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Liquid Boundaries: The Situative Practice and
Management of the Public and the Private on
Social Media

Jingwei WU, Haijing TANG

Abstract

With the innovation of communication technology, social media has
changed people’s communication habits and ‘social structures; the boundary
between “the private” and “the public” has become blurred as well. Based on
these phenomena, this article aims_to. answer the following questions: (1)
Where is the boundary between “the private” and “the public” on social media?
(2) Is there any difference ‘in the boundaries of different social media
platforms? This paper reviews different notions of “the private” and “the
public” using different social approaches and procedures and selects the
framework of sociability to investigate the distinction between private and
public. Through diaries and interviews with users of Chinese Microblog (Weibo)
and WeChat, we combined practical situations and compared different social
media platforms to explore how social media users define the boundaries
between public and private and explored the mechanism of boundary change.
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Whereas previous studies have concluded that the boundary between public
and private is becoming blurred or that private and public spaces overlap, this
study argues that boundaries are determined by how social media users define
them in social interaction; the boundary between “the private” and “the public”
on social media is, thus, clear, and users manage the boundary by controlling
the content they publish and the visibility of personal information before and
after releasing it. In addition, this boundary varies between different social
media platforms, and it changes with the time when users disclose, ‘which
results in the “liquidity” of the boundary.
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