[bookmark: _Hlk238798892][bookmark: _Hlk238300102]Sense of self-identity: In a society characterised by the tension and coexistence of the virtual and the real, the melancholic individual under the influence of postmodernism, neo-materialism and posthumanism, how does the comic Out of Control Evolution find a new balance through disintegration and coexistence within a cyberpunk setting, thereby preserving the subject’s authenticity and enabling the subject to achieve a sense of self-identity


Introduction: This project explores the use of cyberpunk to facilitate art therapy and foster the subject’s sense of self-identity. Utilising comics as a medium of communication and employing a Japanese ‘realistic style’ artistic approach, this research aims to create a comic entitled Out of Control Evolution. This project utilises the concept of ‘virtual influencing reality’ to achieve artistic healing. From the perspectives of Expressive Arts Therapy and Existential Psychology, it examines how cyberpunk influences the subject’s sense of self through the dimensions of contradiction and unity, mourning, and self-identity, thereby facilitating the subject’s self-reconstruction in the post-human era.

Keywords: contradiction, coexistence, control and resistance, balance, cyberpunk, cybernetics, existentialism, healing, virtual and reality, authenticity, self-continuity, self-identity

1.Project Focus and Context
Against the backdrop of the postmodern, neo-materialist, post-human era, this paper explores how art therapy can be achieved through cyberpunk. Firstly, cyberpunk is the visualisation of cybernetics; as the focus of this study is art therapy, this research aims to enable individuals (those suffering from depression) whose feedback mechanisms have spiralled out of control within cybernetic systems to achieve a sense of self-identity through therapeutic means. Specifically, art therapy is realised through the comic Out of Control Evolution, with the aim of maintaining ontological existence to counteract dissipation. Research Question: Cyberpunk is an art form characterised by contradiction and unity; cybernetics is a mechanism of operation built upon contradiction, and the subject exists within this contradiction. This is specifically manifested in cyberpunk through the opposition between body and consciousness, virtual and reality, and control and resistance. This study examines how the comic Out of Control Evolution, through the state of contradiction and coexistence inherent in cyberpunk, enables the audience to recognise themselves, achieve self-identity, and thereby realise art therapy. This study utilises the medium of comics. By analysing cyberpunk, the comic Out of Control Evolution depicts a virtual world that is both a compromise and a realm of resistance. Set against a backdrop of corporate domination, the comic portrays large corporations developing cyborg technology and implanting chips into human brains to enhance work capacity; yet humans are subsequently subjugated by artificial intelligence. Through its narrative and visual style, the comic embodies the underlying theme of contradiction and unity inherent in cyberpunk. This study finds that cyberpunk can both harm and heal people. Derrida (1972) proposed the theory of ‘medicine as poison’, suggesting that what heals may also cause harm, and what causes harm may also bring healing. The comic depicts a world where technology influences reality, reality is influenced by the virtual, and the virtual can, in turn, alter reality. Secondly, artificial intelligence, acting as an agent and a node in a decentralised world, has always coexisted with humanity. Consequently, through the lens of cyberpunk, the comic offers healing to those suffering from melancholy, helping them to distinguish between the virtual and the real. Reality gives rise to the virtual, whilst the virtual can engage with reality; within reality, individuals can reshape their self-identity and gain a new understanding of themselves. This represents a unique path for self-healing and spiritual awakening in the digital age.

This study is grounded in theories such as liquid realism, hauntology, the mirror and simulacrum, melancholy and mourning, and the virtual mirror, and is conducted within the frameworks of auto-ethnography and phenomenology. This paper is divided into five sub-questions to address the research question, arguing from the following five perspectives: how the spatial and temporal contexts of comics are established; how hyperreal simulation influences the spatial construction of comics; how cyberpunk realises melancholy and achieves a new equilibrium; how the visual elements of comics are visualised through the ‘virtual mirror’ platform; and how comics serve as a form of therapy for melancholy.

Cyberpunk is an art form that coexists with contradictions; the system does not eliminate these contradictions, but rather utilises them to function, thereby achieving a new equilibrium. The comic Out of Control Evolution depicts a world of oppression and resistance that ultimately achieves unity, where reality can be augmented by the virtual, and the virtual and the real intermingle and permeate one another, realising the coexistence of the virtual, reality and technology coexist; by confronting grief, the subject is rebuilt amidst the ruins. Ultimately, the comic conveys to the audience the idea that technology does not destroy the subject, but rather participates in its creation. It urges readers to discern the distinction between the virtual and the real, enabling them to discover the commonalities between the two within the indistinguishable space of hyperreal simulation. Amidst disintegration, they find a new equilibrium, come to terms with the present situation and their own selves, and reshape a new identity.
The manga Out of Control Evolution captures the interplay between the virtual, reality and technology—all coexisting in a symbiotic relationship. This connection is reflected in the comic’s visual style and narrative setting, characterised by stark contrasts between light and shadow, a sense of colossal scale, themes of oppression and resistance, and dense hatching and halftone dots, which collectively establish a visual tone (see Figure 1). The comic *Out of Control Evolution* is divided into three chapters: Chapter One covers the development of a futuristic technological city in 2050 and interstellar migration in 2099. Chapter Two covers the asteroid impact on Earth in 2075 and the rise of artificial intelligence to rule the planet in 2100. Chapter Three depicts the tribal crisis of 2110 and the unravelling of the saviour’s true identity. The comic constructs a virtual world spiralling out of control, depicting how people live within this chaotic environment and find suitable ways of life. The disintegration and regeneration of this uncontrolled world represent the coexistence of contradiction and unity. Through the virtual world, it offers those suffering from melancholy a means of resolving issues in real life; by allowing the virtual to influence reality, it compels those immersed in the virtual realm to confront reality and achieve a sense of self-identity. Technology is no longer merely a tool, but a means of self-discovery.
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Figure 1 from author


2.Research and Design Development
The disintegration of substance ontology in both the spatial and temporal dimensions under postmodernism provides the historical and spatial context in which the comic is set. Zygmunt Bauman (2000) first proposed the concept of ‘Liquid Realism’ in Liquid Modernity, stating that ‘Solid social forms… are melting faster than the time it takes to cast them’ and that ‘Long-term commitments, stable institutions and durable networks have been dismantled and liquefied’. Subsequently, in Liquid Realism: Hauntology, Lack, and Mourning as Method (2026), Robert Edgar argued that people no longer view reality as a matter of representational fidelity; rather, it is a practice of encountering instability and absence. Liquid Realism is, in essence, a decentralised, nomadic subjectivity that emerges under neoliberalism to replace substance ontology, representing the disintegration of substance ontology in the spatial dimension.
Following the shattering of social democratic promises, this has led to a gradual erasure of the future and a stalling of time; past promises remain unfulfilled. Under the impact of these past circumstances, this has sparked a sense of nostalgia for the past amongst the present-day populace, leaving the masses trapped between the past and the present, unable to move forward. As proposed by Mark Fisher (2014), the stagnation of cultural imagination under capitalist realism means that society can no longer conceive of a future that is radically different from the present. This ‘cancelled’ future represents the disintegration of ‘substance ontology’ in the temporal dimension.
The dual disintegration of the spatial and temporal dimensions gives rise to the contradictory reality of postmodern society, which is caught between a state of fluid uncertainty and a cycle of repetitive stagnation. The setting of the comic Out of Control Evolution unfolds precisely against the backdrop of this postmodern disintegration, where matter is in a constant state of disintegration and regeneration, and unity and contradiction coexist. The contradictions inherent in cybernetics take root in this postmodern soil, leading melancholic individuals to seek refuge in the virtual world as an escape from reality.

The fundamental framework of the comic Out of Control Evolution is drawn from cyberpunk’s concept of hyperreal simulation; the comic is based on the construction of a virtual, hyperreal simulated cyberspace. It allows people living in the virtual world (those suffering from depression) to enter this virtual, hyperreal simulated cyberspace, and uses the events unfolding within the virtual space constructed by the comic to influence the self-identity of depressed individuals in the real world. In *Simulacra and Simulation* (1994), Baudrillard proposed that contemporary society is governed by simulation; signs no longer point to reality but are simulacra of reality, constituting a virtual world. The comic under study in this research, Out of Control Evolution, depicts a virtual cyberpunk world in which cyborgs suffer from cyberpsychosis, and artificial intelligence invades their minds. The futuristic city portrayed in the comic is a space of hyperreal simulation; artificial intelligence itself exhibits a ‘violent resurgence of otherness’ (2001), which is one of the factors driving its rebellion. In postmodern society, this thoroughly supplants reality, causing identity to lose its stability and thereby leading to the disintegration of existing self-identity; phenomenologically speaking, this constitutes a form of reactionary politics.
In Cyberpunk 2077, the protagonist V is subjected to emotional simulacra. Baudrillard (1996) argued that the core of the simulacrum lies in the replacement of reality itself by symbolic replicas, whereby people are immersed in hyperreality and experience not genuine emotions, but rather those represented by cultural symbols. The futuristic city depicted here exists somewhere between utopia and dystopia, forming an image that prompts reflection on existence and identity. Therefore, drawing on the views of Paweł Frelik & Lars Schmeink (2020), video games are a meta-medium of the cyberpunk genre; Cyberpunk 2077 presents the outdated fears imagined in the last century and fails to address the challenges currently facing the 21st century. This constitutes a form of escapism, a melancholy revived by the cyberpunk visual style, and a form of cyberpsychosis. The comic Out of Control Evolution immerses the audience in the melancholy of the virtual world by establishing a virtual realm of control and resistance, and by conveying a sense of the colossal, oppression and rebellion.

Under the influence of postmodernism, cyberpunk revives the fears of the past, whilst the cyberpsychosis depicted in games triggers real-world fears, leading to depression amongst people in reality. By creating a virtual space, the comic enables those living in the virtual world (depressed individuals) to experience the melancholy brought about by cyberpunk. It then guides these individuals to immerse themselves in the narrative of Out of Control Evolution, allowing them to find that ray of light amidst the darkness through the comic, thereby achieving artistic healing. Identity itself is a form of fictional stability; it is a projection and mirror image of real life, which in turn gives rise to a sense of self-identity. This is the result of the simulacrum’s intrusion upon identity, rather than a mere reflection.
In the game Cyberpunk 2077, mirrors serve as a fundamental figure and an anchor point of identity, establishing a phenomenological link between the protagonist, V, and the player’s first-person perspective; V is the player’s emotional mirror image, a fusion of the virtual and the real. When the face of the rock singer Johnny replaces V’s reflection in the mirror, it creates a sense of estrangement and a split in identity. According to Iancan (1997), the psychopathic self lacks boundaries, giving rise to a sense of danger that the ‘other’ is usurping one’s own position. In the game, the mirror no longer reflects reality but simulacres an intrusive ‘small other’; this constitutes a deconstruction of the phenomenological link between the virtual and the real. The mirror no longer reflects the player’s emotions, which gives rise to a fear of being devoured by the ‘small other’. The protagonist V harbours Johnny’s memories within their mind; whenever V picks up a mirror, it triggers a headache, plunging them into a state of ‘false-self’ and a fear of being devoured by the other. (1960) Laing’s Phenomenology of Psychosis (2010) mentions that this involves a withdrawal of the self into a fantasy world, where the false-self loses control over body and mind; the fear of being devoured by the other, ‘death-in-life’ and the ‘deadness of the shared world’ are among the conditions that lead to the onset of cyberpsychosis. Freud’s Mourning and Melancholia (1917) posits that melancholia involves an obsession with a lost object and a refusal to accept change, whereas mourning entails accepting loss and confronting reality. In the game, Johnny’s intrusion, the loss of control over the mirroring between real players and virtual reality, and the fact that reality no longer governs the virtual world lead to virtual emotions simulating the consciousness of ‘V’, thereby affecting the real player’s sense of self. Cyberpsychosis within the game is transmitted into reality, triggering depression.
The comic Out of Control Evolution, the subject of this study, unfolds a series of stories set against the backdrop of cyberpunk-induced melancholy, immersing the audience in this melancholic atmosphere. This is reflected in the narrative structure, storylines and artistic style. Cyberpunk represents the subversion and deconstruction of the old subject, enabling the audience to discover a new form of unity amidst this melancholy. This rebalances control and counter-control; the characters in the comic neither compromise nor dissipate, but are constantly generated from contradiction, achieving unity and then using the virtual to influence reality, thereby enabling the real subject to realise its own self-identity.

As illustrated by the previously mentioned example of Cyberpunk 2077, this study explores the application of visual symbols within cyberpunk gaming culture and attempts to apply the same logic to the design of comics conveying melancholic emotions. Emotional simulacra are cultural symbols; cyberpunk is a cultural symbol; and the ‘realistic style’ of illustration is manifested in cultural symbols through representational strategies such as the ‘virtual mirror’. Cultural symbols are composed of countless symbols that generate one another, constituting a decentralised, distributed generation. In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari (1987) put forward the concepts of ‘Pure Immanence’ and ‘immanence’, arguing that the real and the virtual, and the real and the technical, are inextricably intertwined. Furthermore, affective simulacra are cultural symbols; cultural symbols are transmitted through media, and since matter is an extension of affect, affect is projected onto matter. McLuhan (1962) argued in Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man that all material objects created by humankind can be seen as the materialised extensions of emotion. In this postmodern world, this is not one’s true self, but rather a fusion brought about by a ‘virtual mirror’.
This study draws upon the visual elements from the video game Cyberpunk 2077 and applies them to comics. These visual elements include massive old world structures, the conflict between the upper and lower classes, vintage artefacts, and the tension between control and resistance. Through these visual elements, a cyberpunk space is constructed, the entire narrative unfolds within a virtual world, where these virtual elements within the hyperreal simulation space influence melancholic individuals; the virtual influences the real. This could also be described as visual elements exclusive to melancholic individuals, who experience a sense of belonging and immersion, thereby becoming fully engrossed in the hyperreal simulation space.

Through art therapy, this project enables the audience to reawaken their sense of self-identity. Cyberpunk is an art form centred on control and resistance, yet its essence lies in helping those suffering from melancholy to establish a sound set of values. The world of cyberpunk is both contradictory and unified; opposites and unity coexist, and humanity lives amidst melancholy and mourning. This study argues that people should live whilst mourning; in this post-human era, within a decentralised, fluid society, everything is in a state of flux, we must learn to resist and compromise, just as those living in a cyberpunk world do, even when we do not have control over our own bodies, nevertheless, we must still learn to live life to the full, resisting the dissolution of the subject and learning to coexist with contradictions. According to Braidotti (2013), the posthuman subject is not a fixed entity, but a fluid, emergent process. We need to re-understand ourselves and achieve a sense of self-identity from the standpoint of a non-unified, relational subject.

3.Critical Analysis of Process and Outcome
In this project, the fusion of futuristic technology and retro concepts, this fusion confronts the late capitalist modernity shaped by liquid realism and hauntology, an embodiment of the contradictory reality of being caught in a state of fluid uncertainty whilst also mired in repetitive stagnation.
In terms of visual style, this manga draws inspiration from the Japanese ‘realistic style’ of the 1980s and 1990s, which saw the emergence of artists such as Yukito Kishiro and Katsuhiro Otomo. In a world rife with wear and tear, rust and grime, the extreme sense of oppression and defiance conveyed by black and white, and the fusion of the organic and the mechanical, Grand spatial perspective, high-contrast shadows, dense lines and a simulated halftone paper texture, depicting a high-tech world using extremely intricate, even somewhat messy, hand-drawn lines. Essentially, it is about unleashing a kind of spectre, using traditional craft forms and modes of expression, whilst employing modern technological means to bring it to life, let us mourn that glittering technological dream which ultimately came crashing down. by blending the realistic style of hand-drawn art from the last century with digital art in terms of style, brushwork and composition, and by incorporating intricate hand-drawn linework and collage-style contrasts of light and shadow into digital art, the aim is to recreate the textures of the G-pen, thick ink and halftone paper found in hand-drawn art.
Mark Fisher (2014) further developed this theory in The Ghosts in My Life. Fisher explicitly argued that modern people are obsessed with these anachronistic retro-futuristic symbols because we are experiencing a nostalgia for a lost future; he believed that this temporal dislocation represents a modern entanglement with the past, which has hindered the development of the modern imagination. In this study, illustrations will be used to depict an apocalyptic world in the making, where humanity has been ousted from its position of dominance by artificial intelligence and has reverted to the way of life of primitive society. This clash between a high-tech society and primitive tribes illustrates the intertwining of the past and the future, this sense of temporal dislocation has been described by the illustrator Bruce McCall as ‘false nostalgia’, People’s profound reflection on and nostalgia for a future that has never come to pass is a reflection of authenticity; it is a mourning for the past, rather than the escapist melancholy of neo-realism and extreme nationalism.


This section raises three design questions: how the cyberpunk visual style was established; why cyberpunk was chosen; and how it is portrayed in the comic; How do mirroring and simulation influence self-identity, thereby transforming depression into mourning? What is the connection with cyberpunk, and why can it be therapeutic?


The visual style of this study draws inspiration from the realistic style of 1980s–1990s Japan; cyberpunk serves as its visual manifestation, underpinned by the relationship between cybernetics and the virtual mirror. Cybernetics posits that mechanisms such as feedback, loops, states, the ‘virtual mirror’ and autopoiesis operate in a continuous cycle; the ‘virtual mirror’ does not merely reflect reality, but generates a hyperreal simulation. As information is transmitted through cultural symbols via media, this presents a future world where bodies are under surveillance, consciousness is invaded, and a future society controlled by surveillance capitalism. On the surface, the manga features a cyberpunk visual style; at a deeper level, it embodies the operational logic of cyberpunk, which is rooted in the visualisation of cybernetics.

How do the mirror image and the simulacrum influence self-identity and, in turn, transform depression into mourning? This is a fundamental shift: the identity of the mirror image is fictional, whilst the identity of the simulacrum is constructed; identity is conferred by cultural symbols in the media. Living in this era of surveillance capitalism, we are controlled by algorithms, platforms and rules, and our identity has been subsumed by images, symbols and autopoiesis, identity by acknowledging the loss and thereby entering a period of mourning, the subject ceases to cling to a ‘real identity’ and accepts that the self is fluid and fragmented, reconstructing one’s sense of self after loss is neither a compromise nor a dissolution, but rather an acceptance that leads to the realisation of one’s identity.

By showing the comic to different people, viewers interpret it as conveying a sense of power, melancholy, and a perspective that is not quite cyberpunk. This study confronts reality head-on, using the visual style of cyberpunk to offer emotional healing to those who are genuinely suffering from melancholy by providing them with a mirror image of their own emotions. Furthermore, some argue that this cyberpunk art style is not cyberpunk enough, as it fails to depict a world of glitz and glamour, rather, it is a black-and-white world, a hyperreal simulation; this study focuses on healing and aims, through the space of a hyperreal simulation,
Establishing a phenomenological connection between the real and the virtual, and transforming human emotions through simulation to project them onto the audience. This is similar to the gameplay mechanics of the video game Cyberpunk 2077; both address the real-world anxieties surrounding surveillance capitalism, The various data relating to cyborgs are projected as existential choices they must face; cyborgs are compelled to make decisions in this uncertain world, which reflects the oligarchic monopolisation of cities under late capitalism, A sense of powerlessness stemming from the individual’s inability to change the system, and a sense of deprivation arising from being stripped of future choices. Yet the people in the world of comics have not given up on themselves; instead, they struggle amidst a tug-of-war between control and resistance, neither compromising nor passive, seeking a new balance amidst contradictions, allowing the virtual to influence the real, and achieving self-identity.

4.Reflection and Future Development
This project investigates emotional healing, which is expressed through the cyberpunk comic Out of Control Evolution. Drawing inspiration from Lacan and Laing’s psychoanalysis of psychosis and phenomenology of psychosis, as well as Baudrillard’s concepts of simulation and simulacrum, the study concludes that,
Nowadays, people are reluctant to live in reality; it is a sort of virtual mirror, It refers to the emotions of the self, situated at a level beneath the material plane and grounded in self-identity. In this study, the therapeutic value of artistic comics is expressed through a cyberpunk aesthetic, by confronting reality head-on, it seeks to heal those who are mired in nostalgia, escapism and melancholy. In this postmodern society characterised by ‘liquid realism’ and ‘hauntology’, this comic-style art may well represent an entirely new artistic style,
It is a variation of the Japanese ‘realistic style’. In my subsequent research, I shall explore the relationship between different illustration styles and the concepts of fluidity, uncertainty, repetition and stagnation found in postmodernism, seeking to identify a path from melancholy to mourning, The embrace of ‘reparative critique’ advocated by Lauren Berlant in Cruel Optimism (2011) involves, whilst acknowledging ‘cruel optimism’, learning to strike a balance between impermanence and solidarity; within nostalgic cyberpunk narratives, it means facing the present and learning to grieve.
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