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When I think, rarely, about the articulation of the set of 
traces that I am leaving, I have the immediate 
apprehension that it is not the real me that’s out there on 
the Web. I know the times when I have censored myself 
(oh problematic concept!) and when I have performed 
actions to complement—and frequently to confound—a 
trace. […] Taken globally, the set of traces that we leave in the world 
does without doubt add up to something. It is through operations on 
sets of traces that I understand an event that I take part in. (Bowker 
23)

Over the past decade, Facebook has become integrated into the 
everyday lives of many of its 1.28 billion active users to the point 
that Facebook can no longer be considered “new media.” The site 
is driven by the “disclosures” (Stutzman, Gross and Acquisti) 
users make on the site—by uploading photos, writing status 
updates, commenting on posts made by others, sharing news 
items, entering biographical details, and so on. These digital 
traces of life are archived by default, persisting indefinitely as 
etches in Facebook’s servers around the world. Especially for 
young users who have grown up using Facebook, significant parts 
of their social and cultural lives have been played out on the site. 
As spaces in which the persona is enacted and made visible, 
social network sites like Facebook also effectively capture growing 
up stories through a chronicle of mediated, transitional 
experiences: birthdays, graduations, the beginning (and end) of 
relationships, first jobs, travel, and so on. For these reasons, 
Facebook also comes to serve as a site of memorialisation for 
users who have passed away.

To mark its tenth anniversary (2014), Facebook drew attention to 
the great depth and wealth of experiences users had traced upon 
its pages through the release of one-minute “look back“ videos, 
chronicling the life of individual users over their time on 
Facebook. These videos have become short manifestations of the 
personas presented on the site, crafted through an algorithmic 
selection of critical moments in the user’s life (as shared on the 
site) to tell that user’s story. To turn Bowker’s musings in the 
above quote into a question, what do these sets of traces that we 
leave in the world add up to?

In this article, I undertake a critical reading of Facebook’s look 
back videos to argue that they serve as the strongest reminder 
yet about the function of Facebook as memory archive. I draw on 
several sources: my own analysis of the structure of the videos 
themselves, the Facebook corporate blog describing the roll out of 
the videos, and the public campaign played out on YouTube by 
John Berlin to have a look back video generated for his deceased 
son. I argue that Facebook comes to serve two critical functions 
for users, as both the site upon which life narratives are 
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performed and organised, and also the site through which the 
variously public and private disclosures that constitute a persona 
are recalled and reflected upon. In setting out these arguments, I 
divide this paper into three parts: first, a description and 
reflection upon my own experience of the look back video; 
second, a consideration of critical moments selected for inclusion 
in the look back videos by algorithm as persona; and third, a 
discussion of death and memorialisation, as a sharp example of 
the significance of the digital traces we leave behind.

The Look Back Video

Gentle piano music rises as the “camera” pans across an 
assortment of photos. The flute joins the piano, and you are 
reminded that you started your Facebook journey in 2006. Here 
is your first profile picture—you with your arm around one of your 
good mates when you were twenty years old. Faster now, and 
here are “your first moments,” presented as images you have 
shared: March 2008, some of your closest friends who you met 
during your undergraduate studies, standing around sharing a 
drink; April 2008, a photo of a friend eating a biscuit, mid-
conversation (she’d hate this one); and one last photo from April 
2008, the biscuit-eating friend’s ex-boyfriend looking coy (you no 
longer speak to him, but he is still on your Friends list). Now 
enter the violins, seventeen seconds in. Things are getting 
nostalgic. Here are “your most liked posts”: July 2012, “thesis 
submitted for examination, yo” (46 likes); November 2012, 
“Trust me, I’m a Doctor… of Philosophy” (98 likes); February 
2013, a mess of text announcing that you’ve found a job and 
you’ll be leaving your hometown (106 likes). Thirty-five seconds 
in now, and the pace of the music changes—look how far you 
have come. Here are some photos you have shared: December 
2008, you at a bowling alley with your arm around one of your 
best friends who now lives overseas; October 2009, friends trying 
to sleep on your couch, being disturbed by the flash of your 
camera; June 2010, a family shot at your mother’s birthday. The 
pace quickens now, as we move into the final quarter of the 
video: September 2010, you on the beach with friends visiting 
from overseas; October 2011, you with some people you met in 
Canada whose names you don’t recall; (images now moving 
faster and faster) November 2011, ice skating with friends; March 
2012, a wedding in Hawaii where you were the best man; 
December 2012, celebrating the conferral of your PhD with two 
colleagues; and finally July 2013, farewelling colleagues at a 
going away party. In the final ten seconds, the music reaches its 
crescendo and the camera pans backwards to reveal a bigger 
collage of photos of you and your nearest and dearest. 
Facebook’s trademark “thumbs up”/like symbol signals the end of 
the retrospective, looking back on the critical moments from the 
last eight and a half years of your life. Underneath the video, as if 
signing off a card accompanying a birthday present, is 
“Mark” (Zuckerberg, Facebook CEO, in a faux hand-written font) 
“and the Facebook Team.” Facebook is you, the note seems to 
imply; for our anniversary, we present you back to yourself (see 
fig. 1).
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On 4 February 2014, the look back video feature was made 
available to all Facebook users. Some 200 million watched their 
videos, and more than 50% shared them with their networks 
(Spiridonov and Bandaru). In other words, around 100 million 
Facebook users held up their own individually generated look 
back videos as a record of the persona they had crafted through 
the site, and shared that persona retrospective with their 
networks. The videos work in the same way that television news 
programs piece together memorial clips for celebrities who have 
passed away, blending emotive music with visuals that conjure 
up memories and reflections. The first point of difference is that 
Facebook’s look back videos were intended for the living 
(although this function shifted as I will explain in a case study 
towards the end of this piece) to reflect on their own personas 
presented through the site, and then (about half the time) shared 
with their networks. The second difference is the technical, 
automated process of piecing together, rendering, storing, and 
streaming these videos on a large scale. Spiridonov and Bandaru, 
two Facebook engineers writing on the site’s Engineering Blog, 
described the rapid development and rollout of the videos. They 
explain the enormous pool of technical resources and human 
capital that were brought to bear on the project, including thirty 
teams across the company, in just 25 days. They end their 
explanatory post with an homage to “the things [they] love about 
Facebook culture” that the project represented for them, 
including “helping hundreds of millions of people connect with 
those who are important to them” (Spiridonov and Bandaru).

The look back videos also serve a deeper purpose that isn’t 
addressed explicitly in any explanatory notes or press releases: 
to demonstrate the great depth of disclosures users make and 
are implicated in by others on the site. In a one-minute look back 
video, these disclosures come to serve as the very digital traces 
that Bowker was interested in, forming a longitudinal record of 
the persona.

Algorithms and Critical Moments

Although the explanatory post by Spiridonov and Bandaru did not 
go into details, the algorithm that determines which photos and 
status updates go into the look back videos appears to consider 
the quantity of likes and (potentially) comments on posts, while 
also seeking to sample disclosures made across the user’s time 
on the site. The latter consideration works to reinforce the 
perception of the longitudinal nature of the site’s memory, and 
the extent to which the life of the user has become entangled 
with, enmeshed in, and mediated through Facebook. Through the 
logic of the look back algorithm, critical moments in the user’s life 
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course—those experiences that mark out narratives of growing 
up—become measured not in terms of their value for individuals, 
but instead through a quantitative metric of “likes.” While after 
the initial release of the look back feature, Facebook did provide 
users with the functionality to alter their videos with some limited 
control over which images could be featured, the default was 
determined by the algorithm.

Social network sites have come to serve as spaces for reflexive 
identity work, for the development of personas for young people 
(boyd; Livingstone; Hodkinson and Lincoln; Lincoln; Robards). 
The transition towards adulthood is punctuated and shaped by 
“critical moments” (Thomson et al.) such as moving out of home, 
dropping out of school, entering a relationship, learning to drive, 
a death in the family, going clubbing for the first time, and so on. 
In Giddens’ terms, the “fateful moment” (from which Thomson et 
al. borrow in conceptualising the critical moment), is “highly 
consequential for a person’s destiny” (121), and should be 
understood as distinct from but certainly affecting the 
inconsequential goings-on of daily life. When these critical 
moments are articulated and made visible on social network sites 
like Facebook, and then subsequently archived by way of the 
persistent nature of these sites, they become key markers in a 
mediated growing up story for young people. Livingstone points 
towards the role of these sites for young people who are 
“motivated to construct identities, to forge new social groupings, 
and to negotiate alternatives to given cultural meanings” (4). 
Sharing, discussing, and remembering these critical moments 
becomes an important activity on social network sites, and thus 
the look back video serves to neatly capture critical moments in a 
one minute retrospective.

Facebook has also started prompting users to record critical 
moments through predetermined, normative categories (see fig. 
2) such as romance (a first kiss), health (losing weight and not 
smoking), purchases (buying a house and a car), and civic duty 
(voting and military service). These disclosure prompts operate at 
a deeper level to the logic of sharing whatever you are doing 
right now, and instead feed into that longitudinal memory of the 
site.

As I have argued elsewhere (see Robards) it is clear that not all 
critical moments are disclosed equally on social network sites. 
Users may choose not to disclose some critical moments – such 
as breakups and periods of depression or anxiety – instead 
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preferring to present an “idealised self.” Goffman explains that 
idealised presentations are aspirational, and that individuals will 
perform the best version of themselves (44). This isn’t a fake 
persona or a deception, but simply a presentation of what the 
individual regards to be the best qualities and appearances, 
contingent upon what Goffman described as the standards of the 
region (110). What constitutes an “authentic” persona on 
Facebook is clearly subjective, and dependent on those region 
specific standards. In my earlier research on MySpace, the 
quantity of friends one had was an indicator of popularity, or a 
quantitative measure of social capital, but over time and with the 
shift to Facebook this appeared to change, such that smaller 
networks became more “authentic” (Robards). Similarly, the 
kinds of disclosures users make on Facebook will vary depending 
on the conventions of use they have established within their own 
networks. Importantly, the look back algorithm challenges the 
user’s capacity to value their own critical moments, or indeed any 
moments or disclosures that might mark out a narrative of self, 
and instead chooses moments for the user. In this scenario, at 
least initially, the look back algorithm co-constructs the 
retrospective persona summary for the user. Only with effort, and 
only to a certain extent, can the user exercise curatorial control 
over that process.

Death and Other Conclusions

Although the initial function of the look back videos was for users 
to reflect on their own personas presented through Facebook, 
users who had lost loved ones quickly sought look back videos for 
the deceased. John Berlin, a Facebook user who had lost his son 
Jesse in 2012, tried to access a look back video for his son but 
was unsuccessful. He posted his plea to YouTube, which received 
almost three million views, and was eventually successful, after 
his request “touched the hearts of everyone who heard it” 
including Facebook staff (Price and DiSclafani). After receiving 
numerous similar requests, Facebook established a form where 
people could make have videos for deceased users rendered. In 
the words of Facebook staff, this was part of the site’s 
commitment to “preserve legacies on Facebook” (Price and 
DiSclafani).

There is a growing body of research on the digital traces we leave 
behind after death. Leaver points out that when social media 
users die, the “significant value of the media traces a user leaves 
behind” is highlighted. Certainly, this has been the case with the 
look back videos, further supporting Leaver’s claim. John Berlin’s 
plea to have his deceased son’s look back video made available to 
him was presented as a key factor in Facebook’s decision to make 
these videos available to loved ones. Although the video’s 
narrative was unchanged (still pitched to users themselves, 
rather than their loved ones) John Berlin shared his son’s look 
back video on YouTube to a much wider network than he or his 
son may have previously imagined. Indeed, Gibson has argued 
that “digital remains cannot easily be claimed back into a private 
possessive sphere of ownership” (214). Although Jesse Berlin’s 
look back video did not reach the millions of viewers his father’s 
plea reached, on YouTube it still had some 423,000 views, clearly 
moving beyond Gibson’s “private possessive sphere” (214) to 
became a very public memorial.

Bowker makes the observation that his friends and acquaintances 
who died before 1992 are sparsely represented online. In 1992, 
the first widely adopted web browser Mosaic made the Internet 
accessible for ordinary people in an everyday context. Bowker 
goes on to explain that his friends who died post-Mosaic “carry on 
a rich afterlife [… they] still receive email messages; links to their 
website rot very slowly; their informal thoughts are often 
captured on list-serv archives, on comments they have left on a 
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website” (23). For Bowker, the rise of the Internet has brought 
about a “new regime of memory practices” (34). The implications 
of this new “paradigm of the trace” for Facebook users are only 
now becoming clear, multiplied in depth and complexity 
compared to the forms of digital traces Bowker was discussing. 
The dead, of course, have always left traces—letters, bureaucratic 
documents, photographs, and so on. There is nothing particularly 
new about the social and cultural traces that the dead leave 
behind, only in the way these traces persist and are circulated as 
the Berlin case study makes clear. The look back video brings the 
significance of the digital trace into a new light, challenging 
concepts of personal histories and the longevity of everyday 
personas.

Now that Facebook has developed the infrastructure and the 
processes for rolling out these look back features, there is the 
possibility that we will see more in the future. The site already 
provides annual summaries of the user’s year on Facebook in 
December. It is possible that look back videos could mark out 
other moments, too: birthdays, new relationships, potentially 
even the deaths of loved ones. Might Facebook look back videos – 
in future forms and iterations, no doubt distinct from the ten-year 
anniversary video described here – come to serve as a central 
mechanism for memory, nostalgia, and memorialisation?

I don’t have the same kind of apprehension that Bowker 
expresses in the quote at the top of this article, where he reflects 
on whether or not it is the “real” him out there on the web. 
Through Goffman’s dramaturgical lens, I am convinced that there 
is no single “authentic” persona, but rather many sides to the 
personas we present to others and to ourselves. The Facebook 
look back video figures into that presentation and that reflection, 
albeit through an algorithm that projects a curated set of critical 
moments back to us. In this sense, these videos become mirrors 
through which Facebook users experience the personas they have 
mediated on the site. Facebook is surely aware of this 
significance, and will no doubt continue to build the importance 
and depth of the digital traces users inscribe on the site into their 
plans for the future.
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