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Selfie Expression: The Rise of Self-portraiture in the Digital Era 

In 2015 Kim Kardashian released a photo book called Selfish. The entire book is filled 

with her own selfies. The general reception of her book was good, although it has still been 

criticized by many. With the rise of the internet, social media, and smartphones, there has been a 

noticeable increase in online representations of the “self,” and the blurred lines between art and 

vanity. 

 “Selfie” was added to the Oxford English Dictionary in 2013, and later that year it was 

deemed the “word of the year.” Through the 2010s, with the rise of smartphones, specifically 

ones with front-facing cameras, selfies have become a common practice among people of all 

ages, ethnicities, and genders. While the word itself is only technically five years old, the concept 

has been around for centuries. Before the invention of photography, selfies existed solely as self-

portraits and were only possible for those with artistic knowledge and talent. Today, selfies can 

be made by anyone with a camera, or even a phone that has a camera. The days of selfie elitism 

are over, and with the addition of the word in the Oxford English Dictionary, this 21st century 

version of self-portraiture is a part of common vernacular.  

 Vanity and narcissism are often credited as major components to why people, especially 

teens and young adults, feel compelled to take selfies. While those are most-likely contributing 

factors for some, the need to take pictures of oneself probably stems from the desire to share 

experiences and memories with loved ones. A selfie of a person at the beach instantly tells the 

viewer about a person’s location and the activities in which they are taking part. It is a wordless 

signifier of an event, and it is easily shareable. Selfies are also taken when a person is feeling 

confident about how they look. Having the ability to share one’s confidence with their friends 
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and family can make people feel better about themselves if their selfies get likes and comments 

on social media platforms. While that could be perceived as vanity by some, it is also a 

celebration of oneself and being able to see pictures of one’s friends can create a deeper 

connection between the viewer and the poster. 

 Self-portraits are a representation of a person exactly how they want others to view them. 

There is an element of control in self-portraiture that is attractive to many people because they 

choose how they are seen. Angles, lighting, and facial expressions can be manipulated and 

perfected until a person is content with the result. This is different from getting a picture made by 

another person, because in that instance the choice of representation is up to the photographer, 

not the subject. When selfies are made, the subject is the photographer. Because the two roles are 

filled by the same person, their identity can be portrayed exactly how they want it to be, and self-

identification is a big part of self-expression.  

 Although selfies are a photographic medium, not all selfies can be considered “art” in the 

same way self-portraits through other artistic media are. “Just because we present something that 

is unique to ourselves does not mean that we are necessarily creative. ” Selfies are photographs, 1

but they are rarely considered art. The difference between a selfie and a self-portrait is small, but 

important. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a self-portrait as “a portrait of an artist 

produced or created by that artist. ” The same dictionary defines a selfie as “a photograph that 2

one has taken of oneself, typically one taken with a smartphone or webcam and shared via social 
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media. ” The main difference between a selfie and a self-portrait is intent. The latter must be 3

created by an “artist” as an art piece, and the former must be made with the intent to post online. 

A selfie can be considered an artistic self-portrait if made by an artist, rather than anyone with no 

art education. 

 A prime example of the potentially blurred lines between a selfie and a self-portrait can 

be found in Selfish, the book by Kim Kardashian. Her book contains selfies of Kim, by Kim, 

with the possibility that many were created with the original intention of posting on social media. 

Because her book is a published collection of photographs, it could potentially be considered a 

work of art, thus it could be called a book of self-portraits. Considering the platform Kardashian 

has, her fame and notoriety deems her as more of a person of interest than most of the 

population. Although an unknown person could publish a book of selfies and consider it art, the 

possibility of it being picked up by a large audience is not as likely as it was for Selfish. While 

audience does not equate art, a following is necessary for artistic endeavors to be considered as 

such. Kardashian’s status as a reality television star who is mostly “famous for being famous” 

grants her many opportunities people with more artistic backgrounds do not have, so labeling her 

book as art rather than a vain and narcissistic endeavor could be considered problematic. 

 The questions surrounding the differences between self-portraits, selfies, and the 

indulgence of vanity continue to arise as we as a culture delve deeper into the realm of digital 

self-representation and self-expression. There is no definitive reason as to why most people with 

smartphones feel the need to take selfies, but it is a phenomenon that will certainly continue to 
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spread and grow and humans become more involved with technology and the representation of 

the self becomes more integrated with online presence. 
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