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Introduction 

Over the last ten years, the relationship between digital technologies and political 
participation has been a key area of research. Scholars questioned and analysed 
the different ways in which political activists were appropriating and using digital 
technologies to organise and partake into collective actions and mass protests 
(Gerbaudo, 2012; Cammaerts et al, 2013; Mattoni, 2012; Barassi and Treré, 2012; 
Barassi, 2015; Kavada, 2015; Castells, 2012; Wolfson, 2014; Postill, 2014). They 
also investigated the complex relationship between technological affordances and 
the emergence of new political repertoires of protest (Gerbaudo, 2012; Wolfson, 
2014). Current research in the field of digital activism is of central importance as 
it highlights the fact that political participation and civic engagement have been 
radically transformed by digital technologies. Yet, what is missing from this body 
of literature is an attention towards the personal and affective dimension of online 
political participation.  

This paper position itself within the field of media anthropology (Askew, 
2002; Ginsburg et al 2002.; Brauchler and Postill, 2010) and argues that scholars 
have much to gain if they start reflecting not only on the relationship between 
political participation and digital storytelling, but also on how activists’ online 
identity narratives are tightly interconnected to family life. Drawing on a 
comparative ethnography amongst activists in Italy, the UK and Spain, the paper 
will show that activists construct their political identities online through complex 
practices of digital storytelling that involve a political appropriation and 
reinterpretation of early childhood and family life. These practices of self-
construction through digital storytelling, it will be shown, enable the political 
profiling of different family members, including children. Acknowledging these 
micro-practices, can enable us to appreciate not only that political socialisation 
in family life is being transformed by digital practices but also that these digital 
practices are transforming current understandings of digital participation and 
digital citizenship. The argument will be structured as follows. In the first part of 
the paper, I will explore the role family life plays in the construction of activists’ 
identity narratives. In the second part of the paper I will proceed to explore how 
digital storytelling within the family is introducing new ways in which we can re-
think digital participation. 
 

Identity Narratives, Family Life and the Everyday Construction of Political 
Subjects  
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Political Socialisation and Family Life: The Problem of Cognitive Models of 
Value Transmission. 

On a winter day in 2007, I was interviewing Katie1, who at the time was in her 
mid-thirties and had been involved with the British Trade Union Movement since 
she was in her early twenties.  We sat down for a long chat about her 
understanding of British politics and about her experience of the relationship 
between media technologies and political participation, which was the direct 
focus of my research. During the interview Katie talked about her middle-class 
upbringing, and told me that from a very early age she identified with working 
class struggles and the Labour movement.: 

K: [When I was a young girl] I asked my father what was the difference 
between the higher classes and the working classes, and he replied that an easy 
way to think about it was by looking at the difference between the Sheriff of 
Nottingham and Robin Hood. Since then, I knew on which side to stand”. 

The research with Katie and the British Trade Union Movement was part of a 
much larger research project, which took place between 2007 and 2013, and 
which consisted in a cross-cultural ethnographic analysis of three different 
activist groups. After working with Katie’s political organisation, which was 
involved in the Labour movement in the UK, I carried out research with other 
two organisations: one embedded with the Italian Autonomous movement and 
one with the Spanish Environmental movement. My research was largely 
influenced by the field of media anthropology (Askew, 2002; Ginsburg, 2002; 
Postill and Brauchler, 2010). As argued elsewhere (Author, 2015) the field of 
media anthropology distinguishes itself for three main reasons. In the first 
instance, it draws on the ethnography of media to understand how people 
negotiate with communication technologies.  Subsequently, it is defined by 
scholars’ commitment to theorise and understand media as everyday practice and 
as social processes (not merely as text, technologies or organizational structures). 
Finally, it challenges ethno-centric and techno-deterministic understandings of 
media’s social impacts by looking at cultural variation. It was for this reason that 
I decided to investigate how three largely progressive and left-wing political 
groups, which came from very different political cultures related to web 
technologies. I was especially interested in the ways in which they dealt with 
issues of online identity construction and with the surveillance of the data they 
produced (Author, 2015).  

Since the very early days of my research work, as Katie’s interview shows, I 
had to come to terms with the ways in which activists understood and defined 
their political identity in relation to family life. This finding was of course not 
                                                
1 Fictional name to protect the interviewee’s anonymity. 
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new. In the last fifty years, within the social sciences, different studies have 
argued that political beliefs are transmitted and constructed within family life 
(Connell, 1971, 1972; Baker, 1974; Acock and Bengtson, 1978; Jennings, 1984; 
Liebes and Ribak, 1992; Hess et al., 2005). Departing from different disciplinary 
traditions, these works were based on a variety of methodologies, which span 
from the use of qualitative interviews with children and parents (Connell, 1971, 
1972; Liebes and Ribak, 1991) to large scale national surveys amongst children 
in school age (Hess et.al, 2005). In recent years we have seen the emergence of 
new works in the field, which drew from the earlier insights on children and 
political socialisation to explore the discursive construction of party politics in 
family life (Gordon, 2010) or the relationship between environmental activism 
and family values (Pettifor, 2012). All these works are of fundamental 
importance. It is in this body of literature that we can start appreciating how 
political socialisation is tightly interconnected to family life, and shed light on 
the fact that the political values of the family are the first cues that children learn 
in the shaping of their own political beliefs.  

Although insightful in highlighting critical questions about political 
socialisation, these works remain, however, only marginally important in the 
study of the lived experience of political activism. Part of the problem lies in the 
fact that this literature focuses too much on the cognitive/ rational dimension of 
political formation. By investigating the way in which political participation is 
shaped by values and beliefs, these scholars explore how political values are 
transmitted through the family.  

There is no doubt that one important dimension of the making of political 
subjects needs to be found in political values and beliefs, and the way in which 
activists develop a sense of social justice that it constructed within the family. My 
interview with Katie revealed precisely that: Katie had developed her own 
political values following the teachings learned from her father. However, my 
own research also revealed that there is much more to ‘the making of political 
subjects’ in family life, which has less to say about the transmission of ‘political 
values’ from parents to children, and more to say about the very subjective and 
affective dimension of ‘being political’ (Fenton, 2016). Of course, the study of 
the ‘affective dimension’ of political participation involves acknowledging the 
complexity of emotions that are triggered by one’s own sense of the political. 
These include anger, solidarity, nostalgia, fear and many other different emotions, 
which could lead to very different political consequences. When talking about the 
‘affective dimension’ of political participation, the aim of this paper is not to shed 
light on the complexities of political emotions or their consequences. Rather the 
aim of this paper is to highlight how political identities are often constructed 
through affective processes of meaning construction in relation to early childhood 
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and family life. The paper will thus show not only that political identities are 
tightly interconnected to the construction of biographical narratives that emerge 
within the family (Nolas et. al, 2016) but also how these biographical narratives 
are shaped by messy and affective processes of storytelling. 
 
Identity Narratives and Family Life 

The relationship between political identity, biographical experiences and 
narrative construction was a key element of my research design. My own research 
methods were influenced by the belief that one particular problem of 
ethnographic research relates to the fact that – as Dewalt and Dewalt (2002) 
mentioned - with participant observation alone it is unlikely that the ethnographer 
will gain historical depth. Hence I enriched my ethnographic work with 87 semi-
structured interviews, which were all based on the life history method 
(Alleyene,2000; Hastrup and Davis, 1992). My intention was to understand 
activists’ biographical experience and path to political involvement, and to 
explore the way in which they experienced technological change. The choice of 
focusing on activists’ life narratives was motivated by the belief that the life 
histories approach in the study of activism is particularly important, as it can 
provide the researcher not only with an historical dimension, but also with 
insights concerning the way in which people internalise collective repertoires of 
the past (Tilly, 1994:244).  

It was thanks to the life history method that I collected a variety of testimonies 
that highlighted the social complexities that define the relationship between 
family life, political identity construction, and biographical narratives. Over and 
over again when asked to explain how they became politically involved, the 
activists I interviewed not only mentioned the importance of family life in their 
political development, but also seemed to assume that the connection between 
one’s own family life and and political identity was inevitable. One day in 2011, 
I sat down for an interview with Marta2 in the garden of the ‘Autonomous Zone 
Milan’ (Zona Autonoma Milanese, ZAM). Marta, who was in her late twenties, 
described her path to political involvement, departing from her family:  

 “My father was a trade unionist, my mother a politically engaged 
teacher. I grew up feeling politics, breathing politics, and 
believing that politics is not about parties, and institutions but 
rather about social experience and commitment. If you look at 
my family, and my past, it’s obvious why I am politically 
engaged”.  

Marta’s interview was interesting, as it highlighted the fact that ‘being 
political’ – as Fenton (2016) rightly argues – does not only relate to rational 
political values, but it’s a complex experiential process defined by an affective 

                                                
2 Fictional name to protect the interviewee’s anonymity. 
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dimension. Marta, in fact, did not share the same political values of her family. 
In contrast to her father who was a Trade Unionist, she identified much more with 
forms of grassroots politics, and she was deeply influenced by the autonomists 
and anarchist discourses that emerged during the global justice movements in the 
1990s (Holloway, 2002; Day, 2005). However, she believed that she had 
inherited from her family a ‘sense of the political’ and she constructed her 
political identity through a complex biographical narrative, which started 
precisely from that ‘feeling of the political’ acquired during childhood. In order 
to investigate the affective role family life plays in the construction of one’s 
political identity, therefore, we need to appreciate the intricate interstices of 
biographical narratives and political identity construction.  

Here the concept of ‘political identity’ as discussed in the anthropology of 
social movements (Pratt, 2003; Escobar, 2004) is particularly insightful. 
According to Escobar political identity needs to be detached from fixed notions 
of ‘identity politics’ that dominate early social movements research, and instead 
needs to be understood as a relational concept, a concept which defines both self-
consciousness and participation to communities of imagination and practice 
(Escobar, 2004). Identity, is therefore, not something carried as a definer of the 
individual, but a process of self-imagination, which is constantly constructed 
though the everyday practice in the encounter of groups (Escobar, 2004:252).  

This process of self-imagination and identity construction is tightly 
interconnected to the process of storytelling. In the anthropology of social 
movements, Pratt (2003) was perhaps one of the first to highlight this 
relationship. He argued that in the study of social movements and political 
activism, we have much to gain if we approach the understanding of identity as 
narrative and appreciate how this narrative develops on two different, albeit 
interconnected, axes. On the one hand, identity narratives are constructed through 
the hierarchical axis, which suggests who ‘we’ are, through opposition and the 
creation of the other. On the other hand, identity narratives are constructed 
through the biographical axis, which establishes who people are through the 
medium of time (2003:10). The biographical axis is thus the process whereby 
activists, like Marta or Katie, construct themselves by reflecting on their 
experience of the political since early childhood.  

In Pratt’s (2003) work, therefore, it becomes clear that biographical narratives, 
which emerge within the family are a fundamental aspect of political identity. Yet 
within the social movements literature there is little exploration of this 
relationship. Most of the works on political identities focus on the hierarchical 
axis of identity narratives, hence on the multiple ways in which activists define 
their sense of belonging to a group in opposition to ‘other’ groups. The works of 
Alleyene on black activists (2000) and of Nolas et al. (2016), constitute perhaps 
the major exceptions to this trend. In fact, within their work the scholars 
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insightfully explore the lived experience of activism, by looking at the 
interconnection between family life and biographical narratives.  
Identity Narratives and Family Life: Identification, Distancing and Social 
Tensions. 

One particular element that emerges in the work of scholars like Alleyene 
(2000) or Nolas et al. (2016) is the understanding that identity narratives are a 
product of social tensions and personal contradictions. Identity narratives are 
problematic and messy, they relate to how activists understand the influence of 
early childhood and family life. At the same time these narratives are shaped by 
activists’ perception of a wide variety of political cues that emerge in their 
encounter with others throughout their life. These cues can be drawn from their 
experience of the historic and political context, the institutions they cohabit, or 
the lived experience of specific – and often traumatic – political events. 

 During my research amongst the Autonomous group in Italy, for instance, all 
these different dimensions came into life as activists discussed their life histories 
in relation to their political development. What surprised me, was the fact that 
activists’ identity narratives were often very similar. In fact, after discussing the 
influence family life played in the shaping of their political selves, they would 
reflect on the social injustice they felt as they were growing up within an Italian 
political context, whose democratic promise had been hacked by the neoliberal 
and hegemonic monopoly of Silvio Berlusconi. They also talked about the first 
political experiences within ‘institutional’ settings such as high-school and 
universities or recalled traumatic experiences – such as the police brutality of the 
Genoa 2001 G8 demonstrations. Consequently, activists referred to different 
political experiences and social contexts when defining themselves politically, 
which included and situated family life within a broader political-historic context.  

The understanding that identity narratives are shaped by messy and complex 
processes of narrative construction - which not only bring together elements of 
family life with other key social experiences but also include forms of self-
recognition and self-distancing from specific relationships -  shares some 
similarities with Hegel’s understanding of the making of political identities. As 
Moland (2011) has suggested, Hegel believed that political identity develops 
from within the family and within civil society. He also argued that if we look at 
the role of the family in processes of identity construction we need to appreciate 
the fact that individuals develop the capacity to decide, which inherited traits or 
qualities they want to endorse (2011:37). Therefore, in order to understand the 
complexity of the making of political subjects we need to take into account how 
activists continuously shape their identity narratives through open-ended 
processes of approximation and distancing from the political values learned in 
the family as they reflect on these values in relation to other values and social 
experiences learned through civic engagement.  
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These open-ended and complex processes of self-construction, are not linear, 
rational and conscious, but rather are affective and contradictory. Once we 
understand this complexity, we can turn our attention to an important 
transformation that is impacting on family life at the moment: the rapid 
proliferation of digital storytelling practices and the everyday construction of 
political identities online. The next part of the paper will thus explore the nuances 
and complexities of these processes and will argue that scholars have much to 
gain if they turn their attention on how digital storytelling within family life is 
raising new questions about digital participation and the making of digital 
citizens. 
 

Digital Storytelling: between Self-Construction and the Political Profiling of 
Others 

Digital Activism and the Construction of the Online Political Self 

In understanding the relationship between political identities, digital 
storytelling and biographical narratives we are faced with two fundamental 
problems. On the one hand, within the study of digital activism different scholars 
have focused mostly on processes of collective identity construction (Kavada, 
2015; Tere, 2015; Milan, 2015) and very little attention has been placed on the 
relationship between political self-construction, digital storytelling and family 
life.. On the other hand, within communication research we have seen the 
emergence of different studies that have focused on digital storytelling in a variety 
of ways, yet they have overlooked the complex relationship between the lived 
experience of political activists and digital storytelling. The edited collection by 
Lundby (2008), for instance, brings together different approaches to digital 
storytelling with some scholars focusing on how digital storytelling has emerged 
in collective offline contexts whilst others looking at more individualised forms 
of storytelling on live blogs and social media. Within the collection little attention 
is placed on the relationship between political activism and digital storytelling. 
One exception to this is the chapter by Couldry (2008), whose article explores the 
relationship between political participation and digital storytelling. Through the 
concept of ‘alternative publics’ (Toft and Bennett, 2008), Couldry reflects on the 
relationship between ‘voice’ and democratic emancipation. This is to detriment, 
however, of a careful analysis of the relationship between political activism, self- 
construction, and digital storytelling.   
   

In this regard, the work of Vivienne (2016) is particularly insightful. 
Vivienne (2016) shows not only that activists engage in digital storytelling as a 
powerful way of building their political identities but also that they use different 
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platforms to make different identities coexist.  This understanding emerged very 
clearly from my own research. During my research, I carried out a digital 
ethnography of activists’ Facebook profiles, and analysed how activists’ 
Facebook timelines enabled practices of self-construction through digital 
storytelling. The digital ethnography also highlighted the fact that there was a 
bound relationship between these online practices of self-representation and 
family life. Through the digital ethnography, I realised that there were two 
different, yet interconnected ways in which activists referred to early childhood 
and family life as a way to construct their online political identities.  

On the one hand, activists uploaded old images of childhood, and created 
a textual narrative around this images that was highly political. On their Facebook 
profiles, therefore, photos of themselves attending demonstrations or direct 
actions were at times juxtaposed with images of themselves as smiley toddlers 
and faces covered in chocolate. What fascinated me about this digital practice is 
the fact that through posts and playful interactions with friends and social 
networks, these early childhood images were often framed in political terms. The 
black and white photograph of a three-year old wearing denim dungarees, and 
standing with her legs apart is read by those commenting on the photo as an 
example of political determination. The image of a group of boys (probably ten 
or eleven-year-old) standing on a rock near a lake in what looks like the open 
countryside, is followed by different social media interactions on the importance 
of environmental activism at a very young age.  What was surprising about these 
digital practices was the fact that when specific political references were missing, 
comments mentioned the ‘style’ of the time and would refer to the political-
historical context, such as Thatcherism and the miner strike, or the terrorism of 
the 1980s in Italy.   

If on the one hand activists framed childhood images in political terms to 
construct their identity narratives, on the other they posted images of their family 
members and discursively constructed these images by presenting their family 
members as political and moral agents. Mothers, sisters, uncles, were captured 
during demonstrations and political rallies, and framed with comments that 
related to their political commitment. Photos of grandmothers or great uncles, 
were often followed by comments on the role they played in the resistance 
movement in Italy during the Second World War.  Again, when explicit political 
references were missing, activists discussed the moral qualities of their family 
members, their social commitment and engagement with the community or other 
socially significant activities. What is particularly interesting about these 
practices is the fact that these processes of self-construction with reference to 
family ties are not linear and simple, but involve a series of social tensions. In 
fact, often activists used these platforms to negotiate the political tensions 
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emerging with family bonds. On the Facebook profile of an activist, for instance, 
there is the image of a group of elders sitting in a hospice. She has titled the image 
‘visiting granny’ and in the caption, she criticises her grandmother and her friends 
for their racist remarks. Another activist, instead, used the social media platform 
to reflect on the loss of his grandparents and to make public the fact that despite 
their clear political differences he perceived them as key agents in his political 
formation.  

Digital Storytelling and the Political Profiling of Family Members 

Both examples shed light on the fact that the digital construction of early 
childhood and family life, therefore, played a fundamental role in the shaping of 
activists’ online identity narratives through storytelling. These processes of 
online negotiation through digital storytelling are a vivid example of what has 
been discussed above in relation to the complexity of identity narratives, and the 
fact that these narratives are shaped by a dual process of self-recognition and self-
distancing from family bonds. Yet they also shed light on the fact that the 
construction of one’s own political identity on social media with reference to 
family life involves the construction of the political identity of others. This is 
particularly evident if we consider the representation of children. Over and over 
again during the digital ethnography I had to come to terms with the fact that 
activists’ Facebook timelines were filled with images of their own children or the 
children of other family members and friends. By sharing images and personal 
identifying information of these children, activists constructed their political 
profiles by making visible their family of origin’s political history and the 
political values. In addition to this, activists discursively constructed these 
children as political agents. On the Facebook profile of Paul3, an activist involved 
in the British Trade Union Movement, for instance, there is a picture of his toddler 
son sitting on the floor together with another boy. The caption of the image reads: 
‘discussing the details of their vanguard party’. This is not an isolated example. 
During my research, I came across posts of children at demonstrations holding 
banners and flags, children playing together and being described as ‘plotting the 
next revolution’, children with signs openly criticizing the current government or 
supporting specific political campaigns. It is clear that there is a playful and 
joking dimension in the posts. However, critical questions emerge about these 
‘political’ associations.   

Activists digital practices, in fact, revealed that through digital storytelling 
they not only constructed their political identities but they also constructed the 
political profiles of other family members by sharing personally identifying 
political data. These digital micro- practices, as the next and final part of the paper 
                                                
3 Fictional Name to protect the participant’s anonymity  
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will show, shed light on the fact that we need to create new theoretical models 
that enable us to understand the making of digital citizenship across the life course 
and re-think existing models of political participation. 

The Making of Digital Citizenship: From the Engaged Citizen to the Datafied 
Self 

One particularly problematic element that emerges in the construction of 
online political identities, today, through digital storytelling is represented by the 
notion of “web presence” as developed by Leaver (2015), who has rightly argued 
that one of the key problems of current discussions on online identity, is the 
assumption that users have an agency in the shaping of their digital profiles. Yet 
this is not entirely true. The notion of “web presence” therefore is particularly 
useful in the context of family life because it enables us to appreciate the fact that 
digital identities are not only constructed by the subject/user, but are often 
constructed by others.   

As argued above, my research revealed that activists not only share 
personal identifying information of their family members online, but discursively 
construct them as political and moral agents. Through the sharing of posts and 
tagging of images therefore they play an active role in the definition of the digital 
profiles of their family members. These digital interactions that are widespread 
within family life, and which appear to be harmless and playful – may be 
transforming the lived experience of digital participation and hence the making 
of digital citizens across the life course. This is not only because being able to 
appropriate personal data flows means being able to represent ourselves in public 
but also because the production of digital traces within family life need to be 
understood with reference to broader processes of surveillance and archiving of 
citizen's personal data.  

 
Within the social sciences, digital citizenship has often been defined as an 

empowering, positive concept, used to describe how humans participate in 
society through digital media (Mossberger et al., 2007; Ohler, 2010; Barron et al, 
2014). However, in the last years, a growing body of research has shown that with 
the rise of big data the concept of digital citizenship is increasingly becoming 
more problematic. From social media to mobile apps, from institutions to 
governments, citizens are forced to digitally participate in society because their 
personal information is digitised, shared, stored, analysed and exploited for them 
by others. In this context digital citizenship is often constructed by the different 
digital traces that we willingly or unwillingly leave behind in our everyday digital 
interactions, or that others create for us (Isin and Ruppert, 2016; Dencik and Hinz, 
2016; MacCosker et al, 2016). At present, therefore, key questions are emerging 
on how the concentration, organisation and storage of personal identifying 
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information is leading to the construction of citizens as quantified selves (Lupton, 
2016). The aim of this paper was to start addressing these questions. As it has 
been shown, activists everyday social media practices talk directly about the 
experiential and relational processes of data production. Through practices of 
digital storytelling activists did not only construct their own political narratives, 
but also constructed the political narratives of others. Shedding light on these 
relational processes and on how digital traces may be defining the civic and 
political profiles of generations to come, therefore, has become a key priority in 
research on political participation and civic engagement across the life course. 

 
 

Conclusion 

This paper aimed to shed light on political activists’ complex processes of 
identity narrative construction. Drawing on Pratt’s (2003) notion of identity 
narratives, the paper has shown that activists often construct their online political 
biographies with reference to early childhood and family life. These practices of 
digital storytelling on social media, are particularly important to the study of 
political activism. This is because they not only highlight how activists’ identity 
narratives today are often negotiated on these platforms, but also how these digital 
constructions enable the digital profiling of different family members. We do not 
know whether the personal data that we produce today on social media is going 
to be available in the future. Yet, it is reasonable to assume that the digital 
production of personal data will continue to be an aspect of our societies in the 
next decades, and that the digital surveillance of citizens will be strengthened by 
new practices of governance (Lyon, 2014). Therefore, starting to question how 
everyday digital practices build the data futures of generations to come is, today, 
more important than ever. As it can shed light on how digital participation and 
digital citizenship are being transformed by our complex data cultures. 
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