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VERY ERA CONSTRUCTS its own metaphors for psychologi-

cal well-being. Not so long ago, stability was sacially valued

and culturally reinforced. Rigid gender roles, repetitive

labor, the expectation of being in one kind of job or remaining in

one town over a lifetime, all of these made consistency central to

definitions of health. But these stable social worlds have broken

down. In our time, health is described in terms of fluidity rather

than stability. What matters most now i the ability to adapt and

change—*to new jobs, new career directions, new gender roles, new
technologies.

In Flexible Bodies, the anthropologist Emily Martin argues that

the language of the immune system provides us with metaphars for
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the self and its bonndaries.! In the past, the immune system was
described as a private fortress, a firm, stable wall that protected
within from without. Now we talk about the immune system as
{lexible and permeable. T can only be healthy if adaptable.

The new metaphors of health as flexibility apply not only to
human mental and physical spheres, but also to the bodies of cor-
porations, governments, and businesses. These institutions fune-
tion in rapidly changing circumstances; they too are coming to view
their fitness in terms of Fheir flexibility. Martin describes the cul-
tural spaces where we learn the new virtues of change over solidity.
In addition to advertising, entertainment, and education, her
examples include corporate workshops where people learn wilder-
ness, camping, high—wirej walking, and zip-line jumping. She refers
to all of these as ﬁexibility practicums.

In her study of the culture of flexibility, Martin does not discuss
virtual communities, but these provide excellent examples of what
ghe is talliing about. In these environments, peaple either explicitly
play roles (asin MUDS—Tmultiusar domains} or more subtly shape
their online selves. Adulis learn about being multiple and Auid—
and so do children. “I dm!a’t play so many different people online—
only three,” says June, an eleven-year-old who uses her mother’s
Internet account to play in MUDs. During our conversation, I learn
that in the course of a year in RL, she moves among three house-
holds—that of her biological mother and stepfather, her biological
father and stepmother, and a much-loved “first stepfather,” her
mother’s second husband. She refers to her mother’s third and cur-
rent husband as “second stepfather.” June recounts that in each of
these three households the rules are somewhat different and so is
she. Online switches among personae seem guite natural. Indeed,
for her, they are a kind of practice. Martin would call them prac-
ticums.
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>>> “logins r us”

On a WELL (Whole Earth 'Lectronic Link) discussion group about
online personae (subtitled “boon or béte-noire™), participants shared
a sense that their virtual identities were evocative objects for think-
ing about the self. For several, experiences in virtual space com-
pelled them to pay greater attention to what they take for pranted
in the real. “The persona thing intrigues me,” said one. “It%s a
chance for all of us who aren't actors to play [with] masks. And
think about the masks we wear every day.”

In this way, online persenae have something in common with the
self that emerges in a psychoanalytic encounter. It, too, is signifi-
cantly virtual, constructed within the space of the analysis, where
its slightest shifts can come under the most intense scrutiny.”

What most characterized the WELL discussion about online
personae was the way many of the participants expressed the belief
that life on the WELL introduced them to the many within them-
selves. One person wrote that through participating in an elec-
tronic bulletin board and letting the many sides of ourselves show,
“We start to resemble little corporations, ‘LoginRUs,’ and like any
company, we each have within us the bean-counter, the visionary,
the heart-throb, the fundamentalist, and the wild child. Long may
they wave”* Other participants responded to this comment with
enthusiasm. One, echoing the social psychologist Kenneth Gergen,”
deseribed identity as a “pastiche of personalities” in which “the test
of competence is not so much the integrity of the whole but the
apparent correct representation appearing at the right time, in the
right context, not to the detriment of the rest of the internal ‘collec-
tive.5 Another said that he thought of his ego “as a hollow tube,
through which, one at a time, the ‘many’ speak through at the
appropriate moment. . . . I'd like to hear more . . . about the possi-
bilities surrounding the notion that what we perceive as ‘one’ in any
context is, perhaps, a conglomeraté of ‘ones.’” This writer went on:
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Hindu cufrure is rooted In the “many” as the root of spiri-
twal experience. A persen’s momentary behavior reflects
some Influence from one of hundreds of gods and/or god-
desses. [ am Interested in . .. how this natural assumption

of the “many" creates an alternative psychology.’

Another writer concurred:

Did you ever see that cartacn by R. Crumb about "Which
is the real R. Crumb?" He goes through four pages of incar-
nations, from successful businessman to street beggar,
from media celebrity to gut-gnawing recluse, etc., etc.
Then at the end he says: “Which is the real one!” ., . “ltall
depends on what mood I'm in!"

We're all lilce that online.?

Howard Rheingold, the member of the WELL who began the dis-
cussion topic, also referred to Gergen's notion of a “saturated self,”
the idea that communication technologies have caused us to “colo-
nize each other'’s brains.” Gergen describes us as saturated with the
many “voices of humankind—both harmonions and alien.” He
believes that as “we absorb their varied rhymes and reasons, they
beecome part of us and we of them. Social saturation furnishes us
with a multiplicity of incoherent and unrelated languages of the
self” With our relationships spread across the globe and our knowl-
edge of other cultures relativizing our attitudes and depriving us of
any norm, we “exdist in a state of continnous construction and recon-
struction; it is a world where anything goes that can be negotiated.
Each reality of self gives way to reflexive questioning, irony, and
ultimately the playful probing of yet another reality. The center
fails to hold."®
Although people may at first feel angnish at what they sense as
abreakdown of identity, Gergen believes they may come to embrace
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the new possibilities. Individual notions of self vanish “into a stage
of relatedness. One ceases to believe in a self independent of the
relations in which he or she is embedded.”" “We live in each other's
brains, as voices, images, words on acreens,” said Rheingold in the
online discussion. “We are multiple personalities and we include
each other 1

Rheingold’s evocation of what Gergen ealls the “raptures of mul-
tiplicitous being” met with support on the WELL. One participant
insisted that all pejorative associations be removed from the notion
of a saturated self. “"Howard, I *like* being a saturated self, in a
community of similarly saturated selves, T grew up on TV and pop
musie, but it just ain't enough. Virtual communities are, among
other things, the co-saturation of selves who have been, all their
lives, saturated in isolation.”s? To which Rheingold could only reply,
“I like being a saturated self toc.” The cybersociety of the WELL
is an object-to-thinle-with for reflecting on the positive aspects of
identity as multiplicity.

>>> identity and multiplicity

Without any principle of coherence, the self gpins off in all direc-
tions. Multiplicity is not viable if it means shifting among person-
alities that cannot communicate. Multiplicity is not acceptable if it
means being confused to a point of immobility. How can we be
multiple and coherent at the srme time? In The Protean Self, Robert
Jay Lifton tries to resolve this seeming contradiction. He begins by
assuming that a unitary view of self corresponded to a traditional
culture with stable symbels, institutions, and relationships. He
finds the old unitary notion no longer viable because traditional
eulture has broken down and identifies a range of responses. One
is a dogmatic insistence on unity. Another is to return to systems
of belief, such as religious fundamentalism, that enforce confor-
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mity. A third is to embrace the idea of a fragmented self 'S Lifton
says this is a dangerous option that may result in a “Huidity lacking
in moral content and sustainable inner form.” But Lifton sees
another possibility, a healthy protean self. It is capable, like Pro-
teus, of fluid transformations but is grounded in coherence and a
moral outlook. It is multiple but integrated.’® You can have a sense
of zelf without heing one self.

Lifton’s language is theoretical. Experiences in MUDS, on the
WELL, on local bulletin boards, on commereial network services,
and on the World Wide Web are bringing his theory down to earth.
On the Web, the idiom for constructing a “home” identity is to
assemble a “home page” of virtual objects that correspond to one’s
interests. One constructs a home page by composing or “pasting”
on it words, images, and sounds, and by making connections
between it and other sites on the Internet or the Web. Like the
agents in emergent A, one's identity emerges from whom one
knows, one's associations and connections. People linl their home
page to pages about such things as music, paintings, television
shows, cities, books, photographs, comic strips, and fashion models.
As I write this book I am in the process of constructing my own
home page. It now contains links to the text of my curriculum vitae,
to drafts of recent papers (one about MUDS, one about French psy-
choanalysis), and to the reading lists for the two courses I shall
teach next fall. A “visitor” to my home page can also click a high-
lighted word and watch images of Michel Foucault and Power
Rangers “morph,” one into the other, a visual play on my contention
that children's toys bring postmodernism down to earth. This dis-
play, affectionately referred to as “The Mighty Morphin' Michel
Foucault,” was a present from my assistant at MIT, Cynthia Col. A
virtual home, like & real one, is furnished with objects you buy,
build, or receive as gifts.:

My future plans for my home page include linking to Paris {the
city has a home page), the bot Julia, resources on women’s studies,
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Imari china, and recent research on migraines. I am not limited in
the number of links T can create. If we take the home page as a real
estate metaphor for the self, its decor is postmodern. Its different
rooms with different styles are located on computers all over the
world. But through one's efforts, they are brought together to be of
8 piece,

Home pages on the Web are one recent and dramatic illustration
of new notions of identity as multiple yet coherent; in this book we
have met others. Recall Case, the industrial designer who plays the
female lawyer Mairead in MedievalMUSH. He does not experience
himself as a unitary self, yet says that he feels in control of *him-
selves” and “herselves.” He says that he feels fulfilled by his real
and virtual worl, marriage, and friendships. While conventional
thinking tends to characterize multiple personae in pathological
terms, this does not seem to capture what is most meaningful about
Case playing Mairead or Garrett (introduced in Chapter 8} playing
Ribhit.

Within the psychoanalytic tradition, there have been schools
that departed from the standard unitary view of identity. As we
have seen, the object-relations theorists invented a language for
talliing about the many voices that we bring inside ourselves in the
course of development. Jungian psychology encouraged the indi-
vidual to become acquainted with a whole range of personae and to
understand them as manifestations of universal archetypes, such
as innocent virgins, mothers and crones, eternal youths and old
men.' Jung believed that for each of us, it is potentially most liber-
ating to become acquainted with our dark side, as well as the other-
gendered self, called anima in men and animus in women, Jung
was banished from the ranks of erthedox Frendians for such sug-
gestions. The chject-relations school, too, was relegated to the mar-
gins. As America became the center of psychoanalytic politics in the
mid-twentieth century, ideas ahout a robust executive ego became
the psychoanalytic mainstream.
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Through the fragmented selves presented by patients and
through theories that stress the decentered subject, contt.emporary
psychalogy confronts what is left out of theories of the umtar'y gelf.
Now it must asl, What is the self when it functions as a society?®
What is the self when it divides its labhors among its constituent
“alters”?'® Those burdened by post-tranmatic disseciative disorders
suffer these questions; here I have suggested that inhahitants of
virtual communities play with them,

Ideas about mind can become a vital cultural presence when
they are carried by evocative objects-to-think-with.” I said earlier
that these objects need not be material. For example, dreams and
slips of the tongue were objects-to-thinl-with that brought p-sycho-
analytic ideas into everyday life. People could play with their own
and others' dreams and slips. Today, people are being helped to
develop ideas about identity as multiplicity by a new practl:ce of
identity as multiplicity in online life. Virtual personae are objects-
to-think-with. ‘

When people adopt an online persona they cross a boundary into
- highly charged territory. Some feel an uncomfortable sense of frag-
mentation, some a sense Zof relief. Some sense the possibilities for
self-discovery, even self-trfa.nsformation. Serena, a twenty-six-year-
old praduate student in history, says, “When I log on to 2 new MUD
and I create a character and know I have to start typing my descrip-
tion, I always feel a sense of panic. Like I could find out something
Tdon't want to know.” Arlie, & twenty-year-old undergraduate, says,
“] am always very self-conscious when I create a new character.
Usually, I end up creating someone I wouldn't want my parents to
know about, It takes me, lil:e, three hours. But that someone is part
of me.” In these ways, andiothers, many mare of us are experiment-
ing with multiplicity thar.l; ever before,

With this last comment, I am not implying that MUDs or com-

puter bulletin boards arje causelly implicated in the drama.tic
increase of people who exhibit symptoms of multiple personality
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disorder (MPD), or that people on MUDs have MPD, or that MUT-
ding is like having MPD. What I am saying is that the many man-
ifestations of multiplicity in our culture, including the adoption of
online persenae, are contributing to a general reconsideration of
traditional, unitary notions of identity.

The history of a psychiatric symptom is inextricably tied up
with the history of the culture that surrounds it. When I was in
graduate schoal in psychology in the 1970s, clinieal psychology
texts regarded multiple personality as se rare (perhaps one in a
million) as to be barely warthy of mention. In these rare cases, there
was typically one alter personality in addition to the host personal-
ity.® Today, cases of multiple personality are much mare frequent
and typically involve up to sixteen alters of different ages, races,
genders, and sexual orientations.?: [n multiple personality disorder,
it is widely believed that traumatic events have caused various
aspects of the self ta congeal into virtual personalities, the “ones”
often hiding from the “others” and hiding too from that special
alter, the host personality. Sometimes, the alters are known to each
other and to the host; some alters may see their roles as actively
helping others. Such differences led the philosopher Ian Hacking to
write about a “continuum of dissociation.”® These differences also
suggest a way of thinking about the self in terms of & continuum of
how accessible its parts are to each other,

At one extreme, the unitary self mainiains its oneness by
repressing all that does not fit. Thus censored, the illegitimate
parts of the self are not accessible. This model would of course fune-
tion best within a fairly rigid social structure with clearly defined
rules and roles. At the other extreme is the MPD sufferer whose
multiplicity exists in the context of an equally repressive rigidity.
The parts of the self are not in easy communication. Communica-
tion is highly stylized; one personality must speak to another per-
sonality. In faect, the term “multiple personality” is misleading,
because the different parts of the self are not full personalities.
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They are split-off, disconnected fragments. But if the disorder in
multiple personality disorder is the need for the rigid walls hetween
the selves (blocking the secrets those selves protect), then the study
of MPD may begin to furnish ways of thinking about healthy selves
as nonunitary but with fiuid access among their many aspects.
Thus, in addition to the extremes of unitary self and MPD, we can
imagine a flexible self.

The essence of this self is not unitary, nor are its parts stable

entities. It is easy to cycle through its aspects, and these are them- -

selves changing through constant communication with each other.
The philosopher Daniel Dennett speaks to the flexible self in his
multiple drafts theory of consciousness,* Dennett’s notion of mul-
tiple drafts is analogous to the experience of having several ver-
sions of a document open on a computer screen where the user is
able to move between them at will. The presence of the drafts
encourages a respect for the many different versions while it
imposes a certain distance from them. No one aspect can be claimed
s the absolute, true self. When I got to know French Sherry, [ no
longer saw the less confident English-spealking Sherry as my one
authentic self. What most characterizes the model of a flexible zelf
is that the lines of communication between its various aspects are
open. The open communication encourages an attitude of respect
for the many within us and the many within others.

Asg we sense our inner diversity we come to know our limitations,
We understand that we do not and cannoct know things completely,
not the outside world and not ourselves, Today’s heightened con-
sciousness of incompleteness may predispose us to join with others.
The historian of science Donna Haraway equates a “split and con-
tradictory self” with a “knowing self.” She is optimistic ahout its
possibilities: “The knowing self is partial in all its guises, never
finished, whale, simply there and original; it is always constructed
and stitched together imperfectly; and therefore able to join with
ancther, to see together without claiming to be another.”*
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When identity was defined as unitary and solid, it was relatively
easy to recognize and censure deviation from a norm. A more fluid
sense of self allows a greater capacity for acknowledging diversity.
It makes it easier to accept the array of our (and others’) inconsis-
tent personae—perhaps with humor, perhaps with irony. We do not.
feel compelled to rank or judpe the elements of our multiplicity, We
do not feel compelled to exclude what does not fit.
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