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THE EVOLUTION OF THE PSYCHOLOGICAL SELF
IN THE 20th AND 21st CENTURIES

Abstract. The article explores the evolution of the psychological concept of the self from classical psycho-
analytic theory of the early 20" century to contemporary perspectives shaped by digital and social influences
in the 21% century. It demonstrates how the self has transformed from an intrapsychic structure to a multidi-
mensional, relational and context-dependent construct, linking foundational theories of Freud, Jung, Rogers
and Erikson with modern understandings of digital selthood.

Particular attention is paid to the gradual shift from internally focused models of selthood toward approaches
that emphasise relational, social and contextual dimensions of identity, illustrating how psychological well-be-
ing is closely linked to the interaction between inner experience and external social environments.

The article shows that in the 21 century the psychological self has become increasingly influenced by tech-
nological mediation. Contemporary research suggests that identity formation now extends into digital spaces,
where self-presentation, social comparison and online feedback significantly affect self-esteem and psycho-
logical well-being. Social media platforms provide new arenas for the construction and negotiation of identity,
intensifying the relational and performative aspects of the self. As a result, the self is no longer confined to
internal psychological processes but is continuously shaped by interpersonal, cultural and technological factors.

The article concludes that although the concept of the self remains central to psychological theory, its
meaning has become increasingly fluid and multidimensional. The modern self can be understood as relational,
developmental and digitally extended. Integrating classical theoretical insights with contemporary empirical
evidence demonstrates that selfhood cannot be adequately understood outside its broader social and techno-
logical contexts. Further research is needed to examine how ongoing processes of digitalisation, globalisation
and cultural diversity continue to transform identity formation and mental health in modern societies.
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EBOJIIOLIA ICUXOJOTI'TYHOTI'O «5I» Y XX-XXI CTOJITTAX

AHoTamis. Y cTaTTi JOCIIPKYETHCS €BOJIOLIS ICUXOIOTTYHOTO TOHATTS «S1» — BiJl KIIACHYHHX TICUXOaHa-
JTITUYHUX Teopil‘/i novaTky XX CTONITTS A0 Cy4acHUX MiAXO/iB, C(OOPMOBAHHUX ITiJl BIUIMBOM umprBHx 1 comi-
anbHuX ynHHUKIB X XI cromitTts. [TokasaHo, sk «51» TpancdopmyBanocs 3 BHYTPIIIHBOT ICUXIYHOT CTPYKTypH
y 0araToBHUMipHUH, PEISIIMHUI Ta KOHTEKCTHO-3AJIC)KHUH KOHCTPYKT, 1110 TIOEAHYE (byH)laMeHTaanl Teopii
3. @peiina, K. FOnra, K. Pozmcepca ta E. Epikcona 3 CYYaCHUMH YSBICHHAMH PO IUPPOBY CaMiCTb.

OCO6JII/IBy yBary npuaiiecHo MOCTYTIOBOMY MEPEXOLY BifI BHyTleIHbO OpleHTOBaHI/IX MoJIeTieil CaMOCTi J10
MiIXOMiB, sIKi AKIICHTYIOTh penﬂumm COHlaJII)Hl Ta KOHTGKCTyaJII)Hl BI/IMlpI/I 1IEHTUYHOCTI, JICMOHCTPYIOUH,
IO MICUXOJIOTiYHE ONaromoyyyus TICHO TMOB’Si3aHE 3 B3a€MOJIEI0 BHYTPIIIHBOIO JOCBiIy Ta 30BHIIIHBOTO
COIIIAJILHOTO CEPEe/IOBHUIIIA.

V¥ crarti nokazaso, o y XXI cromiTti ncuxonoriune «S» aenani OuUtblie 3a3HA€ BILIMBY TEXHOJIOTIYHOT
menianii. CyvacHi AOCHIKEHHS CBiI4aTh, [0 (OPMYBaHHS IACHTHYHOCTI HUHI MOMIMPIOETHCS Ha HUGPO-
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BUI TIPOCTIp, 1€ CaMOIIPE3eHTallisl, ColliaJibHe TIOPIBHIHHS Ta OHJIAWH-3BOPOTHHH 3B’S30K iCTOTHO BILIHMBA-
I0Th Ha CaMOOIIIHKY 1 Ticuxonoriune Omarononyyus. CorliaibHi MeniaruiaThopMu CTBOPIOIOTH HOBI TPOCTOPH
JUTSE KOHCTPYIOBAHHS Ta TIEPEOCMHUCIICHHS 1ICHTUYHOCTI, MOCHITIOI0YH PEISIiiiHI 1 epdopMaTuBHI acleKTH
camocTi. Y pesynsrari «S» Oinbllie He 00OMeXY€eThCsl BHYTPIIIHIMU TICHXOJIOTIYHUMH ITPOIIECaMH, a TOCTIHHO
(hopMyeThCS Ti/T BIULTMBOM Mi>KOCOOHMCTICHUX, KyJIBTYPHHUX 1 TEXHOJIOT1YHUX YNHHUKIB.

VY BUCHOBKax 3a3HA4Ya€ThCs, 110, XO0Ua MOHATTS «S» 3aiIMIIa€ThCsl IEHTPAIBHUM Y TICUXOJIOTIUHIH Teopii,
HOro 3MiCT cTae Nemari OUThI THYYyKuM 1 OaratoBuMipHHM. CydacHe «S» MOXXHa PO3YMITH SIK peJslliifHe,
PO3BUTKOBE Ta HU(POBO posmmpeHe. [HTerparis KIaCHYHUX TEOPETUYHHUX IOJIOKEHb 13 CyYacCHHUMHU EeMITi-
PUYHUMH TAHUMH JEMOHCTPYE, IO CaMiCTh HE MOXKe OyTH a/IeKBaTHO OCMHUCIICHA 1103a IUPIIUM COLiaIbHUM
1 TeXHOJOTTYHUM KOHTeKcTOM. Ilomanbiri gocmikeHHs MaloTh OyTH CHPSAMOBAHI Ha aHalli3 TOTO, SIK IPO-
necu nugposizarii, Trodaizalii Ta KyIbTypHOTO Pi3HOMAHITTS MPOJOBKYIOTh TPaHC(POPMYBaTH (OPMYBaHHS
IICHTUYHOCTI Ta ICUXIYHE 37I0pPOB’Sl B Cy4aCHUX CYCITiIbCTBAX.

Kuarouosi ciioBa: nicuxonorigde «$5»; caMicTh; IIGHTUYHICTD; €MIIATis; ICUXO0JIOTYHEe O1aromomyays.

Problem statement. The concept of the “self”
has long fascinated psychologists, philosophers, and
social theorists alike. In psychological discourse, the
self is not simply an isolated entity but a dynamic
construct encompassing self-concept, self-esteem,
and self-identity. Throughout the 20th century,
psychological theories progressively explored the
self — from Freud’s psychoanalytic model of the
ego navigating unconscious desires, to Carl Rogers’
humanistic vision of self-actualization, and Erikson’s
psychosocial stages of identity formation. While
these foundational studies have provided crucial
frameworks, they have not fully addressed how con-
temporary phenomena — such as digital culture, social
media, and globalization — reshape the psychological
understanding of identity.

Thus, the aim of this article is to examine the
evolution of psychological perspectives on the self,
tracing key theories of the 20th century and explor-
ing how contemporary research and digital culture
have transformed our understanding of identity and
selfhood. By analyzing both classical and modern
approaches, it argues that the self is increasingly seen
not only as a psychological construct shaped by inter-
nal processes but also as a social and digital phenom-
enon, reflecting the complex interplay between indi-
vidual consciousness and external influences.

Presentation of the main material. In the early
20th century, psychology’s exploration of the self
concentrated on internal drives, developmental tasks,
and the human capacity for self-realisation. One of the
most influential perspectives was offered by Sigmund
Freud, whose psychoanalytic model situated the self
as a site of conflict among the id, ego, and super-
ego. He famously stated, “Where id was, there ego
shall be” [3, p.80], suggesting that the unconscious,
instinct-driven id must gradually yield to a conscious
ego that mediates between instinctual desires and
external reality. Freud further observed that “The ego
represents what we call reason and sanity, in con-
trast to the id which contains the passions” 3, p.25],
thereby emphasising that the self'is not given as a uni-

fied, stable entity, but emerges through intrapsychic
negotiation.

In parallel, Carl G. Jung expanded psychoanalytic
theory by introducing the concepts of individuation,
persona, shadow, and the collective unconscious.
Jung envisioned the self as a process of becoming —
an integration of conscious and unconscious elements
toward a more unified identity [4]. This broadened
the self-construct to include archetypal dimensions
and deeper layers beyond immediate consciousness.

Meanwhile, the humanistic orientation emerged as
a corrective to deterministic and drive-based models
of the self. Carl Rogers declared that “The organism
has one basic tendency and striving — to actualize,
maintain, and enhance the experiencing organism”
[8, p. 487]. Rogers emphasised that the self-concept
(how a person perceives themselves) and the ideal self
(who they wish to become) are crucial for psycholog-
ical health: “If there is a large gap between [actual
self and ideal self] ... negative feelings of self-worth
will arise that will make it impossible for self-actual-
isation to take place” [8, p. 490]. Rogers thus shifted
the focus toward subjective experience, growth, and
the person’s capacity for authentic self-direction.

Beyond Rogers, the development of self-psy-
chology further expanded psychoanalytic ideas. For
example, Heinz Kohut emphasised relational needs
and the emergence of self-states in interaction with
empathic others, arguing that the self’s sense of worth
and coherence depends deeply on early supportive
relationships [6]. These theoretical contributions col-
lectively form what we might term the foundational
self-theories: they demonstrate that the self is not a
fixed, singular entity, but rather a dynamic, evolving
construct influenced by unconscious processes, con-
scious striving, developmental demands, and rela-
tional contexts.

Moreover, contemporary research suggests that
these foundational ideas remain highly relevant. For
example, Andersen and Chen [1] introduced the con-
cept of the relational self, arguing that our self-rep-
resentations are linked with representations of sig-
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nificant others and shift depending on interpersonal
context: “Mental representations of significant others
are activated ... and this evokes the relational self’
[1, p. 619]. More recently, Mateusz Wozniak and
colleagues explored self-concept plasticity, propos-
ing that the self can change on very short timescales
and is grounded in neural processes: “The way we
think and feel about ourselves is not fixed over time”
[12]. These insights indicate that the self remains a
dynamic, context-sensitive phenomenon — not only
in humanistic and psychoanalytic terms, but also in
neurocognitive, relational, and cultural frameworks.

Thus, these early and foundational theoretical
frameworks provide the intellectual groundwork for
later expansions: cognitive-social models, lifespan
development perspectives, and the digitally mediated
self. By establishing the self as a process of becom-
ing rather than a static essence, they set the stage for
the more externally-oriented and technologically
enriched conceptions of selfhood explored in subse-
quent sections.

During the mid-20th century, psychological the-
ories of the self diversified significantly, moving
beyond purely intrapsychic models to incorporate
cognitive, social, and developmental dimensions.
Cognitive psychology introduced the idea of the self
as a system of mental representations or self-sche-
mas, through which individuals organize information
about themselves and guide behaviour. Hazel Rose
Markus and Paula Nurius elaborated this idea with
the concept of possible selves, explaining that: “Pos-
sible selves represent individuals’ ideas of what they
might become, what they would like to become, and
what they are afraid of becoming, and thus provide
a conceptual link between cognition and motivation”
[7, p. 954]. This highlights how self-concept extends
beyond the present state to encompass aspirations,
fears, and motivation, bridging cognition, emotion,
and behaviour.

At the same time, social psychology emphasized
the role of interaction, feedback, and group member-
ship in shaping identity. For example, Social Identity
Theory [10] proposed that individuals derive part of
their self-concept from the social groups to which they
belong, engaging in categorization, comparison, and
identification. William B. Swann Jr.’s self-verification
theory complements this perspective by demonstrating
that individuals strive to maintain coherence between
their self-concept and social feedback. Swann notes
that: “People will even stop working on tasks to which
they have been assigned if they sense that their perfor-
mance is eliciting non-verifying feedback” (9, p. 33].
This underscores that the self is not only cognitively
organized but also relational, seeking validation and
coherence in the social environment.

According to Erikson, emphasized that identity
formation is central to psychosocial development,
observing that ego identity is continuously reshaped
through experiences and social interactions [2,
p-23]. This illustrates that selthood evolves across
the lifespan, shaped by social, cognitive, and devel-
opmental influences. Personality psychology added
further depth with trait-based models such as the Big
Five, which describe relatively stable dimensions of
selfhood while acknowledging environmental and
social impact.

Thus, mid-20"-century perspectives collectively
demonstrate that the self evolves through a dynamic
interplay of cognitive frameworks, social environ-
ments, and developmental stages. These theories
serve as a bridge between early intrapsychic models
(Freud, Rogers, Jung) and the externally oriented,
digitally mediated conceptions of the self emerging
in the 21st century.

To illustrate these mid-century perspectives, con-
sider studies showing how adolescents and adults
shape self-concept through social interaction, cog-
nitive reflection, and developmental transitions. For
example, adolescents may adopt certain peer behav-
iours or internalize societal expectations, while adults
negotiate multiple social roles and maintain self-ver-
ification in relationships [7; 9]. This case highlights
that selfhood is both internally organized and exter-
nally validated, bridging classical theories with mod-
ern understandings of identity as multi-dimensional
and socially constructed.

In the 21st century, the psychological self is
increasingly socially and digitally mediated. The rise
of social media has created new platforms for iden-
tity expression, self-presentation, and social evalua-
tion. Adolescents and young adults often curate their
online personas on platforms such as Instagram and
TikTok, aligning their “ideal self” with peer feedback
and algorithmic validation. Khan and Ahmed found
that “social media platforms act as arenas where
adolescents negotiate and perform their identities”
[5, p- 138], demonstrating that Rogers’ principle of
congruence between real and ideal self now applies
to digital contexts.

To illustrate this phenomenon, consider the Dig-
ital Selfhood case study. Adolescents and young
adults co-construct their identities online, with social
and technological factors shaping self-concept and
self-esteem. This example shows that contemporary
selfhood extends beyond internal cognition to social
and digital environments, supporting the argument
that identity is co-constructed in modern contexts.

Another important aspect of the modern self is
developmental variation, illustrated by the Age-Re-
lated Selthood case study. Research indicates that
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self-perception and identity formation vary across age
groups: adolescents actively construct their identities,
while adults integrate multiple life roles and social
expectations. Wang notes that “digital interactions,
including social media engagement, can significantly
influence self-esteem and psychological well-being in
both adolescents and adults” [11, p. 25]. This exam-
ple highlights how social, cognitive, and digital influ-
ences intersect across the lifespan, demonstrating that
the self'is dynamic and shaped by multiple interacting
factors.

Finally, the applied relevance of contemporary self
theories is evident in clinical practice. The Applied

Self in Therapy case study emphasizes how psy-
chologists help clients manage discrepancies between
online and offline identities, using humanistic princi-
ples to foster congruence and self-acceptance. This
example illustrates the practical importance of under-
standing the modern self in therapy and other applied
settings, showing that classical theory remains rele-
vant when adapted to contemporary challenges.

The following table summarizes key 21st-century
case studies linking theory, phenomena, and rele-
vance to the essay’s argument (see Table 1).

As it can be seen, the table above illustrates how
contemporary selthood is shaped by social, cognitive,

Table 1

Integration of 21st-Century Case Studies

personas (Instagram,
TikTok)

Case Study Main Focus Theory Applied Implications for Understanding the Self
Adolescents and young , .. Demonstrates that selthood is socially and
. adults curating online Rogers” humanistic digitally mediated; supports the argument
Digital Selfhood congruence between real ;

and ideal self

that the self extends beyond internal
processes

How self-perception

Age-Related and identity evolve

Erikson’s psychosocial

Highlights that the self is developmental,
dynamic, and influenced by social and

offline identities

Selfhood 233;51021(?;16“%% and | development stages technological factors across the lifespan
Clinical interventions Rogers’ humanistic Shows real-world applications; integrates

Applied Selfin | addressing discrepancies rir%ci les & contempora classical theory with 21st-century

Therapy between online and P P porary challenges to support practical relevance of

therapy approaches

modern self theories

developmental, and digital factors, reinforcing the
essay’s main argument that the self is not purely
internal but co-constructed in multiple contexts.

Conclusion. The study of the self in psychology
has evolved substantially from the early 20th century
to the present. Foundational Self-Theories by Freud,
Jung, Rogers, and Erikson positioned the self as a
dynamic psychological construct shaped by internal
drives and developmental processes. Mid- to late-
20™-century perspectives, exemplified in the Social &
Cognitive Self in Context case, showed that identity
emerges from the interplay of cognition, social
feedback, and developmental stages.

In the 21st century, the self has become multi-
dimensional and digitally mediated, as illustrated
by the Digital Selthood, Age-Related Selfhood, and
Applied Self in Therapy cases. These examples show
that the self now emerges from the interaction of
internal cognition, social context, and technological
mediation. Social media, online feedback and digital
culture influence self-concept, self-esteem and
identity development, demonstrating that the self is
not solely an internal construct but a socially and
technologically co-constructed phenomenon.

Thus, the psychological understanding of the self
has undergone substantial evolution — from early

20"-century psychoanalytic and humanistic models,
through mid- to late 20™-century cognitive, social
and developmental frameworks, to 21%-century
perspectives shaped by digital culture and global
interconnectivity. The self today is understood not
purely as an internal psychological structure but as
a dynamic, socially and digitally mediated construct.
This evolution has important implications: for how
we study identity, how we conduct therapy, and how
individuals navigate selfhood in a connected world.
Looking ahead, future research might focus on
how emerging technologies such as virtual reality,
augmented identity spaces, and artificial intelligence
further reconfigure the self — and how psychological
theory can keep pace with these transformations.
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