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ABSTRACT

This chapter focuses on how culture and the new media shape one’s identity. While 
culture and one’s family initially shape one’s identity, the new media provide new 
ideas and lifestyles that influence one’s identity. One’s identity changes throughout 
one’s lifespan, and the new media presents more information and alternative lifestyle 
choices for individuals. Identity itself is a complex concept and the self is viewed 
as the continuing, consistent narrative that one presents over one’s lifetime and 
over different contexts. The new media enable people to develop online identities, 
and such identities may be authentic or inauthentic when compared to one’s real 
life identity. The new media present different venues for developing and expressing 
one’s self. The new media also enable individuals to maintain cultural and identity 
links with their home culture although they may have located elsewhere in the world.

INTRODUCTION

Through modernity and globalization, the world is more interconnected now than 
ever before. Giddens’ structuration theory (ST) explains how both transportation 
and telecommunication systems enable modern, interdependent economies and how 
this, in turn, has led to political, cultural and social changes (Giddens, 1990, 1991, 
2003). These changes have fundamentally altered cultures, identities and the nature 
of interaction itself. This chapter will focus on the changes in communication and its 
influence on culture and identity. Identity and culture matter because they provide 
the fundamental bases upon which we engage others.
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Who Am I?

Structuration theory (ST) argues that social systems, like cultures, reflect both 
social structures and agency. Agency, viewed as social action and interaction, creates 
social structures, such as educational, legal, political and judicial structures. Through 
daily interaction, individuals create, support or change social practices. ST relies 
on the interaction order (Goffman, 1955, 1981) to characterize daily interactional 
practices, such as using face and alignment strategies. These interactions create, 
maintain and alter varied social structures, such as family structures, group patterns, 
organizations and cultures.

In addition, such interactions provide the means through which one establishes, 
maintains and alters one’s identities.

Communication and culture are mutually interwoven and ST helps articulate these 
interconnections. Communication is needed to create the shared knowledge and values 
that form the basis for cultures: Cultures, in turn, shape communicative practices and 
individual identities. Communication can also introduce new information and ideas 
that challenge existing social structures and cultural patterns. Telecommunication 
systems, such as media, new media and social media platforms, introduce individuals 
to more information and from a more diverse set of sources previously available. 
This information may facilitate both cultural convergence and cultural divergence, 
and there is evidence to support both effects (Bauman, 2001; Giddens, 2003).

Modernization and access to many new sources of information have challenged 
our concepts of culture and relationships, providing new ways to interact and live 
our lives. We exist, as Ng (2004, p. 257) pointed out, in a “media landscape in which 
the roles of cultural producer, consumer, and citizen are merging and media content 
flows across a range of platforms and devices.” Giddens’ structuration theory plays 
an important role in illuminating the context in which communication, culture and 
identity influence one another.

Cultural patterns influence the manner in which we interact with one another, 
and thus provide a significant basis for our identities. Initially, families and cultures 
are the primary context in which we develop our identities—however, family models 
and cultures themselves are evolving. Media provide many competing models for 
parenting and childrearing as well as competing sources for identification. With 
new information and ideas from both intracultural and intercultural sources, new 
media alters the way in which we think about ourselves. More understanding of 
these interrelationships will help us unpack the various influences upon our own 
identity and how others in different cultures develop their identities. Understanding 
the complexity of identity will hopefully make us more effective cross-cultural and 
intercultural communicators through our increased knowledge of ourselves as well 
as others. We now turn to a more detailed analysis of the ways in which modern 
telecommunication processes have influenced culture and identity.
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