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Can Pseudonyms Make  
Better Online Citizens?

P
eople socialize online more 
than ever: posting photos on Insta-
gram, job-hunting on LinkedIn, jok-
ing about politics on Twitter, and 

sharing reviews of everything from hotels 
to running shoes. Judith Donath, a fellow 
at Harvard’s Berkman Center for Inter-
net and Society, argues against using 
real names for most of these Internet 
interactions and relying instead on 
pseudonyms.

A made-up handle is essential to 
maintain privacy and manage one’s 
online identity, she says. Her new 
book, The Social Machine: Designs for Liv-
ing Online (MIT Press, 2014), also con-
tends that well-managed pseudonyms 
can strengthen online communities, an 
idea that contradicts the conventional 
wisdom that fake names bring out the 
worst in people, allowing “trolls” to 
bully others or post hateful, destruc-
tive comments without consequenc-
es. Real names, such thinking goes, 
keep online conversations civil. 

But Donath often uses a pseud-
onym online, not because she wants 
to “anonymously harass people 
or post incendiary comments un-
scathed,” as she explained in a com-
mentary published on Wired.com 
this spring, but because she prefers 
to separate certain aspects of her 
life. In the age of Google, a quick 
search of a person’s name gathers 

everything he or she has posted under 
that name, from résumés to college party 
photos. As a public figure who studies 
how people communicate online, Don-
ath’s academic writing can be found online 
under her real name. But when she writes 
product reviews on shopping sites such as 

Drugstore.com, or restaurant reviews on 
Yelp, she might use a pseudonym. “I would 
like to be known online for what I write,” 
she says. “I don’t necessarily feel like I need 
to be known for what I’ve been eating.” 

Donath stresses that using a pseudonym 
is very different from posting anonymous-
ly. “The difference between being pseud-
onymous and being anonymous is his-
tory,” she says. “For something to truly be 
a pseudonym, it has to have some kind of 
history within a particular context,” such 
as how many times the person has posted 
on a site, the topics he or she comments 
on, and what he or she has said. (Such 
details might expose malicious users or 
instances of “astro-turfing”—the practice 
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¿ q u e  p a s a ?

Unraveling “Racial Threat”

R
iding the train to work every 
day in Chicago, Ryan Enos began 
to notice an intriguing pattern: at 
a certain downtown station, all the 

African-American riders seemed to get off 
just as Caucasian riders climbed aboard. “It 
was like a meeting of two worlds, where 
you could feel this palpable tension between 

two communities that otherwise are strictly 
segregated from each other, but occasionally 
come into close proximity,” he says.

Now an assistant professor of govern-
ment, Enos at the time was teaching high 
school in the historically poor and almost 
entirely African-American neighborhood 
of Englewood. The experience of moving 

between two worlds and thinking about 
how that reality was an overwhelming 
presence in people’s lives, shaping ev-
erything from the way they view others 
to their own political views, led Enos to 
pursue the study of “racial threat”—how 
people react with uncertainty to those of 
a different race—in graduate school and 
his subsequent professional career. In his 
most recent paper, “What the Demolition 
of Public Housing Teaches Us About the 
Impact of Racial Threat on Political Be-
havior,” he explores how individuals’ poli-
tics are affected by the context in which 
they live. 

Between 2000 and 2004, Enos and a 
group of Harvard graduate students 
studied a public-housing reconstruction 
project in Chicago that caused  the dis-
placement of more than 25,000 African 
Americans, many of whom had previously 
lived in close proximity to white voters. 
After the African Americans moved out 
of the voting district, a startling effect 
became apparent: the white voters’ turn-
out dropped by 12 to 15 percentage points, 
leading Enos and his team to believe that 
white residents’ previously higher levels of 

of hiring writers to seed the Web with 
comments supporting a specific view on 
controversial topics. Posts from commen-
tators whose contributions are limited to 
a single topic, such as gun rights, might be 
read with particular skepticism.)

Few sites currently share that kind of 
history. Donath has been exploring ways 
to allow websites to represent users with 
“data portraits” that make it “possible to 
see years of activity in a single glance.” In 
The Social Machine, she writes, “Data por-
traits…can help members of a community 
keep track of who the other participants 
are, showing the roles they play and creat-
ing a concise representation of the things 
they have said and done.” She continues, 
“Communities flourish when their mem-
bers have stable identities,” and the pro-
tection of a pseudonym may free users to 
debate controversial topics more fully. 

In the early days of online communities 
in the 1980s and ’90s, idealistic writers 
praised these forums for untethering us-
ers from their physical bodies. They envi-
sioned spaces where people could know 
each other not by their gender, age, or eth-
nicity, but by the words they wrote and 
the ideas they shared. “If you had a history 
of saying very smart, intelligent things, 
people would give a lot of credence to 
what you said,” Donath says. “If you had 
a history of being annoying, they would 
start to ignore you.” In the end, the real-
ity was more complex: users became frus-
trated when people misrepresented them-
selves, and disposable e-mail accounts 
allowed people to generate spam or hate 
speech. In reaction, sites such as Facebook 
emerged to link Internet activity with a 
person’s real-world life and name. Adver-
tisers welcomed this effort to consolidate 

all of a person’s information for marketing 
purposes. 

Donath is hopeful that establishing con-
ventions such as the use of pseudonyms 
will provide “this amazing opportunity 
to develop online spaces that are truly 
different from what we can make hap-
pen face-to-face.” (The Internet, she says, 
could provide new options for difficult ne-
gotiations, for example.) One of her goals 
is to help readers recognize possibilities 
between real names and online anonym-
ity. She believes pseudonyms could pro-
vide more information, not less. “We can 
simultaneously have a rich impression of 
others and privacy,” Donath says. “They’re 
not [mutually] exclusive.” 

verin o’donnell

judith donath web page:
http://vivatropolis.org/judith 

When researchers  
placed Spanish-speaking riders 

on a Boston-area commuter-rail 
train, xenophobic attitudes first  

increased, then decreased.
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