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Accompanying poster by Victoria Maclean
Introduction
In March 2020, the world as we know it, changed forever and we had to learn to live in isolation, to protect ourselves, our loved ones, and the health workers. The Covid-19 pandemic created a new environment for the world to live in under a new set of rules and boundaries, unfamiliar and uncomfortable. This formed a new contemporary condition; a new way of living and communicating. During the covid pandemic our time became impatient, unnerving, and unfamiliar. This is when much of the world’s population turned to digital technology and social media. “There was a significant increase in the average time U.S. users spend on social media in 2020: 65 minutes daily, compared to 54 minutes and 56 minutes the years before”. (Dixon S, 2022). The need to communicate with others either talking or listening to others talk meant an increased time sat at screens, engaging with digital forms of communication. With nine billion people on this planet, there were 4.74 billion social media users around the world in October 2022, equating to 59.3 percent of the total global population. (Kepios, 2022)  

Over half the world, now use social media in some form or another. During the pandemic this became more essential for everyday lives, from ordering food, speaking to family and friends or to work from home. Whether you were familiar to the internet or not, Lockdown forced many people’s hands. During this time the role of the artist evolved and changed as a new type of artist emerged and became very influential, the social media artist, the influencer. This essay will critically consider and evaluate the role of the artist within the contemporary condition, specifically considering the role of the influencer on social media and how this role changed because of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

A contemporary condition can be broken down as the present state that something or someone is in; contemporary can be defined as “existing or happening now” and condition as “the particular state that something or someone is in” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023). It can further be defined as an understanding or a feeling, a bringing together of a multitude of experiences and times that are known to form the ‘present’.  
Thus, the contemporary is at once a periodizing category in the sense that it is our era, the time in which we live, and a modal or experiential category in the sense that it is a particular relationship to time and to history, or maybe an experience of a loss of history, of a loss of a futural moment
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The contemporary condition can be understood therefore as a loss in addition to an understanding of what point in time a person is in. With regards to this essay the contemporary condition to be discussed is the Covid-19 pandemic that began in March 2020 and has continued, still having a societal impact in 2023.

Due to the outbreak of the Coronavirus pandemic, which originated in Wuhan, China, governments all over the world essentially put humanity on hold. Each country that had been infected by the pandemic, shut down and people were forced to stay in their own homes. The world went into lockdown. People in the UK were only allowed out of their homes for essentials, such as food, or for an hour of exercise a day. The public were only allowed to socialize within their own household. Meeting anyone from outside, who did not live with them, was deemed illegal. To enforce this, there were more police patrols, neighbors were told to report anyone for breaking covid rules. Weddings, parties, and other gatherings were banned, even funeral parties or wakes, were forbidden. A person was not allowed to drive to a location unless it was for essential shopping and driving to a location to walk your dog was prohibited. Even local police forces used remote control drones to keep an eye on groups of children and adults, telling them to go home and to keep the streets clear. If these rules were broken, fines were given out, so in truth, people were all under house arrest. 

Not only were families forced to be together for 24 hours, 7 days a week without a break, but you also had parents who became teachers overnight for their own children. As all schools were closed, parents were now solely responsible for their children’s education. With the help of some online learning sent to each pupil via their teachers, home schooling became essential. 

During these isolating, unknowing and dark times, the population turned to the internet. Social media became increasingly popular during the pandemic. The public were finding new ways to entertain themselves or others. New Influencers surfaced. Entertainers, dancers, singers, jokers, and others, started to embrace the apps such as TikTok or YouTube, to name a few. (Molla R, 2021).

Before lockdown, the internet was used when needed. We surfed, we chatted, shared images, and enjoyed being online during our spare time. Once Lockdown hit, people were forced to use the internet to connect to the outside world. Instead of using Google to look up recipes, find out the latest news and more, this instead became the only option. (Research on impact digital covid lockdown had on older generation (Jaarsveld GMV, 2020).
As a result of the Covid-19 pandemic and the ensuing contemporary condition that followed the role of digital technology evolved as this became the only method of communication. Those who were tech savvy, coped remarkably well, others had to learn fast. “COVID-19 has highlighted the need for older people to get more support in acquiring a digital presence for modern day living” (Tabassum N, 2020). The role of the internet and social media changed overnight as this became the only resource for working, school, family/friend’s meetings or to learn new skills such as DIY. (Dixon S, 2022). 

Social media blew up during lockdown. There was a significant increase in the average time U.S. users spent on social media in 2020: 65 minutes daily, compared to 54 minutes and 56 minutes the years before (Dixon S, 2022). Social media apps were downloaded millions of times during 2020.; TikTok eight hundred and fifty million times, WhatsApp six hundred million times, Facebook five hundred and forty million times and Instagram five hundred and three million times (Cook J, 2021).

Would this have happened if there would have been no lockdown, would social media be even more popular now if people were not forced to remain in their homes? The numbers above say no. 

Being on social media a few times a day is not classed as damaging but being online for several hours a day is unhealthy for mental wellbeing, according to child and adolescent health. (Mailman School of Public Health, 2017) 
Facebook and Instagram and other social media platforms are important sources of socialization and relationship-building for many young people. Social media can also provide platforms for bullying and exclusion, unrealistic expectations about body image and sources of popularity, normalization of risk-taking behaviors, and can be detrimental to mental health. (Wall Street Journal, 2021).

However, the use of social media is not slowing down. So, does this mean that it must be embraced and incorporated into daily life? Companies are already looking at better ways to use these tools. 

During the pandemic, when large gatherings and parties were forbidden, celebrities seemed to be the first to move with the time. Change how their fans see them, taking to social media to perform free concerts from inside their own homes, playing to the world for free on their own social media platforms. Now we have smart phones that can film in 4K, doesn’t that account for something? “Several artists have live-streamed mini performances on social media, giving people who are currently holed up at home some live entertainment, just from a distance.” (O’Kane C, 2020).

Being on social media is a habit and being in lockdown for two years, the internet was arguably used too much but now lockdown is over, how can the habit be broken? There is no denying that social media truly helped us to stay in contact with our loved ones over the course of the pandemic, however we no longer need to rely solely on apps like Facebook or TikTok, so why are they still being used so much? “One thing that brings people together is shared experiences” Karen North. (Molla R, 2021). The British are famous for talking about the weather; the world for two years, was known for talking about the pandemic. The world had something in common to discuss whether it be the death toll in our country or that someone close, had tested positive. It was a version of a live soap opera. 

With all this changing and so fast, how have Film & TV companies adapted due to the social media surge. Programs such as The X Factor, (a reality TV program where contestants would sing in front of 4 judges, each needing to be chosen to compete in the next round) has now turned to the social media app, TikTok to do the work for them. TikTok is a video-sharing app that allows users to create and share short-form videos on any topic. (Geyser W, 2022). All a wannabe contestant must do now is upload a short video of them singing a certain song chosen by The X Factor team, from the comfort of their own home. No need to travel for this audition, instead add a specific hashtag within the video clip description and upload it. Then people who work for Simon Cowell and the X Factor will watch the videos with that specific hashtag to find their next star. They will most likely use the view count as a guide. If the video has low views, then they will probably skip over that video. If the video views are high, they will most likely pay much more attention to it. A video with a higher view count could mean this contestant has already won the hearts of the viewers and will sell much more easily to an audience than someone who has not been viewed as successfully (Allday J, 2022).

The public were finding new ways to entertain themselves or others and the role of the influencer became more prominent and arguably important. The influencer became the modern interpretation of an artist, an artist of social media; “influencers in social media are people who have built a reputation for their knowledge and expertise on a certain subject” https://influencermarketinghub.com/what-is-an-influencer/. During the Covid-19 pandemic and following lockdowns, new Influencers surfaced as there became a need for businesses to reach out to consumers in addition to whole communities of people wanting to communicate and be talked to; the social media influencer has the power to affect purchasing decisions but does this through creating a social relationship with the consumer on a personal level. (Geyser W, 2022).

In recent years, influencer marketing has been on the rise. What was a $1.7 billion industry in 2016 has since grown to become a $9.7 billion industry in 2020. In just 2021, it grew to $13.8 billion and is projected to expand to $15 billion in 2022. (Shepherd J, 2023).

For companies, using Micro Influencers (MI) (Influencers who have between 3,000 and 100,000 followers) is very profitable for business. All they must do is send out a few products for free to the MI, the MI then shares these products on their social media platforms to their audiences across the globe, which amounts to free advertising. This has become incredibly popular and saves the company a lot in advertising fees. 

Micro-influencers can often have just as big an impact as those with larger followings due to their highly engaged and loyal communities. Influencer marketing statistics show the market share of micro-influencers grew from 89% in 2020 to 91% in 2021. (Shepherd J, 2023). 

The role of a social media artist became the lockdown entertainer. Sometimes it was the only communication some people had. The social media artist would even go as far as to do, either regular live streams where they would chat to their followers live, or they would put on things like a live pub quiz. Anything to keep the population and their audience happy and entertained. Being an influencer, social media artist, was so important to so many and even the slightest delay in uploading a video caused panic. People relied on the role of the social media artists to provide a distraction from everyday life and remind them that they were not alone; they were loved, appreciated, and needed. Once the video or post went live, the followers would write a comment, sometimes even telling the influencer, their life story, or troubles.  

A social media influencer is arguably the new contemporary artist. If an artist wanted to make their social media posts contemporary, whilst working for a company they were promoting, then could this be classed as something different or risky. Maybe what they wanted to create, had never been done before. Making something contemporary or current? If you are contracted to a company, doing something different that has never been tried before can be very risky, doing something of today, maybe another way of looking at this as possibly, starting a trend? Doing something with an app like TikTok, starting a dance routine, and seeing if it takes off? Talking about something that no one wants to address. This could go one of two ways, either it will be interesting and start a genuine conversation with others across that social media platform or it will be hated and slammed by others for talking about something no one wanted to address or discuss.

The evolving role of the social media artist in this new contemporary condition can be seen in Amalia Ulman. A regular user of digital media Amalia started a social thought experiment, setting herself up as a fake influencer and documenting it to see the responses. She sexualised herself, talking or addressing subjects not normally mentioned on social media, without any form of backlash or scrutiny. 
“Amalia Ulman, How this 2014 Instagram hoax predicted the way we now use social media.”  (Rulgrok S, 2018)

Amalia became an influencer as a social media experiment. Creating a fake account and shared her life as an apparent wannabe actress in LA, USA. 
For the next several months, she conducted a scripted online performance via her Instagram and Facebook profiles. As part of this project, titled Excellences and Perfections, Ulman underwent an extreme, semi-fictionalized makeover. (New Exhibitions Museum, 2014).
Not only did this influencer do something that had never been done before, but she also predicted how social media would be used years down the line; faking a boob job, showing a handgun in a post, receiving hate speech but also praise for certain posts. This is unheard of today. Celebrities such as the Kardashians were classed as the first ever official influencers of our time. Now we have things like cancel culture. This is a term used when a celebrity is attacked online by followers, trolls, and news agencies across the world, potentially cancelling their carriers. Some of the experiments Amalia performed on her social platform could have resulted in her being cancelled online if these experiments had been carried out on today’s social media platforms. If an influencer did these today, they could in fact lose everything. 
A good example of the cancel culture used today is rapper Kanye West. 

Rapper lost millions and his billionaire status overnight when his partnership with Adidas was terminated in October. Kanye West is experiencing yet another backlash after making a series of antisemitic remarks during interviews and on social media. (Lewis I, 2022).

West has made several remarks about Jews, Hitler and others to have been cancelled by fans and companies from all over the world. Losing his net worth, brand ambassadorship and collaborations so far that he may not ever make it back again. 

“Excellences & Perfections” predicted the way in which so many now adopt a one-size-fits-all personality in order to appeal to a greater number. It demonstrated that there was a formula for racking up followers, it’s just that the formula meant a very selective representation of reality” (Rulgrok S, 2018).

Not only did Ulman predict the way we use social media today, but she changed the face of it. Ulman knew that a large social media following meant power. The profile of a well-known or highly followed influencer is prime real-estate for brands trying to get their product noticed.
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Online with Ulman’s experiment I conducted an experiment on my own platform to see the results. The first of the two images has been manipulated to make me appear thinner around the waist. This experiment was to see if there was an increase or decrease in likes from the audience and their reactions to the changes. There was more attention for this left hand image than the right on social media. Liked by 232 on Instagram. More than normal for one of these modelling photos. This was a post on Instagram for the company Zavvi, advertising their new Secrets of Dumbledore Akedo shoes. (Maclean V, 2022).

How does this sort of photo shopping affect others, the real woman today? Does photoshopping get more results, or showing a normal unedited photo get more attention? 
The Kardashians did something no other celebrities would have done. They scrapped their social media team and wanted to speak directly to their fans. They didn’t share just the perfect airbrushed photos on social media like so many other influencers, however there were still a lot of airbrushing, they showed the nitty gritty side to all who wanted to see the real them. Large buts, big boobs, messy hair but still airbrushed, this was not heard of before and went down well with their huge following. 

“The Kardashians are more than stars – they are a brand, notes Dahan. And the way they started to market themselves led to a powerful shift in the way brands began communicating with their fans” (Davies A, 2021).

With apps making it very easy to airbrush a smaller waste or bigger bust or to even give you much whiter teeth, what is real and how do we believe what we see in pictures? Apps such as Facetune have become increasingly popular, it is getting far too easy to change the way we look on line. 
The app allows users to alter their appearance in several ways, from teeth whitening to face slimming and spot removal. Users can make themselves thinner, bustier, curvier and all sorts! (Parry M, 2018). 
However, as the above experiment shows, people don’t seem to mind these photo or video alterations. Or are they done so well that people believe what they see? 
An up-and-coming influencer who is taking the world by storm is 22 year old Alix Earle from Miami, Florida. The new It girl and full time university student has blown up on TikTok, gaining millions of new followers in just a few months. Something any other influencer would kill for. 
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Earle started on TikTok on 19th Feb 2020. In less than three years, Earle has blown up to almost three and a half million followers, talking about clothes, make-up, break-ups, everyday topics, Get ready with me, anxiety, and depression. She comes across as everyone’s BFF and talks to the camera like she is talking directly to you. (Chen T, Weiss G 2022).

Yes, some would argue Earle is rich and stunning, with the perfect body and hair, but in the last year, she has been very open about her fight with acne and mental health issues. Talking about her treatments and showing her skin and self, at their worst. Alix has become the new IT girl of TikTok, for being more real than most. Some could even say she is changing the way we see perfection. The Kardashians post perfect pictures on social media, however, Alix Earle posts videos of her drunk, hung over, bad hair and make-up days, an apartment any mother would be horrified to see the state of, and people love her for it. 


Does this mean the way we use and see social media is changing? Would this have happened [image: A collage of a person

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
Figure 4
without the pandemic? However, does this also mean that with apps such as Facetune, Perfect influencers like The Kardashians, we still expect perfection when it goes to online posts? Will we ever be able to show our true bad skinned, misshaped breasts or yellow teeth and do well online? Even with new IT girls like Alix Earle, showing us she is a real person with real problems, it doesn’t seen that the perfect looking influencer will ever go away.

In conclusion, the role of the online artist has become far greater since the outbreak of covid 19. More influencers, more accounts being created, more apps being downloaded, fake news, trolling online, anxiety and depression caused by the obsession and expectations of others across social media and the only way to deal with this is to try adapt. Social media is growing bigger every month and the pandemic most definitely had a huge hand in this growth. However, thanks to demand, the need for the social media artist, influencer is far greater then pre pandemic. More companies are needing the help of the Micro Influencers and their Neche. Our addiction to the internet has increased due to the pandemic. Whether this is because we needed to have access for work, school, family, or friends meeting, we have all succumb to the online apps. I would argue that our current usages is not healthy and wish that over time this usage fades however with more companies, production companies, advertising companies, trends and so on, are getting more and more traction online, This doesn’t seem to be going again anytime soon. With the rise of social media, the MI and app downloads, we need to all learn to live with these changes and wait for us to all develop a hunch back due to the amount of time we seem to be bent over on our phones or devises. I wonder if this will one day become a trend? The Hunch back of social media?
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