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Introduction  

 

Lorsque ces appareils seront livrés au public, lorsque tous pourront photographier 

les êtres qui leur sont chers non seulement dans leur forme immobile mais dans leur 

mouvement, dans leur action, dans leurs gestes familiers, avec la parole au bout des 

lèvres, la mort cessera d'être absolue. (La Poste, 30-12-1895) 

 

Media can conquer death; particularly when they are new. As this 19th century quote 

from a French newspaper illustrates with regard to film, such thoughts have prevailed 

in society for some time. Jeffrey Sconce noted how radio was once used for 

communicating with the dead (and even with aliens) and how ghosts were perceived 

on the television screen, in the days when television was a new medium (Sconce, 

2000). Strangely though, the Internet has never been regarded as such a medium –pun 

intended-, even though some authors have regarded it as a kind of religious ‘heavenly 

space’ (e.g. Brasher, 2001), and messages addressed to the dead themselves are 

posted on web memorials (Moss, 2004; 80). Perhaps the digital character of the 

Internet is the cause of this, as it appears to lack any kind of ‘physical’ connection 

such as the broadcasting of signals through a cable or through the ether, which was 

inherent to radio and television. Whatever the explanation may be, a personal 

experience made me realize that the Internet does indeed have very ghostly features at 

times. This experience made me realize that there are several mechanisms at work in 

online communication which we might not be particularly aware of; only through the 

abnormal do we realize what has become normal over time. But above all, it directed 

my attention towards a subject that has not been investigated before: online life after 

death. 

By the end of December 2007, my 17-year old friend Kim passed away due to 

a serious illness. As a result of her condition, she spent a great deal of her social life 

online; she maintained several journals and profiles, and actively participated in many 

online forums. When she died, all of her online participation remained; and she 

wanted it to remain, in order not to be forgotten. It was her heritage, and therefore she 

gave her relatives all of her passwords for after-death maintenance. Even though I 

knew her relatives were using her accounts to post messages regarding her funeral in 

order to reach all her friends, and even though I did not believe in ghosts haunting the 
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Internet, a wave of shock overwhelmed me when I saw her name displayed as 

‘currently online’. I knew very well that she was dead, and that this was a result of a 

relative ‘carrying out maintenance’, but still it was an incredibly eerie experience to 

see her name appear online in the same way it did when she was alive. It just did not 

make sense. But before I could decide whether it was just me reaching a state of 

insanity, complaints began to arise on one of the forums she had actively participated 

in, reporting similar feelings of discomfort when seeing her name online. 

So there it was: the first signs of proof that this wasn’t just a silly, subjective 

experience. In fact, the ghostly experience of online presence after death turned out to 

be far from uncommon; the few articles that discuss online death all report such an 

association:  “When 20-year old Mark Hull died in May 2003, he was very active on 

Friendster. To this day, his Profile remains (...) For his friends, this presence is eerie” 

(boyd and Heer, 2006). Katie Argyle notes “ [Michael Current’s] death, rather than an 

ending, is an event which haunts me” (1996; 135), and Boddy writes “More than a 

year after his death, Aaron Huth continues to haunt those who knew him (...), each 

time [Huth’s 12 listed Friendster friends] log on to the site they are simultaneously 

reminded of his life and his death” (Boddy, 2004).  

It made me wonder what exactly is left of online identity after death and how 

this functions in existing online social contexts; but more than anything, I wondered 

what it was that caused this uncanny feeling. The “uncanny” is a concept explained by 

Freud as something ‘unheimlich’ – a safe home that has become unsafe, causing a 

feeling of discomfort, an uncanny feeling; the uncanny is something we would rather 

not see (Ibid.). Within this scope it is striking that online death is an underrepresented 

subject in theory as well as in practice. Social network sites for example do not have 

an after death policy, and they rarely offer solutions, help or aid to bereaved relatives; 

some are even unwilling to acknowledge death, or the possibility of death and the 

continuing existence of online identity after death, because they regard it as 

unheimlich. 

In order to understand the mechanisms hidden beneath my uncanny feeling 

related to online death, it is essential to first understand what online identity consists 

of and how online communication is experienced. In other words, online life has to be 

understood clearly. This is not an easy task; an enormous amount of literature on 

online identity and communication exists across various disciplines. Even though 

many researches align, I found that no single overarching theory or overview of 
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online identity research that captures various dimensions in which online identity 

functions during life, and consequently there was no structured basis on which to 

research online identity after death. Therefore the first aim in this thesis will be to 

create a few ordering concepts through which the most important insights on online 

identity from various disciplines will be structured, paving the ground for making a 

start in understanding online identity after death. Thereby I will attempt to make an 

overview of online life and death with regard to online identity practices on a 

pragmatic and functional level, focusing on questions of identity, social interaction, 

and embodiment, trying try to capture the various aspects that have been researched in 

various types of scholarship and integrate them in a structured model of online life 

and using it as basis to understand online death. 

What is mortality in cyberspace? In the critically acclaimed blockbuster The 

Matrix, dying in cyberspace (the matrix) resulted in physical death as well; mind and 

body are intrinsically connected rather than separable, a popular myth in 

contemporary culture. Arjun Appadurai (2002; 173) considers the imagination to be 

the constitutive factor of modern subjectivity. In his view, electronic media transform 

everyday discourses while simultaneously functioning as sources for experimenting 

identities and exploring collective cultural desires and fears. These experiments take 

place in the imaginary; a space in which various themes ranging from fantasy to 

reality are linked to each other (Ibid.; 174). We do not only encounter this in 

examples from popular culture like The Matrix, but also in everyday life online; 

fantasy and reality are intrinsically linked to each other, like the mind is intrinsically 

linked to the body. 

According to Marshall McLuhan, every new electronic invention changes our 

way of perceiving reality, our way of relating ourselves to technology (in Nguyen and 

Alexander, 1996; 112/113). Cyberspace is no different; however, there is no 

consensus regarding how we relate to the technology of the Internet during life. 

Therefore this relationship is one of the major issues that will be explored in this 

thesis, so that the relation between human and technology after death can be clarified 

as well. 

 Research on online mourning rituals has been carried out, but it hasn’t 

researched online identity itself; and research on online identity itself after death has 

not been done. However, the relationship between technology and death has been 

researched with regard to other media: photography (cf. Mitchell, 2001), sound and 
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image recording (Tom Gunning, 2001), and other communication technologies; most 

notably the work done by John Durham Peters in Speaking into the Air (2000), and of 

course, Jeffrey Sconce in Haunted Media (2000). These authors have eloquently 

carried out historical inquiries of communication technologies and their ascribed 

spectral qualities. Sconce traces these spectral qualities back to 19th century 

spiritualism, whereas Durham Peters goes further back in time, pursuing ‘the history 

of the idea of communication’, as the subtitle of his book states. All of the mentioned 

technologies have in common that they would supposedly (be able to) record ghosts; 

spectres of the deceased that would try to make contact through the mysterious new 

recording or communication technology; by appearing on pictures, in the television, 

or on sound recordings and radio (so-called Electronic Voice Phenomena).  

 What is particularly striking, is the fact that such uncanny qualities have been 

ascribed to virtually every new medium except for the Internet, as stated in the first 

paragraph. Apart from the digitality of the medium, this may also be due to the 

relatively large amount of time between the emergence of television and the 

emergence of the Internet (approximately 50 years) and the consequent changes in 

society and its technological knowledge or awareness. Or as Steve Jones (2004; 86) 

guesses, “One possibility is that the rapidly changing media landscape makes it easier 

to preserve our words and images, but perhaps renders them less valuable, as if their 

very presence causes us to find them less special.” Whatever explanation is correct, 

fact remains that there are no known reports of ghost sightings or psychic contact in 

the online environment; we simply ”do not believe in being able to send e-mail or 

instant messages into the ether(net) in hopes of contacting the dead (Ibid.; 87), even 

though messages addressed to the dead are sent, as we will see in chapter four. The 

Internet is just not considered as a ‘haunted’ medium, there is no uncanniness 

ascribed to it at all. Until now, when the realization dawns in that there is a presence 

of the deceased online, albeit this time that uncanny presence does not refer to ghosts 

or spectral contacts in the ways it did in previous media. 

In this sense, the Internet has become a haunted medium; but in a different 

way than before. Consequently, it could be stated that the concept of ‘haunted media’ 

has transformed with the coming of the Internet, which has inspired many other areas 

of the imagination, rendering myths of post-human lifeforms and disembodied, 

perhaps we could even say spectral, existence. I am proposing that the experience of 

the Internet as a haunted medium is related to the ways in which online identity is 
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experienced as a connection between human and technology, and that realizing what 

these mechanisms consist of enables us to explore the specificities, and the relevance, 

of online identity after death. I am by no means pursuing exhaustive or indisputable 

answers; rather, I am trying to set up an instrument which intends to facilitate further 

explorations of the phenomenon. 

 With the above in mind, the first part of this thesis aims to develop such an 

instrument by investigating online identity during life, offering a model that consists 

of a few ordering concepts which will then be filled in. The first chapter will offer a 

brief introduction to the perspective that this argument takes in regarding identity 

itself, and proposes the ordering concepts. The following two chapters will frame 

some of the most important views of each research stream into these ordering 

concepts, by summarizing and reviewing them. The focus in the second chapter lies 

on defining online identity and analysing the online activities that construct online 

identity, and will introduce the concept of the digital doppelgänger. Chapter three will 

then analyse the constructed relations between the body and the online environment. 

The findings of these chapters will subsequently allow a move into the realm of the 

dead in chapter four, in which the traces of online identity can finally be explained, 

and the implications of understanding what online identity after death means can start 

to unfold. Together, these chapters form a first attempt in understanding life and death 

on the Internet; and they will aim to show that death is a complicated subject that 

should be included in the curriculum of online research. I will end this thesis with a 

post-scriptum which intends to raise questions and will move beyond the realm of the 

dead in briefly considering the option of (technologized) immortality, made possible 

by the traces of online identity after death. 
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Chapter 1: Online identity as a network of relations 
 

In this chapter, I will define my perspective on online identity, by reflecting on 

existing research and proposing a model of identity that will be used throughout the 

rest of the thesis. This model proposes four ordering concepts to capture the various 

perspectives that have been established on online identity with, as well as the 

functions of online communication during life. We will see that online identity 

research incorporates various points of view, rooted in multiple streams of discourse 

ranging from philosophy to games theory, which draw different boundaries that have 

been playing a large role in the discussion of online identity. It is these boundaries 

that I would like to transgress with the model I will propose in paragraph 1.2. 

Furthermore, I will consider the Internet as a means of communication 

throughout the argument, in which communication means sharing of information with 

(and between) a known and unknown audience, so that online identity can be 

approached on a pragmatic and functional level. Communication through the Internet 

may take place in a non-reciprocal manner (one-way communication, e.g. a website 

without the possibility to post reactions) and in a reciprocal manner (two-way 

communication). The ‘world’ of the Internet is persistent – it exists and will continue 

to exist as a kind of parallel space, independent of our temporal presence online. 

1.1 Online identity: a fantasy construct? 

Definitions of online identity differ strongly among discourses, depending on the 

point of view and aims of the researcher. Therefore, there is no such thing as a 

definitive definition of online identity.  The multiplicity of definitions of online 

identity as well as the various perspectives from which online identity has been 

researched makes it difficult to immediately grasp the ways in which online identity 

functions during life. Therefore I will now briefly indicate a few of the most 

important issues in research on online identity, which relate to the boundaries between 

the online and the offline, and the boundaries between the fantastical and the realistic. 

The distinction between the fantastical and the realistic does not only underlie 

individual studies, but also the ways in which discourse is organised: online identity 

research and virtual reality or game research are relatively separated strands of 

discourse, as they are related to (generally speaking) communication research, game 

research, and gender research. Jodi O’Brien (1999; 95) usefully summarizes the 
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various perspectives one encounters in these types of research in two ‘conceptual 

clusters’: ‘disembodied/ multiplicity/ fantasy’ and ‘embodied/ authenticity/ reality’. 

These clusters refer to the connection between online identity and the body 

(disembodied or embodied, on which we will focus in chapter three), the ways in 

which online identity is performed (which will be discussed in detail in chapter two), 

and the reality factor of the online identity, which will be discussed here.  

 A large proportion of existing studies on online identity, particularly early 

research, reflects the first cluster; the ways in which identity can be experimented 

with in the social, ‘disembodied’ space that is called the Internet (e.g. van den 

Boomen, 2000 and Wood and Smith, 2001). According to this highly utopian (and 

criticised) view, identity may be moulded at will, and performed in each way the user 

would wish to; allowing all users to freely experiment with their identity without the 

social constraints set by the appearance of the physical body. Also, the communities 

that evolved as a result of participating in the same online social space are often 

portrayed as utopian spaces defined by free will and democracy in this literature; even 

when (or especially after) this freedom has been threatened (e.g. Dibbell, 1993).  

Most of this type of online identity research is derived from Sherry Turkle’s 

work in her book Life on the screen: Identity in the age of the Internet (1995), in 

which she investigates MUDs and their relation to identity. Originally inspired by the 

role-playing game Dungeons and Dragons, MUDs invited role-playing and 

experimenting with various characters or identities. A MUD, I would suggest, can 

therefore be seen as a preliminary, textual version of the present three-dimensional 

virtual worlds such as World of Warcraft and SecondLife. The MUDs offered various 

possibilities for experimenting with identity (e.g. choosing a fantasy gender or 

species, defining the persona’s role and background before entering the game). 

Therefore, Turkle argued that the multiplicity of identities that can be experimented 

with in MUDs would challenge the notion of a fixed identity; “Identity, after all, 

refers to the sameness between two qualities, in this case between a person and his or 

her persona” (1995; 12). Therefore she investigated the tensions and distinctions 

between an online ‘post modern’ ‘fantasy’ life in the MUD and the so-called ‘real 

life’ offline; ‘real’ life, as one of her respondents famously stated, “is just one more 

window” (Ibid.; 13).1 

However, most online identity practices do tend to take place within the 

‘embodied/ authenticity/ reality’ cluster rather than the ‘disembodied/ multiplicity/ 
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fantasy’ cluster (O’Brien 1999; 95). Even though the Internet as a social space in 

which fake identities are often practiced remains a popular topic of discussion, it often 

turns out that an ‘authentic’ identity is assumed in online social interaction, and that 

‘authentic’ identities are more often practiced than fake ones. The case of Julie the 

disabled woman, who gained an impressive community status and was eventually 

revealed to be a male psychiatrist (Stone, 1992; 82/83) provides a good example of 

how this may result in tensions in online communities. It is a prime example of the 

identity play and experimentation that is advocated in the ‘fantasy’ strand of 

discourse, but which in practice turned out to be socially unacceptable. The performed 

identity did not align with the physical appearance of the user, and the revelation 

caused a considerable scandal within the community. So even though identity play 

and experimentation are easily advocated in theory, in reality the users of the 

community did not consider this community as a space of fantasy play.  

Started by Turkle’s research, the distinctions and overlaps between ‘real life’ 

and ‘online life’ has continued to fascinate scholars as well as journalists with regard 

to virtual worlds1 – the technological extension of the MUDs2- to this day. The media 

hype that surrounded the 3D virtual world of SecondLife, for example, was based on 

its explicit blurring of distinctions between fiction and non-fiction, virtual and real, 

online and offline. Van Kokswijk (2003) even coined a term, ‘interreality’, for this 

phenomenon. However, this term implies a ‘former’ distinction between the two; 

actually the Internet itself has always been a communication space used within the 

context of other social and communication spaces (Slater, 2002; 533). In other words, 

the online and the offline have always been intertwined in some way or other, as we 

will see in chapters two and three. The rigid separation between the offline and the 

online has therefore not been sustained in academic discourse on online interaction 

                                                
1 Betsy Book (editor of Virtual Worlds Review and director of virtual world There) explains 
[contemporary] virtual worlds as “multi-user online shared spaces”, or “simulated environments 
accessed by multiple users through an online interface” (2006: 32). According to Book, a virtual world 
consists of 6 features: 1.’Shared space’: many users can simultaneously participate [Frasca’s multiple 
players in a physical or networked environment] 2. ‘Graphical user interface’: space is depicted 
visually [‘image-based’] 3. ‘Immediacy’: real-time interaction in the virtual world [and not Bolter & 
Grusin’s transparent medium-experience] 4. ‘Interactivity’: users can create, alter and submit their own 
(‘customized’) content – the world itself is interactive [which is usually not possible in a game] 5. 
‘Persistence’:  it exists in perpetuity [which is possible for games as well] and 6. ‘Community’: it 
allows for and encourages the formation of social groups (Ibid.; 33). 
2 Formerly, virtual worlds were either textually represented worlds from BBS (Stone, 1992, p.88) to 
MUDS, or 2D graphic worlds like SIMNET (Ibid., p.92) and Habitat (Ibid., p.93) in which agency 
became delegated to body-representatives (Ibid., p.94). 
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(Ibid.; 533), neither in communication-based research, nor in research on virtual 

worlds. 

In virtual worlds, social interaction (and not fantasy play) is the main ground 

for ongoing participation (Griffiths et.al., 2003; Seay et.al., 2003; Kolo and Baur, 

2004; de Nood and Attema, 2007). The forming of communities is an important 

aspect of these virtual worlds. These may be, but are not necessarily, game worlds, 

such as MMOGs (Massive Multiplayer Online Games). Within game worlds, 

community formation also serves functional purposes, such as collaboration to 

progress in the game. Recent research has even shown that the user benefits from the 

skills learned in such collaborations in his or her offline professional life.3 Virtual 

worlds, in the end, can therefore be seen as cultural and social forms (Lister et. al., 

2003; 271; Book, 2006; 33). With the exception of different graphic interfaces, virtual 

worlds do not differ all that much from social networking sites or other online social 

interaction,4 in the sense of shared social spaces in which social interaction is the 

centre of participation. In other words, researching online identity during life as a 

phenomenon should look at every type of space in which identity can be performed.  

To summarize, generally the boundaries between fantasy and reality and the 

online and offline have not been sustained; neither should any discussion of online 

identity in general exclude virtual worlds or be exclusive in choosing a case study. 

The differences between the various types of research are helpful in the study of 

online identity during life, as they indicate multifaceted possibilities of online 

identity. So rather than discussing boundary issues such as these I would like to 

propose a model in which such boundaries do not play a role; a model in which both 

sides of these boundaries can be included, mapping out the various dimensions of 

online identity, ordering insights from different types of research and clarifying the 

ways in which it functions. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
3 Klaver, Marie-Josê. “Gamers zijn leiders van de toekomst” 
<http://www.nrcnext.nl/nieuws/economie/article1907290.ece/Gamers_zijn_leiders_van_de_toekomst> 
nrc next, 04-06-2008, last updated 30-07-2008. Retrieved 22-10-2008 
4 However, virtual worlds rely on synchronous communication whereas much other online interaction 
consists of asynchronous communication – on which later more 
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1.2 Distinguishing dimensions 

Identity depends on many different factors and influences, from the biological to the 

sociocultural, and as such it cannot be pinned down in its entirety in one simple 

model. Since identity is such a broad term, and a concept with which uncountable 

philosophers and theorists have occupied themselves, it is impossible to sufficiently 

outline any debate on identity. Therefore, the model that I am proposing is based on 

regarding the Internet as a means of communication, by which social interactions are 

the main focus in understanding online identity during life, and eventually, after 

death.  

Simply stated, defining any type of identity could be seen as a question of 

inclusion: is identity what I like?  Is it my experience? My personality? Is it 

performative? My reputation? Is it the passport or other official document that proves 

I exist? Is it what I do? What I buy?5 My gender? Ethnicity? Is it objective, or 

subjective? And many more of such questions could be posed when researching 

identity, resulting in positions on identity as a fixed continuum, as a post-modern 

ever-changing construct (or as a tension between these two as we have encountered in 

Turkle’s research), and everything in between. These questions are all in a way 

related to online actions and experiences, and are rooted in a great amount of identity 

research; each of these questions can be classified in one of the following four 

perspectives: 1) Identity as a subjective and personal experience; 2) Identity as 

something that depends on the environment, such as place of birth, registration, 

family, and friends; 3) Identity as something that is perceived by others; and 4) 

Identity as a collection of actions.  

Each of these relationships influences the others; to create divisions between 

relationships is to make artificial distinctions. However, to name but a few examples, 

a great deal of philosophy has focused on identity as a subjective experience, whereas 

social interactionists (e.g. Mead and Morris, 1934) focus on identity as a collection of 

actions, and gender studies often look at identity as dependent on the body and 

ethnicity. Such artificial distinctions are useful and necessary, but in order to fully 

understand the mechanisms at work in online identity it will not suffice to focus on 

only one of these; as we will see during the course of this thesis, all of the mentioned 

positions on identity are at work in online identity as well. Since one clear and 
                                                
5 Questions based on Dick Hardt’s well-known Identity 2.0 keynote presentation at OSCON 2005, 
which can be found on his site: < http://identity20.com/media/OSCON2005/> Retrieved 22-10-2008 
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coherent view that explicates online identity during life does not exist, these 

distinctions serve to classify a large and varied amount of literature into a coherent 

model that can be used to show how online identity functions during life and after 

death. 

The four distinctions reflect various relations between the subject and the 

environment; directed inward or outward, a passive or an active relationship. Before 

elaborating on these, I will first outline the basic principles of these ordering concepts, 

which I will name the four dimensions of online identity. The first dimension, identity 

as a subjective and personal experience, is what I will from now on refer to as the 

dimension of the Experiencing Subject. It is an active relation between subject and 

environment, directed inwardly: stimuli--> Experiencing Subject. The second 

dimension, identity as something that is dependent on the environment, is what I will 

refer to as the dimension of the Connected Subject. This is a partly passive and partly 

active relation in which the subject relates to the environment; I will therefore 

consider it as directed ‘outwardly’: Connected Subject --> network. The third 

dimension is the dimension of the Objectified Subject; ‘I am perceived’. This is the 

way in which the environment perceives the subject, and is therefore passive and 

directed toward the subject, ‘inwardly’: network --> Objectified Subject. The fourth 

and final dimension refers to identity as a collection of actions, and is what I will refer 

to as the dimension of the Acting Subject. It is an active relation, directed outwardly: 

Acting Subject --> environment. Largely basing my argument on the extensive 

theoretical framework offered by Jos de Mul in his book ‘Cyberspace Odyssee’ (third 

print, 2004), I will now elaborate on each of these dimensions, the ways in which they 

interrelate, and how they relate to particular philosophical ideas on identity.  

According to De Mul, identity has a temporal, spatial, and self-reflexive 

dimension. That is, every human has a unique body and a unique mind, which exist in 

physical space only during a specified time. One is more or less the same entity over 

time [and is in that sense fixed]. Self-reflexivity is the capability of looking at and 

reflecting on oneself, and it is crucial to our understanding of ourselves as humans as 

an intelligent lifeform: it indicates consciousness and (long-term) memory (De Mul, 

2004; 194-198).  

The dimension of the Experiencing Subject is an active relationship that is 

directed inwardly, and includes the relation between external stimuli as well as the 

unique relationship that a person has to him/herself in his or her self-reflexivity; it is 
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an introvert and private relation based on experiences of the outer world.  The body is 

the locus of all experience, for the body is present in all situations and contexts we 

experience (De Mul, 2004; 194-198); and thus the body is where the dimension of the 

Experiencing Subject takes place. The body (le corps propre, Maurice Merleau-

Ponty, 1962) is a permanent condition of experience, which constitutes perception; 

perception (by the body) creates experience in both body and mind – perception thus 

creates the Experiencing Subject. This means that identity does not consist of a 

separated body and mind, as is often theorised in Cartesian-inspired thinking; rather, 

body and mind are an integrated whole. With the body as the central locus of the 

Experiencing Subject, we are bodies (cf Merleau-Ponty, 1962) rather than Cartesian 

thinking objects. 

 The experiencing body also experiences other bodies; those of the people it 

interacts with. Therefore, the bodies of others are part of the context of the 

experience; the Experiencing Subject is always connected to contexts and situations, 

and is hardly ever isolated. This is what I have called the dimension of the Connected 

Subject. This relation consists of the societal and social contexts that the subject is 

connected to; they may be partly in control, and partly beyond; partly actively created, 

and partly passively in existence. It consists of the ways in which the subject itself is 

connected to wider networks, which includes friends and family as well as more 

formal relations such as nationality. 

 The third dimension, the dimension of the Objectified Subject, could be seen 

as the reversal of the direction of the dimension of the Connected Subject: it is the 

way in which the subject is experienced or regarded by other people (the other 

experiencing bodies) that constitute the subject’s network. As a perceived presence in 

the network, the identity of the subject is objectified; and as perception is rooted in 

the body, this dimension takes place in the bodies of the others in the network (for 

they are Experiencing Subjects as well).  It makes the subject a passive part of the 

network; the subject is identified with his or her body, body-representations, and his 

or her actions. In this way we have arrived at the fourth and last dimension. 

 The dimension of the Acting Subject is the most extravert part of identity. It is 

the subject as an active agent that performs him- or herself in order to forge and 

maintain social relations. It is dialogical as well as performative. It is the body that 

acts out the various roles that are part of the presentation of the self in everyday life 

(cf Goffman 1959); or what is also known as identity practice. This is for example 
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practiced through the telling [=acting] of stories; identity is narrative, to speak in 

terms of Paul Ricoeur’s narrative identity model. By telling these stories the self is 

always connected to others, for others are included in our narratives as well as vice 

versa (Schapp, 1988 in De Mul, 2004; 207), so that the dimension of the Connected 

Subject is always involved in the dimension of the Acting Subject. The ‘identity 

narratives’ phrase experiences and reflections on these experiences. It makes the 

social dimension [dimension of the Connected Subject] of identity virtual, in the 

sense that it exists of a space of possibilities, which in a narrative form results in real 

effects (De Mul, 2004; 209) – which we will encounter again in chapter three). In 

terms of the four dimensions, the way in which the image of the self [i.e. the 

Experiencing Subject] is narrated by the self [i.e. the Acting Subject] and others [i.e. 

as an Objectified Subject] influences the way the self acts, experiences, and is 

experienced by others [the same three dimensions]; therefore, the way in which the 

self is presented to others is highly valued (De Mul, 2004; 209). The self-image 

[Experiencing Subject] is central to the way the self is performed [Acting Subject]; 

this is just one example of how the dimensions of identity can interact. 

However, the problem with Ricoeur’s model is that it emphasizes the 

existence of just one narrative. Ricoeur would also emphasize concordance within the 

narrative, which in essence means that heterogeneous elements constitute a dynamic 

whole, a continuity, whereas contemporary life is highly characterized by 

discontinuities (Ibid.; 209). Identity itself is more likely to be based on discontinuities 

for there are many different ways of telling stories, or even more so, there are simply 

countless different stories to tell. In this sense, we have arrived at Kenneth Gergen’s 

concept of multiphrenia, the “fragmentation of the self in a multitude of self-

investments” (Ibid.; 210). This “saturated self” (Gergen’s term for postmodern 

identity in a saturated society) is contingent and heterogeneous; it consists of many 

different stories [different relations and different actions] which together form a 

bricolage of different elements that all refer to the same physical entity. 

 This implies that even when one (or more) of the enacted identity elements 

(Acting Subject) is entirely fictional, it is still part of the stories of others as well as 

stories of the self. Therefore, it is part of the bricolage, and therefore part of identity 

as a product of the self. All different stories, fictional or non-fictional, continue to 
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refer to the same physical entity,6 and therefore all belong to the narratives of the self 

that are performed within the various networks which the subject is part of. Even 

when the subject is lying, the lie is one more identity narrative. From this perspective 

it is irrelevant if a performed identity relies on fantasy or authenticity; every narrative 

is an identity narrative. Even more so, the particular performed part of identity is 

variable and dependent on the situation (boyd, 2002; 26). Different situations and 

relations create various subject positions (Hall 1996: 226; in boyd, 2002; 26); such 

situations may thus be fictional situations as well, such as in role-playing games.  

Identity is always changeable, as the dimensions of identity constantly change; the 

relation of the subject to the self (Experiencing Subject) is dependent on external 

stimuli and their interpretations; actions trigger changes in relationships (changing the 

dimension of the Connected Subject through the Acting Subject), and the reputation 

of the subject may change (Objectified Subject), to note a few examples. Every 

separate situation and each person that is part of that situation can be viewed as nodes 

in a network; a network that changes continuously. Along these lines, Jos de Mul 

stated that “the self is always under construction”, as if identity were analogous to a 

website (2004; 214). However, new information (e.g. a new experience) that is added 

to the memory never replaces old information like it does on websites, and -most 

unfortunately-, we cannot delete old information from our minds at will. Memories of 

experiences form a temporal dimension of experiencing the self as one entity, which 

may have changed over time as a result of these experiences. Therefore identity is 

changeable, as well as cumulative: we are the sum of our experiences, rooted within 

our experiencing bodies.  

                                                
6 One, albeit debatable, exception would be in the case of identity theft; however, the question remains 
in how far any self-produced identity narrative could actually refer to another physical entity than the 
self 
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Chapter conclusion: online identity in four dimensions 

Depending on the point of view taken by the researcher, online identity can be about 

fictional or non-fictional identity performances and take place within a social network 

or a virtual environment. Friction exists when the boundaries between the fictional 

and the non-fictional are crossed; however, those boundaries may have never really 

existed in the first place. Therefore, a theoretical instrument is useful to classify the 

different perspectives on online identity and to make a structured overview of how 

online identity functions during life and after death. The unification of perspectives 

that this model allows strives for a more coherent and thorough understanding of the 

social mechanisms at work in the online environment. I have proposed a model 

consisting of 4 identity dimensions: 

1) the dimension of the Experiencing Subject; which is rooted in the body, and is the 

main locus of identity;  

2) the dimension of the Connected Subject; which positions the subject within social 

and formal networks;  

3) the dimension of the Objectified Subject; which positions the subject as a passive 

object within his or her social networks; and 

4) the dimension of the Acting Subject; which consists of all the actions taken by the 

subject. 

These dimensions interrelate to a great degree, and the mechanisms by which they 

work can all be found in the creation of an online identity as well, as we will see in 

the following chapters. In this model, identity is a cumulative collection of our 

memories, experiences, and the roles that are played in life; all roles played by the 

subject depend on the subject’s social skills. No matter whether these roles are 

fictional or not, they are all part of the personal bricolage of identity narratives that 

vary across social situations. In other words, identity is a network of relations. 
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Chapter 2:  Acting and Connecting in online life 
 

The Internet is often regarded as a medium; in 1969, Marshall McLuhan defined a 

medium as “any technology whatever that creates extensions of the human body and 

senses, from clothing to computer” (The Playboy Interview; 5). In the light of this 

definition, any type of technology may function as a medium. In this sense, the 

Internet can be considered an extension of almost the entire body, in its collection and 

indeed remediation of other media; memory (pictures, videos, data, experiences), 

thought (blogs), speech (online textual conversations), and of course the social 

network (participation). In other words, nearly all neural functions are combined in 

one medium (multimediality), to which anyone who has an Internet connection 

(connectivity) can contribute (interactivity), in an environment that is physically 

untouchable (virtuality); these four features are what De Mul calls the four defining 

features of the Internet, alongside a fifth, compression of time and space (2004; 194). 

Under these circumstances, the Internet is a communication platform that can be 

situated in between oral and written communication, in which the boundaries between 

different media and cultural expressions are blurring (Ibid.). Shank and Cunningham 

call this form a ‘multilogue’, referring to the oral ‘feel’ of online communication, a 

phenomenon that will be discussed in paragraph 2.2 (1996; 30). As everything exists 

in digital code in the end, all data can be mutually ‘translated’ to a different medial 

form and easily be copied (De Mul, 2004; 212). 

In this way, the Internet allows for the ultimate form of bricolage; cut-and-

paste identity in the collection of self-narratives and communication that form an 

almost tangible identity performance (Ibid; 213), especially when these narratives 

come together on the personal homepage or profile site. Online being is not 

intrinsically different from other ways of being; as part of life itself it can be equally 

problematic (Miller and Arnold 2001; 92). It is a possibility to rethink the self, in the 

way that the Internet allows for a complex and multi-layered self-presentation: the 

“hypertext self” (Ibid.; 80). Whereas ‘virtual selves’ have indeed existed since the 

possibility of publishing ideas in writing (the “textual self” in print) (Hamilton, 1971 

in Chandler, 1998), the difference is that the mediated self in an online environment is 

available to a wider audience than ever before (Chandler, 1998). 
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In other words, the Internet is a communication space which may be located in 

between oral and written communication, and which functions as an extension of non-

mediated life. Even when it is an extension of creative ideas or fiction-related 

activities, the mechanisms by which online identity is created are largely the same as 

the mechanisms underlying the self-narratives with which non-mediated identity is 

constructed; only they are more public and thereby more visibly multi-layered. So 

within the network of relations that constitute identity, online identity can be located 

as a network by itself which functions through the four identity dimensions, 

dependent on the specific characteristics and possibilities offered by the online 

communicational space; online identity as a remediation of the self (Bolter and 

Grusin, 1999; 232).  

This chapter will focus on the remediation of the self through the highly 

interrelated dimensions of the Connected and Acting Subject; creating an online 

identity takes place through actions (online identity practices) that take place within a 

network. These two dimensions are the only two dimensions that can actually take 

place in the online environment itself; the dimensions of the Experiencing Subject and 

the Objectified Subject are still part of online identity, but the processes of 

experiencing and perceiving take place offline, within the body of the self and the 

bodies of the perceiving others. The dimensions of the Experiencing Subject and the 

Objectified Subject then function by way of making sense of the online, which will be 

discussed in the next chapter. In this chapter, the first paragraph will discuss in how 

online identity can be created by focusing on the creation of a (self-presentational) 

space within a network; connecting the self online. In the second paragraph the focus 

will shift to the maintenance of online identity and connections through dialogical 

networked activities (communication), and the third paragraph will discuss the 

accessibility and persistence of the online identity, and introduce the concept of the 

digital doppelgänger.  

2.1 Making connections 

There are various ways in which a personal space can be created, and various 

strategies for the creation of an online identity; here I will focus on a central personal 

online space: the personal homepage (or profile page), and the strategies by which 

connections to the network are created. In other words: how does the Connected 

Subject make connections? The connections to other networks are vital for 



 22 

communicating one’s online identity, for a node in a network only becomes 

meaningful when it is connected to other nodes, for example, by placing hyperlinks 

on the site and being hyperlinked to by other websites, and by defining a network of 

personal associations on the personal web site. 

 Then what is the personal web site, or home page, and what functions does it 

serve and how? The word ‘home page’ is a metaphor, explained by Seabrook (1997; 

15) as follows: “(..) a home in the real world is, among other things, a way of keeping 

the world out... An on-line home, on the other hand, is a little hole you drill in the 

wall of your real home to let the world in”. In one of the first researches on personal 

websites, Thomas Erickson (1996) noted the use of personal homepages for the 

performance of identity, using information rather than consumer goods to associate 

oneself with, such as “personal statistics or biographical details; interests, likes and 

dislikes; ideas, values, beliefs and causes; and friends, acquaintances and personal 

‘icons’”. Users can demonstrate their technical skills, aesthetic preferences and 

ideological points of view on their websites (Ibid.), presenting one or several parts of 

their identity; on one or several websites. The online environment gives users access 

to an unlimited amount of semiotic tools, cultural artefacts, and modes of expression 

(Appadurai, 1996 in Schau and Gilly, 2003; 385), especially when making use of 

Internet’s multimedial possibilities. This allows a user to construct a unique self-

presentation on the personal online space.  

Schau and Gilly (2003) have found 4 distinct strategies of self-presentation: 

constructing a digital self (refers to a bricolage of semiotic elements),7 projecting a 

digital likeness (explicit referencing of a physical body; a common, but nonessential 

practice for online self-presentation),8 reorganizing linear narrative structures (adding 

hyperlinks to narratives), and digitally associating as a new form of possession (of 

capital and relationships). Digital association takes place by referring to digital 

artefacts, such as (often hyperlinked) brand names, products, and book titles. Such 

digital cultural artefacts do not necessarily refer to capital that is actually in 

possession of the user; digital association with brands and products maximizes the 

                                                
7 Which they call “constructing a telepresence” (2003; 394) 
8 Which they call ”imparting a social presence” (2003; 395)  In chapter three, the definitions of 
telepresence and social presence will be elaborated on, just as the ways in which the body is 
constructed online. The authenticity of te “limitations of the physical body” does not necessarily play a 
role, however, it will be clarified in chapter three that ‘limitations’ (i.e. constructions) of e.g. gender 
are essential to making sense of online interaction, for the credibility and the experience of online 
presence depend on the construction of online bodies based on familiar physical features  
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virtual aspect of performed identity as an open space of mere possibilities (Ibid.). In 

this way, the presentation of self is constructed in the most positive manner, in the 

hopes of positively influencing one’s reputation; the dimension of the Objectified 

Subject. What is a real and what is a possible possession becomes irrelevant, as the 

“imagination has greater value than physical capital” (Ibid.). In fact, all digital capital 

is symbolic; it is about association with capital, transforming (physical) capital into 

symbolic cultural capital by digital association; consumer goods as information. Or in 

other words: Bourdieu digitalized. 

The bricolage of semiotic elements that constructs a digital self (the personal 

website), was formerly most commonly known as a ‘homepage’, a relatively 

independent part of the world wide web. Nowadays these spaces can also be -and may 

be mainly- profile sites within social networks, which function similarly to 

homepages (boyd and Jenkins, 2006). In the presentation of self a desired impression 

is created within a specific context, social setting, and for a defined and expected 

audience; this is called online impression management (Goffman 1959, in Schau and 

Gilly, 2003; 387). Within this context one’s uniqueness, accomplishments and skills 

can be demonstrated, as well as the way in which the self connects to social groups; 

the ‘affiliative’ identity (2003; 387) as part of the Connected Subject. The difficulty 

with online impression management is that the size of the potential audience is 

unlimited, and the audience is anonymous and undefined (De Mul, 2004; 216). It is 

particularly in this respect that the online social networks fulfil important functions. 

Instead of being dependent of accidental hits on the page caused by any possible 

connection to and therefore context of other websites, the social network provides a 

solid, contextualized home, in which the user has the ability to decide the audience 

that is allowed to visit his/her site. Social networking sites also increasingly offer the 

(paid) possibility to see which other users have visited the personal profile; this option 

makes the social network more transparent, and more controllable for users. 

 Especially on social networking sites digital association plays a large role – 

hyperlinked brands, products, favourite movies, as well as the friends [the social 

network] displayed on the profile page simultaneously shape the performed identity of 

the user as a digital self and reorganizes narrative structures by providing connections 

to wider networks through these hyperlinks. These hyperlinks function as search tags 

to potentially associate with other people, and the hyperlinked profiles of other people 
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can provide information about the type of friends of the user. These ‘friends’9 are, as 

danah boyd argues, “part of the impression one gets from the profile” (boyd, 2008) 

and thus form a part of the presentation of self; showing one’s social network may 

provide a particular social status and positively influence the subject’s position as 

Objectified Subject. Even more so, the user’s profile picture that appears on the 

subject’s friends’ profiles defines a first impression of the subject for others that are 

outside of the subject’s network– therefore, the profile picture of the user is central to 

a user’s self-performance (boyd and Heer, 2006). 

 Research has shown that the Internet is increasingly used to maintain already 

existing relationships and social ties, rather than initiating new ones 

(Haythornthwaite, 2001; Licoppe & Smoreda, 2005 in boyd, 2008). Therefore, 

personal websites are usually highly contextualized within offline social contexts 

(Baym, 2002; 67); and consequently, the online self-presentation increasingly 

corresponds to the offline self-presentation (Ibid.), resulting in an increasingly 

authentic identity performance. The offline social context provided by the social 

networking sites also gives the authenticity of one’s online identity more credibility 

(Ibid.); the more friends that are actually known to the user, the more likely it is that 

the observed profile is more of an ‘authentic’ (rather than fantastical) presentation of 

the self. The context of the social network can also give less credibility; some social 

networks are considered more ‘reliable’ than others. For example, the academic basis 

of Facebook (originally only accessible to academics and as such did not allow fake 

identities) would make Facebook a more ‘reliable’ social network than an ‘anyone 

can join’ social network like MySpace, on which there is no such basis to judge the 

authenticity of the performed identities or friendships. 

 To summarize, everything that is portrayed on the personal online space is 

portrayed by choice and is part of the strategy of self-presentation; from digital 

association to friend lists. Also, the visibility of a friends network adds authenticity to 

the presentation of self, emphasizing an ‘authentic’ identity performance, and the 

possibility to interact and perform one’s online identity in dialogue. Hereby, social 

networks offer interactive possibilities by which the online self-presentation can be 

extended by interacting in the social network space. 

                                                
9 The word ‘friend’ is a word laden with meaning; as the amount of  online ‘friends’ increases, the 
amount of people in the social network that are actual friends decreases – in this sense, ‘contacts’ 
would be a more appropriate word 
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2.2 The (inter)Acting Subject 

The difference to the creation of an online identity on a personal space is the fact that 

online interaction can take place in a variety of, not necessarily personal, online 

spaces at the same time; such as forums, chat boxes, or messages on other people’s 

profiles. Within a social network, this interaction is a direct extension of the self-

presentation on the profile page, yet it is just one of the many spaces that may be used 

for interaction (and self-presentation). This dialogical part of online identity is 

therefore fragmented rather than centralized. It is probably also the most active part of 

online identity, in which a homepage or profile may mainly serve as ‘background 

information’ rather than a representation of online activity. The question is how these 

activities serve as identification of the user and in what forms they take place; or how 

the Acting Subject gives form to his or her online identity by interacting with others. 

Even though this closely relates to the Connected Subject as these actions take place 

within networks, here the focus will be on the particular communicative actions and 

interactions rather than placing oneself within a network. 

 The personal profile in a social network does not only contain self-

presentational information, but also has an interactive component: linked friends can 

leave remarks, react to pictures, blogs or other posted media, or write a Testimonial 

about the profile’s owner, to which the person can reply by leaving a remark on the 

other person’s profile, showing the connections of the Subject in the display of 

activity. Thus, the profile page also functions as medium for conversations, so that the 

social context in which the profile page is located also contains social norms (boyd 

and Heer, 2006). Textual conversational information provides important cues for 

identity verification and is also part of ‘getting to know someone’ by reading 

conversations and see how this person behaves and is received in the social context; 

the writer’s “voice”. In other words, the “expressions given” (that which is stated in 

the message) and the “expressions given off” (the underlying messages) are assessed 

by the reader (Erving Goffman, 1959, in Donath, 1998; 8). The particular use of 

language by a user thereby also becomes a signal of identity (Donath, 1998; 9). In 

addition, signatures are often used in online communication to make one’s identity 

quickly recognizable as well as to link the writer with other group and to more 

securely anchor the online performance to the ‘person behind’ (Ibid.; 10-13). 

Especially the user name is a key marker of identity, which “is generally perceived to 
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refer to a single person (or persona)” (Ibid.; 8). Often, that username is accompanied 

by an avatar; a digital body that serves as visual identification of the user. The avatar 

can be a picture of the user, an image, or a three-dimensional moving digital body in 

the case of virtual worlds, and makes the user quickly recognizable; it marks a user’s 

presence in online space, on which more in the next chapter.  

 The mechanisms mentioned here are not limited to interaction on social network 

sites; they work for any type of online textual communication. This type of 

communication can be read at any time, and therefore lacks the shared real time-link 

that is present in synchronous communication like chat or video conferencing (Wood 

and Smith, 2001; 18). Therefore this type of communication is called asynchronous 

communication. Asynchronous communication takes place by way of registering 

utterances, making a conversation a spatial rather than a temporal activity. This 

spatiality of asynchronous communication means that the communicational utterances 

literally occupy a part of an online shared space in which a dialogue takes place. 

Asynchronous communication is a simultaneous recording and broadcast, reminiscent 

of a ‘telescreen’ from George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1998), and is therefore 

ontologically different from a recorded conversation, which clearly refers to the past 

in which an entire conversation took place.10 In asynchronous communication, each 

separate utterance is ‘recorded’, or rather, registered, before it becomes part of a 

conversation. Therefore, because all of the utterances are placed underneath one 

another, the spatiality of the registered utterances read as a conversation as if it takes 

place in the present, i.e. boyd (2002) and Argyle (1996) have stated.11 Even though 

the date of placement is displayed in the utterance, it is like overhearing an actual 

conversation. It feels oral; this is the ‘multilogue’ type of communication, in between 

oral and written (Shank and Cunningham, 1996; 30). 

 These conversations in a shared space are in one way or the other public, even 

when access is restricted to a specified number of users; in the sense that non-

                                                
10”But the technologies that bring us together via mediation are also ones recording our interactions, 
and we are coming increasingly to save those interactions, externalizing our memory and interactions 
with others, living or dead.”(Jones, 2004; 87) 
11“Unlike the physical realm, digital environments show no information about temporality, do not 
change over time through interaction, and do not communicate their history.”(boyd, 2002; 39) 
“Even with the complete archive, one is reading a historical document of a conversation without being 
aware of the temporal aspect of the situation.”(boyd, 2002) 
Argyle notes: “I am sure they [Current’s messages] are archived with the rest of the material 
Cybermind generates, waiting for someone to read them, when they will again appear in exactly the 
same format on a screen, as fresh as when they were first composed” (Argyle, 1996; 135). 
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participating users can also anonymously read the conversations (a phenomenon 

known as ‘lurking’). As Argyle and Shields have stated: ”In forums, anyone can 

answer, and all will see the result.” (1996; 64). This is a feature that is not typical of 

most synchronous communication. Apart from public chat boxes or MUDs, 

synchronous communication is more likely to take place in a more private and more 

restricted sphere, in which the presence of non-participating users is known. Also, in 

synchronous communication the emphasis is on temporal quality of the conversation 

rather than the spatial quality. When the conversation is saved afterwards, the word 

‘recording’ would be applicable; since it refers to a conversation that has taken place 

at a specified time in the past instead of a conversation that takes place by way of 

registration of utterances in a spread amount of time. 

  Private communication can also be asynchronous; email, private messages on 

the profile site, etcetera, but like synchronous communication cannot be retrieved 

easily, if at all, by other Internet users at a later moment in time; it is usually not 

public. Another difference is that this type of communication does not take place in 

one online shared space; it takes place in a variety of online spaces, such as private 

mailboxes, or on two different profile pages when reactions go to and fro (which can 

take place on the publicly accessible part of the profile pages). Therefore I would 

propose to call this type of asynchronous communication delayed communication, to 

refer to the clear differentiation in temporality and spatiality that exists in this type of 

communication. Because of the separation of spaces in which the communication 

takes place, it will not feel as if one conversation is taking place at the moment the 

user is reading it.  In delayed communication, a historical awareness of the passage of 

time between the utterances will be more evident by far than in asynchronous 

communication. 

 So in the online environment the actions of the subject are shaped by the use of 

language in communicating with others. The subject is identified by his or her 

particular language use as well as the unique username, avatar, and signature. These 

conversational actions can take place in three forms: synchronous, asynchronous, and 

delayed communication, in which the form of asynchronous communication is 

particularly striking for its ahistorical and oral ‘feel’. However, dialogical actions and 

self-presentation are not the only actions that are taken online; online identity consists 

of more online actions. 
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2.3 Accessible self? 

Networking and conversations are not the only online activities; and most of the 

online activities are registered so that a third party could possibly retrieve a fair 

amount of information about the user. Google registers search actions; the websites 

visited by a user are registered (logged) by the service provider, as well as online 

purchases and purchase accounts on Amazon or eBay, a government ID (e.g. DigiD in 

The Netherlands) and YouTube accounts for uploading videos or accounts in photo-

sharing communities like Flickr; generally speaking, all of these form part of the 

online identity, since they all revolve around online actions. But not all of these 

activities are publicly accessible by others; apart from the online actions registered by 

third parties, some of these activities will only be known to the user him/herself, and 

perhaps also to a select audience that can access these files or enter into a 

synchronous conversation. Such private actions of course also take place within 

certain existing networks, and are part of online identity as they remain within the 

dimensions of the Acting and Connected Subject.  

 However, it is the subject’s public participation that constitutes an online 

identity which can be perceived by others, for the public participation positions the 

subject as an Objectified (or objectifiable) Subject. The fact that this dimension does 

not come into play in private actions and communication could imply that this private 

part should be excluded from the definition of online identity. However, that would 

contradict what has been stated before about identity; moreover, no conditions for the 

presence or absence of the four dimensions have been defined and to exclude certain 

parts of identity would imply a requirement of such conditions. But it could be stated 

that only in the public part of online identity do all four dimensions come into play, 

even though the public part reflects how your online identity appears. 

 The public side of online identity appears in public photos videos, but 

particularly on personal web spaces, profile sites, and (mostly) asynchronous 

communicational utterances, for synchronous and delayed communication are largely 

private ways of communication. When all of this public information is gathered, this 

collection of public identity performances online potentially provides a closer and 

more detailed insight into someone’s life and identity than what any other medium 

has previously allowed for, since the Internet as a multimedial form integrates all 

other media – and particularly because a great part of online identity formation is 
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firmly rooted in the offline. Even more so, the fantasy roles that are played are also 

potentially accessible as they are part of the public online identity; as such, an even 

larger amount of roles that are played in life can be accessible online.  

 In his article on relation between creation of sound and the creation of motion 

pictures, Tom Gunning regarded relatively simple recording technology a ‘doubling’ 

(and simultaneously splitting) of the human being, which is “transforming the nature 

of human subjectivity”(Ibid.; 29). In his argument, Gunning called the technologically 

recorded voice a ‘technological double’ (2001; 22). Along these lines, I would like to 

introduce the concept of the digital double to refer to the publicly accessible side of 

online identity; or rather, the concept of the digital doppelgänger.  

 The word ‘doppelgänger’ stems from German folklore, and refers to a spirit 

double of a person. It is often regarded as a sign of imminent death when one meets 

one’s own doppelgänger. In some fiction, the doppelgänger even disposes of the 

original (Encyclopædia Britannica, 15th ed.; 182). On the Internet, as I will elaborate 

in the next chapter, there is no literal presence of bodies, and in that sense no 

physicality; we will see how the literally bodiless spirit double is an embodied 

construct, appearing in the place of the user him- or herself, yet strongly connected to 

him or her. Since the digital doppelgänger refers to the public side of online identity, 

it refers to the ways in which the user appears online. The digital doppelgänger is 

therefore a hollow construct, lacking private ‘knowledge’. As a spirit copy of the 

subject, the digital doppelgänger is an incomplete representation of online identity 

that however does appear as the digital replacement of the user. As a part of the 

subject’s identity, the digital doppelgänger is no more than a particular collection of 

roles and identity narratives; yet this registered ‘spirit’ is present online as if it were 

the subject him- or herself, occupying online communicational space for an 

unspecified amount of time. But how stable and reliable is the existence of the digital 

doppelgänger? 

 To begin with, conversations on forums are in a sense persistent, since most 

forum activity is archived and thus saved. boyd and Heer (2006) note that expressions 

are, like all digital information, easy to copy, to save, and to search. They call it 

inherent to the publicness of online communication - conversations can be exactly 

copied and repeated or archived elsewhere, creating a source of information that is by 

far more precise than hearsay in offline life. Even though conversations on profile 

pages [or forums] may seem and feel private, the information exchange is still public 
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and thus, searchable. boyd (2002; 33-36) notes how profile searches, or searches for a 

nickname using search engines, result in conversational information that is separated 

from its original situational context, and therefore returning incomplete and perhaps 

even misleading or incorrect information. Conversations that are ‘recorded’ (as boyd 

calls it) can easily be used in a different context, and surpass the audience initially 

expected by the participants; resulting in startled reactions when their public self-

presentations are published elsewhere (i.e. in other media) (Ibid.; 34). 

 Information controlled by the self, such as a profile page, is usually updated at 

more or less regular intervals; all previous data is then lost. Profiles or pages 

themselves can be deleted in their entirety as well. Within a social network, this also 

results in the loss of all conversational info posted by the user, as if the user had never 

existed (boyd and Heer, 2006; my emphasis). However, websites outside of social 

networks are not always easily deleted; cache memory of search engines can make 

copies of sites and display them even after the site itself is long gone. Also, an 

Internet Archive like http://www.archive.org/ may save all websites that have ever 

existed, unless an explicit ‘no archive’ code is included in the website’s source code. 

It is important to note that what information is kept and what is lost is, at this time, 

beyond the information owner’s control. It is thus also beyond control which 

registered memories will be saved and which will be lost; the digital doppelgänger 

may vaporize into nothingness, be detached from its contexts, or float in the space of 

the Internet for all eternity. This has consequences for the traces of the dead, as we 

will encounter in chapter four. 

Chapter conclusion: Online activity and the digital doppelgänger 

Online, the subject presents him- or herself and communicates online in asynchronous 

as well as in synchronous communicational settings, in which the cultural capital that 

is relied on is symbolic and digital rather than material. Also, social networked 

activities are firmly rooted in the offline, non-mediated life; online identity as an 

extension of non-mediated life. To avoid overt generalizations of Internet users, it 

should be noted that the relation between the non-mediated and the online life differs 

among users; depending on the intensity of use, online identity may be no more than a 

barely filled and rarely active profile page, or even no more than a single user 

account. The other extreme is an online identity (and communication) that may play a 

larger part in a user’s life than ‘offline’ communication. What is most important are 
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the potentials for online identity that are offered by the Internet, which can be partly 

or fully fulfilled by its users. 

With regard to online identity, the dimensions of the Connected and the 

Acting Subject are active and crucial practices, based on choices, impression 

management, and communicational output. The different roles someone plays in life 

can potentially all be articulated and collected on personal online space(s) and 

asynchronous communication. Taken together, this could be seen as an online 

‘collection of selves’. In allowing every aspect of identity to be acted out online in 

various spaces, the Internet allows a unique form of ‘multiple’ identity performances 

in various spaces. However, this concerns only the public side of online identity, 

which I have termed the digital doppelgänger, to clearly distinguish the public side of 

online identity from the entire collection of actions that constitute online identity; the 

digital doppelgänger appears as the online user to the outside world, yet is an 

incomplete and unstable spirit presence which roams the online environment. 
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Chapter 3: Digital technology and the body 
 

In the previous chapter, we have seen how online identity can be created though 

taking actions within the network, where conversational output and the avatar 

function act as identification of the user. At the same time, the digital material 

occupies digital space and thereby provides the user with a digital body; a fragmented 

body12 that constitutes the digital doppelgänger. This digital, fragmented body is 

connected to the physical body of the subject, in representing one or several roles of 

the subject’s identity. However, when the subject dies, the physical body ceases to 

exist; yet traces of the digital doppelgänger will remain. In this chapter, relationships 

between the subject’s body and the experience of the own (and other) digital 

body(/ies) will be elaborated on; thereby the focus will be on the dimensions of the 

Experiencing Subject and the Objectified Subject. This does not, however, imply that 

the dimensions of the Acting Subject and the Connected Subject play no role in this; 

as stated, all dimensions are interrelated.  

In the search for the body of the digital doppelgänger, we will see that the 

aforementioned dialogical actions within a network at the same time construct the 

presence of the online body; these actions can subsequently result in embodied 

experiences of online communication, depending on several conditions. In the first 

paragraph, the definition of embodiment will be discussed, using theory from 

philosophy and gender studies. This is followed by a discussion of the experience of 

the own digital body by the Experiencing Subject, using gender studies and sociology, 

and the related experience of telepresence using insights from sociology and 

communication theory. Then the focus will shift to the experience of other digital 

bodies, using the same paradigm, zooming in on the dimension of the Objectified 

Subject and the related experience of social presence. In the final paragraph, this 

experience will be discussed from the viewpoint of semiotics in order to further 

explain the possible experienced strength of the connection between user and body. 

                                                
12 I am referring to the fragmentedness of all of the online utterances and activities, as they take place 
on various websites; therefore, each website contains a fragment of the digital doppelgänger, making 
its body fragmented 
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3.1 Defining ‘embodiment’  

There are various ways in which the term ‘embodiment’ can be used with regard to 

the online environment; various researchers have argued that online existence is 

‘disembodied’, whereas other research strands promote an ‘embodied’ view on online 

existence. The physical body is not literally present in cyberspace, and in this sense it 

would be correct to call the Internet a ‘disembodied’ environment. Because if this is 

not a disembodied environment, then what is?13  In a large amount of discourse the 

opinion can be found that the Internet is the ultimate form of disembodiment, 

allowing new lifeforms to exist without the constraints of the physical body, and 

perhaps even a posthuman lifeform that exists exclusively virtually. The much-

criticised Cartesian dualism that this type of discourse is based on is still conjures up 

dreams of escaping the weak body and reincarnating in a more persistent life form 

such as a computer, in both academic discourse and popular culture. Cyberpunk’s 

promise of being able to escape the body through technology has inspired many 

academics; the genre is also the source of the words ‘cyberspace’ and ‘avatar’14, and 

often uses the word ‘meat’ as a pejorative term to signify the body and its constraints. 

Along these lines, to mention a few examples, Sherry Turkle stated: “[the computer] 

enables us to contemplate mental life that exists apart from our bodies”(1995; 22), 

and Sadie Plant calls cyberspace a ‘new hope for humanity’: “escaping the body and 

sliding into an infinite, transcendent and perfect other world”(2000; 273). Michael 

Heim (1991; 59) relates the computer’s possibilities to the Platonic disembodied 

erotic drive, through which the ‘meat’ can be abandoned in favour of existence in a 

‘higher realm of abstract ideas’ (Springer, 1996; 85). Cybernetics founder Norbert 

Wiener even went further than that, in stating that the body is information, long 

before new media even existed (1950). 

  It could be considered romantic to imagine an existence without a body, but in 

philosophy the possibility has been seriously contemplated, having consequences for 

thinking about identity. Philosopher Richard Sorabji (2006; 304-315) describes the 

practical consequences of disembodied life in a number of interrelated points of view, 

like the possibility of disembodied mental activities, and the desirability of 

disembodied life. From a functionalist point of view, no mental activities, nor 

psychological states, nor perceptions, nor emotions can take place without a body, at 
                                                
13 I would like to thank William Urricchio for asking this question 
14 Resp. Neuromancer (Gibson, 1984) and Snow Crash (Stephenson, 1992) 
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least not in the ways science has defined them so far. We need our brains and our 

senses in order to make sense of the world, and to communicate. And without a body, 

there is no owner of consciousness, and if it does, the owner cannot be identified. 

Sorabji states that identification is crucial to define any entity. Out of these 

statements, some interesting questions arise: is an individual still the same individual 

when the body disappears, when the subjective experience of identity is indeed 

dependent on being a body? When the body disappears, do the subject’s memories 

also disappear? And if the memories disappear, in how far is the disembodied entity 

still the same individual?  

 Because Merleau-Ponty’s point of view that ‘we are bodies’ was argued to be 

the most vital for the existence of identity in itself in chapter one, it would be 

contradictory to support the argument that identity could exist in separation from the 

body; the dimension of the Experiencing Subject, rooted in the body, was argued to 

be the most crucial dimension to identity. Consequently, any possibility of a 

disembodied existence would imply that the existing entity will not have the same 

identity as it did when it was embodied.15 When arguing along these lines, the term 

‘disembodied’ as a concept should not refer to an existence without a body; 

consequently, to use ‘disembodied’ or ‘embodied’ as analytic concepts implies that 

these terms should refer to a relation to the body rather than physical presence or 

absence of a body. 

Within this scope, Katherine Hayles has explicitly proposed embodiment as a 

relation rather than a direct, ‘tangible’ connection to the physical body. She argues 

against Cartesian dualism and proposes the concept of the ‘mindbody’ in order to 

stress the wholeness of the individual (2003; 229, 230). This idea of embodiment 

emphasizes the inner experience of the subject rather than the physicality of the 

subject. Hayles uses Don Idhe’s theoretical model to specify various relationships 

between the human, (digital) technology, and the [offline, outside] world. The most 

relevant relation between the body and the virtual environment with regard to this 

argument is the ‘alterity relation’; a relation of embodiment in which technology and 

the world can be integrated in a simulated world, which then relates to the human: 

“Human  Technology- (-World)” (Hayles, 2003; 234/235). This kind of 

embodiment relation is similar to Hayles’ idea of ‘enculturation’; the idea that an 
                                                
15 This also has philosophical implications for thinking about death itself, but elaborating on this is 
outside the scope of this thesis 
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avatar could take over portions of our lives (Ibid.; 243); which is in line with our 

perspective on online identity as an extension of non-mediated life. 

The Internet is a disembodied environment only in the sense of its lack of 

literal physicality; otherwise the notion of ‘disembodiment’ is an idea that refers to a 

realm of futuristic dreams rooted in Cartesian dualism rather than to a possible way of 

existence. ‘Embodiment’ as a concept refers to more than the literal presence of a 

body; it is relational, a connectivity relation, rather than involving ‘the flesh’ itself. 

The embodiment relation takes place at various levels involving subjective experience 

and association, as well as contextual factors – therefore it is inherently dependent on 

the Experiencing Subject, the dimension to which we will turn now.  

3.2 Experiencing the digital body 

The actions of creating a digital body are prior to relating to the digital body. 

Therefore the dimension of the Acting Subject and the dimension of the Experiencing 

Subject are closely related in the context of the subject’s embodied experiences. Jenny 

Sundén stated: “digital embodiment requires writing yourself into being” (2003), 

meaning as much as that the online presence has to be made visible in communicative 

actions in order to be ‘present’ online at all (cf boyd, 2008). Here I will take a closer 

look at the embodiment relation between the subject and the online environment from 

the viewpoint of the Experiencing Subject; the “Human  Technology- (-World)”, or 

‘alterity’ relation described above. 

On a basic level, interacting with the computer itself is an experience rooted in 

the body. Von Woodke (1994; 11) states: “(…) Notice how the pencil becomes a part 

of your total organism as you become involved in the task at hand. This also applies 

to a mouse or any other pointing device as you work with different computer 

applications. (Even games if you wish)”. 16  This also applies to the keyboard that is 

employed to type communicational utterances. Allucquere Rosanne Stone (1992; 111) 

affirms the subject’s physical involvement with the virtual environment:  “there is 

always a body attached (…), consciousness remains firmly rooted in the physical”. 

Katie Argyle and Rob Shields note the same physicality in textual interaction such as 

in chat rooms or forums: “We experience the system [the communicative interaction 

displayed on the screen - IHB] through our bodily systems, and we exchange this 

                                                
16 Newman calls the videogame experience powerful exactly because it is rooted in physicality (2004; 
141) 
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experience with others through the communication of the network. The traces of 

others are carried within us physically as we experience together” (1996; 62). In this 

sense, the physical interaction with the computer lies at the basis of the creation of a 

digital body and the embodied experience of digital interaction, and is therefore the 

most basic embodiment relation between the subject and the online environment. 

But it’s not just one’s own actions that are closely related to an embodied 

subjective experience; also the actions taken by others can cause an emotional or even 

physical experience of the virtual environment. Julian Dibbell’s ‘Rape in Cyberspace’ 

(1993) is a well-known example of this; in the textual environment of LambdaMOO, 

a user hacked the system and could control the (textual) actions of other users, making 

them ‘execute’ sexual activities. As a result, the users felt ‘raped’ by him, reacting 

highly emotional to the deeds. Also, Stone’s research on virtual phone sex shows 

physical effects of virtual actions (1992). More recent research has shown similar 

results, so the effects still hold true; over 50% of the users of the virtual world 

SecondLife has at some point felt harassed in the virtual world (de Nood and Attema, 

2006; 32) i.e. when the graphic avatar was undesirably virtually ‘touched’ by another. 

These are examples of embodied effects of the virtual environment on the subject.  

In order to cause such embodied effects, the user has to feel present in an 

environment that s/he in a sense experiences as a reality. This is first of all achieved 

by actively constructing bodies online. Featherstone and Burrows (1995; 12) explain 

online presence as a representation of the body, rather than an escape from it; the 

body as represented by digital objects. Bolter and Grusin argue along the same lines; 

as stated earlier, they call the online self a remediation of the self, in which the self is 

remediated in another mediated form, such as video or text, and thereby embodied by 

that very form (1999; 234). In other words, it could be said that the user’s subjectivity 

is embodied by digital objects; the user is digitally embodied by his or her utterances 

as well as his or her avatar: 

 

Interaction as we currently experience it in human cultural form is predicated 

on symbolic cues that derive from a lexicon based largely on face-to-face 

communication: gestured and voice. Whether someone is present or not, we 

conjure up and make sense of ourselves and others in terms of embodiment. 

The technology of online communication poses an occasion to explore the 
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implications of interaction when the usual embodied cues for coding and 

responding to others are not present. (O’Brien, 1999; 78) 

 

Therefore, all mediated interactions take place “as if they were embodied” (cf. Stone 

1992). Smilies for example are one of the ways in which embodied cues enter textual 

conversations. Bodies are constructed in the imagination, in which gender for 

example plays a large role (O’Brien 1999; 98). Gender is largely a social construct, 

which the online body literally is; Judith Butler has famously described gender as a 

cultural performance, by which an effect of a ‘normal’ gender is produced (Butler, 

1990; 140). Furthermore, it is problematic to leave gender undefined in the 

construction of online bodies; it has proved socially unacceptable (de Groot, 1997). 

Traditional gender roles and gender characteristics are also often easily exaggerated 

online (Donath, 1999), producing a kind of ‘enlarged’ body in the online 

environment. But this is not the only physical asset that is exaggerated in the online 

environment; the absence of physical cues is compensated by an exaggeration of self-

presentation by the subject, and vice versa, the subject over attributes (or idealizes) 

the self-presentation of others in order to achieve a larger sense of physical presence 

and immersion in the textual environment (cf. Jacobson, 2002). In this respect, we 

could also think of an exaggerated amount of digital associations with linked brands 

or interest groups, as we have encountered in chapter two. 

We have seen that the digital objects that embody the user function as 

identification of the user; a unique combination of associations, a picture, signature, 

language use, and user name. Of course, there is also the avatar, a picture that 

symbolizes the user’s identity, which can be a digital likeness or a symbolic likeness 

(Schau and Gilly, 2003). Usually in chats or in forum participation the avatar is a 

picture; in visual MUDs (graphic chat spaces instead of purely textual rooms) or in 

games the avatar is a graphic digital body that can usually be adjusted to the user’s 

own taste. In the three-dimensional virtual world of SecondLife, research has shown 

that most active users eventually design the avatar to their own likeness, “just 

somewhat prettier” (De Nood and Attema, 2006; 19), confirming the exaggeration of 

self-presentation and gender assets. 

The word ‘avatar’ is derived from the Hindustani religion, and means 

“incarnation of a deity in human or animal form” (Encyclopædia Britannica, 15th ed.; 

734), thereby signifying literal embodiment. The term avatar as we know it now was 
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first coined by Neal Stephenson in his novel Snow Crash as “the iconic representation 

of the bodies of people logged into the metaverse” (Featherstone & Burrows, 1995; 

11). In his book, I, Avatar (2008) Mark Meadows considers the avatar as a self-

portrait,17 referring to the avatar as a two-dimensional profile as well as the three-

dimensional moving body. Even when the image may not iconically (which means by 

visual similarity) represent the user’s body, as a digital body of identification it still 

serves as a self-portrait; an avatar is a self-portrait of the digital doppelgänger, so to 

say. Paraphrasing Donna Haraway (1985: 102–3),18 the avatar as a self-portrait that 

embodies our digital existence recrafts and reconstructs the online body every time 

we change it.  

Thus, personal ideas on the own identity are projected onto a digital 

representation which serves as an ‘online agent’ through which the self is enacted and 

simultaneously perceived by the self [Acting Subject and Experiencing Subject], 

which is not necessarily analogous tot that which others may perceive (boyd, 2002; 

53). Through the online agent, the boundaries between technology and body are 

blurred; Norbert Wiener’s notion of the body as information (1950) is then literally 

incorporated into the digital body. The digital body is an active and performative 

construction of conversational as well as visual information - in appearance and form 

it is the body of the digital doppelgänger, whereas the ‘spirit’ of the digital 

doppelgänger is defined by particular language use and content. The level of 

embodied subjectivity, in other words the experience of embodiment by the subject, 

depends on the level of identification with the digital doppelgänger, as well as on the 

level of experienced presence. 

 

Telepresence  

The experienced level of presence in a mediated environment depends on the level of 

the experienced presence of a medium in between the physical body and the mediated 

environment. It is related to the experience of temporality, spatiality, and physicality 

of the online environment. From the moment mediated environments came into 

existence, traditional notions of presence were shaken, and consequently rethought:  

                                                
17 Based on his lecture at the Dutch cultural society Mediamatic. Powerpoint of the presentation can be 
found here: http://www.mediaengager.com/markmeadows.pdf Retrieved 24-08-2008 
18 ”(...) we are living in an age which enables us to reconstruct our self-identities and recraft our bodies 
by reducing the constraint of our organistic existence and facilitating our development as ‘information 
processing devices” 
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“The radio was one-way communication, but because of it people were able to begin 

to think of presence in a different way (....) it was now possible for millions of people 

to be ‘present’ in the same space” (Stone, 1992; 87); here, the radio could be seen as a 

virtual space.  A new media experience starts with a high awareness of the presence 

of the medium itself; an experience called hypermediacy (Bolter and Grusin, 1999; 

31). As users become increasingly familiar with a medium, consciousness of the 

underlying connections to the mediated bodies increases and the mediation is 

increasingly experienced as if there were no medium. This experience is called 

immediacy, a state of mind that is desired when interacting with a medium, according 

to Bolter and Grusin (1999; 30). Immediacy thus refers to a psychological state of 

feeling directly temporally connected to another (or another environment) without 

noticing the presence of a medium. 

In the literature on presence from communication studies, presence in a 

mediated environment is defined in several ways; the feeling of presence by the 

subject can mean what media studies would either call an experience of immediacy, 

or immersion, or flow. Lombard and Ditton’s (1997) definition of presence is often 

cited: a “perceptual illusion of nonmediation (...) when a person fails to perceive or 

acknowledge the existence of a medium in his/her communication environment and 

responds as he/she would if the medium were not there.” In this sense, presence 

would be an experience of immediacy (Bolter and Grusin, 1999; 231/2); thereby the 

word ‘fail’ seems to imply a kind of incapacity on the part of the user, which is not 

implied in the definition of immediacy.  David Jacobson explains Lombard and 

Ditton’s definition in other terms: “Presence is the experience of being engaged by 

the representations of a virtual world” (2002, my italics), shifting the emphasis of the 

definition. Jacobson finds that “In the context of text-based virtual worlds such as 

MUDs, MOOs, IRC, and Chats, presence is usefully described as a feeling of getting 

lost or wrapped up in the representations of the text--of being involved, absorbed, 

engaged, or engrossed in or by them”. Here, rather than an experience of immediacy, 

Jacobson interprets presence as an experience of immersion, as it refers to a degree in 

which one loses him- or herself in the representational world (Ibid.). 

Jacobson offers Csikszentmihalyi's flow theory (1990) as another explanation 

of a feeling of presence, on the condition that a virtual world is regarded as a locus of 

activity. ‘Flow’ is closely related to the immersive experience; in both, and not just in 

flow as Jacobson states, action and awareness are merged and the sense of self-
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consciousness and time is lost in the focus on the present. The difference is that flow 

refers to one particular mental state of full immersion whereas immersion can exist in 

various degrees (cf. Björk and Holopainen, 2004). The activities that activate the 

sense of flow have to be rewarding and satisfying, and “include play, exploration, 

problem-solving, and those of companionship and friendship.” (Jacobson, 2002) This 

type of presence is particularly applicable to game worlds.  

There is however a definition of presence that does not confuse telepresence 

with related phenomena. Witmer and Singer state: “Presence is defined as the 

subjective experience of being in one place or environment, even when one is 

physically situated in another” (Witmer and Singer, 1998; 225). This telepresence can 

exist in various degrees, without necessarily incorporating experiences of immersion 

or even flow. Telepresence also applies to steering a robot from a distance, which 

mimics the movement of the controlling subject; like in complicated medical 

operations (e.g Ballantyne, 2002). Here too, the user feels his or her body present in 

another place than the one in which the subject’s physical body itself is present. The 

term telepresence directly refers to the subject’s embodied experience of the digital 

body in spatiality; the self’s digital embodiment occupies online space in the same 

way that the body occupies physical space and can therefore create a sense of 

telepresence. As a psychophysical state of spatial presence it cannot be mistaken for 

immersion, immediacy, flow, or presence of others; therefore I will continue to use 

telepresence to refer to the subject-relation in embodiment.  

The degree of the subjective experience of presence in an environment in 

which the physical body is not located, is dependent on the experience of the 

mediating technology: technology creates the possibility of experiences, and 

depending on the intensity of the experience a sense of telepresence is created (cf 

Heeter, 2003; 344). In order to cause real effects with the user, the user has to feel 

present in an environment that s/he in a sense experiences as a reality. Such an 

experience of reality is constructed by the users themselves; from the viewpoint of 

social constructionism, the “real” is “a co-construction, a process of reciprocal 

modelling between actor and environment” (Mantovani and Riva, 1999; 12). This is a 

useful perspective for understanding the ‘reality’ of online environments; Mantovani 

and Riva assert that it is in the cooperation with other actors in the online environment 

that presence is defined; which closely reminds us of Jenny Sundén’s mentioned 

citation that online embodiment means ‘writing yourself into being’. However, 
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Mantovani and Riva do not necessarily ascribe presence to the action of writing, 

which was earlier implied to be the main mechanism of online embodiment. They 

state that the two main elements that have to be present in an online environment are a 

cultural framework and the possibility of negotiation, in which actions and 

interactions (and their meaning) are constructed (1999; 14). In a three-dimensional 

world, such actions could also include movement of the avatar. Thus the feeling of 

reality does not necessarily depend on a realistic look or feel of the environment itself, 

but on the ways in which the environment as well as other actors can be interacted 

with, even if it is a fictional environment: “the reality of experience is defined relative 

to functionality, rather than to appearances” (Flach and Holden, 1998, in Ibid.).  

In the embodiment relation between the subject and online environment, 

notions of temporality, spatiality, physicality and functionality interrelate; the subject 

constructs a digital body through physical interaction with the computer, creating an 

online presence that is spatially present in an interactive environment. Both creating 

actions online and experiencing the actions of others online are experienced in the 

subject’s body. The body of the subject’s digital doppelgänger is created in writing as 

well as by using an avatar in an online environment. The user may feel present within 

that environment when it is experienced as a realistic environment, and when the 

digital body is sufficiently identified with as a representation of the self in digital 

space. However, this does not mean to imply that every user will feel present to the 

same degree; telepresence above all depends on intensity of the subject’s feeling of 

embodiment. That is to say, when for example the subject experiences his or her 

online communication as typed interaction, this constitutes a different experience than 

when the subject actually experiences the interaction as conversation and stronger 

identifies him or herself with the avatar; and consequently experiences a stronger 

sense of telepresence.  

3.3 The embodied presence of others 

The previous paragraph has mainly discussed embodiment located within the 

dimensions of the Acting and the Experiencing Subject. The experience of the 

presence of others is also rooted in the subject position and brought about by actions 

(Acting Subject), but moreover it is about experiencing one’s own network 

(Connected Subject) through the connectivity brought by the online environment, and 

about the Objectified Subject; seen as object by others, and conversely seeing them as 
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objects. So how may the ways in which the online bodies are constructed affect the 

ways in which the embodied presence of others is perceived, or by the same token, 

how the subject is experienced by others as an embodied object? 

 The actions by which the digital body is created take place within a network; 

most commonly the online social network of friends, but also a partly unknown 

network consisting of an unknown audience. Within social networks, it could be 

stated that the profile is created for a known network of people. But, the amount of 

people that are connected to the profile can grow to such proportions (e.g. 300 

‘friends’) that it is equally unknown precisely who will be visiting the profile 

information in comparison to an old-fashioned homepage with an entirely unknown 

audience. Also, social networks such as Hyves.nl allow friends of friends to access 

one’s profile, or even people that are in no direct way related friends, so that the 

visiting audience is partly known and partly unknown. A special (paid) membership 

to Hyves, or to the gothic social network Vampirefreaks.com, largely solves the 

problem of the unknown audience; these memberships include accessible registration 

of the users that visit the profile, giving the Connected Subject the control to see 

exactly who accessed his/her profile, provided that these users have profiles on the 

social network as well. On Vampirefreaks.com this is a very popular function; 

‘Premium Members’, as they are called, often proudly stress on their profile that they 

are Premiums and so they ‘can see you!’, which discourages anonymous lurking and 

may even impose a form of social pressure on visitors, encouraging them to leave a 

personal message. 

As stated, online presence has to be made visible in order to ‘exist’ online at 

all; the digital doppelgänger has to be constructed but the user, and connections to 

others have to be made explicit (boyd, 2008). Online friends usually have to be 

connected to the user’s profile by explicitly accepting a connection request; 

consequently, the displayed friends become “part of the impression one gets from the 

profile” (2008), as we have encountered in chapter two. Also, the user can choose to 

be displayed as ‘currently online’ in the social network or not, displaying a temporal 

presence; the user is present right now and can be reached for communication by 

others directly. 

The term ‘telepresence’ designates the user’s feeling of his/her own presence 

in the online world - the feeling that others are present in the online environment is 
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referred to as social presence. Carrie Heeter eloquently phrases a clear explanation of 

social presence and related processes: 

 

Physical presence emphasizes that a virtual environment feels like a physical 

environment. Social presence implies that being with someone virtually feels 

like being with them physically (...) Social presence occurs during periods of 

time when social cognition is closely tied to current perceptual stimuli. Social 

cognition includes processes such as perception, attention, social judgments, 

affect, expectations, thought, and connectedness. (Heeter, 2003; 341-343).  

 

Social presence is, therefore, a process that involves the previously mentioned 

mechanisms of presence as well as more complex social and psychological processes. 

It is also important to stress that different people will focus on and notice different 

stimuli (Ibid.; 341); the intensity of the experienced social presence (as well as 

telepresence for that matter) is strongly dependent on the individual’s focus.  

 Especially in synchronous communication such as participating in online chat 

sessions, the sense of social presence is strong; the connection between cognition and 

stimuli reaches its potential maximum when both a spatial connection as well as a 

temporal connection is shared – the online environment is shared with the ‘currently 

online’ people from the social network. It makes the experience of the mediating 

technology more immediate; the physical ‘live’ connectedness that is inherent to 

being displayed as ‘currently online’ is likely to lessen the awareness of the medium. 

 But in asynchronous communication, the sense of social presence is less direct 

and more user-constructed. It is independent of temporality or simultaneous user-

presence, and is spatial rather than temporal. An asynchronous conversation can be 

accessed months or years later, and still ‘read’ as if it were fresh and current. 

Allucquere Stone has researched the experience of forum participation, at the time 

BBSs (Bulletin Board Systems): 

 

BBS conversations were time-aliased, like a kind of public letter writing or the 

posting or broadsides. They were meant to be read and replied to some time 

later than they were posted. But their participants saw them as conversations 

nonetheless, as social acts. When asked how sitting alone at a terminal was a 

social act, they explained that they saw the terminal as a window into a social 
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space. When describing the act of communication, many moved their hands 

expressively as though typing, emphasizing the gestural quality and essential 

tactility of the virtual mode. Also present in their description was a propensity 

to reduce other expressive modalities to the tactile. (Stone, 1992; 90) 

 

The emphasis on the physicality of the social experience is striking. The fact that the 

participants regarded BBS communication as conversation is the most important 

factor with regard to social presence; even though the communication is 

asynchronous, it is still perceived as if it were a direct, synchronous (yet registered) 

conversation, a phenomenon we have encountered earlier in chapter two. And it is not 

only Stone’s research that points this out; in chapter 2 I referred to Argyle (1996) and 

boyd (2002) who have made similar statements, as well as Shank and Cunningham 

with their ‘multilogue’. They phrase the conversational feel of asynchronous 

communication as ‘perceived immediacy of oral speech’, which they call inherent to 

all online communication (1996; 38). This suggests that perception as orality not only 

designates perceived immediacy in temporality, but also a perception of physical 

connectedness inherent to actual orality; this perception would then explain the sense 

of social presence as stated earlier: “Social presence implies that being with someone 

virtually feels like being with them physically” (Heeter, 2003; 341). 

 The feeling of social presence is affected by having met other participants 

physically. When participants view the virtual world as a medium of communication 

rather than an imaginary world [in other worlds, when the sense of reality is 

increased!], participants are engaged by interaction rather than by the textual 

representation of the virtual world. The reality of what is described is compared to 

constructs of the imagination, which affects presence. Consequently, when 

participants know each other offline before they meet online, the sense of social 

presence is much stronger than when the participants have not met physically. 

(Jacobson, 2002). More concretely, I would suggest that participants who have met 

each other offline apply the other’s physical cues such as body language, voice, and 

intonations to the written online utterances; ‘hearing’ such written text as if they were 

uttered by the person physically. Indirectly, the user would then also project the own 

physical experience of interacting with the computer onto the other user. In this sense, 

I would explain social presence as the sense of connectedness of another digital body 

to the other’s digital body. In other words, one could say that a causal link is made 
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between the digital body (the textual or visual utterance) and physical presence. To 

borrow a term from yet another field of communication research, namely semiotics, 

this could be seen as indexical. 

3.4 The indexicality of the digital doppelgänger 

Semiotics is the study of signs, founded by Charles Peirce and Ferdinand de Saussure. 

Indexes are one of the three categories of signs in (Peircian) semiotics, and are 

defined by a physical connection, or a causal link between the sign and the object 

(Cashell, 2007; 358-9).  The index works as a pointer, like the index finger; as a sign, 

it refers to an object that finds itself in a different place (like smoke is an indexical 

sign of fire) or an object that has found itself at a certain place at a different time (like 

a footstep that has been created by a body walking on loose soil). This causality is 

crucial to defining an index; the other two categories of signs are defined by likeness 

(icon), or convention (symbol) (Ibid.). Like the footstep, an index can be a trace; 

Susan Sontag has defined the photographic index as a trace of the past (in Mitchell, 

2001; 24). Whereas a photograph was at first categorised as an icon, its function as an 

index is stronger (Cashell, 2007; 359). An analogue photograph denotes an object that 

“exists at definite spatial and temporal coordinates in the physical world” (Mitchell, 

2001; 195). Therefore, it has a causal correspondence with reality; the camera, an 

objective machine, records a particular object at a particular time and place without 

human intervention (Ibid.; 28). In contrast to an analogue photo, a digital photo only 

partly has the characteristic of denoting something that actually exists, because digital 

photos can be edited at any time, and thus human intervention may occur in between 

the time of recording and the end product; a “digital photo is anywhere in between 

intentional and algorhythmic” (Ibid; 31). 

 But how does this relate to online presence and embodiment? The semiotic 

perspective on online embodiment is a slightly different perspective than what I have 

used before. However, it does serve as a useful instrument to deepen the 

understanding of how social presence may function online. When Jodi O’Brien asked: 

“When we enter cyberspace do we really leave the physical behind and move into the 

realm of “words, thoughts and ideas” where the signs somehow float free from the 

signified?” (1999; 81) she referred to the ideal of disembodiment, even though she did 

speak in the semiotic terms of signs and signified; the semiotic lens reconnects them.  
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In the absence of physical objects, the Internet only exists through the signs by 

which we communicate and that embody us. Van Elferen (2009) argues that the 

Internet works like an inverted Gothic labyrinth: “Cyberspace is a labyrinth, a 

desolate borderland void of meanings and taxonomies. Its basis vectral rather than 

static, the cyberspace vagrant cannot but transgress binary opposites, and thus 

unnoticedly moves into the borderlands of Gothic liminality.” The location of the 

labyrinth depends solely on its own mediation through the bits and bytes of which it 

exists (Van Elferen, 2009). The ‘bits and bytes’ that occupy places in the ‘labyrinth’ 

are the only objects in cyberspace; signs to compensate our physical absence.  

When writing a letter, article, or an online conversational utterance, we release 

ideas from our brains to the world and materialize them in signs; i.e. the letters that 

are typed. Ideas are given a body, so that they are visible to others. In writing, the 

ideas materialize on a different body; an object called a book, or perhaps just on 

paper. But when writing in a digital environment, only the signs themselves are 

embodying ideas; cumulatively, the self is ‘remediated’ in the digital doppelgänger. 

Along these lines, it could be argued that all of our online actions (the online signs) 

refer to the physical actions of typing or moving the mouse and therefore could be 

called indexical. This means that this type of indexicality refers to a physical action 

that has taken place at a different moment (the past; compare footsteps as a sign of 

walking) or in a different place (the computer it was typed on; compare smoke as a 

sign of fire).  

But rather than a direct physical link, the causality is relational; online signs 

can function indexically in the sense that they refer to the relation between a literally 

disembodied sign and the body that has produced it. As stated earlier, the subject may 

experience online communication as such; or even project familiar physical cues on 

the typed utterances. Thusly, the traces of the once physical connection of the 

observed user to the signs of the utterance may be actively interpreted as such; 

actively interpreted as indexical, which results in a feeling of social presence. This is 

reinforced when a user is displayed as ‘currently online’; the indexical link is now 

stronger for it signifies a physical connectedness in a shared time-space. The user is 

‘physically’ present in the online environment and ‘live’ links can be made; 

synchronous communication can potentially take place. When a time-link is shared, 

the sense of social presence reaches its potential maximum; the connected person 

shares online space with you at the same moment. The immediacy of the experienced 
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online social presence may then erase the awareness of the medium,19 which results in 

experiencing the physical connection that is signified as a sign of ‘aliveness’ – to be 

connected is to be alive, to have a ‘live’ connection. 

The spatiality of online utterances provides us with a spatial presence, which 

is required in order to be present at all. In a sense, these indexical signs then also 

function to ‘tag’ our coordinates in cyberspace; they display at which time we were 

‘present’ in which space (if we have not just been lurking around). Thereby these 

online traces function not only indexical because they refer to the physical actions that 

have taken place in order to create them or to materialized ideas, but also to the 

coordinates of our online presence as such! Compare the analogue photograph that, to 

repeat, denotes an object that “exists at definite spatial and temporal coordinates in 

the physical world” (Mitchell, 2001; 195). In making our presence visible through the 

online actions, we define our existence within an online social network.  

However, the difference lies in the fact that these registrations of our 

utterances are not necessarily objective in the way that an analogue photograph is; the 

utterances are both objectively registered by a machine in the sense that the website 

both publishes and registers the ideas expressed in typing (and could in this sense be 

compared to an analogue photograph), and they are not objective because the 

utterances themselves are based on human intentionality (which could in this sense be 

compared to a painting); this complicates the truth value that is inherently linked to 

the causality of indexicality. This problem is analogue to the debate that revolves 

around digital photography; the truth-value, and therefore its indexicality, is highly 

contested because of human intervention; as stated, a “digital photo is anywhere in 

between intentional and algorhythmic” (Ibid.; 31). Both a digital photograph and a 

communicational utterance online may refer to objects that we may know do exist, as 

well as objects that do not exist in reality20 but are similar to objects known in reality; 

in this sense, a fake identity or fantasy character is similar to a heavily edited photo. 

Even though the indexicality of the signs may be at stake when seen from this 

perspective, it does not mean that they cannot function as such; as argued in chapter 

one, fake or fantasy identities are still part of a user’s digital doppelgänger, as they are 

confined to as user’s social capabilities; like the digital picture, they still refer to the 

maker. However, when these signs do function as indexes but may be no indexes in 
                                                
19 Cf Bolter & Grusin, 1999; 6. 
20 As in: the offline world 
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the strict sense, they function as indexes because the indexicality of these signs has 

become a convention; so in fact, the signs of the utterances then actually symbolize 

indexicality, so that there is still ‘a body’ indirectly attached.  

In order to provide a short outline, online utterances (including the avatar) may 

function indexically in several ways: 

- The online signs are a materialization of our ideas, existing as signs only, 

referring to past physical interactions with the computer  

- As a relational reference between the utterance and the body that has produced 

it, particularly when the body that has produced it is known to the observing 

user, which may result in the user associating particular physical cues with the 

typed utterance 

- Resulting in a feeling of social presence; the feeling of being physically in the 

presence of others 

- The spatiality of the online utterances mark our spatiotemporal coordinates in 

the online space 

- As a nearly simultaneous recording of a typed utterance; objective or not  

The strength of the indexicality of the self-presentational signs can make the 

experience of social presence incredibly strong and therefore the experienced 

communication very strongly embodied. Consequently, I would like to suggest that 

online identity, or rather the digital doppelgänger, is an indexical phenomenon as 

well, since it consists of all the utterances made and visible actions taken online. 

Chapter conclusion: Online embodiment  

The term embodiment refers to a relationship between the body and technology, 

rather than a literal presence of the body “in” the technology. Bodies are, however, 

constructed in a bodiless environment in order to make sense of communication. This 

is done by exaggerating self-presentation, creating a digital body (the avatar), and 

using emoticons to compensate for the absence of body language. The communication 

can have real effects, caused by a realistic experience of the digital space and a sense 

of telepresence. The digital environment is experienced as a real environment when 

the focus is on interaction with other participants rather than on the representation 

itself, where the participants are more or less known to the user. Displayed as 

‘currently online’ (‘live’!) adds a sharing of a temporal link on top of the spatial one 

that was already shared in the social network. The body of the other is then also 
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‘connected’ to the user through the medium. But also when communication is 

asynchronous, users can experience a feeling of social presence; because 

asynchronous communication has the peculiar characteristic of feeling eternally 

‘present’, and is conceived of as a conversation – again the focus is on the interaction 

itself rather than on the presentation.  

Without the experience of telepresence and social presence there is no 

embodiment relation online; online communication is then experienced as an abstract 

textual realm rather than a conversation. The intensity of the embodiment relation is 

dependent on the experienced interactional reality of the environment as well as 

actually knowing the other participants personally. This is due to the indexical 

functionality of the online utterances; having seen the object that the indexical signs 

refer to, strengthens the indexical links in the signification process, and thus the 

embodied experience. The experience of social presence is dependent on the intensity 

of the experience of the indexicality of the digital doppelgänger, in which the digital 

doppelgänger has become a semiotic clone of ourselves that represents our physical 

being in cyberspace indexically in the “vectral non-timespace”21 that is the Internet. 

The amount of time that is spent online affects this; it could be imagined that much 

time spent online may result in stronger feelings of presence than when online activity 

remains limited to, for example, a daily email check. 

 

                                                
21 Van Elferen, 2009 
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Chapter 4: The digital doppelgänger after death 
 

In the previous chapters I have made an attempt to understand the functioning of 

online identity during life; its dimensions, the relations between the body and the 

online environment, as well as the experience of presence. I have done this by 

analysing the various parts of online life and explaining the ways in which they 

function. This detailed analysis has now paved the way for making a start in analysing 

online identity after death; the theoretical instruments and insights that I have laid out 

allow for taking the next step in theorising online identity, by adding the dimension of 

death to the colloquium. The concept of the digital doppelgänger aids in this; treating 

online identity as a separate entity that is and is not equal to the subject’s identity – as 

a digital doppelgänger- makes it possible to regard the digital doppelgänger as an 

entity that can exist online independently of the subject.  

In this chapter, we will find how this may work; I will analyse how the 

dimensions of identity and the relation to the body may function after the death of the 

subject. Various questions that will be explored during this chapter: How can we 

explain the uncanny feeling when seeing signs of a dead person online? How do the 

traces that remain after death function in an online landscape of the living? And how 

do these traces differ from the traces left after death in the offline world? In other 

words, how could online afterlife be defined? What is it to be mortal online anyway? 

And how are online afterlife and online mortality related? Does online mortality mean 

the deletion of online identity, or does it imply something else? And ultimately, what 

do we want to happen to the online traces?  

Whereas such questions are largely philosophically inspired by questions of 

life, death, and life after death, this chapter aims to formulate a few pragmatic and 

preliminary answers, well grounded within the theory on online life that I have set out 

in the previous chapters. For in the online environment, there just may be life after 

death in the form of the digital doppelgänger; and ultimately, the digital doppelgänger 

may even pave grounds for a form of immortality, namely digital immortality, which 

will be questioned in the post scriptum. 

As I have argued, I regard identity as a collection of roles that are acted out 

and experienced within different contexts, different situations, or different networks; 

which are all subject to change. These experiences are first of all rooted in the body; 
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the experiencing body is central to identity itself. I have proposed a model consisting 

of four dimensions that interrelate in order to compose identity: the dimensions of the 

Experiencing Subject, the Connected Subject, the Objectified Subject and the Acting 

Subject, and I have explained how these models work during life in detail. How do 

these dimensions of online life translate to online death? 

 

4.1 Revisiting the four dimensions  

 

The dimension of the Experiencing Subject after death 

Of course, the most important thing that changes with death is the loss of the body, in 

which subjectivity is rooted. Subjectivity, and therefore identity, ceases to exist, 

because the subject himself/herself ceases to exist in the physical world. The subject 

no longer experiences anymore, and the active relation between the environment and 

the subject (stimuli --> Experiencing Subject) is no longer maintained. There is no 

longer an existing identity, and therefore it may be said that there is no online identity 

anymore either – since online identity is part of the identity roles that are played in 

life and refers to an active and changeable construction. 

There is also no longer an experience of telepresence, nor immersion in the 

virtual environment. The online existence now does become disembodied in the most 

literal sense; however, it is not the mind that is left, nor a representation of the mind, 

and as stated, no online identity. As such, it is a selective collection of signs of the 

mindbody, of the identity roles that were carried out online. This collection is digitally 

embodied by the avatar(s); all registered activities still refer to the mindbody, even 

though the body does not exist anymore. The digital doppelgänger has come to ‘live’ 

an independent existence online; as an inactive, ‘frozen’ double of the self that is no 

longer under construction. Deprived of self-reflexivity, the digital doppelgänger has 

become a fixed rather than cumulatively changing ‘entity’.   

Therefore, the communicative utterances and the avatar no longer embody an 

active agency of the user - they now embody the memory of the active agency of the 

user because telepresence is lost; but they still do signify the once-user. So even 

though the Experiencing Subject ceases to exist after death, the subject’s digital 

doppelgänger (rather than online identity) continues to exist online – that is, as long as 

nothing happens to the data.  
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The dimension of the Connected Subject after death 

Even though the body is lost, the subject will remain a (memorized) part of the 

networks s/he was part of; the subject has become a deceased friend, deceased family 

member, or deceased colleague. As a passive relation, the deceased Connected 

Subject remains as a memory. However, online, the digital doppelgänger remains as a 

part of online social networks of friends and acquaintances, unless the profile of the 

deceased is deleted by a relative or by the social network itself due to long inactivity, 

or when the acquaintance intentionally removes the link to the deceased’s profile 

from his/her profile. In this way the digital double of the deceased still constitutes the 

self-presentation of others. Also, the digital doppelgänger remains in existence in i.e. 

forums that were participated in, so that the digital doppelgänger is still part of the 

social network of that particular forum. 

 

The dimension of the Acting Subject after death 

After death, the subject can no longer take action. Identity is practiced online through 

synchronous and asynchronous communication, through self-presentation on a 

homepage or profile page (i.e. digital association), creating a digital body, and in fact 

through all of the actions that are publicly taken online. After death, these actions no 

longer take place. The body does not act and perform anymore, no new information is 

added to the profile (unless a relative has access to it), no more blogs are posted, and 

so on – the subject no longer has an agency. However, past online activities, 

embodied by the digital doppelgänger, do remain in existence. This, of course, can 

only be related to the (public) asynchronous communication that the subject has 

participated in. These are the traces of the Acting Subject, which still make up the 

now fixed digital doppelgänger. 

However, it can also be stated that the dimension of the Acting Subject after 

death does not only exist in traces. As an active relation it can continue to exist, but in 

the reverse direction: from the network to the subject. So the locus of activity changes 

from the subject to the network, changing the relation to an Acted Subject, so to say. 

By the activity of mourning, a profile is kept active and is updated, but now by others 

instead of the subject.  

Death, as Cashell has nicely phrased it, “is an issue entirely for the living” 

(2007; 346). Usually, his or her relatives mourn the deceased – and in this way the 
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bereaved maintain a relationship with the dead. As stated by many researchers, the 

relationship between the deceased and the bereaved remains (e.g. De Vries and 

Rutherford, 2004); by writing to the deceased  (Lattanzi & Hale, 1984-85; Rosenblatt, 

2000), or by talking to them (Rosenblatt, 2000; Shuchter & Zisook, 1993; Silverman 

& Nickman, 1996). In these “modifications of biographies of self and of the 

deceased” these relationships evolve, which can be “self-affirming and comforting” 

(Moss, 2004; 77). The web memorial is an accessible and public place where the 

relationship with the deceased is maintained. 

 So the relation between the dead and the living remains active, maintained by 

the living. As a memorial site, a deceased user’s profile or home page fulfils 

important functions for the bereaved relatives or acquaintances. Whereas print media 

(the most traditional media for mourning advertisements) are static, costly, and follow 

tight format restrictions concerning length and content (Jones, 2004; 85), the 

interactive nature of the Internet allows for different forms of mourning. Online, the 

same types of memorials as in print media can be found on e.g. web cemeteries 

(Ibid.), but these web cemeteries offer a free, public, accessible, and interactive way 

of maintaining ties with the dead, and build a community in the process. 

 Moss states that visiting the traditional cemetery as well as the web memorial 

are rituals that symbolize “private mourning in a public space” (Ibid.; 78). Pamela 

Roberts found that “Web memorials, which can be visited quickly, at any time and 

from any location, were visited much more frequently than physical monuments to  

the dead” (Roberts, 2004; 62). They can be, and are, updated by relatives, as if they 

were placing flowers on a grave (Ibid.; 63). In another article, Roberts (1999) notes 

that web memorials function within “Kollar’s (1989) four steps of effective  

post death rituals: entering into a special time or place, engaging in a symbolic core 

act, allowing time to absorb what has occurred and is occurring, and taking leave”.  

 Another striking element in web mourning is the community aspect; bonds are 

formed offline in creating memorials together (Roberts, 2004; 64); messages from 

strangers on the memorial page are comforting (Ibid,; 68); receiving support from 

online friends (Ibid.; 70); talking in bereavement support groups (Ibid.; 71); or talking 

to other bereaved people that have created memorials, “transforming individual loss 

and expression to a social context” (De Vries and Rutherford, 2004; 24). Roberts’ 

research demonstrates that all psychological components of community formation are 

present in web memorials (Roberts, 2004; 71). Web memorials are a socially 
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acceptable way to mourn, stretching the traditional social conventions of mourning; 

various researchers have shown that web memorials offer a place to mourn for people 

who are normally considered ‘socially too distant’ to mourn (‘disenfranchised 

grievers, as De Vries and Rutherford (2004; 6) call it), as well as the possibility to 

express grief for a much longer period (Moss, 2004; De Vries and Rutherford, 2004). 

De Vries and Rutherford (2004; 6) even state that the increased possibility to mourn 

yields an increased need for such “inclusive, accessible place[s] to grieve”.22 Roberts’ 

research on bereaved parents (2004; 63) furthermore finds that web memorials are 

most often visited for 4 main reasons: to show respect, to show one’s love, to stay in 

touch with what is missing, and to feel closer to the deceased. Especially the latter is 

interesting with respect to social presence; feeling closer to a deceased relative by 

visiting his or her page as one of the main reasons to visit indicates that a form of 

social presence of the dead can indeed be felt, even while being painfully aware of the 

realistic impossibility. 

 Along these lines, Miriam Moss interestingly proposes web memorials as an 

integration of the worlds of the living and the dead, via memory and ritual (Moss, 

2004; 80). The word ‘integration’ implies that the world of the dead is present online; 

even though Moss is probably referring to spaces that formerly belonged to the dead, 

or spaces created for the dead, it is interesting that these spaces are apparently 

considered as spaces of the dead, as if the dead themselves roam the uncanny spaces 

of the Internet. The memorials are certainly treated as such; research has shown that 

the majority of messages left on profiles, guest books, or web cemeteries are 

addressed to the deceased itself, rather than to the relatives or to a general audience 

(Roberts, 2004; 60; De Vries and Rutherford, 2004; Moss, 2004). This is another way 

of actively maintaining the relationship with the dead, updating and revising it 

(Roberts, 2004; 60). Writing to (or about) the dead is helpful in expressing emotions 

and sharing perspectives (Lattanzi and Hale, 1985; in De Vries and Rutherford, 2004; 

7).23  

                                                
22 Yielding an increased need to mourn calls up the question if the mourning process is prolonged by 
the possibilities offered by online mourning; and consequently, if this is a problem. It goes beyond the 
scope of this research to delve into this, but it may be a interesting point to elaborate on in further 
research on mourning. My thanks to Sebastian Dieterding for bringing this point up. 
23 A recent article in Wired describes how even celebrities that have deceased decades ago are 
‘revived’ in online mourning rituals: Madrigal, Alexis. “Mourning the Internet famous: Randy 
Pausch’s distributed funeral.” 
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 Still, it is particularly the way in which online communication is organized that 

allows such ‘communication with the dead’, and what led Moss to speak of 

‘integration’. Even though one may call a deceased’s mobile phone in order to hear 

his/her voice and perhaps leave a message, or write a letter or email to the deceased, 

such messages arrive in a person’s private space that may never be accessed again – 

such messages will therefore remain ‘floating’ in the air, so to speak. Though a 

deceased user will never reply to a message left on a profile either, the bereaved can 

at least see that his/her message has arrived at the profile in exactly the same way as it 

did when the addressee was still alive. The messages arrive in a public space that is 

privately owned – a publicly accessible ‘private’ space. In this way, the sender would 

only have to imagine the deceased as being alive to create the illusion that the 

message has been read as well – the immediacy and timelessness of such messages 

allow this. The deceased remains the virtual ‘owner’ of the profile, and since the 

communication is spatial rather than temporal, the message does arrive with the 

recipient, yet only spatially. 

 

The dimension of the Objectified Subject after death 

The dimension of the Objectified Subject is only dimension that is not dependent on 

the subject him/herself; it is how the people in the subject’s network regard the 

subject. This passive relation will therefore continue to exist, but without the subject 

attempting to influence this relation – that is, as long as the subject is remembered. 

Online, therefore, the relation (network--> Objectified Subject) also continues to 

exist; the digital doppelgänger is identified with the memory of the physical presence 

of the subject for those who knew the subject in his/her previous offline existence. For 

those that are only familiar with the subject in the online environment, and are 

therefore only familiar with the digital doppelgänger, the dimension of the Objectified 

Subject will remain exactly the same; only without updates.  

The digital doppelgänger is the collection of public online actions taken by the 

subject, in which the avatar(s) function as identification of the subject; it is (they are) 

the subject’s digital body(/ies). The digital doppelgänger remains present in social 

networks as we have seen, and the appearance of the digital doppelgänger does not 

necessarily change after the death of the subject; more often than not, it will look 
                                                                                                                                      
<http://www.wired.com/culture/lifestyle/news/2008/07/distributed_funeral> 29-07-2008. Retrieved 15-
08-2008 
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exactly the same. Officially the avatar no longer signifies the subject’s active agency, 

for that active agency has gone. But in appearance it still does serve this function, 

especially for those who are not aware of the subject’s passing; it is in fact impossible 

to determine without prior knowledge which avatar belongs to a living person, and 

which avatars belong to the deceased. This makes the digital doppelgänger an 

uncanny presence in online space. 

Depending on the embodiment relation between user and his/her digital 

double, the intensity of the feeling of social presence can be either very strong or very 

weak. The online environment can, as argued, be experienced as a realistic 

environment in which one feels ‘physically’ present (telepresence), or it can remain 

an abstract textual realm that serves abstract communication – or anything in between. 

Actually knowing other participants personally and the experience of the environment 

as realistic affect these feelings. It is here where the experiences of the deceased 

subject’s digital double will highly vary among users. For those who are highly 

medium-aware and have a relatively low feeling of telepresence (and therefore a low 

feeling of social presence), the subject’s avatar will stand for a past memory of the 

subject, as if it were a picture for example. As stated earlier, the username and avatar 

can signify an entire world of memories and experiences of individuality. 

Consequently, seeing an avatar can evoke all these memories very vividly. 

This will particularly be the case when a strong feeling of social presence is 

experienced on a forum or as part of a community. A strong feeling of social presence 

increases the strength of the association with the actual person; which is particularly 

the case in asynchronous communication. It has been argued that this type of 

communication has the peculiar characteristic of feeling eternally ‘in the present’ and 

can be experienced as a conversation. Due to the physical absence inherent to online 

communication, presence is created through signs that largely function indexically; 

experiencing social presence is not dependent on others being present at the same 

time. Temporal presence cannot be determined in the ‘offline’ state; a user may be 

online watching a particular public social space without having logged in to it, and on 

the other extreme could an account be inactive; as is the case when a user has passed 

away. 

Therefore, I suggest that social presence of a deceased person can be 

experienced in asynchronous communication; precisely because there is no 

perceivable difference between a ‘living’ digital double and a ‘dead’ one – an inactive 
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account may just designate a user’s inactivity in a particular social space. ‘Offline’ is 

simply ‘offline’, and there is typically no difference between a temporal state of 

‘offlineness’, and the final, eternal state of ‘offlineness’. That is, if that ‘eternal 

offlineness’ may be considered eternal at all. For there is of course the possibility of 

someone else logging into a deceased’s account after having received the password. 

Then, a temporal link with a deceased’s digital double suddenly does become 

possible. Of course, this can cause tension with the embodied experience of social 

presence; usually, presence (and particularly ‘online’ presence) connotes 

connectedness, which in turn connotes aliveness. The idea of the active agency of the 

subject, signified by the avatar and username, is disturbed when another user logs in 

to the account; now the avatar does not signify the deceased person’s active agency 

anymore, but instead the subject’s eternal absence. Consequently, the possible 

immediate experience of social presence, as if unmediated, is distorted when a dead 

person’s name is displayed as online. The perceiving user is forced to take a step back 

from his/her immediate experience of social presence, and has to realize the presence 

of the medium again; the user has to return to a state of hypermediacy. 

 

The Uncanny social presence of the Objectified Subject 

Because the immediate experience of presence can be very strong in some cases, 

seeing a deceased’s user name displayed as online can be a very eerie experience; it is 

as if the user is haunted by the dead, so to speak. It is only in a very strong experience 

of social presence that the digital double of a deceased person becomes a very 

uncanny entity; a spectre, an undead - a deceased that ‘behaves’ as if it were alive. As 

stated in the introduction, the “uncanny” is something ‘unheimlich’ – a safe home that 

has become unsafe, causing an uncomfortable feeling; an uncanny feeling (Freud, 

1919). In a sense, it could be argued that the user who experiences strong feelings of 

telepresence and social presence feels ‘at home’ in his/her social space, which is 

usually grounded in the user’s profile, or ‘home page’. This online ‘home’, with its 

usually relatively stabile notions of who is ‘present’ (online) and who is not, suddenly 

becomes a kind of ‘haunted house’ when ‘the dead’ suddenly come online as if they 

have become digital spirits; the state of ‘currently online’ designates a ‘live’ 

connection to the user, as a sign of ‘aliveness’. 

Precisely this explains the eeriness of the experience of seeing the name of my 

deceased friend come online. Seeing the sign of her online aliveness, associated with 
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all of the memories and actions of a unique being I was familiar with, confronted me 

with her absent being. As a user, I had artificially constructed embodied feelings of 

presence in my online communication, and experienced them as if they were natural 

and unmediated. Her username signified her digital doppelgänger, digitally 

experienced and recorded memories of a unique individuality, ready to be called back 

to life (and live experience!) by the empty spirit of the digital doppelgänger, resulting 

in an eerie experience of an Objectified Subject in between life and death. 

 However, the contrary can be true as well: finding comfort in seeing a familiar 

name online, as if the deceased is once again part of the active user-network, bringing 

back cherished memories:  

 

For days after Daniel passed away I saw his screen name online. dwalkertr 

would bounce on and off for whatever reason and it was nice to still have him 

sitting at the top of my buddy list even though it wasn’t Daniel on the other 

end. As a matter of fact Daniel still sits at the top of my buddy list today, 

almost three years after his death. I even have the same alert attached to his 

screen name so that whenever Daniel would come online or return from away 

status I would know so that I could talk to him. I was sad when Daniel’s 

computer was finally shut off and his AIM account was no longer logged into. 

It was yet another part of Daniel that was gone. (Short, 2004) 

 

But in asynchronous communication, home pages or user profiles, the avatar and user 

name of the deceased look exactly the same as they did when the user was still alive. 

Therefore, as I have stated, an experience of social presence with the dead is possible 

in the ‘vivid’ environment of asynchronous communication. It is very uncanny to 

realize that any avatar, or any non-updated user profile could represent a dead person; 

a ‘home’ page may belong to a living or a dead being. Not knowing who is alive or 

dead is an uncanny experience by itself; Freud called the inability to distinguish 

between life and death one of the defining features of the uncanny (Freud, 1919). In 

the overlap of life and death then, the Internet has become a very uncanny space after 

all; but instead of listening to the dead in the ether (cf. Sconce, 2000), we post 

messages to the dead’s profile, and the digital doppelgangers appear to us in the 

online world as if they were the deceased; as incomplete uncanny copies replacing the 

deceased user.   
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4.2 Online vs. offline traces 

In the only essay on online afterlife titled as such, Steve Jones states that online 

heritage is not intrinsically different from heritage left behind through other media; 

websites may vanish and disappear suddenly just as pictures fade and tapes break.  In 

his view, the Internet ‘just’ provides an increased quantity of interaction and presence, 

externalizing memories by being recorded (Jones, 2004; 85-87). However, in 

assigning only minor relevance to these aspects with regard to other heritage, Jones 

overlooks the particular specificities of the traces and the particular consequences that 

are inherent to them. The online traces are, by far, more than ‘just’ an increased 

quantity of information and an externalization of memories; they mean much more 

than that, and trigger problems that have not been noted so far. Pinpointing the 

specificity of the online traces in combination with the specificities of online death as 

analysed will enable us to start grasping these problems. 

In looking for the specificity of the online traces as opposed to the offline 

traces, two specific dimensions can be distinguished which make online traces 

different from other heritage: temporality and accessibility. So let us start with the 

temporality, by far the most complicated and arguable dimension. Heritage is what is 

left behind, such as items formerly the property of the deceased; clothes, computers, 

and a whole list of other objects. After death, there is no more function for them 

unless a relative continues to use them. They have become memories of the deceased, 

passive traces of presence that has become absence. They designate the past in which 

they were used by the deceased. Heritage also includes the ideas that are left behind, 

in the form of recordings of ideas on media or incarnations of ideas in creations, 

which can be personal, professional, or which may simply refer to the deceased. This 

can include letters written, sound or video recordings, pictures, digital documents, or 

creations like clothing, pottery, drawings and paintings. What they all have in 

common is that they have all been created in the past, and therefore by definition 

contain a historical dimension; they always refer to the past in which they have been 

created, already during life. These objects contain a clear and conscious temporal 

dimension, designating absence as well as past-ness at the moment they are perceived 

by someone. Recordings are in fact always memories, registering what has been for a 

later generation, or for storing ideas. They are also passive in designating their past; 

they can only be perceived and not be interacted with.  
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Then how different are the online traces? Email interaction can be compared 

to written letters; recorded chats are recordings, and the online pictures and videos are 

all memories; largely private memories as well. But, these are not part of online 

identity, or the traces of online identity as I have defined it previously. It is in 

asynchronous communication where the major distinctions lie. As stated, 

asynchronous communication takes place in one social space (a forum, a website, or a 

group in a social network). The communication takes place spatially, and is 

independent of shared temporality, as argued earlier; the utterances can only be 

uttered by way of registration (rather than recording). 

 Therefore, in asynchronous communication past and present converge. There 

is no such thing as ‘the’ present in asynchronous communication and therefore it 

always feels present. As stated, users experience asynchronous communication as a 

conversation; the perceived immediacy of oral speech inherent to online 

communication. Even though the date and time of the utterance are registered and 

displayed, users are not necessarily aware of the utterance’s past-ness and are more 

likely to experience it as something of a ‘persistent present’, experiencing social 

presence when reading it. Death does not change anything about it; the utterances still 

refer to the deceased user’s activity and still feel like conversation rather than 

memory. Therefore these traces are active traces rather than passive traces; they 

designate activity even after the user has passed away. These externalized memories 

appear ‘alive’ because they appear in the context of a vivid a-temporal conversation; 

if the deceased person is not marked as such, it is unknowable which participant is 

still alive and which is not. 

Moreover, this type of communication is publicly accessible, by which we 

have arrived at the second distinctive dimension. Most of the traces I referred to in the 

offline life are private and inaccessible to a large audience (at least, usually); unless it 

is, or has been, published. Yet, such published traces are usually compact fragments 

of ideas, relatively seen; online, the possibility exists to access many more or less 

personal conversation and learn more about someone’s personality rather than about 

one particular idea (for example). I haven’t called it the digital doppelgänger for 

nothing. Even more so, as I have mentioned in chapter one, such conversational 

information is easily searchable; in forum archives, social network sites, or even 

search engines. After death, the traces are thusly easily and publicly traceable; a 

characteristic that other types of heritage typically do not have.  
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 So, it may be clear that online traces do differ from other heritage at the points 

of temporality and accessibility; traces of online identity are publicly accessible and 

traceable, and are far less clear a trace of the past in their perceived orality and 

immediacy. These differences have their own inherent problems for dealing with 

online identity after death. 

4.3 After-death scenarios 

The two dimensions that differentiate the online traces from the offline traces have 

their specific consequences; accessibility raises questions of privacy, policy, and 

historical correctness, and temporality raises questions of historical awareness. The 

main question is, what remains (or should be) saved, and what does (or should) not? 

And what are the consequences if we do, or do not, save these data? With regard to 

the persistence of publicly accessible data, Steve Jones correctly noted that websites 

may vanish or disappear, just like other media fade of break. Like these media, it is 

unknown beforehand which site will remain and which will vanish; or which profiles 

will continue to exist and which will not after the user has passed away without 

assigning control over the profile to a relative. Still, as mentioned in chapter two, 

search engines frequently make cached copies of websites, so that partial information 

may always be available even when the original websites no longer exist 

independently. Consequently, it is unknown beforehand which information will stay 

available and which will not; it raises the question of which and how much 

information about a deceased user is desirable to remain accessible. 

 This in turn raises issues of privacy. Even though such issues should already 

be thought through during life (how much information about oneself does one want to 

be publicly accessible?), after death this becomes a slightly different problem. Some 

users may wish to have all their information deleted; some may wish to have all their 

information saved for the sake of remembrance. Consequently, it is difficult for i.e. 

social network sites to establish an ‘after-death’ policy if they are even open to the 

possibility. But the decision should be left to the user or his/her relatives. Facebook’s 

number one rule, for example, states that the user controls his/her own information. 

On the other hand, it may be equally undesirable to keep all profiles of the deceased 

in existence; over the years, this may result in more ‘dead’ profiles than ‘living’ ones; 

or the user’s decision could possibly contradict a website’s data policy, or even more 

general website (or user) policies. One possible but premature solution would be to 
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introduce a standard policy to delete all user profiles that haven’t been logged in to 

for, say, 3 years. This is not to say that an inactive user is necessarily dead, but to 

some extent it is safe to say after 3 years that a user will not return to the profile 

anymore. However, deleting a user’s profile, by wish or by policy, brings about other 

difficulties. Firstly, there will be no more possibility for relatives to return to the 

deceased user’s profile as a memorial, which is, as we have seen, a major function of 

keeping the profiles of the deceased. However, it must be noted that relatives can 

always create a different memorial space online, even though this will not be the 

deceased user’s space anymore. 

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, deleting a user profile and 

consequently everything that has ever been posted by the user on other profiles, 

changes the online landscape. First of all, the deceased is then no longer part of other 

user’s networks for s/he is no longer in the ‘friends’ list, and archived, asynchronous 

conversations become fragmented and unclear when a participant’s utterances are all 

deleted.  Katie Argyle already noted this in 1996, when she mentions an example of 

how one of the ‘Cybermind’ mailing list members committed “digital suicide”. S/he 

deleted everything s/he had ever written on the list prior to deleting his/her entire 

account; every message that referred to him/her basically became a dead link. Argyle 

asked him if he knew “he was changing the landscape, re-writing the history of what 

had been?” (Argyle, 1996; 134/5).  

Even though Argyle points out a realistic problem, the term ‘digital suicide’ to 

indicate erasure of all online traces is not an entirely accurate (though illustrative) 

analogy with death. As I have argued, online life is defined by the dimensions of the 

Connected and the Acting Subject, in other words, by activity; an inactive profile or 

website is therefore a ‘dead’ profile or website, regardless whether the owner has 

actually died or not. And if so, the ‘dead’ profile or website has become a trace, as 

we’ve seen. The dead do leave traces, whether these traces exist online or not, or both. 

Therefore, ‘digital suicide’ would more accurately refer to intentionally ceasing to use 

an account; intentionally becoming inactive in an online environment. So the 

transition from online activity to online inactivity would then be online (or digital) 

mortality; and intentional activity would be digital suicide. The appearance of the 

traces as ‘alive’ are undead traces (the digital doppelgänger as a spectre) which may 

be maintained by the relatives that keep a profile updated; therefore this would be 

online afterlife. However, deleting all traces (if possible at all), whether intentionally 
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or not, and thereby changing the online landscape, would be to deny a user’s 

existence24 rather than digital suicide. In this sense, an analogy to George Orwell’s 

Nineteen Eighty-Four (1998) would be a more accurate description: digital 

vaporizing, referring to the total disappearance of a person in political discredit, in 

which all traces of his or her existence are erased.  

Still, even when naming the online traces an online afterlife and defining 

online mortality as inactivity (with regard to online identity), these traces remain 

‘mortal’ in the sense that it is unknown how long these traces will continue to exist 

online; as is the case with any online information. Therefore, as long as there is no 

consensus about how to handle the digital doppelgangers of the deceased in the form 

of policies or general rules, it is important for users to construct something like a 

digital will (as Boddy (2004) and Short (2004) have noted), stating what should 

happen to the digital double, and giving the relatives the means (usernames and 

passwords) to do so. At this point, this will probably not be a binding and lawful 

document, and there is no reassurance of relatives executing this digital will nor any 

reassurance that the data will continue to exist (if wished for) after the relatives have 

deceased. This begs the question if we would need an assurance company to ensure 

that the digital will is –and remains- executed. However, it is the question if such a 

thing would be practically possible at all; after all, such wishes could contradict 

existing (or future) Internet policies. 

 

Proving death; automatic notifications policy 

But what happens when a user does not leave a digital will, or passwords, at all, for 

example due to unexpected death? Online, it is very hard to verify whether a person 

has really passed away or if their death announcement is a hoax. For example, one of 

my friends told me that some time ago someone claimed on a message board that he 

had supposedly committed suicide. Because a friend of his immediately called him 

after reading this, he was online fast enough to prevent it from escalating. And Katie 

Argyle writes that on the Cybermind mailing list, the death notification of active 

member Michael Current was at first thought to be a hoax by many (Argyle, 1996; 

134). Furthermore, not all online participation is known to relatives, and not all social 

                                                
24 In chapter 1 I quoted boyd and Heer (2006) who have made a similar remark, which I will repeat 
here: “Within a social network, this also results in the loss of all conversational info posted by the user, 
as if the user had never existed” 
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connections contain ‘physical’ knowledge of a person. It is especially in these cases 

that death provides a problem. In an article in the Baltimore City Paper, Ryan Boddy 

(2004) presents a few preliminary, shady online solutions to this problem, like death-

notifying services that will send out an email when the user has not logged in for a 

specified amount of time. By now, most of these services do not exist anymore. 

However, there are potentially safer options. It is in these cases in particular 

that I see opportunities for the ‘Identity 2.0’ projects that I have mentioned in chapter 

2/3; after death, they may be able to fulfil a valuable function. These software 

programmes are designed as ‘user-centred’; the user only has to log in with one 

username and password, and then automatically gains access to all his or her various 

online accounts without having to log into them separately. One of these online 

accounts could be an online account for the government. In the Netherlands (and 

possibly elsewhere) such a thing already exists. Every person in the Netherlands has a 

unique DigID code which is connected to a person’s social security number (BSN), 

and these social security numbers are part of the governmental database. When a 

person dies, the direct family has to report their passing to the government, so that the 

deceased will be registered as such; the social security number is then marked as 

‘passed away’. Now the idea would be to connect this database to the DigID, in such 

a way that the ‘Identity 2.0’ database will be triggered as soon as the government 

marks the status of a person as deceased. Then, a chain of reactions determined by the 

user (or by the standard death policy) could be triggered automatically, so that all the 

connected user accounts, or the connected websites, will be notified of the person’s 

death so that the user status can be changed (or changes automatically) or the user 

account can (or will) be deleted. Such a connection of databases would provide a 

trustworthy and independent death notification, and gives the user a last opportunity 

to control what happens to his or her online information; provided that proper security 

measures protect a user’s personal database. 

 

Adding historicity 

This doesn’t solve all difficulties though; deleting all information brings forth 

consequences, but keeping all information brings forth the previously mentioned 

difficulty of not being able to distinguish between the living and the dead, mainly 

because of the experience of the Internet as an ‘eternal present’. As stated, this brings 

a very uncanny dimension to Internet use. In order to avoid such unease, some 
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measures can be taken in order to add a historical dimension to the Internet that goes 

further than the display of a date. 

Old, outdated news or a non-updated website, or old forum-entries are usually 

visually unmarked. The display of a date is not enough to add a feeling of ‘historicity’ 

to the website or forum – one has to look consciously at a date before realizing that it 

concerns old news; in appearance, as stated, it does not convey a feeling of ‘pastness’, 

but a feeling of ‘presentness’. This is actually quite typical in an environment where 

all new additions are clearly visually marked out; by appearing on an RSS page, being 

displayed as bold (in unread messages), receiving notifications of new additions on 

websites through email or through a separate ‘notifier’ – the notifier on Facebook, for 

example, displays the five most recent notifications, marking the latest, unread 

notifications in yellow. Also, when browsing through Google, cached copies of 

websites are marked; first of all by a separate frame telling the user that s/he is 

watching a copy of the website and not the original, and second by coloured 

highlights of the searched words in the text of the website copy. So why not visually 

mark ‘the outdated’ online? 

 Visually marking the old, the outdated, will add a clear historical dimension to 

the Internet, which it now lacks. Even though it may be argued that eventually some 

website designs or perhaps even particular fonts will look outdated, the appearance of 

a website does not necessarily give information about its up-to-date-ness or 

outdatedness; or, its ‘aliveness’. When outdated information is visually marked as 

such, it becomes far easier to distinguish between relevant and outdated information; 

users will be far more aware of the historical dimension -and the mediatedness- of the 

displayed information or communication. This can be done relatively simply; whereas 

new information is marked in yellow on i.e. Facebook, old and outdated information 

could be marked with grey, adding a sort of ‘grey veil’. For example, when a user 

profile hasn’t been logged in to for 6 months, a ‘grey veil’ will be added to mark the 

inactivity. Or any forum entry that is older than two months could be marked with a 

‘grey veil’, so that it is clear to all participants that the read ‘conversation’ took place 

in the past. In this way, the immediacy and social presence that can be experienced in 

asynchronous communication are interrupted. Also, this ‘grey veil’ does not 

necessarily signify death; it just signifies history. 

 With regard to the deceased, it should also be marked when a user has passed 

away; for example, by changing the user’s status to ‘In Memoriam’ like the Dutch 
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Gothic Forum does. However, it may also be undesirable to some users to be 

unexpectedly confronted with death during online participation – this may be an eerie 

experience as well. But closing the eyes to what is actually happening in life and 

therefore online life, may not be the best solution either. Therefore, a deceased user’s 

status could, for example, be marked with a euphemism, such as ‘Eternally offline’ 

instead of ‘Online’ or ‘Offline’. Using euphemisms may be less confronting than 

reading ‘In Memoriam’ or ‘R.I.P.’ when reading a deceased user’s profile or forum 

entries. Furthermore, social networking sites could create a distinct space for deceased 

users; a particular user group that contains profiles of the deceased only, and can be 

only searched when specifically chosen, so that deceased user’s profiles will not pop 

up in a regular user search. The idea of “a ghost performing (..) identity in absentia” 

(boyd and Heer, 2006) will then be history as well; the undead digital doppelgänger 

will no longer be an uncanny spectre, but will appear in its only true form: a memory.  

Chapter conclusion: The remains of the digital doppelgänger  

When the subject has deceased, there is no more Experiencing Subject that performs 

activities, and no more locus of experience, for the body does not function anymore.  

However, in the online domain the digital doppelgänger continues to exist, even 

though it has no active agency by itself anymore; the subject may leave many online 

traces.  Much of the data that is left online through active identity constructions and 

participation remains in existence online. This means that several dimensions of 

online identity remain in existence in the online realm. The user account and/or 

profile remains part of social networks; the dimension of the Connected Subject 

continues to exist until other users terminate the connection or the account is deleted.  

The past asynchronous communicational actions of the subject remain visible unless 

they are actively deleted; the dimension of the Acting Subject in the past remains. 

Also, the dimension continues to exist in the reverse direction, making the Acting 

Subject an Acted Subject when the others in the social network maintain a 

relationship to the deceased by maintaining or updating the profile, keeping the 

profile active by posting messages, or creating online memorials for the deceased. In 

this sense, the subject’s digital doppelgänger is kept alive after death. Since the past 

actions of the subject remain visible, and the dimension of the Objectified Subject 

refers to the experience of others, this dimension continues to exist as well. If the 

indexical link between communicational utterance and the (deceased) subject’s body 
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is experienced strongly, the deceased can still be experienced as a social presence in 

the network, appearing as ‘alive’ due to the ahistorical and oral perception of 

asynchronous communication.  

The temporality and the public accessibility of the traces make these traces 

different from ‘offline’ traces and heritage; online traces do not clearly carry marks of 

the past and can even be experienced as having taken place in the recent past, just as 

any type of asynchronous online communication. Therefore these traces can appear 

‘alive’; the digital doppelgänger thereby makes the eerie connotation of the word 

‘doppelgänger’ come true; it becomes a ghostly appearance. The public accessibility 

makes the online traces available and searchable, in contrast to usually private 

possessions (of course, if someone has written a large number of books during their 

lifetime, this information is also searchable; however, this is only one of the roles that 

is public, while the digital doppelgänger may contain various searchable roles).  

However, the persistence of any online data is questionable; information 

online can vanish unexpectedly, or remain online till the end of days. This has 

consequences for the continuity of the existence of the digital doppelgänger. During 

life, users should thoroughly consider what ought to happen to the digital 

doppelgänger after death. Deleting the digital doppelgänger is no final solution; old 

profile pages may fulfil important functions as memorial sites, just like the place of 

the profile within the visible network of others. Moreover, conversations that the 

deceased participated in should be archived as such and not cut into unreadable pieces 

when a user is deleted; the historical landscape could undesirably change, making the 

archived social space unreliable as a source of information. Next to that it is 

questionable if all information can be deleted at all. Keeping the body of information 

in existence for all eternity may not be desirable either, especially not when the traces 

of the past are not clearly marked. However, these traces could fulfil important 

functions for oncoming generations as they contain a wealth of social and cultural 

information. Therefore, the past should artificially be marked as such, so that it will 

have a historical appearance – so that the past and present (or recent past) cannot be 

easily confused anymore.  
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Conclusion 
 

During life, we play several roles, in several narratives, that together form the 

narrative of our identity. Identity is a collection of roles that are acted out and 

experienced within different contexts, different situations, or different networks, 

which are all subject to change. The experiences of these situations are first of all 

rooted in the body; the experiencing body is central to identity itself. From a 

functional perspective, I have proposed a model consisting of four dimensions that 

interrelate in order to compose identity: the dimensions of the Experiencing Subject, 

the Connected Subject, the Objectified Subject and the Acting Subject. The dimension 

of the Experiencing Subject is by far the most important dimension; it is the 

experience of the self through the body, and consists of the subject’s gender, age, and 

ethnicity as well as the subject’s self-reflexivity and memories. The dimension of the 

Experiencing Subject is a cumulation of the subject’s experiences and is therefore 

partly fixed and partly changeable. It is an active relation and works inwardly 

(stimuli--> Experiencing Subject). The dimension of the Connected Subject consists 

of the social and societal networks that the subject is part of, like family, friends, and 

nationality. It is therefore a largely passive relation, which makes up the context for 

the subject’s experiences and works outwardly (Connected Subject --> network). The 

dimension of the Objectified Subject works in the reverse direction (network --> 

Objectified Subject) and is passive as well; it is how the people in the network 

perceive the subject. The subject is identified with his/her body and actions, and the 

subject will try to positively influence this relation, so that a positive influence on 

self-reflexivity (and thus on the dimension of the Experiencing Subject) is reached. 

The subject does this by taking actions; the Acting Subject. This dimension is directed 

outwardly (Acting Subject --> environment) and active. It consists of identity practice 

and is dialogical as well as performative, and always takes place within a social 

network (Connected-Subject). 

I have regarded the Internet as a means of communication, and the online 

environments in which a user participates are consequently seen as situational, 

networked contexts in which various roles of identity can be acted out and 

experienced. Depending on the level of participation, the online self may constitute 

either a large part of identity or a rather insignificant part. As such, online identity 
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does not inherently differ from offline identity; it is part of the entire mixture of roles 

that are played in life. Therefore, the distinction between the online and the offline is 

technological rather than ontological; investigating online identity means 

investigating the relationship between human and technology. The distinction 

between online activities on forums and in virtual worlds is similar; a technological 

distinction in which both types of activity are part of online identity. In terms of the 

dimensions of online identity it is even clearer why the online and the offline are 

intertwined; the dimensions of the Acting and Connected Subject are the only 

dimensions that can exist in the online environment itself because these dimensions 

are executed in the online environment, whereas the dimensions of the Experiencing 

and Objectified Subject stay rooted within the users’ bodies and are dependent on 

their subjective experiences and perceptions. It is furthermore important to note here 

that our main interest is in the public side of online identity; I have called the entire 

collection of public online communicational activities the digital doppelgänger. 

The digital doppelgänger is in this sense the user’s online body; a constructed 

digital body double. It is a remediation of the user’s ideas and narratives of identity, 

embodied by digital signs. A user may experience a sense of telepresence through his 

or her digital body, regardless if it concerns a three-dimensional graphic digital world 

or a two-dimensional textual embodiment of the self; as long as the online 

environment is experienced as realistic enough, through its interactional possibilities 

with other, more or less known, users. Consequently, the presence of other users may 

be experienced very strongly as well, particularly when the subject has met them 

offline prior to communicating online; this can make the association of the digital 

doppelgänger with the physical body of the other user – the indexical link between 

signifier and signified - extremely strong, reaching its potential climax when a time-

link is shared on top of the spatial link. The indexicality of the relation between 

username and user may even have become a natural experience; an unconscious 

mechanism of online presence created by a sort of ‘seeing through’ the medium, 

causing tension between the awareness of mediacy and the experience of transparent 

immediacy. 

After death the dimension of the Experiencing Subject ceases to exist, and 

thereby online identity as an active construct; but the digital doppelgänger remains as 

an online spectre that performs a kind of afterlife online. In a sense the digital 

doppelgänger has ‘disposed of the original’, as doppelgangers have done in fiction 
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literature (Encyclopædia Britannica, 15th ed.; 182). This digital double remains part of 

the social network and of the self-presentation of others, unless the data is actively 

deleted. The dimension of the Acting Subject remains with regard to the past actions 

and communication; of course, the relation between subject and environment is no 

longer active after death. However, this relation is kept active in the reverse direction; 

the others in the network as Acting Subjects who maintain an active relation with the 

deceased by writing messages or making online memorials, making the subject an 

Acted Subject, and consequently, continuing to define the deceased subject’s digital 

doppelgänger. 

The dimension of the Objectified Subject also remains, for this part of identity 

is experienced by the others in the network; depending on the intensity of a sense of 

social presence, the deceased can still be experienced as present in the online 

environment. The subject’s past actions, embodied by the digital doppelgänger, 

remain visible and accessible; the ahistoricity of asynchronous communication 

possibly resulting in an appearance of ‘aliveness’; the digital doppelgänger becoming 

an undead spectre. This depends on how strong the connection between 

communicational utterance and the subject’s body is experienced; the strength of the 

indexicality. This can possibly result in either very uncanny feelings, as happened in 

my own experience, or, paradoxically, in feelings of comfort. 

The ‘undead’ digital doppelgänger cannot be easily discerned from the living 

ones. It lives an afterlife in the online world, remaining publicly available, accessible, 

and appearing ‘alive’, indiscernible from the digital doppelgangers that still do have 

an Experiencing Subject attached to them; this spirit presence does not tell us if he has 

taken in the subject’s place or if he is still in the shadow of the subject’s agency. 

Online, past and present converge; and the living and the dead as well. However, the 

traces embodied by the digital doppelgänger are mortal; they may suddenly disappear 

into oblivion.  

In order to avoid a Haunted Internet, the past has to be clearly distinguished 

from the present and the recent past; adding a visual marker to designate its 

outdatedness, as if it has faded like paper. But a user will already have to contemplate 

during life what should happen to the digital doppelgänger after having passed away; 

otherwise it may result in undesired consequences. At any rate, (government and 

website) policies need to consider the possibility of death online; and the possibilities 

that go beyond death. For even when we can finally achieve the dream of becoming 
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immortal, be it in a digital, simulated form, regulations will be needed to control the 

infinite amount of personality information that may only grow over the years. 

It is thus highly relevant to consider what should happen to the digital 

doppelgänger after death; which information is desirable to be kept, and which is not. 

It is therefore crucial to thoroughly understand how the digital doppelgänger is 

created; which I have tried to outline as thoroughly as possible. A user should have 

the final vote in which information will be stored and which will not; the question is, 

however, who will have the final responsibility for carrying it out in the long run. At 

the root of this problematic lie questions that go beyond any privacy policy or a user’s 

personal will; this is about thinking what kind, and how much, heritage we (as a 

society) want to leave behind for the future.  

In this thesis I have aimed to integrate various disciplines and perspectives 

into a coherent model of online identity and the practical mechanisms by which it 

functions, mainly concentrating on communicational aspects and social behaviour. 

The model consisted of ordering concepts that have functioned to distinguish the 

various levels on which online identity functions, whereas these dimensions together 

have shaped a more thorough understanding of the mechanisms of online 

communication during life and after death, as well as the ways in which the body is 

involved in online communication. These ordering concepts have helped in 

developing the concept of the digital doppelgänger that is distinct from online identity 

yet part of it. 

Throughout the argument, particular mechanisms have come to the fore that 

were formerly a little more in the background of most online identity and 

communication research; particularly with regard to the oral and ahistorical 

dimension of asynchronous communication, which has proved problematic in the 

light of distinguishing between life and death online, and with regard to the relevance 

of the experience of social presence. When death enters (into) the curriculum, a shift 

in thinking about online identity has to be made in order to make visible the particular 

dimensions that distinguish online death from online life, and online death from 

offline death. Only after understanding a large part of the mechanisms underlying 

online life by using various disciplinary perspectives, online death -itself a new 

addition to online identity research- can be zoomed into from a functional pragmatic 

perspective.  
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There are many, many more academic possibilities to explore online death, 

and each of the aspects and collection of researches that I have discussed so briefly in 

this thesis can be elaborated on in much more depth and detail; the mentioned theories 

are just a small selection of the most relevant examples out of a wide range of 

research. In this thesis I have mostly focused on questions of identity and social 

interaction, but the phenomenon of online death begs to be understood from many 

different theoretical perspectives, that may deepen, extent, criticize, or counter the 

models and arguments that I have laid out here. With this work I hope to have 

constructed a useful model of ordering concepts, and I hope to have made a structured 

overview of the mechanisms of online life that has brought us to a functional 

understanding of it. And by introducing death to the theoretical discourse, I hope to 

have pointed out a relevant topic for further discussion, and to have provided a useful 

theoretical starting point for further research on online identity. So is death on the 

screen an imitation of life? I think that by now I am in the position to state that: yes, it 

is. The remaining existence of the digital doppelgänger after death -the empty spirit 

appearance that replaces the deceased- makes death on the screen a hollow imitation 

of public online life.  
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Post Scriptum. Thinking beyond traces  

 

We may take comfort in the fact that even if objects sometimes escape practical 

human control, they never escape the imagination. Modes of the imaginary follow 

modes of technological evolution, and it is therefore to be expected that the next mode 

of technical efficiency will give rise to a new imaginary mode. At present, its traits are 

difficult to discern, but perhaps, in the wake of the animistic and energetic modes, we 

shall need to turn our attention to the structures of a cybernetic imaginary mode 

whose central myth will no longer be that of an absolute organicism, nor that of an 

absolute functionalism, but instead that of an absolute interrelatedness of the world. 

(Jean Baudrillard, 1996; 118) 

 

The possibilities and consequences of saving all online traces may even extent beyond 

an online afterlife. In this post scriptum I will elaborate on a project that aims to save 

all possible traces for all eternity; this project strives to make a person immortal. The 

project’s idea of digital immortality will be related to the current state of technology. I 

will take a brief, thought-provoking look into the possibilities of (digital) immortality, 

in order to start thinking beyond the traces that are left online, and to indicate that the 

dreams of a posthuman existence may be closer than we may have previously 

thought; we might want to start learning from the questions and dilemmas posed in 

popular culture that reflects the imaginary which will in the future perhaps even be a 

possibility. 

1. Digital Immortality 

Microsoft researcher Gordon Bell is making an effort to store ‘his life’ in one place; a 

single website, which is accessible to anyone. In other words, Bell is trying to create a 

findable and very extensive digital doppelgänger of himself. Having finished with 

uploading his own work in all possible forms, he is currently beginning to upload 

Instant Messaging transcripts, phone calls, radio, and television. This project, 

Microsoft’s MyLifeBits.com, is based on the ‘memex’ programme proposed by 

Vannevar Bush as far back as 1945. In this way, all information is centred and 

retrievable as opposed to widely spread across the Net. Currently a sizeable group of 

researchers is working on the technological development of this project, which is 
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meant to become a widespread software application to be used by anyone. In a 2001 

article collaboration with Jim Gray, Bell introduces the notion of digital immortality, 

on which this project is based. 

Being immortal has been a human dream for ages; conquering death a desire 

deeply rooted in humanity. The idea of immortal living in cyberspace is not uniquely 

Gray and Bell’s, as Steve Jones (2004) mentions: “Some few claim further that 

cyberspace is considered “heavenly space” and that there are those who wish to 

become “cyber immortals” by leaving (at least traces of) their being online (Brasher, 

2001; Wertheim, 1999)”. One-way immortality is the name given to the concept that 

ideas and products are preserved for future generations. Two-way immortality is 

endless experience and learning, allowing a person (or part of the person!) to continue 

to evolve. While this is physically impossible, immortality translates to storage of 

information on media. Digital media, more particularly computers, store digitalized 

experiences and conversations, so that the digital realm to date offers the most 

extensive storage of our mediated Selves into a digital doppelgänger, which Gray and 

Bell call ‘the cyberized self’. Especially when all media encounters are stored in one 

digital space, such as Bell’s MyLifeBits.com, anyone can become publicly (one-way) 

immortal. Lee Frank (2005) comments that Microsoft’s MyLifeBits is not digital 

immortality; he disagrees with the idea that all media exposure constitutes the Self. In 

his view, it is not everything we see, but that what we select to pay attention to.  

However, Gray and Bell do not explicitly specify what they mean with ‘all’ media 

exposure. Moreover, the digital doppelgänger is not, and will never be, an exact copy 

of the self, even though it comes closer to representing one’s entire identity than 

anything else.  

More interestingly, Gray and Bell see hints that at least some of these 

digitalized aspects may be turned into an interacting programme; an interactive 

avatar. Already, a person’s spoken output can be turned into a compelling avatar of 

that person; for example, Einstein already exists in the form of an avatar that answers 

questions by way of selecting the appropriate Einstein’s quote from a databank, 

recorded by a voice actor (2001). 

It could be imagined that the algorhythmic input of the interactive avatar 

would consist of everything written by the user that is collected on his or her 

MyLifeBits website. However, the searchability of online data makes it theoretically 

possible to generate an interactive avatar based on the written information retrieved 
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through search engines; but it has to be taken into account that such information is 

often separated from its social context, as may be the case in the MyLifeBits project 

as well. So if such an avatar could be generated at all, the artificial intelligence that 

does the job will have to be able to interpret social contexts as well as the utterances 

themselves. It is highly questionable if artificial intelligence will ever be capable of 

that; the thought, however, remains highly interesting. 

Even though the current state of technology may not have reached (or may 

never reach) the capability of creating such an ideally interactive avatar, considerable 

progress has been booked in the development of artificial intelligence. Already in the 

early 90s, Steven Holzman developed composition programmes that could generate 

music in the style and systems of dead composers; the compositional style expressed 

as an algorhythm. Responses to these programmes were mixed; the programmes 

virtually functioned as personal afterlives (Cubitt, 1996; 245). Also, computer 

programmes are developed that are capable of imitating organisms, learning, and 

evolving (Levy, 1992 in Ibid.). Recent examples of technological developments in 

this direction are ‘Emily’, the lifelike animation that nearly perfectly imitates facial 

expressions, while acting as a chatterbot25 artificial intelligence participating in the 

virtual world SecondLife,26 and the child robot Zeno that is developed as an 

educational toy for getting used to interacting with 

conscious robots in daily life.27 Particularly 

‘Emily’ is striking, making the possibility of an 

avatar that realistically looks like a deceased 

person eerily realistic. 

So despite the practical complications that 

come with creating an interactive avatar, 

technology does come closer to at least appearing 

as such; an avatar can already look like a human, 

and a chat bot or an ‘Einstein-avatar’ is capable of answering questions. When these 
                                                
25 Richards, Jonathan. ”Lifelike animation heralds new era for computer games” 
<http://technology.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/tech_and_web/article4557935.ece> Times Online, 18-
08-2008. Retrieved 15-10-2008 

26 Tay, Liz. “Child-like intelligence created in Second Life” 
http://www.itnews.com.au/News/72057,childlike-intelligence-created-in-second-life.aspx iTNews, 14-
03-2008. Retrieved 15-10-2008 
27 Singel, Ryan. “Toy robot intended to save humans from evil, future bots.” 
<http://blog.wired.com/wiredscience/2008/10/toy-robot-inten.html> Wired, 06-10-2008. Retrieved 15-
10-2008 
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features are combined, and the possibility of learning and evolving is added, the 

appearance of a person that ‘communicates forever’ evolves into what is perhaps a 

digital mimesis of what a person may have evolved into were s/he still alive. Fact is, 

that once evolving at this level is possible, it could perhaps be called two-way 

immortality, where part of a person takes on a distinct life of its own; Gray and Bell 

believe this will be possible within this century.  

2. The interactive avatar as a life form? 

Gray and Bell are not the only ones who believe that technology will evolve to this 

level so quickly. They assert that transhumanist Moravec already predicted that robots 

would be a smart as humans by 2040, and in an interview in 2005, Ian Pearson, head 

of the futurology unit of BT, stated: 'If you draw the timelines, realistically by 2050 

we would expect to be able to download your mind into a machine, so when you die 

it's not a major career problem'.28 Artificial Intelligence engineer Marvin Minsky has 

proposed the digital domain as a ‘repository of the human; as a defence against death’ 

(in Cubitt, 1996; 252). Hans P. Moravec, known as the scholar who publicly 

advocated cryogenics (freezing living people for conservation), also made public his 

thoughts on technology’s future enhancement enabling us to download our minds into 

computers, ultimately becoming independent of our physical bodies in our existence 

(in Ibid.; 252). So let us take a step back from the dreams of downloading the mind 

into a machine and conscious robots, and say that the perfect interactive avatar could 

be created. Could that indeed be considered as a form of (two-way) immortality? Or 

even as a form of life? 

 The interactive avatar would be a three-dimensional, independently acting 

embodiment of the digital doppelgänger. It is not conscious in terms of having human 

consciousness; it would be artificial intelligence that is not likely to have a sense of 

self – it will not be an Experiencing Subject. Still, it would be able to learn and to 

evolve; it will converse intelligently and perhaps even emulate someone’s personality 

reasonably adequately provided the digitally available information is sufficient. It 

may even realistically look like the person it emulates. It does not make a person 

immortal, because the interactive avatar is but a simulation. This indicates that digital 

                                                
28 Smith, David. “2050 and immortality is within our grasp.” 
<http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2005/may/22/theobserver.technology> guardian.co.uk, 22-05-
2008.  Retrieved 17-06-2008 
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immortality refers to an intelligent enhancement of one-way immortality in the form 

of an immortal timespace continuum that interactively represents the digital 

doppelgänger, which evolves and learns in ways that the actual person may have 

never done. Such an interactive avatar may however be experienced as a live copy of 

the deceased person, for the digital doppelgänger may correspond to the image one 

had of the entire person (Objectified Subject); depending on the experience and 

definition of the aliveness of technology. 

 On a daily basis we interact with technology, and at times we even ascribe 

agency to it; we may be annoyed by an electric toothbrush that tells us when to stop 

brushing, or we may curse our personal computer for not doing what we want it to do. 

The computer may ‘sleep’, or may even ‘die’ on us when it has lost its memory; 

strongly analogous to brain death, which has only become the legal definition of death 

in 1968 (Cubitt, 1996; 245). Artificial Intelligence is technology that is eventually 

meant to actually have agency that can be compared to human agency. Therefore it 

must contemplate the nature of human identity in its development, adding a 

theoretical/philosophical dimension to the work.29 Objects of artificial intelligence 

“challenge us to reconsider our traditional boundaries and categories regarding life 

itself”(Turkle, 1995; 151). The work of psychologist Jean Piaget (in Turkle, 1995; 78-

80) explains how this works. He found that young children develop their own idea of 

how the world works, and which objects are living or inanimate. The older they grow, 

the finer the distinctions become: from “everything is alive” to “all moving objects 

are alive” to “all objects that move by themselves are alive”. Later, Sherry Turkle 

found that interactive computers posed a problem for children; these physical criteria 

did not suffice anymore to make the distinction. Consequently, children developed the 

psychological criterion “objects that know what they’re doing are alive” (Ibid.; 78-

81). 

This psychological criterion of deciding what is alive and what is not is the 

criterion on which the Turing test is based. From early 50s-mid 80s, the Turing test 

was considered acceptable as a model for distinguishing between human and machine 

intelligence. British mathematician Alan Turing, who christened it the Imitation 

Game, first proposed the test. In this game, a person sits at a computer terminal, 

asking questions to a human or a machine – which of the two is unrevealed. The 
                                                
29 ”its objects as well as its theories offer themselves as a mirror for contemplating the nature of human 
identity” (Turkle, 1995; 125) 
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person can ask or discuss anything. If the questioning person believes he is talking to 

a human, the machine can be called intelligent and passes the Turing test (Turkle, 

1995; 85). Turkle gives a highly interesting example from a virtual robot in a MUD (a 

‘chat’ programme), the bot called Julia – most users assumed she was human, some 

realized later in the conversation that she was not. Many attempts have been made to 

design computer programmes capable of passing the test, until philosopher John 

Searle thought up a system of logic that could theoretically pass the Turing test in 

Chinese without ever understanding Chinese – by simply learning manipulation tricks 

(85-86); it would give off an appearance of intelligence. Consequently, the Turing-

test became less relevant (Turkle, 1995; 87). However, there are still competitions that 

do run a Turing test; this year’s winner was capable of fooling a quarter of the judges 

that it was human, as can be read in a recent posting on Times Online.30 Such 

chatterbots challenge our notions of human agency; and of aliveness. Even more so, 

they challenge the indexicality ascribed to online utterances which I have pointed to 

in chapter three; such utterances do not refer to an existing body as they are 

artificially generated, but if done well, they may be experienced as indeed referring to 

a physical agent, and consequently, as ‘alive’.  

Popular culture plays with this problematic, and contemplates how to deal 

with artificial intelligence way before technology is actually capable of casting such 

believable performances. Towards the end of blockbuster movie I, Robot, based on a 

book by Isaac Asimov (1950), a three-dimensional, interactive projection of the 

murdered professor tells the protagonist what to do; but only if asked the right 

question, since it is no more than a projected chatterbot. The futuristic books of 

Alastair Reynolds also play with various types of intelligent, interacting projections of 

the deceased, and the movie Vanilla Sky shows a digital three-dimensional, life-size 

projection of a musician playing in a room during a party scene.31 Such a three-

dimensional projection is in fact only one step beyond the interactive avatar – as soon 

                                                
30 Pavia, Will.”Machine takes on man at mass Turing Test.” 
<http://technology.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/tech_and_web/article4934858.ece> TimesOnline, 13-10-
2008. Retrieved 15-10-2008 
For a sample of the winner: Lobel, Mark. “In conversation with....a computer program.” 
<http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/magazine/7670050.stm> BBC News. 16-10-2008. Retrieved 15-
10-2008 
31 Of course, three-dimensional projections as a form of communication are most famously known 
from the Star Wars saga 
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as (if ever) we are capable of creating an ‘Emily’-like animation that is (nearly) able 

to pass a Turing test, projecting it does not seem too big a step. 

 The Japanese manga Chobits (CLAMP, 2002-2003) gives a slightly different 

interpretation of digital immortality and the experience of aliveness of artificial 

intelligence. In a future Tokyo, personal computers look, feel, and act as humans; the 

only feature that visually distinguishes them from humans are their ears. These robots 

are called persocoms and are not defined as robots, in order to evade the three laws of 

robotics,32 though they are not capable of hostility. In the peaceful society of 

persocom-assisted Tokyo, these creatures of artificial intelligence are at times 

considered to be just as human as actual humans, inspiring relationships of love and 

close friendship. One of such relationships forms the centre of the manga, its 

protagonist being a country high school kid named Hideki, who moves to Tokyo to 

study, and comes into contact with the persocom phenomenon for the first time of his 

life. After finding one in the trash that he names Chii, he builds up a relationship to 

her, struggling with feeling emotional about a computer, a non-human. Whereas his 

dilemmas are highly interesting in themselves, one of the side stories is of particular 

interest with regard to digital immortality.  

 The extremely young and rich persocom expert Minoru Kokobunji, a friend of 

Hideki’s, builds his own custom persocoms. One of these persocoms was built to the 

likeness of his deceased sister Yuzuki. She looks and behaves like his sister, as she is 

programmed with ‘personality data’, entered and updated by Minoru every week, 

consisting of his memories of her; “It was an amazing success. If you didn’t know any 

better, you would think she is my sister” (“Minoru”, Chobits 2; 76). Minoru didn’t 

even add the distinguishing ears to Yuzuki, making her look more human than any 

other persocom. As the storyline unfolds, Yuzuki the persocom develops feelings of 

guilt in not being able to meet the requirements of being exactly like Minoru’s sister. 

It causes her to sacrifice her hardware in order to help Hideki and Chii in the main 

quest of the manga. When she crashes, she loses a great part of her personality data 

and requests Minoru to enter everything again. Minoru realizes that it is time to let go 

                                                
32 Isaac Asimov’s three laws of robotics, as phrased in the short story “Runaround”(1942), published in 
the collection I, Robot (1950): 
1) A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm. 
2) A robot must obey orders given to it by human beings, except where such orders would conflict with 
the First Law. 
3) A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the First or 
Second Law 
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of his sister and let Yuzuki develop her own personality, as he does not want to lose 

his favourite persocom to his inability to let go. 

 Could this give us an idea of how the interactive avatars will be dealt with? 

Will these avatars develop a personality of their own, like Yuzuki did because she 

was an evolving programme, or will they remain as a near-perfect copy of the 

deceased? And wouldn’t that only feed an incapability to mourn? I cannot even begin 

with overthinking all possible implications; I will leave that to further research. 

 The last thing that I would like to turn some thoughts to here also relates to the 

‘humanness’ of technology as questioned in Chobits. The persocoms from Chobits 

can be clearly distinguished from humans by their ears; and Yuzuki looks exactly like 

a human. Therefore, these lifelike robots evade the ‘Uncanny Valley’, a concept by 

Mori (1970), which refers to a graph in which a robot’s ‘humanness’ is related to a 

human’s attitude towards it. This attitude is positive when a robot looks like a human, 

yet is clearly distinguishable from it (e.g. the persocom’s ears); it is also positive 

when a robot looks so human it cannot be visually distinguished from a human 

anymore (like Yuzuki); but when the robot looks human enough yet shows signs of its 

inhumanness, it evokes repulsion; it is in between ‘barely human’ and ‘fully human’, 

which results in an uncanny feeling; the Uncanny Valley. Our example animation 

‘Emily’ is a good example of an artificial intelligence that finds itself in the Uncanny 

Valley and invokes the expected reactions of repulsion. Even though it is officially 

claimed that Emily would be the first animation to overcome the Uncanny Valley, 

readers’ reactions to the news posting revealed a strong repulsion towards her exactly 

because she is a technology that still finds itself in the Uncanny Valley. 

If that is uncanny, and the inability to distinguish between signs of the living 

and signs of the dead online is uncanny, then where does that leave the ‘digitally 

immortal’ avatar?  

Post conclusion 

With this chapter I have aimed to raise some thought-provoking questions, framed by 

actual possibilities of technology. Again, it should be overthought what kind of 

developments are desired for the future, and what kinds of developments are not. The 

thought that any digital doppelgänger could potentially be used to create an 

interactive copy is very eerie, even though it may at this point still be unrealistic. It 

directs our attention yet again to the fact that most of our public digital participation is 
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still beyond our own control. How should we protect our digital doppelgänger from 

being deleted, or being turned into something else? 

 Even though the interactive avatar may still be an unrealistic possibility at this 

point in time, we must realize that, with the current state of technology, this 

possibility is technically much closer to being realized than copying a human brain 

into a machine. When the digital doppelgänger becomes a fixed entity after death and 

is turned into an interactive avatar, a dimension of an appearance of self-reflexivity 

would be brought back to it. This interactive avatar would then become the ultimate 

technological doppelgänger, into which our afterlife is externalized, extending ‘life’ 

into infinity (though deletion will remain a realistic possibility, and the avatar would 

still be ‘mortal’). In a way, our minds then are downloaded into a machine, and we do 

take on a disembodied life after death; it then does become a post-human life form.  

But even if such an interacting, ‘lifelike’ creation would not pass the Turing 

test and we would remain aware of its technologized, artificial appearance, it is the 

question if it is possible not to believe that this technology is alive (cf. Dery, 1996; 

214-215) when we already can ascribe a state of aliveness to a toothbrush or a 

personal computer. It is highly interesting to overthink the possible implications of 

this type of technology. Perhaps we will be fooled when an interacting avatar looks 

like a deceased person and is capable of imitating that person by generating 

personalized answers based on conversational algorhythmic input. Perhaps we could 

experience the conversation as if we were having a webcam conversation with a 

deceased. And perhaps not. Particularly with regard to mourning processes and the 

societal functions of such avatars for future generations, it generates a lot questions to 

think about; our technological future may not be so far ahead after all. 
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