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Symbolic	bordering:	the	self-representation	of	migrants	and	refugees	in	digital	news	

Abstract	

In	this	article,	I	combine	theorizations	of	the	selfie	as	an	aesthetic	and	technological	practice	

of	digital	self-
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digital	self-representation.	The	migrant	selfie,	I	argue,	expands	existing	literature,	by	showing	

how	the	selfie	operates	as	a	technology	of	power	that	contributes	to	orientalist	agendas	that	

‘other’	migrants	and	refugees;	it	does	so	by	coupling	the	geo-political	bordering	of	migrants	

stuck	in	the	outskirts	of	Europe	(Vaughan-Williams	2009)	with	practices	of	‘symbolic	

bordering’	that	appropriate,	marginalize	or	displace	their	digital	testimonies	in	Western	news	

media.		

Theoretical	and	empirical	context	

Definitions	of	the	selfie	

When	a	25-year	old	Syrian	travelling	to	Europe	was	asked	by	TIME	journalists	what	was	the	
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It	is	this	heterogenous	genre	of	the	migrant-related	selfie	that	I	focus	on	here.	I	draw	on	

Levin’s	definition	of	the	selfie	as	‘not	a	self-portrait	…	but	rather	the	representation	of	the	self	

as	a	product	of	the	system	of	interpersonal	relationships	though	which	it	is	articulated	online’	

(Levin,	2014;	emphasis	in	original)3.	This	definition	enables	me	to	approach	the	migrant-

related	selfie	as	a	digital	trace	of	self-representation	by	or	about	migrants,	which	circulates	in	

undefined	networks	of	digital	publicity	that	constantly	re-define	its	interpersonal	

relationships	–	who	sees	it,	how	and	why	(Baym	&	Senft,	2015).	While	such	networks	are	

usually	conceptualized	horizontally,	as	consisting	of	other	equivalent	users	who	may	like	or	

share	selfies	across	social	media	(Dean,	2016),	my	interest	lies	in	the	vertical	movement	of	

migrant	selfies	from	social	to	mainstream	media	–	from	their	‘intermediation’	across	

(relatively)	symmetrical	user	circuits	to	their	‘remediation’	in	the	powerful	spaces	of	global	

broadcasting	(Chouliaraki,	2013b)4.	What	does	it	mean	for	migrant	selfies	to	circulate	on	

Western	news	platforms?	In	which	ways	are	they	inserted	in	‘our’	dominant	visual	

economies?	How	is	their	news	value	justified?	And	what	do	these	justifications	tell	us	about	

Western	media	not	only	as	news	platforms	but	also	as	moral	and	political	spaces?		I	explore	
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in	existing	work	on	digital	self-representation.	Rather,	literature	on	the	selfie,	is	divided	in	

two	strands:	the	selfie	as	performative	practice	and	the	selfie	as	socio-technical	process.		

The	study	of	the	selfie	as	performative	practice	draws	on	sociological	accounts	of	linguistic	

self-presentation,	by	Goffman	(Hess	,2015)	and	Austin	(Jerslev	and	Mortensen,	2015)	and	on	

semiotic	approaches	to	aesthetics	(Koffman	et	al,	2015;	Iqani	&	Schroeder,	2016)	so	as	to	

foreground	three	dimensions	of	digital	self-representation.	The	first	focuses	on	the	self-

reflexivity	involved	in	the	public	staging	of	the	private	self;	this	dimension	draws	attention	to	

the	civic,	political	and	cultural	potentialities	of	‘vernaculars	of	performativity’	in	social	media	

(Papacharissi,	2011),	approaching	them	as	‘cultures	of	connectivity’	-	sites	of	individuation,	

bonding	and	memory	rather	than	simply	as	‘networks’	(van	Djik,	2013).	The	second	focus	

falls	on	the	narrative	practices	of	users’	self-representations	in	social	media;	this	draws	

attention	to	new	forms	of	‘digital	story-telling’	(Sonja	&	Burgess,	2013)	and	explore	their	

implications	for	new	forms	of	sociality	and	public	connection	-	for	instance	in	institutional	

contexts	(Thumim,	2009)	or	familial	relations	(Vivienne	&	Burgess,	2013).	The	third	focus	in	

on	the	historicity	of	self-portraiture	as	an	artistic	genre	that	inscribes	the	selfie	in	long-term	

trajectories	of	aesthetic,	technological	and	cultural	change	in	the	public	presentation	of	the	

self	(Hall,	2014;	Tifentale	&	Manovich,	2015).		

If	this	triple	focus	on	‘performativity’	situates	meaning-making	at	the	heart	of	what	the	selfie	

is	and	how	it	should	be	studied,	the	second	theoretical	strand	offers	a	different,	though	not	

necessarily	incompatible,	epistemology	of	digital	self-representation.	It	claims	that,	rather	

than	approaching	the	selfie	as	a	performative	system	of	significations	of	the	self,	we	should	

instead	conceptualize	it	as	a	technological	gesture	-	a	material	trace	devoid	of	

representational	meaning	(Gomez	&	Thornham	2015).	In	its	capacity	as	techno-trace,	the	

significance	of	the	selfie	derives	not	from	its	discursivity	or	its	historicity	but	from	its	

systemic	simultaneity,	that	is	by	the	very	fact	that	it	always-already	appears	within	existing	

circuits	of	other	traces	like	itself.	Variations	within	this	literature,	consequently,	reflect	

different	research	foci	on	the	social	and	technological	dimensions	of	the	selfie.	On	the	one	
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hand,	emphasis	falls	on	the	political	economy	of	the	selfie;	research	here	highlights	the	selfie	

as	techno-
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Koliska	and	Roberts,	2015).	It	is	the	attempt	to	acknowledge	this	dimension	that	informs	my	

dialectical	approach	to	the	selfie	introduced	below.		

A	dialectical	approach	to	the	selfie	

Rather	than	exclusively	focusing	on	either	strand	of	research,	I	opt	for	a	dialectical	approach,	

which	views	the	selfie	as	a	meaningful	trace	of	the	self,	moving	across	connected	
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engagements	with	her/his	predicament.	I	subsequently	present	a	preliminary	typology	of	the	

theatre	of	the	selfie	in	order	to	explore	its	theatricality	both	as	a	stage	for	affective	

engagements	and	a	site	of	power	relationships	that	produces	hierarchical	classifications	of	

humanity	-	what	I	discuss	as	‘symbolic	bordering’.		

	

	

	

Conceptual	context		

My	interest	in	an	ethics	of	the	selfie	and	its	remediations	raises	questions	about	the	nature	of	

the	selfie	not	only	as	a	form	of	self-representation	but	also	as	a	techno-aesthetic	component	

of	digital	journalism.	What	does	it	mean	to	make	news	about	migrants	through	the	aesthetic	

of	the	selfie?	Which	specific	remediations	of	the	selfie	are	deemed	newsworthy	and	why?	
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that	does	not	necessarily	belong	to	the	traditional	scene	of	the	theatre	but	operates	in	line	

with	the	conventions	of	theatrical	performance	-	namely	by	distancing	the	spectator	from	the	

spectacle	of	the	other	through	the	objective	space	of	a	framing	device	and,	at	the	same	time,	

enabling	proximity	between	the	two	through	narratives	that	invite	our	emotion	and	

judgment	on	the	other:	‘More	than	a	property	with	analyzable	characteristics,’	as	Féral	and	

Bermingham	argue,	‘theatricality	seems	to	be	a	process	that	has	to	do	with	a	"gaze"	that	

postulates	and	creates	a	distinct,	virtual	space	belonging	to	the	other’	(2002:	97).	

While	for	Adam	Smith	the	theatrical	metaphor	conceives	of	society	as	a	stage,	where	seeing	

others	inevitably	invites	a	moral	response,	‘who	are	they	and	who	am	I	as	a	consequence	of	

meeting	them?’,	the	selfie	partakes	this	theatrical	structure	insofar	as	it	fulfils	two	criteria	of	

theatricality.	First,	it	establishes	a	mode	of	spectatorship	that	is	based	on	the	staging	and	

framing	of	the	self	for	purposes	of	being	seen	and	responded	to	by	others	-	Smith’s	

‘sympathetic	spectator’;	and	second,	this	staging	of	the	self	simultaneously	presupposes	not	

only	an	immediate	audience	of	intended	addressees	but	also	the	imaginary	spectatorship	of	

an	uninvolved	public	that	is	implicitly	invited	to	take	a	stance	towards	this	staging	-	what	

Adam	Smith	refers	to	as	the	‘impartial	spectator’	(Marshall,	1984).		

In	order,	therefore,	to	understand	how	the	migrant-related	selfie	operates	in	Western	media	

landscape,	we	need	to	understand	both	dimensions	of	theatrical	spectatorship:	how	the	selfie	

produces	meaning	through	practices	of	self-representation	that	stage	the	self	so	as	to	be	seen	
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authentic	presence6.	The	digital	screen	maximizes	the	reach	of	the	face,	enabling	distant	

others	to	appear	to	us	as	fully	present	and	to	confront	us	with	their	own	humanity.	Through	

this	performative	duality	of	face	and	screen,	the	selfie	articulates	and	circulates	claims	to	the	

self	as	authentic	presence	and,	in	so	doing,	simultaneously	acts	as	an	invitation	for	us	to	

engage	with	this	presence	in	various	modalities	of	sympathetic	spectatorship:	empathy,	

solidarity,	suspicion	or	disapproval.	It	is	in	this	capacity	to	confront	us	with	the	humanity	of	

the	other	in	its	here-and-now	mode	that	the	selfie	recovers	its	moral	dimension	-	its	

theorizations	as	‘mundane’	or	‘narcissistic’	(eg	Lüders,	Prøitz	&	Rasmussen,	2010)	being	part	

of	this	moral	regime	of	sympathetic	spectatorship	that	any	selfie	belongs	to.	For	if,	as	Levinas	

puts	it,	‘the	face	to	face’	is	the	par	excellence	mode	of	ethical	address,	because	it	‘addresses	

humanity	at	large’,	then	the	selfie	is	a	radical	intensification	of	this	address,	both	in	that	it	

digitally	‘presences’	the	other’s	face	to	us	(Senft	and	Burgess,	2014)	and	in	that	it	expands	the	

scope	of	our	face-to-face	relationships	–	through	what	Frosh	(2014)	terms	the	‘corporeal	

sociability’	of	the	selfie	(its	likes,	shares,	comments	etc).		

Migrant-related	selfies,	in	particular,	are	a	paradigmatic	case	of	digital	self-representation	as	

ethical	address,	because	they	are	aesthetic	performances	of	the	face	under	conditions	of	risk.	

Selfies	of	migrants	who	just	reached	the	Greek	shores	perform	authenticity	through	the	

affective	grammar	of	the	face	and	the	body,	which	articulates	euphoric	affect.	This	‘being	

here’	is	a	moral	address	insofar	as	arrival	here	also	signifies	survival	from	a	deadly	sea	

crossing	in	the	Mediterranean.	The	digital	screen	brings,	in	this	case,	the	face	of	the	migrant	

closer	through	acts	of	‘pre
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presencing	of	the	selfie,	through	a	reading	of	the	moral	relationships	it	enables	between	the	

subjects	and	objects	of	digital	self-representation.		

Impartial	spectatorship:	the	remediation	of	the	selfie		

The	global	visibility	of	migrant-related	selfies,	however,	depends	on	their	circulation	beyond	

horizontal	networks,	such	as	the	soc
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moralization,	in	line	with	the	ethico-political	logics	of	various	journalistic	institutions.	How	do	

different	types	of	migrant	selfie	perform	the	self	as	an	authentic	‘here	I	am’?	How	are	these	

claims	to	authenticity	and	presence	recontextualized	in	Western	news	sites?	What	are	the	

moral	discourses	of	such	recontextualizations	and	what	do	these	tell	us	about	the	news	as	

moral	and	political	spaces?	

Analytical	context		

My	theatrical	approach	to	the	selfie	draws	on	two	key	aesthetic	and	techno-social	insights	of	

the	relevant	literature,	namely	the	narrativity	of	digital	self-representation	and	the	

‘circulation	value’	of	the	selfie.	It	complicates	the	former	by	introducing	vertical	remediation	

as	constitutive	of	the	visual	narrativity	of	the	selfie,	whilst	it	expands	the	latter	by	

demonstrating	that,	far	from	free-wheeling,	the	‘circulation	value’	of	the	selfie	is	embedded	in	

techno-institutional	relationships	of	power,	as	in	global	news	journalism.		

The	choice	of	the	migrant-related	selfie	as	the	empirical	material	of	this	study	is	motivated	by	

an	interest	in	understanding	how	the	visibility	of	migrants	is	regulated	in	Western	media,	

during	the	2015	migrant	crisis.	Studying	how	migrants	appear	in	our	news	matters	because	it	

helps	us	better	comprehend	the	broader	communicative	environment	of	the	crisis.	This	was	a	

versatile	environment	marked	by	an	originally	positive	rhetoric	of	reception	that	enjoyed	a	

wave	of	compassion	after	the	death	of	three-year-old	Aylan	Kurdi,	but	eventually	turned	into	

suspicion,	following	the	November	2015	Paris	attacks;	it	was	the	latter	that	legitimized	
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images	about	migrants,	but	neither	by	nor	of	them.	Indeed,	the	three	key	types	of	migrant-

related	selfies	that	appeared	in	global	news	networks,	such	as	BBC,	CNN,	DW	or	The	Guardian	

during	the	‘peak’	moment,	were:	i)	migrants	being	photographed	to	take	selfies;	ii)	migrant	

selfies	with	celebrities	and	iii)	celebrities	taking	selfies	as-if	they	were	migrants.	There	are	

variations	within	each	category,	but	they	are	all	three	characterised	by,	what	Wittgenstein	

(1958)	terms,	a	‘family	resemblance’	in	their	aesthetic	and	techno-social	qualities.	I	examine	

each	in	the	sections	‘The	selfie	as	performance’	and	‘The	selfie	as	remediation’	below.		

Selfie-taking	photographs:	self-representation	as	celebration		

Celebration	selfies	are	almost	exclusively	shot	on	the	beaches	of	Lesbos	–	one	of	the	migrants’	

main	entry	points	into	Europe	from	the	Turkey	coast.	They	portray	migrants	taking	selfies	

smiling	and	making	the	V-sign,	alone	or	in	groups.	We	never	see	these	selfies	as	such,	

however.	What	we	see	is	photojournalistic	pictures	of	migrants	taking	selfies.	The	CNN’s	

video	link	(there	is	a	similar	one	by	the	BBC),	for	instance,	is	a	one-minute	long	piece,	entitled	

‘The	migrant	selfie’,	which	begins	with	a	migrant	explaining	the	significance	of	celebration	

selfies	and	continues	with	a	sequence	of	selfie-taking	instances	on	the	beach7.		

Selfie	as	performance:	Even	though	all	selfies	have	a	strong	locative	dimension,	‘I	am	right	
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ethical	force	in	these	selfies.	This	is	insofar	as	the	selfie’s	locative	claim	(‘I	am	here’)	also	

entail	a	strong	existential	dimension	(‘I	am	here’).	Far	from	indexing	just	any	random	

location,	the	deictic	function	of	the	celebration	selfie	goes	beyond	arrival	to	connote	survival,	

the	fact	of	having	endured	a	deadly	sea-
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series	of	other	press	outlets.	Authenticity,	to	begin	with,	relies	on	journalistic	authority	and	is	

about	attaching	a	professional	jurisdiction	of	validity	to	the	news;	CNN,	for	instance,	achieves	

sympathy	through	the	inclusion	of	a	first-hand	testimonial	(the	migrant)	and	the	sequence	of	

selfie-taking	visuals,	all	of	which	avoids	overt	judgment	yet	seek	to	raise	awareness	around	
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This	hate	discourse	is	evidently	attached	to	extreme	right-wing	news,	yet,	I	argue,	the	

misrecognition	of	migrants	is	inherent	in	all	remediations	of	the	celebration	selfie.	This	is	for	

two	reasons.	First,	because	remediation	as	estrangement	already	presupposes	that	selfie-

taking	as	digital	agency	can	only	be	associated	with	people	like	‘us’,	not	‘them’.	Informed	by	

this	orientalist	presupposition,	narratives	of	estrangement	ultimately	represent	the	migrants’	

selfie-
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an	‘impartial’	spectatorship	of	meta-witnessing	that	objectifies	the	figure	of	the	migrant	and	

puts	their	status	as	human	at	stake.		

Solidarity	selfies:	Self-representation	as	recognition		

This	category	consists	of	selfies	that	migrants	have	taken	with	celebrity	figures	standing	in	

solidarity	with	them	at	detention	camps	around	Europe.	Celebrities	are	here	defined	as	public	

figures	with	a	surplus	of	symbolic	capital	that	endows	them	with	recognizable	brand	value	

(Chouliaraki,	2013a);	for	instance,	Angela	Merkel	or	Pope	Francis14.	Because	of	this	symbolic	

capital,	then,	solidarity	selfies,	unlike	celebration	ones,	are	fully	remediated	in	Western	news.	

Selfie	as	performance:	The	authentication	of	solidarity	selfies	is	established	through	a	

aesthetics	of	immediacy.	Borrowing	from	the	photographic	snapshot,	the	migrant-with-

celebrity	selfie	mimics	the	informality	of	‘kodak’	family	pictures	(Iqani	&	Schroeder,	2015)	

and	bears	connotations	of	‘performed	intimacy,	authenticity	and	access’	-	all	key	markers	of	

unstaged,	imperfect	self-expression	(boyd	&	Marwick,	2011:140).	The	authenticity	of	

spontaneity,	however,	primarily	benefits	the	celebrity,	whose	public	presentations	suffer	
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I	am’	of	the	celebrity	to	shed	light	on	the	presence	of	the	migrant.	It	is,	again,	the	

compositional	arrangement	of	co-presence	that	produces	effects	of	presencing,	as	the	side-

by-side	visually	juxtaposes	the	migrant,	unknown	and	powerless,	with	the	celebrity,	

established	and	powerful,	and,	in	an	act	parallel	to	product	endorsement,	associates	the	

latter’s	brand	value	with	the	former	–	
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“terrifying”	attacks’15,	CNN,	Jul.	26,	2016	‘Migrant	crisis:	How	long	can	Merkel	keep	German	

doors	open?’16,	BBC,	Oct.	1,	2015),	or	the	Pope’s	visit	to	the	Greek	islands	in	DW	(	‘Pope	

Francis	to	visit	Lesbos	to	review	refugee	crisis’,	Apr.	5,	201617)	and	CCN’s	‘Edition’	(	‘Pope	

Francis	poses	for	a	selfie	during	his	visit	to	a	refugee	center	in	Rome	on	Thursday	March	24’,	

March	30,	201618).		

Even	though	news	networks	favour	the	promotion	of	celebrity-driven	pieces	for	their	own	

benefit,	this	celebrification	of	the	solidarity	selfie	has,	as	I	have	already	insinuated,	a	cost.	

Rather	than	placed	at	the	heart	of	the	migration	story,	as	a	victim	of	European	politics	and	a	
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entitled	to	rights	of	residency	and	protection,	they	are	ultimately	denied	public	recognition.	

Recognizability,	the	universal	moral	right	to	be	acknowledged	as	a	legitimate	public	presence,	

is	marginalized	in	favour	of	monitorial	witnessing.	The	migrant,	it	follows,	only	figures	in	the	

news	as	a	by-presence,	a	presence	auxiliary	to	the	stories	about	our	leaders,	our	politics,	our	

politics,	our	controversies.	

Celebrity	selfies:	Self-representation	as	erasure			

This	category	consists	of	a	sequence	of	widely-circulated	images	from	one	particular	event,	a	

star-studded	Cinema	for	Peace	gala,	part	of	the	2016	Berlin	Film	Festival.	Organized	by	

world-known	activist	artist	Ai	Weiwei,	this	selfie	sequence	was	part	of	a	series	of	solidarity	

tokens,	such	as	covering	of	the	building’s	façade	with	plastic	life-savers	from	sea	rescue	

operations,	that	t
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emergency	blankets	at	Berlin	fundraiser	for	refugees’	and	‘Charity	event	at	art	installation	

designed	by	Ai	Weiwei	outrages	Berlin’s	culture	secretary’,	while	the	rest	of	the	article	is	

about	the	‘obscene’	aspects	of	celebrity	activism:	the	thermal-blanket	impersonations	as	well	

as	Ai	Weiwei’s	earlier	initiative	of	photographing	himself	as	a	dead	Aylan	Kurdi.	In	contrast	to	



22 

Conclusion:	The	selfie	as	‘symbolic	bordering’	

In	August	2015,	
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recontextualizations	situates	these	selfies	
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which	individuals	reveal	their	humanness	in	the	presence	of	equals	(Arendt	1976),	then	the	

power	of	symbolic	bordering	lies	in	restricting	precisely	this	fundamental	act	of	world-

disclosure.	In	so	doing,	it	reduces	‘our’	spaces	of	publicity	to	‘post-humanitarian’	spaces:	

ethico-political	spaces	that	may	allow	for	forms	of	empathic,	humanitarian	witnessing	yet,	at	

the	same	time,	thrive	in	voyeuristic	and	ironic	encounters	of	migrant	others,	which,	while	still	

claiming	to	care,	are	ultimately	unable	to	move	beyond	the	fears,	doubts	and	concerns	of	

ourselves.		

-------------------	---------------	
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