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With today’s modern technology and the ever increasing promise of technological advances, more and more people are taking advantage of the opportunity to make up new identities using the Internet.  From chat rooms to email to the use of Multi-User Domains or MUDs, people are able to keep their true identity a secret and present themselves to others as something they are not.  Although many see this opportunity as entertaining and fun, this taking on of new identities and concealing your own can have negative consequences if the wrong people are involved.


MUDs, according to Turbee in Text-Based Virtual Reality for Learning in Community, are “social environments in a text-based virtual reality where people gather to chat with friends, and meet new people.”  According to Mehlenbacher, MUDs were “originally designed in the UK in 1979 by two programmers at Essex University to facilitate human-to-human game playing” (1994).  Pavel Curtis at Xerox Parc brought the first MUD to North America in 1991 (Mehlenbacher, 1994).  These MUDs, or virtual worlds, are growing in popularity as more people connect to the Internet.   

A person does not have to disclose who they really are in these virtual worlds but rather can make up a new identity or several new identities for themselves.  MUDs provide a place for someone to have the “ability to assume a role as close to or as far from one’s “real self” as one chooses”  (Holeton, 1998).  In MUDs you can make up an identity as a woman even if you are a man.  You can even make up an identity as a dog or some other kind of animal.  You are able to give your identity defining characteristics such as age and race allowing other players to view if they choose.


Whereas MUDs can provide endless amounts of entertainment for some, one has to wonder what kind of psychosocial affects these journeys into the virtual world of make believe can have on individuals.  Since people are able to take on different identities, different personalities obviously are attached to those identities.  Could this be considered a form of the multiple personalities disorder?  Doug, a participant in MUDs from the reading by Turkle, is quoted as saying “I split my mind…I can see myself as being two or three or more” (Holeton, 1998).   Some people may get so caught up in the “virtual world” that it becomes very hard or even impossible for them to shift back to the real world when it is time to turn the computer off.  Some people may even become confused as to which identities are true and which are not, and take on the personalities of these imagined selves.


These multiple identities may also cause one to hate their real identity and therefore hate themselves and their own life.  The value of their true identity may be lost to the value they put on these make believe identities that do not even really exists.  Again, Turkle quotes a MUD player as saying “why grant such superior status to the self that has the body when the selves that don’t have bodies are able to have different kinds of experiences”  (Holeton, 1998).  This player is putting their virtual identity above their true identity.  


Another way Internet users can reconstruct their identity, one that Turkle touches on at the end of Identity in the Age of the Internet, is via a chat room.  There are many different service providers that furnish online chat rooms from Yahoo! to America Online.  As long as you have an Internet connection, you can chat for free to people all over the world.

Chat rooms house a variety of people and interests.  In these chat rooms discussions are held about everything from sports to how to care for persons with multiple sclerosis.  Subjects of chat rooms can range from people who love plants to people who love Tom Cruise.  There are romance chat rooms, business chat rooms, educational chat rooms, medical chat rooms, as well as many others.  These chat rooms can provide opportunities for those with similar interests to get together and talk about them or opportunities for students to get together to study.  

Since users of chat rooms have no face it is quite easy to concoct an identity for yourself that is not congruent with reality.  In other words, you can lie to others participating in the same chat room you are in.  There is even a Web site devoted to lies that people tell in chat rooms.  They advertise: “Have you ever been deceived by a Chat Room lie? Would you like to talk about it?” (www.chatroomlies.com).  You also do not have to use your real name, but rather a screen name so, unless their computer skills are very extensive, no one will be able to figure out who you really are unless you tell them. 

However, if these chat rooms are not monitored correctly and carefully, they can provide opportunities for corrupt people to find out information about children or even adults that can be used to locate the individual possibly putting them in danger.  You have to be careful not to disclose too much personal information about yourself to protect yourself from those who hide their identity purposefully to inflict harm.  This is one negative effect to being able to conceal your identity.  You have the choice to keep your identity a secret, but you also have to realize that the person on the other end also has that choice and what they are telling you may or may not be true.    

One way a person can disguise their identity that Turkle did not mention is e-mail.  For example, since you are able to choose your user name, you do not have to use your real name.  You can choose ‘browneyes’ or ‘princess-of-all’.  Just by looking at these user names gives you no clue as to who is behind them unless you personally know the person.  Since anyone can choose any user name as long as it is not already in use, a person’s privacy could be at risk.  For instance, who is to say that kristalbeachy@yahoo.com is me, Kristal Beachy?  Although it is probably not all too likely that someone else would choose my name as their user name, it is possible since I am not using it.  So if someone else wanted to send me an e-mail and saw this address, they might suppose it was me.  If they were sending private information to me, mine as well as their privacy might be invaded.  

One way George Mason University has found to overcome this is to send personal information such as information on grades or academic standing, only to a student’s GMU account.  That way they can be sure when they send it to kbeachy@gmu.edu that they are sending it to me and not to someone else who might have the same name as I do or just have chosen that name as their user name. 

Whereas the opportunity to create a new identity and pretend to be something you are not may be amusing for some, doing this can have negative affects.  More information needs to be collected and more studies done on the psychosocial aspects of concocting multiple identities in these “virtual worlds” to see exactly what kind of affect they may have on people.  Chat room conversations need to be monitored thoroughly and those who participate in chat rooms must be aware of the consequences that may occur because of their conversations.  They also need to be conscious of how much personal information they disclose in those conversations.  You also must be mindful of what e-mail address you use to send e-mails of personal content.  It is important to make sure that you get the person’s e-mail from them so you get the right one to send your information to.  Just being more aware of what is out there on the Internet and what you can do to protect yourself will increase your chances of having more enjoyable encounters with the Internet.    
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