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For my cousin Sinan Eler, whose selfies will always be remembered.
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Sinan pictured with his mother, my aunt Hulya Eler.


An Introduction to the Selfieverse
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“SELFIE.” THE SINGULAR MENTION OF that word elicits an opinion from anyone and everyone. The selfie is contentious and controversial because its boundaries aren’t known yet. In the age of social media, the very existence of the selfie has raised questions about how much of peoples’ lives should be shared on the Internet and social media. While the desire to connect with others is natural, how much is too much (#overshare) and what does that say about this cultural moment?

This is not an idealistic book about social media and technology. But it’s also not meant to alarm you. It’s a story of necessity and social rewards, of complacency and complexity. It’s a story about what happens when you join a social network because you want to connect (#connect).

I’ve combined memoir and analysis in this book. It feels necessary to talk about my own selfie-ing experiences in the context of the selfie as an image-object that is also a noun, verb, form, action, aesthetic, and an embodiment of surveillance culture, adolescence, and celebrity.

Originally when I started writing this book, I had three main questions in mind: How has the rise of social media changed notions of online privacy? Why do people selfie? How has social media created hyperpersonalized advertising based on the information we feed the network? I was also interested in how social media was portrayed in TV and pop culture, since so many Americans are influenced by these media images.

Plus, I wanted to explore how representations of the selfie and social media on TV shape popular notions about the “right” way to selfie. The jury is out on that, though it’s clear that someone who sits around constantly posting selfies will inevitably be labeled narcissistic. To bring all of these questions together under the umbrella of selfie as a teen/celebrity phenomenon and understand how the selfie came to be what it is today is, ultimately, the goal of this book.

Oh hey, what exactly constitutes a selfie tho?

The word “selfie” can mean both an action (to selfie) and a form (the selfie). To selfie is a verb: it means to take a selfie. Selfie is a noun: it is an image of your face shot with a front-facing smartphone camera. In the selfieverse, there are two types of selfies we see most frequently.

The recognizable-as-selfie marks itself aesthetically, either through the long arm, duckface, off-kilter gaze, bathroom mirror, #aftersex selfie, survival selfie, #wokeuplikethis in bed from above angle, gym selfie, etc. It is often hashtagged #selfie when shared on social media.

The unrecognizable-as-selfie image attempts to hide or evade its selfie-ness through lack of visual markers. It usually ends up being a close-up of the face.

The selfie is primarily visual, but it can also be textual. A self-referential tweet or status update is a verbal selfie. As Ruth Peyser, my writer colleague/collaborator/friend Eve Peyser’s mom, once tweeted: “A tweet is a verbal selfie.”1

The very nature of the selfie is that it’s shot with an awareness of potential publicness even if it is saved to a phone and never shared or leaked. The selfie distorts ideas of “public” and “private,” merging the two to create a reality of online existence. This messes with ideas that the private is a privileged space, and that the self offline is the only “real” self.

Another issue that the selfie—in this case, one that’s shared to the Internet rather than stored on a phone—brings up is its obviously performative nature (#performativity). Once the selfie is shared, it’s easily seen by practically anyone online, making it vulnerable to, among other things, facial recognition technologies, which are increasingly troubling for activists working online. Facial recognition technologies on social media and on our phones use those images to identify us, making us easily and simply trackable. In the project Facial Weaponization Suite by artist Zach Blas, he creates collective masks made with aggregated facial data to fight back against biometric facial recognition.2 This is seemingly opposite of the selfie, which is complicit with and integral to facial recognition technologies and surveillance culture.

The other type of “privacy” that people bring up when discussing the selfie and social media is Internet privacy and surveillance, which will be the main focus of chapter 2. The selfie is often thrown into the Internet privacy conversation because it is integral to social media culture and the Internet and fuzzies the line between private and public.

Selfie feelings

I say I never liked taking selfies, but that’s simply not true. I love taking and posting selfies where I’m feeling good and open to onlookers. But I didn’t love the technology that made selfies super ubiquitous, because I first started self-imaging as a teenager with film camera. The times, they are a changin’. Or rather, they’ve already changed.

But back to the way self-imaging was sped up through technology. The year was 2009, and I was holding out against what everyone around me seemed to imply were requisite technological updates to life. I proudly owned a silver flip phone—a.k.a., “dumb phone”—its cover chipped and worn from me dropping it so often. I was on the family plan, and our data was limited. Two friends of mine had recently purchased iPhones. They both made more money than me, and were admittedly kinda “nerdy.” The iPhone seemed like something for them, not me.

At cafes, I’d sit close to them, watching as they tapped out texts. I didn’t want to read the texts—I just wanted to watch their faces as the messages appeared on those tiny screens. These little thought bubbles turned into back-and-forth conversations that could happen at any time. It reminded me of AOL Instant Messenger chats I had with friends as a teenager, except for those I had to be sitting at my computer, which I didn’t like to do for very long because I got restless, and I didn’t like the screen. The bubble of the text messages reminded me of the ways that cartoon characters have thoughts that appear on-screen, and only the viewer is privy to them. They are interior thoughts. The characters don’t say them out loud to one another. As the scene shifts, the thought bubbles leave the screen. The characters say something else aloud—not the thoughts that they were thinking.

Texting annoyed me. It seemed like a waste of time communicating something that could’ve been shared much more quickly through a phone call. Plus it was more time looking at a screen. I would’ve rather been reading a book or magazine, or taking pictures. This was before phones had cameras in them, anyway. But as it goes with all things social, admittedly I began to feel left out.

Yet the idea of spending $600 to have a mini-computer in my pocket was clear evidence of a techno-capitalist imperative that I did not want to literally buy into. I didn’t even want to own a phone, it turned out. Yet, despite my disdain for the iPhone on several levels, eventually I acquiesced. Why? Because I kept receiving texts on my flip phone from someone I was crushin’ on. I’d call her, and she’d text me back.

I wouldn’t reply to her texts that often because my phone sucked. But there was something intriguing about the pace of texting, and the ways it interrupted otherwise quiet time, time spent in transit, or time spent in thought. Still, I didn’t reply. Then we’d see each other in-person and she’d ask if I received her texts, and I’d say yes. Why didn’t I reply? She seemed sad about my lack of response. I felt bummed about that. I’d say that I didn’t know what to say, and my phone sucked so … why did she keep texting me?

Still, I wanted to #connect too, before it was a hashtagged thing on social media, and so eventually I took the leap. I bought a cheap used BlackBerry from eBay, which was not nearly as cool as the iPhone, but it could send and receive texts, I could check email, the Internet worked, and it had an okay camera. Now I had a big dumb phone in my pocket so I could … text her? Something still didn’t make sense to me, but before I could think that through I got swept into some text conversation, forgetting about what felt pressing. Instead, a sense of complacency sunk in. I was the cartoon character thinking bubble thoughts but, before they could disappear from my mind, I’d share them with her. It created a sense of intimacy and vulnerability that I hadn’t previously experienced through writing. It felt more exciting than talking on the phone. Before long, I was sold on this!

A year or so later, I upgraded to an Android and then, eventually, saved some money and bought an iPhone of my own. This 4G version had a front-facing camera, and also connected to the Internet without so many delays. It seemed far more worth it. Facebook also had an app. I became more active, and then I started reconnecting with a lot of friends from college and high school. It was fascinating to see what they were up to. Soon, I began posting pictures to Facebook.

Since I’m totally a closet theater person—I did performance art in college, and do some stand-up comedy here and there when I’m not being a hardcore reporter—I liked the sense of posting selfies or pictures of myself to the Internet because it mimicked the experience of being onstage and performing. I felt seen and liked, and I didn’t need to learn lines or write out jokes or show up anywhere outside of my computer screen or smartphone. Plus, I could control the narrative. It seemed like an exciting and weird social experiment. I was game.

Previously, Facebook was just some Internet thing that my friends and I made fun of. At Oberlin College, many of us joined Facebook in 2004, when it became available to liberal arts college students. I posted maybe three times between 2004 and 2008. By 2010, Facebook had become relevant. People left Friendster and MySpace and hopped on Facebook. I thought it was gonna come and go like those other networks. Boy, was I wrong.

The once antitechnology Alicia was now on Facebook. Then she joined Twitter, posted likable pics to Instagram, reluctantly joined Snapchat and Periscope and Tinder, owned a smartphone, and felt ready to #connect.3 But what did that even mean? And did I want that? I wasn’t sure, but there I was—and my friends and crushes were around too, all seemingly just a click away.

Take a break from selfie-ing and read this book about selfies

The selfie is an extremely polarizing topic. Everyone has an opinion on the selfie, with some claiming it is the downfall of the “kids today,” who live their lives online and have lost in-person social skills, while others laud it as a way to connect, to share a moment and a feeling, and to literally give face time. Because the selfie is still fairly new and technology is increasingly personalized to the ways individuals use it, the selfie triggers questions about what is socially acceptable to share, when, with whom, and why. The purpose of this book is to shed some light on how the selfie came to be, what it means on a scientific psychological level, and then answer questions about why it’s become such a polarizing topic. Lastly, I consider what the selfie means for the future of communication, privacy, and surveillance.

In Chapter 1, Screen Kween!!!, I focus on the neuroscience and psychology of selfies, in order to answer the question of “why do people selfie?” in a hardline, science-focused way from the get-go before getting into more of the cultural implications. The selfie is largely both an adolescent and celebrity social phenomena, because both categories of people are intensely focused on how they are perceived by others. Celebs and teenagers both want to be adored; being liked is the ultimate reward. After all, the selfie goal is to capture the attention of onlookers in the way that the person wants to be seen. The selfie generation includes anyone who can achieve this aspiration. Keeping this in mind, the selfie is both a form and an action, a noun and a verb. The selfie generation includes anyone who selfies, but it is typically more associated with people under the age of thirty-five. Of course, privacy implications differ based on age. And that’s the focus of the next chapter.

Chapter 2, Privacy Settings, argues that we have traded our notions of Internet privacy for products, deals, free services and, most of all, convenience, making us complacent with surveillance culture. I recall a time before social media when it wasn’t ever expected that photos I took would end up anywhere else; those developed moments were private. But with the rise of social media, I became preoccupied with the privacy settings and options that social networks offered all their users. How could a photo that I once kept so private that it was almost a sacred object become something that could easily be shared with peers through digital means? How could so many people become willingly complacent in the surveillance state, in the collection of our very personal data by corporations and the government, without wondering where it will end up, or who will see it? Selfie performance is predicated on relinquishing privacy. For that reason, this chapter also discusses security culture, which is antiselfie and recognizes how deeply surveillance is embedded into our everyday lives— especially for those who engage in dissent.

So where would consent come into this equation? Chapter 3, Consenting to the Image, approaches the selfie and Internet image/meme culture from a feminist perspective with a focus on questions of digital consent. That is, what do we really consent to when we post and share images? Copyright means almost nothing on the Internet, where remix culture rules, fair use sometimes works, and social media sites take little to no responsibility for the content that is posted and instead require users give the network a limited license of their own content. When the digital content is of a sexual nature—such as nudes or sexts—questions of consent become intertwined with trust, much as they do offline, but with far higher risks because of how easy it is to post anything to the Internet.

Speaking of online, the rise of the selfie as a cultural phenomenon has also became a literal “beat” for media outlets. Any headline with “selfie” in it will inevitably become newsworthy. In Chapter 4, The 24/7 Selfie News Cycle, I delve into how selfie news generated its own buzz, making for clickable headlines even if the content itself is actually antiselfie. A headline with “selfie” is guaranteed clickbait for an Internet news economy. Any selfie can easily become recontextualized within the context of the selfie-as-trend. In this chapter I pay particular attention to types of selfies that were especially sensationalized in the media, from sexist readings of the selfie, to survival selfies, faked survival selfies, daredevil selfies, teen risk-taking selfies, #funeralselfies, selfies at death memorials, #aftersex selfies, and more. “Selfies are not meant to be passport photos,” says Rob Horning, an editor at Real Life magazine and New Inquiry who has written extensively about selfies. “They are meant to broaden the possibilities for what sort of self you are to yourself and your friends.”

Such ways of curating oneself for their social network, to catch peoples’ attention and to be seen, echo the purpose of advertising. And naturally, as the selfie trend snowballed and became totally mainstream, questions of how it became used as an advertisement and in advertising began to change. Chapter 5, Meta-Selfie Advertising, lol, continues the focus on the crossover of selfie into media consumption and production. The selfie taker is both complicit in the use of their selfie within the network’s circulatory nature, and also happily hashtagging away—either literally or ironically—offering additional free, word-of-mouth advertising for the product, place, or thing. This circular nature creates a self-fulfilling advertisement prophecy of person as both consumer and advertiser, making market research data even more accessible.

As if that weren’t enough repurposing of the selfie (#selfie), Chapter 6, Video Killed the Radio Star, Selfie Killed TV, looks at the ways that the selfie and social media are portrayed on TV, which adds to how people then perceive and understand the selfie. Showrunners approach social media and technology in two ways. In the “exterior approach,” technology is viewed as separate from the individual, a force to be reckoned with. The Internet is a place where people create an alter-ego or persona where they are anything but their “real” self. The “interior approach” views technology as part of everyday life. Often what is transmitted through technology is just a reflection of the character’s interior processes. There is no one right way to portray technology on TV, much as there is no one right way to take a selfie.

The last section of the book shifts the focus back to the selfie-taker, and looks toward the future. In Chapter 7, Selfie Gazing, I dissect the ways that the gaze used in the selfie narrates how onlookers are supposed to look at the subject in the frame. Whether the selfie is a #bathroomselfie, #mirrorselfie, or #gymselfie, the selfie-shooter controls the viewer’s gaze. Ultimately, the selfie-shooter controls how they are perceived. Aesthetically, the selfie is a form of photography, but it is also complicated because as soon as it’s posted, it is also both “live” and archived. The selfie may appear raw and vulnerable, but it’s also curated as such. By posting the selfie to a network, the person who shares makes their image surveillable and vulnerable, yet the selfie also creates a space for personas, and plays with fantasy, desire, and projection. The selfie becomes an image on to which others project. And as it goes in selfie culture, the social validation and connection is worth the reward.

Chapter 8, Fake News and Selfie Journalism! Read All About It!, veers back into the media, but this time with a focus on fake news and the possibility of selfie journalism, which breaks with the tradition of the selfie as image of oneself shot with a smart-phone camera. Instead, selfie journalism is a type of social media commentary through recontextualized images, posted through an individual’s social media account.

Chapter 9, The Authentic Selfie, reiterates and finishes the argument about what the selfie actually is. The selfie is an aspirational image, but it also an integral aspect to socializing, interacting, and being seen by others online. In an attention economy of likes that demands performance and absolute connectivity, the selfie is a way to visually grab someone’s attention, mimicking a face-to-face interaction. In order to exist, the selfie most be continually produced by the individual, and seen by the network. The selfie is a continual piece of content, yet once posted it is also immediately archived within the network, to which the user licenses their image for repurposing—an infinite mirror loop.


Chapter 1

Screen Kween!!!

THE SELFIE IS YOUTHFUL. IT’S a teen thing, it’s soooo millennial, and yet it’s also wrapped up in ideas of celebrity culture and of Kim Kardashian, who became famous by crafting her persona on social media after her sex tape was leaked. The selfie is both an adolescent and celebrity social phenomena. Both teens and celebs have an intense focus on self-appearance, and how they are perceived by others. As a teenager, being liked and popular is the ultimate reward; likewise, celebrities are often adored, but at the very least they must garner attention. The trap for both teenagers and celebrities is getting too caught up in other peoples’ opinions. And now, of course, much of that feedback loop and commentary happens on social media, a space that is monitored. For teenagers, social media is where their friends hang out; for celebrities it’s where others talk about who they are and what they should do, projecting opinions onto these people.

“I think that many things about being a celebrity are a lot like being a teenager,” says Carrie Bearden, PhD, professor in the departments of psychiatry and biobehavioral sciences and psychology at UCLA. “It’s a lot focused on your own presentation, and sort of you’re in that space of constant self-presentation and just being seen by the public, or however the public sees you is very critical. For people who are not in the public eye, that kind of dies down. As a teenager, everyone feels like they’re in the spotlight all the time whether or not that is true.”

The selfie is a photo taken of oneself and, often, though not necessarily always, posted to a social media site. People snap selfies with their smartphones that they don’t ever share. I can recall countless experiences of waiting for a friend to find a photo on their phone that they want to show me and, while watching them scroll, I notice a large number of selfies in their photo album. I also have other peoples’ selfies on my phone—either selfies they shot with my phone, or selfies I’ve received from others.

The selfie as an aesthetic is often, but not always, recognizable as such. Sometimes the person’s arm, holding the phone, makes it into the photo. Other times the selfie is shot in front of the mirror so that the smartphone is visible. The selfie is a mirror; the shared selfie is then a shared mirror, reflecting the moment it is taken. Selfies are an important though completely optional part of a person’s social media presence and of their digital communication.

The selfie is also a way to #connect—the hashtag meaning connecting across some virtual realm, digitally. Selfie-ing can be productive in the sense of putting one’s image out onto the Internet, or it can be wasting time, a random act of vanity, pausing to acknowledge boredom or some other momentary self-reflection, or reaching out for a sense of digital community, to be seen by others within a social milieu. Regardless, the selfie is a way to be seen. But bear in mind that the selfie is not the self. The selfie is an image of onesself. Selfies are indicative of a cultural shift in how people socialize through technology. Millienials certainly use technology more than other generations, but the cultural shift of socializing through technology is experienced by people of all ages. It’s all very different from the days of analogue photography past. Previously, a printed photograph sent might receive a verbal affirmation or a written response. In contrast, an image posted or shared online will receive some type of “like”—some immediate, general reward from an onlooker, someone who is watching albeit not necessarily paying attention. The affirmation one receives from a well-liked selfie triggers the rewards area of the brain—unlike a “bad” selfie that doesn’t receive many likes. But sometimes you just have to upload that pic. YOLO!

People take selfies for many reasons: to see how they look (to themselves if kept private, or to others if shared), to receive validation from others, and to be seen in a superficial sense. (Hello, don’t judge a book by its cover but obviously we all do.) Selfies that are shot but never posted are simply part of an individual’s momentary self-reflection and navel-gazing. That friend with lots of selfies in their phone photo album thinks about their self-image and how they appear to others. It’s fun to selfie alone, snapping away while lying in bed, inside a public bathroom, in places where people find themselves with an impulse to share, as if these images were secrets or something previously referred to as “private,” because it’s socially unacceptable to share a picture from inside a bathroom even though it’s a pretty standard type of photograph for any art student to take. I can recall my first art school renditions of what are now known as bathroom selfies—they were self-portraits taken in a bathroom mirror. I took off my shirt, gazed at myself in the mirror, and snapped pictures. Not that I shared them with anyone outside of people in my photography class, though. Those were never meant for the Internet, and they were not taken with the perceived publicness that we see with selfies today.

Selfie hatin’ on Kim Kardashian

The selfie as a site of narcissism is often attributed to Kim Kardashian, who has used and continues to use highly curated images of her life to capitalize on her own self-image. She is the embodiment of selfie. Even though Internet celebrity has become a normalized aspiration for many Americans—to become famous is a desired accomplishment—the process to get there, which includes successfully capitalizing on your own image, is considered a narcissistic impulse. To be a culture that celebrates individualism yet also casually labels that individual narcissistic is awkward. Kim K embodies all of those contradictions, and that is why she is the selfie kween!!!

In the article “Toward a Unified Theory of Kim Kardashian” for Brooklyn magazine, Ruth Curry explains the ways Kardashian crafts celebrity through her social media:

Kim Kardashian—and maybe Kim Kardashian alone—has figured out how to make a fortune on the countless hours of emotional labor most women are expected to perform for free: smiling, looking pretty, being accommodating, being charming, being a good hostess. These are the skills a celebrity appearance entails.1

Kim K’s selfies offer fans a voyeuristic look into her life, curated by her. Some teenagers idolize and imitate her, social media solidified her fame, and her book Selfish is a rich compilation of all that, as Nancy Jo Sales explains in her book American Girls: Social Media and the Secret Lives of Teenagers:

In 2006, [Kim] had just 856 friends on Myspace—where she announced her profile, “I’m a PRINCESS and you’re not so there!”—and now she had 31 million followers on Instagram, second only to Beyoncé, whom she would eclipse in a few months, climbing to number one. She had 34 million followers on Twitter, where she posted more selfies daily, most of which got thousands of favorites and retweets.2

Selfish is literally a collection of Kim’s selfies over a period of eight years, documenting her public ascension to celebrity that coincided with the rise of social media. Not only did Kardashian solidify the importance of the selfie, she also defined it, using it as a way to both create and commodify her own image.
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There’s a sense of unspoken social jealousy from onlookers toward anyone who takes a moment to selfie while out in public, in the world with other people, rather than asking someone else to take a photo of them. Why, just the other day I found myself feeling salty about some wedding selfie-takers. They were standing on a bridge all dressed up as bride and groom, and then they paused to take a selfie together even though they had a photographer with them. It’s not that I was jealous of their wedding. And the selfie they take is likely a much better image than what some random stranger would take. Rather, it’s that they took a moment in public, while everyone else was around, to selfie and thus block out the rest of the world when someone else could have documented them. Doing so would have allowed them to remain in the moment. Instead, they stepped out of the moment and into a selfie—or rather, into their own selfieverse.

The same type of jealousy I felt about their moment is what I’ve heard described in misogynistic terms toward teenage girls— that they have the audacity to ignore the world around them and take pics together!!! That they don’t need someone else to do it for them. And thus the individual who would’ve been included in that experience by photographing them is now rendered obsolete. The out-in-public selfie-taker doesn’t care about other people around them in that instant. They are doing what they want to do. Rather than understanding what this person is doing when they selfie, a jealous onlooker will label them a narcissist in a sort of knee-jerk kind of way.

In reality, I get that the couple wanted to take an “usie.” I actually prefer taking selfies to having my picture taken simply because I have a lot more control over the image, angles, and my expression. It’s easier than asking someone else, who will capture me as they see me rather than as I see myself. True, the selfie may also create a sense of antisocial behavior, but who said that photography was social? A selfie makes clear how someone sees themselves in that moment, then gives them the option of whether or not to share. A picture by someone else demands a relinquishing of that pleasurable control of the image. And in the age of protected, curated social media accounts, where social media privacy settings are apt to change without warning, we do seek the illusion of control over our online lives. Or at the very least, our images.

So, it’s important to distinguish between having control over how an image looks—that is, using the selfie as a way to create a self image as one sees fit—and an utter lack of control over how or where that selfie will end up. All too often questions about social media privacy, spurred by Facebook, are conflated with actual Internet privacy laws. While these do overlap, they are not one and the same. Social media is always an optional space for sharing, whereas Internet privacy has broader definitions and implications.

I KNOW you like my face ;)

Images of peoples’ faces are the most liked of any type of visual content because they mimic looking into someone’s eyes, face-to-face and in person. In looking at a selfie that’s making eye contact, you do feel like you are looking at the person. Though it’s just an image, the emotions you get from looking at that image are real. In a 2014 study out of the Georgia Institute of Technology and Yahoo Labs, researchers combed through 1.1 million photos on Instagram and discovered that pictures with human faces in them were 38 percent more likely to receive likes than those without. Additionally, they’re also 23 percent more likely to garner comments. And the next detail is even more surprising: the age and gender of the people in the photos didn’t matter. Pictures of kids or teens aren’t more popular than images of adults. Furthermore, when it comes to receiving likes, men and women are on par. It would seem that the selfie is the great equalizer; a face is just a face, and we are just people wanting to connect. Chill out on the kumbayas though—“connecting” online is not the same as doing so in-person, and researchers identified a few other factors that drive engagement rates for online connectivity.

Constant posting is not the way to achieve more likes. In fact, according to Saeideh Bakshi, a PhD candidate at Georgia Tech College of Computing, who ran the study with Yahoo Labs, posting too frequently doesn’t necessarily mean more likes at all.3 In fact, posting constantly to Instagram could actually lessen the amount of likes per photo. “The more you post, the less feedback you’re going to get,” said Bakhshi. “Posting too much decreases likes two times faster than comments.”

But why would faces consistently get more likes than other types of images posted to Instagram? For one, face is the place. Before we walk, talk, or write, we know how to see. We come into this world, open our eyes, and look around. “Faces are powerful channels of nonverbal communication,” says Bakshi. “We constantly monitor them for a variety of contexts, including attractiveness, emotions, and identity.”

Interestingly, though, any images that are liked often, whether or not they are selfies, will attract more likes regardless of the content. In a study out of UCLA’s Department of Psychology, “The Power of the Like in Adolescence: Effects of Peer Influence on Neural and Behavioral Responses to Social Media,” scientists set up an experiment to see what types of images would get the most likes based on previous likes. The participants volunteered pictures from their own Instagram accounts. Then as they scrolled through, they either had the option to like or not. The images ranged from mundane pics of food and puppies to people participating in “risky” behavior like smoking, drinking, or dressing in provocative ways.

“We saw the typical behavioral effect that one might have expected, meaning that the participants were much more likely to like a picture that received many likes by a prior participant than the one that received few, irrespective of the quality of the pictures,” says Mirella Dapretto, one of the researchers. But this was not so with images of risky behavior that received many likes.

According to the study, even if the risky behavior photo received many likes—which would suggest that the brain receives more rewards activation by liking it—the region that controls good judgment and restraint appeared less active. In other words, seeing risk-taking is not inherently rewarding for that area of cognitive control. Still, if such content has already been liked by others, it will continue to get liked: A fast and easy recipe for going viral.

#tbt the good ol’ selfie days

I don’t post a lot of selfies these days—not like I used to, anyway. Nowadays, my selfies tend to be commentary on the selfie, probably because I’ve thought about selfies so much as the result of writing this book that I’ve just gone totally meta. But that’s me. Still, regardless of how many arguments for the selfie we have, posting constant selfies inevitably sends a visual message that a person is self-involved. This is definitely a limiting takedown of the selfie. To take time to admire and share an image of oneself to a network of people shouldn’t imply immediate narcissism. It’s bizarre to make sweeping, unscientific, nonpsychological conclusions about someone’s personality based on how often or how rarely they post selfies.

In any case, I love a good selfie, and I love posting one when I am feeling good and in the mood for some likes. I stagger my Instagram so that it’s not all selfies all the time, because that’s actually not very visually or thematically engaging for me or, I think, for viewers. But mostly, I don’t want to photograph myself that much. A great selfie takes work. You rarely get a good one on the first try. Selfie sessions can last anywhere from one minute to one hour. Your phone memory may fill up. You have to delete more to keep taking more. And at times, it seems like the perfect selfie is just a click away—but is it? Or is it impossible? There are times when I’ve self-imaged more than others, like during emotionally difficult transitions. Regardless, posting and receiving validation is not a bad thing. It’s human nature to #connect, to want to be seen.

That said, I notice that if I get likes on selfies, I do feel a sense of validation. And I feel good—science has proven it so. Selfies provide me a quick affirmation, like receiving a smile from a stranger. The well-liked selfie also provides conveniently quantifiable results, giving me a moment of connection with the outside world even if I’m truly in my head. After the deed is done, I can just put the phone away and it’s gone, making the whole process as convenient, quick, and easy as I want it to be. Like deciding when to respond to a text message, I enjoy that sense of control over my technology rather than allowing it to control me.

But, when I use the quick hit of selfie validation too often, something else starts to happen. Too much looking in the selfie mirror can warp my perception of self, sending me into a downward spiral rather that the reward of pleasant reflection. For me, the key to selfie-ing is enjoying it in moderation, like I would with chocolate. Otherwise, I start to self-objectify in a way that can start to feel dysmorphic or dissociative. When that happens I feel trapped on the screen, caught up in some sort of social media vortex. I find myself there, waiting for the rewards, and that’s inevitably when they don’t arrive. This is not narcissism. This is a selfie mirror trap.

Let’s take a moment to think about the common “selfies are narcissistic” blanket statement.

Selfies can be self-indulgent when taken frequently, but there are also plenty of actual narcissists who don’t take any selfies at all, that hate the Internet, and that are paranoid about privacy. So, take your “all selfie-takers are narcissistic” statement and eat it.

“If people who take a lot of selfies are narcissistic, therefore I have just said that everyone under thirty is a narcissist, which is ridiculous,” says Pamela B. Rutledge, PhD, MBA, and director of the Media Psychology Research Center and faculty in the media psychology program at Fielding Graduate University, who also writes the column “Positively Media” for Psychology Today.4

“It makes perfect sense that young people would take more pictures of themselves because they’re never gonna look that good again,” she says. “I would be taking a lot more selfies if I were twenty. At fifty, it’s way less interesting and purposeful. At twenty, it was about social connection. It has much less social use now. You would still do it to share within a family, ‘here’s the three of us missing the other seven of you’—so certainly do it then—but it’s not the same. There is a long list of reasons that people under thirty would take more selfies than people over fifty. They look better, and they’re also more social than people who are in their fifties.”

Send me a selfie, I want to #connect

There are other reasons for taking and sharing selfies that have less to do with public, social validation on Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, YikYak, WhatsApp, or whatever other social media platform.5 Sending a selfie to someone who you know wants to see your face is another form of a virtual hello. Surely, the crowd on social media may like your selfie, but receiving an unexpectedly cute selfie certainly feels more intimate. The recipient may imagine making eye contact with you, as if the two of you were actually face-to-face, gazing into each other’s eyes.

Regardless of the distance, whether the exchange takes place across the same city or across the country, selfies make the connection feel more immediate. Receiving a picture delivered to the phone in your hand—the same hand that could be holding theirs in this moment—suggests your beloved is right there with you even though they are not physically there. This can be achieved through texting or some other form of communication, but because the selfie is of the face, there’s something else more human happening in the exchange.

In relationships of any kind, selfies become part of a way to communicate, to stay in touch. Even though your person is far away, you still want to see their face, to get a glimpse of them. Selfies could become an integral part of staying in touch. Marissa Douglas of Odyssey Online endorses sending selfies on the daily for people who are in long-distance relationships:

“Sending selfies to your partner will always be a must but with long distance relationships, it can help that void of not being with each other. Send one on your way to work, class or before you go to bed to make your partner feel like they are there and they get to see you in every aspect of your life even though they can’t be there to witness it for themselves.”6

Karen Krausen is a teacher who currently lives in Chicago but grew up in Los Angeles. She and her partner, Avi, were in a long-distance relationship for almost two years, and they sent a lot of selfies. But it didn’t start out that way. The two first met when they were both living in New York City. They were neighbors, traveled in similar social circles, and eventually became friends. “There was an attraction there but the circumstances weren’t right,” Karen says. Fast-forward six years. Karen was traveling through Chicago from Los Angeles, en route to Urbana, and remembered that Avi was living in Chicago. She recalls that they met up while she was on her way to Urbana from O’Hare Airport, and reconnected during that time. “We were both in relationships,” she says. “Then, a few months later, we weren’t in relationships.”

Avi had planned a trip to LA to visit some friends, so they decided to chill. Then he emailed her to say that he couldn’t come. That put the two of them in touch via email, and then they started emailing regularly. Eventually, he booked a trip to Los Angeles, and she booked one to Chicago. Karen and Avi stayed in touch for about a year and a half, from the end of October 2014 until August 2016, when she moved to Chicago, where he was living. As Karen tells me, selfies became an important part of their long-distance intimacy.

“I would definitely send selfies when I thought I looked pretty, like ‘hi, I look cute, this is me in my office. Good morning.’ Just to say hello and have that,” she says. “It was a really easy way to connect because we weren’t able to FaceTime at work, and it was a way for me to see his face and peer into his world without being on the phone or FaceTiming or texting. It was a way for me to share pieces of my life.”

Karen admits that at the beginning, she used selfies as a method of luring him in since in-person techniques weren’t available. She recalls a photo that she took at the beginning of their relationship.

“I have a memory of two specific photos where it was a holiday party at the house and I was cooking brownies with my friend’s kid,” she says. “I took a selfie with me and his toddler and another of me and his baby. It was my way of saying ‘Hey, I look cute with these kids, do you want kids? I do!’” she says. “When I took these pictures I know that was clearly my intention.”

The couple is no longer long-distance, but the selfie sending continues. Even after moving in together, they still enjoy sending selfies because it’s become a part of their intimacy. “I was out and about at the beach the other day, running errands, kayaking, and then I sent him a selfie of me kayaking, like, ‘Hey I’m doing things, I am doing something for me,’” she says. “And he’ll send back a picture of him at work being like, ‘This is me, wishing I was with you.’”

[image: images]

Karen and Avi selfie, courtesy of Karen Krausen.

Beyond the affectionate use of the selfie here, as a sort of quick love letter postcard, there’s also a sense that this sort of communication has become natural for them. “I think there’s a piece of it that, once it becomes a part of the communication, it’s not like it’s ending,” says Karen. “It just became another dimension in the texts that are going back and forth. We’ll text and send photos, articles on Facebook, and an Instagram photo. It becomes a multidimensional way of communicating.”

Similarly, Andrea and her now-husband, Todd, dated long-distance for a year and change. Like Avi and Karen, their relationship began in-person, but quickly shifted into long-distance before they came back together in a new location, Los Angeles. They moved to Cleveland in March 2017 when Andrea got a job elsewhere.

“We met when I was living in Berlin and he was living there also,” says Andrea. “We dated for four months, from April until I left Berlin at the beginning of August. That’s when I told him I was moving to LA in August for a job.”

Rather than part ways indefinitely, they decided that they wanted to stay in touch and make it work. Since they both traveled often for work, they figured that there was a way to manage the relationship. And indeed they did. He went to LA for six weeks at one point, and eventually moved there; his job let him work remotely. During the long-distance period of their relationship, they sent selfies.

“He would occasionally send really funny ones. I would send more frequent, serious ones, generally taken in my apartment,” says Andrea. “Not like sexy selfies—nothing inappropriate. I’d send him selfies maybe once or twice a week.”

Whenever something becomes a consistent element of a relationship, one begins not just to expect it, but also enjoy it. “If I would go for a while without sending them, he would be like, ‘Are you going to send me more?’” Now that they live in the same place and wake up together, there’s “no need to record my face for anyone,” says Andrea. “Occasionally we’ll be out and take one together.”

Since the selfie habit became so ingrained for Andrea, now it feels strange for her to go without them. Why quit something that’s fun and gratifying like selfie-ing just because the physical circumstances that previously necessitated the practice have now changed? Because she enjoyed it, Andrea decided to keep self-ie-ing even after she and Todd began living in the same city.

“I tried to take one the other morning—he was in Canada last week. I was like, ‘I feel like I’ve gotten out of the habit of taking them and I don’t look as good in the morning because I’m not trying to take photos of myself,’” she mused about her selfie-ing, reminiscing on how things have changed.

If you thought those selfies were just for Todd, though, you were wrong, dear reader. They were not, and will not remain, exclusive content!

“I would reuse selfies maybe 30 percent of the time,” Andrea says, casually. “I would try to make sure I sent them to him first so he didn’t think I was recycling my Instagram content for his pleasure. Occasionally, he’d be like, ‘Oh and you wanted to share that one [to Instagram] too?’ and I’d be like, ‘Yep!’ He was slightly put off when it wasn’t exclusive content, but he got over it.”

Over that sixteen-month period, Andrea mastered her selfie game. It was a game that didn’t exist at their wedding, however, which took place in-person. In fact, not being in control of the camera felt nerve-racking to Andrea.

“We got married a month and a half ago, and it was really hard—I didn’t have my phone most of the day. We took one selfie after we got married. The rest was professional photographers chasing after us,” she says. “I know how to pose for a selfie—I can take a really good one—but I don’t usually let people take photos of me. I was like, ‘I know we’re paying you thousands of dollars, but I need direction—I know what to do when I am looking at the phone, but not when I’m looking at a camera five feet away.’”

Kyle Benson, a relationship coach based in Seattle, had a similar experience with selfies and getting to know someone long-distance. He and his girlfriend met in Mexico, and when he went back to the US they began exchanging selfies.

“I think they can bring a new level of intimacy,” says Benson. “She’ll have a terrible day and something happened with her business or in her life, and she’ll be really upset, and I’m like ‘Is there anything I can do?’ and she’s like, ‘Just shoot me a picture of you smiling.’ It’s the same thing for me. For some reason people see selfies as just sexual; I think for me I find it as a way that’s sweet and comforting, too.”

Sending selfies gives a sense of increased connection, in part because you directly get to see the other person’s face. “When I receive a selfie, it’s like, you get pictures and text messages and then you get that selfie, and I notice for me I feel more of a connection with it,” says Kyle.

“The selfie is more expressive than many of the kinds of communications that we are used to because it shows the face and the eyes. And because our bodies respond to that as if it were real,” says Dr. Pamela Rutledge. “People don’t routinely send each other selfies when they can talk. My perspective of technology is people use whatever is available to them to create the most closeness.”

Perhaps that’s why we react so strongly to selfies that we receive one-to-one on our phones, or that we catch on social media. It feels real because it’s a way to be present together, no matter the location.

Selfie game STRONG!!!!!!!

There’s the person who posts a lot of selfies to their social media, and then there’s the private Instagram account @Wrong-Eye4, created by LA-based Sara Apple Maliki, where people can find a bunch of weird selfies captioned randomly. Well, mostly selfies—the account also includes other obscured body parts, just not straight-up nudes. One pic is a close-up of a girl’s ass clad in a black thong, with the words Stay Rad written on one cheek. The caption reads “bully you into buying.” In another selfie, a guy wears a smug look on his face, posing in front of ocean-themed wallpaper. He looks tired—bags linger under his eyes. The caption on his pic randomly reads “my little pony theme song.” In another image, there’s a bathroom mirror selfie, of a woman obscuring her face with a smartphone and her pants down, ass hanging out. This one is captioned “Wayne Gretzky pushed me down the stairs.” This account has evolved to include a collection of submitted selfies, but that’s not how it all started.

“[The account] began because a handful of girlfriends and I would send nudes we didn’t want to send to guys to each other,” Maliki says. “I realized the aesthetic value of the photos and asked if I could post them on an Instagram account. They all agreed as long as the photos remained anonymous. That way there was instant gratification without the negative feelings or association.”

Maliki started the first version of this account in 2013, but because of the nude content it got deleted several times. It came back in various iterations over the next two years, with names such as @Wrongeye, @wrongeye_ and @privateeyecount. But even when she edited out the nudity, the photos got reported. Eventually, she gave up on this version of the account. After none of these versions worked, she started @WrongEye4 in October 2015. On this account, she sometimes posts nudity in the IG Stories section, where photos and videos disappear after twenty-four hours. The captions for the photos come to her “completely at random from my imagination,” she says.

[image: images]

Selfie courtesy of @WrongEye4 / Sara Maliki.

People interested in checking out @WrongEye4, which is a private Instagram account, have to ask permission for access. If they’re allowed in, they’ll encounter these selfies, and can also choose to submit their own. The @wrongeye4 bio reads “if ur feelin urself … I wanna see … ANONYMOUS SELFIES! LOVE YOU ALL! Please DM submissions & any questions you may have x.”

In this regard, the account functions as a destination for selfies that would otherwise have no place to go, or that could end up on the wrong phone, much like the nudes that inspired this account in the first place. To some, the selfies come across as digital detritus, but to others they’re a fascinating peek into ways that people self-image, documenting a version of themselves, and deciding to post that, somewhere, for someone to see.

“To me, the online world is an extension of our social world,” says Dr. Pamela Rutledge. “The interesting thing is that it happens when people don’t see it as the same—they see it as ‘some other place.’”
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