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4 
DIGITAL IDENTIES? 

 

Introduction 

As digital media not only sediment themselves into everyday life but become a crucial 
underpinning for it, how we show who we are has never been more important. Whether on 
social media, to the banks or utility companies, or even to the government, digital identities form 
from the ways in which we perform our ‘selves’ and the traces we leave. This week’s videos are 
drawn from two lectures that were originally focused around ‘difference’ and the digital and 
‘digital intimacy’. They are joined together here as complementary parts of an overarching story 
about identity in relation to our contemporary negotiations of how we ‘do’ our ‘selves’ with and 
through digital media. 

Several ideas are used to talk about the ways we understand ourselves and ‘others’ in relation to 
digital technologies. When researchers wish to generalise or assert a fundamental aspect of life 
lived with and through the digital we may talk about ‘subjectivity’ or ‘subjectivities’. In my 
chapter in the book ‘Digital Geographies’, I have argued that there are perhaps three ways we 
can understand what it is we are talking about when we identify particular forms of 
individualised experience mediated by the digital: 

First, what is called ‘the subject’ is a conceptual figure, exemplified in discussions of the 
abstract figure of the digitally discretized, legally differentiated or surveilled individual. 
Second, particular kinds of role and responsibility can be understood as ‘subject 
positions’. These are characterized by particular ‘statistical doubles’ (Rouvroy and Berns, 
2013) represented in data and often governing the various ways we are addressed by 
companies or government. Third, the term ‘subject’ can refer to modes of experience as 
‘subjectivities’, often addressed as the feelings and sensibilities of living with digital 
technologies, such as social media ‘memes’ (Wilson, 2015) or fitness trackers (Pink and 
Fors, 2017). It should be stressed these are not static categories; in a variety of 
geographical research they are all considered ongoing processes (Pile, 2008).  

Subjective experience is, in some respects, about personhood: who counts and how. However, 
all of this only matters insofar as how we understand ourselves and others in relation to digital 
media is complicated, messy and argued over. 

Conventional ways of talking about identity tend to make sweeping assumptions. They assume 
that we each inhabit a particular, fixed, identity. This tends to be the ways in which certain kinds 
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of ‘subject-positioning’ happens in the media. For example, we might talk about the identities of 
‘single mothers’ or ‘asylum seekers’. These are ‘subject positions’ projected onto us. Social media 
platforms might categorise us as various conjunctions of a ‘sex’, a ‘relationship status’, a 
‘location’ and many other measures.  Such fixed framings of identity often draw from a menu of 
long-standing demographic categories, such as age, ethnicity, marital status and sexuality. Even 
so, each individual’s identity is assumed to be singular, fixed and endures over time. This way of 
thinking about identity may be described as essentialism. It assumes people share common traits 
and that we can ‘read’ their attitudes from that ‘subject position’. This approach might assume, 
for example, that women and gay men are interested in fashion and students are interested in 
drinking. Such inferences come from perceived correlations in data. ‘Identity’ is this model of 
knowledge is a statistical averaging of categories it is possible to capture (in databases) and 
compute. 

The idea that identity is ‘relational’ is a key element to understanding how it matters to 
contemporary society and in particular in terms of the digital. As Peter Jackson argues in his 
chapter on identities in the textbook Introducing Human Geographies:  
 
“Identities are not defined in terms of individual characteristics that are ‘innate’ to particular 
groups of people. Thinking relationally implies much less bounded notions of the self. We 
become aware of who we are through a sense of shared identity with others … and by a process 
of setting ourselves apart from those we consider different from ourselves.” 

So, ‘identity’ freights a lot of meanings. It can be the means by which we are identified in 
calculative systems of categorisation, such as social media and marketing. It can also be an 
emancipatory multiple performance of different ‘selves’ across several digital media platforms 
and using different, perhaps clashing, forms of representation. 

In this week’s tasks we will think through the ways in which identity is created, performed and 
perhaps orchestrated through digital media. 
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i. performing our/selves online 
 
All the world's a stage, 
And all the men and women merely players; 
They have their exits and their entrances; 
And one man in his time plays many parts  

(Jaques in Shakespeare’s As You Like It Act II, Scene vii) 
 
“Just think about it. Our whole world is sitting there on a computer. It's in the 
computer, everything: your, your DMV records, your, your social security, your 
credit cards, your medical records. It's all right there. Everyone is stored in there. 
It's like this little electronic shadow on each and everyone of us, just, just begging 
for someone to screw with, and you know what? They've done it to me, and you 
know what? They're gonna do it to you.” 

(Angela Bennett [Sandra Bullock] in The Net [1995]) 
 

 
In this instalment of Digital Geographies we are thinking about how we identify our ‘selves’ and 
how we may be identified. Identity may mean different things to each of us. We place emphases 
on different parts of who we think we are depending upon context. In some respects, especially 
in digital media, we curate who we are, or how we are seen. 
 
Our digital lives have, at their heart, a sort of contradiction. The internet has been variously 
figured as emancipatory, freeing us from the constraints of normative categories such as gender, 
class and sexuality. Social media, more recently, have been represented as something more 
malign. We are tracked and we are measured by platforms that wish to capture the intimate 
details of our lives. This video focuses upon that contradiction. Let’s puzzle through how we 
negotiate the perceived benefits and risks of life online. 
 
From Howard Rheingold’s “Virtual Community” to Sherry Turkle’s “Life on the Screen”, the 
consensus amongst many scholars of the late 20th century internet and world wide web was that 
the internet marked a radical shift in the performance of identity. This is summed up by a 1993 
cartoon in the New Yorker magazine by Peter Steiner. In the cartoon, one dog says to another: 
“on the internet nobody knows you’re a dog”. In online message boards and early multiplayer 
games, users were free to perform themselves differently. Internet ethnographer Christine Hine 
argues: “Some people exploit the disjuncture between offline and online identity to explore 
different roles and personae quite deliberately.” Even so, Hine follows up with a significant 
observation: “Wynn and Katz [1997] suggest that the academic preoccupation with the Internet 
as a sphere of identity play, fragmentation and virtuality without real referents is not mirrored in 
the majority of everyday Internet use”. 
 
How we express ourselves online is a part of who we are. In this sense ‘identities’ are not 
separate or fractured per se. Rather, identities are performed differently depending upon context. 
It is relations through which identities are realised: between people and between people, places 
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and things. Contexts matter and we have fairly nuanced, tacit, understandings of how and where 
they make a difference. For example, we might choose to foreground particular parts of 
ourselves on certain platforms over others. We might have multiple accounts on particular 
platforms to curate or perform to different audiences. The phenomenon of ‘finsta’ is a case in 
point: the highly polished and curated ‘public’ account is partnered by a ‘secret’ private account 
for a select audience. 
The number of different platforms across which we intercommunicate may tempt us into 
suggesting that we specialise our identity performances by platform. For example, the curated 
public persona on Instagram versus the playful fleeting moments of snapchat. However, for 
some digital scholars this is a mistaken belief. In their multi-year global ethnographic project, the 
“Why We Post” team led by anthropologist Danny Miller argue for a ‘polymedia’ approach to 
understanding our uses of the digital. Seen in this way, our uses of social media are not stratified 
by platform. For Miller and his team, we must not “understand any one platform or media in 
isolation” (Miller et al. 2016: x). Instead, we should: 

view social media as integral to everyday life in the same way that we now understand the 
place of the telephone conversation as part of offline life and not as a separate sphere. 
(ibid.) 

 
Let us move on to consider some of the qualities of our polymediated lives and what they mean 
for our performances of identity. I will discuss two examples: the performance of public 
intimacy and the curation of self. 
 
First, consider the ways in which people in ‘public life’ at all sorts of levels perform a kind of 
public intimacy. ‘Celebrities’, in particular, apparently reveal aspects of what might be considered 
their private lives on social media. An example is pregnancy and new baby photos. Whilst the 
publicisation of parenthood is hardly a new phenomenon, this has until recently been more the 
preserve of ‘gossip’ magazines. In recent years there have been, instead, high-profile 
announcements of pregnancy and the new arrival of a baby on Instagram by public figures such 
as Beyoncé Ed Sheeran and Kylie Jenner. 
 
The ostensible ‘direct’ connection between celebrity and fan through social media constitutes a 
strange sort of intimacy. If we were to browse the comments and reactions to such posts then 
we see countless responses written as if the fan is a friend. As Alice Marwick has argued, such 
performative relations are ‘parasocial’: 

“In parasocial relationships, a fan responds to a media figure as if he or she were a 
personal acquaintance […]. Social media transform the parasocial into the potentially 
social and increase the emotional ties between celebrity and fan” (Marwick 2015: n.p.) 

 
The extent to which mediated intimacy can be considered authentic is a difficult question. On 
the one hand, fans of public figures may feel emotional ties more readily. On the other hand, 
these are curated performances, arguably designed to promote a persona and raise publicity. 
Nevertheless, we might also argue that, in fact, we all do this. Our polymedia performances of 
ourselves is an ongoing performance of public intimacy and that is the topic of our second 
example. 
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In our second example we explore how we perform our identities through polymedia. Many of 
the ways in which we connect with others involve forms of curation. We make decisions about 
what we show of our ‘selves’, to whom, when and how. In many senses the uses of digital 
mediation situates us ‘close at a distance’. We communicate across and between varying personal, 
professional and social contexts. These curations may be helpful but they may also be 
challenging. Let’s briefly consider a contemporary example – the selfie. 
 
VIDEO CLIP 
 
Selfies, at least for the young woman in the video clip, are a polymedia performance. Your own 
experience may be similar or it may be different. In any case, there may be analogous experiences 
in your own uses of social media.  

* 
 

In this video we have explored how identity has been considered both liberated and constrained 
by digital media. We have seen the ways that our performances of identity with and through the 
digital are multiple. I have suggested that, rather than a separation between ‘online’ and ‘real life’ 
performances of identity, online and offline are never separate. To explore how we perform our 
identities through the digital we looked at two examples. First, we examined the ways in which 
public intimacy is constructed on social media. In doing so, we learned about the idea of 
‘polymedia’. I invited you to think about digital identities as performances that span across the 
platforms we use. Building from this, in our second example, we explored how that performance 
can take place. We focused on the canonical contemporary polymedia performance of ‘the 
selfie’. 
 

So, ‘identity’ carries lots of meanings. It can be an emancipatory multiple performance of 
different ‘selves’ across several digital media platforms and using different, perhaps clashing, 
forms of representation. 
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ii. a quantified self 
 
In this second part of our instalment of Digital Geographies about identity and our mediated 
‘selves’ we focus on how we are identified by others. Whereas a significant focus of academic 
discussion of identities in relation to the digital focus upon the ways we curate, perform and 
produce identity with and through digital media, those media can also measure and produce 
forms of identification. We subject ourselves, knowingly or not, to significant forms of 
measurement and tracking online, through our phones and in our homes. The tracking may be 
for many reasons. These may include discerning habits in order to customise and specialise 
services or to calculate patterns in order to serve up related advertising. Whereas on the internet 
and world wide web of the 1990s nobody “knew you were a dog”, in the digital media sphere of 
the early 21st century the definition of our identities in data is big business. 
 
A number of names have been given to the ways in which we leave digital traces, the data by 
which we are defined by platforms and the ‘types’ into which we are calculated. The word and 
the idea ‘data’ features heavily here. There are ‘data exhausts’ from our personal devices captured 
by companies such as Apple, Google and Facebook. In some senses, these are also considered 
our ‘data doubles’ the ways we are manifest in a digitally networked world. We are said to have 
‘digital shadows’ that we cast into the systems of a whole host of different companies interested 
in categorising and tracking people to derive ways of influencing what and how we buy. Once 
typified, calculated into specific aggregates and categories, rather than understood as a particular 
person we are largely understood as a type. When an advertiser sets target audiences they don’t 
do so with a list of names but rather a list of characteristics, such as men and women aged 
between 18 and 35 living in the UK, interested in cycling and music that have been active on 
Facebook in the last 28 days. These are what some scholars, following the French philosopher 
Gilles Deleuze, call ‘dividuals’. We are rendered a poor facsimile of what we might consider a 
person, we are an aggregate of characteristics definable in data. Our data are re-aggregated and 
processed, we may be differently targeted, but nonetheless are not a ‘person’. This is what 
Shoshana Zuboff labels ‘Surveillance Capitalism’. 
 
VIDEO CLIP 
 
The impersonal vision of the databased ‘dividual’ may seem a little bleak. And for some it may 
be. With any ‘smart’ or AI programme only as good as the data fed into it, if your data are 
incorrectly inputted, mis-categorised or just ‘wrong’ for some reason. There may be real world 
consequences. In the United States, where healthcare is privatised this comes into sharp relief 
when the health insurance companies rely on data to make judgements about what treatment is 
approved for whom. Mistakes or mis-categorisations can lead to a denial of care. In a lower 
stakes’ manner, how we are classified by companies and platforms can inadvertently insult and 
upset. Take the example of Nikon’s facial detection system, input into thousands of cameras to 
supposedly catch when the subject of a photo is blinking to prompt the photographer to take 
another picture. The data upon which the programme was ‘trained’ was largely Caucasian 
Western faces. When the cameras were used by any of the over three billion people on the planet 
with non-caucasian features it incorrectly identified a ‘blink’. The algorithm was accidentally 
biased. The camera made inadvertently racist judgements. The ways we are categorised may lead 
to the biases found in many other aspects of our world being reproduced, whether intentionally 
or not. 
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However, some suggest that our data-defined selves can also be, to an extent, emancipatory. By 
capturing data about ourselves we can forge stronger, more detailed forms of self-knowledge. It 
is this supposition that lies at the heart of the ‘quantified self’ movement. Enthusiasts for ‘self-
tracking’ seek to quantify, track and analyse as much of their lives as they are able. From step 
counts, to calorific intake, to measures of our productivity at work – people quantifying their 
lives seek to in some way ‘improve’ themselves. In some respects, this is a long-standing trend. 
Athletes, from professional to the enthusiast, have long sought to find the ‘marginal gains’ in 
performance. Much of that has come through capturing more sophisticated data. An athlete can 
be compared to their longitudinal record of performance, to a statistical model for 
benchmarking, or to other athletes. With the fitness tracking apps and devices now used by 
millions world-wide, many compare themselves to their ideals, set goals, or compare themselves 
one another. 
 
The possibilities for ‘false’ data influencing how we are treated in society may feel malign. 
However, for some, they also represent an opportunity. Just as we may be judged and governed 
according to data being captured outside of our control, we may also purposefully feed spurious 
data into systems. In the satirical take of some data activists, we can use precisely the tools of our 
apparent subjugation to subvert the systems that supposedly monitor us. 
 
VIDEO CLIP 
 
There is a tendency, especially in academic circles, to paint a very bleak picture of our digital 
world and its possible future. This is especially the case in relation to how we understand our 
identities. I want to end this instalment of digital geographies with a note of cautious optimism. 
As the philosopher of technology Bernard Stiegler argued: the very technologies, or systems, by 
which these unpalatable things may be done can be rethought, reprogrammed for more desirable 
ends. We have seen, in relation to digital identity, some possibilities for change. The European 
Union enshrined the ‘right to be forgotten’ into law, forcing Google and others to allow 
‘ordinary’ people to demand that information that is clearly false to be taken down. The General 
Data Protection Regulation or GDPR may seem like an obscure and abstract thing but it has 
forced companies to be more transparent in how they conduct their tracking and provide clearer 
avenues for opting out. 
 
In this video we have explored how identity can be done to us as much as it can be done by us 
using digital media. We have seen that there are sophisticated systems in operation, globally, that 
seek to define and track us as various statistical aggregates. We have considered how some 
people are actively pursuing forms of self-tracking in order to ascertain what they believe to be 
greater self-knowledge. Finally, I have argued that there is grounds for cautious optimism in the 
face of ‘surveillance capitalism’. 
 

‘Identity’ freights a lot of meanings. It can be the means by which we are identified in calculative 
systems of categorisation, such as social media and marketing. It can also be an emancipatory 
multiple performance of different ‘selves’ across several digital media platforms and using 
different, perhaps clashing, forms of representation. 


