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CHAPTER 6

Narrating as an Answer to Sociocultural 
Challenges

The narratives told by the network actors and bloggers from different 
parts of the world who participated in the study revolve around questions 
about their own lives and social relations but also frequently around issues 
concerning developments in society and the media as well as the relation-
ships between all of these areas. Klaus Hurrelmann and Erik Albrecht 
attest that adolescents and young adults, the age group the network actors 
and bloggers belong to, have an awakened sensitivity when interacting 
with each other and their environment (2014, p. 15). According to the 
authors, they are more actively engaged with what is happening to and 
around them than any other age group because for them, it is a question 
of finding their own spot in society (2014, p. 15).

Born for the most part between 1985 and 2000, the network actors 
and bloggers in this study mostly belong to Generation Y, as the millenni-
als are also known. A generation is made up of a demographic cohort 
confronted with the same social events and challenges. The pivotal experi-
ences common to Generation Y are associated with the sociocultural 
upheavals which are taking place globally at present on both a macro and 
a micro level. The synchronization of social structures and individual 
needs is being put to the test by these upheavals and the first cracks are 
starting to show (Keupp, 2015, p. 7). When people are no longer confi-
dent about spatio-temporal references in relation to which they live their 
everyday lives and map out their identities, or when they experience them 
as being restrictive, it is necessary to start mulling them over (2015, p. 7). 
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That is yet another reason for adolescents and young adults to grapple 
with social changes by telling stories. The network actors and bloggers do 
this both implicitly and explicitly in their narratives, which are about the 
search for new life trajectories and networks of relationships, about shift-
ing boundaries and defining new ones as well as about setting out and 
breaking away.

The relationship between subjects, their narrative practices, and social 
transformation lies at the heart of this chapter. The main question relates 
to the extent to which the narrations presented here reflect this transfor-
mation, or the extent to which they provide answers to sociocultural chal-
lenges. This concern is based on the assumption that individual and social 
goings-on are connected with each other (Keupp, 2015, p. 31). “What it 
means to be a person is social and cultural ‘all the way down’” (2003, 
p. 220) is how Chris Barker formulates the social and cultural construc-
tion of the subject. This should not be thought of as deterministic, how-
ever; interdependencies are much more likely. Subjects, society, and 
culture develop in interaction with each other (Honneth, 1990/1995, 
p. 58), with subjects entering into these interactions with their current 
questions and influenced by their autobiographical experiences. In phases 
of social upheaval, narratives gain special significance as mediators between 
the macro and micro levels.

There is a long list of phenomena of transformation specified in litera-
ture on the topic in social and cultural studies. Without presuming to 
cover the entire spectrum of phenomena of upheaval, I have selected five 
of them for my discussion of potential links between the narrations of 
network actors and bloggers and sociocultural upheaval, namely detradi-
tionalization, pluralization, the blurring of borders, individualization, and 
global flows. In a first step, I will describe these phenomena of social trans-
formation, before relating them to the stories with the intention of iden-
tifying possible overlaps.

6.1  DetraDitionalization

In the Western world, the process of detraditionalization started in the 
modern period. According to Zygmunt Bauman, the most powerful moti-
vation was to dismantle the old order to “liberat[e] business enterprise 
from the shackles of the family-household duties” (2000, p. 4). He sug-
gests that “‘releasing the brakes’: of deregulation, liberalization, ‘flexibili-
zation’, increased fluidity, unbridling the financial, real estate and labour 
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markets” (2000, p.  5). Social and cultural life was also affected by the 
breaking up of traditional structures; traditional values, norms, and life 
trajectories lost their validity or proved to be ineffectual. Normative com-
mitments and social bonds were “thrown into the melting pot” (2000, 
p. 6); Bauman speaks of an “unstructured, fluid state of the immediate 
setting of life-politics” (2000, p. 8) which has radically changed the human 
condition, proposing that modern subjects have to do without the tradi-
tional patterns of orientation which would have framed their life plans 
(2000, p.  7). Against the background of this historical development, 
detraditionalization is associated with loss, disassembly, and decay. From 
this perspective, detraditionalization appears to be something which befalls 
the subject.

Detraditionalization can also be deliberately pursued by subjects, how-
ever, as tradition clashes with the visions of the future held by the next 
generation. This is most clearly illustrated in the narrations about setting 
out and breaking away told by the Arab network actors and bloggers. The 
links between politics and religion, which are traditionally extremely tight, 
the lack of freedom of opinion and speech, and the ban on debate, which 
is culturally determined: All of these are seen as shackles which need to be 
cast off. Here, detraditionalization is not a side effect of macrostructural 
developments but a process triggered off by everyday actors. In both 
cases, it is true to say, however, that life forms lose out on the “structural 
fabric, traditions, and predictable measures against which subjects could 
orient their life plans, biographies, and identities” (Keupp, 2015, p. 7).1

In relation to an order which has been lost or abandoned, for Generation 
Y, whether in Western or Arab countries, the Other is expressed in terms 
of vagueness, unpredictability, and precarity. This can lead to fear, which 
Heinz Bude describes as a typical feeling in Western societies in his book 
Society of Fear (2014/2018). Detraditionalization becomes a source of 
fear, especially when it is experienced as a loss of security. As Bude points 
out, “anxiety springs from the knowledge that everything is open but 
nothing is meaningless” (2014/2018, p.  8). Everything that we do 
counts, everything that we do could trip us up; with everything that we 
do, our entire lives seem to be up for renegotiation (2014/2018, p. 8). In 
contexts where there is a desire to dismiss traditional structures, it is the 
risks arising out of resistance to die-hard opponents of change which tend 
to give rise to anxiety. What is left in any case is a feeling of insecurity in 

1 All quotations from German publications were translated into English for this book.
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view of a different future which may be desired but which is also 
totally open.

According to Hurrelmann and Albrecht, the unpredictable nature of 
their life trajectories is the most important hallmark of Generation Y and, 
at the same time, their greatest challenge (2014, p. 35). Generation Y has 
to learn how to deal with various forms of unpredictability, for example, by

• Adapting to the requirements of a changed reality
• Reinventing themselves time and again
• Negotiating consensus on a non-stop, never ending basis

The network actors and bloggers react to the erosion of traditional 
structures and patterns with a high degree of reflection, which runs 
through all of the narrations, regardless of the nationality of the narrator. 
Values are at issue, love or loyalty, for example, and how they have to be 
interpreted nowadays, or the appropriacy of one’s own behaviour in 
encounters with Others or when interacting with technology, but also the 
behaviour of Others, or traditional structural orders and political rights, a 
problem which was discussed by the Arab narrators above all.

Life trajectories which have become unpredictable and the requirement 
to reinvent the self are matched by the seeking I, which appears on the 
scene in the self-staging narrations, which is presented in a blog in the 
hopes of getting feedback on the blogger’s strengths and weaknesses, or 
which impresses readers with a carefully designed virtual I which also 
embodies an ideal image as the goal and incentive for the narrator’s own 
development. The seeking I craves approval, as confirmation for being on 
the right track. Time and again, we heard that approval and praise are like 
“balm for the soul.”

As is to be expected, the theme of searching is also found in the trans-
formation narrations of the pubescent network actors and bloggers, who 
are confronted not only with sociocultural transformation but also with a 
phase of biographical upheaval. The theme comes up quite strikingly in 
the transformation narration of the 12-year-old who asked the question 
about identifying the right thing, which is actually a question about the 
“right life,” putting it at the heart of her story (see Sect. 4.5.2). She 
exploits the possibilities of the virtual world to process this question. In 
the end, she felt, it is the physical presence of a body which is the sole 
guarantee for what is “right” because in her eyes, it cannot lie. For her, 
social encounters have to take place face to face for them to be right and 
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proper. The popularity of role-playing games, both online and offline, 
which the children and adolescents talked about, also points to the search 
for patterns of behaviour and meaningful relationships. They offer them 
the opportunity to find out what comes across best or finds acceptance, 
without having to commit to one thing or the other. The seeking I associ-
ated with the narrating children and adolescents is forced to reconstruct 
its values when faced with the erosion of society. This does not preclude a 
critical scrutiny of old and new values but we are not dealing with a rebel-
lious I here.

The setting-out and breaking-away narrations of the Arab network 
actors and bloggers are very different as they rebel against constrictive 
traditional structures. Their narrations reveal their use of digital networks 
to break taboos, constitute alternative public spheres, and create elbow-
room for expressing their opinions. The transnational opportunities for 
communication afforded by digital media are also used to show the world 
other sides of their cultures which the narrators believe are suppressed by 
the official media. This is indicative that traditions should not be shelved 
wholesale but that a distinction should be made between constrictive tra-
ditions and those which are held in high regard.

Whether it is a question of replacing traditional cultural systems because 
they have disappeared or have become ineffectual or because they are no 
longer acceptable, in all narrations about detraditionalization of one kind 
or another, the need to shape them anew is very pronounced. This need, 
in turn, expresses the hope that it will be possible to influence the future 
according to the individuals’ wishes.

6.2  Pluralization

Plurality, Wolfgang Welsch is convinced, lies at the heart of modernity, all 
the while pointing to a sociocultural hereafter which he calls the post- 
modern (1988, p. 13). Because I would like to emphasize the processual 
nature of this phenomenon, I will not speak of plurality but of pluraliza-
tion. The concept of pluralization describes the multiplication of life spaces 
which are accompanied by a proliferation of demands and offers alike. This 
process, too, is rooted in the logic of the modern and of its own economic 
forces which prompted the diversification of the economic sector, the divi-
sion between gainful and reproductive employment, and increased mobil-
ity in connection with education, work, and relationships. Individuals who 
wanted to raise their level of education had to move to towns or cities to 
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pursue educational programmes; those who wanted to improve their 
chances on the job market had to move to places where many jobs were 
available. This trend still has mileage today. The superiority of “nomad-
ism” over “sedentarism” is looming (Bauman, 2000, p. 13), shaping more 
and more ways of life in the era of Liquid Modernity, the title of Bauman’s 
(2000) book, while the sedentary way of life is losing its significance.

Pluralization is not a completely new trend, but it is increasingly cap-
turing our attention as it has become more intensive as it speeds up. The 
media have not an insignificant role to play in this development. Books 
and newspapers are early examples of media taking us beyond our immedi-
ate physical vicinity into other experiential worlds. Meyrowitz describes 
how telephones, radios, and televisions amplified this because they were 
easier to consume or to use, because increasing numbers of everyday activ-
ities were connected with these media, and because they expanded the 
spectrum of experiential worlds significantly (1985, p. viii). Now digital 
media are carrying the multiplication of spaces to extremes (Schachtner, 
2013, pp. 20–21). Digital spaces are opening up to all sorts of contents 
and can thus serve as spaces for working, learning, selling things, and flirt-
ing, as well as distributing information and enabling communication. 
What is more, none of these different spaces stop at national borders 
(2013, pp. 20–21). In contrast with print and audiovisual media, not only 
do digital media provide a wealth of experiences; we ourselves can also 
become active in digital spaces. According to William J. T. Mitchell, the 
internet is organized like a multitude of “parallel computation device[s]” 
which provide us with a world of interconnected spaces in which we can 
communicate, work, learn, and play in overlapping relationships (2003, 
pp. 13–14). The network actors and bloggers take it for granted that they 
can use several digital networks, information networks, and computer 
games, often almost simultaneously. They can do this anywhere and at any 
time, for digital media have become mobile thanks to the miniaturization 
of many devices; the plethora of spaces they offer fits in every handbag and 
jacket pocket. This encourages network actors to saunter not only between 
virtual spaces but also between virtual and physical spaces, as the visualiza-
tion provided by a 22-year-old network actor from Austria illustrates 
(Fig. 6.1).

To start with, the 22-year-old only wanted his drawing to show that he 
uses different apps like Twitter, Google, and Soup.io (2017–2019)2 on his 

2 Soup.io (2017–2019) is an Austrian social networking und microblogging site.
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Fig. 6.1 Communicating, working, and learning in overlapping spaces (network 
actor, m, 22, Austria)

mobile phone, but then it turned into a representation of his daily routine, 
starting with getting up, taking a bus to work, going to a class at univer-
sity, and then taking the bus back home again. Speech bubbles show how 
he is connected with virtual spaces all day long and is also aware of being 
so. He moves and acts in shifting virtual spaces as well as in shifting physi-
cal spaces, as visualized in his drawing. From his perspective, his actions in 
virtual space happen “in passing” or “in parallel,” as he put it.

Caused by the pluralization of life spaces and reinforced by the media, 
life becomes a “life in the plural,” a developmental trend which Wolfgang 
Welsch (1988) already identified in the 1980s. Especially Generation Y is 
likely to adapt to these life trajectories as, worldwide, if the situation in 
Germany is anything to go by, their age group uses digital media most 
frequently.3 A “life in the plural” poses challenges and makes demands. 

3 According to Birgit von Eimeren and Beate Frees’ (2011) study, at the time of the narra-
tives in this book, 100% of 14- to 19-year-olds and 98% of 20- to 29-year-olds in Germany 
were using the internet (i.e., the age groups representing Generation Y).
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Faced with the juxtaposition and interlocking of digital and physical 
spaces, subjects come across a wide range of images, temptations, and 
offers, and do not necessarily know how they fit together (Schachtner, 
2013, p. 23). “You don’t know how the two worlds are going to cross” is 
how Sherry Turkle describes it (2011, pp. 196–197). Turkle is understat-
ing her case when she speaks of only two worlds because, even when taken 
alone, the digital world and the physical world are intrinsically heteroge-
neous, without taking the overlapping spheres of virtual and real life into 
account, which is like a third space, or an intermediate space. The frequent 
and often rapid switch from one life space to another runs the risk of frag-
mented experiences and losing the feeling of leading a cohesive life. 
Pluralization is a contradictory process as it can represent a broadening of 
options as well as an increase in tensions and conflicts at one and the same 
time. Those who would like to participate successfully in a “life in the 
plural” need to be tolerant of ambiguity, competent in plurality, and pro-
ficient at mastering transitions (Welsch, 1991, p. 357).

The network actors and bloggers counter the risk of a “life in the plu-
ral” disintegrating into individual, isolated pieces with the help of narra-
tive practices that target the establishment of coherence, as in the stories 
which illustrate interconnectedness but also in those which talk about set-
ting out and breaking away. Digital media have a high priority for 
Generation Y when attempting to live a life which is coherent as they use 
such technology to help connect events or people from different contexts. 
Remember the American globetrotter who took photos of the everyday 
and the mundane on her travels through various countries and then posted 
them in an online photo gallery. That was her way of piecing all of her 
everyday experiences into a colourful mosaic which formed a coherent 
whole despite the many differences. She explained that another advantage 
of the online presentation was that she could use the images to bridge the 
gap to her family, making it possible to integrate her home space into her 
current environment. Making connections between distant family mem-
bers and networks of friends with the help of online images, texts, and 
sound in the here and now is a common strategy for millennials. Kraus 
describes the struggle for coherence as being absolutely essential; forego-
ing this struggle would result in the dissolution of the subject (2000, p. 15).

However, the different spaces and experiences associated with them do 
not always come together harmoniously. This is particularly noticeable in 
some of the narratives of the Arab network actors and bloggers which 
explicitly point out that the narrators’ online presence can differ massively 
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from their offline mode. The reason they give for this is the discrepancy 
between their own opinions and sociocultural limits. Some of them feel 
that they are fragmented, as they put it; others say that they remain the 
same in the various contexts. This could be explained by their viewing 
their different behaviours as just another facet of their identities or by their 
maintaining a particular self-concept, regardless of the way they behave in 
the different contexts, which is invisible to the outside world.

Seen in the light of their narratives, the network actors and bloggers 
shape their strategies for dealing with plurality in different ways, depend-
ing on their personal lives; what they have in common with each other is 
that they have to figure out these strategies for themselves because there is 
no generic solution.

6.3  the Blurring of BorDers

The pluralization of life spaces results not only in extended spaces but also 
in overlapping spaces, which, in turn, lead to a blurring of borders which 
is only amplified by the influence of the media. In contemporary society, 
the contexts in which the blurring of borders is becoming increasingly 
apparent and in which it is promoted or even initiated by online media 
include the blurring of geographical or national borders, between work 
and leisure time,4 and between the public and the private. This section 
explores the latter; the geographical blurring of borders is addressed in 
Sect. 6.5 on “Global Flows, Crossovers, and Hybridity.”

Jürgen Habermas has suggested that there are dividing lines between 
the public and the private which he considers to be constitutive for mod-
ern democratic societies (1962/1990, pp. 27ff.). The emergence of a pri-
vate sphere in which the individual could develop, safe from state 
interference, was celebrated as a gain in freedom and autonomy in political 
philosophy (Jurczyk & Oechsle, 2008, p. 9). It is a normative concept, 
however, which has presumably never existed in such a pure state in reality. 
Even in the 1960s, when Habermas’ book was first published, he observed 
that the “intimate sphere” had become public and, as a result of that, “the 
public sphere … assumed forms of private closeness” (1962/1992, 
p. 158).

4 The blurring of borders between work and free time was investigated in the part of the 
project carried out by the TU Hamburg-Harburg (see Carstensen, Ballentien, & Winker, 
2014, pp. 29ff.; see also Roth-Ebner, 2015).
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It is largely developments in the media which have contributed to the 
erosion of existing or imaginary borders. Issues from individuals’ private 
lives are popular subjects for media productions nowadays (Jurczyk & 
Oechsle, 2008, p. 8). Bringing up children, choosing a partner, everyday 
family life, and sexuality have become ubiquitous topics in talk shows and 
on reality TV.5 The digital media have massively increased the options for 
disseminating private details because they offer spaces which can be filled 
by the users themselves but to which, potentially, the entire world has 
access. In the narrations of the network actors and bloggers, this state of 
affairs is sometimes welcomed, but sometimes it is described as being 
frightening or threatening. Those who present themselves as stars on a 
virtual stage, as is the case with “the adored star” in the self-staging narra-
tion (see Sect. 4.2.1), for example, enjoy the attention paid to them by the 
global public; those who know that their online presence is at variance 
with traditional cultural order experience the public character of virtual 
space in a more ambivalent fashion. On the one hand, as the network 
actors and bloggers from the Middle East would have it, they see their 
online public as a welcome chance to develop an alternative political dis-
course which goes beyond regional borders, very much in the spirit of the 
Habermasian concept of the public sphere; on the other hand, they fear 
retaliatory measures from the political and administrative authorities. 
Most of the narrators were not aware of the visibility of virtual spaces right 
from the start; some of them spoke about their carefree use of digital 
media when they were children and adolescents. As already mentioned, 
one of the network actors talked about how she was not really aware of her 
public personality until she mingled with people, quite by chance, who 
were just looking at and commenting on her Flickr album, and was really 
shocked (see Sect. 4.4.2).

Most people who are active in the internet do not see themselves as 
being part of a public sphere. It is not even necessary for them to physi-
cally leave their private sphere: One swipe on their smartphone screen or 
one click on the keyboard of their laptop suffices to bring public life into 
the privacy of their own four walls. Programmes on television about public 
spheres elsewhere are complemented by videos which, since the appear-
ance of so-called smartphone videos, are available on digital networks and 
blogs in incredibly large numbers. Just one tap on the screen or keyboard 

5 Reality TV claims to present everyday life-worlds in which exceptional circumstances—
birth, marriage, or death, for example—are represented authentically or are reconstructed.
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and what is meant to be out there is hauled onto one’s own desk. In this 
way, a public sphere is created in the midst of a private sphere, or some-
thing new is created, the term for which has not yet been coined.

When existing or imagined classifications become obsolete, as in the 
case of the blurring of borders between the public and the private, an 
established order starts to unravel. The relationships change between cer-
tain actions and the consequences of these actions. We can no longer rely 
on “past successes as guides for future ones” (Bauman, 1991, p.  2). 
Subjects are challenged to find new classifications, or to develop “acts of 
inclusion and exclusion” (1991, p. 2). Including virtual spaces in a new 
classification of the public and the private poses particular problems for 
subjects because in these spaces they are confronted with a reality which is 
different from the world beyond digital media. Indeed, it is this otherness 
which they still have to explore.

The structural blurring of borders between the public and the private is 
most clearly reflected in the stories about managing boundaries. In these 
narratives, not only is the blurring of borders addressed; strategies are also 
described which should establish new classifications. These include selec-
tion and differentiation. Selection refers to content matter which is pre-
sented in public online, or not presented, as well as to individuals to whom 
specific content matter is addressed, or not addressed, depending on 
where they find themselves on the bridge they have spanned between the 
public and the private. Differentiation, in contrast, refers to the division of 
virtual space into public and private forums. The most impressive example 
of this can be found in the story about managing boundaries which was 
told by the 27-year-old Arab blogger who kept three different blogs in 
which she drew her boundaries between the public and the private in quite 
different ways (see Sect. 4.4.1).

The stories of the network actors and bloggers reveal not only aware-
ness of the blurring of borders between the public and the private but also 
the need to set clear boundaries and not to let themselves drift into unclear 
situations. Müller-Funk gives reasons which could explain the need for 
boundaries when he defines their character as representing detachment or 
connectivity (2012, p.  81). When boundaries disappear, Müller-Funk 
believes, contact cannot arise (2012, p. 80), but human subjects cannot 
forego that. In that sense, boundaries are a constitutive feature of human 
existence.

In connection with the personally defined boundaries described by net-
work actors and bloggers in their narrations, there are two interesting 
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effects. Firstly, boundaries are not described as being definitive. Secondly, 
the defining of boundaries appears to be an individual achievement. In the 
narrations there is talk of border zones which can be varied. The lack of a 
social model for configuring the relationship between the public and the 
private is seen by the narrators as a chance to take this configuration into 
their own hands, every man/woman for himself/herself. If it is true that 
boundaries determine the possibilities of social togetherness, as deduced 
from Müller-Funk’s musings, the situation cannot stay as it is. Consensual 
negotiation of border zones will have to replace individually defined 
boundaries.

6.4  inDiviDualization

The individualization thesis signals the disembedding of the individual 
from social structures, as manifested in the dwindling importance of the 
“inner social structure of industrial society” (Beck, 1986/1992, p. 87; see 
also Beck & Sopp, 1997, p. 10), like classes or social milieu. Once again, 
those collectively shared life trajectories and blueprints for identity are 
vanishing which appear to be inadequate or are becoming insignificant 
(Beck, 1986/1992, pp. 87ff). The individualization thesis is also a Western 
issue in this respect; seen through a sociological lens, losses and the with-
drawal of certainties are accentuated in connection with tendencies 
towards individualization. In the stories of the Arab network actors and 
bloggers, individualization is also addressed but rather as a rebellious pro-
cess springing from those individuals who wish to escape from the con-
straints of handed-down social relations and their traditions. In the 
Western world, individualization can also mean freeing ourselves from the 
confining structures of class, stratification, and family roles, which is not to 
say that traditional social forms always offered integration to individuals in 
the form that they desired (1986/1992, pp. 87ff.).

Either way, whenever social ties disappear or are cast off, subjects are 
left to their own devices. According to Zygmunt Bauman, for whom the 
dismantling of social “patterns, codes and rules” (2000, p. 7) comes close 
to “Orwellian and Huxleyan-style nightmares” (2000, p. 15), the goals of 
“individual self-constructing labours [are] endemically and incurably 
underdetermined” (2000, p. 7). In a society in which connecting links 
have been assigned to the waste bin, in Beck and Sopp’s eyes, neither the 
political system nor the cultural-normative system can be expected to 
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accomplish social integration; that is up to each and every one of us 
(1997, p. 12).

Against the background of the empirical data collected in the study 
“Communicative Publics in Cyberspace,” I go along with the individual-
ization thesis in as much as individualization implies structural disembed-
ding on the one hand and a reconstitution of the individual on the other. 
The latter is not necessarily just an individual accomplishment, however, as 
illustrated by the stories of the network actors and bloggers; it can also be 
conceived of as a collective accomplishment, particularly with an eye 
towards the Arab narrators. In relation to the narrations investigated here, 
it is the attempts at Self-construction, whether individual or collective, 
which are of particular interest in the process of individualization.

According to Kraus, narrating is a fundamental mode for constructing 
reality, which includes Self-constructions (2000, p. 4). That is why it is 
hardly surprising when we come across practices of individualization in 
almost all narrations, particularly in the narrations about self-staging, sup-
pliers and sellers, transformation, and setting out and breaking away.

In the self-staging narrations, there are two kinds of attempts at indi-
vidualization: an egocentric form and a You-oriented one. The narration 
of “the adored star” represents the egocentric form, with the 29-year-old 
narrator characterizing himself as a super cool guy who masters his life by 
his own means. It is his intention to present himself online, as he related 
it, “without the lumps and bumps,” as “a tough cookie” who can ward off 
any disaster and whose status symbols lie at his feet, just like the Others 
who admire him so much, as shown in his visualization (see Fig. 4.2 in 
Sect. 4.2.1). It seems as though he acquires his strength and superiority 
from within; the Others are in demand as spectators. But he cannot actu-
ally do without them, which contradicts his staged independence.

In the You-oriented kind of individualization, the protagonists living in 
Europe also put themselves at the heart of their life planning but they do 
not see themselves as independent actors. They recalled goals which they 
had chosen themselves and self-representations which they deliberately 
posted online for an audience with the aim of eliciting their comments. It 
clearly emerges from their narrations that the comments serve as points of 
orientation; the narrators hope for praise and affirmation but do not close 
their minds to criticism either, if they believe it can help them advance.

Another answer to the current surge of individualization which calls for 
every single person to shape their own lives is the use of virtual space as a 
location for practising skills which promise the individual a successful life. 
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Answers of this kind can be found in the narrations about suppliers and 
sellers as well as in the transformation narrations. Examples include the 
stories told by the 14-, 22-, and 24-year-old bloggers from Europe in 
which they described how they framed themselves as an online expert for 
endorsing technical and media products, a project manager, or a designer. 
In his transformation narration, the 11-year-old described how he uses the 
internet as a place not only for learning about famous footballers’ tricks 
but also for practising them himself. His goal is to become a world-famous 
footballer whose accomplishments are highly remunerated.

Hurrelmann and Albrecht describe Generation Y as a generation in 
which everything revolves around their jobs and careers so as to ensure 
that their futures are as promising as possible (2014, p. 30). In the attempts 
at individualization detected in this study, it is also about the desire for a 
successful future. In the self-staging narrations, this wish remains rather 
vague; in the stories which are about practising skills and improving exper-
tise, it becomes more concrete. Career goals do not stand in isolation, 
however, but are connected with the desire to have a fully developed per-
sonality. The stories reveal a generation which has goals to pursue, in con-
trast to Bauman’s (2000) assumption that millennials rather lack an aim in 
life. It is just that the goals are not determined from the outside but are set 
by the individuals themselves. The narrative answers which relate to the 
process of individualization underline that the actors may act as though 
they are entrepreneurs in charge of themselves and their lives but their 
actions always relate to Others as well, even when they imagine themselves 
to be completely independent.

Social orientation comes across strongly in the narrations of the Western 
network actors but it appears even more strongly in those of the Arab nar-
rators. Their stories also announce a desire for new, forward-looking self- 
representations, for self-determination, and for self-realization. But the 
desire for personal development is closely linked with the desire for socio-
cultural transformation. According to the narrations, the desire leads to 
actions which aspire to reconstruct individuals and society alike as a collec-
tive undertaking. The digital networks, which the narrators perceive as 
being protected spaces, should help them in the endeavour to find allies 
and comrades-in-arms. As mentioned in Sect. 4.6.2, in contrast to the 
Western narrators, they do not find themselves in a situation in which 
sociocultural traditions have become meaningless; on the contrary, they 
find themselves surrounded by guardians of tradition who react to devia-
tions from the norm with threatening gestures. Unlike the Western 
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narrators, the Arab narrators clearly state that individualization, in the 
sense of a self-determined way of life, is only conceivable once the socio-
cultural context has changed. Their knowledge of the power of the die- 
hard opponents of change initially triggers acts of individualization as 
collective acts, the results of which then have to be translated into indi-
vidual acts. Opportunities for individuality arise from the fact that “each 
human being is different from all those who have lived, who live, and who 
will live” (2000, p. 89), as Adriana Cavarero puts it.

In order to take it up again: Whether the acts which aim at a self- 
determined repositioning of the individual in society are planned as indi-
vidual or collective acts, they always arise in conjunction with Others. The 
social nature of our actions has to do with the fact that we are born into a 
social world; in other words “we are constituted as individuals in a social 
process using socially shared materials” (Barker, 2003, p.  222). Barker 
continues, saying that “[n]obody is free in the sense of undetermined” 
(2003, p. 237). This does not speak against self-determination, for differ-
ent individuals will reach for different materials in order to create their life 
models out of them (Welsch, 2001, p. 280).

Current sociocultural upheaval increasingly calls on network actors and 
bloggers to be designers of their own futures. As such, they generate 
themselves when working on their self-representations online, when they 
experiment as role players, when they set themselves “sparkly” goals, when 
they are willing to take risks in pursuit of their dreams, and when they 
overcome linguistic and political barriers in order to engage in conversa-
tion with Others from all over the world.

6.5  gloBal flows, Crossovers, anD hyBriDity

Global flows in the form of movements of capital, commodities, migrants, 
communication, and information rank amongst the most distinctive char-
acteristics of the social and cultural upheavals which we are experiencing at 
present all over the world, yet such flows are not a completely new phe-
nomenon by far. The Silk Road which emerged in the pre-Christian era 
and along which merchants, goods, and culture travelled from east to west 
and back is one such example, as are the migrations in central and south-
ern Europe in the fourth and sixth centuries. Economic crises have repeat-
edly led to waves of emigration; for example, since the beginning of the 
seventeenth century, there have been several periods in which Germans 
left their home country for the USA.  What is new is that modern-day 
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transterritorial flows now exist concurrently, are picking up speed, have 
intensified, are much more interdependent, and are visible all over the 
world (Schachtner, 2009, p. 5). Just about everything which can move 
these days is moving, in John Urry’s eyes, and doing so at stunning speeds 
in all possible directions: “People, machines, images, information, power, 
money, ideas and dangers are all, we might say, ‘on the moveʼ, travelling 
at bewildering speed in unexpected directions from place to place, from 
time to time” (2003, p. 2). The multidirectionality of global flows triggers 
a reciprocal crossover of these flows.

In the context of the questions being dealt with here relating to phe-
nomena of sociocultural change, the cultural dimension of global flows is 
particularly interesting. Not only things but also ideas are borrowed from 
other countries and combined in completely new ways. One example for 
this is the Italian fashion label Etro, which adapts themes, patterns, and 
colours from another part of the world every season, combing them with 
Italian flair. Another example is the integration of Far Eastern traditions in 
treatment plans based on Western medicine. The communication flows 
making use of digital media increasingly feed on more than one language 
at a time. Nederveen proposes the concept of “global multiculture” 
(2010, p. 81) to give this multifaceted crossover a name, using this term 
to capture the global interdependence and nomadic nature of this process. 
Wolfgang Welsch rejects the concept of multiculturality because, for him, 
it is tied too strongly to the idea of single, homogeneous cultures (2001, 
p. 260). He pleads instead for the notion of transculturality, which makes 
it quite clear to him that no culture is an island; instead cultures permeate 
each other (Welsch, 2012, p. 26). The new model for society should not 
be that of a closed sphere but of a network (2012, p. 28). Transculturality 
describes a normative concept, although Welsch claims that it increasingly 
reflects reality and is not just wishful thinking (2012, p. 36). What is com-
mon to both Nederveen’s and Welsch’s concepts is that the postcolonial 
perspective is missing which was formulated by postcolonial studies in the 
1990s and says that we live in a world which was basically built on the rela-
tions between the colonizers and the colonized which still have an effect 
on our lives today (Dirlik, 2010, p. 33).6 Arif Dirlik points out that this 

6 In the completely new and revised second edition of his book Transcultural 
Communication, media expert Andreas Hepp attempts to integrate the postcolonial perspec-
tive with reference to Homi K. Bhabha (1994) in the concept of transculturation or transcul-
turalization which he adapted for media studies (2015, pp. 18ff.).
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influence is visible in the inequalities between industrialized economies 
and the countries of the so-called Third World in the areas of economic 
and infrastructure development as well as in education and social stability. 
One global effect of this inequality which is all too visible at present is the 
migration flows from countries which had no opportunities for economic 
and political development under colonial rule and which are, therefore, 
still unable to safeguard the livelihoods of their inhabitants and/or do not 
have adequate political and administrative structures in place which would 
be in a position to respect human rights. Migration is only one way in 
which those on the margins of society can speak out. The one-way road 
between the mainstream society and its margins has been broken up in 
principle.

Developments in the media are a key factor when it comes to global 
crossover. At this point I would like to return to the discussion started 
under the heading of “Structural Characteristics of Digital Media” in Sect. 
3.2. Conveying information, ideas, values, and lifestyles, the worldwide 
flows of images and texts are infiltrating what were once thought of as 
nationally defined cultural maps (Hess & Lenz, 2001, p.  19). Global 
trade, the coordination of international politics, and the organization of 
global social movements but also projects in the music and film industries 
as well as in the art world would be inconceivable without transnational 
digital media which connect places and regions with each other like a giant 
underground web.

Global interplay as a result of criss-crossing global flows accelerates 
hybridization, which Welsch construes as influences from all other cultures 
taking root domestically in any one culture on the level of its population, 
goods, and information (Welsch, 2012, p. 28). Bhabha links hybridization 
with the concept of the Third Space, which allows him to sound out the 
qualitative potentials of hybridization (Babka & Posselt, 2012, p. 9). For 
Bhabha, hybridization is a movement (2012, p. 66) which constitutes the 
Third Space but which does not represent a limited geographical area 
(2012, p. 68). The Third Space is a “connective tissue” (Bhabha, 1994, 
p. 4) which resembles a stairwell in which the binary order disappears, or 
as Bhabha phrases it, “the hither and thither of the stairwell, the temporal 
movement and passage that it allows, prevents identities at either end of it 
from settling into primordial polarities” (1994, p. 4). He continues: “This 
interstitial passage between fixed identifications opens up the possibility of 
a cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed or 
imposed hierarchy” (1994, p. 4).
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In contrast to Welsch, Bhabha does not want hybridization to be inter-
preted as a simple blend “but as a strategic and selective adoption of mean-
ings, creating space for people to act whose freedom and equality are at 
risk” (Babka & Posselt, 2012, p. 13). Bhabha constitutes the Third Space 
as a space for criticism and subversion, without wanting to maintain that it 
operates in a power vacuum. Even in the position of an underdog, it is 
possible to upend imposed cultural authorities, taking on some aspects 
and rejecting others (Babka & Posselt, 2012, p. 13). Bhabha’s Third Space 
reminds us of Foucault’s heterotopias (1967/1997). The two concepts 
resemble one another with regard to the critical impulses ascribed to both 
of them as well as their characterization as an in-between space. Admittedly, 
Bhabha emphasizes the encounter of cultural differences within the Third 
Space much more strongly while Foucault insists on the Other of hetero-
topias, or on the difference in spaces in relation to what is taken to be 
normal, for example by psychiatry. In addition, Bhabha sounds out the 
Third Space for its postcolonial influences, which Foucault did not keep 
in mind.

In a world permeated by cultural flows and hybridization, the challenge 
we face is to take note of and acknowledge the existence of cultural differ-
ences. Bude suggests that we need to be able to “adopt the perspectives of 
others [and] respond resiliently and flexibly to changing situations” 
(2014/2018, p. 11). It should not be our aim “to resist these processes 
but to reorganize them and redirect them towards new ends” (Hardt & 
Negri, 2000, p. xv).

In the context of this book, the question is whether the phenomena 
described here resonate in the stories. How present are global flows for the 
network actors and bloggers? Are they aware of the cultural differences 
and do they make them the subject of their stories? Do they embrace the 
opportunities proffered by the Third Space when communicating with 
people from other cultures?

To the extent that the narratives refer to online communication, all nar-
rators are somehow aware of the worldwide transparency of digital stages, 
which is one of the conditions for criss-crossing flows of communication 
and information. But this knowledge remains undetermined. The global 
public sphere has no clear profile in the narratives. It is a different case 
with the narrators who crossed geographical borders thanks to educational 
mobility, who travelled across other continents, who took part in interna-
tional projects, or who intentionally initiated transnational communica-
tion processes with the help of digital technologies. In these cases there is 
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an intensive appraisal of expected or perceived cultural differences as well 
as attempts by the network actors and bloggers to adjust their own behav-
iour to take account of these differences. Remember the Turkish student 
who was worried when he came to Austria that he would encounter little 
warm-heartedness and was now in the process of establishing whether that 
was really the case or not, or whether there were other differences which 
he had not anticipated, and how he would manage to make friends in his 
new surroundings. Whether he recognizes and deals appropriately with 
cultural differences affects whether he can “arrive” in his new surround-
ings. The American student was confronted with criss-crossing communi-
cation flows as a participant in an international online project (see Sect. 
4.6.1). By participating in the project, he became aware of differences in 
communication, which he used as an opportunity to scrutinize established 
forms of communication in his own culture. The Arab narrators, in turn, 
saw the communicative interconnectedness of the world thanks to digital 
media as a welcome phenomenon rather than a provocation, as discussed 
in several passages of this book. This surely has something to do with the 
fact that they view their countries as being on the periphery of world 
affairs, with their cultural distinctiveness wrongly conveyed by the domi-
nant media or ignored by the global community, but they can present 
them to a public worldwide thanks to digital media.7 Digital online net-
works like Mideast Youth (n.d.) or CrowdVoice (n.d.) are described by the 
Arab narrators in the narrations about setting out and breaking away as 
spaces which come very close to the Third Space. They see their function 
as both forcing transnational exchange in the region and supporting inter-
national communication. This goal opens up the possibility of global and 
local communication flows criss-crossing. Differences of opinion are 
expressly desired; such differences are described by the founder of the 
network Mideast Youth (n.d.) as an information gain. She explained: “If I 
lose that [the network Mideast Youth], it means I lose a lot of important 
points of view and perspectives that are not represented in the media.”

Cultural flows and hybridization do not appear to have had much 
impact on the stories included in this study. However, it is a question of 
developmental trends which will certainly become more intensive in an 
increasingly entangled world and, thus, will surely become indisputable 
challenges for upcoming generations.

7 This does not rule out their criticizing certain elements of their cultures, which is, after 
all, one of the manifestations of the narrations about setting out and breaking away told by 
the Arab network actors and bloggers.
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6.6  rounD-uP

The characteristics of sociocultural upheaval described in this book do not 
leave the narrations of the network actors and bloggers unaffected. There 
are plenty of indications that these characteristics do not go unnoticed, 
even when the participants in the study were not necessarily aware of their 
being phenomena of upheaval. In those narrations in which criticism of 
traditional institutions and systems is in the foreground, there is a definite 
focus on social change in the narrative practices. Regardless of whether 
change happens or is consciously aimed at, the narrations have similarities 
on the actional level. They document searches for alternative value orien-
tations, for strategies for organizing a life in the plural, or for managing 
boundaries, and experiments with self-representation. The Western narra-
tors feel challenged to act as individuals; the Arab narrators, in contrast, 
describe how their actions are linked more strongly to a collective strategy. 
Whether their inspirations are individual or collective, it is all about the 
search for and the establishment of new life forms. Whether it is their 
intention or not, the search for new life forms lays the foundation of new 
cultural practices.

As becomes clear from the narrations, digital media make an appear-
ance in the subjects’ confrontation with phenomena of sociocultural 
upheaval in more ways than one. Firstly, they represent and support 
change, increasing the pluralization of fields of life; accelerating the blur-
ring of borders between the public and the private; facilitating, as transna-
tional media, global flows and the crossover of flows of information and 
communication. At the same time, they present themselves to network 
actors and bloggers as instruments and stages for coming to terms with 
phenomena of upheaval. Faced with the impending fragmentation of 
experiences, they use the potential of the media to create coherence, mak-
ing use of the virtual stages for their attempts at individualization or for 
practising skills which will be useful in the future. Whether we are looking 
at the role of digital media as representatives of sociocultural upheaval or 
their role as instruments which help us come to terms with this upheaval, 
both roles are inextricably linked with the fact that media are culture- 
specific (Müller-Funk, 2002, p. 177). Every society gives rise to its own 
media which develop in accordance with certain principles and, therefore, 
media represent trends in that society. When using them as instruments, 
subjects adopt the meaning attached to the media by the society they are 
in. Adoption does not mean mere reproduction of meaning, however; it 
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opens new latitudes for individual interpretations. The potential in the 
media comes up against autonomous subjects who have been moulded by 
their past and who are endowed with different individual abilities to select, 
differentiate, and reflect. That explains differences in the practices of grap-
pling with the phenomena of transformation described here as well as 
varying positions in reaction to this transformation.
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