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The Context of My Dissertation Proposal

The aim of my dissertation is to explore certain elements and themes within psychoanalysis, specifically focusing on how and why people create superficial and alternate versions of themselves based on social pressures and external influences. This will involve exploring the ideas within Donald Winnicott’s true and false self, as well as investigating how social conformity and egotistical tendencies affect the creation of the false self. Within this, I will examine the relationship between the false self and social media and how individuals filter their representation of their identity in pursuit of social validation.


















1.  True and False Self

The psychological concepts of the true and false self were introduced by English psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott in 1960, and can be found in a collection of his writings entitled The  Maturational Processes and The Facilitating Environment (1965). The true self refers to the genuine and authentic experiences of the self, and is dependent upon the individual’s ability to think and act spontaneously, rather than forcing actions influenced by external factors (p.147). The false self describes the persona or façade that an individual creates as a means of hiding their true self, with the purpose and function of conforming to social expectations and complying with external demands set by others. This acts as a defence mechanism to alter how the individual presents their self to others. (p.145/146). 
It is important to acknowledge that the true and false self are not as simple as saying one is right and one is wrong. Winnicott (1965, p.148/149) outlines how there are many scenarios in life where we must relay a false self in order to maintain the status quo of a situation, hence the false self is divided into both the healthy and unhealthy: Winnicott’s healthy false self is both an inevitable and essential element of existing within society, and could in fact be considered an extension of the true self; it is largely associated with scenarios in which the individual must maintain a ‘polite and mannered social attitude’ (p.143), even if this is not how we actually feel, as well as understanding our own personal boundaries in social situations and, essentially, ‘not wearing the heart on the sleeve’ (p.143). The healthy false self thereby functions to maintain and protect the true self (p.142).
The unhealthy false self, generally considered to simply be the false self, is often correlated with adopting defence mechanisms to adapt ourselves to fit in amongst peers and meet social standards and expectations. The formation of the false self occurs when the individual feels that their true self is of minimal significance and that they are not cared about extensively by others. The individual responds by creating a false self with the intention of repressing their weaknesses and anxieties to present an ideal persona to others; the false self grants the individual an inflated sense of self-importance, thus granting a greater feeling of belonging and purpose within society (Malkin, 2015. p.204-205).
Winnicott (1965, p.144-146) outlines how the formation of a false self is not necessarily the fault of the individual, but often stems from their childhood experiences during their upbringing. If the child feels a sense of neglect, incapability or the inability to meet the expectations of their parent(s), the child initiates the creation of a false self to cater towards how they feel they should act; they comply with the needs of their parent(s), thereby suppressing the development of their true self.
The ideas in Lowen (2004, p.197) stem from Winnicott’s true and false self and explore the issue of someone who presents their identity through a superficial or false persona. This poses the question as to whether such an individual loses knowledge of who they really are, thus generating a sub-conscious belief that their false self is in fact their true self. 
















2. Conformity 

Conformity is a core element in an individual’s creation of a false self; it describes the process by which the individual changes their beliefs, behavioural patterns and / or actions in accordance with social expectations and normative standards. As with the false self, an individual will often conform based on external pressures and demands, which they feel they must meet as the result of their sense of personal inadequacy.

Herbert Kelman

Harvard psychologist Herbert Kelman distinguished the reasons for conformity and the processes of social influence into 3 categories: Compliance, Identification and Internalisation (1958, p.52-54).

Compliance stems from the individual’s fear of social rejection, where the individual’s desire for a ‘favourable reaction from a person or group’ (1958, p.53) results in the rejection of their true self by adhering to the expectations of others. The individual thereby changes their actions and attitudes to meet these external demands, but may revert back to their true self when not amongst peers.

Identification is the process by which the individual emulates the attitudes, actions and / or image of a person considered to be of high social, economic or cultural status, for example, a celebrity, actor, music artist etc. The individual feels that mirroring the persona of a high status figure grants them an increased sense of self-worth and importance, therefore increasing the likelihood of social acceptance and peer validation.  
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Fig.1
Danjaq United Artists
Omega James Bond Advertisment, 2008
Photograph.





An example of identification is how advertising campaigns use imagery of celebrities to endorse their products, as shown in Fig.1. The aim is that viewers associate the celebrity with this product and feel the desire to attain this element of the celebrity’s lifestyle.

Kelman’s third conformity process, Internalisation refers to when an individual’s actions and attitudes change on both a social and personal level. Unlike compliance, the individual retains their sense of conformity even whilst outside of their social group(s). 
Conformity within Social Media 

Kelman’s conformity types can be correlated with numerous elements of today’s culture and society, one of the most significant of which is social media; this conformity can be considered with regards to how people present their self, as well as how they respond to incessant exposure to celebrity lifestyles.
Social media allows people to filter their life to the aspects that they want their peers to see; this becomes a core element of how the individual is perceived by others, and hence the opinion that others hold of the individual is based on a false self (Jager, 2017). 
Social networking outlets such as Facebook or Instagram are dependent on people’s motivation to share and communicate with others. Zephoria (2018) shows that as of March 2018, an average of 1.45 billon people log onto Facebook each day; in many cases, the individual is relentlessly subjected to updates on the lives of peers and celebrities, as well as frequent advertisements and product endorsements. 
Such exposure and subsequent attempts to mimic celebrity lifestyles (through Kelman’s identification) often heightens an individual’s sense of entitlement, and thus the means of obtaining social validation tends towards an increased desire for material objects (Ogneva, 2011); thus their false self acts to promote their own economic status through material possessions and extortionately priced products and brands. 









The Social Commentary of Barbara Kruger
[image: Related image]











Fig.2
Barbara Kruger
I Shop, Therefore I Am, 1987
Photographic silkscreen collage (serigraph) on vinyl.






American artist Barbara Kruger is renowned for her social and political commentaries relayed through the combination of text and image within her artworks. 
In Fig.2, Kruger’s I shop therefore I am presents conformity by means of consumerism and materialism; the caption in the image reimagines Descartes’ famous ‘I think, therefore I am’ (Discourse on the Method, 1637). Kruger acknowledges how consumerism and materialistic tendencies are a core element of how many individuals construct their identity, believing that their material possessions determine their levels of self-importance and status within society. 

In 21st century society, the growth of social media has made it easier for the individual, by Kelman’s identification, to filter their self-representation; this enables the individual to relay a false sense of heightened social or economic status, with the intention of obtaining validation from a much broader audience. An interviewee in Colin (2004), as cited in Twenge (2014, p.100) embodies this notion of false representation and consumerist conformity, stating that ‘physical possessions are a way to measure happiness’. 











3. Egotism

The purpose of social conformity and implementing a false self is for the individual to change how others perceive them; they act to suppress their underlying self-consciousness and feelings of self-inadequacy and subsequently aim to heighten their sense of self-worth and importance within society. Egotism is built upon the idea of the individual developing an excessive sense of self-importance, and their desire to maintain this inflated self-image through continual positive reception and validation from others.
[image: http://totallyhistory.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/Michelangelo_Caravaggio.jpg]














Fig.3
Caravaggio
Narcissus, c.1597
Oil on canvas.



Egotism is not a modern phenomenon; Duiker and Spielvogel (2006, p.351-2) outlines how the late 16th century marked a transitional period in Europe whereby the dominance of the Catholic Church began to decline in favour of the shifting social focus on personal independence from religious establishments, as well as personal gain rather than collective. Many paintings at the time began to shift emphasis towards themes of self-image, an example of which is shown by Caravaggio’s depiction of Narcissus (Fig 3). The painting depicts Narcissus based on his role in Greek Mythology; Narcissus felt an excessive sense of self-admiration, and fell in love with his own reflection in the water of a spring.
Parallels can be identified between Narcissan tendencies and prevalence of themes of self-image seen throughout 21st century culture and society. For example, the idea of the ‘selfie’, to take a photo of oneself often to share with others (through social media), acts as a means of self and peer validation. Such an example leads to how validation based on self-image has become an dominant issue for some individuals, for example, the term ‘selfitis’ was first coined in 2014 to describe an individual who obsessively takes selfies. This term has since been recognised as a genuine ‘psychological complex’ by the American Psychiatric Association, and is associated with individuals trying to combat low self-esteem and fit in amongst their peers. (Britton, 2017).
Egotism is correlated with elements of social influence and conformity, specifically Kelman’s identification; Storr (2017, p.17) describes how social structures and cultures establish an image of the ‘ideal’ or ‘perfect’ self and hence the model traits that individuals should aspire towards. Whether through media outlets, advertising, social media, music etc., people are constantly subjected to what others relay as the attributes of an ‘ideal self’ or a perfect and privileged way of life. It is often the mind-set within society that anything less than this makes the individual inferior to others (Jager, 2017). People subsequently shape their actions, interests and attitudes to mirror those of people they regard as possessing high status, hence conforming to a way of life they believe is superior and emulating the process of conformity through identification.  
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Fig.4
Barbara Kruger
You Are Not Yourself, 1982
Photographic silkscreen collage (serigraph) on vinyl.





With regards to the social commentary of Barbara Kruger, her piece shown in Fig.4, entitled You Are Not Yourself (1982), presents how an individual’s self-image becomes distorted by the pressure and expectations placed upon them by society, and the emotional effect that the inability to meet an ‘ideal standard’ has on them.  Her piece also demonstrates how through egotism, the heightened view of self-image simultaneously heightens the individual’s need for validation from others; her piece subsequently presents a contrasting view of self-reflection to that presented in Caravaggio’s Narcissus.
Contextualising My Findings 

It is clear that social conformity and egotistic tendencies both play a role in an individual’s construction of a false self. Conformity generally arises from fear of social rejection and hence the desire to fit in (Kelman’s compliance), or as a means of personal, social, or economic gain, for example, conforming by mirroring the actions and attitudes of a high status individual (Kelman’s identification). From the process of identification stems egotism; when the individual receives validation based on their (false) sense of status, they develop a heightened sense of self-worth. The individual thereby subconsciously believes their elevated status is genuine and fails to recognise the falsity of their superficial identity. 
The emergence of social media in today’s society has only encouraged the creation of a false self; the ease with which the individual can filter how they present their self and elements of their life subsequently governs the false pretences by which others perceive them. 
Ultimately, conformity and egotism further the loss of the individual’s true self in favour of a superficial false self. From my dissertation proposal, I considered exploring the following thought:
If the false self is so frequently an instinctive development in the individual, and has become the majority mind-set and attitude within society, should the false self essentially be considered as the new true self?








The Working Title / Question For My Dissertation:  


You Are Not Yourself:
To what extent has the false self become dominant within society?



Three possible sub-questions/sub-titles:


1. The Origins of the True and False Self



2. What roles do social conformity and consumerist tendencies have in the development of the false self? 

3. How has the emergence of social media escalated the tendency to create a false self?  
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