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INHABITING A DIGITAL
ENVIRONMENT

Human beings have always used media and technologies—w
cameras, print and electronic media, or computers and pgbbile d&ices—to
lationships. When
lly portable. And
orms of portable

build the environments in which they live and form

these environments are digitized, they are always p
since they can be accessed by mobile phones and oth
technology (tablets, laptops, wireless devicé@fever wristwatches, glasses,

and implantable computer chips), they rsﬁructed and carried along
wherever an individual goes. Portabili @ of the most salient features of a
digital environment.

These spaces, and the activities, , and connections formed within them, can
also be described as sociomental becaWge the connectedness is interpersonal (the
social part) and relies on ¢ nit"se rather than physical activity for its creation

and maintenance ( part). Even people in the closest of face-to-face

relationships are essphysically separated, so all social connectedness

has a strongl ntal component. But social spaces in which numerous
interacti flationships are developed via a variety of cognitive acts are
predomifgntlyy sociomental in nature.

e very first sociologists, Emile Durkheim (who helped establish the field
iology), claimed that a society not only transcends the individual; it also
anscends the physical. That is, societies are, at their essence, large, collective,

nonphysical entities. Durkheim (1893/1964) taught that a society is a “conscience
collective”—a collective, shared consciousness (mind, or awareness) and, at the
same time, a collective, shared conscience (morality, or tool for determining right
and wrong). Note the subtle but important difference between consciousness and
conscience; in Durkheim’s native French, the word conscience translates as both
“mind” and “morality.” This is important because it means that one of the all-time
premier theorists of what a society is—someone who has influenced the thinking
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of millions and who was a primary force in the development of sociology as an
academic discipline—has theorized a society as being both mental #zd moral at
its essence. For Durkheim, a society encompasses both of these nonphysical states
simultaneously and indissolvably and thus (though he did not use the exact word)

would be considered a sociomental entity. \@

A society is made up of the thoughts, ideas, information, norms, values, beliefs,

and morals of all of its members. It is a veritable “soup” of mental ingredients,

plus the material products created by its members, such as art, books, buildings, ’Q
and clothing. Collectively, we call these mental and material products the cu

of a society. People’s lives shape, and are shaped by, these products in a pro

so penetrating and constant that those groups of people who share cutu

products are often themselves called a culture. And yet a society, andNa.c

40
even more than all of this. Something special, almost indefinable,

human beings get together. A group “effervesces” and producgs an ci¥e#gy, a force,
a “vibe,” all its own. It is not only mental and moral, it is alji %1 energy and

emotion (Durkheim, 1912/1965).

Though the internet was centuries away from igggntion when Durkheim was
alive, his insights set the stage for the sociome %ﬁ of digital groupings to
be better understood and for these grouping% considered real, legitimate
Q g Georg Simmel (1908/1950),
patles Horton Cooley (1922/1964),
wrote extensively about the streng® bequences, and reality of social, mental
groupings. Such groupings, they clainMgre the bedrock of society, literally life-
affirming and life-saving. Pe@ple gre far worse off (even more prone to suicide,
Durkheim famously eyig 9771966]) when they are not firmly integrated

@ et@®s that have strong, cohesive norms (expected
belefs).

social units. Other sociological theorist

George Herbert Mead (1934/2009)

[~

within social groups

All social cc@ons and groupings, including those that originate face-to-face,
exist ggheir t complete form in the minds of their members. Social groups
are glo lways either too large or too widely dispersed, or their participants
to for members to get together face-to-face more than occasionally (if
MY c®F then). Just because a social bond or grouping can be described as face-
o-face does not mean that the people involved in it spend massive amounts of
time physically together. In fact, in a fast-paced, mobile society it may be the
case that people do not gather together very often at all. But that does not mean
that they cease to be connected when they are not gathered. Groups persist even
in the dearth or absence of physicality and even as members come and go (see
Anderson, 1983; Cooley, 1922/1964; and Simmel, 1898, on the persistence of
social groups).
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Digital spaces—social media sites, websites, chat areas, discussion boards,
online games, workspaces, classes, conferences, and hangouts, even the spaces
in which we share email and text messages—are sometimes called virtual.
Digital work teams and organizations, in particular, are commonly described
as virtual in nature. The use of the term virtual is misleading, though, for it
implies that something is almost, but not quite, real. And where digital spaces
are concerned, that is simply not the case. As sociologist W. I. Thomas has
classically stated (in what has come to be called the Thomas Theorum), if 4
people “define situations as real, they are real in their consequences”

(Thomas & Thomas, 1928). Digital experiences and the spaces in whi&&\
t

they take place are quite real and have real, definite consequences.

reason, many consider descriptors such as sociomental, netrwor f, t Yigital
preferable to virtual in describing these spaces and societies 0,
2008; Dyson et al., 1994).

why not cyberspace? &

You may have also heard digital space refermqberspﬂce. Activities
d

associated with such spaces have also recgi® er prefix—for example,

cybercrime, cyberpunk, cyberbullying Cylersex. But many scholars

are moving away from calling digita s cyber, and the story of why

this is happening is quite interegfi fuse it is the inventor of the word
cyberspace, science fiction writer am Gibson, who now warns against its

misinterpretation and mjsuse.

Remember, it was ong ago that the online experience was brand

new and highly Inghe 1980s and 1990s, people struggled to define

and describe then a brand new experience. The most powerful

e that stuck—came from Gibson, who, in his 1984 novel

ated that when people use computers a “consensual hallucination”

co@ifl emerge. This collaborative kind of hallucination would exist, he said, in
otfamal space” that seemed to be located behind and beyond the computer
gh. Gibson called this environment cyberspace (1984, p. 69), borrowing the

efix cyber from cybernetics, which is the study of how various kinds of systems
and networks function. Cyber has since come to suggest something computerized

or modern, of the computer era.

In the early years of trying to understand and predict the impacts of computer use,
it was important to have collectively understood concepts with which to describe
it. It still is. But the conception of cyberspace as a “consensual hallucination”

has become increasingly problematic over time because the experiences and
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consequences of computer use are now widely understood to be completely real.
Computerization is many things, but it is rarely hallucinatory.

Let’s follow Gibson’s thought process in some depth as he discusses where the
term cyberspace came from and then consider the possibilities and limitations of the
term. Gibson has said of writing Neuromancer that

I was painfully aware that I lacked an arena for my science *
fiction. . .. I needed something to replace outer space and \
the spaceship. I was walking around Vancouver, aware of that K
need, and I remember walking past a video arcade, which wa &

a new sort of business at that time, and seeing kids pla i

those old-fashioned console-style plywood video gamg @
and perspective. Some of them didn’t even haveglrspective
but were yearning toward perspective and dj ality.

Even in this very primitive form, the kids e playing

them were so physically involved, :ts%ed to me that what

games had a very primitive graphic representation of

they wanted was to be inside the ga#igs, within the notional
space of the machine. The real disappeared for
them—it had completely logssing igp®rtance. They were in
that notional space, and thine in front of them was the

brave new world.

The only computers I’d e®er seen in those days were things
the size of tiyg shle M barn. And then one day, I walked by

a bus st tqre was an Apple poster. The poster was a
photggr a Businessman’s jacketed, neatly cuffed arm
hol iRy size representation of a real-life computer

#not much bigger than a laptop is today. Everyone is

% to have one of these, I thought, and everyone is going
\to want to live inside them. And somehow I knew that the

notional space behind all of the computer screens would be
one single universe. . . .

Q But what was more important at that point in terms of my

O

practical needs was to name it something cool, because it was
never going to work unless it had a really good name. So the
first thing I did was sit down with a yellow pad and a Sharpie
and start scribbling—infospace, data space. I think I got
cyberspace on the third try. (as quoted in Newitz, 2011)
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Computerization, of course, has since migrated from huge plywood video games
and barn-sized consoles to interfaces that are smaller and more portable. But
William Gibson’s view of cyberspace as the universe “behind all the computer
screens” was, and still is, critical to helping us envision, understand, and define
the environment and the experience of becoming involved in computer use.

As Gibson himself has stated more recently, though, this universe has changed
from this original notion, and dramatically so. “Cyberspace, not so long ago,
was a specific elsewhere, one we visited periodically, peering into it from the
familiar physical world,” he wrote. “Now cyberspace has everted. Turned,its
inside out. Colonized the physical” (Gibson, 2010). In other words, Gibsofgo
the space behind the screens has become enlargened and i 1ntersecl;w

encompassing at times—the physical. Incidentally, Gibson belie x gle is
the primary “architect” of this new universe (Newitz, 2011). 6

But a more damning critique of ¢yber, and therefore of cybgffpace as a construct, is
found within Gibson’s own description of cyberspace s & the first paragraph,
in which he shares his sense that “the real world had d % bared” for the children
playing computerized video games. This wag an early view of, and a widespread
worry about, computer-mediated communic#8gn (q\/IC) and internet use. Mass
media and computer use were often seen crting pseudo, imaginary, or
parasocial (one-sided) connections r enuine, potentially reciprocal

les, 2002; Horton & Wohl, 1956). As

ese connections and the reality of techno-
, it became apparent that cyberspace was

ones (see Beniger, 1987; Caughey;

)

social life began to mount up, thoOg

clear evidence of the authentici

anything but a hallucinatipn, consens al or otherwise.

As researchers lea nd more about how real and consequential
digital environm e, ald how authentically they are experienced, the
term cyberyp eCQning less and less precise a descriptor. Along with

other ¢y d words, it has become subject to misinterpretation.
P enom@scrlbed as cyber can too easily be seen as less than real, their
quafgies and consequences seeming to derive more from their connection to
pU€rization than from the behavior itself. For example, cyberbullying
em to be harmful because of the technology by which the behavior takes
ace, rather than due to the harassing behavior itself, which would be harmful
delivered in any form. Cyber infidelity can seem to be caused by one’s habit of
spending time on the computer, rather than by the decision to betray a partner
during that time, which many would find hurtful in any context. The cyber
prefix implies that the technology in and of itself is what matters most about a
tech-related phenomenon and causes its outcome, rather than the person using
the technology, which, as we have seen, is called technological determinism.
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Bullying, harassment, cruelty, and betrayal are harmful and troubling in any
context—digital or face-to-face—and are the handiwork of humans,
not machines.

At this writing, the term cyberspace seems to be fading from use (Rennie, 2012), \@

but technological determinism is still very much present. Examining the range
of ways in which people use and are impacted by digital technologies is a more

fruitful course of action than blaming the technology. The adoption and use of .
terminology that encourages such examination would be widely beneficial. In \
digital contexts, as in all contexts, words matter. \K

w9
online communities, é

networks, and networking

Much research has been devoted to the study of how co &ies and networks
operate in these digital, sociomental spaces. Communi % aps the most

sociological of all concepts (Wolfe, 1989, p. 60‘] is also one of the slipperiest. It

can describe a group of people who live within €gpeciic geographical area, and
at the same time it can refer to the intangib% ighly emotional sense of
belonging to such a group (see Bell & 4; Chayko, 2002, 2008, 2014,
Fernback, 2007; Gottschalk, 1975; He 89; Hillery, 1968; Hunter, 1974;

Parks, 2011; and Scherer, 1972, fog ssions of this distinction). It can also
be appropriated by organizations hopjg

o to reap the benefit of the term’s warm
connotations for commercifl and mark&ting purposes (Baym, 2010, p. 74; Preece
& Maloney-Krichmar, 2

But a community j e tifan warm connotations. Both good and bad things

d these things—and these spaces—are not always warm
and feel part of a unit larger than oneself, whether that unit
has spontan arisen or been deliberately constructed, has a wide range of
cons%s for individuals. Being a part of groups and communities that we can

tu ood times and bad helps people live a balanced, healthy life, even as it

that life with infinite complications.
ommunities are constituted of, and provide for their members, regular,

O patterned, personalized social interactions. In them, people develop a

shared identity, culture, purpose, and fate, and feelings of togetherness and
belonging. All of this is critical to helping individuals find meaning in life
and form interpersonal attachments. These qualities have been considered
by sociologists to be key components of community since the earliest days of
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the discipline. And the internet and digital media readily inspire and facilitate
the creation and establishment of communities (see Cooley, 1922/1964;
Durkheim, 1893/1964; Simmel, 1908/1950; and, more recently, Amit, 2002;
Anderson, 1983; Baym, 2010; Bell & Newby, 1974; Bellah, Madsen, Swindle,
Sullivan, & Tipton, 1985; Bourdieu, 1985; Chayko, 2002, 2008, 2014; Erikson,
1966; Fischer, 1982; Hampton & Wellman, 2003; Hillery, 1968; Jones, 1995;
Kanter, 1972; Mazlish, 1989; Parks, 2011; Shibutani, 1955).

Online communities are “social aggregations that emerge from the Net . *
form webs of personal relationships” (Rheingold, 1993, p. 5). They ca &\
wholly online or can have a face-to-face component. When asked to &

the social groupings they form or encounter online, people often i

the word cormmunity, as did the overwhelming majority of tho ‘N
interviewed in my Portable Commaunities research exploring t @ i dynamics
of online and mobile connectedness (2008). They repeagedly r&&fred to the
online groups to which they belonged as communiti &}though Idid

not use the word in my initial interview questions \@n urthermore,
these groupings were invariably described as close a eaningful. People
responded to my questions about the expemf being part of such groups
by saying things like “I feel I am part of gsig 1} community that cares
about one another” and “My group iga*xt@mely tightly bonded community
that simply cannot be found in nor ily life” (Chayko, 2008, p. 7; see also
Baym, 1995, 2000, 2010, p. 64 % 2006, 2007; Cavanagh, 2009; Cerulo,

Ruane, & Chayko, 1992; Chmu1 il., 2011; Haythornthwaite & Kendall,
lor, 1968; Parks, 2011; Poor, 2013;

2010; Kendall, 2002; Ligklider &
Rotman & Preece, 2Q10 )

) onfine connections and communities with ease.

Not all individua for
Some peoplegfechy be more likely than others “to accept online friendship
formatio le, or even desirable,” sociologist Zeynep Tukekei suggests
in hers off friendship on social network sites (2010, p. 176; see also Tufekc,
2 . She calls those who form online connections less easily and less often
asocial and notes that for such individuals, “face-to-face interaction
imitable features that simply cannot be replicated or replaced by any

Ot er form of communication” (2010, p. 176). This does not mean that the

O

cyberasocial necessarily refuse to use all digital technologies—they may

be more comfortable using technology in some circumstances, such as to
coordinate plans, more than others, such as to hang out online or to broaden
their social networks (Tufekci & Brashears, 2014). It should not be assumed,
then, that everyone uses digital tools and participates in digital contexts
similarly, with the same aims.
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Online groupings are so often considered to be genuine communities by those
who create them in part because ICTs tend to give those who use them a very
strong “sense of place” (Meyrowitz, 1985; see also Polson, 2013). Storytelling via
oral and written communication is known for its transportedness (Biocca & Levy,
1995; Gerrig, 1993; Kim & Biocca, 1997; Lombard & Ditton, 1997; Radway,
1984). In providing forums for the telling and retelling of stories, social media
specializes (as do the mass media of television, radio, books, etc.) in mentally
transporting people who share similar ideas and interests to specific, similarly o

envisioned environments.

Stories shared via technological mediation tend to be envisioned as occurri K
a specific place—often a neighborhood or a community (Kim & Biocea .
Lombard & Ditton, 1997; Morley & Robins, 1995; Schwartz, 1981)N al
language and imagery are plentiful on social network sites, as in “ @ gk helps
you share and connect with the people in your life” (Parks, Zﬁp, B8, sce also

Gere, 2012). The metaphor of the neighborhood or co

gives members
a common image they can use to make their digitally med experience more
collective, more visible, even more tangible (Hampton, 208 Lambert, 2013;

Parks, 2011).

4
Online groupings, then, are readily referre@ experienced as communities.
And “communities are clearly social ne @ 5, "sociologists Keith Hampton
and Barry Wellman contend (1999 ¢
permits and encourages the emerg8
(Yuan, 2013; see also Adams & Allan,
Lee, 2010). LN

Mt he development of social networks

|

t group cultures and communities

R98; Amit, 2002; Cavanagh, 2009; Lee &

"The study of social
Simmel (1908/198
of a network’seiA
studied socil

cs h@kens back at least as far as the teachings of Georg
t the turn of the 20th century wrote about the impact
e Mature of the interactions among its members. Simmel

a

unifs even as small as two and three (called dyads and #riads) and
consiflgred theH to be social groupings that can teach us a lot about how groups
areg xd and affect people. Simmel demonstrated, for example, that when a
nexpands from two to three, relationships in the network are changed most
clgically, for alliances and collusions become possible. The nature of the network
n be altered by the number of people in it and by its form or structure even
more than by its content or the specific nature of the activity people in it engage

in (1908/1950).

More modern analyses of networking have contributed much to the
understanding of how social networking operates online. In his study of what
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has been called the smzall world phenomenon, psychologist Stanley Milgram asked

people to forward a letter intended for a certain person to someone whom they

thought would most likely know that person. He found that it took on average

only five or six forwards for most letters to travel to their destinations—a finding

which has given rise to the phrase “six degrees of separation” (Milgram, 1967). @
Network researchers Duncan Watts and Steven Strogatz (1998) have applied this \
concept to different kinds of networks with much the same results, concluding 0

that most of our human-created networks are well connected and interconnegge

(see also Boase & Wellman, 2006). \
Barry Wellman, along with many of his students and coauthors, has pio &K
the study of how digital social networks connect us both locally ansl

(see, e.g., Boase & Wellman, 2006; Hampton & Wellman, 1999, 3Q0 -
Haase & Wellman, 2002; Wang & Wellman, 2010; Wellman & ,1993).
If societies are undergirded by a scaffolding of networks, aggthis related)
research suggests, it makes sense that people would use %ernet and the web
to build and grow these networks. Individuals come tét n the resources,
connections, and social capital that are obtained and ex®w#hged via these networks.

They then become motivated to create mor%n:e networks and develop a

strong reliance on them.

For those with access to mobile and g {lia, online networks and
communities can be formed nearjymgg¥gife, anywhere. They are especially
popular in the United States, w’ Q 72% of American adults engaging
regularly in social networking onlifi including 89% of adults 18 to 29 and 43%
of those aged 65 and olde (Br*ner & Smith, 2013). In what Lee Rainie and
Barry Wellman havgge nerworked individualism, people strategically operate,
switch among, aes etworks as needed. “Networked individuals have
partial mem Rnultiple networks and rely less on permanent memberships
in settled b@xey explain. “Technologies such as the internet and mobile
phones h@ople manage a larger, more diverse set of relationships. . . . The
ne@@nedia 1s the new neighborhood” (2012, pp. 12-13).

Qtrength of the ties and communities that connect people in high-tech
gefCties is frequently questioned. In fact, both strong and weak ties—and
verything in between—are found in online networks (Brenner, 2013;
Ling & Stald, 2010; Wang & Wellman, 2010; Hampton, Goulet, Marlow, &
O Rainie, 2012; Hampton, Goulet, Rainie, & Purcell, 2011; Rainie & Wellman,
2012; Chayko, 2008; Haythornthwaite, 2005). The closest of relationships are
built and sustained via digital technology, but more fleeting, ephemeral ties are
in evidence as well. Most individuals’ social networks contain hundreds of
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social ties that are weak, strong, and in between and that are both face-to-face
and digitally enabled (Caughey, 1984; Chayko, 2008; Hampton et al., 2011;
Preece, 2000).

Even so-called weak social ties have great utility. As sociologist Mark
Granovetter has established (1973), weak ties bring into contact people who
might otherwise have no way to know of one another at all, thereby opening
up pathways which eventually provide #// members of one social network with
access to 4/l the members of a second network. Novel information and social

Rosenn, Marlow, & Adamic, 2012; Haythornthwaite, 2005). Communities
are dense with these crisscrossing pathways and networks, and they¢r

numerous opportunities for people to become connected online aRg

oy

become more cohesive. In essence, networks help to “stitch”gociel

for new groupings to form, and, in all this connective activity, fo

creating digital environments O

O

capital move along these pathways from one set of people to another (BakK

People build their social spaces and environgsnt my communicate with one
another. Shared symbols, such as languai C , sounds, gestures, and avatars,

help people envision, build, communicde aBput, and understand the meanings
of these spaces. Symbolic represen #f other people (thoughts of them,
images, photos) remind us of other n they are not physically with us so that

we can continue to bond wigh them, e®n in their absence.

Members of groups crgate

have slogans, logos, 4 @
foods, nicknameg R{Chphrases; and religions and nations grant great

importance ggm atues, pictures, and documents. These symbols, in effect,
stand in for@ and groups because a group is “too complex a reality” to be
retain&the mind (Durkheim, 1912/1965, p. 252). Most modern individuals

se symbols constantly: sports teams and schools

resghtative colors; friends and families have favorite

ar any groups that cannot all remain in our minds all the time. So
@ol—lik&: a flag or a logo—is “treated as if it were this reality itself”
( eim, 1912/1965, p. 252). It brings the group into the minds of its members
enever it is seen or deployed and does so so reliably that it inspires the same
powerful feelings as the group does. It can even be treated as the group.

This is why people can become so intensely emotional at the performance of a
symbolic gesture like flag burning or flag saluting or the playing of a religious
or national anthem. Flags and anthems bring to mind the reality of a nation or
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group so concretely and powerfully that they bring the reality of the group to
the fore. The burning of a flag, for example, can feel like the actual destruction
of the nation. Of course, whether we are face-to-face or online, we can never
interact with an entire nation or even the entirety of a large group, but because
the symbol stands in for it, we are still able to fee/ our sense of belonging to that
nation or group—we can feel and appreciate its complex reality. We can feel
community with others in the group even though the group is not, and may
never be, physically gathered in one place at the same time. *

Symbols, therefore, are critical to helping people to express and experj Q
the reality of their digital worlds. Along with metaphors, they also he!E p

explain their worlds and evaluate the comparability of items widhin

This helps people determine their “place” in these worlds. Dighga
can be compared to books (Facebook), clouds (the nonphysi @ e
so much data are stored), streams (a flow of or mode for ghe de
bulletin boards (online discussion spaces), and town sg %or forums (the
Foursquare app, online message forums, etc). Even and the net are
metaphors. Look for the many examples of this onlin®=®of physically separated
people using metaphors that suggest physi@@objects or spaces. Metaphors and
symbols help the individual imagine an i things, people, and places
that are otherwise abstract or invisib tiity also help groups of people
envision them similarly.

However, metaphors are limiti 11, for they represent assumptions that
constrain us from thinking about s differently. For example, thinking about
data as being collected an! stogd in a seemingly airlike, remote “cloud” may
prevent people fro g further details about exactly how their data are

being stored and , agl at whose hands. The casual use of metaphors,
therefore, ca ore precise understandings of digital and data-related
impact they can have (see Hwang & Levy, 2015).

phenome,
Rigal acQ performed by members of a group also bring groups of people to
¥ ilarly and reliably. Activities performed periodically in ritualized ways
ous services, holiday gatherings, parades, etc.), whether face-to-face or
SHnologically, enable people to have regular interaction and involvement with
one another. People who post updates to Facebook, Twitter, or any other social
networking site frequently, or who text one another (perhaps in a group text) in a
patterned way, open up a portal by which they can be reliably seen and contacted.
"This provides them with regular opportunities to view and exchange symbols with
others and to have an ongoing sense of the group, which generates strength and

coherence for the group (Chayko, 2002, 2008).
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The mass media also assist in making digital spaces similarly envisioned and

experienced. Television, radio, newspapers, and magazines (and even old-school

media like billboards, posters, bumper stickers, flyers, etc.) can popularize

and spread a group’s symbols (even elevating some of them to iconic status),

inspire rituals, and keep groups in the public (and their members’) eye. Along @
with social media, the mass media depict actual members of groups engaging \

in activities from time to time (whether it be marching in protest, enjoying

a concert, or attending a party). All this mediated activity can strengthen the o

group further and help bring it more concretely into members’ minds (Chayk \

2002, 2008). \{

A digital space called a platform is a computerized framework on whieh %
e

application can run. Platforms can be blogging sites like Blogger a
social media sites like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, video-s

SS,

like Netflix, Hulu, and YouTube, or audio sites like i Tunes angs Spott#While
shaped from
the bottom up, each taking on a style, logic, and gramm vernacular—all its

platforms are initially designed from the top down, they a:f

own. For example, the Twitter hashtag (or #) was develop users rather than
being “designed-in” (Bruns & Burgess, 2011). m read to other platforms,
S C

such as Facebook and Instagram, and is eve

-to-face conversation,
sometimes accompanied by a gesture intepd®®to}feplicate the symbol. Platform
vernaculars, then, are communally deve shared, and spread and are

anything but fixed or static.

The hashtag, in which the # symbol ollowed by a word or phrase, is a way
for people to mark a topic d§a nqment in a digital environment and then
identify and find othe

a kind of group wit @

Watrter chats” and the communication and curation of

he same word or phrase—forming, if one wishes,

Th hashtag facilitates the gathering of people

ences and other events. It is also used rhetorically in at
least five diS§inc@ways: to emphasize, critique, rally people together, identify
chara&fci{cs of the writer, or iterate a well-known internet meme. Like other
culy® pfacts, memes—representations of pop culture that can take the

Q a text, video, or photo with words that are often jointly created and
remgixed by multiple individuals—can evoke such a sharp or emotional response

at they can spread widely and quickly through digital networks and be said to
go viral (Bruns & Burgess, 2011; Daer, Hoffman, & Goodman, 2014; Milner,
2013; Zittrain, 2014).

In all these ways, digital spaces and the activities that take place in them are
collaboratively envisioned and created. They are shaped and reshaped, individually
and jointly, again and again, as people enter and exit these spaces and come to feel
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a sense of one another as truly rhere. In the process, digital environments are given
form, texture, contour, depth, and detail—in short, reality.

reality, presence, and proximity

Digital life is, simply, real life. The reality of living with technology, especially \
in computerized/digital form, is sometimes described as an augmented reality

(Jurgenson, 2012a), which means that digital technology has enhanced, or QQ
augmented, the environment to a significant extent. For people who live in
technology-intensive societies, this happens all the time. But the truth i &

even before the age of computerization, life has been augmented‘by

From the earliest of times, human beings have created tools tha@go
enable them to build shelters, utilize fire, colonize the natural @ )
information to one another, and defend their territories short, to do

whatever it took to survive. As we saw in Chapter 2, the ﬂtion of spoken
@ sense of the raw

and then written languages allowed people to make §
phenomena they encountered every day and to commufiicate in increasingly

more abstract and complex ways across timedad space. People have always used
tools and technologies to build and augr% societies. In modern societies,
0

all kinds of ICTs enable the transmisg; cepts and ideas.

Online experiences, and the socj ions and environments created

with the assistance of digital tec ies, are a critical component of modern
techno-social life in which people’s Rgsponses are genuine, meaningful, and often
profound. When we age ojlindyour brains and bodies think and feel and act. We
athgle or pain, worry or be delighted, make a friend or

lter€ation, strengthen a relationship or destroy one. What

may experience bogi

become involved

a person doee gs an influence on the rest of one’ life because it is 2 part

of that lifg#otmséparate thing. It is important, then, to think about and describe

this envi nt in ways that highlight its realness—for example, zor to call the

fa@lce realm IRL (which means “in real life” and wrongly promotes the idea
ace-to-face sphere is more real than the digital).

my interviews with people who find and form connections over the internet,
I heard many descriptions of how unexpectedly deep and authentic these
O connections could become. For example, as a member of an online group
dedicated to religion told me,

I didn’t come (to this online group) looking for friendship, and
am surprised at how some of the regular posters have become
real people to me. Some of them just have a very personal
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way of expressing themselves that I've come to recognize, and

sometimes, to like very much. This has nothing to do with

spelling or mental brilliance or even depth of faith, for that

matter. I think what draws me to some people here is their

authenticity and their willingness to be imperfect. But even the @
ones I don’t especially like have touched my heart to the extent \
that I sometimes worry about them and wish I could reach 0
through the computer and help them, somehow. In fact, now

L
that I think about it, it is amazing how real some of these distant, \Q
unseen, frequently anonymous message board posters have K
become. But, of course, they are real! (Chayko, 2002, p. 114)
0
wefes

The authentic and deeply personal nature of the connections and 8

that are formed in digital spaces has been a common theme throughoRgnly

research.
People also told me that they felt that they could get to gr well even those

individuals whom they encountered exclusively online, a ny face-to-face

the online relationship, one young woman mu

'

How can it be personal? It f¢ ighs. If people said, “Oh,
gee, do you know so and so@uld say yes. I wouldn’t say,
“Oh well, I met him og ﬁ ay, “Oh yes, I know him.”
(Chayko, 2002, p. 86)

interaction. In response to my request for a desK’on of the “personal” nature of

Because online social conne iorﬂare so often experienced as absolutely real

and deeply personal, next step to perceive digitally encountered others

to be present.

The internet ggd @ hl ntedia facilitate the perception and experience of
proximity a@ence in ways that transcend the physical. When connecting
onlin§ghose whom we connect are often perceived to be “really there.”

th Presence Theory advanced by communication scholars John Short,
v illiams, and Bruce Christie, a communication medium can provides its
sers several ways to become aware of one another’ presence. They can know
one another’s qualities, characteristics, and inner states and begin to perceive and
O experience one another as socially present (Short, Williams, & Christie, 1976). This

T at the other is “really there” is called social presence. According to
1

theory, which predated the internet and digital media, has since been updated to
explain the variety of ways that people can use these technologies to be cognitively
present to one another even as they are physically distant (see Chayko, 2002).

54 SUPERCONNECTED



Feeling the nearness or presence of others across distances has been called
perceived proximity (O’Leary, Wilson, & Metiu, 2014) and, when electronic
media facilitates the connection, electronic propinquity (Korzenny, 1978;
Walther & Barazova, 2008). In a large-scale international study, professors of
business Michael O’Leary, Jeanne Wilson, and Anca Metiu found that colleagues
working hundreds of miles apart from one another communicated as often,

on average, as colleagues who were located in the same office. Additionally,
colleagues separated by distance felt the same level of shared identity and segs
of cognitive and affective closeness as those who worked together in the sa \
location. Individuals at work, the researchers determined, can form stm&%ﬂs

despite being separated by large distances.
*
ha t %

among physically separated people. Sharing common interestd
show, movie, or type of music can bring about a strong segse of SH#
and community among devotees. They, too, can come I&tbat they inhabit a

social world with one another. Cultural products ang Bhises that can inspire
such involvement among users have an excellent chan®8f popular success.

Communication and media professor Henr@genkins calls this “the art of world
making” (2006, p. 21; for more on this, S%h ﬁ).

With the advent of digital and mobil 18102y, however, members of any group
or “world” can enjoy ambient coprgregg?

of the presence or nearness of o % to & Okabe, 2005, p. 264; see also Chayko,
2008, 2014; Gray et al., 2003; Quarfaase & Wellman, 2002). Portable devices

allow users to keep their 3amﬁls to one another open nearly all the time if

desired, checking i nother often and even leaving “away messages.”
These short, freq@da s convey that one is “there” (see Park & Sundar,

ongoing but background awareness

ommon for groups of people (especially younger people) to

2015).Itis b
stay in nG t contact with one another this way via group chats, texts, and

tweets (sdg Chityko, 2008).

0 dia and blogs do much to enable a sense of presence among dispersed
@ They allow the presentation of experiences and stories neatly and simply.
€y provide opportunities for individuals to share ideas, enter a conversation,

and gain a sense of the presence of others in the conversation or group. Core
members of social media and blogging communities, the most active participants
in the group, are most likely to welcome new members or to monitor and enforce
(formally or informally) the rules and norms of the group. Having had a stake

in it the longest, they tend to take on the responsibility for safeguarding and
communicating the group’s collective memory and identity. But even those who

INHABITING A DIGITAL ENVIRONMENT 55

e
S



lurk in the group or participate less actively help to shape it and can have their
presence sensed (Chayko, 2008).

Often, ambient copresence takes place in spaces defined either formally or

informally as online “hangouts”—the kind of spaces in which people can spend @
unstructured time with few (or no) obligations and responsibilities. Over 70% of \
adult U.S. internet users go online at least occasionally just to pass the time or to 0
have fun (Rainie, 2011). They may pass the time leisurely lurking or hanging out o

a social media platform like Facebook or Twitter, checking out a discussion board,’ﬁ

visiting a chat room, playing a game, reading a blog, spending time in a Google \

hangout, or some combination of these. It is possible to spend large amount

time in such spaces, entire days and nights, just hanging out, checkingb)ut%

others are doing and saying—not necessarily interacting with them sing

others’ presence in an ambient way, feeling a sense of perceived pr d

community with them. “I just like being there,” one woman told me, ribing her

affinity for an online hangout, “and I don’t know why” (200 0).

Sociologist Ray Oldenburg calls these kinds of hangouts paces (1989). They
are places other than homes and workplaces— rst and second spaces—in
which people spend time and relax, usually wi i®%d agenda. While
Oldenburg focuses on casual offline places, %coffee shops, pubs, beauty
shops, etc., the concept is quite useful t ribe the kinds of informal online

spaces in Wthh people simply hang ch spaces are plentiful.

Hangouts, both physical and digital, mportant because they provide a space
for people to spend unstructred tlrne it the company of others. They permit
individuals to engage dif] asp ts of their lives and identities than they do
at work and at home, g time with those who are like-minded, simply
experiencing a s ed 1dentity and culture, individuals can feel known
and accepted

In th eople can get to know one another (or not) in a low-obligation, low-
pr y. Spending time in third spaces can help people relieve everyday
hile they make contacts and feel a sense of community. Being around
%rs in this kind of environment can help people relax, since the kinds of
ligations that exist at work and at home are absent. They can also make the

O individual feel part of the larger society, part of the culture, connected to others.

Pres% paces is optional and voluntary and there are no requirements.

Lurking or participating minimally, or lightly, in third spaces can provide the
opportunity to be part of a larger dialogue, to gain a sense of others and their
conversations. It also provides that all-important, life-affirming feeling of being
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“plugged into” or integrated into a society (we discuss this in greater depth in
Chapter 9). Because it is so critical for people to feel connected in this way, it is
generally healthy to spend some time in third spaces, and so these spaces can be
seen as good or “healthy” for the society as a whole. Spending too much time in

them, though, can certainly represent or lead to an unhealthy escape from offline \@

responsibilities.

online. They feel solitary, alone. But more often, they feel proximal and conne’x
id

part of meaningful social worlds. And, as it turns out, the brain is wired tq cosgi
these social worlds to be fully and completely real. &

O
reality and the brain é\

The mind and body are intricately connected. They affegf one another
continuously, as can be seen in physical illness that d

Sometimes, to be sure, people do not feel the nearness of others when they are Q

m psychological
disturbance, or in mental confusion that results fro cal fatigue. Our minds
and bodies “talk to” and inform one anothegall the time. They are a unit, finely
meshed (Chayko, 2008, p. 41; Goleman, 20&”

The brain considers both digital and ph rms of connectedness equally
real. Mental images that correspond @

or digital in nature—are recordg ﬂ &Fame part of the brain. The same exact

ind of experiences—whether physical
cognitive processes are used to e , process, and retrieve these images, whether
they originated in physicgl experienc® or in mental experience. This is how we can
sometimes be unsure yhelger ®ymething in our past actually happened or whether
we simply imagin t it Qccurred. As brains store both physical and mental

phenomena in ghe ay, in the same place, they “code” physical and mental

H&)eings can respond to both digital and physical phenomena in similar

3 ell. Once an event has occurred—whether in physical or sociomental

it becomes interpreted and assigned meaning. Realness—or degrees of

Oa ness—can be assigned to any event. Individuals can also identify different types
o

r spheres of reality as being meaningful and consequential. These realities—
which include the “reality of everyday life,” dreams, fantasies, games, fiction,

phenomena LIygeal (though, like all body parts, brains are also imperfect

ayko, 2002; Neimark, 1995).

religious experience, erotic experience, and even drug-induced states—each

carry their own norms, rules, and logics and can feel entirely (if temporarily) real
(see Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Caughey, 1984; Davis, 1983; James 1893/1983;
Schutz, 1973). “We live not in one reality but in two (at least),” sociologist Murray

INHABITING A DIGITAL ENVIRONMENT 57



Davis notes of everyday life, “and we continually alternate between them, often
against our will” (1983, p. 10).

Furthermore, the brain and body often respond to mediated and digital events in
the same way that they would respond to those that take place face-to-face. When
watching TV or a movie, reading a book, listening to music, or using social media,
it is common to become so cognitively and emotionally engaged in the event that
the body responds as if the event were unmediated. The brain’s cognitive and
perceptual systems prepare the body for the situations that are confronted, and

physiologically, the body and brain respond. We cry, we laugh, we sweat, we
we move our bodies (Bellur & Sundar, 2010; Reeves & Nass, 1996)

People can even on some level come to perceive their computers a
as interactants with whom they have a relationship and can respon \
in kind (Chayko, 2002; Reeves & Nass, 1996). Voices (like the gPhorfeisiri),

images (like an avatar), and actors and others who appear on%:\ screens can be
8

cognitively and affectively encountered and sometimes
. . \

These perceptions can easily resemble those of human-t

relationships.
)
Robots and bots—humanlike machines and @e software applications that
i

run automated tasks—are becoming in interactive and seemingly
personable. Such machines and applisag n be comforting and help people
cope with challenges and even prov %
Kellerman, 2012), although there are Ifits to the types of communication that the
artificial intelligence of comfutergcan perceive (Siri, for example, cannot detect

fitha in the movie Her, or the relationship between Caleb
#le movie Ex Machina, computers and software as currently

configured [{ck tlile human experiences and understanding of emotional subtext
neces%r communication to be deep, nuanced, and truly human.

Sple can engage in meaningful ways with digital technology and especially

t achines that are most realistic. Robot dogs, dolls, and toys have been

unicated with.
an interaction and

e forms of social support (see

sarcasm; see Zawacki,

Wespite the rich, seemingly human interactions

enjoyed by the fictio tagghist Theodore and his computer’s automated

own to comfort those who spend time with them—particularly those in greatest
need of comfort, such as the elderly (see Turkle, 2012a). People report that their
children with special challenges and needs have been helped through digitally
mediated interaction. Parent Ron Suskind, for example, has described how his
autistic son came out of his shell through engagement with Disney characters,
while Judith Newman has written of how her autistic son Gus’s conversations with
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Siri improved his communication skills and provided him with companionship
(Newman, 2014). Newman reports that Gus’s practice conversations with Siri
have resulted in increased facility in interacting with human beings. So many
people now indulge in conversations (whether playful or serious) with these kinds
of digital tech “assistants” that SRI International, the research and development
company behind the voice of Siri (now owned by Apple), is focusing research
efforts on enhancing the ability of the assistant to engage in even more complex
and realistic conversations (Newman, 2014). .

For the most part, those who use such technologies understand the diffe

between physical and mediated realities. Judith Newman makes it clear gha®e
son Gus is well aware that Siri is mechanized and not an actual hum\' nal
d

characters and disembodied tech voices are generally encountere@as

constructions that retain a strong element of reality. One can bd @ are of but
still “play with” the difference between fiction and nonfictj
or mediated experiences, it is common to play freely angd {[8
of reality and fantasy. In other work, I have theorized 1@
fictional characters as real heightens the pleasure of thé¥#€tional experience and

. In"®fjoying fictional
ibly with the concepts
entally approaching

can even provide a practice space for making@fid mgintaining digital relationships
with real people (Chayko, 2002; see also ; Jenkins, 1992; Harrington
& Bielby, 1995).

Some people claim that digital epe ts are rife with deception and hence
less real than offline spaces—th3
spaces breeds deceit, falsity, and da

of digital tech use, given that fqe—to—face accountability is diminished. Other

elative anonymity found in many digital
er. Indeed, deception is a possible outcome

possible negative o

the causing of phf @

8 pornography and sexually oriented material. It is worth

a greater avai
rememb@, gh, that these behaviors exist in physical space as well—albeit

include nasty or hurtful verbal exchanges, harassment,

arndl stalking, identity theft, drug sales and trafficking, and

in differefg wals, with different social dynamics and outcomes.

DegePgign and secrecy are common in the physical world and so would be
cquently—multiple times nearly every day, by some estimates (DePaulo, 2004;
eldman, Forrest, & Happ, 2002; on secrecy, see also Nippert-Eng, 2010). This
kind of behavior occurs online and offline. But conscious, deliberate attempts to

ed to exist digitally as well (see Baym, 2010). People lie to one another

deceive others online, and the taking on of different identities, do not occur to
the extent that many worry about (Baym, 2010). When gender switching takes
place, for example, it is usually a role-playing or game-playing experiment rather
than an act of deliberate deceit. The majority of those online do not undertake
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experiments in which they take on a different gender identity, and most of those
who do abandon the practice (Roberts & Parks, 1999; see also Martey, Stromer-
Galley, Banks, Wu, & Consalvo, 2014). For the most part, when people interact
online, they do so as themselves, carrying with them their identities, personal

values, and standards (see Chapter 6). \@

In Western society, the mental realm tends to be stigmatized relative to

the physical, so people often do not consider mental phenomena to be as

consequential as the physical. The mental is still often seen as not really real— ’Q
mental illness, for example, is less well understood than physical illness; it \&\
even be covered by some insurance plans because it is not considered “real” ss

When people say that something is “all in your mind,” it is implied tht s%ng
authentic is absent. But this is a false and even dangerous bias that n¥g1 r

discounts people’s lived experiences.

It simply isn’t helpful to think of digital, mental activity as &egcies separate
from, outside of, or less than real life—not when real 1@
is drenched in cognitive activity. It is a false dichotomy: mental is real,
and it is all around us, not just in our heads. the physical and the mental
are inextricably enmeshed. As a result, onlir{%‘%ﬁes can be as richly

ver that is)

emotional and deeply intimate as those tha§gif®®tly emerge in face-to-face
interaction.

emotionality and intingacy

dynamic. Intimaciesqnd Snot@ns are exchanged profusely and nearly
instantaneously ® D fact, they serve as a kind of “glue” for the relationships

that form thgwe. emotional glue” is especially important in the absence of
the “physic@ ’ that face-to-face interaction can provide.

including in digital settings. While a wide variety of types of relationships can

orm online, spanning the spectrum of human intimacy, even the most fleeting
of relationships can be highly intimate when those involved disclose a great deal
about themselves and feel that they have come to understand much about the
other person as well. It is this kind of personal disclosure and understanding,
and the positive progression of a relationship (even if it does not turn out to
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be especially long term) that render it intimate and meaningful. Short-term
relationships can be highly intimate, just as they can be offline.

The human need and desire to form intimate relationships is so strong that it

happens all the time online, often without great difficulty. Mobile and social media @
play a big part in this. Since many people take cell phones with them wherever \
they go, they can use small bits of time to check in on others and/or provide 0
updates, whether by Facebook or Twitter or some other social media platform.

Interestingly, this is how intimacy tends to develop face-to-face as well—in

<
the small, everyday moments of connection as much as in grand gesmres@
1

experiences. And with a device with which to connect and network alwa;

side, it has never been easier to remain in constant contact with other. a
large number of others, and to find that intimacy has developed, i€ quite
unexpectedly and swiftly (see Chayko, 2002, 2008; Fortunati, 2 ,2001).

The emotions that arise in digital environments are thos&tesociality inspires
in all of its forms. Feelings of warmth, belonging, int n excitement are
commonly generated online. Fear, anger, and disgust Sggglicited as well. A surge
of emotion often arises when two or more le feel that they “click,” whether

online or offline (Baker, 2005; Chayko, 20&; “Rbis$eling can be so strong and

satisfying that to obtain it can be central le’s desire to use social media

(Chayko, 2008; Chmiel et al., 2011).

I have termed these emotional s ‘the rush of human engagement” because

&)

they are generated in and by the h¥gffan engagement so often sought and found
online. In my research, nfiny described it exactly that way—as a “charge” or a
“rush.” People told mi in@ real tears when learning of a tragedy online,

experiencing a s @

the right text @t time, becoming angered or enraged when a negative

comment oR their blog, or becoming downright giddy when an online
a&

excifgment upon getting good news or receiving just

exchangdlbecaine flirtatious or romantic. These waves of emotion can provide
eally can’t explain,” as one online connector described it to me

“algush th
6 2008, p. 77). According to another,

It’s great when you find somebody that loves the book
Q that you love. The feeling is kind of “Oh, wow!” Or “Oh,
me too!” ... I think it’s cool. I think it’s neat. And I like
O those kind of connections. And I have even tried to sort of
cultivate them. . . . [“Can you describe these connections for
me?” I asked.] Oh, they’re definitely bonds. (Chayko, 2002,

p.70)
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In short,

Sometimes when I get back to my room I just move the
mouse and go to my favorite site and check my profile, and
it’s like someone has left me gold or something! (Chayko,
2008, p. 62)

"This rush of excitement can be similar to the rush one gets from drugs, sex, .
gambling, chocolate, and other things that activate the pleasure centers in the K\

brain. (For more on how this works, see Chapter 7.) \

MIT internet scholar Sherry Turkle claims that people sometimes tugn t@

information and communication technology when they want to fee

They use the technology as a kind of conduit for emotion and use
love, hate, fear, rage—basically any mood imaginable. People glso gBwstline to
moderate or to try to control their moods and emotions (see @hayko, 2008).

But this doesn’t always happen—and in fact there is grea edictability in
people’s emotional responses to digital connectgdpess. Sociality, in any form or
context, can generate the full range of human jond\Human interactions are
messy, unpredictable, and fraught with risk. is plenty of sadness, anger,
disappointment, and conflict online, as uman responses to the “dance”

g ate, even fatal outcomes—for
% the suggestion of online infidelity, or
lives that have ended when online bull§gng or public embarrassment became

of interaction. Examples abound of
example, relationships that have e

too much to take. Events thd§ take place in a digital environment have profound

consequences for peoplf e xrdinately, undeniably, real.

so, wh ut physicality?

Itis s&?es ard to understand how community, social presence,
e Wy, and intimacy can be experienced when physical cues are absent or
i ed in digital environments. If we can’t see someone’s face (which is often
th&gase online), or touch a hand, or meet up for a date, can we really become
timately connected? As it turns out, people are quite creative when it comes to
forming social connections and building social environments in which they do
not physically interact or even see one another.

It seems strange to some that connections can form without the full benefit of
external cues—without tactile or in some cases visual and aural information.
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Communication researcher Joseph Walther (1996), among others, has theorized
exactly how people make sense of (and make social connections in) cues filtered out
situations. He argues in what has been called the Social Information Processing
theory that people who use their other senses and their limitless creativity to adapt

their interactions accordingly and even without physicality can find out enough \@

about one another to forge connections and potential intimacy.

People can learn quite a lot about others even if they only communicate .

textually. “Even with nothing but text, we can still tell a great deal about pe{\Q

from the language they use—their vocabulary, their grammar, their styl&
s
ks

language and communication researcher Crispin Thurlow and his col
have found. “Besides, if we can’t actually see social cues like age, fex

we can always just ask. . . . This kind of direct request would se€ de
in [face-to-face] communication but it’s considered acceptabl puter-
; see also

out one another

mediated communication]” (Thurlow, Lengel, & Tomic, 2004
Baker, 2005). There are many ways to gather inform

online, as we discuss in Chapter 6. People provide cl| 3 their personalities in

their nicknames, avatars, writing style, and in the desi3®8t their platforms and

sites. In fact, when individuals go online wiw{oward possibly making a
social connection, these kinds of fact-findgf aQitits are among the first things
they do.

Individuals can actually get to kng other better when their initial contacts

are digital as opposed to face-to % ['hey can like one another more and

even gain a more accurate view of ORg another when visual cues are absent or

reduced (Baker, 2005; M engg, Green, & Gleason, 2002). Some people find

the physical body tgaae action and that in its absence they are better able to
@ elagbnships. “When we talk to someone in person,” says

3y M cKenna, “we pay attention to their subtle body language

form honest, au
psychologist K
and facia

Neha#'let us know how we are coming across. This fosters reticence

in fully eXgresfing our thoughts and feelings” (as quoted in Chayko, 2008, p. 46).

T hts and feelings may be more easily, comfortably, and authentically shared
sicality is absent.

e people communicate more freely about themselves in the absence of the
physical. Put another way, the physical presence of a body can distract from
the effort to get to know another person. Closeness, involvement, even
attraction can be enhanced when people are not in one another’s physical
presence (Chayko, 2008; Hian, Chuan, Trevor, & Detenber, 2004; Hu, Wood,
Smith, & Westbrook, 2004; Nowak, Watt, & Walther, 2005; Walther, 1996).

A relationship can grow strong and intense even more quickly than when the
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interactants have met face-to-face. In fact, online relationships can be even
more intimate and personal than those conducted primarily face-to-face. Joseph
Walther calls such relationships hyperpersonal (1997).

When people are in contact without being able to see or touch one another, @
they can become disinhibited (Suler, 2004; see also McKenna et al., 2002). Their \
inhibitions can be lowered and their behavior can become a bit (or a lot) more 0
outgoing or daring. Disinhibition can be even more pronounced if individuals

do not share their names or personal details online and are anonymous to

one another. They may find themselves behaving differently than they wou K\
face-to-face—perhaps sharing personal information more quickly, even ill-

advisedly, perhaps becoming thoughtlessly negative or nasty, perhapsbec@uad

spontaneous, impulsive, wild.

easily shared in darkness, especially late at night, than in the day sun. They
may feel less embarrassed, less self-conscious, than they o@i, ight. They

may behave more freely and “open” themselves up more

Darkness, too, favors disinhibition. For many, face-to-face in:&aci:,‘ ore

, more intensely.
Even in face-to-face copresence, some individualg gvert their eyes when discussing
something extremely personal and emotional My do not wish to be
visually confrontational (Suler, 2004; Thurlo% 2004). In fact, people who meet
in a darkened room tend to disclose mor @ offfl information to one another and
even to like one another more than /

(Gergen, Gergen, & Barton, 1973;

bg/meet initially in the “light of day”
a, Green, & Gleason, 2002).

There are certain similaritie§to meeting in the dark and online. Reduced
physical cues can replica penness and intrigue of darkness and nighttime.

yresdiice can contribute to an environment in which

The absence of a phyf
information and jmgn9gie€ are more easily shared. This can promote closeness
and social conpeé @ bss.
Fur rmorg

the d night and in odd places. This, too, is conducive to the development
of cy. It is common to prefer to be in a private, out-of-the-way setting

Q aring something very personal or private. There is something about
fi

jgital and mobile media allow people to connect at odd times of

inMng someone else online in the middle of the night and reaching out to

m or her that makes the moment a bit out of the ordinary and imbues it with
O specialness. This is similar to the “meeting on the train” phenomenon, in which
people confide secrets to a total stranger whom they do not expect to ever
see again simply because the setting lends itself to the sharing of intimacies.
"The repurcussions of such sharing may seem lower or be temporarily ignored

(McKenna et al., 2002).
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"Technologies are continually being developed that approximate or reintroduce

visual and sensory elements of the face-to-face experience to online or mobile

connecting. The sharing of photos and videos has exploded in popularity on

social media. But some still prefer the greater anonymity and clarity of text-based

exchanges, especially for use in the early stages of relationships. Some shy away \@
from using webcams in internet dating, psychologist Jeff Gavin has found, because

they prefer to delay seeing their partners face-to-face. “There is something special

about text-based relationships,” he says (ScienceDaily.com, 2005). .

Many of those whom I interviewed agreed. This thoughtful perspective @

a member of an intellectually rich and engaged online community:

9
It could even be argued that we are engaging on a dee \
level than we would be able to if we were face-to-fac

of things get lost and misconstrued in oral arguggents.

this, everything is in writing. One often edi phrases

for clarity. Putting things down in writing

just blurting something aloud. Many posts off§’ come after

much reflection and a sorting out@f thoyghts. So although we

miss the tones and facial expregé lgpeople with whom
Ref

gued that we are still
pund level. (Chayko, 2002, p. 122)

erent than

we are communicating, it ¢g
Many people told me that there mething uniquely valuable and intimate

about getting to know a person in a Wenphysical sense before (or instead of)
sharing physical spam%l@.
rs

At a certain point$

communicating on a mot

0 enjoy certain satisfactions people must meet face-
to-face to sha range of sensory experiences with one another—touch,
smell, tasges gl nearness, bodily contact. Personal accountability is generally
enhance@ll when people are face-to-face with one another. One concern
ab@ nonphysical connectedness can be put to rest, though, and that is the worry
@1 net-enabled relationships will somehow replace or substitute for face-

e relationships. Rather, the online and offline tend to intersect and mesh in

Q&ople’s everyday lives and be experienced as a blended whole.

O

the intersection of the online and the offline

It is tempting, and quite common, to assume that what we do online
happens at the expense of or displaces the offline (as detailed and critiqued by
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Boase & Wellman, 2006; Rainie & Wellman, 2012; Tufekei, 2010, 2012; and

Wang & Wellman, 2010). Research paints a very different picture of how people

use digital communication technology, however. Certainly, some people who are

lonely gravitate toward the internet (Amichai-Hamburger & Ben-Artzi, 2003),

and some become so immersed in their online connectedness that their well- @
being suffers (LaRose, Eastin, & Gregg, 2001; Morgan & Cotten, 2003). This is \
not the norm, however. 0

Most people utilize online connectedness to build, bolster, and give new ’Q
dimension to face-to-face interactions and communities. They choose their l&\
friends from among their offline contacts and use both mediated and face- &

face means to sustain all their relationships. As we explore in depth in‘Ch%

6, it is common for groups and relationships to exist in spaces that €

both the online and the offline (see Ellison et al., 2009; Hampton ¢
Haythornthwaite & Kendall, 2010; Rainie & Wellman, 2012)gOnli
fulfill a wide range of needs, gratifications, and desires and %)erienced as

part of, not separate from, one’s lived experience (see Ba 2000, 2010;
Jurgenson, 2012a, 2012¢; Katz, Haas, & Gurevitch, 1997; any, Wotring, &
Forrest, 1996; Walther, 1996, 1997).

)
One’s lived reality with technology is genera@erienced as a blending, a
mixture, of the online and the offline, raf a
Beer, 2008; Cerulo & Ruane, 1998; J
2010). We do not tend to separate 8§
things as either digital or face-to-face.
calls this separation digital difglismgand, as he and other thinkers have noted, it is

s one or the other (Baym 2010;
007; Jurgenson, 2012¢; Kendall,
bs into online and offline—or experience

both an artificial and ugge separation of realms that are actually enmeshed

(2012¢). While quali %

€ 1ven or received in physical space is not at all the same

surely different
thing as encg an emoticon online, for example—the realms in which these

il ch@racteristics of the online and offline realms are

experiences Qccuf)are not in opposition to one another. They are simply different
aspec@f lived experience that swirl around and intersect with one another,
co in a sense, to become, simply, our realities—our lives.

sing new technological devices or platforms is usually confusing or clunky
¢ first but becomes easier with time, digital technology tends to be integrated
and folded into the everyday life of people in tech-rich communities and societies.
"This can happen so seamlessly that people can forget about or ignore the
technology that has mediated the experience and simply focus on the experience
itself (see Floridi, 2007; Rainie, 2006; Thomas, 2006). In doing so, they gradually
adapt to those new technologies that become part of their everyday lives and
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become used to the way that their lives have become impacted and augmented by
technology (Jurgenson, 2012¢).

"To consider the online and offline wholly separate spheres and engage in digital

dualism is to also ignore or minimize their high degree of interpenetration. “It is @
because social media augments our offline lives (rather than replaces them) that \
research shows that Facebook users have more offline contacts, are more civically 0
engaged, etc.,” Jurgenson argues, for “the online and offline are not separate ’Q

spheres and thus are not zero-sum” (2012c). Indeed, offline activity fuels onli

content and expression; many individuals now spend significant time an

considering how they may document online what may be happening in gheWli
offline (Jurgenson, 2012a; see also Ess, 2011). It should also be ket in\gaiff@)that

task (Calhoun, 1986). Obtaining and sharing information, reso @ d certain
kinds of support are often accomplished more effectively Qe
d

"Those who have grown up immersed in the internet 1 | media use may
tht

see the online and offline as melding seamlessly. You o be ushering in an era
in which distinctions between the online andygffline, and the real and the unreal,
are becoming deeply blurred, if not oblite N NVorlds of young technology
users bleed together, information techno ofessional Charles Grantham

observes. “It is pretty useless to draw|
them” (as quoted in Rainie, 2004
1998; Ess, 2011; Ito et al., 2010;

s around different spheres of life for
Me’Baym, 2000, 2010; Cerulo & Ruane,
#as, 2006; Wilson & Atkinson, 2005).

Digital environments are enmeshed with the physical world that one need
impact. Even when spending time offline, perhaps

in a natural setting, people can be influenced

not even be online
enjoying a quiet,
by their use net and digital media. They may decide that they will
documen ience with a photo (or several) that they plan to share later,
mentally§onsBruct a status update they will later post on social media about the
offite experience, or perhaps send a quick text message. Jurgenson calls this

iewi e world with a “Facebook Eye”—thinking about how lived experience
translate to a future post, tweet, or update (2012a).

his kind of activity is common in a society rich in technology. Technology can
be so deeply integrated with so many aspects of life that it is almost as though the
O tech has seeped inside the person, cyborg-style. And indeed to a certain extent,
due to its frequent use, the tech has seeped in—mentally. The online-offline
enmeshment is cognitive as much as it is experiential. In a tech-rich society, it may
be difficult at times to truly “log off,” for the brain may remain “logged on.”
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Because so many in technology-rich societies spend so much time and energy in

digital environments, conceptualizing this experience is critical to understanding

modern social life. As we have seen in this chapter, research on the experience

and environments in which techno-social life takes place comes from numerous

fields of study. I encourage you to bring your field of study, and your everyday @
understandings and knowledge, to bear on all of this. In your experience, how are \
digital environments evolving and changing and influencing social connectedness?

. .. . *
"To make sure that our view on this is not myopic, though, we turn next to the topi

of digital sharing and surveillance. It has become a norm to share informatiqqj \
digital spaces—often as widely as possible—even as companies and govern%&

peek in on and collect and even sell this information. We shall see how
practices affect people’s ability to be private, to form relationships, a N\
control over their lives so we can better understand and protect o @ 1
superconnected, techno-social environments.

note O
1. Portions excerpted from Chayko (2014).%\ﬂ
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