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Abstract
Drawing on a wide corpus of ethnographic research pro-
jects, including on photography practices, young film-
makers and writers, and current research with young
unemployed people, we argue that contemporary under-
standings of selfies either in relation to a ‘‘documenting of
the self ’’ or as a neoliberal (narcissistic) identity affirmation
are inherently problematic. Instead, we argue that selfies
should be understood as a wider social, cultural, and media
phenomenon that understands the selfie as far more than a
representational image. This, in turn, necessarily redirects
us away from the object ‘‘itself,’’ and in so doing seeks to
understand selfies as a socio-technical phenomenon that
momentarily and tentatively holds together a number of
different elements of mediated digital communication.
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The ‘‘selfie’’ phenomenon is trending across a

number of academic disciplines and current re-

search agendas. Even the Oxford Dictionary de-

clared that ‘‘Selfie’’ was the word of the year in

2013, suggesting that it has also become a com-

mon reference and practice in popular media.1
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The selfie has been understood in relation to rapid
‘‘documenting’’ of the self2 as a ‘‘socio-cultural
revolution’’ about ‘‘identity affirmation’’3 a ‘‘con-
dition’’ of social media,4 a political convergence of
the object and subject of photographic practice,5,6

and as a neoliberal, even narcissistic but increas-
ingly normative mode of ‘‘self-branding.’’7 Set with-
in this corpus of work, two issues become clear. First
that selfies are widespread, contextually specific and
nuanced*so that to speak of selfies as homogenous
is increasingly disingenuous. Second, selfies resonate
wider socio-cultural, political, and visual practices
and how we approach them has political, ideologi-
cal, and cultural significance.

Alongside this corpus, there are also identifiable
trends in recent work on selfies, which we would
like to elucidate. The first positions them within a
long tradition of visual culture where the images are
read as representations to be interpreted. Seen
here, selfies seem to evidence ‘‘visual probes’’ of
‘‘depicted realities’’ (see, for example, Manovich’s
project selfiecity8), and they are claimed as evi-
dence of an intentional author (a political con-
vergence of object and subject, for example, or a
‘‘documenting of the self ’’) or seen as an objective
window into cultures and communities, values, and
ideologies (a neoliberal, narcissistic identity affir-
mation). We find this problematic, not least be-
cause it bleeds into a discourse of individualism but
also because it centres and elevates both the visual
image ‘‘itself’’ and the methods for analysing the
image, which we argue undermines*if not negates*
the wider practices, discourses, and ideologies that
constitute the selfie phenomenon. Perhaps more im-
portantly, this approach does not represent our
experience of the selfie within our fieldwork, where
it is the practices and contexts of selfies that are
articulated (rather than the image ‘‘itself’’).

A second issue with the accounts above is that
they seem to exclusively frame selfies within a
long-standing study of online self-representation,
storytelling, and impression management.9 This,
in turn, approaches selfies as a mostly positive
force practiced by a fixed (gendered, expert, and
reflexive) subject who uses selfies as a calculated
resource for self-representation. We have a num-
ber of issues to note here. The first relates to the
way that individualistic discourses of the digital tech-
nology user are re-evoked here,10 so that the under-
pinning and normative constructions of the user
as the powerful force remain unproblematised.

As the long history of feminist new media theory
and STS reminds us, the user engages in a socio-
technical mediation in which she or he is posi-
tioned as well as positioning. The second issue,
and a consequence of this, is a flattening out of
the practices of the selfie ‘‘itself,’’ whereby the
selfie becomes positioned as a communication
method that is itself caught up in positive tech-
nologically deterministic rhetoric. Seen here the
selfie is not simply a new communication tool; the
selfie is posited as a better communication tool*
faster, more representative, more immediate (for
example), and thus, the rhetoric here feeds di-
rectly into the fetish of new technology as always
positively novel.11 We would also note here that even
when selfies are framed as a narcissistic practice,12

the examples that are cited usually result in a kind
of micro-celebrity status for the user that is itself
(of course) caught up in a more positive discourse
of individualism because of the complex overlap
between narcissism and a more positive, agential
form of self-branding or celebrity.13 Our argument
here is that these approaches need to be unpacked
if we are to disrupt (rather than repeat) proble-
matic assumptions and approaches to wider digital
culture. They approach the selfie as a communica-
tion ‘‘tool’’ for an intentional and agential author
and in so doing undervalue or negate the selfie as
a socio-technical phenomenon, which nuances the
relationship between the user and technology.

Finally, there is an increasing corpus of work
that understands the selfie as a visual signifier of
the self (as another form of self-representation).
This understands the content of the selfie in rela-
tion to representational significance*reading into
the visual image so that the object*despite being
located as an effect of a practice*is made mean-
ingful as a stand-alone representational signifier.
Underpinning this approach to the selfie is specific
history of photography, particularly in relation to
the pictorial portrait, self-portraits, and art photo-
graphy that is evoked in order to read aesthetically
into the selfie and draw conclusions based on
content. As Paul Frosh details,14 this approach,
although insightful, it does not go far enough in
understanding the wider socio-technological prac-
tice of the selfie. Indeed, such accounts position
the selfie as a continuation of the pictorial portrait,
self-portraits, and art photography15 and assume
that many of the characteristics of self-portraits16

(namely the reflexive subject producer of an image)
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are also present in selfies. Against this, we have
previously argued17 that understanding the role of
photography in the digital age requires us to think
about photographic practices instead.18 This
means that the photographic image becomes one
of several elements of the photographic process
(sometimes not even the most important, for ex-
ample when postprocessing changes the original
image or when the image forms a context in itself
like in memes). In the digital age, image making is
but one element of several connective processes,
inclusive of the power dynamics, design of, and
normative practices of social networks. Seen here,
photography through mobile phones is especially
relevant because of its ubiquity, mobility, and
seamless integration with social networks.19

Our intention in detailing these approaches to
the selfie is twofold. Firstly, to note the growing
corpus of research on this phenomenon*that is
both rich and sustained. Secondly, to set up our
main argument: that there are alternative ways to
understand the selfie and that the process of doing
this reveals a number of frictions. The central
friction is the continued use of traditional semio-
tics in analysing the image of the selfie*which
many of the approaches above repeat rather than
problematise. For us, this elevates not only the
selfie as an image, but also the object-oriented ap-
proach of much visual culture that seeks to con-
struct and then understand practices in relation
to artefacts*reading intentionality into them. For
the selfie, such an approach elevates the image
over the practice, and continues to prioritise the
visual and aesthetic over (and this is our conten-
tion) the power relations in which the image is
situated. At the same time, it is the multitude
of selfie practices that is what marks them as a
phenomenon, as nuanced, as complex, and it is
this that we need to underscore in critical work
on the selfie. Elevating the visual within visual
culture through visual methods perpetuates rather
than problematises the visual as powerful: and
in digital culture, our contention is that perhaps
the visual might actually be a smokescreen for,
or one element within, other far more pervasive
power relations. Offering a non-medium centric
approach to the selfie, however, is not without its
own frictions: the object of the selfie, the image, is
not ‘‘in’’ this paper because in arguing that this is
problematic, we found it untenable to then repeat
it methodologically.

ALTERNATIVE GENEALOGIES OF/FOR

THE SELFIE

Durable selfie

At a moment when the term ‘‘selfie’’ is increas-
ingly becoming mobilised in ways that are con-
structing it as normative shorthand for photography
per se (especially when used to describe photos
taken by primates,20 robots21, or drones22), it
seems important to take stock of the underlying
presumptions and claims around the selfie. Our
starting point, in keeping with Paul Frosh,23 is
that selfies should be understood as a wider social,
cultural, and media phenomenon that positions
the selfie as much more than a representational
image. Approaching the selfie as a phenomenon
rather than an artefact locates the practice within
alternative genealogies, which we would like to
elucidate here. This, in turn, necessarily redirects
us away from the object ‘‘itself’’ and instead under-
stands selfies as a socio-technical phenomenon
that momentarily and tentatively holds together a
number of different elements of mediated digital
communication. The second consequence of this
is to acknowledge the multifaceted nature of the
selfie*which is temporary, contextually specific,
changeable, situated, as well as durable and stable.

We are not negating the connections noted
above between pictorial and representational forms
and digital images; we are setting alongside this
narrative some alternative and equally persuasive
ones. Our alternative genealogies are not intended
to replace one problematic correlation with an-
other, but to add to and nuance the approaches to
the selfie detailed above. Our genealogy is perhaps
as synthetic and simplistic as our critique of exist-
ing literature, but it is a tool to underpin our later
and more substantive argument. We propose that
there is a close relationship between specific tech-
nical affordances and the stabilisation24 of certain
practices that allow the development of new tech-
nologies in a ‘‘complex continuum.’’ This complex
continuum serves as a basis for our first alternative
genealogy.

Selfies as chats

Our departing point is to locate selfies not within
a history of photographic practice, but one of
mediated communication. Crudely: What if we
think about selfies as a ‘‘visual chat’’? Indeed, the
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app Snapchat, one of the most important plat-

forms for digital image exchange, seems to be

exactly premised on this idea. If we consider the

genealogy of chats (in any form, such as BBS,

IRC, forums, Newsgroups, etc.) in relation to

the selfie, we pull out dominant features*if not

ideologies*of mediated communication that prompt

(in a mediated and rhizomatic way) development

and vice versa. What is interesting about this

history is that the visual elements*that are so

centrally claimed and positioned within contem-

porary approaches to the selfie*are repositioned

here as something that is arrived at, that emerges

through*but is not necessarily determining of,

chat culture. Our simple point is that this alter-

native genealogy shifts some of the presumptive

claims around selfies, and consequently how we

are able to then frame and approach them as a

phenomenon.
Chats*as a field, as a cultural object, and as

a device*were one of the central elements of

computer-mediated communication, and formed

the basis for the further development of internet

studies as an academic discipline.25 Mediated com-

munication was extracted as a focus of studies

within the discipline of Internet studies, where

communicative practices of a growing Internet cul-

ture were becoming stabilised in everyday life.26

Indeed, these studies argued that what was sig-

nificant about chats was their ability to textually

communicate, in an anonymous and (a)synchro-

nous way regardless of (or despite) geographic

distance through, what was, a technological pre-

cursor to the www. Perhaps more important in

thinking about an alternative genealogy of the selfie,

however, is the SMS.27 SMS integrated several

practices already present in chats and emails,

including emoticons. Emoticons, in turn, can be

understood as a form of visual and emotional cue

pertaining to the user, thus offering a context

for/of the text ‘‘itself.’’28 While limited in their

extension (generating therefore further language

economies), SMS nevertheless added a new ele-

ment in mediated communication because of one

of the main features of cellular phones: mobility.

By extending previously mediated communicative

practices to a new device, the later inclusion of

internet connections in mobile phones completed

a series of stabilisations in digital communication.

In this way, several communicative practices,

already present in internet interactions, became
mobile, more synchronous and ‘‘on the spot.’’ One
extra example of the cross-pollination between
internet practices and mobile phone use could be
observed in how both shared many features of new
linguistic codes such as ‘‘initialism’’ and ‘‘internet
slang’’29 that also increasingly operate as visual
signifiers in and of themselves.

Selfies as stabilisations

If we now think of where photography might
be located, it is arguably in the latest stage of
a number of stabilisations that converge image
with text, hyperlinks, audio (what was praised as
‘‘multimedia’’). These stabilisations also converge
photography with (for example) smart phones and
wider sharing and internet cultures that shifts
toward the visual within chat culture, author-
ship, ‘‘personal media’’ developments, and self-
representation. In other words, photography emerges
as one element within a wider corpus, and even
here, it is further convoluted by various practices
that each renegotiate and reposition what consti-
tutes ‘‘photography’’ in the first instance: camera-
phones,30 immediate and ubiquitous connections,
and extensive exchange are all important elements
we would note in relation to definitions and con-
stitutions of contemporary photography.31 In
turn, these elements are further nuanced by the
increasingly visual nature of mediated commu-
nication, and social networks such as Facebook
and Twitter, each of which has its own convoluted
genealogy inclusive of visual communication. We
only have to note platforms such as Fotolog (2002)
and Flickr (2004), to recognise this. Indeed, while
Flickr supported a notion of ‘‘community’’ based
on the exchange of pictures, experimentation and
voyeurism, Fotolog, with its calendar-based struc-
tured, prompted a disciplining of the photographic
practice into a weekly cycle as well as promoting
the notion of constant updating as a main feature
of the platforms. In this way, banality and the
mundane also become intricately woven into gene-
alogies of the selfie. Indeed, in the case of selfies,
banality and constant updating are closely related
to the notion of ‘‘social success’’ as a fundamental
feature across different contemporary platforms
(where social success becomes measurable through,
for example, ‘‘like’’ buttons, favourites, followers
and comments). Finally, with the advent of apps
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such as Whatsapp or Snapchat, digital imagery
became one of the central elements in personal
online communication. Therefore, vernacular photo-
graphy (widely expressed by different scholars32),
locates the selfies into a very different genealogy
that weaves into (and beyond) that of the chat.

Selfies as durable algorithm

Our experiences33 suggest that the selfie mobilises
technologies, cultural norms, and codes that are
increasingly embedded in social networks, so that
the practice of the selfie operates in a much wider
continuum that we need to consider. Indeed, as
Van House, (drawing on Suchman) suggests: ‘‘we
need to turn the question of self-presentation
around and ask, not just how people use SNSs,
but how the design of SNSs configure members’
capacities for action.’’34 Our final genealogy relates
to what we are calling ‘‘durable algorithms’’ draw-
ing a range of STS scholars including Latour,35

Manovich,36 Suchman37 and Van House38 who
have all argued that an understanding of the social
is always, inherently (also) technological (and vice
versa). This is, of course, particularly relevant for
the selfie, and works to locate the phenomenon
of the selfie as one that has also emerged through
non-human developments in (for example) soft-
ware, code, digital design, and digital labour. We
are not suggesting that algorithms straightfor-
wardly shape or impact social behaviour. We are
in the first instance recognising that algorithms
are, to draw on Lucy Suchman, ‘‘materialisations
of more and less contested, normative identifica-
tions of matter.’’39 Algorithms are a materialisa-
tion of power relations, negotiations, design; they
are forged through human!technological relations
and within dominant power structures. But they
are also, to draw on Latour,40 ‘‘durable’’ in so far
as they are also matter: they are built infrastructure
that also generates possibilities of interaction and
mediation. They are embedded within, but also
make durable, power relations. Snapchat is a good
example of how durable concepts within social
media*such as ‘‘immediacy,’’ ‘‘connectivity,’’ ‘‘so-
ciability,’’41 which have particular affordances
within social media because of their commercial
and economic value*have become ‘‘stabilised’’ as
underpinning socio-technical features of com-
munication in a mobile App (as well as within
wider social media). As José van Dijck reminds

us, ‘‘immediacy,’’ ‘‘connectivity’’ and ‘‘sociability’’

emerge through techno-economic systems that are

interested in ‘‘sharing’’ because of the financial

benefit of the data such actions generate.42 Or as

Jenny Kennedy notes ‘‘sharing is never employed

neutrally.’’43 It is not (simply) that algorithms

make certain relations durable (techno-economic,

socio-technical, for example). Instead, as Van House

argues (above) we need to recognise that the sys-

tems also configure action not in a straightforward

or transparent way, but in terms of configuring the

socio-technical conditions within which users are

invited to participate.
To only understand the selfie only as self-

representation, then, is to take an element of a mo-

ment of stabilisation (that may or may not become

increasingly durable)*the visual image, for

example*as singularly indicative of a wider socio-

technical phenomenon in which relations and

negotiations are flattened out and undermined*
such as the socio-technical, the material, the con-

text, issues of temporality, motivation, intention. It

is to take the ‘‘matter’’ (the thing ‘‘itself ’’) without

necessarily considering materialisation, nuance, or

contestation (to reiterate Suchman) that are all

intrinsic to the practice. While we return to these

issues below, our hope is that these alternative

genealogies detail the breadth and depth of issues

that are at stake here, not only in terms of what

we are in danger of disappearing, but also in terms

of what we actively reproduce by not critically

considering.
Taken together, these genealogies locate the

image as one mediated element within a range

of practices that combine (visual and mediated)

communication, mobility, real time, economies of

language and social networks elements. In turn,

these practices promote individuality, immediacy,

reciprocity, sharing, exchanging, constant updat-

ing, work and effort/commitment, and banality. As

Van House suggests, the structure and policies of

certain platforms, along with user practices and

norms, support and even encourage certain kinds

of self-representation, relationships, and even sub-

jects or selves, while discouraging or making dif-

ficult others.44 It is not that the object*the selfie

‘‘itself ’’*represents these values and norms (by

reading into the selfie, for example). It is that these

values and norms constitute the related practices.
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SELFIES BEYOND (SELF)-

REPRESENTATION: ENGAGING WITH

THE THEORY

Selfies as socio-technical

Our argument, then, is that we need to under-

stand the phenomenon of the selfie as a perfor-

mative and mediatory practice that cannot be

reduced to, or solely taken from, the image ‘‘itself.’’

Drawing also on a long history of feminist STS

studies,45 we argue that image-creation (along with

distribution and its use in social media), does not

only represent bodies, it also generates them.46 In

order to understand our approach, it is necessary

to discuss the concept of performance that under-

pins claims that selfies are self-representations

and that have traditionally been understood fol-

lowing the work of Erving Goffman. While we

have limited scope to discuss this at length here,

and indeed other authors have reflected on his

conceptualisation of performance to think about

digital photography,47 and self-representation,48 a

brief overview is necessary. Indeed, drawing on

Goffman serves two purposes: the first is to arti-

culate some current debates that clearly resonate

for the selfie, particularly around how we might

frame the visual ‘‘object’’ of the selfie ‘‘itself ’’

beyond what Papacharissi claims as ‘‘the self, per-

formed’’ (2012:1990).49 The second is to attempt

to nuance them, by positioning the selfie as em-

bedded in the concept of performativity rather

than as representative of it.
For Goffman’s ‘‘theatrical approach,’’ interac-

tion is the front-stage performance of a backstage

self, where the self is a ‘‘performed character’’ to

an imagined audience.50 It is not a coincidence

that Goffman is often cited in texts regarding

online self-presentation, especially in the first era

of internet studies51 where Goffman was deployed

within an increasingly problematised dichotomy

of the so-called ‘‘real’’ and ‘‘virtual.’’ Our reading

of existing literature on selfies is that many

analyses are tacitly based on this assumption

of a real and absent self that is depicted, but

not necessarily lived, in the artefact of the selfie

‘‘itself ’’ (through, for example, process of perfor-

mance or self-representation, staging or playing

that are read through and into the image). What

Goffman elucidates, of course, is the power of

the performance ‘‘itself ’’*which, in the case of

the selfies, is a bound up in visual signifiers,
visual discourses, technologies, and ‘‘imaginative
participation.’’52 But as Suchman has argued,
‘‘objects achieve recognition within a matrix of
historically and culturally constituted familiar,
intelligible possibilities. Technologies are both
produced and destabilized in the course of these
reiterations.’’53 In the case of the selfie, it seems
increasingly that intentionality has become a trans-
parent and straightforward claim made through an
aesthetic reading of online content, rather than
inherently problematised through socio-technical
practices that are, at every stage, negotiated.

In thinking about the phenomenon of the selfie,
it seems to us that the dominant discourses un-
derpinning claims around self-representation as
performance, are increasingly becoming entren-
ched in practices located in and with technical
devices and algorithms even as these technical
devices and algorithms are downplayed in the
overarching narrative of the selfie. Those technical
devices and algorithms are similarly, like the
subjects who mediate them, produced with/in
and generative of, power relations, but like the
subjects who use them, they also promote some
mediations over others through their own socio-
technological history of design and code (that
operate within and beyond wider dominant power
structures). What is notable from our alternative
genealogies above, then, is an increasing emphasis
on the visual, on immediacy, on connectivity. In
other words, some elements of communication
and mediation have become more powerful than
others and this is revealed through alternative
genealogies of the selfie.

Indeed, one constant finding, across all of our
fieldwork on selfies54 is that selfies are under-
stood, claimed and lived by participants (most of
our fieldwork has been with women), as a source
of ‘‘empowerment feelings.’’ These feelings, based
on the selfies as a practice, are claimed to help
them to accept their physical appearance, to in-
crease their self-confidence or to engage in new
social or sentimental relationships. In a surface
level, these claims seem to directly feed into an
understanding of the selfie as intentional author-
ship and self-representation. Certainly, it seemed
at the outset of many of our studies, that selfies
were being claimed in this way. Our fieldwork is
always ethnographic in nature, and spending time
with the participants in our studies necessarily
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reveals initial claims as inherently nuanced, if not
contradictory. While we do not have the scope
here to represent our fieldwork in its entirely, there
are two issues we want to pull out at this point
from our fieldwork that substantiate our argument.
The first is to locate claims of empowerment, not
with a subjective or intimate relationship with the
image, but with/in a wider discourse of new media
and consumerism where individualism, intention-
ality and rational causality are default modes of
expression.55 This means that we need to do the
inverse of many studies of selfies that we have
critiqued in this article: rather than read into the
selfie something about the author and intention-
ality, we need to locate the selfie within a wider
practice of identity performativity56 through re-
course to a more Butlerian approach to the selfie,57

which would position it as embedded in the concept
of performativity rather than as representative of it.

The second issue to highlight is that selfie genera-
tion is self-perpetuating: it is a ‘‘stylised repetition of
acts’’58 that is a ‘‘re-enactment and re-experiencing
of a set of meanings already socially established’’
that are legitimated through their mundaneness
and ritualisation.59 Selfies are part of what ‘‘dis-
ciplines its subjects even as it produces them,’’60

or more simplistically, ‘‘people act in the way that
they have learned to act, in accord with the
dominant discourse.’’61 What we mean by this is
that the practices of taking and uploading selfies
(and this the same for Snapchat in our most recent
work with teenagers in Leeds, UK) also ‘‘disci-
plines’’ (to draw on Foucault’s ideas about the
technologies of the self62) both the content of the
image and practice itself. This argument is in-
clusive of the algorithms that underpin contem-
porary sharing cultures*that are designed and
produced within power structures, but that also
work in particular ways that value particular
practices (such as image sharing) because of their
particular (say, economic) value. This, in turn,
makes some practices online not only more
‘‘durable’’ (to draw on Latour63), but it also en-
meshes the algorithms that have other ‘‘ideologi-
cal’’ frameworks (such as an economic one rather
than a sharing one) within the phenomenon of the
selfie*as well as wider digital culture. Selfies are
part of a wider flow of communication that is both
a technics and constituted through internet pro-
tocol: selfies are controlled (because of the socio-
technical construction) and controlling because of

their ‘‘technical reproducibility.’’64 At the same

time, and as we argued earlier, there is also a
moment of stabilisation here, whereby the notion

of sociality serves both the visual culture of the
selfie and the technological algorithms, so that we

also need to recognise that the social!technical
relations are fluid as well as mutually shaping in

such moments of stabilisation65 If we only under-
stand selfies as self-representation or the output
of intentional authoring, we not only flatten out

these relations, we also somewhat negate them by
offering a causal trajectory between user and

image.66

CONCLUSIONS: TOWARD AN AGENDA

OF POWER IN DIGITAL VISUAL

CULTURE

Our starting point for this article was that selfies
are wider socio-cultural, political practices that

need critically accounting for. At the same time,
much literature on selfies has elucidated and under-

pinned the visual nature of contemporary culture
that seems, at every turn, enhanced and exacer-

bated by digital technology and digital culture.
Selfie as self-representation bleeds into traditional

epistemic understanding of images as depictions
of truth and reality. Selfie as self-representation
also underpins notions of performance, self-

branding, and the concept of the individual user
that is embedded on the widespread use of social

media. Combined, those two elements do reveal a
number of issues and tensions around the con-

stitution of social norms, interactions and practices,
all of them within increasing power relations.

Our argument, then, is that we need to approach
the selfie as an embodied and re-articulated socio-

technical act, that shapes, constitutes and imagi-
nes the self(ie). In other words, an investigation of
the selfie re-turns us to imagined and live(d) self

that blurs image and imagining processes and tells
us not about intentional authoring, but a deeper

desire and ambiguity for and of identity per-
formance in a social media era.67 It is precisely

through the staging, shooting, choosing, sharing,
posting, commenting, liking through digital med-

iations that the performance of the image-self
becomes meaningful not as a single image but as a
complex process of practices that performatively

construct the self through their normativity. By
relating photography with mediated communication,
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for example*by thinking selfies as visual chats*
the close relationship between digital technolo-
gies, increasing visuality and algorithmic culture is
elucidated and this, in turn constructs individuals
and users in specific (and problematic) ways (e.g.
as consumers of subjectivities). The power of the
algorithm68 and the use of images as communica-
tive interfaces generate a destabilisation of both
photography and representation. Neither become
plausible as stand-alone signifiers; both constitute,
and perhaps increasingly are a condition of, the
dominant ideologies of a shifting digital culture*
such as sharing, connectivity, and sociability.
This opens an array of further questions that ask
about selfies as reflections or practices of/on visual
regimes,69 the relationship between the material
and the visual,70 or digital mediations.71

Finally, then, what is at stake here is how the
combination of visual, material and digital elements
create new forms of surveillance and sousveillance,
can reshape what privacy, public and intimacy are
and, finally, generate softer and more effective
forms of power. More important than under-
standing the semiotics of the visual is under-
standing how the visual is becoming an essential
element of a wider ‘‘semiotic algorithm.’’ We need
to move from focusing on the narratives about the
visual or the narratives of the users to focus on the
socio-technical practices that constitute*if not
condition*those narratives. These practices per-
petuate power relations in ways that are some-
times celebrated and very often accepted rather
than critiqued.72 We need a critical stance more
than ever if we are to grasp the complexity of how
technologies, bodies, the visual and the narratives
about them, operate in digital culture. Selfies as
self-representation, very bluntly, does not offer the
scope for this.
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