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Introduction

Within this research study the author will explore how body image is effected across all genders by the overwhelming pressures and influences caused by social media platforms. As a woman herself, the author knows what it’s like to go onto a social media platform and have images of “perfect” bodies pushed into her face. As the growing number of people who are using social media rises, the pressure to look “perfect” rises with it, as well as the pressure to filter and document they’re lives every second of the day which rises just as fast. Through this research study, the author wants to see how the affects from these pressures affects others and how this is being represented throughout the arts. She will be breaking this research study into four main chapters of work, the ‘Selfie-esteem’, pressures and perspectives from across all genders, body dissatisfaction, and the filtered and non-filtered societies that are displayed or choose to live by. This masking of true identities is becoming more and more of an issue, to the point where, from and arts perspective, a self portrait of a piece of self-photography are no longer a capture of who that person is anymore. They are more like an alternative version of one’s self rather than a direct representation. By the end of this study the author would like to raise awareness of what is actually going on within these social media platforms and the ugly truths that lie beneath it. She also wants to document artist’s work which follow the same concept as this dissertation. Social standards are rising and conformity is becoming much harder to abide by. With the increase of smart phones with forward facing cameras and the quality of those cameras becoming more like professional photographer’s the drive for taking selfies has become very strong as well as now, it is easier to do and see how the picture looks before taking. 

The “Selfie-esteem”

The “Selfie: Esteem” is a new term that’s been created the within the last few decades with the creation of social media which means a person takes a large majority of selfies (self-photography) to boost that persons image of themselves on social media platforms, but only choosing to display alternative versions of that persons self. The word “selfie” is also a word that has recently been added to oxford dictionary. This is the new or developed technology based version of self-esteem, but with far worse consequences that comes with it. As selfies are a common self-presentation strategy in this day and age, (Mills, Musto, Williams and Tiggemann, 2018, p.1) the rise in people getting affected by low self-esteem rises along with it due to the pressures of photo-retouching (Mills, Musto, Williams and Tiggemann, 2018, p.1) and filters being used. This is more commonly found on media platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat but it is found to spread across all platforms. Due to this, the changes in mood and feelings of physical attractiveness (Mills, Musto, Williams and Tiggemann, 2018, p.1) are impacted in a negative way to the point where that person will go to extreme measures to fix it. Young adults across all genders have reported that they feel more anxious and less confident in themselves and how they look or how others perceive them when they upload a selfie without using any editing tools or filters, so to stop that they artificially enhance their photographs before uploading. There are three main social media platforms, in which the author herself uses, that are mostly used by today’s social society. These are Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat. In a study by R.M Perloff (2014), it was found that 95% of college students in the US maintained and regularly uploaded onto their social media profiles. Due to this finding, it has also been recognised that social media has been found to promote thinness, dieting behaviours, and weight loss in young women through an overload of idealised images of perfect women across these platforms (Perloff, 2013). In a study by Toma and Handcock (2010), self-presentation involves “adjusting and editing the self during social interactions”, on and off social media, “to create a desired impression on the audience”. But why should people be made to feel this way? To change themselves to please others and get they’re approval. It is found that people who use social media are able to control peoples impressions and perspectives of themselves by “presenting only the most flattering images of themselves and minimizing perceived flaws or imperfections” (Anderson et al., 2012; Bell, Cassarly, and Dunbar, 2018; Pounders et al., 2016). These days, all that matters about a person is how many likes they get on their photographs and profiles that they have on a media platform. The liking system on these platforms are damaging and quite devastating on times. Even Facebook has taken this system to the next level by adding in a reactions column, where instead of just liking the photo you react to it instead using “emoji’s”. There are six reactions to can use now, these are, like, love, the laughing emoji, shocked emoji, sad emoji or the angry emoji. These are just more fuel to a fire that is becoming harder to control. It also becomes almost like a competition between people to see how many likes they can get as well as other reactions. Given that social media is an amazing way to meet new people and for young artists or business people to get their name out there quite quickly, the opportunity to compare yourself to others and the unrealistic beauty standards that have been created (Fardouly, Pinkus, & Vartanian, 2017; Tiggemann & Slater, 2013; Want & Saiphoo, 2017) always lingers in the background.  One artist that has captured these issues perfectly in her own social media experiment is Amalia Ulman. For her work, Excellences & Perfections, M. Connor (2014) write on his blog, “On April 19, 2014, Amalia Ulman uploaded an images onto her Instagram account of the words “Part 1” in black serifed lettering on a white background. The caption read critically as “Excellences & Perfections”. It received twenty eight likes”. Just by the first section of this blog, you can see the drive for Ulman’s work, the number of likes that she achieved just by putting up a basic image onto her social media. From the very start of this project, the number of likes will be the main focus for her work. As you read through the blog written by M. Connor, in the third paragraph down he says, “She pretended to have breast augmentation, posting images of herself in a hospital gown and with a bandaged chest, using a padded bra and Photoshop to manipulate the image.” 
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(Ulman, Excellences & Perfections, 2014)
Due to the body satisfaction standards of today’s society and the rise of body dissatisfaction caused by the use of social media, Ulman took her work to the extreme to show what lengths, in this case, young women will go to just to get more likes on their social media profiles and to make them feel like they are fitting in to the unrealistic social standards. Through this work, Ulman used a range of props and locations to create a whole fantasy lifestyle for herself which made her work believable as photographs like this are becoming more and more common and the idea of these idealised lifestyles are becoming  more true. It’s no longer about what you look like now, it’s about where you go, what you wear, how your make up is done. All these factors snowball into one bit issue that is getting worse as social media evolves.

Pressures and Perspectives

As already mentioned, the pressures and perspectives of people using social media have changed over the years. What used to be classed as the “norm” or “socially acceptable” in today’s society no longer fit in. In a study by K. Pounders (2016), 16-25 year olds spend up to five hours per week taking and uploading selfies onto their social media profiles. It has been found that this age group in particular, are more concerned about their social profiles than they are about their academic studies. Schools and other educational facilities for years have been trying to ban mobile phones as the rise of bullying and medical issues rise due to social media. From reading this study, five hours a week for a whole year is two hundred and sixty hours of photo taking, editing and re-touching for social media profiles, and that’s across all genders. This editing time results in those people presenting and even creating an idealised version of themselves for others to see (Tiggemann & Miller, 2010). It’s becoming that people are no longer humans, in a sense, anymore, but more like a brand or an object (Tiggemann & Barbato, 2018). The idea that people are objectifying themselves purely on the basis to be looked at and commented on is becoming more pronounce. With a media platform like Instagram, the commenting section of a photograph stays underneath that photo for everyone to see. This is not a bad thing necessarily but if a negative comment is made, then everyone can see it. Everyone has the right to free speech and if someone likes or dislikes the photo then they have every right to make a comment, but as it is so easy to do and it is so easy to not fit in to today social standards, most comments made are negative. But Ulman again tackles this issue with her piece Excellences & Perfections.  
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(Ulman, Excellences & Perfections, 2014)
Just in this screenshot of one of Ulman’s Instagram photos she put on her profile for this project, you can see the comments made are quite sexual and objectifying, but also how believable she was making her work feel. To the extent people were wishing her well with her surgery and stating they cannot wait to see the finished result of her “cosmetic surgery”. These comments again were used as a driving force to carry on with this project as more and more people were liking her photographs, more people were commenting on them with their own opinions of said photograph, which then developed into the project growing bigger and hitting the edge of the extreme. “Aestheticization of everyday life in social media… has leeched the authority of image-making from mass media and from art.” (Connor, 2014). This new way of presenting oneself is almost like a new art form in itself. A way of creating a mask to not only hide ones true self but almost protect it in a way. This new way of taking photographs where everything is placed and angled in specific ways is more like an installation piece, rather than a piece of photography. Men also have strong pressures on them. The pressure to look like a ken doll is becoming more of the “norm”. Most young men feel forced or pressured into going to the gym, drink protein shakes and styling themselves a certain way due to this widespread idealistic of what men should look like through social media. Brands and labels are also a big thing for men too. Men don’t really bother about they’re social media profiles as much as women do, but the need to document their lives and the progression of them achieving their “perfect body” is more concerning to them. Muscles, neatly trimmed hair and beards, skinny jeans and tattoo’s is what men all want to achieve. 


Body Dissatisfaction

Body dissatisfaction happens when perceptions and expectations of one’s body are not met to the desirable standard (Wade, George, & Atkinson, 2009). This has been linked to multiple different medical concerns, such as, disordered eating, depression and anxiety, suicide attempts and poorer quality of living (Moffitt, Neumann, Williamson, 2018). Body dissatisfaction has grown into such a problem that the force of the “thin ideal” and the “athletic ideal” (Kim & Chock, 2015; Meier & Gray, 2014) has become the main goal with today’s society. An artist who has tackled this issue head on with amazing outcomes is Jenny Saville. Her work expresses the voluptuous and natural body and the defying of social standards expected of her. “Human perception of the body is so acute and knowledgeable that the smallest hint of body can trigger recognition.” (Jenny Saville) Just this quote alone says a lot about standards today.
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(Jenny Saville, Propped, 1992)
This self-portrait by Saville breaks all of today’s social standards of beauty. Even though this piece is not a photograph, this is still a form of a selfie. But this is a true selfie, expressing how society makes her feel and her opinions of social standards of beauty by physically scarping away the paint from the portrait. Also, there has been not editing or filtering added to make this piece a beautiful painting. Saville is not afraid to express who she really is or show how she looks and create pieces that are in your face but also make an impact on the audience, making them stand back and realise what true beauty actually is. This realisation and Saville’s messages in her artwork need to start passing over onto young adults who use social media now. This self-expressionism needs to be brought forward and the idea of not conforming to standards and not being scared to be yourself. Saville’s and Ulman’s work are completely opposite from each other but at the same time they are the same, both tackling the conventional “norm’s” of today. Both pushing the boundaries of what they can achieve and manipulate with their own bodies to create pieces that make you step back and really think about what is actually going on in society. So far, all the research that has been correlated has been mainly female driven but men go through the same ordeals too. The drive to have a six pack and muscles, defined cheekbones and jaw lines is becoming more common among young men through the influences of social media. The desired body or look for a man is also becoming more unrealistic to achieve. The use of steroids and other body enhancement drugs are becoming more appealing for men. Again the relationship between the need to look perfect and body dissatisfaction grows stronger as the realisation of people’s expectations of themselves and personal goals are hard to or not able to be achieved. In an article by Phillipa Roxby, BBC Health reporter (2014), she says “pressure to look good had pushed up cosmetic surgery rates by nearly 20% since 2008”. She later in the article says, “60% of the public, who use social media, feel ashamed by the way they look”. These statistics are rising every day. But there is one artist in particular that takes cosmetic surgery to the next level. Orlan, a French artist, creates video and performance pieces where she documents her cosmetic surgeries. From 1990 to 1995, Orlan underwent nine plastic surgery operations in the intent of “rewriting western art on her own body”. In an article written for the guardian by Stuart Jefferies (2009), Orlan told him “my goal was to be different, strong; to sculpt my own body to reinvent the self.” She then goes on to tell him, “It’s all about being different and creating a clash with society because of that. I tried to use surgery not to better myself or become a younger version of myself, but to work on the concept of image and surgery the other way round. I was the first artist to do it.” This breaking of social standards is what makes Orlan’s work so memorable and makes it have such an impact on people. All of her work, the same as Saville’s, has the shock factor. Not because the pieces are hideous or awful but because after looking upon the image you realise what they are both trying to prove to society and to show that it’s okay not to fit in and be an expression of they’re difference. 
[image: ORLAN before the cosmetic surgery operation she broadcast to galleries worldwide.]






(Nadia Sayej, the guardian, 2016)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Orlan goes to great depths to document all her surgeries, even staying awake during her surgeries to video herself getting cut, and re-modelled. These videos are also a way to show young girls what actually goes on during these surgeries and the pain and aftermaths of them too.

Filtered and Non-filtered society

Filters are now a big part of selfie taking. Instagram, Snapchat and Facebook all have pre-made filters that manipulate one’s face to different characters, different species, different genders, and even “enhancing” one’s own beauty. Even modern smart phones all have a photo editing app, pre-installed, where you can crop, use colour filters or adjust colour, light and black and white levels manually. Given that filters were created as some fun for the user, and they have now become the new vital accessory in selfies. As well as the filters used on Snapchat, Instagram use filters but they are more of a colour tone filter other than an addition to the selfie. The barrier between what’s real and what’s been edited is becoming more difficult to differentiate. As well as filters, the use of angles and lighting is now vital for the “perfect” selfie. S. Mills says in his paper, “selfie” harm: Effects on mood and body image in young women (2018), “users tend to capture selfies from flattering angles and using bright lighting, and may also edit their photos using colour correction, skin-retouching, and even photo-shopping to make body parts thinner.” The fact that people have to go to these lengths to take, what they think, is the “perfect” selfie or photograph is becoming more concerning. The use of these filters are to express an idealised version of a person. But why use them? To see how many likes you can achieve? These days, “likes” on a person’s photograph now results in a rise of self-esteem within that person. Also, the drive to become Facebook and Instagram famous is becoming more of a goal, especially among young people. To become Facebook or Instagram famous all you need to do is get a certain amount of likes and shares on your posts, then depending on what social media platform you are on, your posts are then made public for more people to see your profile. These desire to become “famous” on social media among young people are becoming real. And to achieve this goal the use of filters, branded clothing and self-objectification are the base of the accomplishment. But then you think, what’s the issue with editing or filtering? Well… nothing really, but it’s when you yourself start to believe in the lie your portraying to others is where the problems start. It’s not even literal filtering on photographs that matter anymore, it’s the process building up to taking the photograph. Filtering and editing your real life to capture in an image is also on the rise. The use of expensive phone, watches and clothing are all key factors to doing this. Even expensive holiday destinations and locations. This hyper-reality state that we are all falling into is taking over and as technology and media evolve the extents people will go to for the idea of “perfect” will worsen. This is where Orlan pushing the boundaries of filters and facial editing. Even though hers is physically altered, she is still editing herself for her images and to create her stories. 

Conclusion

In conclusion of all the findings and research about this topic, the author has come to realise that selfies in general are not a bad thing. They’re a good way to document one’s self and express themselves. As well as promoting themselves if one was to create a name for themselves through the arts or other career paths. The only issue is the amount of false lifestyles an unrealistic standards people are setting and displaying across all social media platforms. The use of filters and editing is also not a bad thing but yet again, when used with the “idealised” context, the mixture of the two is creating issues that no one seems to either not want to fix or just don’t know how to. The author herself uses a large amount of Snapchat’s filters in her own personal photography, but when they’re used it’s not because she thinks they make her look and feel better about herself, more for the fact that they are fun to use. But on the other hand, the majority of the photographs she uploads onto her Facebook and Instagram are all lightly edited or taken using angles with bright lighting which then masks areas of the photograph that she is not happy with. As said by C. Shearer of the independent (2016), “Society and social media exploits vulnerabilities”. It’s these personal vulnerabilities that people suffer with that keeps social media alive.  Expectations of how people should look and live are growing and it’s in this growth were the difficulties and concerns lie. People across all genders strive for an expectation of themselves which, when not achieved, comes with serious consequences. Even to the extreme that people feel the need to go under cosmetic surgery, to take body enhancing drugs and to even document every day of their lives on their media accounts. Even then, the drive for perfection is a road that cannot fully be followed. 
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