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Abstract. The aim of the paper is to highlight some current characteristics of social media usage among
individuals and to question the modern power of individuals to personalise their experience with media
information. Social media are modern communication channels and a framework for communicating
and establishing relationships. The paper therefore presents some global trends characteristic for modern
society. The starting point is so-called networked individualism, typical for modern culture with an
individual at the centre and lots of connections around him. Our society is a network society, so
networking is one of the basic organisational principles. The paper problematises communication
practiceswithin social network sites and presents some explanations. The paper introduces acomparison
between early text-based (anonymous) on-line communication (chat rooms and discussion forums),
which were more topic oriented, and current networking and communication via social network sites,
which are more person oriented. The major shift isfrom communication toward networking. Networking
presupposes lots of networked and connected people, which has an influence on communication
practices; because it is difficult to maintain deep and content-rich communication with lots of
individuals, the phatic function of communication is prevailing. Within socia network sites different
types of information are exchanged. The motivation to be nice and conflict-avoidant influence what kind
of information and what kind of communication we are looking for. The prevalence of “light”
information is just one characteristic. The actual usage of social media also promotes the cultural logic
of branding the self, which causes the modification of values. Nowadaysthe visibility and attention have
become the driving force of most social media users.

The paper aso highlights and discusses potential obstacles regarding modern usage of social media. The
well-informed citizen is a precondition for robust democracy. The power of the citizen to choose what
to consume and what kind of information best suitsthem isawelcome novelty but it also might confront
us with problematic scenarios. That is to say social media optimism is based mainly on the techno-
deterministic viewpoint of empowering technology. The power to choose also means the power not to
choose or to avoid. Individuals have lots of ways to manage information and to filter information. But
thisis a double-edged sword, because now individuals have a much greater opportunity to skip or to
ignore lots of information usually distributed by traditional media. The diversity of the communication
channels and (media) information has the potential to make us less diverse. In terms of the power to
choose and control information, the empowered citizen is therefore questioned in order to stress the
importance of medialiteracy for the future development of societies. Digital technologies can be avery
powerful tool, but nevertheless they are just technologies — their usage is a reflection of the individual.
The paper stresses the potential danger when individuals build their knowledge mostly or solely upon
information they choose themselves, or upon their Facebook friends. As we develop digital
technologies, the digital divide is not vanishing. On the contrary; the gap between well- and poorly
informed citizens is becoming even deeper.
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1. Introduction: technologies and societiesin interaction

“ The technol ogy cannot save us fromourselves; it can only reflect all too candidly who we are” (Barber
2002).

The aim of the paper is to question some common and popular predictions about how the internet and
especially social media would change society and the individual in particular, who is nowadays at the
centre of society. Namely, we are living in an individualistic society. The optimism of so-called
empowered and well-informed citizens also has its roots in the developing technology. Individuals are
fully equipped with smartphones and other communication devices. Besides this, we have been
transformed from passive consumers or viewers into so-called produsers (prosumers), who take an
active part in consuming as well as producing (media) information. Interactivity and proactivity are
especially highly valued valuesin modern society. But are we really moving toward greater interactivity
in terms of media use, in terms of exploring ourselves, and in terms of creative networking among
people?

Modern times are highly controversial in many aspects. The media and popular discourses are full of
optimistic prophecies concerning theindividual. But do wereally meet that empowered individual when
we look at actual communication practices? What kind of power we are talking about? So, let us ask
ourselves: are we really becoming a fully responsible society, are individuals fully equipped with the
relevant information in order to discuss and bring relevant solutions concerning future society, and do
individuals fully explore themselves in order to understand themselves? Are individuals really fully in
command? What kind of command? What kind of power has been put to individuals? Is this popular
discourse about strong individuals only an ideological mechanism trying to convince individuals about
their power?

It is quite usual in popular media discourse to picture individuals who are fully confident, strong, who
know what they are living for. It is a basic frame of modern discourse: individuals and their strengths,
their capabilities and opportunities. Nowadays, the power is put fully into the hands of individuals. The
presentation of technology as an empowering force is also in line with these popular representations of
the individual. Technology is quite commonly represented as a solution for al the troubles or obstacles
which individuals or society come across. In the last decade, this empowering force inscribed to
technology has become even bigger. What happened? One of the major changes is the growth of socia
media and activities performed through social media: networking, collaboration, sharing, etc. Social
media are not information channels, they are mostly communication channels. They are vehicles for
social interaction. At the centre of these networks are individuals.

2. Social media as a transforming force?

Itiswell known that modern societies arein a constant phase of transformation. The reasons are diverse;
the use of technology is one of the major forces. Uwe Hasebrink and Andreas Hepp acknowledge some
current trends that characterise the change of the present media environment. Within these trends they
list “differentiation of a vast number of technologically based media of communication, second, an
increasing connectivity of and through these media, which offers the possibility to individually and
collectively ‘link’ across space and time, third, a rising omnipresence of media that creates the
possibility to connect permanently and everywhere, fourth, a rapid pace of innovation, the emergence
of ‘new’ media and services in ever-shorter periods of time, and fifth, a datafication, which is the
representation of social life in computerized data via media devices and their underlying software and
infrastructure” (Hasebrink, Heep 2018, 19). The enumerated trends are closely linked with one ancther,
and altogether they are characteristic of the current changes in our media environment. They are
manifestations of deep mediatisation (Hasebrink, Heep 2018, 19). On the other hand, it is quite typical
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for our time to understand technologies as a major driving force of societies, either as ‘negative’ or
‘positive’ vehicles producing some effects. This kind of techno-pessimism and techno-optimism is
especially typical when talking about social media. Both assume that the Internet is the solution to
society’s problems and that it can perfect society and get rid of the existence of problems. Christian
Fuchs points out that the “internet and social media act as arena of ideological projections of fears and
hopes that are associated with moral panics-some argue that they are dangerous spaces that are used by
terrorists, rioters, vandals and criminals and therefore needs to be policed with the help of Internet
surveillance, whereas others argue that the Internet is anew space of political hopethat is at the heart of
demonstrations, rebellions, protests and revolutions that struggle for more democracy. What both
discourses share is a strong belief in the power of technology independently of society, they mistake
societal phenomena (crime, terror, crises, political transformation) to be caused and controllable by
technology” (Fuchs 2015, 18-20). Both versions are techno-deterministic. As Fuchs continues: “ societal
phenomenamerely express themselvesin communicative and technological spaces; technol ogies do not
cause them. Technological determinism inscribes power into technology; it reduces power to a
technologically manageable phenomenon and therefore neglects the interaction of technology and
society” (Fuchs 2015, 20). Technology gives us opportunities and affordances; technology doesn't
change us, or as Paul di Maggio reformulates this conclusion in asimilar manner: “the Internet will not
make the politically apathetic vote, or the atheist go to church” (DiMaggio 2014). The same is true of
various modern revolutions: “The Eqyptian revolution was a revolution against capitalism’'s
multidimensional injustices, in which social mediawere used as atool of information and organization,
but were not the cause of the revolution” (Fuchs 2015, 21). Potentials and motivations are part of a
society, they are not the effects of technology. “Which potentials are realized is based on how society,
interests, power structures, and struggles shape the design and usage of technology in multiple waysthat
are also potentially contradictory” (Fuchs 2015, 20). We have aready been faced with several
disappointments regarding the transformative potentials of the Internet, which were inspired by techno-
optimism. James Curran, Natalie Fenton and Des Freedman in their book Misunder standing the Internet
acknowledge in the same spirit that a decontextualised focus on the technology of the internet leads to
misperceiving its impact. They enumerate different technology-centred predictions about how the
Internet would change society, and then present what actually happened. “The internet did not promote
globa understanding in the way that had been anticipated because the internet came to reflect the
inequalities, linguistic division, conflicting values and interests of the real world. The internet did not
spread and rejuvenate democracy in the way that had been promised, partly because authoritarian
regimes usually found ways of controlling the internet, but also because alienation from the political
process limited the internet’ s emancipatory potential. Theinternet did not transform the economy, partly
because the underlying dynamics of unequal competition that make for corporate concentration
remained unchanged. Lastly, theinternet did not inaugurate a renai ssance of journalism; on the contrary,
it enabled leading news brands to extend their ascendancy across technologies, while inducing a decline
of quality not offset, so far, by new forms of journalism. All four predictions were wrong because they
inferred the impact of the internet from its technology and failed to grasp that the internet’ sinfluence is
filtered through the structures and processes of society” (Curran, Fenton, Freedman 2012, 179).

3. Theusage of social media asa double-edged sword; opportunitiesand actual realisationsfrom
the point of view of the individual

Social media are not important only for societies as a whole. They have ‘revolutionised’ the everyday
life of individuals, too. Social media give individuals opportunities for different organisation of life,
enabling them a vast field of communication and exploration of potential lifestyle possibilities. The
basic frame of social media is networking, which has become an important resource for establishing
connections, to explore new lifestyles, and to develop skills needed for successful life planning.
Networking is our main organisational principle. We are constantly connected to one another. Manuel
Castells briefly summarises the basic frames of the modern network society in the following manner:
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“A primary dimension of these changes is what has been labelled the rise of the Me-centered society,
or, in sociological terms, the process of individuation, the decline of community understood in terms of
space, work, family, and ascription in general. This is not the end of community, and not the end of
place-based interaction, but there is a shift toward the reconstruction of social relationships, including
strong cultural and personal tiesthat could be considered aform of community, on the basis of individual
interests, values, and projects’ (Castells 2014, 136-137).

Within socia media networking a great deal of power is put to ordinary people. They are in the centre
of networks. They form their networks of affiliations and persona relationships within already
established offline social networks; they also find other peopleto whom they are connect, and they select
information they regard as important for them. They have the power to present themselves on social
media platforms (such as Facebook or Instagram) as they want. It seems like we are living in aworld
perfectly fitted to ourselves. In the rest of the paper we would like to question some current practices
within social media and focus our attention on the power of the individual.

At the beginning we would like to articulate our main objective and present questions outlining the
paper: What is an intriguing moment manifested on social media'? What types of motivations are put to
the front within social media? What types of communication acts are typical for social media? Do we
enlarge our networks since we have an effective tool to go beyond our well-known social territory? Do
we explore ourselves by using these networks? Have we broadened our symbolic and real world? The
answers are not straightforward.

4. Social media as an extension of everyday life?

When considering the impact of social media upon individuals we have to rethink what the basic
motivations are to participate within social media? Are they effective means for more successful
circulation of ideas? For widening the possibilities for critical thinking? What type of progress do we
have in mind when we celebrate social media? Isn’t social media just a tool we have to accept and live
with? Certainly, each technology has a certain kind of influence upon society but the extent of its
influence is aresult of the values and motivations of society.

The technological opportunities are — theoretically speaking — quite huge, but we have to focus our
attention towards existing practices within social media. Researchers Boyd and Ellison stress the
following conclusions: “What makes social network sites unique is not that they allow individuals to
meet strangers, but rather that they enable usersto articul ate and make visible their socia networks. This
can result in connections between individual s that would not otherwise be made, but that is often not the
goal, and these meetings are frequently between ‘latent ties who share some offline connection. On
many of the large SNSs, participants are not necessarily ‘networking’ or looking to meet new people;
instead, they are primarily communicating with people who are already a part of their extended social
network” (Boyd, Ellison 2008, 211). The distinctive feature of social mediais that they are ego centric
not topic centric. “Although we speak of ‘social media’, many contemporary social media platforms
logic is quite individualistic. They are called Facebook, YouTube or MySpace and not WeBook,
OurTube or OurSpace because they are al about the self-presentation of the individual (networked)
self” (Fuchs 2017, 36).

In the 90s of the previous century, the situation was different; individuals in online forums and chat
groups usually started online conversations with strangers around some common topic or interest. The

MThere are different words describi ng or referring to the same thing. A social networking service (also socia networking
site, SNSor social media) is aweb application that people use to build social networks or social relations with other people
who share similar personal or career interests, activities, backgrounds or real-life
connections.(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_networking_service)
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topic was a starting point for building relationships and community. Common interests were one of the
key arguments why individualsfelt they had found their ‘own’ community, often much more ‘ authentic’
than offline, space-based communities. They found communities which fit perfectly to their lifestyle
and way of thinking. Additionally, in the early days of text-based online communication we were faced
with adifferent communication setting, which enabled individualsto completely ‘refashion’ themselves.
The well-known message of that time was. “All they see are your words’. Our online discourse was the
major channel through which we presented ourselves. Text-based anonymity and the use of nicknames
enable the masking of identities and transformations of our presentations within minutes (Poster 1998,
222). Text-based communication enables individuals to present themselves however they want. The
discourse was the only identity marker which enabled masquerade, identity switching, pointing to the
relevant aspect of the individual. The anonymous computer-mediated environment was a kind of
playground for our own exploration.

Such identity experimentation is not popular anymore nowadays. The development of new online
platforms, such as social media (Facebook), has brought to us another frame: transparency of the
individual. People understand their Facebook profile as their own brand. On social media or social
network sites “the focus is not on anonymity but on its opposite — self publication. An SNS affordsits
users the opportunity not only to publish themselves but also, and crucially, to publish their network”
(Lister 2009, 209). Our Facebook identity is not a masquerade; our Facebook identity is sincere, real,
transparent. Our socia networks are constituted by real offline friends. Fakers are not welcomed. Our
identity has to be consistent. But consistency of our online presentations is neverthel ess problematic.

5. Whowe are when we are on Facebook? The process of branding of the self

At first sight, social media are quite different settings from early text-based online communication. In
thelate 20" century the main goal wasto hide, mask, or disguise ourselves. “ Disembodiment? (especialy
anonymity) was the main attraction. Nowadays we are faced with so-called collaborative culture based
upon Web 2.0. Accordingly to this new climate we are faced with different kind of activities performed
by on-line individuals. to share, to collaborate, to link, to like (as it is in the case of Facebook)”
(Praprotnik 2014, 138-139). Within social media we turn our bodies back to face the scene. We usually
publish pictures of ourselves, our holiday images and so on. Our Facebook or Instagram publications go
hand in hand with our aready established offline and online presentations of ourselves. Our image of
ourselves, our Facebook identity has constraints again. We have to act and communicate in away that
is consistent with our previous actions in order to stay a ‘serious person’. Our Facebook visual and
verbal presentations count as an index of our already established Facebook persona.

The critiques of social media optimism stress that “social media foster status-seeking behaviour and
thereby promote the infiltration of marketing and advertising techniques into relationships and social
behaviour”. Alice Marwick, for example, exposes that “social media is predicated on the cultural logic
of celebrity, according to which the highest value is given to mediation, visibility, and attention”
(Marwick 2013, 14 in Fuchs 2017, 35-36). The existence of certain acts within the Facebook platform
(for example, the sign | like) has itself formed an important frame of what is important and what the
preferred communication acts within Facebook are. Likes become important, people are focused on
collecting these signs. We might claim that ‘likes' as communication acts count as preferred responses.
Accordingly, people often construct their publications in order to get such response. As Fuchs
acknowledged: “ The neoliberal logic of competition and individualism is expressed by the fact that on
certain social media platforms, one accumulates likes, followers, friends or check-ins, and the more of
it one has, the higher one's cultural online capital and social online capital” (Fuchs 2017, 36). We can
find similar logic focusing towards improved visibility and constructed ‘importance’ and impact on

2 “Disembodiment signifies that a person's online identity is apparently separate from their physical presence, a condition
associated with two features: textuality and anonymity” (Slater 2003, 536).
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several platforms, even on those platformswith the motivation to beinformative and not just to entertain.
But wewould like to ask (ourselves) whether the primary goal of social mediauseisredlly to entertain,
to communicate?

Social media has become a serious business. To what extent are our Facebook presentations a kind of
playful intervention in our already constituted identities? When talking about identity we have to bear
in mind our audience. “As Goffman originally argued, individuals construct their identities in reaction
to their cohorts. To use the language of Web 2.0, individuals construct identities relative to their
networks’ (Pearson 2009). We are certain that our Facebook performances have to be serious and
consistent in order to count as visual and verbal evidences of our Facebook persona. But the very fact
that we have to perform consistent identity presentations turns us back to the question of whether our
FB identity isakind of masquerade since we have to present our already established FB image. Isthere
any space for presentation of other aspects of ourselves? Are we aways sincere and ‘ spontaneous’ in
our FB performances? Or do we just have to confirm our aready established FB persona? By posing
these questions we would like to stress that the established use of social media does not give us alot of
space for different self-presentation. The FB profileis a slightly conservative environment limiting the
scope of different identity manifestations. Why? We think that a certain level of playfulness would
encourage individualsto rethink their already set identities. We are living in an era of self-reflection, in
a period which calls for constant exploration of self. Do we really have power only in terms of buying
things; are we empowered only as consumers? What kind of power do we have as individuals and as
citizens?

Let us go back for some 20 years. In the early days of the internet there were predictions that the virtual
environment would engage individuals towards alternative thinking about themselves. The internet
offered itself as a counter-balance to the a-priori determinations of an individual. As much as
individuals, for example on Internet Relay Chat®, freely changed their identities when they were playing
different discursive identity games, they soon found out that identity is a construct that was framed for
them by others in the ‘real’ world. In the world of virtual reality, they can construct it themselves,
contrary to what happens in the ‘real’ world (Praprotnik 2014, 139-140). Sherry Turkle in her well-
known book Life on the Screen: ldentity in the Age of the Internet saw computer-mediated
communication as an emancipator because it allowed people to explore their identity in a socially and
physically ‘safe’ simulated reality (Turkle, 1995 in Holmes 2011, 107).

What about Facebook identity? Is it serious? Or is it only a well-crafted performance of carefully
collected photographs which show our best version of us? Isn’t that kind of identity even more virtual ?
When labelling our Facebook identity as virtual we are pointing to the fact that it is highly intentional
and very crafted. Facebook information is to a great extent carefully selected for our Facebook
performance. Therefore, every Facebook profile is also a kind of masquerade, a fake. Certainly, every
type of our performances is a kind of a masquerade, deliberately crafted for the audience. Even our
‘spontaneous’ offline performances are to a great extent masquerades, because through socialisation we
have learnt scenarios of how to behave properly. So, we are on stage aimost all the time. We think that
our particular use of social mediaand constant availability and visibility (always on) weakens any space
for different self-reflection. But the choice s, of course, ours.

3 Internet Relay Chat (IRC) is an application layer protocol that facilitates communication in the form of text. After its golden
era during the 1990s and early 2000s IRC has seen a significant decline, with users moving to more modern social
media platforms.

Available at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internet Relay Chat
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6. Communication actswithin social media

What kind of communication is typical and welcomed within social media? What kind of identities we
are presenting? We think that nobody gives us space and freedom in advance; we have to take it
ourselves. Are social media afriendly and encouraging environment for self-reflection? I's networking
as an organisational principle successful for the development of more complex, reflective and all-
encompassing relationships? What are our main communicative intentions when communicating
through social media? Do we use social mediato devel op interpersonal relationships? Are social media
more task oriented, topic oriented or more personal/relationship oriented? What kind of relationships
are we establishing through social media?

Every type of communication reflects the social roles in which we appear. And vice versa
communication acts conform/constitute social roles; discourseisreflective aswell asformative practice.
In everyday life we constantly change our communication according to the audience in front of us. The
problemisthevery environment (social media) which hasintegrated different social rolesinto onesingle
profile. As Christian Fuchs stresses: “On social media such as Facebook, we act in various roles, but all
off these roles become mapped onto single profile that are observed by different people that are
associated with our different social roles. This means that social media are social spaces, in which social
roles tend to converge and become integrated in single profiles’ (Fuchs 2017, 50). We would like to
explicate these quite important aspects by citing a dightly long but very informative and explanatory
piece of another of Fuchs' articles. “Social media like Facebook are based on the creation of personal
profiles that describe the various roles of a human being’s life. In contemporary modern society,
different social roles tend to converge in various socia spaces. The boundaries between public life and
private life as well as the work place and the home have become fuzzy and liquid. As we have seen,
Habermas identified systems (the economy, the state) and the lifeworld as central realms of modern
society. The lifeworld can be further divided into culture and civil society. We act in different social
roles in these spheres. for example, as employees and consumers in the economic systems, as clients
and citizensin the state system, as activists in the socio-political and socio-economic spheres, as lovers,
consumers or family members in the private sphere, or as fan community members, parishioners,
professional association members, etc. in the socio-cultural sphere. A new form of liquid and porous
sociality has emerged in which we partly act in different social rolesin the same socia space. On socidl
media like Facebook, we act in various roles, but al of these roles become mapped onto single profiles
that are observed by different people that are associated with our different social roles. This means that
social media like Facebook are social spaces in which socia roles tend to converge and become
integrated in single profiles’ (Fuchs 2015, 124-125).

Additionally, social media have quite a strong offline foundation and reflect our already established
relationships. The offline and online world are not separated anymore. That isthe reason why the‘ game’
we are playing via social media has become so serious. Our Facebook performances have to count as
serious and interesting. Nevertheless, do we really want to be always serious and interesting? Or to put
the problem another way: isit better to be ‘interesting’ and in ‘good shape’ or isit better to be ‘whole’ ?
What would you prefer? We are going to look at our online practices a little more closely and rethink
networking as a dominant mechanism.

7. Networking or communication: what would you prefer?
Our permanent availability and visibility resultsin a certain kind of connections: we have connections
with lots of peoplewithin social media, but are wereally connected to people? Quite the contrary; maybe

we have an even smaller number of deep relationships than ever before and we would like to present
some explanations.
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Asadtart, it is useful to stress the distinction between network and networking. In their article Danah
M. Boyd and Nicole B. Ellison made avery clear distinction:

“Networking emphasizes relationship initiation, often between strangers. While networking is possible
on these sites, it is not the primary practice on many of them, nor is it what differentiates them from
other forms of computer-mediated communication (CMC)” (Boyd, Ellison 2008, 211). As Boyd and
Ellison stress: “While their key technological features are fairly consistent, the cultures that emerge
around SNSs are varied. Most sites support the maintenance of pre-existing social networks, but others
help strangers connect based on shared interests, political views, or activities’ (Boyd, Ellison 2008,
210). With socia media, lots of people got a very useful type of technology which enabled them to be
in touch with their friends, classmates, and family members. But what about beyond that already known
network? What are the possible problems when we build our everyday life within the same ‘old’
network?

The cultural logic of visibility and prolongation of offline networks constitutes communication practices
within social media to a great extent. Kate Hopkins states that “this type of amost constant
communication between users has never been available to society in another way, and if anything
intensifies the requirement for relationship building — we are now in each other’s spaces all the time”
(Hopkins 2014, 4). “ Social media provide outlets for individuals who already have connections external
to these media. They become users of this media to continue physical assemblies in an online
environment, but in ways that seek to maximize attention. Where offline relationships simply migrate
to social media, recent studies show that the primary forms of use and gratifications are maintaining a
connection and an online presence, rather than exchanging information that is of any kind of educational,
political or economic value” (Holmes 2011, 105-106). This need for permanent visibility is a kind of
reflection of a modern understanding of media. Let’s quote Nick Couldry: ... once the media (in any
form) presents itself as the centre of society and we organise our lives and orient our daily rituals and
practice towardsit, we run the risk of falling prey to ‘the myth of the mediated centre” (Couldry 2003,
47 in Curran et al, 2012, 125). “Mediarituas not only stress the significance of media but also allude to
the importance of being ‘in the media and of being able to communicate your message to others —
whether this be for financial, political or social gain. The more powerful and influential you are, the
better placed you are to get your message across. Theinternet and social networking push this argument
one step further. The millions of people who use social networking sites inhabit a mediated world that
offers the possibility of more control than mainstream media, is mobile, interactive and holds endless
creative potential, but is nonetheless mythic. The claimed ubiquity of the internet and socia media
stresses the significance of always being tuned in and online. The seductive power of this mythic centre
circulates around social life and serves to obscure the reproduction of the dominant values of neoliberal
society” (Curran, Fenton, Freedman 2012, 125).

8. Maintaining a connection: a phatic communion?

Within social media the practice of linking and networking as a means of establishing visibility is of
special importance. The primary goal is often not the dissemination of information but rather preserving
connections. In anetwork society, connections are akind of capital. Vincent Miller similarly summarises
key notions about social media as follows: “The point of the social networking profile is blatantly to
establish (and demonstrate) linkages and connections, rather than dial ogic communications. Thus, what
is seen here is a shift in emphasis from blogging technology which encouraged the creation of
substantive text along with networking, to social networking profiles which emphasi ze networking over
substantive text and dialogue of the blog further into a realm of new media culture which | refer to as
the phatic” (Miller 2008, 393).

The term phatic was firstly used by anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski (Malinowski 1999, 303-304)
to describe a communicative gesture that does not inform or exchange any meaningful information or
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facts about the world. Its purpose is a socia one, to express sociability and maintain connections or
bonds. By phatic communication we are keegping connections ‘ open’.

Social media are toolsto extend our already established social networks. AsDavid Holmes statesin his
article “Wheat is 'social' about social media?’: “social media are entirely modelled on the analogue of
face-to-face communication, and the microsociology of everyday life. [ ] ... socia media is
overwhelmingly used to extend offline relationships rather than establish new ones’ (Holmes 2011,
108). “Thus the most attractive forms of online connectivity are based on avoiding accidental contact
with strangers, and social bonding based upon the el ectronic maintenance of a closed system of personal
networks. [ ]...such bonding isvery low in content and information and consistsin an electronic version
of what might otherwise be called ‘small talk’” (Holmes 2011, 105). Vincent Miller describes such type
of communication in a similar manner: “One can see this type of communicative practice as largely
motivated less by having something in particular to say (i.e. communicating some kind of information),
asit is by the obligation or encouragement to say 'something' to maintain connections or audiences, to
let one's network know that oneis till ‘there’” (Miller 2008, 393).

We are witnessing the same transformation from communication towards mere connection when
analysing the use of smartphones. Texting a message isavery popular practice; to connect, just to ‘say’
| am il here. It is obvious that what fascinates users of social media and users of smartphonesis the
very act of connecting, being connected. But that kind of communication is difficult to be about self-
reflection and exploration of me and you and our relationship. The younger generations prefer sending
an SMS instead of having a telephone conversation. Typing a message (texting) is not as stressful as
conversation. What is the potential result of being constantly connected to other people? We are in a
position where we could to lose the ability to be in solitude and to feel good in solitude. We could lose
the ability to learn to live at least from time to time in solitude: “ These days, social media continually
asks uswhat’s ‘on our mind’, but we have little motivation to say something truly self-reflective. Self-
reflection in conversation requires trust. 1t’s hard to do anything with 3,000 Facebook friends except
connect” (Turkle 2012). As Sherry Turkle exposed in the interview: “We expect more from technology
and less from one another and seem increasingly drawn to technologies that provide the illusion of
companionship without the demands of relationship” (Turkle, 2012). “We think constant connection will
make us feel lesslonely. The oppositeistrue. If we are unable to be alone, we are far more likely to be
lonely. If we don’t teach our children to be alone, they will know only how to belonely” (Turkle, 2012).

Permanent connectivity and branding of the self is aso a particular burden for developing critical
understanding of the self. To agreat extent our previous Facebook publications dictate/frame our current
choices of what kind of information we are going to publish. In that sense, Facebook identity isnot free-
floating, it is not a subject of experimentation. Within social media we construct a single profile with
permanent information: “[Teens] felt that on Facebook their life story followed them through their lives
in a way that their older brothers and sisters were allowed to start fresh when they moved from
elementary school to junior high, from junior high to high school, and then crucially from high school
to college. And one said to me, ‘My god, it used to be you that when you went to college, you got a
chanceto start fresh, to be anew person. | bet that wasgreat.” And | think that this sense of the Facebook
identity as something that followsyou al your life is something that many adolescents feel isaburden.”
(Turkle 2012). Through constant use of social media there is a danger for individuals ‘to learn” and to
acknowledge that what really counts and has real weight is our profile, our brand. Without a doubt, our
use of technologies constructs different orientations toward ourselves. What counts, what is important?
Through social media manifestations and interactions, the younger generation get quite different
‘instructions for life'.
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9. Thepower to choose as a potential and an obstacle

Within social media we can also detect a lack of variety. We would like to quote just one example:
“What is equally remarkable among different countries, is how much homogeneity there is in this
diversity. Social media present an idealised self and an idealised or desired lifestyle everywhere”
(Schroeder 2016, 5638). We can say that cultural expectations are reinforced here, because socia
media—among other things—enable community (or network) building on the basis of the quite the same
‘taste’. Social media are effective tools for prolongation of imagined communities and a place for
gathering and circulation of the individuals with the same political or cultural motivation. The question
is whether socia media enable an environment for better information exchange. Do social media
encourage dissemination of information about important political, ecological, and educational
problems? Again, we must stress that technology is not able to change us, technology is not able to save
us—from ourselves. Networking could be an ideal organisational principle for networking of
information and ideas; instead, we are faced with networking of individuals. What is the consequence
of having the power to choose what kind of information best suits my own interests?

Cass Sunstein in his influential book made an introduction referring to Nicholas Negroponte who
“prophesied the emergence of ‘the Daily Me'. With the Daily Me, he suggested, you would not rely on
the local newspaper to curate what you saw, and you could bypass the television networks. Instead, you
could design a communication package just for you, with each component fully chosen in advance]|...]
What matters is that with the Daily Me, everyone could enjoy an architecture of control. Each of us
would be fully in charge of what we see and hear” (Sunstein 2017, 1).

Isthat kind of power or ‘architecture of control’ creative and refreshing in advance? We think the power
to choose means al so the power not to choose. If we are in full command to choose what we read, listen
to and hear, we are aso in a position to avoid important information needed for full participation in
everyday life. We already know the concept of homophily: a strong tendency to connect and bond with
people who are like us. Within social media platforms these processes can be even intensified. As
Sunstein acknowledges: “... it ismuch too simple to say that any system of communication is desirable
if and because it alows individuals to see and hear what they choose. Increased options are certainly
good, and the rise of countless niches has many advantages. But unanticipated, unchosen exposures and
shared experiences are important too” (Sunstein 2017, 8). As Sunstein continues: “ people should be free
to choose. But freedom requires far more than that. It requires certain background conditions, enabling
people to expand their own horizons and to learn what istrue. [...] Real world interactions often force
usto deal with diversity, whereasthe virtual world may be more homogenous, not in demographic terms,
but in terms of interest and outlook” (Putnam 2000, 178, in Sunstein 2017, 13). From the democratic
point of view, the freedom to choose is little problematic: “a system of free expression should not be
seen solely in terms of consumers and consumption at all. In afree republic, such a system is designed
to maintain the conditions for democratic self-government - to serve citizens, not only consumers’
(Sunstein 2017, 234). “ A society with general-interest intermediaries, like a society with arobust set of
public forums, promotes a shared set of experiences at the same time that it exposes countless people to
information and opinions that they would not have sought out in advance” (Sunstein 2017, 234).
“Indeed, the Internet creates alarge risk of group polarization, simply because it makes it so easy for
like-minded people to speak with one another - and ultimately move toward extreme and sometimes
even violent positions. All too often, those most in need of hearing something other than echoes of their
own voices aretheleast likely to seek out alternative views. The result can be cybercascades of a highly
undesirable sort, as false information spreads to thousands or even millions” (Sunstein 2017, 236-237).
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10. Conclusion

Our intention is not to claim that we all have the same information needs and that government or some
other external force dictates to people what kind of information is important for their well-being.
Neverthel ess, we want to stress that freedom to choose and power to choose function as a double-edged
sword. Power to choose is not the sole solution for developing a well-informed citizen. We would like
to stress that it is of vital importance to be aware that we as individuals are not only consumers with
special, often personalised interests, motivations and needs that have to be accomplished/fulfilled. We
are at the same time also citizens. And citizens usually have slightly broader interests and motivations.
A citizen is not driven only in terms of consumption. A citizen's motivations are more holistic, his
motivations are not based only in terms of ‘my needs’, but in terms of ‘our needs as a society. In a
modern media-saturated world with vast opportunities, it is—paradoxically—of specia importance to
be well-equipped with knowledge in order to fully understand the complexity of everyday life. Freedom
demands responsibility and the ability to contextualise information. Nowadays, the responsibility of the
individual for well-being is not smaller. The responsibility isbigger. We need mediaaswell as all other
literaciesin order to fully command our everyday life.

It isimportant to be informed with all different kinds of information in order to get a picture of the world
and to become competent and well-informed citizens. But the problem is not only the exposure to
different information, the problem is much more complex. Lots of people believe that socia media
platformswill deliver them all the information needed to be awell —informed citizen. Jane Buckingham,
the founder of the Intelligence Group, a market research company, said that the “‘socia media
generation’ was comfortable being in constant communication with others, so recommendations from
friends or text messages from a campaign — information that is shared, but not sought — were perceived
as ‘natural’” (Stelter 2008). Namely, it is quite common that people assume something as follows: “If
the news is that important it will find me”. Is that assumption correct? We strongly disagree. In the
period of traditional media corporations, we were ‘forced’ to consume news that was selected by media
corporations. Nowadays, lots of people believe they will get important news from their Facebook
friends. ZUfiga, Weeks and Ardévol JAbreu stress that the news finds me perception “ captures people's
perceptions that news will simply ‘find’ them without seeking it. Importantly, the newsOfindsCJme
perception does not reflect ambivalence toward using news to stay informed—it is not that those who
hold this perception are necessarily uninterested in what is happening in the world—but rather believe
that they do not need to actively seek news because their other media behaviors and social network
provide all the news they require to stay informed []Citizens today arguably have more opportunities to
encounter news and political information than ever before. At first glance, the widespread availahility
of news might be considered ideal for producing betterOinformed citizens, especialy given that both
the volume and breadth of news in the media environment promote learning about politics. While the
abundance of media options may provide citizens more opportunities to learn from the news, some
scholars argue that this highOchoice media environment may instead have negative democratic
consequences by enhancing political knowledge gaps based on content preferences, interest, and usage
patterns’ (Zufiga, Weeks and Ardévol JAbreu 2017, 107).

Our media environment is certainly very diverse. We are well equipped with smartphones and other

devices which constantly deliver information to us. But for fully competent citizensit isimportant that
we know what kind of information is relevant for us.
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