
Thursdays,” posting older pictures of themselvas)ify members, and friends. Most
importantly, many Instagram users link their acdsua their Facebook Timelines, allowing
them to quickly add new photographs to their phaphgic narratives.

Without Facebook, these photographs would moslyligease to be a part of our identity
negotiation, fading into the past as we beat owél@r when they are collected and displayed
on our Timelines, they cannot help but become ssm&tive of our current selves. We are
expected to be the same person that we were—thfeerently might make us seem inauthentic,
to give in to these pressures is to fail to evolve.

Just as Morgan is faced with moving onTime Walking Dead, it is hard to just discard of
our zombie baggage online. The pressure is intasalell as external. We risk alienating those
people from our past if we change too much, buaise are being exposed to these images
ourselves while we attempt to make decisions tifatence our lives in the present. We see
images from our childhood and wonder why thingscabe the same way today. We see the
failures of our teen years and wonder if they wilt repeat themselves in our adult lives. We
may offend a family member by asking them to taéemla photo that we believe no longer

captures our identity.
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Sayer (2004) argues that we can only create ouewuidentities through memories of
past events and past versions of the self. If wecanstantly bombarded with zombie baggage of
ourselves, filling out memories with old versiorfoar self, how can we ever change for the
better? How can we create a new identity to ensureurvival the way Rick and the other
survivors do? Unfortunately, our online zombie keggycannot simply be shot in the face.

Zombie baggage both in zombie narratives and omlsoedia are so difficult to let go
of because they represent the ultimate uncannydrgives an early definition of the uncanny
(Unheimlich) by describing it as when the familiar is fusedhvthe unfamiliar, when the familiar
becomes strange (Bishop, 2010). Zombies are undagrguse they are familiar as having been
people, even people we might have known. Theirlfanform, however, belies their true
existence as members of the undead. Even the doofcéye undead is itself uncanny. It is at
once the recognizable, if incomprehensible, sthtkeath made strange by the fact that they are
still motile and even stranger still by the ideattthey still have a purpose or mission—the
destruction of the minds of the living.

Photographs exhibit this same paradox. They dispfgarallel world of phantasmatic
doubles alongside the concrete world” (Gunningl3,.1995). Or, as previously discussed, they
are as Barthes claims, images of the life of agtimow dead. | see an old picture of myself on
Facebook, and | would not deny that it is indegicture of me. However, it is at the same time
not me anymore. Looking at a picture of me from whwas a child in an old, dusty album,
which is easily placed back on the shelf and fdeggtl can say “thatias me.” Looking at that
same picture on my current Facebook Timeline | Bnost forced to say, in a very uncanny
manner, “thats me.” It is, like Jenny and the other zombiesTbe Walking Dead, a mere shell

of one of my many previous existences.
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Our old Facebook photographs are the epitome afinlcanny—they are us, but they are
not us. They are familiar and yet unfamiliar. Ajpubt like zombies, they constantly try to drag
us down and pull us back to a life that we hawtto leave behind. They violently fill our
memories and cause us to question if we want éongilt to navigate the difficult path of growth
and change, or if we want to succumb to our zorbbggage.

Fighting our Zombie Baggage

In a recent National Public Radio interview, Skérurkle discussed some findings in her
research regarding teens and social media:

They [teens] felt that on Facebook, their life gtimllowed them through their lives . . .

And one said to me, “My God, it used to be that mizeu went away to college you got

to start fresh to be a new person, and | bet tlaatgreat.” This sense of the Facebook

identity as something that follows you all youelit something that many adolescents

feel is a burden (NPR, 2012).

Like Zombie narratives, Facebook provides an otitiethe fears evoked by the changing state
of our world. Facebook gives us a structure todpethderstand ourselves and our place in
society. | fear we often do not realize, howeveryhestrictive this new structure can be. Just as
the characters in zombie media fight for their diveo should we as social media users fight for
our evolving identities. We should fight for thepmptunity to grow and change, to decide to
become the new people we choose to be. We shostidsiae the guilt and doubt that will
plague us as we attempt to move forward while neaking back. As Turkle’s quote

highlights, Facebook has begun to make it hardisaio move on from past selves, from

identities of which we may no longer want to be ireded, from our zombie baggage.
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In the end, it is important to understand thaingjeais inevitable, even for those who are
not fond of it. Although the past may be staringruthe face, zombie narratives show us, albeit
through extreme example, that the path of sunig/etie path of change—even when the zombie
structure (Facebook’s interface) is taking over,oae remain in the land of the living. Facebook
may play a significant role in the negotiation of mew identities. And in the future we will
likely develop even bigger and better systemsdentity structure and negotiation. But as
Baudrillard implies in hiSmulacra and Smulation (1994), our Facebook profiles may be our

maps, but we are still ultimately the territory.
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