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“The spectacle is not a collection of images, but a social relation among people, mediated by 

images” reads the fourth thesis of Guy Debord’s book the Society of the Spectacle (1). The 

description of the spectacle by Debord can be interpreted as a remarkably accurate description 

of social media. After all, social media sites are used to foster relationships online. Moreover, 

images, in the form of photographs or videos, are posted to exchange information. Thus, 

relationships through social media are directly mediated by images. Yet, Debord published his 

book in 1967, a long time before the invention of social media. Still, Debord’s ideas remain 

relevant and can be used to analyze the use and effects of social media. Currently, we live in a 

world that is overflowing with images and their signified messages. When the images 

eventually become more real than actual reality or start to completely shape our reality, we 

slowly move from the spectacle into an inescapable hyperreality. The term hyperreality was 

coined by Jean Baudrillard in his book Simulacra and Simulation in 1981. In this book, 

Baudrillard went beyond Debord’s idea of the spectacle. Baudrillard claimed that we live in a 

copy world and that reality has been lost completely. Thus, we find ourselves in hyperreality. 

This hyperreality is formed by simulacra; simulations of which the original no longer exists. 

Applying this idea to social media, one can argue that the posted photos are simulacra since 

they represent an original event that is lost in history. Despite the attempt to understand 

ourselves and to improve our social relations through social media, the platforms have 

alienated us from both ourselves and others. Locating ourselves in reality has become 

extremely difficult as the web of social media promotes style over substance. Consequently, 

original meaning is vanishing into the voids of history. In this essay, I draw on both Debord’s 

and Baudrillard’s concepts of the spectacle and hyperreality and analyze social media through 

these concepts. I argue that social media can be interpreted through both postmodern concepts 

of the spectacle and hyperreality. Moreover, I argue that social media is turning from a 

spectacle into an inescapable form of hyperreality, a transition that grows increasingly faster 
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and stronger with the invention of new technological possibilities and the continuing spread of 

social media use.  

 Social media have granted us the possibility of being in constant connection, yet the 

quality and realness of this connection is widely debated. Since the beginning of the 21st 

century, the amount and use of social media platforms has exploded drastically. Social media 

platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, Twitter, Google+ and YouTube have 

gathered hundreds of millions of users (in the case of Facebook and YouTube even more than 

a billion users). The enormous growth of these social media platforms in such a short span of 

time is a process that we are only slowly coming to grips with. Approval and acclaim for the 

new possibilities that social media present is equally met with criticism. According to the 

official Facebook newsroom website, “Facebook’s mission is to give people the power to 

share and make the world more open and connected” (“Company Info”). This increased 

connection is demonstrated by the amount of users. In 2012, Facebook officially registered a 

billion active users (Zuckerberg). That same year, Stephen Marche wrote an article for the 

Atlantic titled, “Is Facebook Making Us Lonely?” In the article, Marche answers the question 

by stating that “[l]oneliness is certainly not something that Facebook or Twitter or any of the 

lesser forms of social media is doing to us.” Instead, Marche argues that loneliness comes 

from our own decisions on how we use social media. To lay the blame with social media 

would be weak according to Marche. However, the current pressures of using social media in 

order to keep up with the rest of society, and, more importantly, your direct social circle are 

so great that consciously deciding to limit or alter your social media use can prove 

enormously difficult. In fact, the social media industry is actively designing their product to 

be addictive. For instance, former Google product manager Tristan Harris stated that our 

phones present “a new choice on life’s menu that’s sweeter than reality” with the design of 

apps that always provide us with entertainment (“Your phone is” 1:53 – 1:59). Specifically 
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social media present to us spectacles that may be more entertaining than real life. In fact, 

Marche also claims that “[t]he beauty of Facebook, the source of its power, is that it enables 

us to be social while sparing us the embarrassing reality of society . . . the general gaucherie 

of face-to-face contact.” Thus, the enabled social relationships through social media, 

specifically Facebook, present to us an “improved” form of social interaction to some extent. 

Yet, Debord would likely argue that these relationships, despite their smoothness, are 

dangerous.  

 In the context of Facebook, the concept of the spectacle encompasses the entire web of 

social relations on that particular platform. Moreover, the spectacle perfectly describes the 

interaction on Facebook, for it is an exchange of specifically chosen images and stories that 

together form a larger picture of the perfect life that impresses us deeply and draws our 

attention. Admittedly, there are always exceptions with posts that depict actual reality rather 

than a distorted portrayal. Yet, Facebook presents to a large extent distorted images of reality. 

For example, posted photos are often altered by filters and other effects. When presenting a 

photo in enhanced colors, the picture gains a livelier air; an improved version of the original 

event. As a result, the viewer interprets the photo differently from its original reality and alters 

his or her view on reality. Debord thirtieth thesis states, “. . . the more he contemplates the 

less he lives; the more he accepts recognizing himself in the dominant images of need, the less 

he understands his own existence and his own desires” (6). Thus, when one starts to 

contemplate the altered photograph and what this photo signals, one can gradually identify 

with the need that the photo projects or creates. Consequently, exposure to such altered 

images slowly transform the needs and ideals of the spectator. In fact, the spectator actively 

perpetuates the spectacle by adapting his or her behavior to the newly formed needs and 

ideals. Thus, the fact that social media are mostly formed by user-generated content means 

that the spectacle now has a stronger foundation than ever; the foundation being the actual 



4 
 

users instead of an exclusive elitist group that creates images. Hence, greater interaction does 

not necessarily mean greater agency over one’s actions when the interaction is largely 

influenced by greater forces that eventually create a new norm. The non-profit movement 

started by Tristan Harris called Time Well Spent lists some examples of how our online 

actions are steered: 

YouTube autoplays more videos, so we forget to leave. 

Instagram shows new likes one at a time, so we keep checking in. 

Facebook shows whatever keeps us on screen, whether it's true or not. 

News media turns everything into instant, breaking news. 

Snapchat turns conversations into streaks you don't want to lose. (“What's the 

Problem?”)  

In other words, social media keep us hooked by presenting to us “an immense accumulation 

of spectacles” (Debord 1). While the companies have control over how information is 

presented to us, we ourselves are the creators of this information. After all, users generate the 

videos, “likes” and conversations that “you don’t want to lose.”  

The overall spectacle that is social media has been crafted carefully to present a 

smoother world in which one can locate him or herself easily. Indicators such as the amount 

of “friends,” “followers,” “likes” and “retweets” provide a clear indication of comparative 

status. Furthermore, our social interactions through social media lack the inherent 

awkwardness of real-life social interactions that demand greater effort. Yet, the social 

interactions on social media platforms are mediated by images that are often framed by 

careful selection or by filters that alter reality. Therefore, locating ourselves in reality outside 

of social media becomes increasingly difficult and eventually even impossible. After all, the 

posted photos and their possibly eternal existence online replace the original event in its 

entirety. Eventually “[e]verything that was directly lived has moved away into a 
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representation” (Debord 1). Instead of actually living an event, there is a heightened focus on 

reproducing the event and sharing this reproduction to others in your social network via social 

media. In the context of Debord, actual being (merely experiencing the event) turns into 

having (making a photo or video and owning the event in commodity form) which then turns 

into appearing (selecting or altering the image and presenting it to others) (3). Social media, 

then, provide the ultimate soil for this process to grow to enormous proportions. As social 

media usage is still growing and will continue to grow with the inevitable spread of the 

internet to all corners of the world, the process of being into having into appearing will have 

an abundance of soil for growth.  

 Once an original event is lost in history and only reproductions remain, reality itself is 

altered and permanently replaced by hyperreality. The representative images without originals 

form the base of this hyperreality. According to Baudrillard, hyperreality exists as "the 

generation by models of a real without origin or reality” (166). These models are crafted by 

simulacra; copies that lack an original. Applying this concept to social media, the simulacra 

are represented in the posted images. There are two dimensions to the vanishing of the 

original reality behind an image. One dimension is timebound, as the event or object that is 

pictured is eventually lost in time. The second dimension relates to the immediate 

presentation of the posted image. As stated earlier, nearly all images posted are either 

carefully selected or altered through filters. As a result, reality itself is altered and the picture 

becomes a simulacrum as it “bears no relation to any reality whatever” (170). Thus, the 

original is doomed to be lost and permanently replaced by a representation. When reality is 

permanently altered, newly created images are based on this altered reality and perpetuate the 

newly formed hyperreality. For instance, images on Instagram are mostly enhanced by the use 

of filters that create a new norm of depicting reality. Consequently, users who are continually 

exposed to such images will likely post similar images that fit inside the new norm. When 
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appearing overtakes being in importance, the representation will overtake the lived event in 

importance. Then, the images posted on Instagram form a new layer of hyperreality that 

overtakes original reality. 

 Current trends in technological innovation, such as the development of virtual reality, 

can increase the importance of the online world and with it the importance of social media. 

Jaron Lanier, a virtual-reality pioneer, “fear[s] that we are beginning to design ourselves to 

suit digital models of us, and [he] worr[ies] about a leaching of empathy and humanity in that 

process” (qtd. in Marche). In other words, Lanier worries that we are creating a new 

irreversible form of hyperreality. This form of hyperreality, according to Lanier, will center 

on digital models of our true selves. When acting in accordance to our digital models, our true 

selves will deteriorate slowly and will be replaced by our digital personas. Moreover, the 

online models might even become more important than our physical selves when we inhabit 

an online world for the greater amount of time. Certainly, the possibility of virtual reality 

taking social media to new levels is very relevant. After all, the smoothness of social relations 

that social media offer us might be too tempting to resist. In a hypothetical future, the process 

of increasing technological innovation might lead the human race to primarily living an online 

life. In other words, reality and its simulation would be completely interweaved, leaving us 

unable to distinguish between their differences. The process towards a hyperreality will then 

be completed. Then, the utopia of smooth social relations and the projections of perfect 

personas will be achieved. Yet, that same utopia brings alienation from our original selves and 

others. In a 2011 clinical report by the American Academy of Pediatrics, the term “Facebook 

depression” is coined. This phenomenon is “defined as depression that develops when 

preteens and teens spend a great deal of time on social media sites” (O’Keeffe and Clarke-

Pearson 802). Facebook depression is partially triggered by the enormous pressures of social 

media to fit in and be accepted. In addition, social media pressure forces people to be in 
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constant competition for attention and acceptation by others. When stepping out of this 

competition one is at risk of social isolation. Thus, we either have to compete or accept 

loneliness. Either way, we become alienated. With the rise of technological advancement and 

social media use, the forced competition and subsequent alienation will likely become even 

greater. 

 In 1937, Salvador Dali painted the canvas Metamorphosis of Narcissus. The painting 

depicts two similar forms; one being Narcissus and the other being a hand holding an egg 

from which a narcissus flower grows. The painting is based on Greek mythology and 

symbolizes the story of Narcissus, a hunter who fell in love with his own image. While 

Narcissus stared at his own reflection, he slowly withered away until he eventually died and 

became a flower, a shell of his original beauty. On the left side of the painting, Narcissus is 

seen sitting at the pool that reflects his image, already withering away. On the right side of the 

painting, one sees a representation of Narcissus’ original figure in a new form of a hand 

holding an egg from which the flower arises. The story of Narcissus is an allegory for our 

contemporary times in which we are obsessed with images, mere reflections of the real. Our 

representation on social media is becoming more important than our actual selves. While we 

adjust ourselves to fit into the created needs and ideals of the social media realm, our true 

selves are left staring into the pond of images. Slowly but surely our original selves are 

decaying. What is eventually left after the transformation is a shell of our original self. 

Currently, we find ourselves in the process of decay, so all we have to do is look up from the 

pond – our screens. However, with the increasing spread, importance and technological 

advances in social media, looking up is becoming progressively difficult. Will we wither 

away and transform into representations of our own digital creations, or will we look up and 

save our original identities? Only time will tell.  
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