
 
 
This work is an exploration of restlessness and what it means to transcend fixed 
models of identity. I researched psychological as well as socioeconomic factors 
that contribute to restlessness in young people. As a child, I was in constant 
motion; as I grew up, the source of my restlessness became more abstract. 
Through the artistic journey, I sought to: find the source of my own desperate 
need for change; figure out ways to channel restless energy; and surpass 
perceived limits set by my environment, myself, and others. 
 
These prints of hair being cut symbolize my refusal of others’ perceptions of my 
identity. I reflected on the ways in which I cyclically block my own path in fear of 
making the wrong decision. I was drawn to printmaking, but at first hesitated 
because I was not sure if it was the right decision. I chose the medium as almost 
an act of defiance against my usual, frustrating roadblocks. Printmaking is an 
entirely new medium to me, and the process of making these prints taught me a 
great deal about both the medium and myself. Most options are the right decision 
if you give them a chance to be. 
 
This work explores my discomfort with my identity; I have felt consistently 
stagnant, despite efforts to continue growing and changing. This progression 
depicts my restlessness and the Printmaking medium marks an example of myself 
making a decision to step out of a cycle that has been simultaneously comfortable 
and constraining.  
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I have always considered change to be a quite necessary part of my life. Even when I was 
much smaller, I addressed this need for shifts in my environment by completely reorganizing my 
bedroom approximately once a month. I would make a day of pulling the books off my shelves, 
the mattress off my bed, the drawers out of my dresser, and reassembling them bit by bit as my 
small, shared room took its newest form. My younger sister grew accustomed to this; I was in a 
perpetual state of motion. As I grew older, in many aspects, I learned how to be more still, but 
this inner restlessness manifested itself in different ways. It became less about my physical 
surroundings and more about less tangible concepts. One of these concepts was identity - I was 
increasingly discontented with the thought of people seeing me as the same version of myself 
that I was a year, a month, or even a week ago. I began to channel my energy into constant 
reinvention, doing my best to ensure that nobody could attempt to define me by my physical 
appearance as long as I was yet unable to define myself. This led to a personal quest to find this 
definition of self, and I began to realize all of the ways in which I was limited in doing so - by 
not only the boxes I felt I had found myself in but the lack of ability I saw myself having to 
transcend the boundaries of the small town I had grown up in. I grew increasingly fixed on 
surpassing all forseeable limits. When I began to explain this to others as restlessness, I began 
asking myself lots of questions - what is restlessness? Why am I feeling so restless? How can I 
channel this restlessness into something progressive and worthwhile? 

In my attempts to define restlessness, I started with the very basic dictionary definition of 
the word: “feeling nervous or bored,” “unhappy about a situation and wanting change,” or 
“characterized by or manifesting unrest, especially of the mind” (17). Restlessness is described 
as being anything from mild anxiety and an inability to sit still to something more abstract, a 
physical discomfort within one’s own body that is difficult to pinpoint or alleviate. According to 
Psychology Dictionary, restlessness is, in its most physical sense, “ceaseless movement or 
activity without purpose which may be of limited intensity or duration.” The feelings we 
commonly associate with this physical idea of restlessness - reactions such as tapping feet, 
pacing or fidgeting - connect to a set of symptoms known as psychomotor agitation (16), which 
is a physical reaction to anxiety or distress. However, this wasn’t exactly what I was looking for. 
It is quickly discerned with little research into the definition of restlessness that there are two 
major ways of looking at it. The first way is as a purely physical response to a purely physical 
discomfort. The second, less tangible perspective is more abstract, and pertains to a mental state 
of discomfort, whether within a situation, location, identity, etc. I was interested in combining 
the two by analyzing the external physical reactions that people, especially adolescents, have to 
what starts as a more internal state of restlessness - this goes beyond tapping toes. When 
broadened to a universally applicable definition, the consistent theme is action stemming from 
some type of discomfort. This discomfort can come from an infinite number of possible 
situations. However, as I had more conversations with people about restlessness, I observed it 
being especially present in teenagers and young adults. This is not only observable through their 
actions, but can be seen through studies of the adolescent brain. 

Adolescence can be defined as the period of time during which a child’s brain undergoes 
its transformation into a fully developed adult brain. Contrary to what most believe, adolescence 
does not just encompass the “teenage years,” but often lasts between the ages of 12 and 24. 
According to Daniel J. Siegel’s book Brainstorm: The Power and Purpose of the Teenage Brain, 
the common idea of teenage emotions as impulsive and bored resulting from “raging hormones” 
is inaccurate. Many significant structural changes are occurring in the brain during adolescence 
that affect thinking and behavior. Understanding these changes is vital to understanding young 



people. For one thing, the baseline levels of dopamine (the major chemical in our brains’ 
“reward systems,”) are lower in adolescent brains, and the level in which they are released in 
response to experience is higher. This raised contrast in the way youth experience this chemical 
means a much more extreme perceived difference between the times when they are and are not 
having rewarding experiences. This difference explains why adolescents often feel “bored” when 
not engaged in stimulating activities. Their responses to this boredom align with our previously 
established definition of restlessness - discomfort experienced when they are unable to seek out 
immediately rewarding experiences. In addition to this heightened likelihood of restless feelings 
in the first place, the adolescent brain has a more difficult time with “gist thinking,” or thinking 
abstractly. Specializing in “literal thinking,” which means seeing less of the big picture and more 
of the direct immediate consequences of an action, the adolescent brain places more emphasis on 
pros than cons. Rather than consider how an action could have long-term consequences, they 
often consider the short-term pros and cons instead, and in short-term, there are often more 
positive results in the form of rewarding brain chemicals (20). A combination of these two major 
neurological features can result in the impulsivity and recklessness that is often associated with 
teenagers. 

As these basic structural changes are happening to the brain, teenagers are also in a very 
important stage in personality development. Erik Erikson, an American psychologist and 
psychoanalyst who studied developmental psychology, is perhaps most well-known for coining 
the phrase “identity crisis.” The definition of this relatively well-known phrase is “a period of 
uncertainty and confusion in which a person's sense of identity becomes insecure, typically due 
to a change in their expected aims or role in society” (Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary). Erikson 
had many theories about human development, including one of “prolonged adolescence.” This 
idea claims that there exists a period of development between adolescence and adulthood called 
emerging adulthood. Erikson also had a major theory on the development of personality. In 
summary, an individual’s life can be broken into eight stages. In each stage, there are two factors 
that need to be balanced in order for positive results that lead to overall successful development. 
For example, in the very first stage of one’s life, between the ages of 0 and 18 months, these two 
combatting factors are basic trust and basic mistrust. Erikson believed that this relies on 
mothering, and can result in hope when properly balanced. The stage that we consider 
adolescence was stage 5 in Erikson’s theory of personality. He refers to the two factors in this 
time that need to be balanced as “identity vs. role confusion.” This is the time to ask questions 
such as “who am I? How do I fit in? Where am I going?” Erikson said that a balance between 
these things would ultimately result in fidelity, but relies on parents of these adolescents 
allowing their children to conclude their own identities rather than pushing them to conform 
(12). The issue of identity is hugely relevant in young people.  Watch nearly any movie geared 
toward teenagers and you are likely to see plots in which teens experiment with new identities, 
themes of the road to self-acceptance and identity crises. Especially today, with social media 
providing a platform to cultivate images that represent us, it is a task to make sure that this image 
is not only an accurate representation of who we feel we are, but also one we are proud to stand 
behind. This concept, however, does trancend modern technology. Erikson's studies prove that 
issues of identity have been prevalent in the minds of teenagers long before the internet was even 
conceived. As the dramatic transition is made from childhood to adulthood, it is common to find 
discomfort in others’ perceptions of you. Your changing identity can mean that the person you 
feel like inside outgrows the version of you that exists in the minds of people who have known 
you for awhile. This happens more quickly than they can recognize and adapt to these 



differences, and this often leaves feelings of restlessness related to identity unresolved. Factors 
outside of our internal conflicts with our individual identies, however, also contribute to these 
feelings of being stuck. As our identities are sometimes not changing quickly enough for our 
liking, sometimes the world around us isn’t either. Our surroundings often have ways of limiting 
movement, and sometimes there is only so much growing that a person can do without pushing 
their environment to do the same.  

In our modern world, there are many socioeconomic factors putting pressure on the 
youth. Population booms have recently and are continuing to create need for jobs much more 
rapidly than employment opportunities are being created. As a result, roughly 40% of the world’s 
unemployed are youths. 85% of these youths live in emerging, developing, or conflict-affected 
regions (18). Economic marginalization has significant effects on youth physically and mentally. 
Poverty remains, and from it blooms inequality and social divisions. According to a Milwaukee 
Journal Sentinel article, “in cities and advanced economies, educated, connected and social 
media savvy youths have greater expectations, bigger demands and an ability to mobilize and 
grow their networks quickly to challenge the status quo.” Poverty and unemployment limit 
opportunities for young people, as well as limit their spaces for expression, both personally and 
civically. All of these factors can contribute to people feeling powerless and stuck, and these 
feelings can go one of two ways. The first way is the way of crime, gangs, prostitution and, in 
the most extreme cases, participation in terrorist groups. Such networks target vulnerable youths 
who are feeling angry, powerless and excluded. When unable to make changes peacefully but 
also unwilling to remain in a place of discomfort, activism can turn violent. However, the 
alternate route this frustration can take is the route of positive movements.  

Looking back to the civil rights movement, Martin Luther King Jr. was only 25 years old 
when he inspired people to fight for equal rights, and affected great change that we still see the 
results of today. In more recent events, Malala Yousafzai was only 14 when the Taliban began 
attacking girls at her school in Pakistan, and she became an advocate for girls’ education in her 
country. She blogged anonymously about this issue for BBC, but when her identity was revealed, 
the Taliban came for her as she was taking the bus home from school. She was shot in the head, 
and after surviving, remained a spokesperson for the issues she was passionate about. At the age 
of 17, she became the youngest person ever to win a Nobel Peace Prize (10). Look to the 
forefront of nearly any social movement, and you will see young people there. The restlessness 
that is consistently present in young people is not only fueled by these socioeconomic limitations 
but, in turn, this restlessness fuels action. However, social movements are not simply 
meaningless outlets for teenage restlessness - many issues that are being protested pertain to a 
much wider demographic than adolescents. So why are young people consistently observable at 
the forefront? Does there come a point when people outgrow their desire for change, or become 
content with settling for discomfort? 

There are features of adolescent thinking that differ from mature brains, and these could 
explain where teenage restlessness goes as an individual reaches adulthood. In his book, Siegel 
referred to four “cardinal qualities” of the adolescent brain - novelty seeking, social engagement, 
increased emotional intensity, and creative exploration. The maturation of the brain results in a 
growing distance from these qualities. As people emerge on the other side of adolescence, their 
need to seek novelty fades, and they become comfortable with stagnation. Emotional intensity 
decreases, need for constant social engagement fades, and creative exploration is seen as less 
necessary as the brain stops moving forward in its development. One of the many results of this 
can take the form of a generational gap. In the recent 2016 presidential election, the divide 



between millennials and the older generations was shockingly visible - looking at the maps of 
election results in many different demographics, they remained largely republican, but the youth 
vote (18-25) was almost entirely democratic. What is the difference between voting for Hillary 
Clinton and voting for Donald Trump? Primarily, the direction of movement. By voting for 
Donald Trump, assuming that one’s vote signifies agreement with the stances that he has taken 
on issues, an individual is supporting a great number of policies that, if enacted, would move the 
country in a backwards direction. From criminalizing abortion to building a wall to keep out 
immigrants (22), many of Trump’s policies promote actions that would propel our society 
backwards rather than forwards. Many argue that votes cast for Trump were also due to 
“restlessness,” and a desire for change, however, regressive rather than progressive change does 
little to ease feelings of restlessness. After the results of the incredibly controversial election, in 
which Trump was elected president, young people across the country participated in protests of 
many varieties, from thousands of students walking out of their high schools to marching in the 
streets and fierce social media “activism.” It is very plain to see that, not only does the 

generational gap exist, but it is extreme, and it lends even more to the conversation about young 
people being restless.  

Restlessness can stem from a number of psychological, socioeconomic, and 
environmental factors. For me, it is also a word that can help to place a multitude of things that I 
am feeling. Sometimes, I feel restless within a room, or a location. Sometimes, I have to go for a 
walk, sometimes I have to go for a drive. Early this year, I told my family that I wanted to apply 
to a boarding school on the opposite coast - I just need to get out for a bit. I had never been on an 
airplane, I had never been away from home for very long at all. But I knew I needed a change of 
scenery, and perhaps this change needed to be more drastic this time than a simple rearranging of 
bedroom furniture. These movements do not necessarily do away with my restlessness - in fact, 
most times, they do not. They give me a chance to get to know myself better and better 
understand what I need to do to feel less restless in my identity. There are significant parallels 
between physical discomfort and more abstract feelings of discomfort. I recently became aware 
of the ways in which I often get in my own way in terms of growth, and although it wasn’t 



necessarily the big move itself which enabled this realization, I don’t believe that the size of the 
box my comfort zone was in could have fit more growth. I was feeling uncomfortable with being 
so perpetually comfortable, and so I needed to step outside of familiarity. Analyzing the reasons 
behind restlessness provoked significant amounts of personal analysis as well - I realized that I 
am most restless about the things that I am in the process of understanding, primarily myself 
(identity). Learning more about where these feelings come from and how they operate has served 
the dual function of enabling these understandings and harnessing this restlessness in a 
productive way. 
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