Me 2.0: the ability for individuals to perform multiple selves online allows greater freedom than
ever to explore their identity - at a cost.

ABSTRACT

This paper aims to examine the moral panic about the impact on individuals living increasingly inside
online communities and social networks. I will argue that an inaccurate nostalgia has grown around
perceived notions of an ideal past when living in a community supposedly afforded individuals a wealth
of support and freedom. A closer examination of life inside real-world communities of the past reveals it
was 1n fact far from i1deal and could be far more restrictive and judgemental than online communities
are today. Looking particularly from sociological and psychological perspectives, it becomes apparent
that current platforms and technologies offer individuals unprecedented opportunities to perform
multiple selves across the digital landscape; and to explore, evolve and test out their identity in relative
safety, at least when compared with community life of the past. Drawing from sociological and
psychological studies of 1dentity undertaken in the mid-twentieth century, this paper aims to show that
the present digital age shares more in common with the nature and function of identity formation n the
past than 1s new or different. Only the possibilities and relative freedoms have changed - for the better.
‘While it seems unlikely there will ever be a time when presenting and sharing one’s identity online will
be possible with absolutely no risks or limitations, so long as we remind ourselves that any
configuration of community has its benefits and costs, we can continue to study and learn from
this evolving socio-culture, and recognise its benefits.

Introduction

Alarm and fearmongering about the negative impact social media is having on individuals in
our networked society has gained momentum 1in the extraordinary twenty-five years since the
first social media platforms began to emerge. Where once, individuals were limited by a wired,
desktop interface, today, only sleep or the most remote location can interrupt almost limitless
mteractions with a global cohort. Mirroring this mobilization of technology, identity has
become fluid and its endless construction possible. However, an increasing rmoral panic
continues to rage over whether life online can be compared favorably to “traditional”
community life. (Hampton & Wellman, 2018) An assumption has persisted below the surface
of much discussion that somewhere mn the past communities offered individuals a kind of sense
of place, of being valued and supported that has been lost online. (ibid.) This deserves to be
challenged. Not only has it never been easier to explore and develop one’s 1dentity than 1s
possible now online; in fact, the opportunity to explore multiple identities online provides any
mdividual, especially a young one, unprecedented scope and freedom to test, shape and evolve
their identity; and with far more anonymity, safety and creativity than was ever previously
possible. Being part of a community has always had its benefits and its costs. Increasingly, as
online networks and communities continue to evolve, the benefits for individual will continue
to far outstrip potential costs.

Identity 1s Shaped not Born

What we call identity has long been at the heart of sociological study. The internet may have
shown us nothing we didn’t already know about our need to project an identity we feel largely
positive about; but technology has certainly impacted how we share and shape identity in the



21" Century. In 7The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (19560) Erving Goffman describes
“performing the self” as “an individual’s effort to [...] behave in a way that influences how an
audience sees him/her, usually with the intent to create, present, and maintain a favourable
image in a social situation for a particular purpose.” (Bullingham & Vasconcelos, 2013, p. 1)
Although written 1in 1956, this description seems prescient of the way millions of people are
engaging on a daily (perhaps hourly) basis through online platforms such as TikTok, Facebook,
Instagram, Twitter, YouTube and the swelling number of other digital public forums. Using
social media as tools, we are all projecting versions of ourselves purposefully, in order to illicit
favourable responses from others.

A variety of models of identity have come in and out of fashion over the past fifty years with
particular regard to evolving mass communications technologies. These models have attempted
to explain how our sense of 1dentity 1s formed. The classical Liberal model, for instance,
suggests that individuals are central, autonomous and supreme agents who form their own
identities. According to Mann, Daly, Wilson & Suzor, (2018) “Australia has formally adopted
some principles of digital constitutionalism, [...] by joining the Freedom Online Coalition
(FOC) in 2015, [...] ‘to protect fundamental human rights - free expression, association,
assembly, and privacy online - worldwide’”. (p. 5-6, emphasis added) On the surface at least,
this seems to suggest that the Australian government identifies with the Liberal values
associated with every individual’s right to autonomy, freedom and the opportunities to develop
one’s own identity.' According to this model, our modern online society comprises a complex
network of these individuals vying for agency and status.

Post-Marxist commentators like Louis Althusser cannot disentangle an individual from the
power systems, the “system of institutions unified by the ideology of the domiant class,” (Paul
Hirst, 1976 p.387) which he believed formed and shaped identity. In this view, an individual
sups from the teat of mnstitutional norms and as he grows, either acts these out or acts against
them. This echoes current debates about the power of corporate megaliths like Google and
Facebook to shape and control information and therefore control not only what, but Aow
people think. How free can an individual be, we might ask, if their access to information 1s
filtered and curated by invisible agents without their knowledge? In this view, 1dentity 1s handed
to individuals like a uniform which you either wear and fit in, or discard and live with the
consequences.

Sociologist Irving Goffman was writing in the 1950s when he detailed his post-modern theory
of identity in his famous work, 7The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1956). But his ideas
seem prescient in our digitally networked age. Goffman said that, “individuals 'perform'’ in
order to project a desirable image [of themselves],” (Bullingham and Vasconcelos, 2013, p.1).
Furthermore, he posited, “individuals have both expressions that they give and those that they
[unwittingly] give off.” (ibid. p.1) Goffman also talked about the mask as “a means for
deception 1n face-to-face interaction,” (ibid. p.1) I will return to this idea of masks later.

There has perhaps never been more alarm and fearmongering than in our present time with
regard to the impact social media i1s having on individuals i our networked society. Amusingly,
Thomas Hobbes warned, in his 1651 masterpiece Leviathan, that “rapid social change in
England was creating loneliness and alienation and leading to a ‘war of all against all.”
(Hampton and Wellman, 2018, p. 645). This reads eerily like contemporary commentary
about the 1solation of the networked self n a world where communities of commonality are

1 The paper does go on to show how this statement of goals is starkly contradicted by significant legislation
permitting governments to intervene and access individuals’ data in the name of national security.
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breaking down and echo-chamber silos abound. The 1dea that identity and an individual’s
uniqueness matter and should be protected 1s not new. But we might be over-romanticizing
how wonderfully communal life for the individual was in the past.

Individuality Has Never Been Easier

In the past, wherever people lived in a close-knit network of family and community, there were
drawbacks: “the density of relations implied a high degree of conformity to similar beliefs,
backgrounds, and activities.” (Hampton & Wellman, 2018, p. 644) As Hampton and Wellman
remind us, “Rigid hierarchies governed who could communicate with whom,” and an
mdividual’s beliefs, “were amplified through interactions that were largely confined to a closed
social system.” (ibid.) In other words, an individual’s family, school, church group,
neighbourhood, local club, ethnicity or cultural traditions (to name just a few) could wield
significant control and judgement over one’s appearance, behaviour and 1dentity choices.

By contrast, today social media platforms and technologies offer individuals unprecedented
opportunities to form “supportive social relations in multiple contexts that do not strongly overlap —
family at home; colleagues in the workplace; and friends in the neighbourhood, church, and voluntary
associations.” (Rainie & Wellman 2012 as cited in Hampton & Wellman, 2018, p.647). In these ways,
people are able to escape the constraints of “tradition and hierarchy and manoeuvre around the

msularity of echo chambers.” (Dubois and Blank 2018, as cited by Hampton & Wellman, 2018, p.647)
And they can do this more easily and more completely than any other time in history.

Identity can be seen as, “embedded in social relations and as dynamic, contextual, and
relational. Social representations and the dynamics of positioning between self and other define
identities.” (Arfini, Botta Parandera, Gazzaniga, et al. p.195-6) In other words, how an
mdividual portrays themselves, and how they interact with others feeds back into and impacts
how they see themselves and how they react to the actions and words of others. In this sense,
negotiating one’s identity online becomes a practical and pragmatic necessity. (ibid. citing

Olson 2019, p. 4)

The fact 1s, online, increasingly, individuals are empowered to explore multiple identities. With
more freedom than ever before. Anonymity and the ability to construct several or many
versions or representations of oneself make possible some obvious advantages. Wearing a
digital mask, imdividuals can have fun, take risks, try on behaviours and spaces and mteractions
they might not risk were they exposed. Goffman’s idea of the performed self takes on new and
revitalized significance: consider an individual’s scope to act without constraint, take risks
without fear of consequences. In a fascinating sense, life can become like being inside a game,
where one chooses an avatar, pits one’s skills against obstacles and manipulate one’s way
through different worlds. Online, one’s ‘social death’ 1s temporary; a few clicks and you are
reborn, reset, or can take on a new and different identity.” This has to be a healthier, less
constrictive landscape in which to explore one’s identity than was possible in any community of
the past.

2|t is true, today individuals may leave a digital footprint they can never erase. But communities of the past
were also capable of carrying grudges and character assassination through family names and historical conflict.
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Multiple Versions of the Self

It 1s important here to remind ourselves that almost no individual operates online i a vacuum
cell. Almost all online activity involves some degree of interpersonal communication, and much
research has tried to pull apart the dynamics of these communities and networks mn order to
understand the impact on and role of individuals.

Stryker (1980) suggests that “during the process of society becoming conceptualised in different
groups, organisations and roles, people’s complexity [by taking on more of these as 1dentities]
reflect the complexity of society.” (cited by Qin & Lowe, 2021, p.68) In other words, our social
media have become part of the fabric of our most complex version of society ever evolved. The
fact that individuals can create and develop multiple 1dentities within this fabric 1s not only
virtually a necessity; it seems to be a largely positive and exciting step in human evolution. As
Burke & Stets (2009) put it, “The person is the common nexus of multiple 1dentities, and
through the person, those 1dentities have opportunities to communicate, plan, share resources
and otherwise facilitate their mutual verification.” (ibid.) It is hard to avoid the conclusion
reached by Arfini, Botta-Parandera, Gazzaniga, et al. (2021) that an individual’s personal
identity 1s framed contextually, and by participating in multiple online communities, individuals
must continually adjust their personas, their identities, to new and ever-changing contexts.

A significant portion of mstitutional and academic angst 1s directed towards young developing
minds. Decrying that all this social media must be harming young people’s sense of self.
Worried about the dangers lurking in dark corners of virtual communities and networks. But
there 1s mounting evidence that as young people act out and test out their lives increasingly
online, social media produce a [valuable] “kind of conceptual excess by collapsing boundaries
of public and private, real and virtual.” (Gabriel, 2014, p.108) “Young people are representing
their own coming of age processes, negotiating identities, sexualities and friendships, and
making moral and ethical decisions regarding their online conduct.” (ibid.) All of this sounds
like the good old-fashioned 20" century adolescent psychology of self-development, contextual,
community-based boundary-testing and active meaning-making. Gabriel calls it youth as
performance. It conjures again Goffman’s 1dea of the mask, but not so much as a means of
deception; rather, we should picture a young individual handed the key to an infinite mask and
costume store and mvited to explore. Such an opportunity on such a scale has never existed
before. Of course, there are mirrors everywhere, and some mirrors have people, groups or
other mstitutions watching from the other side. But nobody said the internet was private.

If we focus on the individual user’s approach to online communities, as Arifini, Bertolotti and
Magnani suggest (2017), we find participation in these communities to be an extension of their
personal, cognitive, and social life. Described by Arifini and his colleagues as “Virtual Cognitive
Niches”, these online communities “represent ways to extend people’s cultural and
epistemological community; they support and expand offline values, interests, and social
connections.” (ibid. p.209) None of this 1s to say that there aren’t real and valid concerns for
the health and well-being of the modern networked individual. A mountain of data pointing to
1issues like addiction, fraud, self-harm, delusion, escapism, loneliness and excess has provided
fodder for alarmists and challenges for researchers, educators and health practitioners.

Page | 4



Freedom Never Comes Without Cost

To be fair, we need to acknowledge that online communities are enabling a new kind of mob
morality. As sociologists Hampton and Wellman point out, “the reorganization of community
mto a system of persistent relationships with more awareness of others’ opmions and activities
also bring(s) about a return of the expedient and repressive sanctions that were common in a
traditional community.” (2018, p. 649) This trend 1s evident in the mounting toll of online
mobs, witch-hunts and cancel culture. Consider author J.K. Rowling facing international
backlash for suggesting that the push for transgender rights could ultimately endanger women’s
rights. Or the top Boeing executive who recently lost his job because of an article he wrote in
1987, opposing (at that time) allowing women to serve as fighter pilots. These and many other
cases suggest that while individuals can escape traditional communities, even those in positions
of power and influence are now susceptible to mass community backlash online. The
explosion of swarm morality, accompanied by online shaming through social media platforms
charts a new era where, “Informal watchfulness within networks [...] high in persistence and
awareness,” may precipitate a speed and severity of judgement which outstretches our legal
systems. (ibid.)

Secondly, as most people are growing increasingly aware, “the conditions of access to this
mfrastructure for social networking and communication include submission to forms of
surveillance, data-mining, and target marketing that support the emerging logic of online
commerce”. (Papacharissi, 2010, p. 92) As Papacharissi and co. point out, selling consumers
the 1dea that they hold the means of sharing and distributing knowledge, that they possess the
reigns of culture, that they are indeed free, 1s at the very least significantly short of the whole
truth. There is a big difference between, “access to the means of online content production [on
the one hand] and ownership or control over these resources.” Individuals may own computers
and software, but not the infrastructure which makes possible “the maintenance of online social
networks, or the forms of content sharing that characterize the emerging online economy”.
(ibid. p.97) The extent to which the networked individual has become commodified, 1s a
matter deserving more investigation than this paper can afford. But it 1s clear that for
idividuals online, creating and maintaining one or more identities 1s never without cost.

So long as we don’t reimagine history, we can preserve the understanding that any configuration
of community has its benefits and costs. Some of the potential trade-offs are clearer than
others. Online today, what Hampton, Shin, and Lu (2017) call heightened persistence and
awareness have costs. While they can provide individuals with increased awareness of diverse
opinions, this can be coupled with a heightened perception of one’s own membership within a
community and the realistic fear of being ostracised. In this way, ironically, all of this newfound
mdividual freedom 1s wilfully given up for membership to the tribe. (see Hampton, Shin, and

Lu, 2017).

Conclusion

It seems clear that romanticising traditional communities 1s unhelpful when trying to evaluate
the costs and benefits of membership to today’s online communities and networks. Sociological
and psychological research will continue, but will always be fraught by the difficulties in
measuring and comparing individuals’ relative feelings of autonomy, inclusion, their feeling of
freedom to explore and evolve their identity, their general well-being and happiness and their
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sense of being unique. The answers are not straightforward, but it seems foolish to romanticise
a nostalgic past when “real communities” were so much better for the individuals who mostly
could never escape them.

It 1s possible that i the future, as our technology enters an age of machine learning and
simulated consciousness, 1dentity, relationships and what we mean by community may become
even more blurred. One can 1imagine a digital community which includes many bots of non-
human avatars. Perhaps the reconstructed identities of people no longer living. Maybe we will
find our platforms overseen by watchful, censorious programs filtering and banning users based
on external parameters and filters. For now, happily, we live in a ime when billions of people
explore, express and redefine their identity online as an ongoing (perhaps lifelong) project. As
they select, edit, link, comment, tag, group, block, assign, create and test the myriad elements of
their individuality, they get to learn from, respond to and participate in the society of
mdividuals made community, transformed nto culture, by the possibilities of online
technologies.
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