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ABSTRACT 

 

The emergence of virtual society has created a new space for the formation of social identity that is 

fluid and performative. This study aims to analyze whether the online sphere provides freedom for 

identity expression or, conversely, fosters social alienation. Using a descriptive qualitative approach, 

this paper employs Erving Goffman's dramaturgical theory, Anthony Giddens’ concept of the reflexive 

self, and Karl Marx’s theory of alienation as its analytical framework. The findings reveal that identity 

in virtual society is shaped through continuous self-image negotiation, which can lead to a gap between 

the ideal self and the real self. The online space may serve as a platform for self-expression, yet it also 

has the potential to reinforce feelings of alienation, particularly when digital interactions replace 

genuine social closeness. This study highlights the importance of critical awareness in navigating the 

dynamics of identity formation in contemporary digital society. 
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ABSTRAK 

 

Kemunculan masyarakat virtual telah membuka ruang baru bagi pembentukan identitas sosial yang 

bersifat cair dan performatif. Penelitian ini bertujuan untuk menganalisis apakah ruang daring memberi 

kebebasan ekspresi identitas atau justru menciptakan keterasingan sosial. Dengan pendekatan kualitatif 

deskriptif, tulisan ini menggunakan teori dramaturgi Erving Goffman, konsep “reflexive self” dari 

Anthony Giddens, dan teori alienasi Karl Marx sebagai kerangka analisis. Temuan menunjukkan 

bahwa identitas di masyarakat virtual dibentuk melalui proses negosiasi citra diri yang terus-menerus, 

namun berpotensi menimbulkan jarak antara diri ideal dan diri nyata. Ruang daring dapat menjadi 

wadah ekspresi, tetapi juga medan yang memperkuat perasaan keterasingan, terutama ketika interaksi 

digital menggantikan kedekatan sosial yang autentik. Penelitian ini menyoroti pentingnya kesadaran 

kritis terhadap dinamika pembentukan identitas dalam masyarakat digital kontemporer. 

 

Kata Kunci: Identitas sosial, masyarakat virtual, dramaturgi, alienasi digital, reflektivitas 

 

 
1
 Universitas Sumatera Utara, Indonesia (rahmashiny12@usu.ac.id) 

 



Habitus: Jurnal Pendidikan Sosiologi dan Antropologi  
Vol. 9 No. 2 Tahun 2025 Hal. 173-186  

ISSN: 2597-9264   

  

174 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

In the midst of rapid advances in 

information and communication 

technology, the world is entering a new era 

where the boundaries between physical and 

virtual reality are becoming increasingly 

blurred. The virtual society, which exists 

through the internet and social media 

networks, has fundamentally changed the 

way humans interact, build social relations, 

and form their identities. Behind the cold 

and silent screen of the gadget, a warm, 

fluid and dynamic performance of identity 

is held. Digital platforms such as 

Instagram, TikTok, Twitter and Facebook 

are not only mediums of communication, 

but also arenas of self-representation where 

individuals design, display and negotiate 

images of who they are. However, in this 

seemingly liberating space, critical 

questions arise: is virtual society really a 

new space for the formation of authentic 

and reflective social identities, or is it a new 

field of alienation that plunges individuals 

into a lonely and confusing existential 

crisis? 

The development of virtual society 

cannot be separated from the context of 

social transformation due to globalization 

and digitalization. Social identity, which is 

classically formed in the context of face-to-

face interactions, is now experiencing a 

sharp shift towards digital constructions 

that are performative, temporary and 

curated. Individuals are no longer just 

social subjects in real space, but also digital 

actors in cyberspace that facilitate various 

forms of self-expression. Virtual space 

offers the illusion of freedom in designing 

self- narratives, but at the same time also 

creates new social pressures in the form of 

aesthetic standards, public expectations, 

and algorithms that regulate online 

existence. Identities in virtual societies are 

not formed in a vacuum, but rather in an 

ecosystem full of power dynamics, 

commodification, and the influence of 

global popular culture. 

In the academic realm, this 

phenomenon has attracted the attention of 

various thinkers. Sherry Turkle (2011) in 

Alone Together points out the paradox of 

digital connectivity: although technology 

opens up vast channels of communication, 

it deepens individuals’ sense of isolation 

and loneliness. Papacharissi (2010), in A 

Networked Self, highlights that digital 

identities are flexible and open, yet 

vulnerable to social pressures from online 

communities that are constantly watching 

and judging. From a classical sociological 
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perspective, Erving Goffman’s 

dramaturgical theory provides a relevant 

analytical framework in understanding how 

individuals “play roles” on the social stage. 

In a virtual context, social media becomes a 

front stage where identities are strategically 

displayed, while the authenticity or personal 

side (back stage) is often hidden or even 

fragmented. This concept emphasizes that 

identity is not something essential and 

stable, but the result of social construction 

that is negotiated continuously. 

Furthermore, Anthony Giddens 

(1991) through the concept of reflexive 

self-states that in modern society, 

individuals are encouraged to actively shape 

and reshape their self-narrative through 

continuous self-reflection. In the digital era, 

this reflection process is increasingly 

influenced by interactions and feedback 

from social media that are often 

contradictory, triggering tensions between 

idealization and authenticity. In contrast, 

Karl Marx’s critical approach through the 

concept of alienation offers a structural 

perspective on the alienation of individuals 

in oppressive social systems. Although 

originally developed in the context of 

production relations in industrial 

capitalism, the concept of alienation is now 

relevant to analyze how virtual society, as 

part of digital capitalism, separates 

individuals from the authentic self. When 

individuals feel compelled to continuously 

present an “ideal” version of themselves 

that is socially acceptable or liked, this 

process can give birth to identity alienation, 

where individuals lose connection with 

their existential reality. 

Departing from this framework, this 

paper is here to explore and critically 

analyze the ambivalence of virtual society 

in shaping social identity. Does virtual 

society really provide an alternative space 

that is more inclusive and flexible in 

expressing oneself, or does it become a new 

social structure that alienates individuals 

from themselves? Through a sociological 

approach and critical social theory, this 

paper examines the dynamics of identity in 

virtual society using three main lenses: 

Erving Goffman’s dramaturgy, Anthony 

Giddens’ reflexive self, and Karl Marx’s 

theory of alienation. This study aims to 

show that virtual society is paradoxical: it 

offers freedom of expression, but also 

creates a subtle but systemic trap of 

alienation. Thus, it is important to question 

how we understand and respond to the 

dynamics of social identity formation in this 
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digital era – whether as an emancipatory 

opportunity or as a new form of domination 

and alienation. 

2. METHODOLOGY 

This study uses a qualitative-

descriptive approach, structured as an 

argumentative essay based on a literature 

review. The main objective of this study is 

to examine and analyze the dynamics of 

social identity formation in virtual 

communities, as well as to critically 

evaluate the extent to which digital spaces 

offer freedom or, conversely, trigger self-

alienation. Therefore, the chosen 

methodology is specifically designed to 

support the theoretical and analytical 

arguments related to the social 

phenomenon being studied. 

2.1 Research Approach 

A qualitative approach utilizing 

library research methods is used in this 

study. This approach was chosen because 

the research focuses on understanding the 

meaning, structure, and dynamics of 

identity in the context of virtual 

communities, rather than on statistical 

measurement. In qualitative research, the 

interpretation of social phenomena is the 

main priority, making this approach highly 

suitable for exploring conceptual issues 

related to identity, performativity, and 

alienation in digital spaces. 

2.2 Types and Sources of Data 

Data for this study were obtained 

from secondary literature, including 

academic books, scientific journals, 

scientific articles, and previous research 

reports relevant to the topic. Sources were 

selected based on their academic credibility 

and relevance to the research focus. Data 

collection emphasized: a) sociological 

theories about social identity, particularly 

the works of Goffman, Giddens, and Marx, 

b) interdisciplinary studies on virtual 

communities, social media, and self-

dynamics in digital spaces, c) empirical and 

theoretical research on the relationship 

between freedom of expression on social 

media and psychosocial impacts such as 

social pressure, performativity, and 

alienation. 

2.3 Data Collection and Analysis Techniques 

Data collection is conducted 

through a systematic literature review, 

including the identification, selection, and 

synthesis of relevant literature. Literature 

searches were conducted using academic 
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databases such as Google Scholar, JSTOR, 

ScienceDirect, and university repositories, 

using keywords such as “digital identity,” 

“social media and self,” “virtual 

alienation,” “Goffman's online 

dramaturgy,” “Giddens' reflective self in 

the digital age,” and “Marx's alienation in 

digital capitalism.” 

The collected data were analyzed 

using thematic content analysis. This 

method allows for the identification of key 

themes emerging from discussions on 

identity formation and alienation in virtual 

society. The analysis involved: a) critical 

reading and understanding of the selected 

literature, b) classifying main ideas into key 

themes such as performative digital 

identity, self-reflexivity in the virtual 

world, and alienation in digital society, c) 

connecting findings from the literature with 

the sociological theoretical framework 

provided by Goffman, Giddens, and Marx, 

d) building arguments and interpretations 

based on the synthesis of theory and current 

phenomena. 

2.4 Data Validity and Credibility 

To ensure the validity and 

credibility of the arguments constructed, 

only sources with high academic 

reputations and direct relevance to the 

theme are used. The use of theories from 

classical and contemporary sociologists 

aims to provide a solid conceptual 

foundation and enrich the analysis with 

complementary and critical theoretical 

perspectives. 

With this method, this paper aims not only 

to describe social phenomena in virtual 

communities, but also to offer a 

sociological critique of the relationship 

between technology, freedom of identity, 

and the alienation of modern humans. The 

approach used ensures that the results and 

discussions outlined below have a logical 

analytical basis and are scientifically 

accountable. 

 

3. RESULT  

3.2 Literature Review Results: Social Identity 

in Virtual Space 

The literature reviewed 

demonstrates that virtual spaces particularly 

social media platforms have emerged as 

intricate arenas where the formation of 

social identity is a fluid, ongoing process. 

Unlike traditional notions of identity as 

stable or fixed, identity in digital 

environments is continuously shaped, 
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reconstructed, and negotiated in response to 

changing social cues and technological 

contexts. Scholars increasingly agree that 

the rise of social media has enabled 

individuals to present and manage multiple 

facets of their identity, often strategically, 

for various purposes ranging from personal 

expression and community belonging to 

economic advancement and career 

branding. 

Multiple studies have highlighted 

the role of digital platforms as spaces for 

identity experimentation and expression. 

Papacharissi (2010) and boyd (2014) assert 

that users are not passively embedded in 

digital environments but are active agents 

who continuously create and curate their 

self-narratives. This is accomplished 

through content production, status updates, 

image selection, and engagement with 

followers or online communities. These 

activities not only serve expressive needs 

but also allow individuals to position 

themselves within specific social fields. As 

such, the digital self can become more 

prominent or at least more visible than the 

offline self, supporting the claim that social 

media functions as the central stage of 

contemporary social life. 

The emergence of phenomena such 

as personal branding, digital personas, and 

self-curation illustrates the performative 

nature of online identity. Users often 

construct idealized versions of themselves 

in response to platform affordances and 

social expectations. These representations 

may emphasize attractiveness, productivity, 

sociability, or expertise, depending on the 

context and the intended audience. 

However, other scholars emphasize 

the costs and contradictions embedded in 

this digital self-construction. Turkle (2011), 

for instance, warns of the psychological 

consequences of maintaining multiple 

online personas, particularly the emotional 

toll of constantly seeking external 

validation through likes, shares, and 

comments. Similarly, Fuchs (2017) 

critiques the underlying capitalist logic of 

digital platforms, where user data and digital 

behavior are commodified for profit. In 

such contexts, users become simultaneously 

the subject and object of surveillance and 

exploitation, contributing to experiences of 

disconnection and alienation. 

These findings illuminate a paradox at the 

heart of digital identity: virtual platforms 

are at once spaces of expressive liberation 
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and instruments of symbolic domination. On 

the one hand, they facilitate experimentation 

and the articulation of marginalized or fluid 

identities; on the other hand, they impose 

new norms and pressures that may constrain 

authentic self-expression. Therefore, virtual 

identity formation must be understood as 

occurring within a dialectical tension 

between agency and structure, freedom and 

alienation.  

 

4. DISCUSSION 

4.1 Theoretical Analysis: Between 

Performance, Reflexivity, and Alienation 

 

a. Erving Goffman's Dramaturgical Theory: 

Identity as Performance on the Virtual Stage 

Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical 

approach, as outlined in The Presentation 

of Self in Everyday Life (1959), offers a 

powerful framework for understanding 

social identity in virtual spaces. Goffman 

likens everyday social interaction to 

theatrical performance, where individuals 

play roles on a “front stage” while 

concealing their authentic selves in a 

“backstage” space. Applied to the context 

of social media, the front stage becomes 

the user’s profile, posts, stories, and 

comments curated spaces where the 

individual presents a version of self 

designed to generate favorable 

impressions. 

In digital environments, however, 

the line between front and backstage is 

increasingly blurred. The constant 

visibility and traceability of online actions 

leave little room for privacy or unguarded 

selfhood. The backstage the realm where 

individuals can express themselves free 

from performance expectations—shrinks 

significantly. The demand for continuous 

performance and content production often 

results in what scholars have called 

“existential fatigue” or “performance 

anxiety,” as users struggle to maintain a 

consistent and attractive persona in the 

face of algorithmic scrutiny and social 

comparison. 

Goffman’s insights help us grasp 

the symbolic and psychological 

consequences of such performances. In 

virtual society, individuals may become 

so absorbed in curating their digital 

identity that they lose touch with their 

offline authenticity. The performance 

becomes internalized, raising critical 

questions about whether the digital self 

reflects one’s true identity or merely a 
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carefully maintained illusion shaped by the 

gaze of others and the logic of the 

platform. 

b. Anthony Giddens: The Reflective Self in the 

Digital Age 

Anthony Giddens’ theory of the 

reflexive self, introduced in Modernity 

and Self-Identity (1991), posits that in late 

modern societies, individuals are 

increasingly responsible for actively 

shaping and maintaining their personal 

identities. Identity is no longer inherited 

through fixed traditions or rigid social 

roles but becomes a “reflexive project” 

continually revised in response to new 

information and social interactions. 

Digital technologies accelerate and 

complicate this reflexive process. Social 

media provides users with tools for instant 

feedback, identity experimentation, and 

the selective presentation of experiences. 

While this may enhance self-awareness 

and adaptability, Giddens also 

acknowledges the potential for 

disorientation and anxiety when 

reflexivity is detached from stable moral 

frameworks or when it is shaped by 

external pressures. 

In the digital era, this reflexivity is 

not entirely autonomous. It is increasingly 

mediated by technological systems such as 

algorithms, data analytics, and 

recommendation engines. These systems 

subtly influence what is seen, shared, and 

valued, thereby shaping user behavior and 

expectations. Users internalize the metrics 

of digital success—likes, follows, reach, 

and engagement—as indicators of 

personal worth. As a result, reflexivity 

becomes constrained by the norms of 

digital capitalism, transforming the self 

into a product shaped by market logic 

rather than genuine self-inquiry. Giddens 

thus provides a lens to understand digital 

identity not merely as a matter of personal 

choice but as a dynamic negotiation 

within systems of power, culture, and 

technology. 

c. Karl Marx: Alienation in the Digital 

Economy 

Karl Marx’s theory of alienation, 

though developed in the context of 

industrial labor, offers critical insights 

into the nature of digital life. In his early 

writings (especially Economic and 

Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844), Marx 

argued that under capitalism, workers 
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become estranged from the products of 

their labor, the process of production, 

their fellow workers, and ultimately, from 

themselves. This concept of alienation is 

remarkably applicable to digital society, 

particularly in relation to social media 

usage. 

In the digital economy, users act as 

both producers and products. Through 

their content—images, videos, status 

updates, and interactions—they generate 

data that platforms monetize through 

advertising and algorithmic targeting. 

This model, described by Zuboff (2019) 

as surveillance capitalism, exploits the 

behavioral surplus of users for profit 

without their full awareness or consent. 

In this context, the self becomes 

commodified. The curated digital identity, 

meticulously maintained for online 

consumption, often diverges from the 

authentic self. Users may begin to 

experience a sense of detachment from 

their digital persona, which is optimized 

for visibility and approval rather than 

authenticity or relational depth. This 

aligns with Marx’s idea that under 

capitalist systems, individuals lose control 

over the products they create in this case, 

their own digital self—and thus 

experience profound alienation. 

Moreover, the social relations 

formed through these platforms are often 

transactional and performative, lacking 

the depth and mutual recognition essential 

for genuine human connection. 

Consequently, virtual society risks 

becoming a space of hypervisibility but 

shallow interaction, where existential 

meaning is replaced by metrics of 

popularity and performance. 

4.2 Is Identity Becoming Freer or More 

Alienated? 

The evolving nature of social 

identity within virtual spaces presents a 

complex and often paradoxical picture. 

On one side, digital platforms offer 

unprecedented opportunities for self-

expression, experimentation, and the 

reconfiguration of personal identity 

beyond traditional social constraints such 

as class, race, gender, or geography. In 

this regard, virtual society can be seen as 

a liberating arena allowing individuals to 

explore aspects of themselves that may 

not be as easily expressed in offline 

settings. For example, individuals can 

construct digital personas aligned with 
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their aspirations, interests, or political 

ideologies, often with greater freedom and 

control than in real-life interactions. 

Social media platforms, in 

particular, enable users to actively engage 

in identity formation through a variety of 

tools profiles, timelines, photos, videos, 

and interactive features that encourage 

continuous content creation and 

engagement. This dynamic reflects what 

Giddens (1991) refers to as the “reflexive 

project of the self,” where identity is no 

longer inherited or static but is instead an 

ongoing process shaped by personal 

choices and life narratives. In virtual 

spaces, this reflexivity is intensified: 

individuals are constantly confronted with 

feedback loops, algorithmic suggestions, 

and curated digital environments that 

invite them to reassess and redefine who 

they are. 

However, this perceived freedom 

comes with subtle and significant 

constraints. As Goffman’s dramaturgical 

perspective suggests, the digital front 

stage demands continuous performance. 

Users feel the need to curate a certain 

version of themselves—attractive, 

successful, happy, or relevant—in order to 

meet the symbolic expectations of their 

digital audience. Over time, this can lead 

to role fatigue and an erosion of 

authenticity, as individuals become 

increasingly entangled in managing 

impressions rather than cultivating 

genuine self-understanding. 

Moreover, the very platforms that 

facilitate expressive freedom are governed 

by market-driven logics that commodify 

attention, emotions, and identity. Drawing 

on Marx’s theory of alienation, it becomes 

clear that users, in their attempt to craft 

and project idealized selves, are 

gradually separated from the authenticity 

of their own identities. They become 

alienated not only from their digital 

labor—the content they produce—but also 

from the process of meaningful self-

construction. As Shoshana Zuboff (2019) 

articulates in her analysis of surveillance 

capitalism, these digital expressions are 

harvested, analyzed, and monetized by 

corporations for profit, often without the 

user’s conscious awareness. 

Consequently, identity becomes a 

commodity—a product designed to attract 

likes, followers, or social capital—rather 

than a reflection of one’s inner life and 

existential truths. 
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This situation creates a double-bind. 

While virtual spaces offer expressive 

freedom and encourage creativity, they 

simultaneously impose symbolic pressures 

that subtly dictate how identity should be 

performed and perceived. Social norms 

embedded in online culture such as the 

expectation to appear constantly 

productive, emotionally resilient, or 

physically appealing contribute to the 

internalization of external standards. What 

begins as self-expression can quickly 

transform into self-surveillance. 

In light of these insights, it becomes 

evident that identity in virtual society is 

not simply becoming freer or more 

alienated, but both simultaneously and 

dialectically. The affordances of digital 

platforms provide users with tools for self-

exploration and autonomy, yet those very 

tools are embedded within socio-technical 

systems that can erode that autonomy 

through constant exposure, performance 

demands, and algorithmic control. 

Therefore, the central hypothesis 

proposed earlier in this study that virtual 

society, while seemingly liberating, also 

fosters new forms of alienation—is 

supported. The identity constructed online 

is often marked by fluidity and 

multiplicity, but it is also deeply 

conditioned by platform economies and 

socio-cultural expectations. This paradox 

suggests that digital freedom is 

contingent: it exists, but it is always 

mediated by structures of power, 

technology, and capital. 

Ultimately, while digital 

environments may offer novel spaces for 

self-creation, they also necessitate critical 

awareness. Without such awareness, 

individuals risk losing sight of the 

difference between who they are and who 

they feel compelled to be within the 

digital gaze. Identity in virtual society, 

then, is a site of both potential and 

precarity a space of becoming that is 

never entirely free from the specter of 

alienation. 

5. CONCLUSION 

The rapid advancement of digital 

communication technologies, particularly 

social media, has given rise to a new social 

sphere known as the virtual society. This 

space serves not only as a medium for 

interaction but also as a primary platform 

for individuals to construct and display 

their social identities. In contrast to 
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traditional societies where identity 

formation was relatively stable and 

inherited, the virtual society fosters a fluid, 

reflective process heavily influenced by 

the structures and dynamics of the online 

world.  

A comprehensive review of the 

literature and conceptual analyses indicates 

that the virtual society indeed offers 

extensive opportunities for self-expression. 

Individuals can craft identities aligned with 

their desires, build diverse personal 

narratives, and voice perspectives that 

might be constrained in physical spaces. 

Erving Goffman's dramaturgical theory 

elucidates this phenomenon, portraying 

social media as a 'front stage' where 

individuals consciously perform roles to 

create specific social impressions. 

However, alongside these 

opportunities lie significant risks. Anthony 

Giddens conceptualizes identity as a 

reflexive project, continuously redefined. 

In the virtual society, this project unfolds 

within a context shaped by digital 

capitalism, social media algorithms, and a 

culture of social validation. Consequently, 

self-reflection often leads to internal 

pressures and identity conflicts rather than 

complete liberation. 

Furthermore, applying Karl Marx's 

concept of alienation to the modern virtual 

society reveals that individuals 

increasingly become estranged from their 

authentic selves. As social identities are 

commodified, the personas presented on 

social media frequently diverge from 

genuine existence, constructed instead to 

meet the expectations of the digital 

marketplace and social consumption. This 

suggests that the virtual space, while 

seemingly liberating, can also serve as a 

subtle and latent field of alienation.  

Therefore, the central question of 

whether the virtual society is a new arena 

for identity formation or a field rife with 

alienation cannot be answered definitively. 

In reality, it is dialectical: the virtual space 

simultaneously offers freedom and fosters 

alienation. It enables the construction of 

more flexible and reflective identities 

while also imposing social, psychological, 

and structural pressures that may lead to 

crises of authenticity and self- alienation 

Developing critical awareness of 

these dynamics is crucial, especially for 

us, younger generations who are 

predominant users of social media. There 
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is a pressing need for deeper digital 

literacy that encompasses not only 

technical proficiency but also an 

understanding of the accompanying social 

dimensions. Such awareness can empower 

individuals to navigate the virtual society 

more judiciously, ensuring that it becomes 

a truly liberating space rather than a 

confining one.  
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