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Abstract

This article explores the evolution of narrative identity within contemporary digital cultures.
Drawing on Paul Ricoeur’s theory of narrative identity, it analyzes how digital
“micro-narratives” on social platforms disrupt linear autobiography and create a fragmented
subject characterized by a perpetual present. The essay argues that algorithmic
infrastructures—particularly feeds, recommendation systems, and scrolling
interfaces—reconfigure the phenomenology of selfhood by transforming narrative into an
endlessly recompiled stream of affective moments. In dialogue with poststructuralist and
post-humanist thought, including the work of N. Katherine Hayles, Sherry Turkle, and Jean
Baudrillard, the article contends that digital subjectivity is no longer anchored in cohesive
autobiographical continuity but is instead distributed across networked performances of
identity. The concluding argument asserts that literary and cultural studies remain essential for
decoding this post-human condition, as narrative theory provides the conceptual tools to
understand how selves are written, read, and algorithmically authored in digital space.

1. Introduction: From the Gutenberg Galaxy to the
Digital Archipelago

The history of modern subjectivity is inseparable from the history of its narrative technologies.
Within what Marshall McLuhan famously termed the “Gutenberg Galaxy,” the printed book
functioned as both medium and metaphor for coherent identity formation. Linear reading
practices, typographic stability, and the temporal discipline of the codex fostered a conception of
selfhood grounded in continuity, retrospection, and teleological coherence (McLuhan).
Autobiography, as a genre, mirrored this epistemic order: the self was narrated as an unfolding
story with beginning, middle, and end, stabilized by the retrospective logic of meaning-making.



By contrast, the contemporary digital environment constitutes what might be termed a “Digital
Archipelago”—a fragmented, discontinuous constellation of platforms, interfaces, and
algorithmically curated spaces. Here, identity is no longer inscribed within a bounded textual
totality but dispersed across feeds, profiles, stories, posts, and comments. The subject does not
read or write itself in linear fashion; rather, it is continuously rewritten by systems of visibility
and circulation that privilege immediacy over coherence.

Within this shift, narrative identity becomes increasingly unstable. The temporality of digital
platforms is not chronological but recursive: past posts are resurfaced, algorithmically
recontextualized, and reinserted into present attention economies. The result is a perpetual
present in which the distinction between memory and immediacy collapses. As digital subjects
navigate this environment, they are simultaneously authors and outputs of algorithmic
narration.

This essay argues that the transformation from Gutenbergian linearity to digital fragmentation
requires a rethinking of narrative identity itself. Drawing on Paul Ricoeur’s philosophy of
selfhood, the article examines how idem (sameness) and ipse (selthood) are reconfigured under
conditions of algorithmic mediation. It further explores how digital infrastructures function as
narrative agents, shaping not only what is told but how telling itself becomes possible.

2, Theoretical Foundation: Ricoeur, Idem, and Ipse
in Digital Time

Paul Ricoeur’s theory of narrative identity remains one of the most influential philosophical
attempts to reconcile continuity and change within the self. In Oneself as Another, Ricoeur
distinguishes between idem-identity (sameness over time) and ipse-identity (selthood as
reflexive becoming). While idem refers to enduring traits that remain recognizable across
temporal variation, ipse designates the ethical and existential capacity of the self to promise, to
act, and to reinterpret itself (Ricoeur).

Narrative identity, for Ricoeur, emerges as the mediating structure between these two poles.
Through emplotment, disparate events are configured into a meaningful whole, allowing the
subject to sustain both continuity and transformation. Narrative thus functions as a mimesis of
lived experience, not merely representing life but actively shaping its intelligibility.

However, the digital condition destabilizes this dialectic. In algorithmically structured
environments, narrative emplotment is no longer primarily authored by the subject but
distributed across computational systems. The self is not simply narrated; it is sorted, ranked,
and curated. In this sense, idem-identity is no longer guaranteed by autobiographical coherence
but by data persistence—cookies, metadata trails, and behavioral profiles that exceed subjective
awareness.



At the same time, ipse-identity becomes hyper-performative. Digital subjects are continuously
called upon to update, revise, and re-present themselves in micro-temporal bursts: posts,
tweets, stories, reactions. These micro-narratives do not accumulate into a stable whole but
circulate within what might be described as an ontology of the fragment.

Ricoeur’s hermeneutics presuppose a readerly distance that allows for retrospective synthesis.
Yet algorithmic time compresses this distance. The subject is perpetually entangled in
immediate self-reading, where interpretation is outsourced to metrics: likes, views, shares.
Narrative coherence is replaced by engagement coherence.

Thus, while Ricoeur’s framework remains indispensable, it must be extended to account for the
externalization of narrative agency into computational infrastructures. The digital self is no
longer solely the author of its narrative identity but also its product.

3. The Algorithmic Author: Feed, Scroll, and the
Disappearance of Plot

The rise of platform-based media has introduced new formal structures that reorganize
narrative experience. Chief among these are the “feed” and the “scroll,” which function not
merely as interface design features but as emergent literary forms. Unlike the codex, which
presupposes closure and sequential progression, the feed is infinite; the scroll is
non-teleological.

In such environments, narrative becomes algorithmically assembled. Recommendation systems
operate as invisible narrators, selecting, ordering, and juxtaposing content based on predicted
engagement rather than narrative coherence. The result is a form of storytelling without
authorial intention in the traditional sense. Instead, authorship is distributed across machine
learning models trained on collective behavior.

This transformation resonates with Lev Manovich’s concept of database logic, in which cultural
objects are no longer organized into linear narratives but into modular, searchable units
(Manovich). The feed exemplifies this logic: each post is a discrete narrative atom,
decontextualized from origin and recontextualized through algorithmic adjacency.

The scroll intensifies this condition by eliminating narrative boundaries altogether. There is no
first page, no final chapter—only continuous presence. This produces what might be termed a
“collapsed narrativity,” where meaning is generated not through progression but through
juxtaposition.

Jean Baudrillard’s notion of simulacra becomes particularly relevant here. In the hyperreal
environment of digital platforms, representations no longer refer to stable referents but circulate
within self-referential systems of signs (Baudrillard). A life is no longer narrated; it is simulated
through curated fragments that stand in for experience without fully grounding it.



Sherry Turkle’s ethnographic studies of digital life further illuminate this condition, noting how
individuals experience themselves as “multiple but unitary” across platforms (Turkle). Yet this
unity is increasingly fragile, sustained only through interface continuity rather than narrative
coherence.

Thus, the algorithmic author does not tell stories in the traditional sense but produces
conditions of narratability. It determines what can be seen, when it can be seen, and in what
affective context it appears. Narrative identity is thereby redistributed into infrastructural logics.

4. Performance vs. Being: Digital Performativity and
the Fragmented Subject

Judith Butler’s theory of performativity provides a crucial lens through which to understand
digital subject formation. For Butler, identity is not an expression of an inner essence but a
repeated stylization of acts within regulatory frameworks (Butler). Gender, and by extension
identity itself, emerges through citational practices that stabilize the illusion of continuity.

In digital environments, this performative logic is intensified and externalized. Social media
profiles function as stages upon which identity is continuously enacted. Each post is a
performative gesture, contributing to the ongoing construction of a legible self. However, unlike
offline performativity, digital performance is archived, algorithmically analyzed, and
recontextualized.

This archival dimension produces a paradox. While Butler emphasizes the instability of identity,
digital systems simultaneously produce hyper-stability through data accumulation. The subject
is both fluid and fixed: fluid in its performative updates, fixed in its data traceability.

Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical model of social interaction further clarifies this dynamic. The
“front stage” of digital profiles is meticulously curated, while the “back stage” becomes
increasingly inaccessible even to the self, as behavioral data exceeds conscious
self-representation (Goffman). The result is a split subject whose performative outputs are
increasingly decoupled from experiential interiority.

N. Katherine Hayles extends this critique into the post-human domain, arguing that information
has become decoupled from embodiment, producing a “posthuman subject” distributed across
human and nonhuman systems (Hayles). Within this framework, narrative identity is no longer
confined to human cognition but emerges from the coupling of bodies, code, and networks.

The ontological implications are profound. Being is no longer a stable substrate underlying
performance; rather, it is performance all the way down. The digital subject is not something
that exists prior to its representations but is constituted through iterative acts of mediated
self-production.



Thus, digital performativity does not simply extend Butler’s theory; it transforms it by
embedding performance within algorithmic systems that both enable and constrain identity
expression.

5. Conclusion: Literary Studies and the Post-Human
Condition

The emergence of algorithmic storytelling and fragmented narrative identity does not signal the
obsolescence of literary studies but rather its renewed necessity. As digital environments
reorganize the structures of selthood, narrative theory becomes a critical tool for understanding
how meaning is produced, distributed, and destabilized.

The works of Paul Ricoeur, Judith Butler, Sherry Turkle, N. Katherine Hayles, and Jean
Baudrillard collectively suggest that contemporary subjectivity is increasingly post-linear,
post-autobiographical, and post-human. Yet these transformations do not abolish narrative;
they proliferate it. What changes is not the presence of narrative but its architecture.

Literary studies, with its long engagement with mimesis, temporality, and textuality, is uniquely
positioned to interrogate these new forms. It provides the conceptual vocabulary to analyze how
feeds narrate without authors, how algorithms emplot without intention, and how selves persist
as discontinuous yet readable patterns.

Ultimately, the digital subject is not a departure from narrative identity but its radical
reconfiguration. The self becomes an interface phenomenon: emergent, distributed, and
perpetually rewritten in the flow of data. In this sense, narrative identity persists not as a stable
structure but as an ongoing negotiation between human agency and algorithmic mediation.

To study literature today is therefore to study the conditions under which subjectivity itself is
written. The post-human condition is not the end of narrative but its transformation into a
continuous, infrastructural act of becoming.
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