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1. Shortly after arriving in New York I found a copy
of Nobuyoshi Araki’s collected photography shelved

in the adult section of a local bookstore. Even though
Araki is known for taking pictures of naked women,
I'd always thought of him primarily as an artist, so
seeing his work lumped together with pornography was
something of a shock for me.

When I walked into the same bookstore two years
later, I saw Kim Kardashian’s Selfish (2015) on the shelf
of recommended bestsellers. Intrigued by the revealing
selfie on the cover, I flipped through the book and was
surprised to find that the contents were pretty much the
same. The first thought that came to mind was: Should
this even be considered a photography book of an artist?

In 2013, “selfie” was the Oxford Dictionaries
Word of the Year, being defined as, “a photograph that
one has taken of oneself, typically one taken with a
smartphone or webcam and uploaded to a social media
website.” The key difference between a selfie and self-
portrait is that selfies are usually posted online directly
after being taken. While critic Jerry Saltz has retraced
the history of the selfie vis-a-vis the development of
the self-portrait, this analytical framework—rooted in
art history—largely overlooks the role of technology.
In fact, the selfie is a complex product of digital
photography and social media. The unique functions of
both (filtering, tagging, groups, likes, etc) in addition to
the interactivity of the interface decides what content is
posted, and how that content is used and circulated.

2. Advances in functionality have led social media
networks and other forms of new media to achieve
breakthroughs in broadcasting, shifting the one-to-one
mode of dissemination of traditional media towards
peer-to-peer communication. Now that inter-community
communication is not only possible, but universal,
Henry Jenkins optimistically predicts that, “--we should
anticipate that digital democracy will be decentralized,
unevenly dispersed, profoundly contradictory, and slow
to emerge.”

Looking back through history, predictions of this
sort are, of course, nothing new. With photography,
broadcasting, the internet, Photoshop and other
inventions the march toward democracy seems to be a
never-ending series of new media and new technologies.
Jenkins analysis of Photoshop can apply just as well
to the selfie. Selfies provide subcultures with a unique
opportunity for self-display: artists, musicians, and
activists such as Juliana Huxtable, Boychild, and Ai
Weiwei have employed selfies to safeguard their own
images and actions, while also providing a point of
access for viewers to become familiar with their political
ideals and demands. While the fact that popular culture
has become a major source for mainstream broadcasting
demonstrates that popular culture is starting to encroach
on the borders of politics, this assimilation also implies



the usurpation and compromise of new representations
and alternative viewpoints.

More and more young people are starting to
believe that entertainment media does a better job of
reflecting their opinion of the status quo than the news.
American talk show hosts like Jon Stewart and John
Oliver have become opinion leaders with programs
which mix fact with satire, demanding an extremely
nuanced analytical ability from their viewers. For
viewers who treat these programs as nothing more than
entertainment, will this lead to the death of yet another
media format?

3.  Boris Groys has pointed out that in comparison to
20th century art, contemporary art seems incapable of
taking part in social and political crises.” The problem
isnt so much that art has become depoliticized—in 2008
for example, the artist Shepard Fairey made a pop art
tribute to Obama that was quickly reprinted around the
world; first lady Michelle Obama has appeared on the
cover of Vogue multiple times; and in the most recent
election, Donald Trump has used his own daughter as
an enticing bargaining chip to attract voters. The real
problem is that politics have become aestheticized.

Celebrities today—politicians, entertainers, and
even terrorists—all find themselves recipients of an ever
increasing amount of photo-reportage, far in excess of
the output of contemporary artists. In response, artists
have begun to employ the same strategies as politicians
and entertainers, crafting their images like works of
art. The exhibition “Performing for the Camera” at the
Tate Modern earlier this year included Amalia Ulman'’s
Instagram selfie series, in which Ulman used selfies to
simulate the image of an actress striving to become a
movie star. It is perhaps unavoidable that Ulman’s work
brings to mind Cindy Sherman’s self-portrait series
“Untitled Film Stills” from the 1970s, with the former
being response to popular stereotypes of actresses, and
the latter responding to stereotypical female images
crafted for film. Setting them apart, however, is the fact
that, Shermin did not create her works for the media,
nor did she intent to turn herself into a work of art.

It is not hard to see that Ulman’s project contains
any number of criticisms of celebrity, with Kardashian
being perhaps the most infamous representative. Her
goal was to bring her images into the mainline of
popular culture, but as soon as these works became
objects in the museum, however, they were forced
to obey the logic of the artistic project, becoming
transformed into earnest criticism. In so doing, her
satire of the Kardashians as an actual phenomenon
seems have lost much of its staying power.

4.  Using media to turn the self into a work of art—
ego construction—is a mechanism for creating doubt.
For as long as modern art has existed, artists have been

trying to create honest self-portraits. While Sherman
used her surroundings to demonstrate the sincerity

of her criticism, Ulman seems out of place. Just like

the Kardashians and Trump, she shows her viewers
division, scandals, disaster—this is what allows them to
believe in the truth of her material, attracting shares and
likes. This is the logic of media, something which the
artist Richard Prince has long since understood. From
his early appropriations of Marlboro ads to his recent
repurposing of Instagram selfies, his work has incited
both controversy and lawsuits.

Here, Groys analysis of the aesthetic
responsibility of the artist seems especially apt: if a
work is to be accepted by viewers, then they must be
invited to participate in the work, so that any criticism
becomes self-criticism. Collectively held political beliefs
make our aesthetic orientation insignificant. If we feel
nothing but contempt for pop culture when browsing
Kim Kardashian’s Instagram feed or flipping through
Selfish, we might argue that her work is too vulgar.

But what we cannot dispute is the fact that she is the
reigning queen of today’s visual culture economy, nor
can we avoid following in her marketing footsteps. For
contemporary artists who want to be truly political,
would it really be that surprising if their best teachers
for learning the rules of the game of popular culture
turned out to be celebrities?
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