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Abstract  
The paper discusses the connection between writing, identity and community in the 

online communication, presenting a part of a PhD thesis which reviews 12 blogs of recent 
Italian emigrants in the United States between October 2011 and October 2014. The identity is 
examined through by the means of two theories. The first theory is the Narrative Identity 
Theory, which assumes that the identity is a process of construction of the self, a personal 
project, mediated by narratives that can be consciously renegotiated and elaborated. The second 
theory assumes that not only one identity is contained within one person, but the self is guided 
by many voices or “I positions” (The Dialogical Self of Hubert Hermans). This theory sees the 
writing as a way to actively reorder the I-positions according to the needs of the situation. It’s 
fundamental to be able to integrate the new context and the new events in the global “legend” 
of the self in a period of passage and discontinuity. The blog writing is analyzed as a strategy 
to take control of the inner narrative and stabilize a disbalanced condition. The blogosphere 
takes the part of supporting community in the absence of the traditional migration connections. 
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Introduction 
The moments of transition in the traditional society are limited; the life phases follow 

a predictable rhythm: birth, adolescence, marriage, death. The transition to every phase is 
associated with a rite of passage which is intended to present the person in the new social role 
through a special kind of rite engaging the community. The rite changes the perception of who 
the person is. As a result, a perception of the world with an accent upon change instead on 
stability2 appears. While the ancient rites of passage are lost, the need they were 
accommodating persist in some forms. The paper considers the writing as a specific kind of 
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2 See for exemple the Liquid Modernity of Bauman, 2000. 



ritual of the modern age which allows the person to restore the continuity in the perception of 
the self and to overcome a moment of discontinuity and identity crisis.  

The presented analysis is part of dissertation named Digito Ergo Sum (Linguistic and 
anthropological analysis of blogs of Italian emigrants in the United States) which studies the 
writing of 12 bloggers, part of active virtual community in the period between October 2011 
and October 2014. The blogs are examined according to two theories of identity: the first 
considering the identity a process and technology for constructing of the self with its cultural 
and social limitations, and the second one presumes the existence not of one but of many 
identities which can be individual, social and which, connected in a complex ecosystem, can 
create the perception of the self for a definite moment.  

Two methodological approaches combined in an interdisciplinary research are applied 
in the dissertation: a linguistic and an anthropological one. One of them is the discourse 
analysis with its formal linguistic methodology and the other approach is the traditional 
anthropological methods of the anthropology of language and writing.  While the discourse 
analysis aims to arrive to the meaning of the practice through the examination of different 
language levels – lexical, morphological, syntactic etc., the anthropology uses its 
interpretational ethnographical techniques for the same purpose. The anthropology of 
language, according to its historical origin, studies predominantly the oral discourse; while a 
recent branch, the anthropology of writing, is focusing on personal narratives, the so called 
egodocuments, texts that in our hyperconnected society increasingly often mediate the 
communication and inhabit the virtual spaces.  

 
Theoretical overview 
The identity as a process 
The identity here is studied not as an attribute but as a process where the writing 

assumes the role of a field for rationalization and construction. This process is more dynamic 
in the blogs compared to the traditional personal diaries since the border between the public 
and the personal sphere is blurred in the virtual space, where it becomes a subject to 
renegotiation and as a consequence the identity process develops in specific way.   

According to Paul Ricoeur (2009) the story of our life has two contradicting elements 
– one is permanent since the person wears the same name during their life, and another is 
variable and represents the physiological and psychological changes. What kind of dynamics 
governs these changes is traceable through the self narratives. Zygmunt Bauman thinks that 
while the keyword of the modernity is creation, it is recycling (Bauman 2000:110) for the 
postmodern world. The recycling of contents and identities is a fundamental characteristic of 
digital culture. Furthermore, the identity according to him is a noun but it behaves like a verb, 
for it has the shape of a process and it is fluid.  

For Smith and Watson (2001:39), who work mostly with autobiographies, the identity 
is a discursive construct, made of models, which the people have available and use in their 
narratives (Smith, 2001:39). Anthony Giddens (1991:75), who is interested in the changing 
nature of the identity in the context of the transition from the traditional to modern society, 
believes that the modern human needs to make decisions about who they are and what they 
want, constantly observing themselves. As a consequence for them, the I is reflexive and the 
identity is not a quality of one specific moment, but an account of the life and it depends on the 
ability to maintain a particular narrative.  

In different ways all these authors talk about modern people’s identity as a process of 
creating a construct. The identity therefore is not immediate, it needs mediation for its 
existence, and this mediation is performed by different types of narratives. Ricoeur (2009:95) 
says that the narrative’s mediation underlines the fact that the cognition of the self is also an 
interpretation of the self; he is also asking how exactly is happening this mediation.  According 



to the Italian anthropologist Francesco Remotti (1996:54) the identity is alimented by the 
practice of writing and the writing is giving the identity a suitable skeleton. The writing frames 
the identity, tearing it out of the stream of the possible alternatives and fixing it in a stable form. 
Charlotte Linde (1993:3) calls the oral narratives “life stories”. She defines them as the 
aggregation of all the stories people tell about themselves, they show to the others who we are 
and how did we get here. These stories represent a valuable resource for the identity formation, 
as well as a resource for the self presentation and the self negotiation. Although Linde expressly 
excludes the written autobiographies from her “life stories”, the view on the identity as a 
process of self narration can be applied also to the blogs.  

All these theories are associated with the narrative identity, which assumes that the 
people form their identities, integrating their experiences in the real life in one global inner 
story of the self.  This story is not static, it is subject to development and it establishes the sense 
of continuity and purpose in life3.  

This narrative must be able to incorporate the events occurring in the world maintaining 
the narrative’s coherence. We can suppose that this is what precisely happens in the blogs: the 
personal story is deconstructed and reconstructed in order to include the new life events, 
redefining in that way the perception of the self.  

The contemporary culture gives the possibility of people to consciously work on their 
identities. In addition, this process generates a product in the social networks, which is 
accessible to public and suitable for trading. And that process is particularly useful in a period 
of a drastic change and discontinuity.  

 
The transition period 
The choice of blogs is not casual - the bloggers are recent emigrants, they don’t have 

the institutional support of the traditional emigrant communities and they activate the social 
practice of writing in search of stability. The main characteristic of the diary is that it requires 
an active effort. Beginning a diary activates a social resource. This active effort emerges when 
the identity is threatened or it needs to be declared. A typical situation of this sort is the 
transition periods such as emigration. 

The central place in the blog’s content is reserved for the interpretation and the 
reflection on the differences between the birthplace and the new home.  The blog community 
is formed by people who need to talk about their experiences as emigrants. They are writing as 
if they explain the American reality to the readers, trying to feel more involved in the new 
context and to find their new place. This can be seen in the following example of how the 
different reality is assimilated and considered: 

„Nel mio immaginario la farmacia per eccellenza rimane la vecchia farmacia di una 
volta, con i mobili di legno e i vecchi vasi di ceramica di un tempo in esposizione (la farmacia 
per eccellenza e' per me,  torinese, quella di fronte al Duomo in via XX settembre!) 
qui le famacie sono dei grandi, immensi, tristissimi supermercati, dove trovi di tutto e ancora 
di piu... ma non nel senso di medicine , nel senso di tutto, dal pane al latte, passando per i 
cosmetici, le lampadine e i prodotti per pulire la casa…”4 

„In my imagination the model pharmacy is the old pharmacy with its wooden furniture 
and the old-time ceramic vessels (for me, coming from Torino, the model for pharmacy is the 
one in front of Duomo, at XX September street!) Here the pharmacies are some very sad 
supermarkets, where you can find everything and more… not in sense of medicines, I mean 
everything, from bread to milk, cosmetics, light bulbs and detergents…”  
                                                 
3 Concerning the narrative identity see McAdams, 2001. 

4 Iceruttiinindia. “Alla scoperta della farmacia Americana", 12 Aug. 2013 



Writing means regaining control of your life in situation of transition and loss of 
stability, if we recall the functions of Lejeune5. The bloggers openly declare their intention to 
“think in Italian” (citing one of the blogs title), maintaining this way connections with the 
Italian culture (the choice of language demonstrates that they need to think over the new reality 
in their native language) in a situation where they feel they are losing these connections. 
Amongst the subjects they discuss prevail the ones concerning their everyday life in America, 
interpretation of the events and search of their meaning. Writing allows giving a personal 
meaning to the events. Here is another example - a passage where the boundary conditions 
become transparent: 

„Ogni tanto in questo periodo ho qualche difficoltà a tenere i contatti con l'Italia, forse 
e' per questo che ho cominciato a scrivere questo blog. I primi tempi qui, mi rendevo conto che 
parlare qualche minuto in italiano, sentire la famiglia e gli amici, poteva realmente dare senso 
a una giornata. Poi però, ho capito che, per loro, dall'altra parte del mondo non era così. Le loro 
vite andavano avanti come sempre e io, involontariamente mi stavo ancorando al passato in 
una maniera che mi impediva di vivere pienamente il mio presente. E' difficile abituarsi ad 
avere due vite che scorrono parallelamente. C'e' sempre la paura che qualcosa ti sfugga di mano, 
la paura di essere dimenticati, il pensiero che corre da una parte all'altra senza soluzione di 
continuità”6 

Sometimes in this period I have difficulties to maintain contacts with Italy, maybe this 
is the reason I started to write this blog. Since the beginning I realized that talking Italian only 
for a minute, hearing the family and friends, really can make sense of the day. Then, however, 
I understood that for them, in the other part of the world, it wasn’t like that. Their life was 
going on as before, while I unconsciously grabbed onto the past in a way that prevented me 
from living fully in the present. It is difficult to live two parallel lives, there is always the fear 
of losing something, the fear of being forgot, the mind always racing from one extreme to the 
other, without a consistent solution. 

It is curious how this paragraph summarizes the first Lejeune’s function: “release 
through expression”. For him writing is also separation and purification, and the detachment 
from the past follows the emergence in the new environment, which needs to turn from alien 
to their own.  

One possible point of view is the perspective of the identity as a process of maintaining 
the consistency and continuity in the perception of the self. It focuses although only on the 
inner dynamics. We can talk of identities in plural in order to also observe in detail the 
implications of the relationships and the environment.  
 

The dialogical Self 
The notion of the “Dialogical Self” theorizes the perception of the Self as a contact of 

(relatively) autonomous “voices”, called “I positions”. These voices function as actors in a 
story they need to tell7. In his book about the dialogical self, Hermans (2001) tries to link the 
psychological perspectives for the continuity and discontinuity of the identity with the 
decentralized conception of the self and the narratological theories of Bahtin: the metaphor of 
the polyphony of voices. In counterbalance with the individualistic and essentialist conception 
for the identity, the dialogical self is based on the assumption that an autonomous I which 

                                                 
5 According to him the functions of the diary writing include: expression, reflection, memory, stopping the time, 
the pleasure of writing. 

6 Non si sa mai. “La scatola nera” 13 Aug 2013 

7 More about the Hermans’ I positions, Hermans, 2001: 243. 



governs our behavior doesn’t exist; instead there are many I positions occupied by the same 
person8. These positions are not static, they move according to the specific conditions. The Self 
is not only dialogical, it is also connected and social, and therefore dependent on the social 
communication. The positions, in this sense, are not actuated on theoretical and imaginary 
levels; instead they take form in concrete speech acts, where they take the shape of “voices”. 
The Self, following the same line of thought, is dependent on the language, because it can be 
achieved only in discursive context.  

The Herman’s model was applied in different fields in order to observe the modalities 
and the functions of the online communication (for example to blended communities where the 
social interaction includes face to face and online communication)9.  

Herman’s model consist of internal positions of the Self (me as a mother, me as an 
emigrant, me as a daughter, me as an ambitious worker etc.) and external positions perceived 
as a part of the environment (my children, my colleges, my friends, my partner). The external 
positions include the connections with people or situations relevant from the perspective of the 
internal positions.   

 
Hermans, The Dialogical Self: Toward a Theory of Personal and Cultural Positioning, 2001 Culture Psychology   
 
Since these positions are moving, an external position can become more relevant in 

accordance to changes in the internal dynamics. (I feel more Italian when I write in Italian). 
On the other hand, the internal positions receive their significance from the connection with 
one or more external positions (I am a father, because I have children). In addition, new 
combinations can result from the old once, for ex. I am Italian +I live in America = I am an 
emigrant feeling nostalgic + I write a blog = I belong to a specific virtual community).  

This theory has its limitations but it provides good perspective for the dynamics of the 
identity and the self presentation. The theory is also relevant because it catches the complexity 
of the perception of contact and limit after emigration. The theory’s author itself presumes that 
there are situations in which these phenomena are more sensitive, such as translocations and 
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9 Traetta; Annese, 2012. 



movement (Hermans, 2001: 243). The positions and the connections between them, are 
naturally affected by the borderline situation the bloggers are in, and consequently the need to 
confirm the belonging to a certain group appears (Italian speaking emigrants) as well as the 
need to confirm the continuity of the personality (identity as defined by Riceour). This situation 
is the reason for the loss of orientation in the voices of the dialogical self. After such a split, 
the full series of possible identities are presented, including the ignored or forgotten once10.  

 
Personal, social and community positions 
It is well observed that not only the personal, but also the social identity of emigrants 

is subject to transformations11. Apart from the individual positions, positions for group 
belonging also exist. The social identity is defined as a part of the self perception that derives 
from the imagined belonging to a significant social group12. The perception of belonging is 
intensified mainly by the discrimination between inside and outside the group13. In this study 
the community consists of emigrant bloggers who write, read and comment.  

Another categorization can be added based on Herman’s theory, specifically the 
distinction between internal and external positions. Such categorization which distinguishes 
between individual and collective positions14 and is made by Spadaro, is very practical for the 
virtual communities. 

 
Data collections and methods 
Analysis of the I positions in a blog 
A detailed analysis of the positions in one emigrant blog is made following the 

distinctions of Herman (internal, external positions) and Spadaro (individual and collective 
positions).  The main purpose is to observe which ones stand out, which ones are suppressed 
and how those interact. The analysis categorizes the blog posts according to the dominating 
voice in the posts (although sometimes it is difficult to define a center of the post). The 
individual and the collective positions are categorized into internal and external ones. The 
interpersonal positions are added as an additional category since those positions are very 
important for the solidification of the group.  

 
Individual positions: 

- Individual internal positions 
- Individual external positions 

Collective positions: 
- Collective internal positions 
- Collective external positions 

Interpersonal positions 
                                                 
10 More about the identity in situation of change: Martsin, 2010. 

11 See for ex. Padilla,  2003.   

12 See for ex. Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C., 1986, Kresova, N., Ivanova, N., 2013: 136-145. 

13 More about the linguistic image of the community belonging see Kresova, 2012: 137. 
14 Spadaro, 2005,  cit. Annese (2012). 

 

 



- Direct interpersonal positions 
- Indirect interpersonal positions (which indirectly mention one or more persons) 

The analyzed blog posts are 42 in the period of 7 months. The blog is Alice e la Bestia. 
The blog posts are categorized in the table below. Numbers represent blog posts count. 

 
 
 

 Internal External Something 
else 

 Related to 
the Italian 
context 

Related to 
the 
American 
context 

Related to 
the Italian 
context 

Related to the 
American 
context 

Related to the 
blog 
community 

Individual 
positions 

1   2 8 11 2 

Collective 
positions 

 2 2 3 1 

Direct 
interpersonal 
positions 

8 - - - 

Indirect 
interpersonal 
positions 

2 - - - 

 
Results 
The following results are observed:  

1. The  blog posts representing the direct interpersonal positions are among the most interesting 
and most frequent positions, as seen in the following examples: 
“Vorrete mica sapere pure del colloquio?!  Fate la vostra giocata al toto-colloquio qui sotto, 
nella sezione "commenti" 15 
Do you want to know also about the exam?! You can place you bet at the exam lottery in the 
comment section 
“... va dai, ve lo conto domani, quando mi ripiglio! 
(comunque, come al solito potevo pure correre meno!!) 
 
Ok, I will tell you Tomorrow, when I recover! 
(However, as usual I could run less!!!)” 
2. The second interesting category is that of the external individual positions, related to the 
American context. Code-switching is frequently observed in the posts from this category, as in 
the following example:  

“Ormai non ho scuse e non ho scampo. Il mio permesso di lavoro e' arrivato. E' ora che 
io dia il mio contributo e risollevi le sorti economiche della famiglia. Mi lancio. Nel Job 
Market. A fare cosa, non si sa ancora.”16 

                                                 
15 Alice e la Bestia. “Un ordinario pre-colloquio di paura” 13 Aug 2013 

16 Alice e la Bestia. “Frozen moment” 13 Aug 2013 



        I no longer have excuses and way out. My work permit has arrived. And now it is time to 
give my contribution and resuscitate the economic destiny of my family. I launch. In the Job 
Market. Doing what, I still don’t know. 

 
3. Posts from the individual external positions, related to the Italian context also contain code-
switching very often: 

“In Italy ho lavorato per una libreria parecchi anni, fatto la maestra nelle materne 
comunali, gestito laboratori di lettura e promozione del libro per le biblioteche... ma il mio 
inglese e' al momento scimmiesco e penoso, quindi conto di fare i coriandoli con la mia laurea, 
gli origami con miei corsi in letteratura infantile e di far valere invece gli anni passati da barista 
per lanciarmi come waitress...17 

 In Italy I worked in a library for several years, I was a teacher in a nursery school, 
managed reading workshops popularized books for libraries…but my English at the moment 
is primitive and agonizing, so I can do confetti with my degree, origami with my courses in 
child literature and make use of the years spent as a bartender in order to launch as waitress… 

The classification highlights two types of prevailing posts: posts with external 
positions, concerning a situation of contact (events from the present life in America or from 
the past in Italy), and direct interpersonal positions which are intended to sustain relationships 
with the readers from the community. We can presume, based on these results, that the writing 
has the function to activate a determinate voice, and in this way to renegotiate the perception 
of identity. The need to consolidate the connection with the Italian speaking community 
through direct communication is also observed. 

The self-narrative is a social practice used by the writers to get in touch with the 
different voices of the Self. In this aspect, the blog is a controlled and secure space, detached 
from the immediacy of the physical life; a space which allows organizing the voices of the self 
when they need to be confirmed and renegotiated. Three series of mechanisms are activated 
through writing in the analyzed blogs: 1) Me as an Italian, part of the Italian culture, 2) me as 
emigrant, trying to adapt to the new context, understand it fill it with senses 3) me as part of 
virtual emigrant community.   

 
Conclusions 
In situation of disjunction such as emigration, the need to restore the balance determines 

a specific reflexive behavior in search of stable sense and continuity between the previous 
experience and the new situation. In that context, writing has stabilizing function, because it 
allows the writer to take control over their inner narration and to moderate the transition from 
one situation to another. This can be illustrated with the anthropological metaphor of discursive 
rite of passage. A key role in this process is played by the community, as the writing practices 
(pratique de ecrit ) in the blogs , are composed by the act of writing but also by the act of 
reading other’s writings and adding comments. As a result of the analysis, the practice of 
blogging is seen as controlled personal space, and also a social one, where the identity is 
reconsidered and renegotiated with the community through writing of personal stories and the 
presentation of a positive image of the self in order to moderate and support a transition period. 
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