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Abstract

The period of vast technological and informational development since the 1970s has been described as ‘The Digital Age’ (IGI Global, 2018). Studies in recent years have shown that greater access to mass media and the ‘wider world’ through digital outlets has changed the ways in which people form their identity. Since the advent of the internet, people have had the opportunity to create a digital presence through online accounts and profiles. This is often exploited as a means of relaying a superficial and unrealistic representation of a person’s real world identity, whether to present a ‘perfect’ lifestyle, gain validation or achieve an ulterior ambition. As such, this study aims to investigate how advancements in technology and digital outlets have changed the ways in which people can construct and relay their identity.
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Introduction

Since the 1970s, progressions in digital and mass media outlets through film, television and advertising have expanded the ways in which ideas and messages can be relayed to a wider audience. Furthermore, digital advancements in the 21st century via the internet and social media have enabled people to communicate with others and express themselves on an unprecedented global scale. As such, exposure to a wider range of potential influences can cause people to feel a sense of pressure to adhere to social norms and ideals; this in turn can affect the ways in which people construct their identity and how they present themselves to others.
The aim of this study is to investigate how developments in digital platforms across ‘The Digital Age’ have affected how people construct and relay their identity. A prominent area of interest, in terms of contemporary identity development, is the role of social media in the 21st century. Whilst providing a global network that enables people to connect and share with one another, social media is often exploited as a means of filtering how people represent their lifestyle (Firestone, 2012). As such, a person may focus solely on the positive elements of their life, giving a biased impression of their identity in order to construct a ‘perfect’ online narrative. It can therefore be considered that a person’s social media identity exists separately from their physical identity. 
To understand contemporary developments in the ways that people construct identity, Chapter 1 will begin by outlining traditional psychoanalytic theories of how identity is constructed. This will involve analysing the concepts of ‘true and false self’ (Winnicott, 1965) and ‘authenticity and bad faith’ (Sartre, 2007). Both concepts are followed by evidence and case studies as to why, today, such theories are dated and must be re-examined when considering how identity is constructed in the 21st century. 
Chapter 2 will study the correlation between identity and social conformity. This is presented in conjunction with Hebert Kelman’s “three processes of attitude change” (1958) and how his theories apply to identity construction today. Conformity is examined further in terms of how consumerist tendencies and exposure to celebrity lifestyles impact the ways in which people form their identity. The development of advertising techniques as a method of influencing consumer identity is also discussed. The roles that consumerism and advertising play in constructing identity are subsequently considered through the social commentaries of Barbara Kruger from the1980s (the early Digital Age). 
The first section of Chapter 3 studies how digital developments have augmented the methods by which identity is influenced. Within this, the effect of mass media in constructing identity and encouraging gender stereotypes is considered through the work of Cindy Sherman from the 1970s/80s; this will give insight into the influential nature of early digital outlets, such as television and Hollywood cinema. This is followed by addressing how identity and self-representation have changed in the 21st century as a result of the exploitation of the internet and social media. The online performance art of Amalia Ulman is analysed to demonstrate the issue of fabricated online identity in the modern Digital Age. The next section of this chapter will focus on a series of personal and social issues which have been correlated with digital identity fabrication. This will cover issues relating to self-image, narcissistic tendencies and mental health. 
As an illustration student, my practice is centred in design and visual communication. Therefore, I am aware of the role that art has in enabling creatives to express their identity, in relation to their interests, beliefs and ideals, as well as reflecting upon current affairs and wider society. Likewise, people both within and outside of the creative industry often use social media as an alternate means of expressing identity. However, people’s online representation is often filtered or exaggerated, rather than presenting an accurate representation of their life. This study hopes to provide further understanding into reasons why many people feel the need to construct and present a filtered or fabricated depiction of their identity, particularly through online platforms.






CHAPTER 1
Revisiting Traditional Theories on Identity Development










To understand contemporary developments in how digital identity is constructed, it is necessary to review past research into factors which form identity. Many psychoanalytic studies of identity development were carried out before the emergence of modern digital media; as such, this chapter will address two contrasting psychoanalytic theories regarding how identity is formed, whilst also identifying gaps in the knowledge when applying such theories to 21st century society. 

i. Donald Winnicott’s ‘True and False Self’ (1965) 

In a collection of writings entitled The Maturational Processes and The Facilitating Environment (1965), English psychoanalyst and paediatrician Donald Winnicott outlines his notion of how identity develops around two components: a true self and false self. Winnicott describes the true self as an individual’s ability to act in a spontaneous and authentic manner, which he correlates with being “creative” and “real” (1965, p.148). Hence, when a person’s identity is constructed around their true self, they are capable of expressing their self genuinely and freely, without the interference or influence of others. Further to this, Winnicott proposes that when faced with external pressures and peer demands, an individual responds by creating a false self which meets the expectations of others. As such, the false self acts as a superficial persona to alter how others perceive the individual (1965, p.145). The false self therefore represses a person’s true self identity development by favouring a constructed, ‘ideal’ representation of who they feel they should be, rather than who they actually are.
Winnicott’s main argument regarding identity construction is that a person develops their true or false self in response to how their parents raise them. He states that it is vital for a parent to meet the needs and expectations of their child, as this allows the child’s true self to “become a living reality” (1965, p.144). However, if the parent neglects the needs of their child, thus failing to encourage their personal identity (true self) formation, the child develops a sense of incapability. Consequently, the roles are reversed and the child must instead comply with the needs of the parent. Winnicott describes this compliance on the part of the child as “the earliest stage of the False Self”, (1965, p.144) and therefore it is the parent who initiates a child’s early identity development.
ii. Challenging Winnicott’s Theories of Identity Development in the 21st Century



With digital advancements in the 21st century, it is necessary to revisit Winnicott’s theories by considering how influences beyond parental expectations affect a child’s identity development. Today, this is particularly concerned with how children are influenced by their use of the internet. With regards to identity developing from childhood, studies and reports in recent years, such as Frith (2017, p.9), show that the age at which children are first using the internet is becoming younger. This introduces the issue of children being exposed to a much wider circle of people, media and external influences from an earlier age. As such, children can feel pressured to change aspects of themselves to comply with social norms and expectations, which they have become more aware of via digital platforms. The effect of this is that children begin to “identify themselves by their physical appearance or the material goods they own” (Taylor, 2012, p.77). Hence, the development of the child’s personal identity and ‘true self’ becomes tainted as a direct result of digital developments and influences.
From this, Winnicott’s notion that identity development stems from parental influence must be challenged in the 21st century, as children today are born into a digital world where there is much greater potential for external factors beyond their parents to influence their self-identity development.









iii. Jean-Paul Sartre’s Existentialist Philosophy (1946)

Winnicott’s true and false self map onto the existentialist philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre, who, prior to Winnicott’s work, outlined the processes of authenticity and bad faith. Sartre’s authenticity describes the extent to which a person expresses their identity and beliefs in a genuine manner, as well as their ability to refuse to be influenced by others. Sartre’s 1946 work Existentialism is a Humanism states that a person, “can only ever will [their own] freedom”, using “freedom” to describe every individual’s ability to make decisions for themselves (2007, p.49). Furthermore, Sartre’s bad faith occurs when a person is influenced by external factors and feels the need to uphold certain social ideals and values (2007, p.48). Whilst Winnicott’s view is that identity develops based on parental influence and childhood experiences, Sartre’s view of identity development is embodied in his notion that “existence precedes essence” (2007, p.20). Sartre’s belief is that a person is born without identity or “essence” and that it is the sole responsibility of every individual to choose how they construct their own identity, and whether they live authentically or in bad faith.
Thus, it can be considered that Sartre views identity as an internal construction, which is solely dependent on the choices and actions of each individual without external influence. This contrasts the view of Winnicott, who regards identity as something which develops in response to the external influence of the parent(s). 









iv. Challenging Sartre’s Theories of Identity Development in the 21st         Century



Disposable Online Identities: The Performance Art of Simon Farid 

Sartre’s belief that every individual chooses how they construct their identity must be reconsidered with regards to digital self-representation in the 21st century. The internet grants people the ability to create online profiles, which act as a digital representation of their identity. However, as the ‘digital self’ which they create exists separately from their ‘physical self’, it raises the question of whether a person has sole control and ownership over their digital identity. 
The work of British performance artist Simon Farid challenges Sartre’s ideas by demonstrating how a digital identity is not solely developed by each individual. Farid explores how online identity exists beyond a person’s physical being, instead existing as a new and separate identity altogether. He describes online profiles as “shell identities” (Debatty, 2015), which can be created, discarded and reconstructed with ease. As part of his performance art, Farid occupies a fake persona which had been previously used by another person, but was later discarded by them. Farid describes his process of taking on an abandoned shell identity as “cyber-squatting”.
An example of a shell identity is Farid’s impersonation of Conservative MP Grant Shapps. In 2012, Shapps saw extensive media attention after reports that he had been using the name Michael Green to run an online ‘get rich quickly’ company called HowToCorp. ‘Michael Green’ pitched himself as a “multimillion-dollar web marketer”, and sold an online software package for $497 as a toolkit outlining how people could “make $20,000 in 20 days guaranteed” (Ramesh, 2012). After Grant Shapps’ fake identity had been publicly exposed, all records of HowToCorp were abruptly removed from the internet and the false identity of Michael Green was seemingly destroyed.
However, by utilising loopholes in internet law, Farid was able to take on the abandoned persona of ‘Michael Green’; Farid rebuilt Michael Green’s HowToCorp website, re-established Green’s social media presence, and even carried out marketing lectures and seminars impersonating Michael Green, including a series of presentations entitled Don’t Hate the Rich – Be One of Them! 
[image: Image result for grant shapps michael green][image: Simon Farid is Michael Green]Fig.1












Fig.2


Fig.1 shows a photo of Grant Shapps taken at an internet networking event in Los Angeles in 2004, where he is seen wearing a badge with the name ‘Michael Green’. Fig.2 shows artist Simon Farid, after both digitally and physically taking over the fake identity of Michael Green following Shapps’ abandonment of this fake persona. In Sartre’s terms, Grant Shapps’ creation of the ‘Michael Green’ persona could be considered an act of bad faith (or even a ‘false self’ in Winnicott’s terms). However, Simon Farid’s work demonstrates how online identity exists outside of Sartre’s philosophy; Farid shows that constructing a digital identity is not necessarily solely dependent upon the choices of the person who created the identity. Therefore, it is evident that digital identity is not attached to a person’s physical being, but rather exists as a separate identity altogether; a person can choose to create alternate online identities, but the creator doesn’t necessarily have control or choice over what happens to this identity.  





CHAPTER 2
The Role of Conformity and Advertising in Constructing Identity









Conformity

With the emergence of the internet and social media in the Digital Age, it is crucial to recognise the significance of conformity and the role it plays in constructing identity. In his 1958 Journal of Conflict Resolution, Harvard psychologist Herbert Kelman outlines how conformity occurs when a person changes their beliefs or actions in accordance with social expectations (1958, pp.52-53). Such an individual therefore constructs their identity by conforming to pressures and demands placed upon them by others.
Kelman describes conformity in terms of three processes of attitude change: compliance, internalisation and identification. According to Kelman (1958, p.53), an individual undergoes compliance when they fear that they will be rejected within a social group. Hence, they alter their behaviour to receive a “favourable reaction” from others as a means of social acceptance, despite not agreeing with this change in private when outside of their social circle. Today, with the development of social media, compliance can be considered in a digital context, whereby there is greater pressure to conform within online social circles. To contextualise this, a person may have voted to leave the EU in the 2016 Brexit referendum, but on social media, they may comply by stating that they voted to remain; they conform to the ‘safer’ option, thus avoiding the risk of facing significant backlash and online abuse by voicing an opinion considered unpopular within their digital community.
Kelman’s internalisation refers to an individual who changes their actions and behaviour both publicly and privately. Unlike compliance, which is solely to gain social acceptance, a person conforms by internalisation because they genuinely agree with a viewpoint or belief. In terms of how this alters identity, a person may change political or religious views in response to external influences. Today, social media users are constantly exposed to new information and ideas, for example, 4.75 billion pieces of content are shared daily on Facebook (Zephoria, 2018). Consequently, there is greater potential for digital media to influence people to change an element of their identity through Kelman’s process of internalisation.

Kelman’s third conformity process, identification, is perhaps the most effective in influencing a person’s identity development. A person experiences identification when they attempt to mirror the image or lifestyle of someone they consider to be successful or popular, such as a famous singer or actor (1958, p.53). For example, a person may attempt to emulate a ‘celebrity’ way of life to relay a superficial identity which they feel is superior to their actual or ‘true’ self. Hence, the individual feels that they improve their potential for validation from others and acceptance within a social group.




















Advertising and Celebrity Endorsement

Advertising campaigns often utilise Kelman’s process of identification to appeal to consumers, for example, by using celebrities to endorse a product, as shown in Fig.3 and Fig.4. The aim for a business is that viewers associate the product with someone who is successful and respected, and will therefore purchase the product to mimic an element of the celebrity’s lifestyle. As stated in Creswell (2008), “the reality is people want a piece of something that they can’t be”. Further to this, Herbert Marcuse’s One Dimensional Man (2007, p.11) states that “people recognise themselves in their commodities”, and that they “find their soul” in the material objects they possess. The use of celebrities in advertising campaigns demonstrates how businesses aim to sell a product by promoting an ideal lifestyle and image, rather than simply the product itself. Thus, the consumer base is somewhat encouraged to develop an identity which mirrors the lavish lifestyles of high profile individuals who endorse such products.  

[image: Related image][image: Image result for celebrity endorsement poster origins]











Fig.4
Fig.3

Prior to the development of the internet and social media, celebrity endorsement advertising, such as Fig.3, would have been limited to printed posters and television to promote a product. Therefore, the potential consumer base would have been restricted in its scale and reach. However, developments in digital platforms have enabled advertisements to reach a global audience via the internet and social media; many companies “harness the power of… social networks… to promote their products and build closer customer relationships” (Kotler & Armstrong, 2016, p.172). In doing so, businesses can appeal to a larger consumer base and as such, online advertising offers a greater ability to influence opinions and encourage consumerist tendencies. This development in digital advertising ultimately affects how people construct their identity, based on the material objects they possess or their desire to mirror celebrity lifestyles. 

















Consumer Identities: The Social Commentary of Barbara Kruger

The serigraph prints of American Artist Barbara Kruger act as social commentaries in response to developments in digital mass media outlets and advertising. Kruger blatantly addresses how conformity and consumerism contribute to the creation of consumer identities and how people base their ideals and self-worth around material possessions. Fig.5 presents the viewer with the caption “I shop therefore I am”; Kruger uses this as a reinterpretation of René Descartes’ famous statement “Cogito, ergo sum”, or “I think, therefore I am” (1998, p.18). This statement highlights Kruger’s awareness of the extent to which consumerism affects the way that people perceive themselves. This idea is mirrored by Belk (1988, p.139), in that “our possessions are a major contributor to and reflection of our identities”. Fig.6 mirrors this with the caption “Buy me – I’ll change your life”. Kruger uses this piece as a satirical jab at consumerist ideals and the widespread false belief that material objects represent a better and more fulfilling life. Hence, Kruger’s work mirrors Herbert Kelman’s (1958) notion of conformity through identification, in that consumers construct their identity to emulate the lifestyles promoted through advertising and digital platforms such as film and mass media.  
[image: Related image]


Fig.5

[image: https://thirdfloorpublication.files.wordpress.com/2011/04/buyme.gif?w=640]










Fig.6


[image: Related image]











Fig.7

Furthermore, in a 1987 essay discussing Kruger’s work, French philosopher Jean Baudrillard describes the inescapable nature of society, and how developments in mass media have ensured that everything is destined to become visible to a wider audience sooner or later. He states that “today, all things… have no secret. They are condemned to publicity, to making themselves believable, to being seen and promoted” (2001, p.134). As such, people often feel the need to change how they present themselves to others, as they believe that their ‘real’ self is inadequate in comparison to established social standards. This idea is embodied in Kruger’s You Are Not Yourself (Fig.7), which depicts a visibly distressed woman reflecting on her ‘self’ in a shattered mirror.
Despite Baudrillard having written the above statement over 30 years ago, his words bear even more weight in the 21th century, with the unprecedented growth of the internet and social media enabling “all things” to reach a much larger audience. Today, the sheer thought of this can cause great distress, as there is a sense that an online audience is always watching and therefore, it becomes seemingly impossible for a person to avoid having to impress others. As a result, through Kelman’s identification process, an individual may relay what they feel is their ‘ideal’ self, which is developed in accordance with the standards set by ‘successful’ or high profile figures, such as celebrities. 








CHAPTER 3
i. Visual Commentaries on Fabricated Identity and Gender Stereotypes
ii. Issues Associated with Constructed Online Identities








i. Visual Commentaries on Fabricated Identity and GenderStereotypes



Case Studies: Cindy Sherman and Amalia Ulman

Part i. of this chapter will examine how artists have responded to and interpreted the issue of fabricated identity, by looking at influences from the early digital age and the modern digital age. This is introduced through the work of American photographic artist Cindy Sherman; Sherman explores how identity and gender were influenced by digital media outlets, such as film and television, in the mid-twentieth century prior to the internet. Following on will be an analysis of how identity construction and gender representation have progressed in the 21st century, with the development of social media. This is discussed through the online performance art of Amalia Ulman (2014), which demonstrates the ability to falsify or exaggerate a digital identity through online platforms. 
Sherman considers the relationship between identity and cultural stereotypes, and was “one of the first [artists] to explore the idea of the malleability or fluidity of identity” (Hoban, 2012). Her series of photographs, Untitled Film Stills (1977-1980), responds to the influential nature of digital platforms, such as television and cinema, in the 20th century; she reflects on the stereotypes of how female identity was depicted in Hollywood films and low-budget B movies, particularly in the 1950s and 60s. Through the use of wigs, make-up, clothing and props, Sherman embodies numerous cliché roles that women were often presented in, including “ingénue, working girl, vamp, and lonely housewife” (MoMA, 2018a). By reconstructing her own take on these identities, she considers how female representation in digital mass media often encourages women to construct their identity to mimic the traits of ‘ideal’ fictitious characters. 




[image: ]










Fig.8



For example, Fig.8 sees Sherman taking on the persona of a housewife in a staged home setting. This character is depicted wearing an apron around her waist whilst standing next to a kitchen sink. She also appears to present an alluring demeanour, and is looking over her shoulder with a coy expression, supposedly gazing at someone outside of the frame. The character that Sherman has depicted in this scene is constructed to resemble the cliché 1950s/60s female archetypal homemaker often depicted in television and cinema. Sherman relays the fact that such characters were expected to simultaneously maintain both the home and a ‘glamorous’ appearance. (Blattman, 2013; Norton Center for the Arts, 2018). Through this photograph, Sherman considers how this representation of female identity through digital mass media enforced the stereotype that a woman’s identity is constructed around her physical appearance and domesticity.



[image: Unititled Film Still #14, 1978 Cindy Sherman]Fig.9











Furthermore, in Fig 9, Sherman presents a contrasting character to Fig.8, by taking on the persona of a ‘working girl’ in a city setting. This stereotypical female character was often depicted in digital media during the 1960s, a time when many still considered a woman’s place in the professional working world as a relatively new and unfamiliar role (Khan Academy, 2018). Sherman realises that, when the viewer looks at her Untitled Film Stills, such as Fig.8 and Fig.9, they inevitably make assumptions about the characters based on how Sherman presents them. Yet, each image is deliberately staged, much like a Hollywood film. In this sense, Sherman uses her series to present “a fiction about a fiction” (MoMA, 2018b), in that her fabricated personas mirror the fictitious nature of characters in film and television. Sherman’s work emphasises how, despite the fact that such media characterisations are acted, digital outlets, such as film and television, often encourage people to adhere to stereotypes as to how they should construct their identity and their role in society. 
With regards to identity development, Untitled Film Stills reflects the view of Simone de Beauvoir, who states that “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman” (1997, p.295). Sherman’s series demonstrates how developments in digital outlets, such as television and Hollywood cinema, set false expectations and standards regarding female identity. Sherman (2003, p.9) describes how her “characters [are] questioning something – perhaps being forced into a certain role… those roles are in a film: the women aren’t being lifelike, they’re acting”. As such, her work poses the question as to whether identity is a personal choice or a construction influenced by social expectations based on digital media, such as television and films.  

With regards to digital advancements in the 21st century, the contemporary performance art of Argentinian artist Amalia Ulman addresses the notion of constructed online identity. Ulman’s work particularly focuses on the stereotypes associated with the way women portray themselves and their lifestyles through social media. Over a five month period from April to September 2014, Ulman carried out a digital performance entitled Excellences and Perfections, which involved regularly uploading photos and videos of herself to Instagram. For this performance, Ulman constructed a fictional online narrative whereby she took on the persona of a young woman who had moved to Los Angeles with the dream of becoming a model. 
[image: C:\Users\pasma_000\Pictures\Scott Illustration\Year 3\Dissertation\Ulman p.106 001.jpg]












Fig.10


Ulman’s performance was built in three acts, following the rise, fall and redemption of her online ‘character’. After presenting herself as an optimistic and ambitious aspiring model during the first act, the second act initiated Ulman’s downward spiral, whereby she underwent plastic surgery procedures and experienced issues with substance abuse, followed by rehabilitation (Ulman, 2018, p.6). This development stemmed from Ulman’s grief following her separation from her ‘boyfriend’ of 3 years (Fig.10). In reality, this was all simply part of Ulman’s fabricated performance to build tension within her social media narrative and gain a sympathetic response from her followers. 
[image: C:\Users\pasma_000\Pictures\Scott Illustration\Year 3\Dissertation\Ulman p.201 001.jpg]









Fig.11


Ulman’s third act marked the start of her character’s redemption, whereby she acknowledged her mistakes and pledged herself to making healthier lifestyle choices. Part of this act involved reconnecting with her family, such as Fig.11; Ulman captioned this picture with the text “Sunday brunch with my sister in a beautiful café” (Ulman, 2018, p.238), when in reality, Ulman is an only child with no siblings. It was only after uploading 172 images and 12 videos that Ulman revealed the truth to her Instagram followers: the past five months had been a hoax, and was in fact a performance that her followers had all been a part of. 
Ulman’s Excellences and Perfections demonstrates how advancements in digital outlets have presented the opportunity to filter, or falsify, self-representation through an online identity. Using social media, a person can fabricate and relay an alternate version of their self, essentially enabling them to become their own created character within their own constructed narrative. Ulman’s performance also shows how online followers can be manipulated into simply believing what others present about themselves on social media, without considering how authentically they represent their identity online. For example, Ulman was advised to stop posting on Instagram by a gallery that exhibited her work, as they felt her online behaviour was jeopardizing her career as a credible artist. At the time of course, the gallery was unaware that Ulman’s online self-representation was a fabrication. However, once Ulman revealed the truth, her performance was praised within the art world and has since been acclaimed as “one of the most original and outstanding artworks of the digital era” (Sooke, 2016). Ulman’s revelation also received many favourable reactions from her Instagram followers; she has stated that women in particular related to her performance, as they understood it was highlighting how “femininity is a construction and not something biological or inherent to any woman” (Sooke, 2016). 
Ulman’s online performance follows on from the photographic work of Cindy Sherman in the early Digital Age, by “continuing the investigation… into how women are represented in mass media” (Langmuir, 2016). Sherman’s Untitled Film Stills (1977-1980) considers the stereotypical portrayals of female identity in the mid-twentieth century through digital mass media, such as film and television. Likewise, Ulman’s Excellences and Perfections (2014) sheds light on the modern stereotypes and expectations associated with digital identity, particularly female representation, through online platforms. As such, despite a difference of almost 40 years, both Sherman and Ulman demonstrate how influential digital outlets can be in constructing identity; whether through television, Hollywood cinema or, in the 21st century, social media, representation via such platforms often establishes unrealistic expectations and stereotypes as to who a person should be and the role they should play within society.


ii. Issues Associated with Constructed Online Identities

This section will expand upon the ideas of online identity manipulation demonstrated by Ulman (2014). It will explore a series of issues which have been correlated with the tendency to construct a fabricated digital identity through social media; the issues covered relate to narcissistic tendencies, mental health and body-image.
As the work of Amalia Ulman demonstrates, social media provides an outlet for people to construct and curate their own personal online narrative, whether real or fabricated. However, the potential to build a ‘perfect’ identity and lifestyle on social media is also causing some people to develop narcissistic tendencies, which stems from a growing obsession with their own self-image (Storr, 2018, pp.15-16). Such individuals become dependent upon gaining validation from others to maintain their feelings of high self-worth. This issue begins to resemble the myth of Echo and Narcissus in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, from which the term ‘narcissist’ is derived; the story presents Echo as the provider of admiration for Narcissus, whilst Narcissus’ sole concern is his obsession with himself and his love of his own beauty (Fig.12). 
[image: http://totallyhistory.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/Michelangelo_Caravaggio.jpg]











Fig.12

Also derived from this story, clinical psychologist Dr Chris Malkin coined the term ‘echoist’ as the antithesis of a narcissist; an echoist does not mirror or emulate the narcissist, but rather serves to ‘echo’ the feelings of the narcissist (2016, p.11). Essentially, an echoist provides continual validation and support towards an individual obsessed with their self-image. As with Echo’s role in the story, the echoist encourages the construction and development of the narcissist’s identity, thereby serving as a ‘people pleaser’ and simply acting in the shadow of another. Additionally, the echoist has the ability to provide online validation through social media via systems of approval, such as ‘likes’ or ‘retweets’; this further exacerbates the narcissist’s tendency to measure their own self-worth based on peer approval (Flaxington, 2016). As such, the identity of the echoist begins to revolve around the narcissist, thus the echoist does not focus on developing their own personal identity.
Moreover, a survey carried out by the Royal Society of Public Health in 2017 identified a correlation between social media and increased cases of issues relating to mental health, anxiety, depression and self-image (RSPH, 2017, p.8). The survey collected data from 1,500 young people in the UK, aged 14 to 24. The results showed that Instagram has the worst effect on the health and wellbeing of young people (Fig.13, below), followed by Snapchat. Hence, this evidence suggests that social media platforms which are focused on photographs and self-image have the most detrimental effect on the mental health and self-development of young people. This substantiates Ulman’s (2014) performance by highlighting how people feel pressured to construct a ‘perfect’ identity and way of life on social media. 
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Fig.13
Graph showing the data recorded in the RSPH (2017) survey, relating to the negative and positive effects of Instagram on young people.




The RSPH survey also shows that many young people are becoming dependent on living through their social media identity; they feel a need to maintain a constant connection to the lives of others, but are subsequently experiencing increased feelings of FoMO (Fear of Missing Out) (2017, p.12). FoMO is the belief that a person is missing out on an event or social activity that is taking place without them, which others are enjoying. Constant exposure to the lives of others through social media can make people feel they are not living as fulfilling a life as others; as pastor and author Furtick (2011) states, this belief manifests from social media usage because people “[compare their] behind the scenes to everyone else’s highlight reel”. Consequently, an individual may attempt to manipulate their online identity by exaggerating their social status and self-worth, thus attempting to mask their underlying feelings of inferiority and insecurity (Adler, 2013, pp72-73). For example, a person may express economic superiority by acquiring expensive material objects, then uploading photos of them online to embellish their wealth and economic status. The issue with this, in terms of identity development, is that people exhibiting such traits could begin to favour their ‘ideal’ digital self over their real self. As such, a person may lose perception of what is true or authentic about their self, because they become reliant upon presenting their identity through a digital façade.























CONCLUSION












This essay has highlighted ways in which digital advancements have changed how people construct and relay their identity. As such, it is apparent that the traditional psychoanalytic theories of Donald Winnicott and Jean-Paul Sartre, regarding identity development, must be revisited if such ideas are to be applied within today’s digital culture. Winnicott’s (1965) argument is that identity development stems from a person’s upbringing and the influences of their parent(s). Sartre (1946) argues that how a person constructs their identity is solely dependent on each individual’s own choices. However, the development of the internet and social media has ensured that people are exposed to more external influences than ever before. As Frith (2017) highlights, even children today are beginning to develop  their identities in response to mass media exposure, as they are born into an increasingly interconnected and digital-orientated world. Such evidence shows that it is necessary to carry out further psychoanalytic studies to expand upon the ideas of Sartre and Winnicott, to ensure that such theories maintain relevance in the context of the digital environment of the 21st century. 
On considering the findings of this essay, it is clear that the progression of digital platforms since the beginning of ‘The Digital Age’, particularly throughout the 21st century, has had a tremendous impact on how people develop and express their identity. However, the examples considered throughout this study suggest that digital developments have generally had a negative impact on how identity is constructed. It is apparent that people often construct their ‘digital self’ in response to social pressures and normative standards, rather than to represent who they really are. Additionally, advertising and celebrity endorsements also exacerbate people’s need to meet an ‘ideal’ standard and aspire to be like others, rather than being true to themselves.  
It has been almost 40 years since Barbara Kruger and Cindy Sherman first addressed issues of consumerist tendencies and gender stereotyping within their work; yet, it is clear that very little has progressed in resolving these issues today. The evidence presented in RSPH (2017) demonstrates how identity and self-worth have become increasingly governed by material objects and body-image as a result of social media influences. Furthermore, the performance art of Amalia Ulman (2014) highlights how gender stereotyping and the pressure to conform to social expectations are both still seen prevalently today, particularly through online platforms.
The RSPH (2017) survey also highlights how people often feel a sense of pressure to relay a superficial and ‘perfect’ lifestyle on social media. This is significantly impacting personal identity development, as well as causing increased issues related to mental health and wellbeing (2017, p.8). Social media has only become prominent in the past 10-15 years; hence, research into the impacts of social media on identity development, self-image and mental health is still in the early stages. As such, further research is needed to gain a greater understanding of how social media influences self-identity and personal development. 
Ulman’s Excellences and Perfections (2014) also blurs the line between how real and fake identity is determined. Through her social media performance, Ulman maintained an online façade for 5 months, whilst few people seemed to question the legitimacy of the lifestyle she presented. It is clear that many people simply accepted and believed what Ulman presented at face value. Therefore, it can be assumed, if Ulman had not revealed that her social media presence had been a fabricated performance, it is likely she could have maintained her façade for longer than 5 months. Thus, it becomes apparent that a fabricated digital identity is only as real as everyone else believes it to be. 
As such, a further question can be considered: Can a fabricated digital identity really be regarded as fake, if everyone else believes it to be real? This presents a new potential area of research into how identity is developed, and whether or not digital identity can truly represent who a person really is.
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