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Abstract 

In October 2021, Facebook, Inc. changed its name to “Meta Platforms, Inc.” A key part of 

this rebranding involved Facebook’s long-term focus on virtual reality (VR) and the future of 

the supposed Metaverse. Significantly, as of November 2021, users have only been able to 

access the VR space of Meta if they sign in through their social networking account. While 

Facebook has suggested it will change this in the future, the specifics of this future have yet 

to be explained. The purpose of this article is, therefore, to explore the implications of 

identity within VR if identity within this space is tethered to a corresponding social 

networking account.  Here we suggest the virtual self currently being forged in Meta forms a 

connective tissue between (1) early accounts of online communication enabling the body to 

be left behind and (2) more embodied approaches to identity in the context of digitality. We 

then argue that the virtual self is not a singular entity per se but forms a contiguous 

connection between the lived experience of VR and data gathered through social media about 

the identity associated with said experience. Finally, we argue conceptualizations of identity 

in VR (and Meta’s role in identity) will only become more pressing as Meta attempts to build 

its supposed “Metaverse” in the coming years. 
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Introduction 

Virtual Reality (VR) is currently going through an important renaissance (Evans, 2018). A 

range of industries, such as education, healthcare, and real estate are beginning to utilise this 

technology in their daily practices (Parker and Saker, 2020). Advancements in VR follow 

substantial investment from a range of companies, alongside sizable acquisitions, including 

most notably Facebook’s purchase of Oculus in 2014. Following that acquisition, Facebook 

released a range of wired headsets under the Oculus label (e.g., the Rift and Rift S) as well as 

wireless headsets (e.g., the Go, Quest, and Quest 2), while spending much of the late 2010s 

signalling its mounting belief in the future of VR.  

Facebook’s focus on VR has also been reflected in its labour allocation. By 2020, 

roughly a fifth of its employees were working on VR-related projects (Verge, 2021). In 

October 2021, Facebook announced a major shift in the future of the company: a full 

rebranding of the corporation built around the potential of VR. That rebranding involved the 

creation of “Meta Platforms, Inc.”, which is now the umbrella company under which 

Facebook and its other brands are located (like Google’s creation of Alphabet). And as 

Facebook made clear in the announcement, the future of Meta is inextricably tied to VR.  

Of course, the timing of this rebranding is likely about far more than just 

Zuckerberg’s belief and investment in the future of VR. The rebranding arrived after a series 

of negative news stories that ranged from whistle-blower accounts that Instagram knowingly 

uses harmful algorithms to investigations of how groups that led the January 6th Capitol 

insurrection used Facebook to organize (Romo, 2021; Timberg et al., 2021). Consequently, 

and as many sources pointed out, the Meta announcement seemed intentionally (and 

cynically) timed to change the media narrative. Despite the likely cynicism of the timing of 

the announcement, however, the Meta rebranding made clear that Zuckerberg believes VR 

will be a major aspect of emerging digital communication. 
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The “Welcome to Meta” page, for instance, positions VR as the future of everything 

from exercise to office work to social media. In addition, Zuckerberg proclaimed that the 

company would spend $10 billion in 2021 on developing the supposed “Metaverse” and hire 

thousands of employees to work on the project. Even with that investment, however, it is still 

far too early to know how much of the Metaverse is marketing hype and how much will ever 

become a reality (albeit a virtual reality). Yet, this major rebranding is consistent with 

Facebook’s attempts over the last half decade to become the dominant player in the VR 

space, a future that only seems more likely now that Zuckerberg has doubled down on this 

technology being the next big step in social media.  

The possibility of Meta dominating the future of VR raises some obvious concerns 

based upon Facebook’s rather troubled history with everything from arbitrary censorship to 

harmful algorithms to abuses of user data to inability to deal with disinformation (Gillespie, 

2018; Vaidhyanathan, 2018). And as we argue in this article, Meta’s probable dominance of 

VR will potentially have broad implications for how identity is constructed and managed in 

virtual spaces. After all, when Facebook released the Quest 2 headset, it required users to 

login through their Facebook account, partly linking their identities on Facebook—identities 

that already required people to use their “real” names, which in itself was controversial 

(boyd, 2012)—to the identities they would construct in VR. And while Zuckerberg did 

subsequently announce that they would roll back that policy at some point in 2022, the future 

remains uncertain, with the possibility that someday soon the company could require a 

“Meta” account that links all profiles under its umbrella (Orland, 2021). 

As we demonstrate, the long history of VR hype has often been about separation, 

about a cleaving of one’s identity in the physical world from the identity in the virtual world. 

While that hype was always overstated (one cannot leave one’s body behind), the growth of 

Meta raises major issues for the construction of virtual identity in part, we argue, because the 
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company uses experiences in virtual spaces to collect data on one’s physical self and physical 

surroundings. And this gathering of data continues regardless of whether Quest 2 users are 

required to sign in through their Facebook account—and even if they are not, it is still 

plausible that Meta could make connections between respective social media and VR 

accounts to identify users. 

Moving forward, then, the main argument of this article is that Meta’s growing 

dominance of VR blurs lines between physical and digital identities in novel and potentially 

concerning ways. We show how, even before the Meta announcement, Facebook had begun 

taking steps to link physical identities (and data) with VR. Consequently, we argue that the 

kind of identity being forged in Facebook’s (now Meta’s) vision of VR forms a connective 

tissue between both disembodied and embodied understandings of digital media, spanning 

from the early days of the Internet to now. As such, we show how the embodiment of VR 

through Facebook’s Oculus platform (and likely its future Metaverse) blurs lines between the 

physical and digital in novel ways that fit within Facebook’s broader focus on various types 

of data collection. We then argue the virtual self that emerges in this space is not a singular 

entity per se but forms a contiguous connection between the lived experience of VR and data 

gathered through social media about the identity associated with said experience. 

Ultimately, this article focuses on conceptualizing both how identity is constructed in 

newer forms of VR and how the possibilities of identity construction could be limited by 

Meta’s dominance of VR as a media form. To make our case, we begin by examining 

research on identity, with a focus on how identity has been conceptualised as both 

disembodied and embodied as it pertains to digital media. We then transition to an analysis of 

identity construction in VR environments that also examines how VR identities produce data 

that can be used to capture information about users’ physical settings. To account for these 

implications, we introduce the concept of contiguous identities. Finally, we conclude by 
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returning to Meta and arguing that the possibilities of identity in VR could be limited in the 

supposed Metaverse, while simultaneously becoming an important piece of the already 

extensive data the company continues to collect about its users.   

 

Digital Media and Disembodied Identities 

Identity is a complex issue that encompasses a long, rich, and varied history (Giddens, 1991). 

Identity might be discussed in the philosophical context of similarities and differences, just as 

it might be used to convey various labels employed to identify a person (Childs, 2011). For 

Manders-Huit (2010), identity is both (1) self-informative and (2) nominal. Regarding the 

latter, nominal identity involves the various attributes given to a person in society that are 

outwardly fixed and allow individuals to be identified, such one’s height, weight, or hair 

colour, for instance. As Schultze (2014) puts it, “[our] bodies are key to our identities ... 

[they] carry important identity markers” (Schultze, 2014: 84). In other words, facets of the 

flesh are intrinsically linked to one’s physical frame (Mcleod and Leshad, 2011). 

Accordingly, an individual’s soma plays “an important role in making identity real, 

perceptible and intelligible. By giving the self bodily form, individuals are made present and 

separate from others” (Schultze, 2014: 85). Nevertheless, the lived experience of identity, of 

course, quite clearly extends beyond one’s physicality and can be more self-informative in 

nature.  

In contrast to nominal identity, then, self-informative identity implicates “the 

collection of a person’s self-conceptualisation and attribution of meanings to their self, 

usually with respect to a certain role or social milieu (Stets and Burke 2008, p. 130)” (Childs, 

2011: 15). From this vantage-point, the individual develops a reflexive understanding of 

herself based on her internally observed wants and wishes, alongside her social interactions 
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with others. Put differently, “[the] overall self is organised into multiple parts (identities), 

each of which is tied to aspects of the social structure” (Childs, 2011: 15). Identity, from this 

position, is not something that should be considered static—far from it—but rather fluid and 

subject to change (Giddens, 1999). Consequently, people inhabit numerous personas in their 

daily lives, just as they adopt diverse identities depending upon their surroundings and 

context. And “these multiple identities do not exist as discrete parts of a person. They must be 

balanced and synthesised to form a person’s sense of self” (Childs, 2011: 16). To this end, 

individuals routinely imitate or differentiate themselves from the groups they are associated 

with, depending on the setting. Take the example of a Londoner who has lived in America for 

a long time. On the one hand, she is a Londoner. On the other hand, she is an American, and 

she might choose to identity as either an American or a Londoner depending on the situation 

in which she finds herself. 

The social context, then, as evidenced above, is effectively a stage upon which 

various performances are played out. Developing this dramaturgical analogy further, 

Goffman (1959) argues that individuals construct identity as performances designed to create 

impressions for those who are witnessing the spectacle. The dramaturgical nature of this 

context is explicitly revealed through expressions such as “losing face,” “maintaining face,” 

“saving face,” “creating a scene,” and so on (Goffman, 1959). Importantly, these 

performances do not simply remain “frontstage” but can trickle down, “backstage”. That is to 

say, the significance of these performances has the potential to become woven into a 

performers’ reflexive understanding of themselves. As Goffman (1959) puts it, 

 

In so far as this mask represent the conception, we have formed of ourselves—the role 

we are striving to live up to—this mask is our truer self, the self we would like to be. 
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In the end, our conception of our roles becomes second nature and an integral part of 

our personality. (p.30) 

 

While Goffman’s concept of identity has frequently been used to understand digital media, he 

wrote long before the advent of the Internet. In fact, outside of a few mentions of the 

telephone, Goffman barely engaged with media that effectively enabled users to extend 

aspects of themselves beyond their physical position. As a result, Goffman’s idea of 

performance revolves around individuals inhabiting environments where the nominal and 

self-informative aspects of their identity necessarily collide. Importantly, of course, the 

advent and advancement of digital technologies complicates this relationship precisely 

because “[the] Internet provides people with the unique capability to separate aspects of their 

identities and to choose which aspects to present to whom” (Mcleod and Leshad, 2011: 197).  

Following in this vein, early theorisations of the internet frequently involved 

conceptualising identity as something disembodied, captured well in what Baym (2015) calls 

the “myth of cyberspace” (p. 174). As Mcleod and Leshad (2011) put it, “the affordances of 

mediated communication enable individuals to be strategic about what they choose to present 

about themselves, as compared to offline interactions in which many self-presentation 

processes are more unintentional and unconscious” (p.197-198). And this capability has been 

readily observed in foundational research on MUDs (multiplayer real-time virtual worlds that 

are commonly text-based) (see Turkle, 1995), where “[the] ease of creating and modifying 

virtual identities encourages players to think of themselves as “fluid, emergent, decentralized, 

multiplicitous, flexible and ever in process” (Turkle 1995 pp. 263-264,). At the same time, 

this Cartesian mind/body dualism is not exclusive to textual virtual environments but can also 

involve visual depictions of space and place such as online virtual worlds used for social 

networking (Peachey and Childs, 2011) 
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Virtual worlds can be described as three-dimensional (3D) immersive online 

environments that allow people to communicate and do physical-world-like activities (e.g., 

eating, working, planting) (Stendal, Balandin, & Molka-Danielsen, 2011). A prime example 

of a prevalent online virtual world still inhabited today is Second Life. Since the early 2000s, 

Second Life has been the subject of extensive research (Malaby, 2011; Percival; 2007; White, 

2007). Surrounding studies have grappled with a range of issues, including education (Baker, 

et al., 2009), the development of virtual campuses (De Lucia, et al., 2009), anthropology 

(Boellstrof, 2015), communications (Greiner, 2014) and clinical psychology (Gorina, et al., 

2008), to name but a few. Importantly for the direction of this article, Second Life explicitly 

provides users with “unlimited freedom to create avatars and engage in various social 

interactions” (Davis and Chansiri, 2019: 493). As a result, these “[virtual] worlds have 

become personal and social spaces into which players project their intentions, expressions 

and movements” (Mazalek et al., 2011: 129). And it is precisely this opportunity to explore 

identity in novel ways that seemingly surpass the physical body that have made virtual worlds 

such compelling sites of scholarly interest.  

Nonetheless, in recent years, the underpinning idea that physical bodies can be 

separated from virtual representations has been widely criticized (Frith, 2015; Hayles, 1999). 

The initial promise of online communication—especially in the mid-90s (Negroponte, 

1995)—was the possibility for people to escape the nominal aspects of the flesh (Cover, 

2015) and in doing so become someone other than the version of themselves indicated by 

their flesh. Illuminatingly, this process of “[experimenting] with experiencing … a … 

different age, race or gender is an activity known as “identity tourism” (Taylor 2002, p. 58) 

or “avibending” (Amdahl 2007)” (Childs, 2011: 21). And while avatars might resemble 

animals and other non-human objects for the most part, users routinely create characters that 

adhere to conventional understandings of beauty (Davis and Chansiri, 2019). Yet, by 
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effectively permitting people to step outside of their corporeality (Schultze, 2014), these 

virtual worlds—on the surface at least—effectively permit users to inhabit a self that might 

feel more aligned with the identity they understand themselves to be. The importance of these 

virtual spaces should, therefore, not be underestimated, nor should the relationship users 

forge with their avatars be misunderstood. For many users, avatars are not simply inhabited, 

but more importantly, embodied. 

In the next section, then, we consider how traditional comprehensions of disembodied 

identities through digital media, as outline above, have gradually been reassessed. To make 

this argument, we begin by exploring how physical embodiment has been theorised in the 

context of virtual presentations of the self, before turning our attention to the increasingly 

interwoven relationship between images of the body, digital media and concrete settings. 

 

Embodying Digital Media  

Physical embodiment incorporated into virtual presentations of self can be conceptualised 

along either representational or performative lines (see Schultze, 2014). Regarding the 

former, virtual bodies are passive signifiers that represent the “real” thing. Regarding the 

latter, “[the] relationship a person has with their avatar can go beyond that of creating an 

avatar and using that avatar to explore and communicate aspects of their identity” (Childs, 

2011: 25). More precisely, users can establish connections with their avatars that prompt 

physical and emotional reactions. A helpful distinction can correlatively be made between the 

physical body and the phenomenal body (Biocca, 1997; Loomis, 1992, cited in Childs, 2011). 

Though the phenomenal body is not necessarily the users’ physical body, a screen-based 

image can still extend the body in such a way that the user physically experiences her 

mediated representation. As Childs (2011) observes, “[our] sense of ‘self’ resides wherever 
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the phenomenal body is placed and it is this transfer of our phenomenal body on to an 

external agent [that] gives rise to embodiment” (p. 25). Building upon this observation, 

Knudsen (2004) posits embodiment involves a third aspect: the mental body, which is “the 

internal mental representation of a real or imagined body” (Knudsen, 2004: 43). In short, 

then, and in contrast to the nominal body outlined in the section above, the physical form is 

not an object that merely belongs to you, but more importantly is experienced as being you 

(Carruthers, 2009), and this experience can extend beyond the materiality of the flesh. 

At the same time, of course, the relationship between identity and digital technologies 

is not, nor has it ever been, based on a true separation of the mind from body. During the 

early days of the Internet, many commentators argued that computer mediated 

communications (CMCs) allowed people to present new identities. 

 

The role of the corporeal body in online engagement has been, at least until the very 

recent past, subject to a problematic real/digital distinction that assumes a separation 

of the geophysical space in which the corporeal body moves and a digital space or 

“cyberspace” in which the subject’s extended representation, interactive engagement, 

imagination, or even wholesale identity and selfhood move, separated from the “real 

world.” (Cover, 2016: 126) 

 

A “corporeal turn” (Grosz, 1994) in the mid-1990s, however, saw understandings of the body 

in the social sciences begin to change, with disembodied conceptualisations of identities 

online being questioned (Schultze, 2014). As Woodward (2002) rightly notes, “[cyberspace] 

may be disembodied but it is still ‘real’ bodies who press the keys and write the scripts” (p. 

117, cited in Cover, 2016: 110).  
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Today, and marking a further development in understandings of identity in the setting 

of digital media, the physicality of the body is routinely represented online in the form of, 

say, selfies on social media platforms like Facebook and Instagram. Because of this, a “more 

productive way of understanding the corporeal subject’s relationship with digital activities 

avoids conceptualizing online activities as a separate space and, instead, allows us to focus on 

the corporeal relationship with the technologies of digital media and communication 

themselves” (Cover, 2016: 127). Furthermore, the relationship between the flesh and digital 

media does not simply affect computational environments per se but can also affect physical 

settings and how these milieus are phenomenologically approached, navigated, and traversed 

by people in the course of their daily lives (Evans and Saker, 2017). Importantly, this 

observation establishes a critical space to consider the impact of technologies on embodied 

identities in concrete settings. 

The advent and ubiquity of mobile media “have the potential to rearrange further the 

constitutive conditions of identity in the context of new ways of articulating, recording, 

measuring, and engaging with our corporeal selves and corporeal others”. (Cover, 2016: 105). 

Accordingly, Haraway’s (1990) seminal figure of the “cyborg”— “a cybernetic organism, a 

hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction” 

(p.7)—provides a helpful lens to understand the varied contours of this imbricated 

relationship. Equally, this “creature of fiction” heralds a reality where “people are not afraid 

of their joint kinship with animal and machines, not afraid of permanently partial identities 

and contradictory standpoints” (Haraway, 2004: 13). Putting the specificity of connections to 

one side, the potential impact of the cyborg is outwardly exacerbated by the extent to which 

“digital communication and media tools are increasingly incorporated into uses that involve 

close contact with the body” (Cover, 2016: 121), and this impact can readily be observed 

through a range of contemporary digital media developments and innovations. 



12 

 

The majority of people in developed countries carry smartphones on their person at all 

times. Importantly, these devices can be used to record all manner of daily movements, 

mobilities and interactions (Saker and Evans, 2016). For Lupton (2016), these devices have, 

in part at least, led to what she refers to as the “quantified self”, which occurs when 

individuals utilise digital technologies to document, archive, and reflect on various aspects of 

their daily lives. More recently still, and notwithstanding issues pertaining to surveillance and 

privacy, smartphones and their proximity to the body have been employed by a number of 

countries to combat the spread of COVID-19 (Frith and Saker, 2020). In short, the continued 

advancement of emergent physical and digital assemblages underlines the mounting 

importance of corporality in larger data collection systems, just as these advancements 

emphasise the degree to which digital media is inextricably linked to material aspects of 

one’s identity  

In the next section, then, we consider the current renaissance of VR (Evans, 2018) and 

the extent to which VR marks a further progression in the relationship between the flesh and 

digitality, one that forms a connective tissue between both disembodied and embodied 

conceptualisations of identity. Finally, we introduce the notion of contiguous identity as a 

suitable framework for understanding the nuances of this progression in the context of Meta’s 

possible dominance of the future of VR as a media form.  

 

The Virtual Self in Virtual Reality 

Today, both the human body and digital technologies are continuing to move closer together, 

both conceptually and physically speaking. This progression can readily be observed in the 

various ways the flesh is now reshaped by digital media, be it through images shared online 

through social media platforms, mobile technologies, or any number of nascent assemblages. 
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Similarly, the renaissance of VR (Evans, 2018), which has led to the advent of widely 

adopted commercial wireless headsets—such as the Quest and Quest 2 (released under the 

Oculus label, which has now become Meta)—signifies a further development in this 

evolution.  

As touched on above, and in contrast to the kind of weighty headsets available in the 

mid-1990s that necessitated cumbersome PCs to operate (Saker and Frith, 2020, 2019), 

wireless headsets have made VR more accessible and affordable (Jenkins, 2019). Both Quest 

headsets have sold well, with the Quest 2 quickly becoming the more widely adopted VR 

device, with over 10 million units sold. With VR on the precipice of widespread adoption, 

then, and with Meta’s massive investment in this field, now is an important moment to 

critically think about the implications for how we might conceptualise identity enacted 

through VR headsets and how repercussions build upon both disembodied and embodied 

understandings of identity as they pertain to digital media. This point can be explored in more 

detail by first considering Oculus’s remodelled avatar function. 

 In late April 2021, Oculus unveiled its “redesigned avatars that are more expressive 

and customizable than those that launched in 2016” (Faulker, 2021). Consequently, users 

now have a “quintillion possible combinations of hair, eyes, body type, facial hair, piercings, 

clothing, and other features” (Faulker, 2021) available to them through the avatar editor 

application. As Faulker (2021) explains, “[there] is “no gender toggle, nor are there a pre-

baked batch of face presets. Instead, the editor lets [users] dive into each facial feature, down 

to wrinkles, nose, and makeup”. And these updated avatars are set to become more prominent 

within the digital space of the supposed Metaverse, featuring in a range of social games 

across Meta’s platforms—as well as hinting at a level of consistency in the context of identity 

construction.  

https://www.theverge.com/2016/10/7/13195664/oculus-avatars-non-gendered-virtual-reality
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Significantly, then, the kind of virtual identities available to Meta VR users ostensibly 

resonates with the excitement that once surrounded early explorations of identity à la MUDs 

(Turkle, 1995), as well as online virtual environments like Second Life (Davis and Chansiri, 

2019). Indeed, contemporary self-explorations in VR appear to facilitate a separation of mind 

from body, as users can readily create a suite of avatars that either align with or vastly differ 

from their nominal identities. This concealment, of course, is part and parcel of the 

technology (Lasko-Harvill, 1992). At the same time, of course, the virtual self within the VR 

space of Meta is markedly distinct from the kind of experiences associated with more 

traditional online media, and this difference relates to the unique phenomenology of the 

technology (Bailenson, 2018; Frith and Saker, 2019).  

Unlike, say, Augmented Reality (AR) applications that playfully overlay physical 

environments with digital information, such as Pokémon Go, for instance, the function of VR 

is distinctly about placing the user into a space that necessarily separates their dominant 

senses from the aesthetics of their concrete surroundings (Saker and Frith, 2019). As a result, 

the phenomenology of VR involves more than simply overlaying concrete settings with 

digital images, but instead implicates the creations of virtual environments that feel tangible 

by imbricating the physical and digital aspects within the headset. Symptomatic of this 

imbrication, the experience of VR is commonly described as the “feeling of being present in 

an environment” (Schroeder, 2010: 25), which can “be acted upon as if it were real” (Lasko-

Harvill, 1992: 223, italics in the original). Accordingly, “[the] notion of a material self is 

preserved by convincing the user that he or she is entering the virtual world with the 

earthbound body intact” (Scott, 2012: 251). To be clear, the body is explicitly involved in this 

assemblage. As Kilteni et al (2012) posit, VR facilitates a “sense of embodiment,” which can 

be described as “the ensemble of sensations that arise in conjunction with being inside, 

having, and controlling a body especially in relation to virtual reality applications” (p. 374-
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375). Importantly, this progression raises questions about how identity has been 

conceptualised up until this point, as VR users effectively extend themselves into the 

phenomenal body of the avatar (Biocca, 1997; Loomis, 1992, cited in Childs, 2011). This 

self-extension, however, is nuanced, and this distinction warrants circumspection. 

While physical embodiment incorporated into virtual presentations of self can be 

conceptualised from either a representational or performative perspective (see Schultze, 

2014), the virtual body within VR is never simply a passive signifier representing the “real” 

thing. Suggestively for the direction of this article, the physicality of users in VR is the 

phenomenal body and vice versa. In other words, the transference between a physical body 

and an avatar is not merely imagined in this context, but correspondingly embodied. As 

Cover (2016) notes while reflecting on the immersion of more traditional screen-based 

media: the “space on the other side of the screen … can be figured as temporary, typically 

individualized, and mythical, constructed by our attempt to project ourselves toward and 

beyond the seam in an immersion that can never really, corporeally happen” (p. 128). Contra 

traditional screen-based, then, VR is specifically about moving beyond this seam (Saker and 

Frith, 2019), and these movements are uniquely embodied. Yet, the experience of VR is not 

wholly cohesive.  

Notwithstanding the increasingly “coextensive” space endemic of recent headsets 

(Saker and Frith, 2020), there is a necessary disconnect between the digital aspect of VR and 

the tangible setting outside of the device (Saker and Frith, 2019). Although the movement of 

the physical body might be mirrored in the digital domain, this digitality is not material. 

Unless the user is wearing a haptic suit that provides physical feedback in relation to her 

avatar, she cannot feel the sensations experienced in the virtual setting. As such, identity 

within VR involves a noteworthy paradox of sorts: the virtual self both is and is not 

embodied, and it because of this paradox that the virtual self within VR effectively forms a 
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connective tissue between both disembodied and embodied understandings of identity as they 

pertain to advancements in digital media. It is precisely this contradictory relationship that 

permits VR to configure experiences that exceed the possibilities of concrete reality that 

reshape how we might conceptualise identity within this setting. 

Echoing the excitement of online virtual worlds, VR is routinely depicted in popular 

media—such as the novel and movie Ready Player One (2018)—as letting users ostensibly 

escape their physical form by enter a digital realm of limitless possibility. In reality, of 

course, contemporary VR is not a world of limitless possibilities where users can construct 

identities free from physical constraints. As mentioned earlier, with the release of the Quest 

2, Meta made the controversial decision to require users to sign into their headsets through 

their Facebook’s account (Robertson, 2020). This decision meant that Meta was, and still is, 

able to makes connections between social media profiles and corresponding experiences in 

VR. Of course, by requiring users to sign into their headsets through their Facebook accounts, 

users are suddenly identifiable, and this recognisability implicates a corresponding level of 

data that far exceeds say, a Second Life account, or indeed a Facebook account separate from 

this relationship. This excess is noteworthy in the context of this article. As Bailenson (2018) 

explains, 

 

[Commercial] VR systems typically track body movements 90 times per second to 

display the scene appropriately, and high-end systems record 18 types of movements 

across the head and hands. Consequently, spending 20 minutes in a VR simulation 

leaves just under 2 million unique recordings of body language (cited in Carter & 

Egliston, 2020) 
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The virtual self through the lens of Facebook, then, suggests a more embodied progression of 

the “quantified self” (Lupton, 2016), one that can be connected to the myriad data 

correspondingly available through one’s social media account and so on. It is, therefore, our 

contention that the virtual self in the digital space of the supposed Metaverse is predicated on 

a particular contiguity between embodied experiences and the representation of users on their 

social media account. And this relationship has consequences for how we might theorise 

identity, as well as how we might understand emerging forms of surveillance capitalism 

(Zuboff, 2015).  

To account for the potential of a Meta-dominated VR future and its implications for 

identity construction, then, we introduce the concept contiguous identities. We define 

contiguous identities as the phenomenon of constructing identity in VR that is forcibly tied 

back to the physical world through data amassed on respective social media platforms, while 

simultaneously providing an internal point of observation for companies such as Meta—a 

point of view that can then be algorithmically contextualised with vast sums of personal 

information. As discussed above, much of the writing on identity in the context of VR 

explored the technology’s potential in terms of disembodiment, as the ability to construct 

avatars and interact in a parallel virtual environment that is novel because of its deeper levels 

of presence and immersion as compared to other digital media forms (Saker and Frith, 2020). 

Obviously, embodiment still plays a role in any identity construction through VR because as 

scholars like Hayles (1999) and Baym (2015) have reminded us, we cannot ever leave our 

bodies behind. However, the growth of Meta makes embodiment an even more core issue 

because of the following two reasons, (1) the linking of VR logins to Facebook accounts and 

(2) the collection of corporeal data through Meta headsets. 

 To briefly reiterate, the requirement that Quest 2 users login to their headsets through 

their Facebook account meant users were suddenly forced to link their experiences in VR to 
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Facebook accounts tied to their physical identities. This change effectively tethers any virtual 

identity construction back to someone’s existing Facebook account, which then links their 

VR interactions back to their physical identity because Facebook requires all users to use 

their “real names” or risk being banned from the platform (boyd, 2012). Consequently, the 

supposed freedom to construct identity in virtual worlds through Oculus headsets, as 

discussed above, is immediately limited as virtual interactions are tied back to Facebook 

accounts, which are a prerequisite for entering the digital space of Meta’s VR.  

Following in this vein, Meta also appears intent on users constructing singular avatars 

that are then seamlessly experienced across multiple Facebook applications. In other words, 

any identity performed in Meta’s VR is necessarily contiguous with the identity performed on 

Facebook, which consequently links VR identity performance back to the users’ interactions 

in the physical world because of the “real name” requirements detailed above. More 

precisely, identity construction from this position becomes both a parallel performance in a 

virtual environment that is contiguous with as identity performed in the physical world. And 

if Meta does continue to dominate VR in the future, this contiguity will only become more 

pronounced as more and more Facebook profiles are linked to virtual avatars and so on. 

Meta’s linking of VR experiences to established Facebook identities also has marked 

implications for the types of surveillance capitalism the company has built its empire on 

(Zuboff, 2019). The practice of contiguous identity in which people interact in virtual worlds 

but are implicitly associated with their physical selves can potentially become a major source 

of data collection. As discussed above, Oculus headsets collect granular data about the 

movements of users and the physical settings in which these movements take place. In turn, 

the corporeal actions of VR users are connected to other profiles that are part of the larger 

Meta company. This contiguity of performance, then, transforms the supposed immersive, 

parallel experience of VR into something that very explicitly forms part of a larger data 
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profile produced about a user that combines sources from multiple platforms. As such, the 

VR experience through Meta is not isolated or separate from other identity performances as it 

pertains to data collection, but instead part and parcel of this process.  

Significantly, it is our contention this process will likely become more pronounced as 

Meta’s dominance of VR grows in the coming years and related headsets potentially 

incorporate the bodily data gathered through wearable technologies, such as smart watches 

and fitness trackers. Indeed, fitness is a significant aspect of Zuckerberg’s vision for Meta, as 

demonstrated by Meta’s “Metaverse” announcement and promotional videos. As touched on 

above, Lupton’s (2016) notion of the “quantified self” is directly predicated on individuals 

employing digital technologies to record various aspects of their daily lives, such as their 

blood oxygen levels, heart rate, menstrual cycles, fitness levels, and so on. And these 

wearable technologies can then be combined with other technologies, such as fitness 

equipment, to metricize the physical activity of users into bodily data. Here, it seems 

probable that Meta will eventually augment its VR headsets to include fitness trackers able to 

document the phenomenal body of users while in the digital space of the VR. If this is the 

case, contiguous identities will not only implicate aspects of the nominal self, alongside 

qualitative and quantitative data on the sociability of users, as documented through, say 

Facebook and Instagram, but will also draw on health related data that extends into the flesh. 

Of course, the gathering of granular data is noteworthy given the long, established history of 

questionable data practices that traces back to Facebook’s founding. 

The Cambridge Analytica scandal in 2018, for example, demonstrates how Facebook 

(now Meta) has used personal data gathered through Facebook accounts to establish 

sophisticated understandings of users that can predict their future needs as well as the 

implications these predictions have in the context of political elections and campaigns (see 

Cadwalladr and Graham-Harrison, 2018). Following in this vein, the contiguity of identity 
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through VR might allow Meta to perform even more intricate psychographic analysis of users 

that incorporates myriad data points that includes social interactions, physical spaces, and 

biometric information. And as the contiguity of the self in this space enables digital identities 

to become more contextual and granular, these digital proxies might be used to make 

predictions about possible identity projection, just as these projections might be leveraged for 

a variety of reasons beyond an initial desire for experimentations. In other words, VR through 

Meta is not simply a digital space for users to inhabit, but a space in which users are 

inhabited. As Lasko-Harvill (1992) astutely observed almost three decades ago, 

 

[while] much energy goes into making the virtual reality world like physical reality, 

there are many kinds of interactions possible only in virtual reality. In virtual reality 

we can, with disconcerting ease, exchange eyes with another person and see ourselves 

and the world from their vantage point. (p.227, italics in the original) 

 

At the same time, this capacity is not limited to oscillations of perspective as they pertain to 

users. Likewise, this means that the vista within the space of VR headsets is not necessarily a 

singular viewpoint. This observation can be further developed through Meta’s announced VR 

social platform Horizon. As Lang (2020) explains, “[first], all the users in Horizon are 

involuntarily recording each other. The last few minutes of everything that users see and hear 

is recorded on a rolling basis” (n.p.) Additionally, “anyone you interact with can invite an 

invisible observer from Facebook to come surveil you and your conversations in real-time to 

make sure you don’t break any rules” (Lang, 2020). And while Meta claims recordings will 

only extend beyond the headset if a report is made by another user, this does not mean things 

won’t change in the future. 
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In sum, then, the contiguity of the virtual self in Meta’s VR, as well as the supposed 

Metaverse, doesn’t only implicate a nexus between Facebook social media accounts, vast 

sums of personal data, and physical movements in VR. More accurately, the virtual self 

becomes an unwitting beacon of surveillance. Observing the Metaverse from this angle, VR 

doesn’t forge a forum for social interactions and experimentation. Instead, Meta revolves 

around the development of a world in which Meta can parasitically inhabit users inhabiting 

this setting. Given how Facebook has gathered and misused data in the past (Vaidhyanathan, 

2018), we argue that the scholarly contours of this relationship warrant further critical 

consideration. 

 

Conclusion 

The Metaverse does not exist and likely will never exist at nearly the scale presented in 

Facebook’s Meta announcement. The vision of the Metaverse at the release was almost a 

return to the “cyberspaces” of earlier VR novels. After all, the Metaverse Zuckerberg 

presented envisions people living seemingly parallel virtual lives alongside their physical 

lives, doing everything from exercising to attending work meetings to using social 

networking sites through VR. As many commentators have noted, that vision is likely mostly 

hyperbolic hype (Fenlon, 2021). We are still far away from the kinds of wide-ranging 

engagement with VR Zuckerberg is hoping for. Yet, even if the Metaverse itself is mostly 

hype, the announcement of Meta signals a massive investment in VR from one of the most 

powerful companies in the world, a company that clearly wants to dominate the future of the 

media form. As of early 2022, people interested in VR still have non-Meta options, with both 

Sony and HTC continuing to work on VR headsets. But Meta’s devices have been by far the 
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most popular, and Meta’s future investment in VR is likely to be unmatched by any other 

competitor. 

Regardless of the validity of a possible Metaverse, we argue that the mere goal of 

building a Metaverse has major implications for identity construction in VR that needs to be 

critically theorised—particularly with Quest 2 users still being required to log in to their 

headsets through their Facebook accounts. The Facebook requirement was, of course, 

intensely unpopular amongst Quest users, and on the same day of the Meta announcement, 

Andrew Bosworth—Meta’s head of Reality Labs—posted that “As we’ve focused more on 

work, and as we’ve heard feedback from the VR community more broadly, we’re working on 

new ways to log in to Quest that won’t require a Facebook account, landing sometime next 

year” (Orland, 2021, n.p.). Zuckerberg also addressed the controversy in an interview, saying 

the Facebook requirement had led to some confusion, before adding, “I think it is just very 

valuable and useful for people to have a different relationship with the company than with 

each of the specific apps” (Thompson, 2021). 

At this juncture, we should point out that we are not suggesting Meta is currently 

doing anything obviously unethical with this information. Nonetheless, as of our writing in 

January 2022, the suggested changes Andrew Bosworth outlined have not actually happened. 

But even assuming they do, we question how much impact they will have on the issues of 

identity discussed in this article. For one, if Meta does become a dominant VR force, there 

will be little to stop them from either reinstating this policy or, more extremely, instituting a 

Meta login that crossed all platforms—as is the case with Stack Exchange1 or Wikimedia2, 

for instance, which use similar architectures. Additionally, the company is notoriously 

opaque with how it manages user data, so if the promised separation of VR logins from 

                                                 
1 https://stackexchange.com/sites# 
2 https://www.wikimedia.org/ 
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Facebook logins does happen, it’s unclear what will stop the company from combining data 

from its different platforms for its digital data profiles. Likewise, Facebook has a track record 

of going against their promises, just as they have a history of dubious decisions that rarely 

seem to be made in the interest of individuals users and their personal freedoms. Further still, 

even if Meta does follow through on its promise, it seems clear that the company could still 

make meaningful associations between multiple Meta accounts when it comes to identifying 

users. In other words, Facebook will still know which users are associated with what accounts 

and so on.  

And before concluding our analysis of the potential limits of identity in VR, we want 

to turn to the Facebook Papers that we briefly mentioned earlier. The Facebook Papers were 

internal documents, ranging from research reports to internal communications, that were 

disclosed to the Securities and Exchange Commission by whistle-blower Frances Haugen. 

The documents featured a number of troubling revelations, ranging from Instagram 

knowingly using algorithms that were detrimental to the mental health of users (especially 

young women) to Facebook lifting restrictions on hate speech in ways that significantly 

contributed to the January 6th insurrection in Washington, DC, and the picture the documents 

painted of Facebook’s inability to manage hate speech in the rest of the world was even 

darker than the revelations about the US. The leaked documents painted a deeply troubling 

picture of the company knowingly engaging in practices that harm users  

Ultimately, few of the revelations in the Facebook Papers were directly related to 

what we have focused on in this article. There is little in them about VR and few of the 

documents directly addressed how Facebook collects and uses user data. Consequently, they 

might seem like a strange direction to turn to conclude our article. But we argue the 

revelations of the Facebook papers are very relevant to issues of identity in the future of the 

supposed Metaverse for one primary reason: They clearly show that Facebook frequently 
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misleads the public and statements from their leadership cannot be trusted. For example, 

Zuckerberg has claimed Facebook treats all users equally, but the leaked documents reveal 

the company makes broad exceptions for a “secret elite” of high-profile accounts, including 

prominent political figures (Horowitz, 2021). In October 2020, Zuckerberg testified in front 

of the US Congress and testified that Facebook “removes 94 percent of the hate speech it 

finds before a human reports it” (Lima, 2021, n.p.), but the leaked documents showed internal 

research estimates the actual number at about 5%. And those are just two examples of how 

the company has repeatedly, and knowingly, misled the public in alarming ways.  

At this point, it is still far too early to tell what will happen with the Metaverse. But 

very little in Meta’s history suggest that choices will be made that benefit users’ freedoms 

and privacy over shareholders’ interests. And especially considering the revelations of the 

Facebook Papers, promises from Mark Zuckerberg to unlink the company’s VR platforms 

from their Facebook profiles should be viewed with significant scepticism. Consequently, we 

argue conceptualizations of identity in VR will only become more pressing if these identities 

eventually become part of the supposed Metaverse that Meta is outwardly intent on building. 

In an ideal world, the argument we have developed here will not prove useful and the concept 

of contiguous identities will not be applicable because Meta will not find ways to exploit 

corporeal data in VR and tie it to users’ data on other platforms. But we do not live in an 

ideal world, and little in the company’s history gives us faith that these data linkages will not 

be a core part of the future of the Metaverse. Our hope is that the concept of contiguous 

identity will be an initial step that helps researchers further conceptualize the limits of 

identity and the potentials for new forms of surveillance capitalism built into the vision of the 

Metaverse.     
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