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It is no coincident that our presentation today is entitled “blurred lines”, just like Robin 

Thicke’s song of the same name, which inspired heated debates. “Blurred lines” was 

controversial upon its release, as many listeners felt that it implied that even if women 

said they did not want sex, in fact, they did. In fact, it became the song’s famous hook: “I 

know you want it, but you are a good girl.” This song came to our minds while we were 

analyzing the data of our current research project on sexualized violence using digital 

media.  

Hence, at this point, we would like to take through the first stages of a young couple 

getting to know each other by presenting a brief excerpt of a chat between Alice and 

Tom which is withdrawn from our projects’ data material.  

 

Alice and Tom got to know each other five months ago on Tinder. Based on our data 

material, a sense of intimacy in the early “getting-to-know-you” phase online is not 

unusual; we got bogged down in debates on intimacy passing through a normative and 

cultural transformation.  

But before going into detail, we should agree on a common understanding of intimacy. 

Perhaps we can look to Anthony Giddens' work “The Transformation of Intimacy: Love, 

Sexuality and Eroticism in Modern Societies”. Giddens defines intimacy as “a 
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transactional negotiation of personal ties by equals”1, thus expressing closeness. 

Therefore, the creation of a sense of intimacy begins with mutual self-disclosure.  

The spread of digital media has profoundly reshaped our intimate lives. Since the 

introduction of social media platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat, all 

spheres of our lives have become engrossed in digital media. Our experiential spectrum 

has been changed, its characteristics modified. The huge success and spread of dating 

apps, such as OK Cupid, My Single Friend, Gay.com, Match.com, Lumen, Muddy Marchers 

and so forth, suggests that it could be these apps that transformed the ways in which we 

are involved in intimate relationships and experience love, sexuality and emotions in 

everyday life.  

Digital media pervades online spaces, equipping them with increased possibilities for 

contact and interaction. As the subscription to digital media (apparently) promotes 

social membership and prevents social exclusion, online social dynamics do not stay 

“online” but move fluidly into the online-offline-continuum.  

Referring back to our definition of intimacy, digital media thereby allow us to 

externalize our own emotions without incurring the risk of refusal or disavowal. It can 

enable the crossing of barriers connected to the uncertainty or embarrassment often 

associated with face-to-face interactions, due to what Joinson (2001) called visual 

anonymity and due to a continuous negotiation of closeness and distance from and to 

others.2  

In the words of Bruno Latour (2005), we embody the technology offered by digital 

media to perform identity by durable performative acts. The image that we present 

through digital media is the result of a continuous negotiation and re-negotiation, 

imagined and unconscious, of our on and offline selves. In this way, identity 

performance leaves its marks on a materialized memory that the Internet records and 

makes available as identity discourses with others. So, the intrinsic nature of the 

relationship is changing, shaping intimacy as “a state that permits us to live strong 

emotive sharing without having to be a prelude of capability to breathe life into deep 

relations”, according to Boccia Artieri (2009).3  

This does not mean that deep relationships and durable affectional bonds do not take 

root through digital media. Quite the contrary. As we already mentioned before, Alice 

and Tom, for example, define themselves as lovers, though they have not yet met offline. 

We are not alone in observing a rising number of so-called “online only lovers” within 

our data material. Educators have also identified this trend.  

At this point we hypothesize that “blurred lines” is more than just a song. It has rather 

become a relationship reality. Text messages and pictures forge an introjected character. 

                                                           
1 Giddens, Anthony (1992): The Transformation of Intimacy: Sexuality, Love and Eroticism in Modern Societies: Love, 
Sexuality, and Eroticism in Modern Societies. Stanford University Press. 
2 Joinson, Adam N. (2001): Self-disclosure in computer-mediated-communication: The role of self-awareness and 
visual anonymity. European Journal of Social Psychology, 31(2), 177-192. 
3 Boccia Artieri, G. (2009): SuperNetwork. In L. Mazzoli (2009): Network effect. 21-40. Torino: Codice Edizioni. 
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Again, referring to intimacy, we may fantasize about another person and draw 

conclusions from interpretations of received text messages.  

What might Alice and Tom each be fantasizing about? Let us have another look at their 

chat record. 

 

Let us again ask ourselves what Alice and Tom might be fantasizing about. What does 

Alice really want? What does Tom really want? What is going to happen “tonight” when 

Alice and Tom meet? According to Axel Honneth, online intimate communication forces 

us latently to feign certain emotions and wishes in a way that Eva Illouz describes as 

“commodification of selfhood”.45 In our point of view, such a “commodification” equals 

what Niklas Luhmann calls the “authenticity trap”, in German “Authentizitätsfalle”.6 

                                                           
4 Illouz, Eva (2008): Saving the modern soul: Therapy, emotions and the culture of self-help. Berkeley, CA: University 
of California Press. 
5 Honneth, Axel (2010): Das Ich im Wir. Studien zur Anerkennungstheorie. Berlin: Suhrkamp. 
6 Luhmann, Niklas (1982): Liebe als Passion. Zur Codierung von Intimität. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp. 
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Authenticity cannot be expressed by means of words without questioning her 

authenticity at the same time. Social interaction is generally intentional in its purpose. 

Intentionality, in turn, implies selectivity and explicitness. With regard to intimacy, 

social interaction runs counter to authenticity, intervening if and only if, according to 

Luhmann, “the lovers’ experience ideally shall cause the beloved’s action immediately“ 

(Luhmann, 1982). Intimacy, shaped offline as well as online, takes consensus for granted 

without necessitating verification (Hahn, 1983). 7 

Returning to the example of Alice and Tom, the newly outlined social, temporal and 

spatial transcendence of expectations will be confronted and tested when they meet 

offline for the first time.  

However, as Nicholas Zingale argues, there is an ontological gap in any form of remote 

communication. “It is only within directly experienced social reality that the glances 

between people actually meet; only here can one actually know how the other is looking 

at him or her and know what it means.” Only here we can begin to understand the 

other’s categorization of the world and thus begin to understand our own possibilities 

according to the other’s organization of the world.8 We do not possess a 

phenomenological conception of the other’s judgment in the context of his being. Due to 

the so called disinhibition effect (Suler, 2004), people loosen up when online and are 

tempted to do or say things they would refrain from doing or saying when face-to-face.9  

As online and offline identity transcend one another, the illusion of an intimacy despite 

distance rises and the divide between consensual and non-consensual desires and 

actions becomes disguised – for both Alice and Tom. Due to a transgression of intimacy 

and sexual norms that usually operate offline, lines have become blurred. 

Would it be a consensual sexual encounter if Tom takes the initiative when meeting 

Alice? How can Tom be sure? How can Alice be sure herself? What if Alice is 13 years old 

and Tom is 23 years old? It was questions like these, which we discussed countless 

times. These discussions raised another related question. Does digital intimacy result in 

blurring lines of sexual harassment and sexual assault? If so, is there a greater risk for 

adolescents?   

As today’s children and youth form the third generation of digital natives there is, 

according to publicist Denise Kersten (2002) a communicational generational gap that 

correlates with the fact that young people are socialized by the ubiquity of the 

videoficated mobile internet and that youth distance themselves from adults, especially 

their parents and educators, using the internet.10 Sharing inside jokes, abandoning apps 

as soon as they become popular with the parental generation and the accessing 

                                                           
7 Hahn, Alois (1983): Soziologie der Paradiesvorstellungen, in: Harald Seuter (Hrsg.): Der Traum vom 
Paradies. Wien, Freiburg, Basel: Herder, 235-255. 
8 Zingale, Nicholas (2013): The phenomenology of sharing: Social media networking, asserting and telling. Journal of 
Public Affairs, 13(3), 288-297. 
9 Suler, J. (2004): The online disinhibition effect. Cyberpsychology & Behavior, 7(3), 321-326. 
10 Kersten, Denise (2002). Today’s generations face newcommunication gaps. Retrieved August 17, 2019, from 

http://www.usatoday.com/money/jobcenter/workplace/communications/2002 
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“forbidden” digital offers, like adult webpages or games, are expressions of this quest for 

autonomy. 

Hence, identity development and the search for autonomy among young people partly 

takes place in or is boosted by digital media. Therefore, it is almost impossible for adults 

to understand the meaning of digital media through the eyes of adolescents. 

A significant part of our identity is our sexuality. At least since the refutation of Sigmund 

Freud´s latency period we know that our sexual development is a continuous process 

that starts in our early childhood and reaches a peak in our youth. Adolescents are 

looking for experimental spaces whilst sexuality is a taboo which can lead to social 

blaming and punishment. Digital media are such experimental spaces, because they 

enable young people to search for information and have first sexual experiences, for 

example by consuming erotic material. As already mentioned, they also enable people to 

take part in erotic interactions without having to fear the immediate confrontation with 

the wholeness of mimic and gestural feedback or disavowal. They promise exit options. 

The physical distance establishes the impression of security and control. It empowers 

adolescents to ‘play’ in a kind of George Herbert Meadesque way. 

At the same time digital media involves commercial strategies to win adolescents as 

consumers. One strategy, which Maddy Coy (2013) refers to as age compression, implies 

that adolescents are addressed as elder groups.11 An easy way to make adolescents 

artificially older within para-social interaction is to address their gender by hegemonic, 

heteronormative and sexualized stereotypes. These stereotypes support young people’s 

envisioning of themselves as already being grown men or women. They are associated 

with autonomy and belonging. They suggest a revaluation for adolescents like they do 

for the imaginary woman in Robin Thicke´s song. 

Hence, age compression sexualizes childhood and youth and has an impact on the digital 

transformation of norms and beliefs. It is combined with expectations of self exposition 

and results in an atmosphere which, in the words of psychoanalyst Susie Orbach, 

publicly commercializes and hypersexualizes young people of different genders, but 

especially young girls. It minimizes the experimental space for self-representation on 

the basis of heteronormative gender roles.12  

Our analyses show that many young people do not know how sexually they have to 

present themselves digitally in order to participate. Quotes in our documentations and 

interviews reveal that even children believe that they must send others naked pictures 

when they are requested. In other cases children send erotic pictures to other people 

without being asked, because they anticipate this expectation in a Niklas Luhmann-

esque way of “expectation-expectations" – in German: Erwartungserwartungen13 – on 

the basis of their daily experiences with the sexualization of childhood and youth. Every 

sexualized self-representation confirms the validity of a sexualized norm and turns it 

from a commercial standard into a peer standard. 
                                                           
11 Coy, Maddy (2013): Children, childhood and sexualised popular culture. In Wild, Jim (ed.), Exploiting childhood: 
how fast food, material obsession and porn culture are creating new forms of child abuse, London: Jessica Kingsley 
Publishers, 149–163. 
12 Orbach, Susie (1997): Fat is a Feminist Issue. New York: Galahad Books. 
13 Luhmann, Niklas (1984): Soziale Systeme. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp. 
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A further aspect of young people’s digital reality is the mobile internet. The mobile use 

of the internet leads to the dissolution of space and time within social networks. It 

allows people to check for digital feedback around the clock and increases the influence 

of the people within an adolescent’s network. The dissolution of space and time also 

results in another level of blurred lines - namely that of young people´s integrity on the 

internet - leaving them vulnerable to sexual exploitation.  

First, it is very difficult for children and even youth to define the borders of their digital 

identity and accordingly their “borderlines” in digital intimacy. Harassers can rely on 

sexualized norms because they appear familiar to young people and even contain a 

revaluation. In a conversation with sociologist Gail Dines (2016) a sexual predator 

admits: 

“The process of grooming (my Stepdaughter) was not difficult, since the culture did a lot 

of the grooming for me.”14 

Therefore Dines speaks of “culture as perpetrator”. In other words, the revaluation and 

associations with autonomy that young people experience in an act of sexualization 

impede their understanding of being exploited in an abusive act. 

Second the dissolution of space and time paradoxically limits exit options. While 

adolescents believe that they are in control of a situation because of the physical 

distance from their counterpart, the ubiquity or singularity of online communication 

deepens the impression of intimacy and complicates the refusal of sexualized 

interactions. In the early 2000s experts thought that “cybergrooming” young people was 

mainly based on a perpetrator´s stealth tactics, like pretending to be younger or being 

vague about their intentions when forcing a offline meeting. A study by the University of 

Regensburg (2016) expands the picture, as children who met with a “groomer” offline 

said that they expected someone who was older than he or she pretended on the 

internet and that they “knew” that the meeting would lead to sexual encounters. The 

feeling of having been involved in actively sexualized conversations, blurred the lines 

between online-offline intimacy and the fear of a contact termination made it impossible 

to reject the assault. As you make your bed, so you must lie in it.  

We sum up by hypothesizing that intimacy passes through a normative and cultural 

transformation initiated through digital media. Eventually, sociocultural context 

determines the significance of digital media to different age groups. Thus, eventual risks 

related to the transcendence of online and offline intimacy as well as online and offline 

identity cannot be fully described by a generational gap. Adults’ criticism of adolescent’s 

media culture has become widely known and moreover become the normative valuation 

standard when talking about adolescents experimenting within digital spaces. 

As shown by our analyses, adolescents are seldom aware of having been sexually abused 

when the abuse happens online. Following our hypothesis of blurred lines, this 

circumstance is hardly remarkable, but unfortunately disregarded both in research and 

                                                           
14 Dines, Gail (2016): On growing up in a  pornified culture. Retrieved August 17, 2019 from 
https://singjupost.com/gail-dines-on-growing-up-in-a-pornified-culture-full-transcript/2/ 
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practice. From our point of view, it lacks a profound understanding of intimacy’s 

normative and cultural transformation. Filling this gap of knowledge needs a close and 

immediate dialogue and collaboration by academia, professionals and adolescents, as 

tomorrow’s shaping of intimacy might appear differently than today’s.  


