
Journal Literary Aesthetics                                                                                                                               ISSN: 2347-8705 
Volume No: 10, Issue No: 2, Year: 2023 (July-December)                          Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal (IF: 5.8) 

PP: 9-13                                     Journal Website www.literaryjournal.org  

Published By: National Press Associates                                                                                                                                                       Page 9 

© Copyright @ Author 

SOCIAL MEDIA, VIRTUAL IDENTITY, AND CONTEMPORARY 

MENTAL HEALTH CHALLENGES 

Navneet Kaur  

Assistant Prof. Sociology, GPGCW, Rohtak 

 

ABSTRACT 

In the hyper-connected digital age, social media platforms have redefined how individuals 

engage with the world and each other. While these platforms have democratized expression 

and expanded access to information, they have also introduced new psychological risks and 

reshaped the contours of mental well-being. This paper presents a theoretical exploration of 

the complex relationship between social media and mental health, with particular reference to 

India’s sociocultural landscape and legislative responses. Drawing on psychological theory, 

media studies, and legal frameworks—especially the Mental Healthcare Act, 2017—this 

paper examines how virtual identities, algorithmic reinforcement, digital validation, and 

cyberbullying contribute to mental distress. It also investigates how Indian laws address or 

fail to address these evolving challenges, advocating for a synthesis of technological 

regulation, digital literacy, and mental health reform. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The human experience has increasingly migrated into the digital domain. Platforms like 

Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok have become essential tools for communication, 

identity formation, and social capital. India, with over 500 million social media users, is at 

the forefront of this transformation. However, the same platforms that offer connection and 

visibility also carry the capacity to fragment psychological well-being. Theorists like Michel 

Foucault have long posited that power is exercised through surveillance and normalization—

functions that social media now automates through algorithmic feedback loops. This paper 

argues that social media exerts psychosocial control and induces mental health challenges by 

fostering dependency on digital validation, exposing users to idealized representations of life, 

and enabling cyberbullying and social exclusion. 

2.1. SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM AND SELF-IDENTITY 

Social constructivist theory suggests that identity is shaped through interaction with others. In 

the digital realm, this construction becomes hyper-mediated. Goffman’s dramaturgical model 

of the self, which describes how individuals present themselves in different ―stages‖ of life, is 

profoundly relevant. On social media, users are constantly performing a version of the self for 

an imagined audience, leading to internal tension between the ―real‖ and the ―ideal‖ self. This 

dissonance is psychologically destabilizing, especially among adolescents whose identities 

are still forming. 

2.2. Psychological Dependency and the Dopamine Economy 

From a neuropsychological standpoint, social media platforms exploit the brain’s reward 

systems. Each notification, like, or comment triggers a release of dopamine, reinforcing 

compulsive behavior. This ―dopamine economy‖ fosters psychological dependency akin to 

substance use disorders. Behavioral addiction theory explains how users become trapped in a 

cycle of seeking validation, experiencing withdrawal in its absence, and suffering anxiety, 

low self-worth, or depressive episodes. 
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2.3. Foucault and Digital Surveillance 

Foucault’s concept of the panopticon, where individuals internalize surveillance and modify 

behavior accordingly, finds resonance in algorithmically governed digital spaces. Social 

media users, aware that they are constantly being watched and evaluated, self-censor, curate, 

and conform. This induces stress, performance anxiety, and a persistent need to maintain an 

acceptable online persona. 

3. MANIFESTATIONS OF PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS; 

3.1. Anxiety and Depression 

Numerous studies correlate high social media use with increased rates of anxiety and 

depression, particularly among adolescents and young adults. The fear of missing out 

(FOMO), exposure to idealized lives, and the pressure to be constantly available contribute to 

mental exhaustion. 

3.2. Low Self-Esteem and Social Comparison 

Social Comparison Theory posits that people determine their own social and personal worth 

based on how they stack up against others. Social media platforms, filled with filtered images 

and curated success stories, intensify upward comparison, leading to feelings of inadequacy. 

3.3. Cyberbullying and Online Harassment 

Digital platforms have become fertile grounds for bullying, harassment, and social ostracism. 

The anonymity and permanence of online interactions often amplify harm. Victims 

experience not only psychological trauma but also reputational and social damage. 

4. INDIAN LEGAL FRAMEWORKS ADDRESSING MENTAL HEALTH AND 

DIGITAL HARMS 

4.1. Mental Healthcare Act, 2017 (MHCA) 

The MHCA represents a paradigm shift in India’s approach to mental health by guaranteeing 

the right to mental healthcare, decriminalizing suicide attempts, and empowering individuals 

through advance directives and nominated representatives. Sections such as: 

• Section 18: Right to access mental healthcare. 

• Section 21: Protection from inhuman and degrading treatment. 

• Section 23: Right to confidentiality. 

Although progressive, the Act does not yet account for the specific challenges posed by 

digital environments. There is a regulatory vacuum around digital mental health triggers such 

as cyberbullying, overuse of social media, and the proliferation of unregulated mental-health 

apps. 

4.2. Information Technology Act, 2000 

The IT Act contains provisions against cybercrime and online harassment (Sections 66A, 67, 

67B), but enforcement is inconsistent. Moreover, these provisions are not mental health–

specific and fail to provide integrated psychosocial support to victims of online abuse. 

4.3. Data Protection and Privacy Concerns 

India lacks a comprehensive data protection law. While the Digital Personal Data Protection 

Act, 2023 has made strides, it does not yet regulate algorithmic manipulation or ensure that 



Journal Literary Aesthetics                                                                                                                               ISSN: 2347-8705 
Volume No: 10, Issue No: 2, Year: 2023 (July-December)                          Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal (IF: 5.8) 

PP: 9-13                                     Journal Website www.literaryjournal.org  

Published By: National Press Associates                                                                                                                                                       Page 11 

© Copyright @ Author 

mental-health apps meet clinical or ethical standards. The lack of oversight can lead to misuse 

of sensitive psychological data, compounding mental health vulnerabilities. 

4.4. Government Initiatives 

• Tele-MANAS (2022): A national tele-mental health helpline offering free 

consultations. 

• KIRAN Helpline: Launched in 2020 for suicide prevention and psychosocial support. 

• MANAS App: Developed by the Ministry of Health, aimed at mood monitoring and 

self-care—but has faced criticism for functionality issues and limited uptake. 

5. CULTURAL DIMENSIONS AND DIGITAL STIGMA IN INDIA 

India’s collectivist culture places a premium on social perception and familial reputation. The 

need to appear successful and emotionally resilient in the public eye translates into digital 

behavior. Consequently, those struggling with mental health issues may be less likely to seek 

help, especially when social media reinforces unattainable standards of happiness, beauty, 

and success. 

Stigma is further amplified in semi-urban and rural areas, where mental illness is often 

attributed to supernatural causes or moral failings. Social media, instead of bridging the gap, 

often reproduces urban elite perspectives, alienating those with different lived experiences 

and reinforcing exclusion. 

6. ETHICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

From an ethical standpoint, the commodification of attention and emotion raises deep 

concerns. Tech platforms are designed not with user well-being in mind, but with profit as the 

end goal. The user becomes both consumer and product—whose data is harvested, analyzed, 

and used to drive further engagement, regardless of psychological consequences. 

    Philosophically, this raises questions about autonomy, consent, and personhood in the 

digital age. If one’s sense of self becomes increasingly shaped by external metrics—likes, 

views, followers—can autonomy truly be exercised? Or does social media subtly erode the 

foundations of authentic selfhood? 

7. RECOMMENDATIONS 

7.1. Integration of Digital Concerns into the MHCA 

The Mental Healthcare Act should be updated to include digital well-being parameters. 

Definitions of mental harm must include cyberbullying, online harassment, and algorithm-

induced psychological distress. 

7.2. Regulation of Mental Health Apps 

Mental health apps should be regulated as medical devices. They must adhere to evidence-

based protocols, ensure user confidentiality, and undergo regular audits for data protection 

and clinical efficacy. 

7.3. Digital Literacy and Education 

Educational curricula should include modules on digital citizenship, responsible use, and 

psychological self-care. Parents and educators must be equipped to recognize signs of digital 

addiction and distress. 

7.4. Platform Accountability 
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Social media companies must implement ethical design principles—such as limiting infinite 

scroll, introducing time-use reminders, and making algorithms more transparent. Content 

moderation must be proactive and culturally sensitive. 

7.5. Community-Based Support Systems 

Leveraging India’s community health infrastructure to deliver mental health support—

especially in non-urban areas—can bridge the accessibility gap. Tele-mental health platforms 

must be localized and culturally contextualized. 

8. CONCLUSION 

Social media, a symbol of 21st-century freedom and connectivity, simultaneously functions 

as a vehicle of control, comparison, and psychological strain. In the Indian context, where 

traditional taboos around mental illness persist, the influence of digital life is particularly 

complex. While the Mental Healthcare Act, 2017, represents a bold step forward, the legal 

and policy frameworks must evolve to address the emerging threats of digital culture. 

The path forward lies not in technophobia, but in mindful integration—where technology is 

designed and governed with psychological well-being as a priority. Only then can the virtual 

world become not a source of distress, but a platform for resilience, empathy, and 

authentic connection. 
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