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Special Issue Article

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.

Jingwei WU (Assistant Professor). School of Journalism and Communication,
Tsinghua University. Research interests: media and technology, intercultural
communication, political communication and media history.

Haijing TANG (PhD Student). Department of Industrial Engineering, Tsinghua
University. Research interests: human-computer interaction, social media.
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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.

Keywords: social media, public and private, boundary, privacy, liquidity

Citation of this article: Wu, J., & Tang, H. (2020). Liquid boundaries: The
situative practice and management of the public and the private on social
media. Communication & Society, 54, 95-125.
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Wi (A B0 1 S B A > FA N SEISRN 2 SR SR 2 [ Y S PR AE 28 45
B B¢ 1A W (Habermas, 1991, pp. 141-158; Meyrowitz, 1985, p. 71;
Papacharissi, 2002, p. 22; Thompson, 1995, p. 64) o {5 S 415 £ 1if (information

AN N FRBAMR > s A S N E A [ | (the public) B2 [ F4 | (the private)
ZTHI BRI o 407 AT AT B A e 2 IO A A BT % o kA2 B 7 T S 4%
HWRE T RERF > [F] R s 2 A 0 28 8 E o (5 S A H il
A (0 RE A 3K 5 AR FA AR B > RIS B0l A B 3 il [ BB FA L)
(illusion of privacy) & 5| #§ 2\ A % L ] (Barnes, 2006)  Ifif AT % H
) A& B A R} I 5 | B R AL R R > 4 L R — 2D A AL o SR
1M > 5 A58 2 A AE 41 22 I b 0% (8 N Rt g i FA N SRS — 5
g3 0 FRER Ay T BN AR R NHETT S > AP AN A B2 B AT o] vy S 4 4k
& A o Habermas (1991, pp. 141-158) t fft #E 5 » 76 /> H4H B0 7 £ 48 8%
A R TE AR B AR B A R M TR B DB R I T BTl AR Y - AR
(Y B R S A A A5 AL o T I E - R - AR A T A IE
W BT ALEEER > WREEZREEENTE 5
NS BT R > W] RN TS B 2 oot o AR A IR
R o {5 1E 4 M (pseudo-anonymity) | ) ¢ 2 i 22 3 58 0 E /1 A B
(B HFH - 2016) o JRT > T BL AR 15 BT e [ AL I AN T 23 ) 2 A 7 —
T AR (Papacharissi, 2002, p. 22; Poor, 2005) °

FEAC RS BE R AL N 22 R A dL e ) > HEE IR o =M AME
SRR N BUEE o AE T 22 B0 S5 o MESR AT AR AR AN AE AL 2SO & BB
Tl L 7 [ FA D0 T2 1 By [ RELAE Bl P A 8 5848 32 BRI - (B R Z Hn] A 50
IR FE T B AE T AR ERRFA PR B [ 4k 5 I AE 1 A — Rl A 2L 4 5
E1R: /N e il R o = O == A TN 1 /A e g B B R e
T 0 8 AL e 5 — H A A o FF2 R ARIDF R #0855 - BB
TR 00 ) B > TRL VBR[| 22 [H] 0 #8 5 1F 7 35 A5 45 R (Meyrowitz,
1985, p. 71; Thompson, 1995, pp. 120-125) = #A T > Habermas (2004) &
FEIE—BLES > AR T M E R M B AR BRI - RE — B
RS MERE AL LA ) 2 Y [ R - o AR B 4 A 4 e v WD [ 2 1)V
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T Z TR SRR o U BT A S R AT i R 7 F  A AT B
RE SRR o T2 —RRE TR R R EE AL T > FEAR A A
[ 2] SETAA L A0 B Bl 57 PR AE IR AEE 2 (WFZE PR —)

BEAh » AR B AL S IR 1 o 2 FA SRR A A BB ) T REAFAE A2 B o
— 7T > RN B AR A A A R A DRGSR R R B AR R > I
TEAN R A S ARG E i 2B ) I 2 A T AP AE 22 5 T AR 1R[]
WA AL T BRAE B o 55— 7T > M F AE ARl AL S RS B A AL SE
Ak AN GRAE 2 A AL S 5 1 Ak S A - T el i s 2 34
VBT R o 73 SeAt S Rl PE RO ASIR] - oA mRE S | RE 5 360 A 5 R A B
M2 5 o Wu (2017, p. 194) BIBFTEE D48 > HIF BRI B0t 22
BEREF- B RO P T A M An el AL A T2 ) Z TR SRR > ]
AR A W F AT SRR o R > AS SR @ 8 85 - 5
3 EL - BRI AT AS ] ¢k 22 S F £ b 2> BRURL Y 5 R A 7 A 22 I ) (F 58
PRE ) o T R Ak S IR v 2 A SR B B ) B )

DNEMNAR  HESBERMRE

ST 0N BURL 22 [ L ) v i A0 — B VY B - BB R AIAL g B
A0 A8 e > 2 BELFA BY E 6 7E (R IR AR B A 2 AL - AR Ao - B
T2 BEFL 4 0 2 mT LA S 5 DA TR 8K (W, 2017, p. 31) -

T o EFLRES Y TR ] X

Hixk 2 W S 0 S I B e S
B H 4% a7 A = BUR / BURE WL T A /Y AE e
(Liberal-economic) A ZEBE A A%

LA / 46 A X BUATTHE) PP BURE
(Republican / Classical )

Lot BHRE THRE PRI 5T
(Feminist)

(iR WO BB BB - LM RN Sl S8
(Semiotics) T4

A1 2E PR NI I RAT By N1 R T
(Sociability)
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e A R AR AN R A A BT TN BRAL 2 TR AR o SR A A
2 2 LA A 2 I R A R R o A R R A AR
A& BLEIE SHER > 1% % Papacharissi (2010) % % — &0 1A B
- REMARSH > (B E MR DWW KA BN ER > 80585
AL NI &R 4 o oA /4% st =i B AL B 4 — Foll BELAE A RE AR 4 B 11 B
> FTUATEE — T > BE AL PR Y i 4R AR R AL AR A8 B EE Y
T R ER EE KRR A 2K > RO IR M o LT
26 1 0 MM I 1 2 D A BLFA I AZO IRV R - BRI > FE RS B BLRLA)
R RAZEE A MR SR H A —Ff o R Al 2 B8 A A 2g A o s k22
] R RA N 22 P 22 T A /8 T A At € BB A D > 2R 2 % e At AL & [
R o 35 i SR A B EESE (context) » 51543 Bl J& A 2 BiLFA 1Y 5] 2
SN TR] Y P R R o AR R T Y R A A e B N BELRL o (HR > BLsk
i) A By R AT DATE A 5B a4 F 0 o] AAEFA NGBS - Blanidbds > Bk
fE tH BUAE 8 022 ] SCRE B BLAE AL N Z2 [ > JE R R 30 43 BT 3G n 1 #L
Oy FB MV o A BURAI B FATR R o BRI > 2y T 2N BLRL BLRR
MRHAPE > W HSE AR RE S > RPN E BRI R » A BERARE 3 1Y
[ F| o

FEASVERE R S R T A5 S B TR I R B o B BREE A
FA KR AFLER > & EHREE B BEE L (contextulize) T 7
v o MATE R RESE A VR UL BT » SR S e T M4 T
Jo BT B BRI o 41 22 M (sociability ) i BiLAt A 28 47 5. ) 503 A 22 19 AE
77 (Preece, 2001, pp. 351-356) o M€ AR5 A (7] 4% B2 (situation) 7 22 1%
(1) F4 €4 (role) SRATH o PRI » MRPEAT A M X - /A BELFA 22 ] A [ ol L ke
A SCAL B RN BT e B9G5> I8 BRI AE AR A B A v i A 6 > 7 Y
R 1R — R YA AL €47 £ (a set of socially “appropriate”
behavior) (Sennet, 1976, p. 33) = KA ~ B % MA@ i AL N B1R > FTLA
B> Ly FA N Z2 1) 5 A —BERE AR AN B HoAh A RETam A L5 > AE
B EAE s S22 I i B By 5 o A S IR A A A S e A [ B2 R ) = A5 )
J& 7 2 /A HhFE S (semi-public context) o 7E Altman (1975, p. 3) &K » FA
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N2 [ ) B8 PR e 8 AL BR BT AT £y - R B AL W] AR 2
— R I N (B0 B (115 8 B ¥4t A B sl 80 ] 42 il A% 2
(accessibility) B A8 F2 | o FE 4t & B8 b FE b > A 28 3 19 4 AR S (S
B HLIR] R4 i 3 A 3R 57 2 0 (5 B0 TR B DL RS S B ) R SR R
(Altman, 1976, pp. 3—4) o 7E%& #1 > B2 AR A 1 —F 18 4R 2N BEL L 42
AR GERAE - I E 3R %5 (self-disclosure) i 2 {8 A #7325 BLFL H
PR A B 22 M B AR AR o

A AR A AR PeE B 2 MG B2 & i A A B
St AP T L o R 7 R AL (S B A BRI o ER A
Al ARG B 808 A SL B i B SR R A R N 22 [H) 5 i A e
BEANBHAR » ARSI R ~ W IR RN ZE[H]) ol 5, > 5%
HIFI BN 2 AT ) * > aBEAE A (2362 AT R, o A BLRL Y
SRl AR B MR AE o ARIEAL R EE L [ 18 AP RB A R A
728 > A6 %S A A (R A BN EBLRE A AT 5L o AR 7S R A B A R
FH2 NBEA R 5w s MacifE B mi[ AL JAE & #A% 15 A
Goffmann (1971, p. 40) Y 2 3% > 45 09 & [ A\ B9 $H 8] (territories of
the self) » B[l 5% $F035 2 S 9 N 065 152 8 24T (] R A5 2 sl 3 L e oy
PLo (5 B2 B EINAR > ABE AL REE N TR g T
B R A BLFARY IR > dE A PR A B E [l IR R Ak e BB R A5 2R o

R E > AHFAE DU Fr

o = % + ¥ K (Public = visibility + collectivity)
# = A\ + FE#E (Private = individual + withdraw)

fE SRl R BELRA T S R A P O SCAL AN P O SR
B A AL A R RAL A S22 > o B kL g e 7 A T LA o
N B (1 ME A8 2 1F B b B AL ) B AR Al A AR T A 5% B 1Y (Yan,
2009; Yuan, Feng, & Danowski, 2013) > % Al o B {8 47 41 € v BT BRI A 2
BLALSE AR o B b A BR324 20 4B 4R 1Y - 20142
WIWE - P R B ARBEES B BT B g i A > AR R R TE—H
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B 5 b A L) R 25 0 — BE N 5 1 FA B AL N B EE ERE ORI 2 (W,
2017, p. 66) o Rl 2 EREE A\ TR B AL g B L HETRE > DL
H ) 45 o 1) T 25 SR VAR BT S | R AL & BRAR R B AL o A B AR B
Il F 2 B (R > R AL B A0 S 15 V5 ML AR (Yan, 2009, pp. 25-56,
273-281) o MAFFER —REH] > o B B h S R FA AT IR - EA
JUHAERDIAR - AR HEAA SR R 2 4% > BB 2 8TE R
T EMNBEAER  WHEARERRIEE - [ > EBEESAI
SR D Re B WA 2 B, P SR A At sC i 4 R T UG 2 LY 22 [
(BBC, 2010; Dutta, Dutton, & Law, 2011) o 7[5 44 B 76 18 (5 2 1 %] 2\ B
LRI A 1 IR figt A A B AT VG > DR S AE A BRAL R 8 AL A R = v [
FEBE N I AT 3 I O\ BRURA 48 R0 IR A > AEARRRR BE b aT (5 P O
76 (Wu, 2017)

HRERENEERE - RAABNAHZEE

Bfi SR e 5 A [ W LA N L B N 2 ] e o ME AP R R A
B > T DAEAT A BURA R AP R - Lt R P E REBEMRLEME R
LS B2 R R T L o A aC IS EfE B E R I B RERE
B s AANM AL MRS - QRBRERMAARERRNACH
HiG > BHEMEAGE - BE - BE - BEMACETE BN REEE
(Altman & Taylor, 1973) » 75 /& —ff E i B A 3= B A ARy ~ FA
W ) A8k BB AL (Jourard, 1971) » B DL N ARES - B BER—
SRR > SRR R EE A JE A EE A EE » Hik > 1
EMWAES > BENRNEREARLBWEL  BREBREFL  &&
EEHBWNE > RS G EAREEY - B EE P
FREEMEE - BEN AIREREA D ABBIRER (MK Bgs
2004 ; Jourard, 1971) o £ AR 28 A > A48 % A 22 B fih N 57 R
GF ~ RRYA Y H B BAAR o i B IR R R O A RS R R )
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Bl — 22 e R ERA N 1 2 3 a2 0 3 B 3 A B

1&

e T T T

BERE | mzepm

Altman (1975, pp. 1-8, 32-58, 103—123) A% k% F4 P i 52 4 - A ]
DL DA AR 5 A F i AN B ALY PR+ — 2 22 R MERY (spatial) »
Rp#e il S e 4 M 2015 5 5 i o) — MR (5 MR (informational) » RI4%
il 5 B R R R RE B o [ — 1) 7 8 4 B e BE A 6 B i 1 o A AE
IS FEFVFA N 22 [B] AR A R TR] € > T A 5 B e ) R R R A R e R A
SOy AR E S o AP RANGEE —RRBEZR > HINEE
LU TR] ) 4 BE b FA N 22 [ 1) 2 St 22 R Ak > P el AT DA I3 B R
() A BRAEA T 22 IV AR i) > 08 i 3 20 BELRA 22 [T ) LRV A ) 28 AR -

3 PR BE o BERA SR PR IR AV HE

H Petronio (1991) #2 H )8 4% BS FA % B H s (Communication Privacy
Management Theory » CPMT) » J2& /3 BLFA 2% S8 B Y — fIf] o 22 25 - o
o N B 4% SE S ) T B G - fEds — R > A TFEALZE A (privacy
boundary) |75 — M5 I 43 J& ik 28 e 22 B DA S FA N Z2 A B, > 5B A
FEALE AL OB R TR AL B L o TEB R —IE > NM R FR I
RNGEE s BRI —5 > AMMREAAEE - AMMIFEAEEE
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EEMRES > Hh IS APECE R ER (B2~ RIEE - X
K> 2016 : 167-169) © 78 —Ham e > B IR R P 2 AT AT A FA
FURRAE B > DAl P o] e AT 20 AL L BR A BEAR A TV M Y 3 G
LA

(R 5 L A PP G 0 5 B AL A T A A% O s A A T R B L L (5%
2552016 1 169-171) o K A BLh A /3= B O R AME BRE > A
B GE R T —MaER > Bl EEAER] - BREAAR
BB AR - BBV R AT B > ] LA S
SRR RS RMEAS  ERBRBENNERT AR B —F
A3 A IRE T 1) st ) TR RN T anful 2 ) | AR o 4Rl b > B R
R R R A — 7 1% ) 7 R R SR B A 1) R R B SRR AR Y o TR
AT RO | > A5 H5 E A9 SCAL 928 ~ PRI 26 8L ~ (R N B b DA R 1 S
SR o TR A A B R R R S B Ao A -

BAR S fE— M R B B A R AL s I ERE > wRE A AR
— SR o BN AT A E R - B (2019) B4 > AEEATBBE AL > A
72 [ BELRL N 22 [ AH S ST (R I 28 AL AR 3 [ 2 > (R AR AL S I
I > Petronio 47 Hi A = A5 KR FI 0 1 il 2 P B B o BRI G AR
G R R PR FA IR TR B IR R B AR R SR AL S I
B8 1 928 U A5 AT TN E) > S B O T & B 9E 57 A i AL
LRI E 5 BAFBIE > AR AN NS & A e e B AL
1 U S B TR e B PR B AT L T > BIAE £ KAERE bim AN AR RS O
i Af5 B (Petronio, 2002, p. 99) o SATH B & 41 3¢ W8 (935 &2 » Mk i 2
MR A T (S B A — RS X s BRI AN E THE
AL R {5 FFBEE R PO R > T AL S A% 3 B T B AL R B BT A RE 5 T
518 [l g 2 B A LB I o (RS A RS > 65 0= 91
SREAT EBOHE > BIAh A o] DI SE R R 5 R A NG R o MLk > il T g
FEAC IR 1) BEALBOR » 8RR AW AE B = S A R i A5 S
ONBLFL R PRAE R E R — E W R RE o 5 B R EE AR HA
F P ] B € i — A0 WL (o 45 )\ BRURA ) SR PR AS AR o (HIR AR X H4E
v ] S A A8 A 4% v B A 58— > b R A AL s B R P R RL
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N2 W] R B R AR ISR — P BOA I B A > T 25 ik Y ) A o
11 £ 7 WA A R R P B R B EREA R BRAE B RE ) o EHRIE AL
i BE A0 i B B AR AP R B AN AR R B FR AR TR A SO 4R
T8 — B AR AL S R o BRURL SR PR A A B R o B SO M
FREN I [ F AR TR GG 5 2000 22 [ W MR AR L - AR B - A 2 50 EE
J5 AR AT A2 i 42 ] 33 R 1) R 38 BT B B ] A 38 AR A B B AL Y
FHRR -

MR *

B 3LAT 2

H e %% (Daily Diary Studies) J& 4§ 7F 5 K &5 IR » gl ek T
HO—RKANMATE ~ #1838 5 5 1% 4% (Bylsma, Taylor-Clift, & Rottenberg,
2011) o ASCEMS H O BFFT 89735 > BRI P A8 — By R 1A )k 22 A
AT A > RGP W EAE 2C S A RRA AR » DLRERA R
TERA] BAE 2SS B AT LR -

5% T 88 5 I B A THE B 20 K B A e > B R RS R S R I R
fi bR i e O BERE (30.3%) (b B B 4815 8 0 > 2016) > 2 H Al
FEAZ IR 5 b LAz BRI R RE R - BT — e AR - £ BRI
BIOG AT > 5y T 1 W8 5 RS P AE H Al i A3 I At sc 484 ——
WG AT ~ PSS & BB AT N A RO BEACE M - RAM B RAE T AL
A (P R M TR AT S > G 20194E 4 H 2-3 HAE AL F RSB L
W T TR ES - TGS > TS SRR E R 18-24
o VIS TEAS KRB o MG IO 45 SRR > () 0415 A A P AN ol ot A
NS 1) (5 2 LU A9 93 7l 27 97.2% ~ 35.2%

HRPE T WA A 0 45 51 > 26T A (2 w0 e (P A5 R & P A T
75 RIS A AR A ERD o B s BRI % R
T A RR AR B RTIRE > FAMSF3 DT W (0 TR B A T 20 8 ¢ 1A A A B
JF R PR DS AR A BB A TN 25 00 (5 ) 3 5 i BT P 5 AR [ R 6 )
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MR TE S A AT A ERE > FRAMAE AL 5 7 B A RS v vl 4 v 5 ok
(1 77 4R T 30 4% 015 A A BRI IR0 PR 3 1 2 B A HEA T H RO o
AR A AR A TE 1824 5% » HEME TARL ~ KR - PR - B4l -
SR P ELZE 5 (0 R B A A R RN DI A IR R S50 3BT DA B o FRA
W T8 38 LU T A B AN G T & b S BRALHY SRR - (Rl 30 44 I P 4%
WEOR A AT B el o i Sy A > R B 15 2 A -

HRCAYIER TS PE B 4 H 24 H 25 H 8 HAEAT » 15K - 1Elf
] [ R3S TR R LR/ BRI ] SR A TR E e KIER
— 3 LA IS N 25 B8 A7 ) P A5 20 e oA N R AE 1 R A B it
1L B84 A SR AL » * B R 22 ¢ 00 AU T 6 40 W i
& W ESRMAMAE 24 : 00 Z Hi5E AL > FecE H 7EAL SIS B WA
PG DL o an SR A 76 5 B 3B E 6 2 48 a1 4k sc Il 2% > A
TEM IS — 0 E H S o Eia i B - WA BMTZES Kl
A AR A VBB AT TR 25 A I DL - BT 4L 7 2 g R[] IR e Bk 7 (5 AR A 1
AP AT A RGO o A5 697 2545 - 15 450 1 fllfE I A&
RE Bk AN 225 (R i N A BE AR 8% - ARG -

TE HRoWE e iR AR rf > A 75 E R0 ek iy N2 2 0 38 8 A N A
Al B AR Z AN A LSRR > DA R N 2 B A A0 Ae] B Iy [H] T A4k o NS
Al ) 4 5% B T Wu (2017, pp. 128-130) 1£ Private and Public on Social
Network Sites—2¥ i1 Fi 1) &1 0 1R 4E > BB GFE - BLEREIT - o (E 2
BN RIS ~ EATE IR GRS - F0 B 5 RIS S5 | Y
A ESEAMASEECHM YT RSP EENR - FNNEN M
(EY GO A AR DN:UE Rl N S P/ R U] PE e = A
BAEBNE BHACRE - ENEZBIEA L AREE A A
IR A T Re Rk Rt - A RS SCF ~ BRI 5~ B ~ /LR
T MRS SCT - /B R AR - B RO/ g B A R
T o FERZE AT k& b o ARGEUE A AR RO A 1 & 4 A
(SR n et I TN 5 e T K S E NS TR g R /N N SN
)~ Gk R B BEL AT L) ~ £ B O nT RS E f A i AT S o
TSR A R TR T R RIS B A N A B R LIRS o 7R
SN ] LB IR o ARIE AT 2SS B B G o AR N BN 2[R AY AL e PR
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AL S B ob 15 L R A B 20 5 TR i At sl > JIUAS B T A
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