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IDENTITY AND INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY 

 

Steve Matthews 

 

Introduction 

Advances in information technology (IT) should focus our attention on the notion of 

personal identity. In this chapter I consider the effects of IT on identity by focusing on 

two broad areas. First, the online environment provides a new virtual space in which 

persons interact almost exclusively via their computer terminals. What are the effects 

of this new space on our self-conceptions? In particular, given that such a large chunk 

of our work and recreational time is spent in a “disembodied” mode online, how does 

this affect the ways human persons interact with one another and the kinds of persons 

we become as a consequence of those online relationships? Second, technological 

advances now and in the future raise the spectre of cyborgization, the idea that human 

beings are subject to having their body parts replaced, enhanced, or added to. How 

might this affect the ways human beings respond to one another and how might these 

changed relations come to alter our self-image? This chapter will explore the notion of 

personal identity in the light of these actual and potential technological developments. 

In the philosophical literature the concept of personal identity is used in two 

quite separate ways. The question of personal identity over time is a question about 

what makes an individual person considered at one time the same as one considered at 

another time. This question is sometimes put in terms of the conditions under which a 

person persists over time, or survives through some process. It is both a metaphysical 

question and, indirectly, a normative question. Persons are beings with rights and 

responsibilities, but these accrue only to persons who may be identified as the same 
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over time.
1
 Notwithstanding its significance, in this chapter we will not be considering 

IT and personal identity understood in terms of the survival question. 

A quite separate personal identity question addresses the notion of character. If 

we ask about a person‟s identity in this sense we want to know what characterizes him 

as a person, and so we are interested in his likes and dislikes, his interests, beliefs, 

values, his manner and his social relations. A full understanding of a person‟s identity 

in this sense may come, not just from his own conception of himself (which may be 

inaccurate in many ways), but from the considered judgments of those around him, or 

from features of his personality he lacks insight about. It also comes, especially for us 

in the present analysis, from his physical presentation and manner. Character identity 

is a function of these heterogeneous aspects.
2
 

In this chapter we will consider how these specific aspects of IT – Internet 

communication and cyborgization – affect the notion of character identity. We will 

consider the ways in which a consideration of persons in these contexts, and of the 

ways persons relate to other persons in these contexts, has implications for identity. 

The direction of analysis is thus world-to-person. But since the notion of character 

identity is normatively loaded – our identities ought to have certain features – we need 

also to provide analysis in the other direction. Thus, the analysis here implies that 

there are design constraints for those IT systems which have the real potential to alter 

character identity in undesirable ways. What will loom large in this context is the role 

that embodiment plays in anchoring the values attaching to self-presentation. Our self-

                                                 
1
 John Locke (1690/1984) is of course famous for regarding „person‟ as a forensic term. The Kantian 

notion of persons as autonomous beings connects to a rich set of normative elements including rights, 

desert and respect. 
2
 Some readers may be uneasy about my usage of „character identity‟, given one construal of 

„character‟ which refers to the moral qualities of temperament such as courage, resolution, or self-

reliance. But there is no word in English that really comes close to capturing this qualification on 

identity, as I am defining it. Oliver Black (2003: 145) uses the expression „qualitative identity‟, but this 

is used for exact similarity in most contexts. Flanagan (1991: 134) uses the expression „actual full 

identity‟, which is also misleading. My usage is perhaps closest to that of Williams (Smart and 

Williams (1973)) in his integrity objection to utilitarianism as generating a dis-integration of the self. 
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presentations depend a great deal on our embodied selves and so contexts which 

would systematically omit or distort the way we present ourselves are potentially 

morally problematic. 

We will focus on the Internet and cyborgization because, currently at any rate, 

these IT domains most saliently affect identity. They highlight, most significantly, 

changes in the way our identities are disclosed within the social space. Our identities 

depend to a large extent on the relations we bear to others, and until recently these 

relations have been mainly face-to-face relations. Computer-mediated communication 

(CMC) removes the human body from the communication transaction, and so it 

removes the central vehicle in which our identities have hitherto been expressed. Our 

identities are partly a function of the relations we bear to embodied others, and to alter 

our self-presentations to exclude these bodily aspects will tend to eliminate a rich 

source for the development of identity. 

Cyborgization affects identity by altering the modes by which we interact with 

the world, including especially the social world. By changing ourselves through the 

addition of bodily hardware our self-conceptions must also incur changes.
3
 The 

human body is the central „site‟ marking the boundaries for the human self. It is the 

vehicle within which we present ourselves as social and moral beings. The embodied 

self is recognised by others as the central place for determining who we are, for it is 

the central means of self-expression and the locus of human agency. Thus processes 

that alter the quality, shape or extent of bodily identity are implicated in changes to 

ourselves as moral and social beings. 

                                                 
3
 Some, such as Andy Clark (1997, 2003), would argue there is no hard and fast distinction between a 

person using an Internet connection and a person with a bodily implant, for both count as mechanisms 

for cyborgization; it is just that the former is an example of a „portable‟ device. He is right about this. I 

divide these examples here for the theoretical convenience of analyzing their effects on identity. 

Interestingly, these effects are similar in kind, and this is because of the effects on self-conception 

resulting from changes to the embodied self-affecting self-presentation.  



 5 

One further preliminary is worth mentioning. I will claim that the notion of 

character identity has normative implications for design of IT systems, so it is worth 

noting an important sense in which character identity is normative. To state a thesis 

about personal identity understood as a view about character, one will be committed 

to an explicit rendering of identity in normative terms to the extent that one thinks the 

concept (person) is normative; but by this I mean something in addition to the 

standard Aristotelean or Kantian notions of, respectively, the thinking animal and the 

rational agent.
4
 To possess a normative identity in this sense, one must at least possess 

the capacity for social communication and self-reflection. I cannot successfully reflect 

over who I am unless these reflections are sourced inter-subjectively. My self-image 

is then partly a social ideal, and so our interest in the effects of IT on identity consists 

largely in the effects of IT on social communication. To put it another way: the way I 

see myself depends often on the way I see myself through the interpretations of 

others, that is, in the way they see me. Thus, if IT affects the way others see me, 

especially in virtue of the ways it alters various modes of social communication, then 

it will come to affect the way I see myself. 

 

Online identity 

Online interaction now provides a normal communication context for many people, 

and its growth in the future will almost certainly be exponential. The modes for online 

communication present quite a range, including, e.g., live video (so-called webcams). 

However, to simplify, I will consider the effects on identity of text-based 

communication. I will do so because this is overwhelmingly the most used mode of 

contact, and will serve as the right testing ground for the issues of self-presentation 

                                                 
4
 Aristotle, De Anima, iii, 4, 429a9-10, Nicomachean Ethics, vi, 8, 1143a35-b5; Immanuel Kant, 1956, 

passim. 
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and identity. A further reason for this focus on text alone is that there is reason to 

think it is this mode of communication that will remain, despite the improvements in 

technology, to webcams and beyond. And this is because text-based communication 

has benefits that would be undermined if the technology permitted other (say visual) 

aspects of oneself to be presented. It is precisely such things as anonymity, the 

capacity to control how one presents, and the lack of pressure in time-delayed 

communication which confer the benefits of on-line text-based communication.  

If we were to imagine a context in which we subtracted the fact of embodiment 

from communication we would, to a reasonable approximation, have the context of 

CMC. Thus, it provides a very useful analytical tool against which we may consider 

the role of human embodiment in our self-conceptions, especially as they feature in 

self-presentation, and the structure of relationships. The approach here will be to 

consider how the absence online of the embodied self affects our capacity to form 

relationships, and thus to examine the dynamic interplay between embodiment and 

relationships, and the way this role affects the development of identity. 

 Given our fundamental starting assumption that in CMC online self-

presentations are circumscribed by textual content alone, those bodily aspects of 

ourselves that are normally (and, I claim, appropriately) in the arena of interpersonal 

contact are absent.
5
 There are two effects of this absence corresponding to the fact that 

our self-disclosures in communication contain voluntary as well as non-voluntary 

elements. Consider first the non-voluntary. In communicating with a person face-to-

face the content of their self-presentation is facilitated within a space that permits all 

of the (communicating) senses to be engaged directly in the transaction. Since this is 

unavoidable in the face-to-face situation, there will inevitably be aspects of myself I 

                                                 
5
 For a detailed account of the effects of online communication on close relationships, see Dean 

Cocking and Steve Matthews (2000) and Aaron Ben-Ze‟ev (2004). 
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am presenting to the other person that are not part of what I am choosing to exhibit. 

These non-voluntary aspects divide into those of which I am indifferent, those of 

which I would prefer were not disclosed, and those of which I am unaware. For 

example, the colour of my eyes is a self-disclosure I may well have no thoughts about 

at all; but my speech impediment (say) may be a non-voluntary intruder on a 

conversation which is quite unwanted. Thus, neither of these types of normally non-

voluntary self-disclosures intrudes upon an exchange in CMC unless it is explicitly 

mentioned in the content of the communication. But in that case, it‟s no longer non-

voluntary. Talking about my blue eyes to someone in an email requires a decision to 

disclose this information. That takes us to the second effect on self-presentation 

brought about by textually based communications alone. 

 This second effect CMC has on the interpersonal relates to a person‟s 

increased control over their self-presentations online. This is, again, substantially a 

function of the very fact that the self I am disclosing online is contained largely by my 

text-based online interactions and descriptions there of who I am. Under these 

circumstances it is inevitable that, as an embodied human agent sitting at a computer 

terminal, there is much less possibility aspects of myself I would otherwise not allow 

to become public should leak out from my self-disclosing interaction. 

 There is a range of other considerations supporting the idea of increased 

control. First, the mere fact we have time to carefully consider how to present 

ourselves means we may concoct a carefully constructed identity. We may reflect 

more carefully about how we come across to the other person. There is time to filter 

out aspects of our offline selves we are unsure of. Perhaps in face to face 

communication there is a turn of phrase we use too often, or too crudely, or perhaps 

we can never find the right words to use under conditions where communication 
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requires quick thinking. There may be myriad aspects of offline engagement that 

unavoidably feature in, or intrude on, our communicative capacities. Because of the 

increased power online to monitor these aspects, we may restrict their inclusion within 

the communicative space.  

The question, then, is whether elimination of the non-voluntary, and increases in 

our capacity to control whom we present, are desirable. Should our online selves 

partly constitute the identity we would, ideally, choose to present? If so, to what 

extent should they? To answer I will consider the effects online communication has 

on relational identity, that is, those aspects of character identity that are generated 

within the relationships we bear to significant others. In the normal case the relations I 

bear to family, friends, colleagues, and workmates have an inevitable shaping effect 

on my character, and on the character I may aspire to become (and on theirs also). 

These effects may result from the actions of others in relation to what I do – e.g., as a 

child my parents chose my school, not me – or they may result from the thoughts 

about myself I have in relation to the attitudes of others towards me – e.g., my friend‟s 

continued, and let‟s say justified, gibes about my strange dress sense may cause me 

consternation over an aspect of my social self-presentations (unless of course I simply 

don‟t care about fashion). In these, and innumerable other ways, our characters are 

shaped in relation to those around us.
6
 If we assume that our relational identity 

constitutes an important social good – and after all our valued relations to significant 

others are conditional on our capacities for relational identity – then IT contexts that 

                                                 
6
 Relational identity is not necessarily group identity, though the two are indirectly related. Roughly 

group identity refers to those characteristics we possess in virtue of belonging to, adopting, or in some 

way being influenced by a social, political, or economic institution. Suppose I join a conservative 

political party, receive paraphernalia from its headquarters, and write letters to newspapers in defence 

of the beliefs of the party and so on. My character thus comes to reflect the conservative political facets 

of this institution even though I may never have come under the direct influence of an individual 

human being who is part of this group.  
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threaten our capacity for relational identity also threaten this important social good. 

So let‟s consider what the effects are of CMC on relational identity. 

 First, a preliminary: there is here a noteworthy practical paradox. For, there is 

a genuine sense that online communication facilitates certain relationships otherwise 

not possible offline, because it eliminates unwanted and distracting aspects of the 

identity we present within the face-to-face environment. Think again here of someone 

with a speech difficulty, or someone deeply unhappy with some bodily feature, or 

mannerism, or the very shy or introverted person. In each of these cases a feature of 

identity may often present a serious impediment to the formation or development of 

relationships. In that respect, the further development of that person‟s identity within 

a possible relationship, their relational identity, is made very difficult. It would seem 

that the possibility of eliminating such undesirable aspects of one‟s self-presentation 

through online communication would have the effect of enhancing the capacity for 

forming relationships that might then contribute to relational identity. This is certainly 

true for many people
7
. However, paradoxically the very mechanisms that allow this to 

happen are also the ones that constrict the development of relational identity in other 

cases. 

 If online disclosures conceal aspects of bodily self-presentation over which a 

person feels some inhibition, embarrassment or shame, they also obscure aspects a 

person may feel some pride or attachment to. Someone who justifiably considers 

themselves beautiful in the offline world, perhaps even sometimes relying on this 

feature as an entry card for social interaction there, loses that card at the doors of 

cyberspace.
8
 Thus CMC, in reducing identity disclosures to disclosures of text-based 

                                                 
7
 There is support for this assertion from the social psychology literature. See for example Tidwell, L. 

C., and Walther, Joseph B. (2002). 
8
 This should not be regarded necessarily as a bad thing. As Velleman (2001: 45) points out the very 

beautiful may also feel shame in regard to this feature if they would prefer not to present themselves as 
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content has a flattening, and an egalitarian effect. But in providing for (something 

approaching) equality of identity in these kinds of respects, the cost is a limitation on 

intimacy. Take friendship again. In offline friendship, since the embodied person is 

disclosed there – the fully extended self let‟s say – self-presentation within friendship 

is near-complete and highly nuanced. In particular it allows greatly for the possibility 

that one should come under the influence of one‟s friend. My friend, for example, 

may cause me to widen my interests in various ways I would never have considered. 

Or the influence may consist in advice about how to deal with an embarrassing or 

secret problem. More significantly, my friend sees me at close quarters and develops 

insights into my character that I can‟t see myself. Sometimes she may communicate 

these to me, or if not, her responses to me may make it obvious that this is what she 

thinks. For example, I may have become so habituated to my impatience I could never 

see this about myself, and it may well take my friend to shine a light on this aspect of 

my character. In all of these ways my friend becomes a co-author to my identity. Self-

construction is in these ways a joint, ongoing production.
9
 To apply a recent metaphor 

to these questions, other things being equal, the best continuing narrative for my self 

thus comes to include friends and indeed those significant others, such as family, who 

are also part of the self-story, and part-writers of that story. This picture of friendship 

and the self is one way of characterising the mechanism for intimacy. An intimate 

relation is one in which significant others are co-writers of the self-narrative. 

 Online life limits these possibilities for intimacy precisely because it 

undermines the possibility of the co-authored self.
10

 The co-authored self requires 

                                                                                                                                            
beautiful. “Even great beauty can occasion shame in situations where it is felt to drown out rather than 

amplify self-presentation.” 
9
 This account of friendship is due to Cocking and Kennett (1998). 

10
 I have focused here on friendship to make this general point, but it can be made for other kinds of 

relationship. Elsewhere (Matthews, 2006) I have argued that professional identity is stifled by online 

interaction. The online environment fails to provide a context for professional character traits to emerge 
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identity feature-sharing in the social space which is not limited by the absence of the 

embodied agent. Intimacy is a matter of degree, and degrees of intimacy depend on 

our knowing each other in a certain kind of way. Quite plausibly we might say that in 

order to really know who someone is, that person must be „visible‟ in the fullest sense. 

It means we have access to the fully embodied person. There must be visibility across 

many channels, not merely the single channel of textual disclosure. Intimacy relies on 

being „fully seen‟ within the relationship. It is only when this occurs that we can be 

said to have a stake in the relationship and to play a full role in developing that 

relationship, and in so doing, develop relational identity there. 

 Being fully seen offline, the self that is normally, and appropriately, presented 

to the other combines both of the voluntary and non-voluntary elements. In close 

friendship, for example, each party responds to these self-presentations through a 

process of mutual interpretation. In my interpretations of you, you come to see 

yourself through my eyes, and so features of your character, even ones into which you 

have no insight, are made salient. Through this ongoing two way process our 

identities may gradually come to be shaped by the relationship itself.
11

 The problem 

of the online case is that this dynamic aspect of the formation of close relationships 

cannot really be simulated. The disembodied self inevitably will fail to disclose 

important elements of character identity. This will be so for the two reasons outlined 

above: either my self-presentations are incomplete because of the absence of those 

non-voluntary aspects; or, the heightened control over who it is I am presenting online 

will uncover a rather different self from what would otherwise be presented offline. 

The picture presented to the other of one‟s identity is thus impoverished and distorted, 

                                                                                                                                            
and develop because the online space limits the conditions under which the professional-client 

relationship may properly flourish.  
11

 The interpretation point is due to Cocking and Kennett (1998).  
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and for those reasons an online identity is far less disposed to engaging in the normal 

dynamics of intimate relationships. 

 Let me sum up the argument thus far. An important source of character 

identity derives from social agency. Such agency depends both on my capacities for 

self presentation, and on those aspects of who I am in the social space that are 

disclosed non-voluntarily. It is in virtue of my presentations as an embodied agent that 

I am able to present socially as a fully extended self. And only in that mode of self-

presentation can the self develop in relation to others fully and appropriately. Thus 

online life is an impoverished context for the development of identity because it fails 

as a source for the social agential characteristics of identity. It excludes important 

aspects of self-presentation which are normally and appropriately the subject matter 

for the development of relational identity. 

 

Cyborgs  

Different IT domains raise different, but in a sense related problems of identity. 

Selves in cyberspace are disembodied communicators, and this limits the possibility 

of intimacy and the development of relational identity. The self in this context is 

clearly and directly embedded in the IT context of web-based communication. Yet 

there is a sense in which the embodied person – a self in real space – is itself 

something that is embedded in an IT context – for it is what we might call an 

informational self, or in a sense to be explained presently, a cybernetic organism. The 

problems for identity here are not raised by the lack of embodiment, but rather by the 

mode of embodiment by which the self presents itself. In so far as this is the case, 

questions are raised again for our identity qua relational beings. In this section, then, I 

will discuss the implications for identity raised by the idea that human beings are, to 
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put it generally, informational organisms. Specifically I will address issues of identity 

raised by the idea of human beings as cybernetic organisms, or cyborgs.  

 A cyborg, as I will define it, is a reflexive agent. Think here of a simple 

operation involving say the picking up of a glass from a table. The goal is to pick up 

the glass; as the hand moves closer to the glass information feeds back to the agent 

regarding its position; adjustments to movement are made by comparing the position 

the hand should be in given the goal, and its actual position. Information continues to 

be fed back into the system until the operation is complete. (Of course in the real 

world all of this happens automatically, spontaneously and non-inferentially.) 

Extrapolating, the agency of the cyborg is a product of external features of its 

environment (including extensions to its own body) working in tandem with itself. 

Given this minimal description it is clear that functioning human beings count as 

cyborgs just as they are. Of course popular culture has its own sense of what a cyborg 

should be – think for example of the series of Terminator films – and the typical 

cyborg in this sense is a creature functioning according to the cybernetic principles 

just outlined, but typically incorporating both biological and machine parts.
12

 The 

identity issues that are raised come into focus especially when we consider the 

possibility of bio-mechanical hybrids, and so we will consider these as central in what 

follows.
13

 

 The concept of character identity, as I have argued, is ineliminably normative, 

and inherently dynamic. The interplay between our actual identities and self-

                                                 
12

 The Terminator (1984), directed by James Cameron, starring Arnold Swarzenegger. 
13

 Clark (2003) and others consider that persons in unadulterated human form are still cyborgs, hence 

the title of his book, „Natural Born Cyborgs‟. The mere fact we use language, or that we externalize our 

agency through, for example, the use of pen and paper to complete arithmetic provides a sufficient 

motivation to regard human persons as cybernetic organisms. I will not dispute this claim. However, if 

we are already cyborgs in this sense, then no particularly new problem of identity is raised through a 

consideration of the new IT technologies. The more interesting cases that problematize identity are 

those in which the human form is altered in certain ways, and for certain kinds of motivation; so, these 

are the cases I think should be addressed. Thus it is not cyborgization per se that raises the problem of 

identity; rather it is the degrees and qualities of certain cyborgization processes that do. 
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constituting capacities invokes thoughts about who we are and who we think we 

should be, in an ongoing story connecting ourselves to others and the natural world. 

This inevitable normative feature of identity provides the clue to issues about identity 

and cyborgization. The question is about the extent to which we should proceed down 

a path in which bio-mechanical selves are increasingly normalized. Moreover, the 

rationality of the tendency in that direction must depend on the purpose for which it is 

intended. So let me distinguish four different kinds of case here, associated with 

different motivations. 

 First, anyone who has a pacemaker, prosthetic limb, even spectacles is 

centrally motivated by the need to restore to themselves what they take to be a normal 

function of a human being.
 
Second, anyone who has had a facelift, liposuction, or 

some kind of body implant is motivated centrally by the desire for cosmetic changes 

aiming at restoration or enhancement of their bodily self-image. Third, consider the 

case of Stelarc. Stelarc is a performance artist with a third hand.
14

 The main 

consideration for this seems to be aesthetic, and perhaps more generally an 

intellectual curiosity. Fourth, consider the possibility of inserting silicon chips into the 

brain, or of devices or drugs (not a mere possibility) that enhance neural function in 

some way, say to improve memory, relieve anxiety, or to manipulate emotions.
15

 The 

motivation here might be through the range already considered: mental dysfunction 

might be repaired in this way; or my aim might be to improve my self-presentation 

skills for social occasions; or my aim might be to enhance my intellectual skills to 

solve new problems. 

                                                 
14

 I describe this case in more detail below. 
15

 The division into four kinds of motivation is one way of carving the logical space, but not the only 

way. Notice, for example, that my social confidence might be improved either through some cosmetic 

surgery, or with some neural manipulation. So, what is the best description for the purpose here? We 

have here the problem of distinguishing means and ends, and in some cases the same end may be 

achieved with different means. My taxonomy is simply designed to recognize ends that are central. 
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 I wish to focus on cases in which the process of cyborgization is implicated in 

our self-presentations in so far as these constitute conspicuous problems for character 

identity. Here, as a springboard to the analysis, I want to help myself to a point made 

by Harry Frankfurt. He talks about a human as being responsive to his or her own 

condition, to the risks of existence, and to the conflicts with others. He writes (1988: 

163): 

 

There is [a sort] of reflexivity or self-consciousness, which appears […] to be 

intelligible as being fundamentally a response to conflict and risk. It is a 

salient characteristic of human beings, one which affects our lives in deep and 

innumerable ways, that we care about what we are. This is closely connected 

both as cause and as effect to our enormous preoccupation with what other 

people think of us. We are ceaselessly alert to the danger that there may be 

discrepancies between what we wish to be (or what we wish to seem to be) 

and how we actually appear to others and ourselves. 

 

Frankfurt‟s basic insight here is that we care about who we are partly because we care 

about what others think of us, and so we are motivated to present the kind of self that 

is not at odds with what we hope others will think of us. My purpose in the light of 

this comment is to set up what I take to be a fundamental structural feature of identity. 

I have a set of beliefs (or story) about my actual character identity, captured by 

thoughts such as “this is how I really am”. I have a set of beliefs (or story) generated 

by the image I project both to myself and others, captured by thoughts such as “this is 

how I am coming across”. Finally I have a set of beliefs (or story) about the person I 

would ideally like to be, captured by thoughts such as “this is how I really want to 
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be”.
16

 Frankfurt is right that an important corrective to the possibility of getting all 

three stories wrong is that we care about the character we present to others. I would 

add that we care about its presentation because, unless we are constitutively deceitful 

or manipulative, we care about the character we in fact possess, and we care to display 

the character we in fact possess. 

 Now unfortunately this simplifies the picture somewhat. For although I think it 

is analytic that in an ideal possible world, the character I really want to have is the 

character I really possess, there are many possible circumstances in which it is 

desirable I project a certain kind of identity I do not in fact have, or believe myself to 

have. It is a commonplace, for example, that in order to change oneself one needs to 

deliberately play a role inconsistent with your current conception of who you are. In 

order to become a certain kind of person you need, for a while, to act like that kind of 

person. You need to “fake it till you make it” as is sometimes said.  

 Thus we have a model of the psychological structure that underpins the 

construction of identity. The question now is what, normatively speaking, ought to 

inform the model. To address this question we should point to certain features of 

human embodiment we regard as important to identity which place normative limits 

on their possible design. Roughly these features are ones which enhance or permit 

those practices we regard as important to our relational identity. For our self-

presentations play a crucial role in social recognition. IT bodily add-ons that would be 

disruptive to our social recognition would thus have a clear impact on character 

identity. In order to develop this idea I will sketch the theoretical normative account a 

little more by arguing that if we stray too far from the human form we lose touch with 

                                                 
16

 Equating sets of beliefs with the notion of a story connects the former notion with the narrative 

theory of the self referred to earlier. 
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ourselves as narrative agents in which the human body is best seen as the appropriate 

locus of relationships, the normative source of relational identity. 

 With this in place, let‟s return to the applied arena and consider a slightly 

fanciful case based on Stelarc. Andy Clark discusses Stelarc, an Australian 

performance artist who has a prosthetic third hand.
17

 The hand can be attached to 

Stelarc‟s right arm by mechanical clamps and has grasping, pinching, and rotation 

motor control. It is controlled by Stelarc via the indirect route of muscle sites located 

on his legs and abdomen. When these sites are engaged, the signals are picked up by 

electrodes which are then sent to the metal prosthesis. Initially Stelarc moved his third 

hand with some difficulty since the movement required thought about how, for 

example, an abdominal muscle movement translated to a hand movement. Now, after 

many years, Stelarc moves his third arm effortlessly, automatically and with some 

precision. (Anyone who has mastered some very complex motor skills – playing a 

musical instrument, or indeed, adjusting to a prosthetic that restores normal function – 

will have some insights into the process of the development of motor coordination.) 

 Let‟s consider a variation of Stelarc – Stelarc 3 – who, we may imagine, has 

decided never to remove his third hand. From his point of view it is now permanently 

incorporated as part of himself and he comes to regard his third hand as being on his 

side when thinking about the boundary between himself and the world. His 

motivations for the move to permanency may be quite mixed and might include 

aesthetic as well as functional reasons. We should think that it matters what purpose 

Stelarc 3 has in mind in adopting a third hand as his identity, but more importantly the 

fact that a person should adopt the new technology permanently means that at some 

level they have decided, quite simply and without qualification, to make it a part of 
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 See Andy Clark (2003: 115-119). Stelarc has his own website at http://www.stelarc.va.com.au/, 

viewed July 3, 2006. 

http://www.stelarc.va.com.au/
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themselves. And it is this more global motivation to radically transform oneself into 

something else that swamps all other specific considerations of function, aesthetics, 

personal advantage, or whatever. 

 Thus we can imagine that Stelarc 3 has made a decision about himself, namely 

to present a new three-handed self to the world. Why does this matter? There are 

many obvious responses to be made at this point, which I will just mention, but I think 

we want to draw as general a lesson as we may from the example. I begin, then, the 

obvious responses. First, no doubt Stelarc 3‟s self-presentation would engender a 

visceral repulsion, at least in some. A visit to Stelarc‟s website (listed above) should 

leave no doubt that the possession of a third hand is aesthetically strange, so much so, 

that in the normal course of life, it might be hard to know where to look were one to 

(say) share a drink with Stelarc 3 at a lounge bar. Second, the inclusion of a third hand 

might be distracting, or even illegal, in the context of certain conventional practices. 

Consider the time-honoured practice of two-handed clapping; or consider competitive 

sports in which the addition of a third hand would confer some distinct material 

advantage. Third, consider the effect of a third hand on sexual attractiveness. At the 

very least, such an addition might well create too much of a distraction from (let‟s 

say) an otherwise beautiful body. Fourth, we might wonder about the state of a person 

who comes to have such a motivation in the first place. Why would anyone wish to 

radically transform themselves this way? What was it about this person before the 

change that motivated a need to drastically alter their appearance? Was it mere 

attention-seeking? Were they so unhappy about their former appearance that they 

were driven to this? What might be next? And so on. Thus the addition of a permanent 

third hand might raise questions about the state of the person prior to this action, even 

if such questions had apparently acceptable answers. 
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 So, more generally now, why might it matter that someone should go down 

the path of cyborgization in the way our imagined Stelarc has done?
18

 There are two 

points to be made at this general level. First, our self-presentations affect the nature of 

the relationships we are in, and so there are intrinsic effects of self-presentation on our 

existing relationships. Second, our self-presentations affect who it is that we have 

relationships with in the first instance; this is an extrinsic effect. 

 So, consider first the intrinsic point. The interpersonal relations that matter to 

human beings most are those relations we choose in our capacities as normative 

agents. If someone cares about their relations to nearest and dearest then they ought to 

be motivated to act in ways in which the self they present within these relations aims 

at preserving or nurturing them. This is not just a moral point about the requirements 

of such relationships, but rather a more general point that the value of our relations to 

others enjoins us to consider carefully how we are within them. How we are within 

relationships turns out to be a function of the quality of that relationship itself. How 

we relate to friends, family, work colleagues and so on has an important impact on our 

identities, and so in turn on the quality of those relationships. This point emerged 

earlier in the discussion of online communication. Our identities are constructed in the 

social space partly as a result of feature-sharing within that space which is then 

internalised as part of the three-pronged model set out above. A lack of embodiment 

removes a range of features available for the construction of identity. Thus, changes to 

embodiment of the radical sort in the case of our imagined Stelarc, would contribute a 
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 In this chapter I have focused on cases in which self-presentation is an issue. Space prevents me from 

considering the interesting cases in which neural implants alter aspects of one‟s personality or cognitive 

capacities. Just as interesting are cases of shared agency in which, for example, a person affects an 

action in a different person via a “wire tapping” apparatus in which nerve signals from the former are 

diverted to muscle sites in the latter. Finally, there is, mooted in the literature, the possibility of shared 

experiences in which a person might come to remember an experience had by a different person, or 

experience similar feelings to a person performing an action elsewhere. These cases raise not only 

questions of character identity but connect also to the issue of survival. For example, Shoemaker 

(1970) and Parfit (1984) have talked about the latter kinds of cases in their discussions of quasi-

memory. 
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new feature into the social space. In so far as such a feature – or its lack – alters the 

ordinary dynamics of those relations we care most deeply about, it raises a question 

concerning the appropriateness of its inclusion. 

 Consider now the extrinsic point. This emerged earlier when considering the 

effects of self-presentation on social attraction. In this connection, consider someone 

with multiple body piercing or tattoos in a culture where such practices are outside the 

mainstream. In choosing to present myself outside the mainstream in such a way I do 

in the first instance exclude the possibility of relationships with certain kinds of 

people. There are many contexts where such exclusion may take place – e.g., I make it 

very unlikely I will work in an office environment in which such self-presentation is 

conventionally ruled out – and there are many different mechanisms determining the 

way it occurs; however, the central point is simply that to a large extent choosing to 

present as a certain kind of person constitutes choosing the kinds of relationships we 

may have, and so in turn of the kinds of people we may become by then being part of 

that group. The extrinsic point in relation to self-presentation is a point about group 

identity (see fn. 6). 

 In summary, then, the central normative points that must be raised in any 

discussion of the effects of cyborgization concern the way it may alter the dynamics 

of existing relationships (intrinsic point), and the way self-presentation may 

automatically select the kinds of relationships we will tend to have (extrinsic point). 

 

Character identity  

The position developed so far is that our character identity derives importantly from 

our public roles as embodied self-presenting agents; but what kind of agents? And 

how, exactly, is our agency implicated in our identity? What are the normative 
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sources for this identity, and how are the features of our identity organised around our 

agency? In this section I say something brief about these general issues surrounding 

character identity before returning to the main argument. 

 I am going to distinguish between the identities we in fact have, including the 

factors that determine those actual identities, and the identities we ought to have 

which we can label „normative identities‟. It is important to distinguish actual from 

normative identity for at least two reasons. First, as reflective beings, we measure our 

self-conceptions against a conception of who we aspire to be. A significant 

mechanism in personality development lies in the tension between a person‟s real 

self-image and her ideal self image. One‟s ideal self-image is simply the image one 

has of the sort of person one would like to be. One‟s real self-image is constituted by 

the set of beliefs about oneself that one actually possesses. A premise in much of this 

literature is that the dynamics of personality development are explained by reference 

to the gap between the real and ideal self-image.
19

 In our terms one‟s ideal self image 

will be informed saliently by the range of considerations arising from one‟s social 

relations, as described in the mechanisms above. 

 The second reason for distinguishing normative and actual identity is that 

identity (simpliciter) just is a dynamic construction: as normative agents our identity 

is something we work on, both for ourselves and for others. Thus it is important to 

have a picture both of how identity is constructed, and of the normative frameworks 

within which such construction takes place. For our identities have significant 

connection to practical deliberation, and as such thinking about identity importantly 

determines what our ends will be, and how we treat others. In addition, as reflective 

beings it is in our nature to consider who we are, how we think others perceive us, and 

                                                 
19. See, for example, Robert L. Leahy (ed.) (1985), especially Chapter 1, and Ross Stagner (1974: 

188). 
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to ask whether a certain kind of person is what we wish to aim at being. It is in this 

context that it is critical to consider what effects there are on identity development and 

construction. Typically the question arises in the social or political sphere. In the 

context of IT, it is similarly pressing. 

 Why might we think a normative consideration provides one with a legitimate 

identity-constituting reason for action? Acting from a normative consideration unifies 

a person understood as a narrative agent. What does this mean? A narrative agent is a 

person whose self-conception consists in narrating and acting in a story “written” by 

the agent.
20

 According to the narrative account the normativity attaching to one‟s 

reasons emerges from considerations about how those reasons will best serve in the 

continued construction of one‟s life. They will do so when the best continuation is a 

story that coheres with one‟s past so as to generate well-being, achieved through such 

goods as long term relationships, careers, or roles that are available to agents who are 

unified over time. Once we recognise the close connection between humanly 

embodied agency and narrative agency we see that, ceteris paribus, the best 

continuing story cannot diverge too far, too quickly, from that kind of embodiment. 

 A unified agent is one whose reasons for action project her into the future by 

connecting them to her ends.
21

 As Christine Korsgaard (1999: 27) puts it, 

“…deliberative action by its very nature imposes unity on the will…whatever else 

you are doing when you choose a deliberate action, you are also unifying yourself into 

a person…action is self-constitution.” Korsgaard‟s view of identity is practical: one‟s 

identity consists in the fact that as rational beings who act over time we construct who 

we are in virtue of the choices we make about what to do. When an agent acts for 
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 The recent literature contains many expressions of the narrative theory of the self. See, for example, 

Daniel Dennett (1992), J. David Velleman (2005) and also a special issue of Philosophy, Psychiatry 

and Psychology entitled “Agency, Narrative and Self”, Volume 10 (4), December 2003. 
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 Christine Korsgaard (1989) and (1999). 
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reasons she both constitutes herself at a time and projects herself into the future. As 

Korsgaard says (1989: 113-4) “[t]he sort of thing you identify yourself with may carry 

you automatically into the future… Indeed the choice of any action no matter how 

trivial takes you some way into the future. And to the extent that you regulate your 

choices by identifying yourself as the one who is implementing something like a 

particular plan of life, you need to identify with your future in order to be what you 

are even now.”  

 What connects the narrative and self-constitution accounts is the central idea 

that operative reasons necessarily project one into the future, and in this way they are 

critical to identity construction. These accounts point to the ways in which choices for 

identity might matter. The narrative view is concerned with coherence and well-being: 

to the extent my life is a fragmented story, depriving me of the capacity to build and 

develop a life containing a range of social goods, well-being will be lacking. The self-

constitution view connects choices for determining the character of my identity much 

more closely with autonomy itself. The failure to act consistently on my reasons 

results in a failure to be an effective self-governing being. Bringing the two together 

we can say that a significant aspect of identity just is the capacity to construct one‟s 

life according to the best continuation of its narrative features to that point. Who we 

are, then, depends on the capacity for the right kind of self-unification. The value that 

attaches to our identity depends on our continuing capacity to construct ourselves 

according to the right story.  

 Of course there is no single right story, but there are clues to the right kind of 

story once we see what is lacking in disunified, or disrupted agency: a person who 

fails to unify herself over time simply lacks the resources for constructing the kind of 

self narrative we regard as valuable. Much of what we regard as valuable derives from 
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an agent‟s capacity to access the social goods. Continuing relationships, the 

occupation of valued social roles, the completion of goals, the keeping of 

commitments and so forth are all examples of these.
22

 Thus a central consideration in 

the design of IT is its effect on identity to the extent that it may undermine extended 

narrative agency. 

 Our control over who we are is something we work at by constructing a self 

which is hopefully not so besotted by technology that it would undermine our sense 

that our lives hang together within a single narrative. If we become too dependent on, 

or too distracted by, the offerings of a technologically rich and tempting world, we 

may well tend to lose ourselves in the technology. We will tend less to be sensitive to 

other human beings who had hitherto engaged with us in the kinds of relationships 

that engender value both in them and in the identities that develop in relation to them. 

We saw this perhaps most aptly in the analysis of online identity and friendship in 

which our identity within friendship-like relations is effectively obscured. In the 

remaining section I intend to bring together the threads of the discussion so far and 

then finish with some remarks on the implications these ideas have for the design of 

IT systems. 

 

The importance of Self-Presentation to Identity 

The argument so far has been complex and so it will be useful at this point to tie 

together the various strands in order to see where we have come. I have attempted 

where possible to divide the discussion of identity between descriptive structural 

aspects on the one hand, and normative aspects on the other. Let‟s begin with the 

descriptive. I have claimed that who we are depends in large part on our significant 
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relationships and how we are within those relationships. How we are there depends 

largely on the responses we make to others‟ attitudes towards, and influence over us. 

A measure of those responses can be gleaned by our shared understandings of how we 

come across to each other as social agents. The central and appropriate mode for how 

we come across socially is in our bodily and bodily behavioural self-presentations. 

Thus, the connection between IT and identity, descriptively speaking, boils down to 

the effect IT has on those self presentation elements which structure identity given 

this social dimension of identity formation. 

 Turning to the normative I have tried to show the connection between these 

facts about identity construction with normativity by arguing that as self-reflective 

beings we have a sense not just of who we are, but of the ideal person we might strive 

to become. I have further connected that idea with contemporary views about identity 

and agency: as narrative agents we provide reasons for our future selves to best 

continue the story we have so far established for ourselves. Although I have only 

hinted at this, I think this theory of narrative agency is inadequate unless it recognizes 

the possibility that autonomy comes in degrees. Our identities are almost never fully 

under our own control, and there are innumerable explanations why not; some of 

these point to circumstances that are undesirable – think of the many cases of mental 

illness, social dislocation, or criminal influence for example – but some explanations 

allude to, for example, relationships that constitute robust social goods – we have 

considered the influence on identity between good and true friends, but a longer list 

might include such relationships as teacher-pupil, or patient-doctor, in which the 

subordinate individual gives up autonomy: in deferring to expert opinion, I place 

myself, to a limited extent anyway, in the hands of someone else. Thus who we are 
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depends on our social agency in which others become identity co-authors. We thus 

have a normative theoretical framework for considering IT and identity. 

 What, then, are the lessons this account of identity has for IT design? First, it 

has to be noted that no philosophical theory of identity construed at this level of 

generality can provide specific prescriptive parameters for technology design. What it 

can do, however, is to register some general constraints on the design of technologies 

in which the mode of self-presentation prevents the values of the normative self being 

expressed. Thus given the connection I have drawn between identity and our capacity 

to shape who we are as narrative agents, there is an overarching constraint which is 

the avoidance of technologies which prevent us both from continuing acts of self-

creation, but also, technologies that would obscure from us the knowledge that this is 

what we are. Still, we can be more specific than this, and I want to return to the theme 

of relationships and self-presentation. 

 Consider again intimate relationships such as close friendship. These are 

relationships in which there is deep mutual affection, a disposition to assist in the 

welfare of the other, and a continuing desire to engage with the other in shared 

activities. True friendship, however, departs from these baseline features in which the 

object of desire appears to be some non-personal value – affection, welfare, activities 

– to include the person himself. I have argued here that a significant source of our 

character identity emerges from our social agency, and this has its most significant 

expression in our close relationships. Technologies which eliminate or distort our 

capacities to present ourselves to the social world fully, so that we may fully engage 

in social relations including especially, but not limited to, love and friendship will 

thus act to dry up an important source for character identity. Technology that would 

tend to reduce the object of a potential love to some kind of natural feature, a thing, or 
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an aesthetic device, will tend in this direction. It seems to me that this point gets to the 

core of the relation between identity and IT. Technology that disables our capacity to 

both be seen, and to see the other, within a relationship, for the good of that 

relationship, and which enables us to come across as something we are not within a 

relationship, risks its derailment; in such cases technology also risks something that is 

a proper source for identity construction. 

 Note that this position is compatible with technologies that would instantly 

alter a person‟s mode of self-presentation across some dimensions. Suppose 

technology existed which could instantly eliminate an unwanted feature of identity 

such as a stutter, facial tic, a blushing disposition or some non-voluntary personal 

attribute that tended to disrupt one‟s capacity for social intercourse. The removal of 

that attribute would enhance one‟s participation as a social agent. This would be 

technology which led to a person‟s being more fully seen for what they ideally would 

like to be, if the unwanted attribute had hitherto prevented the person from 

successfully engaging with others in the social world. Thus the position I am 

advocating is not monolithically opposed to technologies merely because they have 

the potential to alter the character of our social selves. On the contrary, I would only 

be arguing for such a position if the technologies referred to here were to become the 

main mode of communication. I‟m thus of course not suggesting (for example) the 

elimination of email. The central point is that our identities are indeed sensitive to 

modes of self-presentation which are in turn determined by the technological contexts 

of communication and embodiment. We currently retain choices over the uses of 

technology (both its extent and the mode of use), and their uses can facilitate the 

appropriate elimination of undesirable identity-constituting features; but just as 
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technologies can do this they can also eliminate, obscure or distort what we regard as 

important to our social relationships and our social agency. 

 

Conclusion 

The IT domains discussed here raise questions about character identity. As reflective 

narrative agents who care about our embodied selves, and how they come across to 

others, IT that undermines or distorts our (embodied) self-presentations inevitably 

feeds into our self-conceptions. What we will really become will tend to follow on 

from how we project ourselves inter-subjectively and in the public sphere. This is 

problematic in so far as it disrupts or even destroys those human relationships that 

have hitherto served us well, ethically and more broadly, normatively. If this is the 

case, then technology that affects our identity via this path must consider the ways in 

which it will impact on our embodied self-presentations, or indeed, the extent to 

which it will omit embodiment completely as is the case with the internet. 
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