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Ghosts in the Machine?
On the Limits of Narrative Identity in Cyberspace
Robert Paul Churchill, George Washington University, Washington D.C., USA

ABSTRACT

Inkeepingwiththethemeofthisspecialjournalissue,thecrosspollinationdiscussedhereincludes
technologiesofcyberspaceandtheinternet,psychologicalsub-disciplinesconcernedwithpersonality
andidentity-formation,philosophy,andtheneurosciences.Ordinarily,“crosspollination”connotes
theemergenceofsomethingpositive:anewbirth,forinstance,oraninterestinghybrid.However,
contrarytoarosyoutlook,thisarticlereflectsconcernabouttheeffectsofcyberspacetechnologies
onpersonalityandidentity.“Progress”isanextremelypowerfulmetaphor,ormentalframe,and
oncenewsocialmediaplatforms,andvirtualrealityandaugmentedrealitytechnologiesareequated
withprogress, it isextremelydifficult tocontemplate theirpossibledisadvantages.Nevertheless,
glancing-backwards,onecanreadilyconcedethateagerreceptivityfortheprospectivebenefitsofnew
technologiesshouldhavebeenmatchedwithsobrietyaboutunforeseenorunintendedconsequences.
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Cyberbullying,childpornography,andonlinepredation—noweachwell-known—werenotadequately
foreseen,althoughtheyshouldhavebeen;norwastheplagueofNet-facilitatedcriminalidentitytheft.
Todaywealsolivewiththecompromisinganddamagingeffectsofonlineprofit-drivenmanipulation,
governmentsurveillanceovertheNet,politicallymotivatedhackingbyforeigngovernments,hate
groupandterroristsitesandblogs,andeventheadventofcyber-terrorismandcyberwarfare.Stating
theobvious,MichaelSeto,whoidentifieshimselfasaclinicalpsychologist,aversthat“wearenot
givingenoughattentiontohowhumanbehaviorisbeingchangedincyberspace.”Headdsthatweare
nowlivingthrough“thelargestunregulatedsocialexperimentofalltime”(QuotedinAiken,2016,
p.3).Mostpeopleareobliviousofthe“secreteconomicsofthemedia”andtheInternet,namely
howthespreadofinformationonalgorithm-drivensocialmediaplatformsthroughclicks,“likes,”
andsharing,equalsincomeforproducersandadvertisers,andcanchangepoliticalcommunication
andpoliticaloutcomes(Jazynka,2017,p.26).

AppssuchasBlippar’snewfacialrecognitionfeaturesallowpeopletoidentifyothersthrough
theirsmartphones.SimplypointyoursmartphoneatsomeoneandBlipparwillsearchitsdatabase
forthecorrect“AugmentedRealFaceProfile,”with99%accuracy.Notonlythat,butBlipparand
otherface-recognitionappswilluploadtheperson’sbiography,includingphotos,socialactivities,and
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preferences,aswellasdisplayingonthescreeniconsforthetarget’ssocialnetworks(Perez,2016).
Theadvantagesoffacialrecognitiontechnologyforbusinessandcommercearehighlytouted,but
insofarasconcernhasbeenraised,itfocusesonprivacyissues(e.g.willonehavetooptout?)and
thewaystotalitarianregimesmightusethetechnology.Concernsaboutpsychologicalconsequences,
andespeciallyidentity-formation,haveyettoemerge.

In 2016, Pokémon Go, now with tens of millions of users worldwide, introduced so-called
“augmentedreality”appsinonlinegaming,enablingpeopletochasearoundafterdigitalcreaturesseen
throughtheirsmartphonescreens.Whereasvirtualreality(VR)replacesthereal-worldenvironment
withasimulatedone(orsuperimposesartificialimages),augmentedreality(AR)altersone’scurrent
perceptionofareal-worldenvironment.Coincidingwiththeopeningofthe2018WinterOlympics
atPyoengChang,theNew York TimesadvertiseditsnewARappenablinguserstoexperiencethe
immersive“reality”ofhavingworld-classathletesintheirownlivingrooms(2018).Soonitwillbe
possibletointeractwithAR“objects”inrealtimeandinplacesofone’schoosing.Appledevices,in
connectionwithAMC’sThe Walking Dead,iscreating“zombies”whowillbeexperienced“alongside
realpeople,”andavailableforgamesterstoshoot(The Week,2017).

ItisnowpassétospeakofhighschoolandcollegestudentsaslivingintheInternet,or“Selfie”
Age,havinggrownupwithInternetandcyberspacetechnologies.PewCenterresearchshowsthatthe
percentageofAmericanteenswhoownsmartphonesjumpedfrom37percentin2012to73percent
in2015,while88percenthaveaccesstosmartphones.Even91percentoffamilieslivingbelowthe
povertylinehaveanInternetconnectionathome(Bahrampour,2018).Onaverage,by2014students
werecheckingtheirmobiledevices1,500timesaweek,orabout212timesaday(Woollaston,2014,
para3).TeenagersspendmoretimeontheNet—roughly9hoursadayand27hoursaweek—than
theydoinmeaningfulface-to-faceinteractionsoutsideofcyberspace,eitherwithfamilymembers
orschoolteachers(Wallace,2015,para2).Yet,changesacceleratewithoutopportunitiestoreflect
abouttheconsequencesforidentityandpersonality.SaysDr.AllenYangoftheCenterforAugmented
CognitionattheUniversityofCalifornia,Berkeley:“in10to20years,wemighthaveanentirely
newgenerationofyoungpeoplewhowillbebornintotheworldassumingAR/VRcapabilitiesare
asnaturalasturningon[the]TVtoday”(Metcalf,2017,para.2).Dr.HaoLi,acomputerscientist
attheUniversityofSouthernCalifornia,andCEOofstartupPinscreenadds:“JustlikePokémon
go,themostimportantapplicationswillbeonesthatmakepeopleadoptthetechnologyandpushits
advancement”(Metcalf,2017).

IndirectoppositiontotheenthusiasmofYangandLi,clinicalpsychologistMichaelSetobelieves
theoutcomeofsuchexperimentswillbedisastrous.Setoclaimswearebeingturnedby“cybereffects”
into beings who are “more mentally disordered, anxious, obsessive, narcissistic, exhibitionistic,
body-dysmorhic,psychopathic [and] schizophrenic.”Reading“cyberpsychologist”MaryAiken’s
The Cyber Effect(2017),onemightexpectthatthesecyber-scourgeswillunleasha“surgeindeviant,
criminal,andabnormalbehaviorinthegeneralpopulation”(Ronson,2016,para4).Thispaperdoes
notsubscribetosuchalarmism,nordoesitreflectaLudditeantipathytowardtechnology,nordeny
themanybenefitsusheredinbytheInternetAgeortheonslaughtofAR.Nevertheless,themisuses,
orabuses,ofInternettechnologyhavehadnegativeconsequences,suchasthosementionedbriefly
above,andmoreeffortneedstobeinvestedineffortstoforeseeandguardagainstunsuspected,but
potentiallyseriouseffects.

The specific subject of this paper is with the possible effects for individuals of “Internet
mediatedidentityformation”(IMI).IMIconcernsthewaysimmersionincyberspacecanaffectthe
developmentofpersonalidentity—whowebecome,withwhomweinteractandwhy,andhowwe
understandourselves.Wedonotyethaveaconceptforthewayhumanpersonsexistinthemidst
oftechnologicalinteractions.Hence,althoughcyberspaceistypicallyunderstoodasa“computer
networkrepresentedasathree-dimensionalmodelthroughwhichavirtual-realityusercanmove”
(CollinsEnglishDictionary,2012),forpresentpurposes,Ico-opttheterm.Here“cyberspace”refers
totherealspaceandtimeinwhichinteractivesoftwareandhardwareisemployedbyindividualsto
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