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Abstract

Profilicity, a combination of the words profile and authenticity, describes a rapidly
growing form of identity formation which implies that people are building their
identities through online profiles. Given the popularity of beauty filters on social
media, this translates into people not only identifying with their optimised digital
selves but also aspiring to live up to them in their physical bodies.

This thesis explores the impact of modern technologies on our identity and
appearance in relation to self-agency and self-optimisation. It aims to be deliberately
provocative by exploring a deeply human issue such as identity and questioning the
human capacity to be authentic.

Abstrakt

Profilicity, eine Kombination aus den Wortern Profile und Authenticity, beschreibt
eine rapide wachsende Form der Identitatsbildung. Sie impliziert, dass die
Menschen ihre Identitét iiber Online-Profile bilden. Angesichts der Beliebtheit von
Schonheitsfiltern in den sozialen Medien bedeutet dies, dass sich Menschen nicht
nur mit ihrem optimierten digitalen Selbst identifizieren, sondern auch danach
streben, diesem in ihrem physischen Koérper gerecht zu werden.

In dieser Arbeit werden die Auswirkungen moderner Technologien auf
unsere ldentitat und unser Aussehen im Zusammenhang mit Selbstbestimmung
und Selbstoptimierung untersucht. Sie will bewusst provozieren, indem sie ein
zutiefst menschliches Thema wie Identitat erforscht und die menschliche Fahigkeit,
authentisch zu sein, in Frage stellt.
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1.1. Context

With the advent of social media, users have become accustomed to representing
themselves with an online identity and displaying themselves virtually. This
constant self-presentation has led to face filters and photo editing apps such as
FaceTune becoming popular tools to manipulate or rather “optimise” social media
content. It appears as if the resulting artificial beauty ideal leads individuals to visit
beauty clinics with their edited photos, wishing to emulate their digital selves in
their physical form. It seems like there is a link between new technologies and the
increase in beauty procedures, especially so-called non-invasive or non-surgical
ones which are predominantly done with injectables of Botulinum toxin (referred
to as Botox) and hyaluronic acid fillers (referred to as dermal fillers or just fillers),
which at first filled in fine lines and wrinkles. These can now be used to restructure
jawlines, noses, and cheeks. The procedures require refreshment every six to twelve
months in order to avoid deterioration. The statistics of the International Society Of
Aesthetic Plastic Surgeons which includes 16 countries depict that in 2010 a total of
7,371,211 non-surgical procedures with Botox or dermal fillers, were performed. In
2019 the number increased to 13,618,735 which means that there has been an 84.8%
increase in the total number of non-invasive procedures in 9 years. Because in 2019
women made up 87.2% and therefore the vast majority of the non-surgical procedure
market, this thesis pays particular attention to the experiences of women.

Self-agency, which refers to a sense of control over actions and their
consequences, is a common justification for beauty procedures. Yet through
neoliberal feminism, which encourages individual women to focus on themselves
and their own goals, targeted marketing and celebrities like Kylie Jenner, this very
self-agency becomes questionable. Moreover, in our increasingly virtual world,
digital humans are gaining influence. Virtual influencers like Lil Miquela (figure 1)
with over three million followers on Instagram alone blur the boundaries between
the virtual and real. In May 2019 top model Bella Hadid was featured with Lil Miquela
in a campaign by American fashion brand Calvin Klein (figure 2). Seeing their faces
side by side reveals their striking similarities. In October 2021 luxury brand Prada
released its new Candy perfume campaign titled Rethink Reality. It featured the
digital version of model Jade Eliasek (figure 3). Although her eyes look unrealistically
purple and are disproportionately big, it is hard to discern Eliasek as CGl (computer-
generated image). Miquela, Hadid and the digital version of Eliasek all look hyper-
real and share the same flawless skin and doll-like faces.

In April 2021 the game engine Unreal Engine by gaming company Epic
Games released the MetaHuman Creator. The free, cloud-based app exports rigged
photorealistic digital humans prepared to be animated in Unreal Engine without
experience in 3D character creation. The digital humans are not an exact copy of a
physical person, however, with the gaming industry growing rapidly and investing
in a potential metaverse, it is only a matter of time before technology offers an easy
solution for people to digitise their physical selves. So how does this digital self look
like, who designs it and what does it mean for identity formation?

Researchers Nick Yee and Jeremy Bailenson coined the term Proteus Effect
in their study The Proteus Effect: The Effect of Transformed Self-Representation on
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Behavior (2007) to describe a phenomenon in which a person's behaviour in virtual
worlds is altered by the characteristics of their avatar—a digital representation
of themselves. While research on the Proteus Effect addresses the impact of the
appearance of avatars in online interactions, it does not address the question of
what avatars mean for our physical self-perception and if they tie us more closely
to the digital world. Yee and Bailenson's study uses avatars that were assigned to
study participants without giving them the opportunity to personalise these avatars.
This work extends the research on the Proteus effect by asking visitors to interact
with the author's digital self and change her appearance. The work’s interest lies
in the impact that online appearances and online identities have on the physical
self, respectively in the interplay between the digital and the physical self, thereby
challenging ideas of self-agency and self-optimisation.

(figure1) © Brud

Introduction



(figure 2) © Calvin Klein
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1.2. Related Work

1.2.1. Theories Related to the Context

In the 1980s and 1990s, women gained more financial power due to better-paid jobs
after the second wave of feminism in the 1970s. Advertisers used the new disposable
income women had to their advantage by selling an almost endless amount of
beauty commodities to female customers. By implementing feminist terminology
into their advertisement rhetoric, the industry successfully appropriated terms like
empowerment or self-love for its benefit (Laing and Willson 2020). Philosopher Beate
Hausbichler (2021) described how this has led to the contemporary notion of neoliberal
feminism in which the consumption of goods makes up an essential part of the feminist
canon. In the neoliberal feminist landscape, the focus lies on the betterment of the
self which has to be improved through the consumption of commodities.

Atthe beginning of the 1990s, when Naomi Wolfwrote The Beauty Myth (1991),
she compared the endless work on a woman’s appearance to that of household, care
and professional work. According to Wolf, the unrealistic expectations on women
to look a certain way served as a mechanism to distract and keep them away from
professional success. In the consumer-driven world of today, the same industry is
now hailed as a universal good. Dara Berkowitz observes in her book Botox Nation
(2017) that tools that promise to make a consumer more beautiful are embraced as
feminist empowerment. The beauty industry is perceived as a worthy lifestyle choice
characterised by self-love, self-care and wellness. Injectables, such as Botox and
dermal fillers, have been marketed as a promising strategy for professional success
and within the logic of individualism and autonomy. This led users to see themselves
as active and self-governing subjects. The idea of self-agency and “doing it for
yourself” is drilled into a consumption-driven mindset in a neoliberal structure
in which it is unacceptable to participate in body enhancements with the hope to
attract male attention but solely because women are liberated enough to have a clear
idea of what they want to look like and who they want to embody (Berkowitz 2017).

Jean Baudrillard’s theories of transaesthetics (1992), simulation (1994)
and hyperreality (1994) demonstrate how neoliberal feminist media culture
paradoxically turns what was considered anti-feminist into feminist. It offers an
answer to why aesthetic beauty procedures are nowadays sold as feminist and
perceived as empowerment. The profilicity theory coined by philosophers Hans-
Georg Moeller and Paul J. D’Ambrosio (2021) explains how social media fosters the
creation of identities based on profiles. It investigates how people are influenced
by the validation of unknown users instead of physical interactions. This has led
to a climate in which the creation and curation of online identities take on a major
role in people’s lives. Whilst other forms of identity technologies like sincerity and
authenticity, which were more prominent in the past, still exist, profilicity, amplified
by social media, rises to become the most dominant form of identity creation. Digital
profiling and constant self-exposure have influenced the popularity of beauty face
filters and photo editing apps like FaceTune. It seems that users change theirlooks in
the hope that their digital identity will be more successful and receive more approval.
It appears as if this triggers a feeling that they are not living up to their digital selves
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and that their physical selves are inadequate. That is why it is likely that this process
will manifest itself, even more, when people can digitise themselves for a virtual
meeting or to play online games. When people already aspire to a technically created
beauty ideal and are encouraged to consume beauty procedures, it indicates what
our bodies will look like in the future.

1.2.2. Projects Related to the Design Approach

Works by body art performance artists from the late 20th century serve as the
basis for the practical work in this thesis. As this project aims to be deliberately
provocative in generating new ideas and challenging the status quo of authenticity
and self-agency, it was crucial to use the art world as a reference. The selected
artists work with their bodies to comment on and question society's behaviour. This
project is not about rebelling against social change, as the author considers this
unproductive and rather uninteresting, rather she is interested in the circumstances
that have led to the current situations. Instead of clinging to old structures, she is
concerned with the industries that seek to extract commercial success on the backs
of politically significant movements like feminism. In particular, she is interested in
the culture of constant self-optimisation that, disguised as self-agency and driven
by consumer culture, seems to be firmly entrenched in modern times. The cited
artists have inspired the author to work with her body in provocative and progressive
ways to convey her message while leaving room for personal interpretation and
interaction with the work.

The first work that inspired this project was by the artist Marina Abramovic.
In 1974, she performed her work Rhythm O at the Studio Morra gallery in Naples
(figrue 4). Init, Abramovic placed 72 objects, ranging from roses and a piece of bread
to a pair of scissors, a knife and a gun with a bullet in it, on a table next to her. For
the next six hours, visitors were instructed that Abramovic was an object and that
they could use the objects laid out on the table on her at will. Abramovic took full
responsibility. In 2014, the artist said in an interview uploaded on YouTube about
her performance that she wanted to see, “How far the public can go if the artist
does not do anything” (Abramovic 2014, video). The audience began by just looking
at her or giving her a rose but soon became more and more violent. People cut off
her clothes, held a gun to her neck and cut into her flesh. After six hours, the gallery
owner declared the performance over and Abramovic began to move on her own.
The spectators, shocked that she was not a simple object, quickly ran away. None of
them could bear to be confronted with Abramovic. Although the audience was well
aware of Abramovic's human existence, they alienated her and treated her like an
object. The work shows how one can completely give up one's autonomy. It seems
that Abramovic questioned the ownership of the female body because the project
took place during the second wave of feminism. On websites like Render People
(renderpeople.com), digital bodies of real people can be downloaded for little money
or even for free. Those who buy them have full control over the bodies. Abramovic
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was way ahead of her time when she created her work in the 1970s. For this project,
she inspired the author by showing her a way to let others control her body with the
help of pre-set tools.

Later, in the 1980s, and with the advent of new technologies such as the
computer, the artist Stelarc began a series of works in which he questioned the
existence of the body. He did not want to see his body as an object of desire, but
ratheras an object whose functionality could be changed by technology. For example,
Stelarc hung himself from hooks attached to his skin. These performances were
often site-specific and the body functioned as a sculptural element. The body is not
seen as a personality but as a tool and object. In another work, which began in 1996,
he attempts to attach a third ear to his body. 10 years later, in 2006, Stelarc had an
extra ear surgically constructed and grown on his left arm (figrue 5). Furthermore,
a small microphone was to be implanted in the ear. The microphone was then
connected to a WiFi system that allows other people to hear what Stelarc hears in
real-time. So the ear is not for Stelarc himself, but for people in other places who
want to listen to what the ear hears from a distance (Stelarc 2013, video). Stelarc's
work inspired this project because it shows how one can merge with technology,
even become technology itself. As this project is about how the digital collides with
the physical body and identity, Stelarc's works serve as inspiration for how one can
view their own body as a technical object. Similarly, the author of this thesis works
with her body, which becomes the object of the work.

In the 1990s, the artist Orlan created a series of works in which she was
filmed undergoing severe plastic surgery on her body, especially her face, while
reading poetry or answering live questions from her audience (figure 6). Her goal
was not to become more beautiful or to appear younger. Orlan's work was a means
of criticism regarding cosmetic surgery and its general practice. She went so far
with the alienation of her body that there was no doubt that her surgeries were
not intended to improve her appearance. Orlan performed a kind of reincarnation
of her body in her present life (Restany 2001, video). It is likely that Orlan's work
was a commentary on the mass culture of beauty treatments and the wellness, anti-
ageing and beauty craze of the 1990s. She wanted to show where the constant self-
optimisation leads and with what self-evidence it is practised. In this respect, this
work ties in with Orlan's, as it likewise alludes to the constant self-optimisation of
appearance and questions why this is taken for granted.

In contemporary art, new media artist Theo Triantafyllidis uses technology
to reproduce himself in a game engine. For his work Studio Visit (2018), he created
a virtual character by using a collection of different stereotypes of game avatars to
produce virtual sculptures and paintings. Similar to Stelarc and Orlan, who used their
bodies excessively to demonstrate their obsolescence, Triantafyllidis created and
inhabited a virtual body. The practical part of this thesis focuses on the exploration of
the author's appearance in the virtual world. While the bodies of Abramovic or Orlan
were physical and the character of Triantafyllidis is fictional, this thesis explores the
interactive confrontation with the digital body when it is given to an audience for
optimisation and beautification. The above works influence the thesis by suggesting
ways of working with self-agency, the human body and modern technologies. They
open the spectrum of possibilities and impact the author's approach to the practical
part of the thesis. Stella Speziali (2020) from the ZHdK Immersive Art Space has
conducted a crucial study on digital humans, which is used to create the author's
digital self.
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1.3. Research Question and Thesis Statement

As lives increasingly take place online, people can create various social media
profiles. This thesis explores how the creation and curation of these profiles affect
people's appearance and identity.

Already today, some women aspire to look like a beauty filter, which is
intensified by the normalisation of beauty procedures. These beauty procedures
are, in turn, justified by self-agency and female autonomy. An interplay between the
digital and the physical becomes visible, in which both sides converge.

Sub-Questions:

WHY ARE BEAUTY PROCEDURES PERCEIVED
AS FEMALE EMPOWERMENT AND PASSED OFF
AS A SIGN OF WOMEN'’S SELF-AGENCY?

HOW DO DIGITALTECHNOLOGIES AFFECT THE
PHYSICAL BODIES OF WOMEN AND HOW DOES
THIS MANIFEST ITSELF BACK ONLINE?
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INCREASED INVESTMENT
IN ONLINE PROFILES
AFFECT OUR PERCEPTION
OF IDENTITY AND BODY,
AND HOW DOES THIS
IMIPACT THE PROCESS OF
IDENTITY FORMATION?
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1.4. Methodology

The author approaches the project through practice-oriented research. This means
that the theories studied are tested in practice through empirical, technical and
material explorations to identify parallels or differences. For her, this is fruitful
because the theory is underpinned by practice and vice versa.

Through empirical and ethnographic research such as interviews with experts
and visits to opening events of beauty clinics, the author establishes connections
between the increasing identification with the online self and people's efforts to
live up to their technically manipulated self-image. By speaking with doctors and
analysing online discourse about beauty treatments and marketing strategies of
beauty clinics, she gains further insights into the commercialisation of feminism
and the perception of beauty as an essential part of womanhood. This is explored
theoretically by examining phenomena such as identity formation, neoliberal
feminism and the growing discourse on beauty procedures such as Botox treatments.
The strong presence of beauty clinics on social media has led the author to question
the authority of the Swiss government in relation to unregulated advertising
practices of beauty clinics. Phone calls and email conversations with Swissmedic
and the Zurich Department of Health reveal that it seems as if the authorities are not
keeping up with the rapid development of technologies to regulate advertising on
social media platforms. As a result, clinics can easily reach a young target audience.

The technical investigation includes the analysis and definition of the current
mainstream beauty ideal by comparing celebrities like Kylie Jenner or Bella Hadid
with beauty filters and virtual influencers. The result of the so-called Instagram-face
is confirmed by interviewing physicians who work with injectables and a marketing
manager of a beauty clinic. In addition, the interaction between the digital and the
physical is explored by using photogrammetry, 3D software, a game engine and
motion capture to create a digital self of the author. An audience can optimise the
author’s digital self, which is then returned to the physical space using a 3D printer.

The first material investigation includes materials such as PVA filament and
silicone. The materials are aimed to reproduce the artificiality of the beauty ideal.
However, as the author explores the profilicity theory, she realises that her approach
is not to show how technology alienates people from their bodies, but rather to
show the phenomenon of how technology and nature converge. How they interact
with each other and how a mechanism evolves where the artificial wants to appear
natural but the natural is seen as outdated and needs technology to compensate for
its deficiency. For this reason, the sculptures of the artefact are made of a natural
material such as clay. Moreover, the porous nature of clay resembles the pores of the
skin. The use of a highly technical machine such as a 3D printer and its visualisation
through the layers created during 3D printing shows how beauty ideals are literally
formed and brought to life through technology.

The significance of the work is that it offers an interpretation of how the
physical world approaches the digital world and that by understanding this, as
well as new and old forms of identity formation, one can go through life with more
awareness and ease. Correspondently, the work explores the reproduction of
oppressive structures from the physical in the digital world. The author wants to
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encourage awareness and recognition of such tendencies in order to proactively
counteract them.

Working with a digital body confronted the author with questions of
responsibility and ethics. Downloading another person's digital body seems strange
to her while creating a new body would ultimately lead to the reinforcement of
stereotypes. Therefore, the author decided to work with her own body, as it gives her
the freedom to do with it what she wants and what she feels comfortable with. The
responsibility she has in doing so is for her to remain true to her personal feelings.

Since technology makes it possible to expand a human body by its physical
limits, one can wonder why the author decided to create an exact copy of herself.
After all, through technology and CGIl (computer-generated imagery) one can
achieve the fulfilment of dreams and the expansion of the imagination, a kind of
escapist dream. For the author, using technology only to create a copy of herself in
digital space is part of the rebellion, to demonstrate her concern that oppressive
structures from the physical world are being reinforced and duplicated in the digital
sphere. She does not want to obey a technological desire or utopian vision, but to
create something where she is true to herself. Moreover, it was important for her to
speak of something she knows and experiences, like her body and identity, rather
than some kind of mainstream fantasy. She aims for a critical engagement with the
work that inspires visitors not to simplify anything, but instead to overly engage
with it to the point where it might even seem ridiculous or humorous.
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1.5. Aims and Objectives

This thesis analyses the impact of technology on identity formation to explore how
online profiles increasingly shape how we see ourselves. In particular, it explores
the impact of technology on the popularity and growing cultural discourse of beauty
procedures to visualise the interplay between digital and physical appearance.
Furthermore, it assesses the consequences of self-agency on feminism and cosmetic
surgery and explores the motivations for beauty procedures. In doing so, the work
identifies factors that link feminism to beauty procedures and it challenges women's
self-agency over their bodies.

The thesis examines the factors through which the digital body is shaped,
considering the current state of technology to create a digital self. Furthermore,
it identifies key factors affecting the design of the digital body and predicts the
impact the digital self has on the physical self. The work examines how online
profiles influence identity formation, by analysing the components of profile-based
identity formation and comparing it to earlier forms, it illustrates how it is becoming
the most popular identity technology of the present and future.
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1.6. Motivation and Personal Contribution

Because of the author’s background and interest in fashion and branding, she has a
profound knowledge of how communication strategies work, how trends are created
and how market and consumer research is conducted. She also understands the
ambiguity of fashion to create trends that paradoxically lead to what was marketed
as "in fashion" being “out of fashion” just a few seasons later. This mechanism is
profitable for brands to increase sales and can equally be applied to the beauty
industry. The author’s decision for the topic was based on her interest in digital
bodies and online identities as well as her motivation to acquire technical skills in 3D
design, animation and work with a game engine.

The author noticed that the people she sees online increasingly look like
Instagram beauty filters and that the faces of celebrities like Kylie Jenner or Bella
Hadid, as well as virtual influencers like Lil Miquela, bear striking similarities to
these filters. This trend fascinated her and she wanted to find out more about how
technology affects people’s perception of beauty. Aware of the immense impact of
well-made branding, the author questions the common argument of female self-
agency in the context of beauty procedures. She hopes to contribute to a critical
examination of the state of the female body and identity today and in the future.

The project contributes to the field of interaction design by looking at the
interplay between digital and physical identity. How they literally converge and
how the interaction with digital technology affects the physical self not only in its
appearance but also in its identity. Contrary to popular belief that technology and
digitalisation alienate people from their physical selves, the author aims to show
that the two sides are approaching each other. She believes that it is unhelpful, even
blocking, to remain in a mindset in which the digital is demonised and marginalised.
Instead, she wants to show a way in which both worlds interact and nourish each
other. At the same time, she is critical of already existing structures of neoliberalism,
consumerism and sexism, which are reinforced and become even more powerful in
the digital world. With her thesis, the author aims to provoke new interactions and
ways of seeing technology while being critical of the reproduction of oppressive
systems in the developing digital world.
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2.1. Introduction

After the second wave of feminism in the 1970s, many women experienced financial
growth and independence in the 1980s and 1990s. Advertisers saw the new
disposable income women had, due to higher paid jobs, as an opportunity to sell
beauty, cosmetics, fashion and media products to female consumers (Laing and
Willson 2020). Women were sold body maintenance products as a model of female
leisure, often with a faux feminist legitimacy attached to it. It was defined as a new
category of rights or entitlements for women that is based on them earning a living
and gaining certain freedoms (McRobbie 2011).

Naomi Wolf observed in her book The Beauty Myth (1991) that the more
liberated and successful women were professionally and privately, and the more
legal hindrances they overcame, the more tightly and strictly they were bound to an
ideal of female beauty. After the second wave of feminism in the 1970s female beauty
was the last remaining strong source to control women and it did not take long to
show the effect it had on them. With women’s breakthrough power structures in the
1980s eating disorders increased sharply and plastic surgery became the fastest-
growing medical segment. Although women have never had more legal rights, money
and power, the relationships they had with their bodies were probably worse than
that of their unliberated grandmothers. The beauty myth acts as a celebration of
women although it is “actually composed of emotional distance, politics, finance,
and sexual repression. The beauty myth is not about women at all. It is about men’s
institutions and institutional power” (Wolf 1991, 13). Wolf observes that a real
meritocracy means for men more competition at the job and household work at
home. After the second wave of feminism, the tendency was, however, for women to
do work in paid positions while still having to do all the unpaid household and care
work. On top of that, the tireless work on the appearance was added. To get or keep
a job women were expected to be beautiful, not only in jobs such as fashion models
or waitresses but all across different business segments. It was a legitimate reason
for a man to replace a female employee because he found her too old looking or to
encourage her to wear makeup and dye her hair (Wolf 1991).

The rules on how a woman had to dress and look at work kept shifting,
which was in favour of the beauty and fashion magazines that tell women how to
behave and appear. Women were constantly confronted with the paradox of looking
feminine and business-like at work. Finding the perfect balance was crucial as
looking too feminine would have caused risks of sexual harassment because they
would have been said to be “asking for it”. On the other hand, looking too business-
like would have marked them off as stiff and uptight women who were “too eager to
make it in the business world” (Wolf 1991, 42). While those regulations did not apply
to men, women were expected to spend money on their looks and work harder to
be respected at work. Wolf observes that American, urban professional women in
the 1980s spent a third of their income on beauty maintenance and considered it a
crucial part of their professionalism. At the same time, women earned significantly
less than their male counterparts and in positions that underline their physical
attractiveness such as service or retail jobs.

In the last decades, feminism saw a shift towards a sensitivity described as post
and neoliberal feminism. Postfeminism defined by feminist critic Rosalind Gill (2011)
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is informed by postmodernist and constructionist perspectives and should not be
compared to a single static notion of one authentic feminism as a reference point.
She describes postfeminism as having a contradictory nature of discourses and the
entanglement of both feminist and anti-feminist themes within it. Furthermore, Gill
(2007, 148-149) notices that this notion, “Also points to a number of other relatively
stable features that comprise or constitute a postfeminist discourse. These include
the notion that femininity is a bodily property; the shift from objectification to
subjectification; the emphasis on self-surveillance, monitoring and discipline; a focus
on individualism, choice and empowerment; the dominance of a makeover paradigm;
aresurgence in ideas of natural sexual difference; a marked sexualization of culture;
and an emphasis upon consumerism and the commodification of difference.”

According to philosopher Beate Hausbichler (2021) neoliberal feminism,
being heavily influenced by capitalism consists of three parts: A feminist facade,
commercial gain and the individualisation of a problem, but no criticism whatsoever
of politics and corporations. It is a big shell with a strong presence, a combative
slogan and an empty inside.

In a post and neoliberal feminist media climate and through conscious market
manipulation, the global beauty industry has reached a value of USD 511 billion in
2021 (Djurovik 2022). According to the website Grand Review Research the cosmetic
surgery and procedure market is estimated to reach a global value of USD 43.9 billion
by 2025 due to the growing use of social media and technological advancement.
This chapter discusses the consequences of post and neoliberal feminism based on
the brands Dove, Gillette Venus and Victoria's Secret. Furthermore, it reflects how
brands utilise social-political progress such as the Body Positivity Movement for
their interest.
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2.2. The Commodification of the Body

Consumer culture made the consumption of body maintenance commodities and
body modification inseparably linked to feminism. Over time, advertisers were
able to adapt to social trends such as the Body Positivity Movement. Although this
meant they had to make a drastic strategic shift away from hammering absurd,
slender female beauty ideals into the minds of consumers towards marketing
where people are obliged to feel comfortable in their bodies, no matter what size
or shape they are (Hausbichler 2021).

Hausbichler (2021) explains that the body positivity movement had its
origins in the 1960s in the US. Activists founded feminist groups like The Fat
Underground or New Haven Fat Liberation Front and started to fight against the
massive discrimination fat people faced and for a new definition of the word fat from
a negative to a neutral description. At the time, the movement was of no interest
for corporations to capitalise on and therefore seemed irrelevant. This changed
with the availability of the internet and later with the presence of social media. It
resulted in today's situation in which anything can be labelled as body positivity, or
more precisely, everything that can be consumed is labelled as body positivity. The
main message of today's movement is not to worry about buying that dress or those
skinny jeans because people can wear anything and feel good about it as long as they
keep consuming. Beauty procedures are another example of how the Body Positive
Movement is used to be capitalised on. Lip fillers or breast surgeries do not make
anyone anti body positive but show that people can take control of their bodies and
make their own choices about them. It is all about self-love and self-confidence.
There is no criticism of the discrimination in education, on the job market or in the
health care system that fat people still face today.

Body positivity has become a consumer-friendly and consumer-animating
leisure activity that provides visibility on social media. Influencers on such platforms
aim to "empower” others to love themselves when in reality they only want to
increase their follower count and reach. Criticism of existing structures is lost and
exchanged for an individual journey towards self-confidence, self-love and self-
care. Itis a celebration of the self that everyone must complete for their satisfaction.
To accomplish what is required, people are motivated to work on themselves, both
physically and mentally, and the industry offers all kinds of products to support
them on this journey. Thus, loving your body does not mean that a person does not
have to invest money and time in it and that the previous ideals no longer apply, they
are merely expanded (Hausbichler 2021).
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2.2.1. Harnessing Political Work for Commercial Success

One of the companies that is considered a "brave pioneer" of the body positivity
movement is the personal care brand Dove. As part of the Unilever Group, Dove
released their first Campaign for Real Beauty in 2004. Pictured were women with
"real curves" in white underwear. The campaign was hailed as a step away from
unattainable beauty ideals and to open up the definition of femininity. The irony
that the product the campaign promoted was a skin firming cream was lost in the
conversation. The campaign's tagline read, "New Dove Firming. As tested on real
curves." The indirect message of the brand was that only firm curves are socially
accessible and people are motivated to buy Dove products so that they can love
their firmed curves. The campaign did not liberate women from a beauty ideal, it
only tied them to the next.

Companies like Dove talk little about their products in their communications.
Rather, they appear as a team of scientists or researchers of some sort. They give
the impression of dedicating their lives to the question of why women feel unhappy
in their bodies. Hausbichler observes that this encouraging and benevolent way of
communicating, which establishes what seems to be an intimate and trustworthy
relationship with consumers, makes them easily forget that it is the same company
that sells them anti-cellulite or skin whitening creams.

Dove's 2021 campaign, titled Reverse Selfie aims to raise awareness about
selfie culture and how face-editing apps cause low self-esteem in young girls (figure 7).
The campaign text, alongside individual portraits of girls, half showing their natural
faces and half showing their manipulated faces, reads, "Let's stop retouching apps
from blurring her confidence. This is a representation of how far retouching apps can
distort beauty. Harmful and readily available, 80% of girls are already using them by
the age of 13. It's no wonder their perception of beauty and their self-esteem are so
distorted. Help reverse the damage. Download our new Social Media Confidence Kit"
(Campaignsoftheworld 2021). From the text, as well as the Reverse Selfie campaign
film and the Parents Kit (a 32-page manual designed to help parents have The Selfie
Talk with their daughters), it becomes clear that the campaign is not aimed at young
girls, but at their mothers. To gain the trust of customers, the brand utilises their
daughters to pose as their saviour and protector. This strategy, in which a brand
does not sell its products directly, meaning it does not depict or mention them in
the campaign, is more hypocritical than others. The brand assumes the role of an
institution and disguises the brand message as the most important reason for the
brand's existence. They take responsibility away from schools and educators and
give the appearance that the brand is addressing socially relevant issues. However,
for a brand sales feedback is primarily important. Dove's body positivity campaigns
are still attractive to the brand to this day only because they generated financial
growth and positioned the brand positively in the marketplace. If the campaigns
had failed, the brand would have immediately returned to its old strategy or tried a
different one. It does not make sense for a brand to stick with a strategy if it does
not produce a positive result in product sales. Up to a point, a brand even needs to
capitalise on social and cultural trends to stay relevant.

Hausbichler concludes that in this regard, it must be said that it is political
activists and feminist collectives that do socio-political work for no profit and no
recognition. Brands follow them only after doing market and consumer research to
determine whether or not they can ultimately turn a profit. It is cynical to praise
brands as brave and pioneering when in reality they are only harnessing political
work for commercial interests.

Consuming Feminism



22

Self-Me



23

- _JV
(figure 8)

(figure 9)

Consuming Feminism

© Gillette Venus



24

2.2.2. My Campaign. My Profit.

The women's shaving brand Gillette Venus, which belongs to the Procter & Gamble
Group, has since 2018 been advertising its My Skin. My Way. campaign. The slogan
has similarities with My Body. My Choice., which is used to demonstrate in support
of abortion. Gillette Venus thus puts a decision about body hair on the same level
as a decision to have an abortion, while selling its product to boot. Although both
involve the female body, the decision of whether to have body hair in a particular
area never reaches the scope of the choice to have an abortion.

The Gillette Venus 2019 campaign portrays women with scars or stretch
marks and moles exposing their “imperfect” skin. In the 1.30-minute campaign
videos, protagonists like Marika talk about how they have found a way to love their
skin. Marika is only filmed twice shaving her legs and arms with a Gillette Venus
razor. The rest of the video shows close-ups of Marika's skin or her walking along a
beach. Again, the product takes a back seat and the brand gives the impression that
its socially relevant message is more important than selling its product. As a result,
the brand is seen as a forerunner of diverse and inclusive body representation. Each
portrait of the women in the campaign ends with the text “It's my skin and I'm proud
of it”, which sounds like an affirmation or ritual people should say to themselves daily
to transform the relationships they have with their bodies mentally.

The captions of the videos on YouTube provide further insight into how
consumers are being targeted for the campaign. The one to Marika's story reads,
"Meet the real women who are showing the world how many versions of beautiful
skin there are—and how to own it. Marika was born with congenital nevi—a condition
that left her skin covered in birthmarks from head to toe. Growing up in a world
obsessed with perfect skin, she struggled with looking different. But today, she’s
empowered by it" (Gillette Venus, 2019, video). The campaign's advertising copy
exemplifies how feminist terminology like “real women”, “own it” and “empowered”
is used to sell a product.

Until 2018, the brand partnered with the TV show Germany's Next Top Model,
whose audience consists mainly of young girls. The viewers are taught from an early
age that female body hair is undesirable and that it must be shaved to resemble a
model's ideal of beauty. In the same year as the new My Skin. My Way. campaign
was launched, the brand ended its collaboration with Germany's Next Top Model.
Women are encouraged to celebrate and love their “imperfect” skin in Gillette Venus'
new campaigns. This is ironic because the same company has in previous campaigns
dictated to women what such imperfections look like in the first place by showing only
slim, white, flawless models. Companies like Gillette Venus profit from manufacturing,
distributing and perpetuating the insecurities they have previously created.

Although the more inclusive My Skin. My Way. campaigns by Gillette Venus
seem like a step forward at first glance, its genuineness is questionable. Was the
campaign ultimately just about following the current inclusivity and diversity trend
to stay relevant as a brand? On top of that, the appropriation of feminist terminology
gives a false idea of what feminism is all about. It gets associated with a highly
individualistic lifestyle focused on finding empowerment through consumption. At
this place, it must be clearly stated that the idea of what it means to be a woman
is freer and more diverse today are the achievements of the women's movements.
The achievement of neoliberalism and capitalism is to create saleable products that
promise more liberation.
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2.2.3. The Visibility Trap

Traditional media like magazines also rode the wave of feminism to financially
capitalise on it. Self-esteem and self-love are favoured topics in women's magazines,
from educational reads to those that mainly feature fashion trends, celebrities and
cosmetics. Nowadays, there is even a new category of women's magazines that
deals exclusively with one's improvement and development of the self. They all share
in common that behind the fagade of positivity and love, lies the main message of
working onimproving yourself. Hausbichler (2021) observes that whether this work is
physical or psychological, it fosters insecurity and leaves feelings of dissatisfaction.
The magazines present all the activities people are not doing, but apparently should
be doing. Empowerment holds people responsible for everything. It creates the
impression that everything is in one's own hands, one just has to feel empowered to
do it, and once you do, you can achieve anything. Yet again, the discourse focuses on
an individual rather than a complex political and structural problem.

If magazines already have a negative influence on women, the popularity of
social mediais even more disturbing. On platforms like Instagram, YouTube or TikTok,
a user not only meets models who are styled and staged by a team of professionals
but can get an intimate glimpse into the lives of ordinary people. Influencers share
their picture-perfect lifestyles and users can follow them from the comfort of their
couches. Although people realise that what influencers share is selected and edited,
many feel unhappy about their own less perfect selves (Hausbichler 2021). The
constant display of body images and the ability to zoom in and examine them closely
increases the pressure to look a certain kind of way and to compare oneself to
others. It, “Connotes a change of spectatorial power from an external, judgemental
male gaze to a self-policing narcissistic gaze” (Laing and Willson, 129).

In general, it is worth questioning the use of social media and to what extent
it is empowering. Social media is hailed as a tool to gain attention and build a
following for vital social issues like feminism, but the mechanisms behind it are less
empowering. To gain visibility, a user has to follow the rules of a few tech companies.
To be of interest to potential companies and their advertising, platforms need
to ensure that a user spends as much time as possible on them. That is precisely
why users see personalised content on their screens, tailored to their preferences
and interests. If the presence of political issues depends on their interactivity on
social media, their visibility depends on technology companies like Meta or Google.
Hausbichler (2021) questions who ultimately benefits from the popularity of social
media: feminist politics or the technology companies? The former gains visibility at
best, but the money goes to tech companies. Moreover, it is questionable what kind
of feminism social media generates. Since users' time is the core business of Meta,
Google, etc., it is not necessarily the best researched or most accurate content that
gains the most visibility, but the content that generates the most likes, shares and
comments, or in other words, that binds users more closely to the platform. This
often provokes radical statements and popular feminism. Although it is reassuring
to see feminist issues gaining interest through popular feminism on social media,
visibility is often used for self-promotion. Popular feminism is a backlash against
feminist goals opposing racism, capitalism and patriarchal structures because it
needs to market itself like a product rather than an act against such structures.
Popular feminism needs them and profits from them (Hausbichler 2021).
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2.2.4. The Delusion of Inclusion

An examination of Victoria's Secret catalogues, between 1996 and 2006, shows the
shift from a male gaze, in which the woman depicted is a passive object, to a gaze
in which the model mimics typical male postures and thus appears active, while still
being objectified. The brand catalogues give an insight into a new way of marketing
feminism to the consumer. When Victoria's Secret began selling the WonderBra
push-up bra as a means of empowering women in the late 1990s, the brand achieved
profitable sales. It implied that empowerment is only possible through hyper-
sexualised body representation and consumption.

When analysing the mid-90s catalogues, the models were portrayed
passively, either lounging or standing cross-legged with their mouths slightly
open or smiling. The women appear soft and gentle with neatly combed hair and
relaxed posture. By contrast, in the middle of the next decade, the women pose
provocatively staring aggressively into the camera. Their legs are no longer crossed,
their buttocks and chests thrust outwards and upwards, their facial expressions
are tough and their mouths are either closed or half-open. The hair is wild, often
covering parts of the models' faces. Posing, in the same way, became popular in the
late 1990s in men's advertising by brands such as Calvin Klein. Victoria's Secret sold
their lingerie as a means of empowerment, justifying hyper-sexuality and hyper-
femininity because the aggressive male poses and postures were perceived as self-
empowering (Ouellette 2019).

Advertisers' opportunism successfully exploited the fact that consumers
linked the ideology of a product to the ideology of empowerment. Assertiveness,
power and independence do not result from political activism and not from the way
womenimpact society, butratherfrom their sexual behaviourin seducing men. Sexual
empowerment is not the same as social, economic and political empowerment, as
postfeminism claims (Ouellette 2019).

Overthe next decade, Victoria's Secret built a lingerie empire unlike any other,
peaking in 2016 with net sales of $7,781 billion (Statista 2021). The brand's shows
were hailed as the most popular fashion show of the year with a live TV broadcast
featuring top models, referred to by the brand as its Victoria's Secret Angels, walking
to a live performance by acts such as The Weeknd, Taylor Swift and Harry Styles.
Shortly after the brand's peak in 2016, sales began to decline, and the brand aired
its last television show in December 2018. By 2020, annual net sales had dropped
to $5,413 billion and, according to the website USA Today (Tyko 2021), Victoria's
Secret was forced to close nearly 250 shops worldwide. The company appears to
have struggled to adapt to shifting cultural attitudes regarding its principal product:
female sexuality. Competition reacted to customer demand for more inclusive
marketing and products in the aftermath of the body positivity movements, which
caused the so-called bombshell style that Victoria's Secret represented and sold for
decades to go out of favour.

Just before the last show, Ed Razek, the former chief marketing officer of L
Brands, the parent company of Victoria's Secret, said in an interview with Vogue
Magazine (Phelps 2018) that the shows had always been "culturally diverse."
Furthermore, he stated that the brand does not consider having trans or curvy models
walk the show because it was a "fantasy". He described the Angels as "aggressively
fit" and that they competed against each other with their workout routines. Finally,
he expressed no interest in changing the brand's strategy to make it more inclusive.

Three years later, the brand underwent massive structural and strategic
changes. The angels were replaced by brand ambassadors representing a wide
range of body types and age groups. The seven women who make up the Victoria's
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Secret Collective are recognised for their accomplishments. They include for
example Megan Rapinoe, a 36-year-old American soccer and gender equality
activist with short pink hair; Priyanka Chopra Jonas, a 38-year-old Indian actress
and tech investor; Eileen Gu, a 17-year-old Chinese-American freestyle skier; or
Valentina Sampaio, a 24-year-old Brazilian trans model. Victoria's Secret intends to
give the word sexy, which in the past meant a slim, well-toned Barbie figure, a body-
positive and inclusive meaning that is not tied to a specific body shape or size. This
is a significant shift for a brand that has not long ago sold underwear under the guise
of male fantasies, but pursued an ideal of beauty that has remained unattainable for
the majority of women. Martin Waters, the chief executive of the brand said in an
interview with The New York Times (Maheshwari and Friedman 2021), "We needed
to stop being about what men want and to be about what women want." In the same
interview, new ambassador Megan Rapinoe described Victoria's Secret's previous
marketing as, “Patriarchal, sexist, viewing not just what it meant to be sexy but what
the clothes were trying to accomplish through a male lens and through what men
desired. And it was very much marketed toward younger women.” That message,
she added, was, “Really harmful.” It poses the question, however, why women like
Megan Rapinoe would want to be involved in restoring a brand whose values they
rejected. Megan Rapinoe responded by explaining that she understood that she was
being given the opportunity to reshape Victoria's Secret from the inside out and that
the brand has acknowledged its past mistakes. Victoria's Secret is giving her a large
platform to expand her vision of sexiness with that of the brand. Waters said of the
future plans he has for the brand, "Our intent is to get back into the fashion show
business.” He continued, “We’re not in a hurry to announce when that will be or how
that will be... but we will redefine it in a way that’s culturally relevant in the coming
years.” Waters mentioned that the company is creating a digital entertainment
platform for women to celebrate their bodies. “It’s all about the digital and the
social,” he added.

Among the brand's new efforts to expand its previous narrow definition of
sexy was the launch of a Mother's Day campaign in 2021 that featured a pregnant
model (figure 10). In response to the positive feedback, the brand began selling
nursing bras. While pregnancy and breastfeeding were previously considered “not
sexy enough” to be part of the Victoria's Secret line, it is now being celebrated as
a bold step towards body positivity. The company aims to become, as Chef Waters
phrases it, "A leading global advocate for women's empowerment" (Maheshwari and
Friedman 2021).

The motivation behind Victoria's Secret's rebranding appears hypocritical.
In 2018, there was no sign of interest from the brand to become more diverse and
inclusive. Thus, it makes sense to think that its poor sales have forced the brand to
change its strategy, rather than a deep belief in the negative impact that promoting
and cultivating an unrealistic body image tailored to male taste has on women. It
equally raises the question of why the brand still wants to be associated with the
word sexy. Why is their main goal to be sexy? Why does pregnancy have to be tied
to sexiness? Does this truly liberate women or does it just force new strings of
expectations on them? Are there not more important aspects of a pregnant woman
than her sex appeal? For a brand that has nurtured the image of a hyper-sexual and
hyper-feminine woman for decades, it is hypocritical to now sell its image under the
notion of inclusivity when it is really just about staying relevant in the market. For a
brand like Victoria's Secret, inclusivity is a means to an end rather than a political
and social change.
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2.3. Conclusion

The emancipation of women in the second half of the 20th century and after the
second wave of feminism brought with it a new area of post and neoliberal feminism.
Both notions stress the importance of individual success and self-surveillance. The
critique of and demand for political and structural discrimination is replaced by
the requirement to consume and by the strong sexualisation of culture. It is those
mechanisms that bound women to the expenditure of beauty commodities and
sold it as an act of empowerment, self-care and leisure time activity. The rise and
popularity of social media amplified this shift by giving users access to intimate
parts of other users' lives and shifting the gaze from an outside, male gaze towards
an inwards, self-policing gaze.

The example of the Body Positivity Movement demonstrates how post and
neoliberal feminism only disguises to liberate women from beauty ideals while
binding them to new ones. Now, everybody has to feel like a supermodel no matter
what shape and size somebody has. While the founders of the Body Positivity
Movement fought for political and social shifts, brands like Dove utilise it to drive
product sales. Gillette Venus and Victoria’s Secret took a drastic and strategic shift
in their communication strategy. The brands distanced themselves from exclusive
and male-dominated ideas of female beauty towards an inclusive and female
pleasing visual aesthetic. Although it is welcoming to see a less narrow idea of white,
tall, slim and flawless expression of beauty, it is clear that brands are capitalising on
the standards they previously perpetuated and have only moved away from because
of consumer demand. Therefore, their sincere interests stay questionable.

In the practical part of this thesis, the popular notion of self-agency within
a post and neoliberal feminist structure is addressed by giving the digital face of
the author to an audience to be optimised. It reflects the current climate in which
everything, even beauty procedures, are labelled feminist and empowering,
questioning women's self-agency over their appearance.
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3.1. Introduction

From the previous chapter, it becomes clear that over the past decades femininity
in western media such as in magazines, TV, advertising, film and online, has
emphasised, "Individualisation, choice, sexualization and a preoccupation with
the body and consumer culture" (Toffoletti 2014, 109). Sociologist Kim Toffoletti
examined this postfeminist sensibility by analysing the reality makeover television
genre through the lens of Baudrillard’s theories of transaesthetics (1992), sim-
ulation (1994) and hyperreality (1994) in her essay Baudrillard, Postfeminism and the
Image Makeover (2014). Since its publication, social media has gained popularity.
Therefore it is of interest to extend her research by investigating social media’s
relationship to Baudrillard. Because social media platforms involve the display of
the self, in hope, or expectations of approval in the forms of likes and comments,
it indicates the improvement of status through the acquisition of forms of cultural
and social capital. While in TV makeover programs the chosen protagonist gets
assisted by a team of professionals, social media pretends that it is all in a person's
individual hands. Toffoletti (2014) observes that consumption, transformation and
self-betterment practises increasingly characterise the articulation of successful
feminine subjectivities. This has only increased with the popularity and presence of
social media platforms.

"Crucially”, as sociologist Stephanie Genz (2011, 125) points out, “it is
insufficient to view this kind of body work as a form of female oppression, in
which women are manipulated into conforming to a patriarchally-inscribed beauty
ideal.” For her, “The postfeminist feminine body questions the causal link between
beauty, oppression, and inauthenticity by highlighting a paradoxical form of
female/feminine embodiment that is experienced as authentic while being (self)
created. In effect, authenticity emerges as a new discursive ideal in postfeminist
media culture that stresses the possibility of self-realisation in the absence of
essentialist conceptualizations of the self”. According to Genz the postfeminist
media culture builds a paradox between the "real" and "unreal", the "authentic" and
the "inauthentic.”

With the popularity of social media, it seems as if people identify increasingly
with their online profiles. Philosophers Hans-Georg Moeller and Paul J. D'Ambrosio
coined in their book You and your Profile: Identity after Authenticity (2021) the
term profilicity to explain profile-based identity work. Moeller and D’Ambrosio
(2021, 3) define the correlation between social media, selfie culture and identity
as follows, “Producing images of oneself— of one’s face or body, of one’s activities
or possessions— in order to present them to others is at the heart of profile-based
identity work. Social media has allowed an unprecedented number of individuals
to engage in this work at an unprecedented scale. The presence of social media
in people’s lives has expanded explosively: millions spend several hours each day
interactively participating in the merging roles of producer and audience. As a
consequence, photo editing apps have become exceedingly popular. They are an
important tool for manufacturing profiles, and thus profilicity.”

Despite their huge popularity, selfies are criticised for being narcissistic,
vain and reflecting an obsession with one's appearance. They lack individuality and
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authenticity, especially when edited with an app. Areaction to stated criticismis that
one should not lose sight of what true beauty is, which is pure and unfiltered nature.
Instead of becoming a mass absence of uniqueness and originality, people must hold
on to their individuality. This is not to say that social media use is not associated with
major problems, such as stress, anxiety and addiction. As addressed in this thesis
the high investment in one’s self-presentation manifests itself in excessive time
and money investments in new technologies, “And the capitalist commodification
of beauty” (Moeller and D’Ambrosio 2021, 6). However, looking at the phenomenon
from a philosophical standpoint offers new insights and understanding of it.
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3.2. Simulating Liberation

On social media, thousands of user images depicting their bodies and faces are
uploaded daily. These images can be edited with face filters or apps like FaceTune. In
this process, a filter is applied to a photo or video that overlays the face of the person
depicted, changing the external appearance. In most cases, it retains some primary
aspects of the person's appearance, such as eye and hair colour, but manipulates
the facial features such that the nose appears smaller, the eyes larger and the skin
more even. As a result, there are a large number of seemingly perfect bodies and
faces that conform to mainstream notions of beauty. Yet there is also a counter-
trend: under the term body positivity, users show off their not-so-"perfect" bodies.
No matter what the narrative emphasises, the celebrational depiction of the female
body as an objective that can be observed stays. In that frame, social media opens
the opportunity for everybody to upload their images in comparison to traditional
media in which only a small percentage of models or participants of a TV show are
granted the opportunity to be styled and staged by professionals and put on display.
Therefore, one could think that female users of social media position themselves
against popular media representations accused of depicting unrealistic feminine
beauty ideals because it is in their interest to go against such tendencies. Instead
of social change, which builds part of the essential work of feminist politics, gets
replaced by a narrative of individual female transformation and display. Especially,
the urge to resist male ideas of femininity echoes the consciousness of second-wave
feminism in social media by placing self-love and the search for one’s authentic inner
self as key topics. Meanwhile, the focus on appearance, the sexualisation of the self
and the heteronormative feminity which are common on social media characterise
feminist critique of it. Social media indicates a crucial element of a postfeminist
notion in which the feminist can not be clearly distinguished from the anti-feminist
anymore. Therefore, the question arises if in postfeminism the allocation of either
feminist or anti-feminist is possible (Toffoletti 2014).

Because the act of exposing the naked body of a woman becomes celebrated
as evidence of women's agency by some feminists, it does not suggest that the
media construes an illusion of empowerment for women that leads to a quantifiable
or absolute truth about gender inequality. It would be an error to take this position as
it would mean misunderstanding the contemporary cultural condition, as described
by Baudrillard (1994), where signs conceal nothing but become realities. According
to him, this occurs when signs are unable to be distinguished from the reality they
are supposed to represent. In the absence of material referents, signs can only refer
to themselves, leading to, “The implosion of one pole into another, the short circuit
between poles of every differential system of meaning, the effacement of terms and
of distinct oppositions, and thus that of the medium and the real” (Baudrillard 2007,
102). Virtualization has increased the ability of signs to influence social relations,
including those of gender, over and above the reality that was once understood to
precede representation. Toffoletti (2014) says that in order to understand today's
feminist dilemma, one must ask how one can discuss feminist agendas or values
when everything is potentially feminist due to the erosion of distinctions?

It becomes almost impossible in a postfeminist media climate to draw a line
between what is feminist and what is anti-feminist because sexual objectification
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has become a sign of agency and is understood as empowering. Baudrillard (2005)
has explained a similar situation within the art canon. From a trash bag to a urinal
to a plant or graffiti anything can be contemporary art. There is no clear line
between art and non-art anymore. Art becomes everything and at the same time
nothing at all. The value system in which people differentiate art from everyday
objects or organisms becomes destabilised. The art known in a pre-contemporary
art world from the past is lost. But precisely because art is now everywhere and
anything, results in the erasure of it. The same phenomenon happens with feminism
in a postfeminist culture in which anything can be declared feminist, no matter if
that entails the right to have an abortion or undergo a cosmetic procedure. When
everything is feminist its meaning gets lost. It becomes so widely spread that
feminism becomes emptied. It has to be said that this does not mean that feminism
and its political and social efforts have been achieved and have become superfluous
nor that people do not believe in it anymore. It rather means that because of its
excessive use and depiction there has become too much of it. As articulated through
feminist discourses of freedom, choice, and rights, female emancipation has been
infused into all images, actions, signs, and discourses of postfeminist culture. As
feminism gets caught up in a play of signs and appearances, the result is a society
of simulations in which everything seems to be against its nature (Toffoletti 2014).

On social media, users share intimate stories of their lives and put their
bodies on display which they would unlikely do otherwise. On TikTok, short sketches
of funny moments, daily situations or just random stories are popular with the hope
that other users can relate and react to them. Users only understand them if they also
understand the context the signs take place. This online world, which becomes more
real than the real world, is described by Baudrillard (1994) as hyperreal. Although
social media's content takes place in the real world it is not a realistic image of
the world's reality. If meaning comes when signs work together then the use of
constructed realities on social media becomes the norm and therefore reality. The
expectations of the social media world will no longer align with users' expectations
of the actual real world. Therefore, when we experience social media we actually live
in a simulation. Although social media tries to be real there is very little reality in it
at all. Users do not notice it because either they can not tell what is real anymore or
they prefer the simulation.

To go backto the previous example of the new Victoria's Secret strategy, is the
new ambassador Megan Rapinoe depicted in the campaign the real Megan Rapinoe
or is it a carefully constructed, stylised and curated simulation of what she and the
brand want to portray? After all, Megan Rapinoe became, just like Victoria's Secret
lingerie, a product of the brand who sells herself. A similar situation occurs with the
Dove or Gillette Venus campaigns. The audience does not know if the protagonists
depicted are as content and carefree in their bodies as they suggest in the campaign.
Furthermore, their bodies are displayed closer and more intimately than viewers
would see them in real life. They become lined up for visual consumption. This
creates a hyperreality in which the protagonists become a simulation of who they
actually are. The more diverse bodies promoted in such campaigns are as much of
a simulation as the highly perfected, airbrushed models seen in other commercials.
This is because any meaning of the female body can only be transmitted and
understood in a wider network of sign exchange. Social media and body positivity
campaigns communicate that the acquisition of authentic femininity is possible and
that this authentic self can be achieved besides all the simulated images of fashion
models and cosmetically enhanced bodies.

It is all about taking agency over your own body and self-empowerment no
matter your social position. Body agency and empowerment will free women from
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restricting beauty ideals and gender expectations. As discussed before this is easy
in a postfeminist context in which everything and anything can be read as a sign of
women's equality. Yet, as Genz (2011, 130) examines, "At the same time, the project
of self-betterment is an ongoing task, demanding the consumption of increasing
amounts of information, data, signs and procedures to continually re-create and
improve one’s body, and accordingly, oneself."

In that way the body is a consumer object to be managed, transformed and
worked on, even if only mentally. Compared to the slim, white, tall, beauty model the
body positivity campaigns put less focus on what the ideal body should look like.
Their emphasis lies within the realm that every body is acceptable; you just have
to learn to love it. The focus is set on feeling confident and sexy in your body rather
than its transformation to become skinnier and younger. It is about somebody's
attitude rather than changing the body's physical appearance. Although the beauty
standard to be met is not as clear in a body positivity campaign, it still does not offer
a more progressive alternative because looking beautiful signifies feeling beautiful.
Instead, following Baudrillard (1992, 10), the advertising of all styles, figures, ages
and sizes leads to a “trans” state, in which, “Everything aestheticizes itself.” This
is described in a YouTube comment (2020) by a user on a video that addresses the
current beauty standards, "l miss the days when only fashion magazine covers and
supermodels had to be perfect." With the body positivity movement, any body can be
aestheticised, there is no fixed realm of signs anymore that declare what is beautiful,
ugly, good, bad, right or wrong. It all can be shifted and reassigned according to
the given context. Baudrillard’s notion of the transaesthetic, however, does not
mean women's liberation from patriarchal beauty ideals. Rather the transaesthetic
creates an environment in which everybody is put on display from which nobody can
opt out. Baudrillard (1993, 16) states that this generalised aestheticization results
in a situation in which, “All forms of culture — not excluding anti-cultural ones — are
promoted and all models of representation and anti-representation are taken on
board.”
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3.3. Sincerity, Authenticity and Profilicity

3.3.1. Insincere Sincerity and Inauthentic Authenticity

Against the background of Baudrillard's theories of transaesthetics (1992),
simulation (1994) and hyperreality (1994), it is crucial to understand social media,
“selfie obsession” and related phenomena such as cosmetic procedures and
celebrity worshipping in terms of profilicity. According to Moeller and D’Ambrosio
and as described in their book You and your Profile: Identity after Authenticity (2021)
a common misperception is the myth that something like “true authenticity” exists.
This bias is attributable to the fact that people adhere to an identity creation based
on authenticity which makes them believe that something like authentic individuals
and genuine beauty exists. Social media, therefore, threatens their identity and
value systems. As a result, authenticity gets romanticised and nostalgia and good-
bad dichotomies (such as natural vs. artificial) evolve. This does not mean that
selfie-taking and photo editing apps are authentic. Rather, it is questionable why
one would measure such phenomena against authenticity? The vehement defence
of authenticity depicts how society is shifting towards profilicity and naturally tries
to cling on to it since much of how one understands the world is based on the illusion
of authenticity (Moeller D’Ambrosio 2021).

It is important to address the identity technologies known so far: sincerity
and authenticity. Lionel Trilling defines in his book Sincerity and Authenticity (1972)
the first as a type of identity creation that is formed by the social roles one was born
into. From birth, one was not only assigned to certain gender and class roles, but
also to one's religion and profession. This means that identification was defined by
the people surrounding you like your family members or the church. Identification
took place through a commitment to the roles people were given and took pride in
genuinely carrying out those roles. Families served as the core social unit where
sincere identity formation took place, developed, and was confirmed. Sincerity
was the most popular identity technology in premodern times. With modernity,
this system of predefined roles was disrupted because people suddenly found
themselves exposed to a bigger variety of choices. For instance, a son left the family
farm to move to the nearby city to work. Suddenly, he was exposed to a higher
degree of choice regarding marriage, profession and religion. Therefore, the new
mobility society experienced made it more dynamic not just in a literal sense but
in a social sense as well. People started to question the roles they were born into
and did not simply want to accept and follow them any longer. Their identity was
not almost pre-made for them at birth anymore and self-agency became possible
and even desired. With this the quest for somebody’s true identity which was to be
found deep inside of oneself started. Receiving an identity from the outside suddenly
seemed inauthentic and facade-like, while the true self must be found somewhere
underneath. The metaphor of a “mask” which covers up one's face to interact in
society became a symbol to depict how somebody’s true identity, hence self, was
hidden and had to be broken free. The journey to break free from this mask seems to
be the foundation of identity work called authenticity.
According to Moeller and D'Ambrosio (2021, 13) the term authenticity accurately
describes how people feel about their identity, however, they question if finding
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one’s authentic self is possible, “How can we trust authenticity? Did we present
our real faces to others, and did they show their true faces to us? Who can say for
sure? What does an entirely original face look like? And if it looks like something, is
it entirely original? What authentic hairstyle genuinely represents your true self?”
Because such questions are difficult to answer, self-help manuals and books are
popular. What seems to be forgotten is the intrinsic paradox of such manuals: by
following somebody’s advice on how to become authentic one already undertakes
steps recommended by somebody else. How can it, therefore, be authentic?
Nevertheless, people are expected and aspire to live up to their authentic selves. A
modern woman is not automatically subscribed to the role of a mother and housewife
anymore. Rather she is expected to compete, “In a hypermodern capitalist economy
by discovering her calling, becoming independent, finding a partner uniquely suited
to her, raising the most special children, and, of course, staying true to herself
throughout” (Moeller and D’Ambrosio 2021, 15). On top of that, she is expected to
always look youth- and joyful and take care of her appearance. If not she is seen as
lazy and not in control of her life (see chapter Techno Beauty).

3.3.2. Second-Order Observation and the General Peer

Just like modernity initiated a shift from sincerity to authenticity, people are
currently facing a new transformation due to new technologies, especially social
media. Profilicity gains growing popularity while authenticity is fading away. In
authenticity and sincerity, people in somebody’s surroundings validate a person’s
identity through an interaction that takes place physically. With people’s lives taking
increasingly place online this validation cycle is moved to the virtual while real life
interactions are becoming less important. Moeller and D'Ambrosio (2021) refer to
the people who give somebody confirmation about their identity as their peers.
The presence of such peers is crucial in sincerity and authenticity. That somebody
is a good daughter, a responsible employee or a compassionate teacher needs to
be confirmed by their parents, bosses or students. People can only perform their
roles if their peers in their surroundings confirm it. In the same way, somebody’s
true authentic self must be confirmed by peers who are authentic themself which
happens in their presence.

Because social media happens online the lack of the present peer is often
seen as making it superficial and fake. It seems that because the peers are virtual
their validation is not taken as seriously as in sincerity and authenticity. However,
in profilicity the present peer is replaced by the general peer which are people
somebody somehow relates to but does not necessarily know personally. In fact,
in profilcity the general peers are more important than the peers in your presence
because it is taken for granted that the immediate peers see the person anyway. The
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public profile of a person is therefore not addressed to them but rather to the general
peer. For instance, that one’s close friend likes a photo of oneself is not as attractive
as having hundreds or thousands of people who do not know the user personally
liking the photo. Actually, the general peer validating somebody’s photo is even
seen as more desirable because it is taken for granted that friends like your photo
as a gesture to be a good friend. In profilcity people orient their profile and their
identity towards people they do not know personally. Confirmation of one’s identity
is measured by the number of likes, comments or clicks the posted content boasts
and can not be measured by the sincere and authentic responses of individuals. The
interaction does not make a user understand what somebody else has thought or
thinks. It can very well be measured in data, showing what is happening in society
instead of in the mind of an individual (Moeller and D’Ambrosio 2021).

When validation for one’s identity is credited through a virtual profile and not
through physical presence, it shifts the way people observe what they are validating.
Moeller and D'Ambrosio use the term second-order observation which was coined by
sociologist Niklas Luhmann (2013) to describe the mentioned phenomenon. It shows
how people are seeing the world, not through their own experiences but, instead,
through the lens of others, “The observation of the observers— that is a shift from
a consciousness of reality to a description of descriptions or the perception of what
others say or do not say— has become the advanced mode of perceiving the world in
modern society. This is true in all major functional domains, in science no less than
in the economy, in art as much as in politics” (Luhmann 2013, 100). Related to social
media this means that people do not simply attend a show of an artist to experience
itin the present but rather to curate their online profiles. Therefore, they experience
it as it is being seen, or will be seen. The same is for somebody’s appearance. Under
conditions of profilicity the pointis no longer to be seen but rather to be seen as being
seen. This means that the online appearance requests time and investment in one’s
self-image. Such notions are often seen and labelled as narcissistic. Moeller and
D'Ambrosio counter (2021, 42), “From our own perspective, such moral posturing is
misplaced. Rather than being a case of mass narcissism, the concern with one’s self-
image and profile reflects first and foremost the social proliferation of second-order
observation. It has taken hold in all social systems, including the intimacy system
of personal relations. To perceive that one is seen, and how one is seen, is only
rational in a society where second-order observation prevails. In fact, it represents
an advanced mode of perception that is more complex, more socially attuned, and
therefore more mature than clinging to the problematic notion of some authentic
appearance, or personal identity, which is supposed to exist independently of being
seen. Arguably, the idea that there is such an original appearance of oneself, unseen
by others, totally unaffected by society’s gaze— or, in other words, the idea that one
can exist in society without vanity, with no concern at all for how one appears to
others, devoid of any reputation— can be regarded as much more vain and selfish
than simply accepting that one’s own image emerges only through the observations
of others.” Under conditions of second-order observation, prolific identity work
never ends because it is exposed and sensitive to fast-changing and trend-based
contexts. Therefore, somebody’s appearance has to be reshaped and re-presented
regularly to receive continuous feedback and validation on how one is seen as being
seen by the general peer (Moeller and D'Ambrosio 2021).

In contemporary society, second-order observation is ubiquitous. Under its
conditions, profilicity makes it possible to achieve identity.

New Identities



40

3.3.3. Social-Validation Feedback Loops

For Moeller and D’Ambrosio (2021) it is crucial to understand that eventually, all
identity modes are paradoxical. But it is precisely because of this paradox that they
are useful and necessary for human existence. They help people make sense of who
they are and what they value. Through identity, humans appear to be more than just
mere biological organisms. Identity gives a sense of self and individuality. Sincerity
builds identity by paradoxically appearing as if the social roles one finds oneself
in are god-given, morally correct or declared by nature without an alternative. If
people question the role assigned to them by birth, it is their fault and they have to
try harder to accomplish it but it is never the fault of the role itself. Authenticity on
the other hand paradoxically claims that an original and independent self is possible,
one simply has to find it - even if what true authenticity is has to be learned and
internalised by relying on others. The paradox of profilicity is that the identity has to
act as if it was real although it is deeply fake and everybody knows that. No matter
how fake the identity is, once it is presented, people are expected to live up to it and
are held accountable for it.

Role commitment is key to sincerity while the proof of originality is crucial
to authenticity and constant curation of identity, in order to be presented to the
general peer, is requested for profilicity. This mechanism between investment into
an identity and validation of it by the general peer is described as social-validation
feedback loops by Sean Parker who was the first president of Facebook. In a video
interview with the news website Axios, which was uploaded on YouTube (2017),
he explains that the goal of Facebook was to give its users a bit of dopamine from
time to time to make people addicted to the platform. Seeing that somebody liked
or commented on a photo a user posted releases dopamine in the brain which then
leads to users posting more content for more approval. Like that Facebook and
similar platforms tapped into the human need to build identity and get accepted for
it. Moeller and D'Ambrosio (2021, 52-53) explain, “While dopamine may play its part
in how Facebook and similar networks function, social media thrive within the much
wider and more complex framework of social-psychological structures and function
on a much broader scale than mere brain chemistry. The social validation function
that Parker rightly sees at the heart of Facebook’s addictive effects offers as its
reward more than a mere feeling. It offers affirmation of our identity, of who we are.
This makes the addiction extremely powerful.”

By positively engaging with the created content of somebody’s profile in the
forms of comments or likes, users get feedback from the general peer about the
acceptance of their identity. By posting a photo of something users think of as worth
curating their profiles with, they request acceptance. But simply posting one photo
which generates approval is not enough. Social media platforms require constant
curationand updates ofaprofileinorderto stayrelevant tothe general peerotherwise
itis dismissed as invalid. This is what profilicity has in common with fashion. Fashion
must constantly prove that it is fashionable in order to appear natural, even if it is
contrived and artificial. This continues until a trend reaches the point where it is
considered outdated and its artificiality comes to the fore. Fashion and profilicity
share the same paradox of having to constantly update themselves in order not to
be considered artificial. At this point, the author wants to suggest adding the term
branding to the word curating which is commonly used by Moeller and D’Ambrosio
(2021), to describe the investments made into profile building. While curating stems
from the Latin word “cura”, which means "to take care" it expresses the importance
people see in updating their profiles. However, people do not only take care of their
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profiles but rather see their online profiles as being a possibility to not only exhibit
but also market their persona as their personal brand. Just like brands use their
communication strategy, people can test their personas by putting them out into
society and continuously revising, updating and refining them. While people become
more like brands, brands become more like people too. Terms like a brand DNA to
refer to the core values of a brand are commonly used in marketing and branding
practices. Moreover, as discussed in the Consuming Feminism chapter of this thesis,
brands appear increasingly political and are even expected to participate in activism
and have a sociopolitical, informed standpoint, even if that is completely vain, trivial
and on the surface level the fact that they communicate it to the outside through
their profiles is what is crucial here. In the same way, people can brand themselves
through their profiles, too, by communicating their core values to the outside world
to curate and brand their personal brand. As demonstrated by media personality
Kim Kardashian, those human core values can be beauty, wealth and luxury as these
are what drive her symbolic capital. Forming identity through profiles, therefore not
only requests curation but also the branding of oneself to gain traffic and following.

3.3.4. Autonomy and Algorithms

A person is not limited to having only one persona online. It is normal to have different
profiles and therefore different personas for different purposes. For instance, a person
can have an active Instagram, LinkedIn, Tinder and Academia profile at the same time,
yet most likely will curate and brand them differently and according to what feels like
the most suitable. They all form and build a person’s identity and enable this identity
to be flexible. Identity is shaped more freely and according to its context in profilicity.
It is not seen as a contradiction to depict leisure time activities on one profile while
having others about academic interest and relationship status. People are requested
to adopt quickly and according to a broad context which makes identity formation
based on online profiles so popular and reliable. The multiplicity and flexibility that
profilicity offers do not make it fragmented or fractured; it does not, “Reflect a broken
self or a shattered ethos” (Moeller and D’Ambrosio, 69). It offers a solution to today's
rapidly changing and diverse society in which one adapts to highly dynamic social-
validation feedback loops. In second-order observation, profilic identity is not created
by looking inwards to find out who we are, but by being aware of how others see us,
because profilicity is based on the public presentation of the self. Since the general
peer is not physically present or in the case of algorithms and Al not even human, in
profilicity social-validation feedback loops are crucial to understanding how others
see a profile and offer people the opportunity to design and brand their profiles
accordingly (Moeller and D’Ambrosio).

Algorithms and Al are effective solutions for profilicity. While the observation
of the self in authenticity required self-observation (first-order), the observation
of observers (second-order), which is required in profilicity, demands advanced
technologies and is perfectly suited to algorithms and Al. Moeller and D'Ambrosio (2021,
73) understand algorithms and Al, "As procedural and statistical operations simulating
the general peer.” In other words, algorithms and Al are not interested in suggesting
content that most likely connects with a person’s “inner truth and soul” but rather
which content a person is most likely to click next and bind them longer to the platform.
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Because algorithms and Al can read and understand profiles so accurately they
can predict what a person is most likely to buy or make people vote for a particular
party. This is why discussions about the imposed surveillance of algorithms and Al
taking away people's privacy and even agency have been prominent in the media in
recent years. Although the concerns about the thread to individual authonomy are
real, Moeller and D’Ambosio (2021, 72) raise the question of whether the “individual
authonomy” at risk has ever been protected, to begin with. Instead, they suggest
that the strive for individual authonomy was a narrative employed to construct
identity in an era of authenticity. “Rather than seeing the success of big data and
rise of the surveillance society as signalling the end of authenticity and the curbing
of our individual autonomy, we might see them as the end of the period in which
we could credibly conceive of ourselves in this way. Maybe, given the social and
technological developments of recent decades, it no longer makes much sense to
speak of human beings as autonomous individuals; and maybe we must realize that
we exist in a highly complex society and are embedded deeply in its social networks.
Therein control, especially by the single individual, is limited. How we look and what
we think and feel are highly contingent upon the lifeworld we inhabit, and it seems
much of these aspects of life are simply not up to us. Maybe they never were.” The
current discourse of surveillance which makes individuals inauthentic and cuts their
authonomy suggests a deep nostalgia for authenticity and the authentic self as well
as the idealisation of individual authonomy. As discussed at the beginning of this
chapter neither of those is possible or could ever have been. The comparison of the
surveillance society to authenticity and measuring it towards a technology it is not
capable of leads to the blindness of a societal shift towards profilicity. Whether
for better or worse, surveillance is now so common and so efficient, not because it
hinders authenticity, but because it is so effective when combined with profilicity.

While all forms of identity creation bear a downside in form of stress and
anxiety, e.g. in sincerity that people are not fulfilling their given role as perfect as
others expect them to and do not find themselves in it or in authenticity because
one can not find who one truly is and what makes this person special and unique,
profilicity demands constant attention towards profiles. Everything from work to
holidays has to be evaluated and curated, checked if it suits the personal self-brand
and is suitable for the platform. It is crucial to be opinionated but not too opinionated
as one can get cancelled or held accountable for everything. Once somethingis online
it is there to be reviewed by the general peer which can cause extreme anxiety and
stress for people. This condition produces mediocrity as everybody wants to be seen
as different, but different in the same way as everybody else (Moeller and D’Ambrosio
2021). This is exactly why Kylie Jenner is famous for her face, not because it looks
so different from everyone else's, but because it is impeccably different. She has
managed to create a face that is different from everyone else's precisely because it
is mediocre and not the other way around.

It is crucial to stress, as mentioned in the previous paragraph, that this does
not make profilicity more suppressive than sincerity or more fake and paradoxical
than authenticity as all forms of identity creation have such tendencies. If profilicity
is different from sincerity or authenticity then it is so in its complexity. Moeller and
D’Ambrosio (2021) note that because of the flexible nature of profilicity it allows for
different forms of identity formations to coexist, even including them. For instance,
one can always withdraw profilicity by taking time off and committing to role-based
identity creation (sincerity) at family events or in a religious community. In the same
way, somebody can feel a true connection of friendship with a person and experience
authenticity. However, often such experiences will then be rendered and displayed
in profilicity. In that way, they enter one’s profilic identity after all.
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3.4. Conclusion

Baudrillard's writings on transaesthetics (1992), simulation (1994) and hyperreality
(1994) argue that the gestures of female emancipation, along with its cultural
representation, can only simulate liberation, while presenting the illusion of female
empowerment cloaked in the guise of choice, rights, and freedom. The focus always
lies on the betterment of the self, which has to be improved through the consumption
of goods. Gender equality is sidetracked and replaced by the myth of self-agency.
Baudrillard illustrates the paradox of how what was considered anti-feminist is
turned into a sign of feminism.

Moeller and D’Ambrosio (2021) explain how society is witnessing a shift
towards profilicity, which offers a contemporary form of identity creation in times
of digital profiles. Like sincerity and authenticity, which were previously widely
accepted forms of identity creation, profilicity is intrinsically paradoxical by wanting
to appear real although it is deeply fake. It functions under conditions of second-
order observation and by validation of the general peer. This means that one sees
oneself as being seen and validates the acceptance of one’s identity from a mostly
unknown mass of online personas. This social media interaction leads to social-
validation feedback loops in which one gives and receives affirmation from other
users. Furthermore, profilicity is ideally suited to algorithms and Al, as interactions
in the form of likes, comments or reposts can be easily collected, measured and
evaluated. Society is becoming increasingly suited to profilicity, and digitalisation is
having an unprecedented impact on accelerating this process.

It is relevant to remark that critics often see profilicity as the problem and
sincerity orauthenticity as the solution toit. Critics who see social media, forexample,
as a threat to authenticity automatically see authenticity as the only and ideal way
to build identity. This idealisation and romanticisation of identity technologies are
problematic as it promotes judgement and blindness to the potential challenges of
said technology. For this reason, Moeller and D'Ambrosio (2021, 251) suggest that
it is important to adopt a, “Suspicious attitude towards all of them,” rather than
defending one type of identity formation as the only correct one. Accordingly, it is
crucial to look at all forms with scepticism and to keep them at a distance in order
to observe them neutrally.

People who identify with their online profiles increasingly feel the desire to
look like their optimised digital selves in their physical bodies (see chapter Techno
beauty). As discussed in the previous chapter, in a post and neoliberal feminist
climate, cosmetic procedures offer the optimal conditions for such a desire, as it is
perceived as a sign of self-empowerment and self-agency. The current discourse on
cosmetic procedures thus serves as a tool and profilicity as the motivation since the
desire for identity is deeply rooted in being human to give people a sense of who they
are in the world. The practical part of this thesis poses the question of the design of
the digital self. Moeller and D'Ambrosio's theory of profilicity says a lot about the
current circumstances of identity formation, but how will people create their digital
bodies in the future? The artefact of this project offers visitors the opportunity to
experience and question what this might be like.
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41. Introduction

In the 1980s and 1990s, authors and professors Sherry Turkle and Donna J. Haraway
studied human interaction with new technologies such as computers. In her book
The Second Self, Computers and the Human Spirit (1984), Turkle explores how the
computer affects our awareness of ourselves, one another and our relationship to
the world - not as a tool but as an integral part of our social and psychological lives.
"Technology," she writes, "catalyzes changes not only in what we do but in how we
think." For her, the computer is unlike a clock or a telescope, a machine that “thinks”,
which can challenge, “Our notions not only of time and distance but of mind” (Turkle
1984, 18-19). Haraway, in turn, imagines cyberspace as a place free of patriarchy and
gender stereotypes. In her book Simians, Cyborgs and Women (1991, 155) Haraway
describes the construction of a new identity in cyberspace as a, “Postmodernist
identity out of otherness, difference, and specificity.” Yet, 40 years later the opposite
seems to be the case. The oppressive patriarchal and neoliberal structures found in
the real world are reproduced and reinforced in the digital sphere, embedded in the
logic of personal choice and pleasure. This is particularly evident in female beauty
ideals and the culture that comes with them.

Social media encourages constant self-expression, and body and face
optimisation, in the form of beauty filters and photo editing apps, is readily available
and widely used. Despite the heavy investment in one's own profile, social media
offers the opportunity to gain intimate insights into other people's shared lives,
leading to constant comparison with one's own life. Since digitally optimised images
are difficult to decipher, an artificial beauty ideal has become popularin recent years
that is only possible through technology. It seems that this phenomenon is amplified
by the popularity of celebrities such as media personality Kylie Jenner and model
Bella Hadid. Both of them became famous for their impeccable faces and bodies.
Kylie Jenner’s face served as a template for so many Instagram filters it became
known as the Instagram-face. Although it is widely speculated that Kylie Jenner
and Bella Hadid had plastic surgery, Botox and fillers, it has become a desire among
women to look like them. Face filters on Instagram, SnapChat or TikTok make facial
adjustments easily accessible and give users an idea of what they will look like with
fuller lips, a slimmer nose, higher cheekbones, and so on. Together with neoliberal
feminist structures and the identification with one's own online profiles in times of
profilicity, this leads to an interplay between the digital and the physical where both
sides converge.
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4.2, Input: Internalising Beauty

Extremely high cheekbones, puffy, heart-shaped lips (known as Russian Lips), with
the upper lip as big as the lower lip, a tiny, cute nose, eyes which are tilted upwards
(known as Fox Eyes) and a well-defined jawline along with smooth, tanned skin.
Described is the current beauty ideal which is often referred to as Instagram-face.
However, it very rarely occurs naturally and is usually only possible with the help of
Botox, fillers and cosmetic surgery. Instagram-face is visible on social media and
is amplified by face filters, photo editing apps, as well as celebrities and virtual
influencers. It is so present that it has led to a phenomenon called SnapChat
dysmorphia. Meaning that patients want to look more like their filtered selfies in
their physical bodies. Furthermore, Instagram-face's strong ties to social media
are associated with ayounger audience's increasing interest in beauty procedures.
For example, a BBC article from 2021 says that England banned Botox and fillers
for under 18-year-olds after the number of requests rose rapidly. In a CBC Radio
podcast titled Generation Botox (2020), Dr Asif Pirani of the Toronto Plastic
Surgery Centre explains that millennials' growing interest in cosmetic procedures
is partly due to a change in the culture that surrounds them, “l think it terms of
Millennials they are different creatures than what we used to see in plastic surgery.
| do not mean that in a bad way. What | mean is that millennials are more open
to these kinds of things. They do not think of plastic surgery as having a stigma
associated with it. And whether it is good or bad, in some circles having plastic
surgery procedures is almost a social status. For some millennials having lip fillers
is just like having a handbag from Louis Vuitton.” Dr Pirani goes on to explain that
there have always been certain types of global beauty ideals and probably always
will be, such as clear skin, symmetry or high cheekbones. But there are others
that are changing, like the Fox Eye or Russian Lips trend. These trends have been
influenced not only by the media but also by new technologies in the cosmetics
industry. When doctors have invested in a technical device, they want to push the
procedures to recruit the costs incurred.

Celebrity makeup artist Colby Smith describes the popular Instagram-face
in an article published in The New Yorker (Tolentino 2019), “It’s like an unrealistic
sculpture. Volume on volume. A face that looks like it’s made out of clay.” He links
Instagram-face to the notion that the world is getting increasingly visual and,
“People want to upgrade the way they relate to it.” In the same article journalist,
Jia Tolentino notices something odd about the racial aspect of Instagram-face. She
observes that it was as if the algorithm, in its urge to display only the most popular
hits, tends to bring about a beauty ideal that favours white women which can
create a look of racial ambiguity. Smith agrees and determines the following racial
characteristics of Instagram-face, “We’re talking an overly tanned skin tone [for a
white person], a South Asian influence with the brows and eye shape, an African-
American influence with the lips, a Caucasian influence with the n