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Transition of Self Image in Historical Perspective
Tamaki SAITO

Professor, Graduate School of Comprehensive Human Sciences, University of Tsukuba

How do you imagine yourself? According to the science of psychoanalysis, the idea of the self
is an imaginary construct. It is a kind of image, a product of the imagination that comes from
narcissism, and a screen that reflects an image about oneself or the meaning of oneself. In that
sense, the self is far from the “truth.” If you wish to reach the truth, you need to reach a hidden,
unconscious truth through the “false screen” of the self. At the same time, however, the self,
which is a “false” self-image, can change with the times and mirror society and culture. Here [
discuss the transition of self-image from the 1990s onwards.

A self-image has the two major functions of ensuring absolute generality and absolute identity:
in other words, recognizing the generality that you are “the same as other humans” and
simultaneously your identity as “a sole entity.” From this perspective, it can be said that the
transition of self-image with the times is a repetition of placing emphasis on these two kinds of
recognition in alternate order. In the period from the end of the war until the mid-1980s, during
which importance was placed on the pursuit of material comforts and mental fulfillment, people
sought to enhance the value of self-image by general standards. From the mid-1980s to the mid-
1990s, a period in which much value was attached to a sense of self-identity, people pursued the
value of a psychological identity more than the general value. For the decade from the mid-
1990s, when more emphasis was placed on “recognition as a character,” however, people sought
to pursue a more general symbol of personality called “a character.” Between the mid-2000s and
the 2010s, those exhausted by playing a certain character gradually came to long for an identity
unrelated to their sociality (or a developmentally disabled identity). As just described, the value
of self-image seems to have shifted from generality to identity to generality and again to
identity.

Then, what kind of self-image is coming next? Considering some signs that can be seen at present,
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I expect that a self-image based on “the body” will be pursued
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