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up his books and laptop so he can find a quiet place to set himself to the task.
As he says good-bye, he adds, not speaking particularly to me but more to him-
self as an afterthought to the conversation we have just had, “I can't imagine

doing this when I get older”” And then, more quietly, “How long do I have to
continue doing this?”

CHAPTER 9

growing up tethered

r oman, eighteen, admits that he texts while driving and he is not going to
stop. “1 know I should, but it’s not going to happen. 1f T get a Facebook mes-
sage or something posted on my wall . . . Thave to see it. I have to” [ am speaking
with him and ten of his senior classmates at the Cranston School, a private urban
coeducational high school in Connecticut. His friends admonish him, but then
several admit to the same behavior. Why do they text while driving? Their rea-
sons are not reasons; they simply express a need to connect. “I interrupt call
even if the new call says ‘unknown’ as an identifier—1I just have to know who it
is. So I'll cut off a friend for an ‘unknown,” says Maury. “I need to know who
wanted to connec. . . . And if I hear my phone, I have to answer it. I don't have
a choice. T have to know who it is, what they are calling for” Marilyn adds, I
keep the sound on when I drive. When a text comes in, I have to look. No matter
what. Fortunately, my phone shows me the text asa pop up right up front . .. s0
I dort’t have to do too much looking while I'm driving” These young people live
in a state of waiting for connection. And they are willing to take risks, to put
themselves on the line. Several admit that tethered to their phones, they get into
accidents when walking. One chipped a front tooth. Another shows a recent
bruise on his arm. “I went right into the handle of the refrigerator.”

T ask the group a question: “When was the last time you felt that you didnt
want to be interrupted?” I expect to hear many stories. There are none. Silence.
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“I'm waiting to be interrupted right now.” one says. For him, what [ would term
“interruption” is the beginning of a connection.

Today’s young people have grown up with robot pets and on the network in
2 fully tethered life. In their views of robots, they are pioneers, the first genera-
tion that does not necessarily take simulation to be second best. As for online
life, they see its power—they are, after all risking their lives to check their mes-
sages—but they also view it as one might the weather: to be taken for granted,
enjoyed, and sometimes endured. They’ve gotten used to this weather but there
are signs of weather fatigue, There are so many performances; it takes energy
to keep things up; and it takes time, a lot of time. “Sometimes you don't have
time for your friends except if they’re online,” is a common complaint. And then
there are the compulsions of the networked life—the ones that lead to dangerous
driving and chipped teeth.

Today's adolescents have no less need than those of previous generations to
learn empathic skills, to think about their values and identity, and to manage
and express feelings. They need time to discover themselves, time to think. But
technology, put in the service of always-on communication and telegraphic
speed and brevity, has changed the rules of engagement with all of this. When
is downtime, when is stillness? The text-driven world of rapid response does
not make self-reflection impossible but does little to cultivate it. When inter-
changes are reformatted for the small screen and reduced to the emotional
shorthand of emoticons, there are necessary simplifications. And what of ado-
lescents’ need for secrets, for marking out what is theirs alone?

I wonder about this as I watch cell phones passed around high school cafe-
terias. Photos and messages are being shared and compared. I cannot help but
identify with the people who sent the messages to these wandering phones. Do
they all assume that their words and photographs are on public display? Perhaps.
Traditionally, the development of intimacy required privacy. Intimacy without
privacy reinvents what intimacy means. Separation, too, is being reinvented.
Tethered children know they have a parent on tap—a text or a call away.

DEGREES OF SEPARATION

Mark Twain mythologized the adolescent’s search for identity in the Huck Finn
story, the on-the-Mississippi moment, a time of escape from an adult world, Of
course, the time on the river is emblematic not of a moment but of an ongoing
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process through which children separate from their parents. That rit.e o‘f passage
is now transformed by technology. In the traditional variant, the child internal-
izes the adults in his or her world before crossing the threshold of independence.
In the modern, technologically tethered variant, parents can be brought along
in an intermediate space, such as that created by the cell phc.me, where ev.eryone
important is on speed dial. In this sense, the generations sail down the‘ river to-
gether, and adolescents dor't face the same pressure to develop the indepen-
dence we have associated with moving forward into young adulthood. .

When parents give children cell phones—most of the teenagers Ivspoke‘mth
were given a phone between the ages of nine and thirteen—the glft typlcall.y _
comes with a contract: children are expected to answer their palrents calls‘. This
arrangement makes it possible for the child to engage in activities—see friends,
attend movies, go shopping, spend time at the beach—that would not be' per-
mitted without the phone, Yet, the tethered child does not have the experience
of being alone with only him- or herself to count on. For example, there use(.i to
be a point for an urban child, an important moment, when thef‘e wasa ﬁrsF time
to navigate the city alone. It was a rite of passage that commufncated to chlldreg
that they were on their own and responsible. If they were frightened, they ha
to experience those feelings. The cell phone buffers this moment.

Parents want their children to answer their phones, but adolescents need to
separate. With a group of seniors at Fillmore, a boys’ preparatorg'r school in New
York City, the topic of parents and cell phones elicits strong emotions. The young
men consider, “If it is always possible to be in touch, when does one have the
right to be alone?” N

Some of the boys are defiant. For one, “It should be my decision abou:
whether I pick up the phone. People can call me, but I don’t have to talk to them;
For another, “To stay free from parents, 1 don't take my cell. Then they cant
reach me. My mother tells me to take my cell, but [ just don’.t.” Some appeal tg
history to justify ignoring parents’ calls. Harlan, a distinguished student an
athlete, thinks he has earned the right to greater independence. He talks about.
older siblings who grew up before cell phones and enj oyefi greater freedom:
“My mother makes me take my phone, but I never answer it when my parentts
call, and they get mad at me. I dortt feel § should have to. Cell phones are rt,ac?n .
In the last ten years, everyone started getting them. Before, you couldnt ]us;t
call someone whenever. I don't see why I have to answer when my mom ce:‘s
me. My older sisters didn't have to do that” Harlan’s mother, unmoved by this
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argument from precedent, checks that he has his phone when he leaves for
school in the morning; Harlan does not answer her calls. Things are at an un-
happy stalemate,

Several boys refer to the “mistake” of having taught their parents how to text
and send instant messages (IMs), which they now equate with letting the genie
out of the bottle. For one, “1 made the mistake of teaching my parents how to
text-message recently, so now if [ don't call them when they ask me to call, I get
an urgent text message.” For another, “I taught my parents to IM. They didn’t
know how. It was the stupidest thing I could do. Now my parents IM me all the
time. It is really annoying. My parents are upsetting me. I feel trapped and less
independent”

Teenagers argue that they should be allowed time when they are not “on call”
Parents say that they, too, feel trapped. For if you know your child is carrying a
cell phone, it is frightening to call or text and get no response. “I didn’t ask for
this new worry,” says the mother of two high school girls. Another, a mother of

three teenagers, “tries not to call them if it’s not important” But if she calls and
gets no response, she panics:

I've sent a text. Nothing back. And I know they have their phones. Intel-
lectually, I know there is little reason to worry. But there is something
about this unanswered text. Sometimes, it made me a bit nutty. One time,
1 kept sending texts, over and over. I envy my mother. We left for school
in the morning. We came home. She worked. She came back, say at six.
She didn’t worry. T end up imploring my children to answer my every

message. Not because [ feel I have a right to their instant response. Just
out of compassion.

Adolescent autonomy is not just about separation from parents. Adolescents
also need to separate from each other. They experience their friendships as both
sustaining and constraining, Connectivity brings complications. Online life pro-
vides plenty of room for individual experimentation, but it can be hard to escape
from new group demands. It is common for friends to expect that their friends
will stay available—a technology-enabled social contract demands continual
peer presence. And the tethered self becomes accustomed to its support.

Traditional views of adolescent development take autonomy and strong per-
sonal boundaries as reliable signs of a successfully maturing self. In this view of
development, we work toward an independent self capable of having a feeling,
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considering it, and deciding whether to share it. Sharing a feeling is a deliberate
act, a movement toward intimacy. This description was always a fiction in sev-
eral ways. For one thing, the “gold standard” of autonomy validated a style that
was culturally “male” Women (and indeed, many men) have an emotional style
that defines itself not by boundaries but through relationships.’ Furthermore,
adolescent conversations are by nature exploratory, and this in healthy ways.
Just as some writers learn what they think by looking at what they write, Fhe
years of identity formation can be a time of learning what you think by hearing
what you say to others. But given these caveats, when we think about matura-
tion, the notion of a bounded self has its virtues, if only as a metaphor. It sug-
gests, sensibly, that before we forge successful life partnerships, it is helpful to
have a sense of who we are.*

But the gold standard tarnishes if a phone is always in hand. You touch a
screen and reach someone presumed ready to respond, someone who also has
a phone in hand. Now, technology makes it easy to express emotions while they
are being formed. It supports an emotional style in which feelings are not fully
experienced until they are communicated. Put otherwise, there is every oppor-
tunity to form a thought by sending out for comments.

THE COLLABORATIVE SELF

Julia, sixteen, a sophomore at Branscomb, an urban public high school in New
Jersey, turns texting into a kind of polling. Julia has an outgoing and w.arm prefs-
ence, with smiling, always-alert eyes. When a feeling bubbles up, Julia texts it.
Where things go next is guided by what she hears next. Julia says,

If I'm upset, right as I feel upset, I text a couple of my friends ... . just be-
cause 1 know that they’ll be there and they can comfort me. If something
exciting happens, [ know that they'll be there to be excited with me, and
stuff like that. So 1 definitely feel emotions when I'm texting, as I'm tex-
ting. . . . Even before I get upset and 1 know that I have that feeling that
I'm gonna start crying, yeah, Ul pull up my friend . ... uh, my phone . ..
and say like . . . I'll tell them what I'm feeling, and, like, I need to talk to

them, or see them.

“Pll pull up my friend . . . uh, my phone” Julia’s language slips tellingly. When
Julia thinks about strong feelings, her thoughts go both to her phone and her
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friends. She mixes together “pulling up” a friend’s name on her phone and ]
“pulling out” her phone, but she does not realty correct herself so much as imply
that the phone is her friend and that friends take on identities through lfy
phone. s
After Julia sends out a text, she is uncomfortable until she gets one back: “1

am always looking for a text that says, ‘Oh, I'm sorry, or ‘Oh, that’s great”” With -.
out this feedback, she says, “It’'s hard to calm down.” Julia describes how painfu-l |
it is to text about “feelings” and get no response: “I get mad. Even if I e-mail
someone, 1 want the response, like, right away.’ I want them to be, like, right
there answering me. And sometimes I'm like, ‘Uh! Why can’t you just answer
me?’ ... I wait, like, depending on what it is, I wait like an hour if they don't an-
swer me, and I'll text them again, ‘Are you mad? Are you there? Is everything
okay?” Her anxiety is palpable. Julia must have a response. She says of those
she texts, “You want them there, because you need them.” When they are not
there, she moves on with her nascent feelings, but she does not move on alone:
“I go to another friend and tell them.” '
Claudia, seventeen, a junior at Cranstan, describes a similar progression. “I
start to have some happy feelings as soon as I start to text” As with Julia, things
move from “I have a feeling, I want to make a call” to “I want to have a feeling
1 need to make a call,” or in her case, send a text. What is not being cultivatec;
here is the ability to be alone and reflect on one’s emotions in private. On the
contrary, teenagers report discomfort when they are without their cell phones.*
They need to be connected in order to feel like themselves. Put in a more posi-
tive way, both Claudia and Julia share feelings as part of discovering them. They
cultivate a collaborative self,
Estranged from her father, Julia has lost het close attachments to his relatives
and was traumatized by being unable to reach her mother during the day of the
September 11 attacks on the Twin Towers. Her story illustrates how digital con-
nectivity—particularly texting—can be used to manage specific anxieties about
loss and separation. But what Jutia does—her continual texting, her way of feel-
ing her feelings only as she shares them—is not unusual. The particularities of
every individual case express personal history, but Julia’s individual “symptom”
comes close to being a generational style.s
Sociologist David Riesman, writing in the mid-1950s, remarked on the
fkmerican turn from an inner- to an other-directed sense of self.* Without a firm
inner sense of purpose, people looked to their neighbors for validation. Today;,
cell phone in hand, other-directedness is raised to a higher power. At the 1'1'10:
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ment of beginning to have a thought or feeling, we can have it validated, almost
prevalidated. Exchanges may be brief, but more is not necessarily desired. The
necessity is to have someone be there.

Ricki, fifteen, a freshman at Richelieu, a private high school for girls in New
York City, describes that necessity: “I have a lot of people on my contact list. If
one friend doesn’t ‘get it; I call another” This marks a turn to a hyper-other-
directedness. This young woman's contact or buddy list has become something
like a list of “spare parts” for her fragile adolescent self. When she uses the ex-
pression “getit,’ [ think she means “pick up the phone.” I check with her if Thave
gatten this right. She says, “Get it; yeah, ‘pick up, but also ‘get it; ‘get me.” Ricki
counts on her friends to finish her thoughts. Technology does not cause but en-
courages a sensibility in which the validation of a feeling becomes part of es-
tablishing it, even part of the feeling itself.

[ have said that in the psychoanalytic tradition, one speaks about narcissism
not to indicate people who love themselves, but a personality so fragile that it
needs constant support. It cannot tolerate the complex demands of other
people but tries to relate to them by distorting who they are and splitting off
what it needs, what it can use. So, the narcissistic self gets on with others by
dealing only with their made-to-measure representations. These representa-
tions (some analytic traditions refer to them as “part objects,” others as “self-
objects”) are all that the fragile self can handle. We can easily imagine the utility
of inanimate companions to such a self because 2 robot or a computational
agent can be sculpted to meet one’s needs. But a fragile person can also be sup-
ported by selected and limited contact with people (say, the people on a cell
phone “favorites” list). In a life of texting and messaging, those on that contact
list can be made to appear almost on demand. You can take what you need and
move on. And, if not gratified, you can try someone else.

Again, technology, on its own, does not cause this new way of relating to our
emotions and other people. But it does make it easy. Over time, a new style of
being with each other becomes socially sanctioned. In every era, certain ways
of relating come to feel natural. In our time, if we can be continually in touch,
needing to be continually in touch does not seem a problem or a pathology but
an accommodation to what technology affords. It becomes the norm.

The history of what we think of as psychopathology is dynamic. If in a par-
ticular time and place, certain behaviors seem disruptive, they are labeled patho-
logical. In the nineteenth century, for example, sexual repression was considered
a good and moral thing, but when women lost sensation or the ability to speak;
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these troubling symptoms were considered a disease, hysteria. With more outlets 3
for women's sexuality, hysterical symptoms declined, and others took their place.

So, the much-prescribed tranquilizers of the 1950s spoke to women’s new anx-
ieties when marginalized in the home after a fuller civic participation during
World War I1.
Now, we have symptoms born of fears of isolation and abandonment. In my
study of growing up in the networked culture, I meet many children and teen-
agers who feel cast off. Some have parents with good intentions who simply
work several jobs and have little time for their children. Some have endured
divorce—sometimes multiple divorces—and float from one parent to another,
not confident of their true home. Those lucky children who have intact families
with stable incomes can experience other forms of abandonment. Busy parents
are preoccupied, often by what is on their cell phones. When children come
home, it is often to a house that is empty until a parent returns from work.

For young people in all of these circumstances, computers and mobile devices
offer communities when families are absent. In this context, it is not surprising
to find troubling patterns of connection and disconnection: teenagers who will
only “speak” online, who rigorously avoid face-to-face encounters, who are in
text contact with their parents fifteen or twenty times a day, who deem even a
telephone call “too much” exposure and say that they will “text, not talk” But
are we to think of these as pathologies? For as social mores change, what once
seemed “ill” can come to seem normal. Twenty years ago, as a practicing clinical
psychologist, if I had met a college junior who called her mother fifteen times a
day, checking in about what shoes to buy and what dress to wear, extolling a
new kind of decaffeinated tea, and complaining about the difficulty of a physics
problem set, I would have thought her behavior problematic. I would have en-
couraged her to explore difficulties with separation. I would have assumed that

these had to be addressed for her to proceed to successful adulthood. But these
days, a college student who texts home fifteen times a day is not unusual.

High school and college students are always texting—while waiting in line
at the cafeteria, while eating, while waiting for the campus shuttle. Not surpris-
ingly, many of these texts are to parents. What once we might have seen as a
problem becomes how we do things. But a behavior that has become typical
may still express the problems that once caused us to see it as pathological. Even
a typical behavior may not be in an adolescent’s developmental interest.

Consider Leo, a college sophomore far from home, who feels crippling lone-
liness. He teils me that he “handles” this problem by texting and calling his

T -
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mother up to twenty times a day. He remarks that this behavior d‘?e.:s n.o.tbrlx;atz
him stand out; everyone he knows is ona phone all day. But even if invisible,

i is behavior a symptom all the same. ‘
Con;;i?:;;;; our relatioflshl:p to the idea of ps.ych.ological autor;omy 1:861\;0:;
ing. [ have said that central to Erik Erikson’s thlunkmg aPout adolescen e
idea that they need a moratorium, a “time out., a' relatively consequenture ¢
space for experimentation. But in Erikson’s thlnkfng, .the self, cht:e rrtl:al0 und:ed
relatively stable. Though embedded in relationshl?s, 1.11 the end i 1‘; bounde?
and autonomous.® One of Erikson’s students, psyc.hlatrlst Robert Jay hl izés -
an alternative vision of the mature self. He calls it protean and er‘np ::ld e
multiple aspects.® Thinking of the se:lt;‘l as (I:rotzan a;;e::; :;)’1"] :::z:bme "

i i . as Lifton puts it, “fluid and many- ; : :
\::}lctili(;: ‘igral: ::11; ideoiogies.plt flourishes when provided with things diverse,

i d, and global. ’ }
dls;i‘;‘g: Eriksoi expressed approval for Lift.on’s w(.n‘k, but aft}F;:r ]l:,ri(;:;ll :
death in 1994, Lifton asked the Erikson family if he might haveﬂt e Zed_ o
had personally inscribed and presenltecl to hfli .t;z:;l}se;h"l;h;rz:;nyszgfrErﬂ,cson

5 urned. In his personal copy of L1 3
z:zk;:ti;r:(tensive margir:ml notes. When he came to the phrase Eﬂt}t?crf
man.” Erikson had scrawled “protean boy?™° Erikson .could no't acct::ptt a:l srds
cessful maturation would not result in something solid. By Erikson l: s.ta.m‘r :nﬂe,
the selves formed in the cacophony of online spaces are not protltlean .ui iunards-.
Now I suggest that the culture in which they develop tempts them in

sistic ways of relating to the world.

THE AVATAR OF ME
Erikson said that identity play is the work of adolescence. And these da);s; aic:lo;
lescents use the rich materials of online life to do that.wo.rk. For .examfpse,cond
game such as The Sims Online (think of this as a very junior vic;'slzor.llz S
Life), you can create an avatar that expresses aspects of yours;: , ulworkmg >
and furnish it to your taste. Thus provisioned, you can s.et about rle
the virtual aspects of life that may not have gone so well in the reall) : by her
Trish, a timid and anxious thirteen-year-old, has been' harshlyb ea ;: t iz -
alcoholic father. She creates an abusive famity on The Sl.ms Online, uIn L
game her character, also thirteen, is physically and oz‘:motlonaily stmni.]r o
ulation, she plays and replays the experience of fighting off her aggressor.
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ually experienced gi
ed ; i
girl of sixteen, Katherine, creates an online innocent. “I o
N want .

to have a rest,” she says. Beyond rest, K. .
bein . _ , Katherine tells me she « :
th?lj;fiej;tr:i‘ieosiELCI:S&H. That’s what Sims is for me.csgcgfi::eliramce “
after dinner. e game at breakfast, during schoo .
ivitics in t}:esgl':;;:}l’lsa:hj fsels comforted by her virtual lifg. [ask llu:: (1:: ;S;rand
it. She replies, “Not re aTl e,, Ijlf-'r to do anything differently in her life away f r:c-
beginning to change “I,mY,th. ut .then goes on to describe how her life is in fa:
want to have sex an‘ . ll)nklng about breaking up with my boyfriend. 1d ’t
o Sirms hae boyfrie:’ld o;e, ut | v:!ould like to have a boyfriend. My Ch.ara:trelt
avatar] help her with hs ‘ut does‘n t have sex. They [the boyfriends of her Si .
my boyiriend” Katheri(;l; ]sb. I think to start fresh I would have to break up m‘_"t;:
AT ;etshr?o; completely identify with her online character
she can see her life anew. ird person. Yet, The Sims Online is a place where
This kind of identity work can take plac
it can t ‘ place wherever you creat:
an ava::i)ﬂtiri :)r; sslt)ctlal—networking sites as well, wh)f:re one’s ;:;ﬁ?:a;:z.o?nnd
be, Teenagers ma,ke ita ;:rnent not only about who you are but who you want : s
surface. rather diffore ¢ eir that games, worlds, and social networking (on th0
and project an identit;i ;we m.uch in common. They all ask you to com: os:
a > cit about the con i
O?ii_l’-’{)ﬁles. She calls her Facebook profile “my Tntern&r'ltetc\:i(illl :;t;vf:l?ea:\?:::
Mona, a freshman at Roosevelt, has r iof
made her wai ; ’ ecently joined Facebook.
Iong_await;agat;n;;lol;ert flc;urteenth birthday, and I meet her sh:rtie;ff;:i:s
I felt power”” 1 asi< her jvhe s me that as soon as she got on the site, “Immediatells
T am going to broad a; she meansn; She says, “The first thing I thought wa:,
rofle. things were na;st the re:aI me.” But when Mona sat down to write h :
edit, and delete there(; so straightforward. Whenever one has time to writi:r
elusive. Mona ‘;{mte anz room for performance. The “real me” turns out to b(;
tweaked it again. Which fﬁwrote her profile. She put it away for two days and
her personal lifel o P;Ctures to add? Which facts to include? How much of
troubled? Or was th’eveal. Should she give any sign that things at home :
Mona worries th;: :hil?:lf N 100: good -
) es not have en ial 1
sound interesting: “What kind of personal li?eusil:n?lfcla:;(;?l}:;ig ;I;kle herself
?” Simnilar ques-
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tions plague other young women in her class. They are starting to have

boyfriends. Should they list thernselves as single if they are just starting to date
someone new? What if they consider themselves in a relationship, but their
boyfriends do not? Mona tells me that “i’s common sense” to check with a boy
before listing yourself as connected to him, but “that could be a very awkward
conversation” So there are misunderstandings and recriminations. Facebook at
fourteen can be a tearful place. For many, it remains tearful well through college
and graduate school. Much that might seem straightforward is fraught. For ex-
ample, when asked by Facebook to confirm someone as a friend or ignore the
request, Helen, a Roosevelt seniot, says, “3 always feel a bit of panic. . . . Who
should 1 friend? .. .1 really want to only have my cool friends listed, but I'm
nice to a lot of other kids at school. So 1 include the more unpopular ones, but

then I'm unhappy.” It is not how she wants to be seen.

In the Victorian era, one controlled whom one saw and to whom one was con-

nected through the ritual of calling cards. Visitors came to call and, not necessarily
expecting to be received, left a card. A card left at your home in return meant that
the relationship might grow. In its own way, friending on Facebook is reminiscent
of this tradition. On Facebook, you send a request to0 be a friend. The recipient
of the request has the option to ignore of friend you. As was the case in the Vic-
torian era, there is an intent o screehl- But the Victorians followed socially ac-
cepted rules. For example, it was understood that one was most openl to people
of similar social standing, Facebook is more democratic—which leaves members
10 make up their own rules, not necessarily understood by those who contact
them. Some people make a request to be a Facebook friend in the spirit of “I'm
2 fan” and are accepted on that basis. Other people friend only people they know.
Others friend any friend of a friend, using Faceboolk as a tool to expand their ac-
All of this can be exciting or stressful—often both at the same
time, because friending has consequences. [t means that someon¢ can see what

you say about yourself on your profile, the pictures you post, and your friends
hared communication space for you and your
s that person implicit permission to try 1o friend

quaintanceships.

postings on your “wall,” the s
friends. Friending someone give
your friends. In fact, the system constantly proposes that they do so.

Early in this project, 1 was at a conference dinner, sitting next to an author
whose publisher insisted that she use Facebook as a way
book. The idea was to us€ the site to tell people where sh
and to share the themes of her book with an ever-expanding poten

to promote her new
e would be speaking
tial readership.
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Her publisher hoped this strategy would make her book “go viral” She had ex-
pected the Facebook project to feel like business, but instead she described com-
plicated anxieties about not having enough friends, and about envy of her
husband, also a writer, who had more friends than she. It also felt wrong to use
the word “friends” for all of those she had “friended,” since so many of the
friended were there for professional reasons alone. She left me with this thought:
“This thing took me right back to high school”

[ promised her that when I joined Facebook I would record my first feelings,
while the site was still new to me. My very first feelings now seem banat: I had
to decide between “friending” plan A (this will be a place for people 1 actually
know) and plan B (I will include people who contact me because they say they
appreciate my work). I tried several weeks on plan A and then switched to the
more inclusive Plan B, flattered by the attention of strangers, justifying my de-
cision in professional terms,

But now that I had invited strangers into my life, would I invite myself into
the lives of strangers? I would have anticipated not, until I did that very thing.
I saw that one of my favorite authors was a Facebook friend of a friend. Seized
by the idea that I might be this writer’s friend, | made my request, and he ac-
cepted me. The image of a cafeteria came to mind, and 1 had a seat at his virtual
table. But I felt like a gatecrasher. I decided realistically that I was taking this
way too seriously. Facebook is a world in which fans are “friends.” But of course,
they are not friends. They have been “friended” That makes all the difference

in the world, and I couldn’t get high school out of my mind.

PRESENTATION ANXIETY

What are the truth claims in a Facebook profile? How much can you lie? And
what is at stake if you do? Nancy, an eighteen-year-old senior at Roosevelt, an-
swers this question. “On the one hand, low stakes, because no one is really
checking” Then, with a grimace, she says, “No, high stakes. Everyone is check-
ing” A few minutes later, Nancy comes back to the question: “Only my best
friends will know if I lie a little bit, and they will totally understand” Then she
laughs. “All of this, it is, I guess, a bit of stress””

At Cranston, a group of seniors describe that stress. One says, “Thirteen to
eighteen are the years of profile writing” The years of identity construction are
recast in terms of profile production. These private school students had to write
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one profile for their applications to middle school, anoth.er Fo get into high
school, and then another for Facebook. Now they are beginning to construct
personae for college applications. And here, says Tom, .“You have to ha\:'e a
slightly different persona for the different colleges to which yo.u are .applymg:
one for Dartmouth, a different one, say, for Wesleyan.” For tfns aﬁc10.nad0 of
profile writing, every application needs a different approach. “By t.he time you
get to the questions for the college application, you are a proff.'jssmnal proﬁ?e
writer] he says. His classmate Stan describes his online proﬁles.m great detail.
Each serves a different purpose, but they must overlap, or questlc?ns of .authen—
ticity will arise. Creating the illusion of authenticity den‘lands v1rtucfo51ty. P;';a-
senting a self in these circumstances, with multiple media and multiple goals,
is not easy work. The trick, says Stan, is in “weaving profiles‘together ...sothat
people can see you are not too crazy. . ... What I learned in high school was pro-
files, profiles, how to make a me.”
ﬁlBEaEI; in mi study, a college senior warned me not to be fOOit?d }in “a.nyc‘me
you interview who tells you that his Facebook page is ‘the rf.'al me! It’s like t;emgj
in a play. You make a character” Eric, a college~boun‘d senior at Hadlt;y, a }:)ys
preparatory school in rural New Jersey, describes himself as savvy a OU-—; ow
you can “mold a Facebook page.” Yet, even he is shocked when l.le finds ev1hence
of girls using “shrinking” software to appear thinner on th.eu- proﬁ‘le P ::}:
graphs. “You can't see that they do it when you look at the little version o i
picture, but when you look at a big picture, yoit can see l.'low the background is
distorted” By eighteen, he has become an identity detective. Th'e Faceboclok pr-(:l—l
file is a particular source of stress because it is so important 1o high schoo . ;0&:11
life. Some students feel so in its thrall that they drop out of Facebook, if only
ile, to collect themselves.
for;r:c}ll, eighteen, a senior at Hadley, is about to take a gap' year to c:lo contmll{l;
nity service before attending a small liberal arts college. in the Midwes t o
parents are architects; his passion is biology and swimmmg. Brad‘ wants to -
part of the social scene at Hadley, but he doesn't like tex.tlrlg or 1nsta?t rtne:;f
saging. He is careful to make sure 1 know he is “Tl() Ludlee. H.e h;ts p el‘;C};re
good things to say about the Net. He is sure that it mak‘.zs it easier for ;'ns:3 o
people to function. Sometimes the ability to composi h]iS thoughts on 1;1 o
be reassuring,” he says, because there is a chance to thmk” through, calc ,
edit, and make sure you're as clear and concise as possible” But as our conv.er
sation continues, Brad switches gears. Even as some are able to better function
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because they feel in control, online communication also offers an opportunity
to ignore other people’s feelings. You can avoid eye contact. You can elect not
to hear how “hurt or angry they sound in their voice” He says, “Online, people
miss your body language, tone of voice. You are not really you” And worst of
all, online life has led him to mistrust his friends. He has had his instant mes-
sages “recorded” without his knowledge and forwarded on “in a cut-and-paste
world”

In fact, when I meet Brad in the spring of his senior year, he tells me he has
“dropped out” of online life. “I'm off the Net,” he says, “at least for the summer,
maybe for my year off until I go to college.” He explains that it is hard to drop
out because all his friends are on Facebook. A few weeks before our conversa-
tion, he had made a step toward rejoining but immediately he felt that he was
not doing enough to satisfy its demands. He says that within a day he felt “rude”
and couldn't keep up. He felt guilty because he didn’t have the time to answer
all the people who wrote to him. He says that he couldn't find a way to be “a
little bit” on Facebook—it does not easily tolerate a partial buy-in. Just doing
the minimum was “pure exhaustion.”

In the world of Facebook, Brad says, “your minute movie preferences matter.
And what groups you join. Are they the right ones?” Everything is a token, a
marker for who you are:

When you have to represent yourself on Facebook to convey to anyone
who doesn’t know you what and who you are, it leads to a kind of obses-
sion about minute details about yourself. Like, “Oh, if I like the band State
Radio and the band Spoon, what does it mean if I put State Radio first or
Spoon first on my list of favorite musical artists? What will people think
about me?” I know for girls, trying to figure out, “Oh, is this picture too
revealing to pur? Is it prudish if I don't put it?” You have to think carefully
for good reason, given how much people will look at your profile and ob-
sess over it. You have to know that everything you put up will be perused
very carefully, And that makes it necessary for you to obsess over what
you do put up and how you portray yourself. . .. And when you have to
think that much about what you come across as, that’s just another way
that . .. you're thinking of yourself in a bad way.

For Brad, “thinking of yourself in a bad way” means thinking of yourself in
reduced terms, in “short smoke signals” that are easy to read. To me, the smoke
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signals suggest a kind of reduction and betrayal. Social media ask us to repre-
sent ourselves in simplified ways. And then, faced with an audience, we feel
pressure to conform to these simplifications. On Facebook, Brad represents
himself as cool and in the know-—both qualities are certainly part of who he
is. But he hesitates to show people enline other parts of himself (like how much
he likes Harry Potter). He spends more and more time perfecting his online
Mr. Cool. And he feels pressure to perform him all the time because that is
who he is on Facebook.

At first Brad thought that both his Facebook profile and his college essays
had gotten him into this “bad way” of thinking, in which he reduces himself to
fit a stereotype. Writing his Facebook profile felt to him like assembling cultural
references to shape how others would see him. The college essay demanded a
victory narrative and seemed equalty unhelpful: he had to brag, and he wasn't
happy. But Brad had a change of heart about the value of writing his college es-
says. “In the end 1 learned a lot about how I write and think-—what I know how
to think about and some things, you know, I really can’t thintk about them well
at all” I ask him if Facebook might offer these kinds of opportunities. He is
adamant that it does not: “You get reduced to a list of favorite things. ‘List your
favorite music’—that gives you no liberty at all about how to say it” Brad says
that “in a conversation, it might be interesting that on a trip to Europe with my
parents, I got interested in the political mural art in Belfast. But ona Facebook
page, this is too much information. It would be the kiss of death. Too much, too
soon, too weird. And yet . . . it is part of who [ am, isntit? .. . You are asked to
make a lot of lists. You have to worry that you put down the ‘right’ band or that
you don’t put down some Polish novel that nobody’s read” And in the end, for
Brad, it is too easy to lose track of what is important:

What does it matter to anyone that [ prefer the band Spoon over State
Radio? Or State Radio over Cake? But things like Facebook . . . make you
think that it really does matter. . . . I look at someone’s profile and I say,
“Oh, they like these bands” I'm like, “Oh, they're a poser;” or “they're really
deep, and they're into good music” We all do that, T think. And then [
think it doesn’t matter, but . . . the thing is, in the world of Facebook it

does matter. Those minute details do matter.

Brad, like many of his peers, worries that if he is modest and doesn't put down
all of his interests and accomplishments, he will be passed over. But he also fears
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that to talk about his strengths will be unseemly. None of these conflicts ab
self presentation are new to adolescence or to Facebook. What is new is ?’ ?ut
them out in public, sharing every mistake and false step. Brad attractivemng
fxccomplished, sums it up with the same word Nancy uses: “Str;ss That’s al'I:
it comes down to for me. Its just worry and stressing out about it. ” Now ‘I: a(;
only wants to see friends in person or talk to them on the telephon:s “Ica 'ra
act how I want to act, and it’s a much freer way” But who will answer .the pl?oj:::

CHAPTER 10

no need to call

”S o many people hate the telephone,” says Elaine, seventeen. Among her
friends at Roosevelt High School, “it’s all texting and messaging.” She her-
self writes each of her six closest friends roughly twenty textsa day. In addition,
she says, “there are about forty instant messages out, forty in, when I'm at home
on the computer.” Elaine has strong ideas about how electronic media “levels
the playing field” between people like her—outgoing, on the soccer team, and
in drama club—and the shy: “It’s only on the screen that shy people open up.”
She explains why: “When you can think about what you're going to say, you can
talk to someone youd have trouble talking to. And it doesn’t seem weird that
you pause for two minutes to think about what you're going to say before you
say it, like it would be if you were actually talking to someone.”

Elaine gets specific about the technical designs that help shy people express
themselves in electronic messaging. The person to whom you are writing
shouldn't be able to see your process of revision or how long you have been
working on the message. “That could be humiliating” The best communication
programs shield the writer from the view of the reader. The advantage of screen
communication is that it is a place to reflect, retype, and edit. “It is a place to
hide,” says Elaine.

The notion that hiding makes it easier to open up is not new. In the psycho-
analytic tradition, it inspired technique. Classical analysis shielded the patient
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