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ABSTRACT

Development of various social media platforms allow people to create and share self-representation.
Among all platforms Facebook is the most popular for constructing visual self-representation through
selfies. Therefore, the current study aims to investigate the constructed visual representation of self
(signs and symbols) through selfies posted by Facebook users. Semiotic analysis is used to analyze a
sample of twenty selfies from five profiles by setting different indicators. Self-awareness, look at me,
here 1 am, what am | wearing and look at this are some of the most significant indicators observed
during the analysis. Results indicate that for self-portrayal Facebook users apply different signs and
symbols like stretch arms, tilt of head, etc. It is concluded that representation of self through selfies
increase the feelings of self-awareness and allows the person to live the time with others on their
facebook profiles.
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INTRODUCTION

We are living in an era of selfie (Saltz, 2014). Selfie, as the name suggests, is derived from self and also
depicts the self (Salomon & Brown, 2017). Technologically, it is a fast self-portrait, captured through
Smartphone’s front camera and instantaneously disseminated and extolled into a network (Warfield,
2015). It is an instant visual communication of our existing physical presence and what we were doing
at time and how we are imagining ourselves and for those for whom we believe they shall be watching
(Ozansoy Sangkaya, 2016). Selfies have evolved the meanings of everything everywhere. Whether it is
social interaction, body language, self-awareness, privacy, and humor, altering temporality, irony and
public behavior, it has now undoubtedly evolved as a visual genre, a new kind of self-portraiture
formally unique from all others in history (Shah, 2015).

Selfies follow a unique structural autonomy as a very big arrangement for art. Selfies are usually
casual and fast, and the primary purpose is to be seen and observed by other people and among them
most of them may be unknown on social networks (Tuzovic, 2014). Therefore, selfie can be studied as
an object and practice of interdisciplinary interest. Selfie has certain theoretical reflections on how the
selfie can be interpreted as an important form of commodity and consumer behavior. The use of selfie
with a strategy says that it’s a new trend in advertising. It carries along persuasion, information and
symbols of social prevalence.

From old times till date, the subject of representation has been an interesting area of research
for people of all ages. In the olden times, people used to draw different shapes to express the pictures
of their mind, eventually written language used to represent the complexity of the mind. Due to rapid
transformation of traditional media to social media, pictures have replaced words in order to represent
the thoughts (Bryant, 2021). Therefore, (Lehner, 2021) said that social media has changed the dynamics
of the world; our classrooms and even our bedrooms have become global. Personal details are liked and
shared by each one of us. To further explore the dynamics of social media platforms it is important to
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explain the term of representation which is connected with the pictures people post on social media
platforms. The term representation signifies an object, an indication of how someone can be seen.
Currently, people’s selfie, tweet or status on social media are considered as representation (Peraica,
2017; Busetta & Coladonato, 2015; Christel, 2015).

For the purpose of self-representation people use variety of methods and techniques and keep
on exploring the updated version of self-representation (Steinsbek, Wichstrom,Steseng, Nesi, Hygen &
Skalicka, 2021). In the recent past, our grandparents use to keep diaries (Nandi, 2021) for their self-
description, hidden in their drawers hardly letting anyone to read. And it was usually after the death of
someone that their diaries were opened in order to explore the details about the person’s personality
(Vickery, 2021). In contrast, today’s generation has tendency to post selfies on social media to keep
their friends updated about day to day/min to min activities. People post their selfies on various social
media platforms like Instagram, snap chat, Facebook, Tumblr posts and Twitter's tweets. With social
media, even common people share their self-representation to the audience at large which is considered
as new form of visual representation. Thus, the current study explored the visual representation of self
through the selfies posted by Facebook users. Facebook is considered as one of the social media
platform where oftenly people post their selfies by using diverse signs and symbols of visual self-
representation. Therefore, the study incorporated semiotic analysis for analyzing the signs and symbols
in the selfies posted on Facebook (Qutub, 2021)

Research Question
How the selfies portray the constructed visual representation of self on Facebook profiles?

REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Self-Representation is of great importance since a lot of time in the past and specifically a topic of
people’s interest (Enli & Syvertsen, 2007). The dynamics of self-representation have changed
drastically including the foundations of societies which were interpersonal, but now the platforms are
transformed into unimaginable outcomes particularly for online sharing and self-portrayal.
Consequently, selfies are now considered as a new way for self-representation on social networking
sites. It is also notable that introductions are now made on social media by using selfies (Doring, Reif,
& Poeschl, 2016). Malik, Dhir, & Nieminen, (2016), were of the view that people post selfies on the
internet for seeking affection, disclosure, attention, pastime hobby, information sharing and fulfilling
the motives socially. The purpose of such type of self-representation on the facebook involves
communication, entertainment, self-preservation (Holiday, Lewis, Nielsen, Anderson, & Elinzano,
2016), self-expression, escapism, peeking and social interaction (Lee, Lee, Moon, & Sung, 2015);
communication, entertainment, attention seeking and archiving.

The phenomenon of selfie is of huge interest for people now-a-days (Halpern, Katz & Carril,
2017). The efforts were made to see the deep relationship between the selfie posting and the level of
satisfaction related to it. Selfie helps in a lot of roles, but currently the major focus on self-presentation
role has been assessed, as it is said it serves as a catalyst for the presentation of self and it denotes the
generation in the context of ‘Me’ and the central point of the communication is the self (Paris &
Pietschnig, 2015). These selfies are user generated self-representations and possibly draws a
progressively adaptable image of the user or the gender rather than producing some gender stereotypical
representations. According to Pounders et al., (2017) all of the social media tools can be used as a
platform for communication by students. In this way they can build relationships online and express
themselves and social culture may be transformed by the selfie trend (Sung et al., 2016). In one of the
research findings it was taken into the account that the edited self-representation is an effort to upgrade
the sense of self (Chua & Chang, 2016).

Locating the identity of self on social media is of serious interest for many scholars (Hall, 2014).
Since a variety of identities exist on social media platforms ranging from personal, physical,
psychological to social and technological (Bostrom & Sandberg, 2011). It is also associated with the
wellbeing of a person if he is living his true identity. It evokes serious outcomes like strong reactions if
the identity is at stake or threatened. Being a single person we are playing different identities at a single
time. These multiple identities are an essential part of our wellbeing and living (Horowitz, 2012). We
shift between different identities to form certain social identities in a variety of contexts (jobs, family,
friends, etc). For example, if you are a mother, you are also a daughter, sister, wife, friend, student,
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teacher, etc. Similarly, like this we have online identities that we make on social media. These online
identities are now a day’s very important part of self. These identities can refer not only to give us
access to multiple resources but they also help us in linking to different social identities (Mendelson, &
Papacharissi, 2010). Technology has a direct link with our online identities, it is technology that
provides the platform for social networking. It is technology that affects the functioning of our identities,
and this can have a very important effect on the individual and the society (Kim, Lee, Sung, & Choi,
2016). The online identities are rapidly increasing in this modern era, especially on Facebook. The
usage of Facebook for communicating through identities is very common in this decade.

People use various platforms which help in fostering integration and identity sharing. These
platforms are basically social networking sites commonly known as SNS. Most common of all is
Facebook that has a huge collection of portrayals and photos. Carey (1975) conducted research on
photos and collected photos of college students and analyzed the symbols. The major commonality
among the photos were the poses or the doings that seemed identical irrespective of the location
(Vivienne & Burgess, 2013). These representations on Facebook are not just the photos taken from your
own phone but also some are tagged photos of a person. These photos were taken at different times,
some narrate unusual stories at various points of time. Photos also present stories or intentional
representation of a social group and life. These photographs provide a platform for students to speak to
each other and also live each other’s life visually (Warfield, 2015). These photographs prove a genuine
college experience filled with friends and the rituals of college life, eating, drinking, sports and
closeness of a peer group. These photos serve the purpose of making us feel more independent in
different stages of life (Horowitz, 2012).

Photo sharing on Facebook is a source of entertainment for people. It is a way of preserving
memories and also indulging other people enjoying your moments. Most of the people who are sharing
their photos on social media are either teenagers, college and university students or some from middle
age. Selfie as a source of self-representation is very common in teenagers and their counterparts. Along
with college and university students, middle-age people also represent themselves on social media.
Therefore, the present study revolves around the visual representation of self through selfie-posted on
Facebook profiles. This study is one of its kind in Pakistani settings because over a period of time selfies
have increased social sensitivity which has minimized self-esteem. While going through the literature
around the world the researchers analyzed that there is a dire need to conduct more studies in the context
of Pakistan. This study would be a value edition for upcoming researchers who want to conduct research
in this area of research.

METHODOLOGY

The current paper revolves around the visual representation of self through selfie on Facebook profiles.
Facebook is one of the most widely used phenomena for sharing photographs and creating online
identity. Therefore, the paper revolves around the indicators and symbols depicted in the selfies posted
by Facebook users. Facebook has been operationalized as the universe where the selfies were posted
and were analyzed from this universe. The study incorporated qualitative data analysis for analyzing
selfies using semiotic analysis. According to (Leone, 2018), semiotic analysis has been used in the
analysis of photographs. Semiotic Analysis treats the picture (Selfie) in its complete form as totality-
marking the patterned relationships in its content, connecting these two parallels and contrasting
structures in other pictures, and relating both to the written narratives that accompany them (Barthes
1977, 1982; Woollacott 1982).

The researcher employed the method of semiotic analysis by exploring signs and symbols
within the selfies. Furthermore, purposive sampling is used for filtering the relevant selfies as per the
indicators mentioned in Table#1. After analyzing 500 profiles, 20 Facebook profiles were selected on
basis of indicators mentioned in Table#1, then they were shortlisted to 5 because of the absence of
selfies posted by users. The sample profiles were diverse in nature because they were selected on the
basis of demographics and physiography. After analyzing 5 profiles, 100 selfies were selected from
each profile and 20 Selfies were selected for the analysis. These 20 selfies were selected against five
indicators. So, each indicator has four selfies from each profile for analysis. The Table below shows
indicators for Self-representation and Selfie
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Self-Representation

Indicators for Selfie

Self-awareness

Duckface

Look at me

Outstretched arm

Here I am

Tilt of Head

What am | wearing

Position of Arm

Look at this

Eye Squint

Table No. 2 Explanation of the indicator in Table#1

Self-
Representation

Meaning

Indicators
for Selfie

Explanation for the Selfie
Indicators

Self-awareness

Self-awareness refers to a
phenomenon which explains
how someone is obsessed
with him/herself. He/she feels
that I am looking very
beautiful and attractive

Duckface

Duckface is an exaggerated
expression of lips, a form of
pouting in which lips are more
outward and circular.

Look at me

Looking at me provokes the
feeling in the viewer that |
have done something
interesting or | have a story to
narrate.

Qutstretched
arm

Outstretched arm is defined as
a situation that is used for
posing a photograph. It is

made in a manner when you
want to give an impression to
others i.e., to look at you.

Here | am

Here | signify the
phenomenon of virtual
storytelling/ tourism via
selfies. When we share each
and every location/ aspect of
our surroundings on
facebook.

Tilt of Head

Tilt of Head is a position when
you are trying to hide fats of
the face and in selfies this
position is used to portray the
location that is around you.

What am |
wearing

What | am wearing is
denoting the fact that the
person wants the audience to
note what they are wearing, it
can be a new dress, glasses,
jewelry, etc.

Position of
Arm

The position of Arm in the
picture determines that the
person is keeping the phone at
a distance and trying to take
bigger selfies and keeping a
focus on dress.

Look at this

Looking at this determines
the phenomenon of pride in
one’s self.

Eye Squint

When someone is showing an
eye squint in the picture which
states ‘want to live that
moment’, excitement with the
audience.

FINDINGS

Profile # 1. Abeer Kiani. A young energetic entrepreneur running her own restaurant, Abeer is fond of
taking selfies. In the analysis of her selfies, it was analyzed that all the selfies have a constructed self-
representation like Look at me, here | am, see what | am wearing, and look at this happening. Basically,
these selfies are serving the purpose of storytelling, self-love and feelings of self-awareness are at the
peak. The elements of techniques like outstretched arm, Tilt of Head, Position of Arm, Eye Squint and
Duck face all are seen in the Selfies of Abeer. These all indicators depict that self is created virtually
by manipulations and it is just a representation of what the person wants to show, not a depiction of
reality. A sense of achievement is prevailing in selfies.
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Profile # 2, Mariya Rajput. Mariya is a young ambitious girl coming from a less wealthy background.
She is seen struggling with life in her selfies too. She is an anchor person and a cricket lover. Her Selfies
carry a visual sense of achievement as if she is telling everyone to look at me and look at this. The sense
of self awareness is also seen in the selfies where she feels elevated in achieving her dreams and moving
ahead in her career. Looking at the technical construction of the selfies, in her selfies all the visual
elements like an outstretched arm, tilt of head, position of arm, eye squint and Duckface are observed.
Profile # 3 is Omar Mahmood. Omar is an American Pakistani and by profession he is an engineer. He
is very fond of travelling. In all her photos there is a continuous sense of look at me and look at this is
seen. He enhances the look at me by taking photographs with the people around the world. For Omar
What | am wearing is not specifically seen in the selfies. But the other indicators like self-awareness,
look at me, here | am and look at this were observed in his selfies oftenly. This shows his continuous
relation to self and he is trying to overshadow other aspects through his presence of self as an identity
in the selfies. Tilt of head, outstretched arm, eye squint, position of head and duck face were the
indicators in his selfies.

Profile # 4 is of Muhammad Wagas. M Wagas is a recent graduate of Mass communication. He is
looking for a good job in the market. Most of his selfies are with his friends enjoying different times of
youth hood. Most of the selfies are in a very serious mood or just taken randomly. The indicator of self-
awareness was not present in his selfies. Few of his selfies showed indicator of look at me, here | am or
look at this. The techniques of taking selfies were also observed in his selfies. Outstretched arms, tilt of
head, position of arm and eye squint was also observed in his selfies. There was no picture with a
Duckface.

Profile # 5 is Noor ul Ain Khan, she is working in a seven-star hotel. She is a fun loving and outgoing
personality. The continuous sense that prevails in all her selfies is that look at me and look at this. She
is in a continuous urge to make others see how she is enjoying every moment of her life. Her selfies
were mostly related to her friends’ i.e, friends’ view her wherever she goes. Her sense of self seemed
really high. Indicators like an outstretched arm, tilt of head, position of arm, eye squint and Duckface
were present in her selfies.

DISCUSSION

The current study analyzed five profiles of facebook users. All the five profiles were carefully chosen
because of demographics. Self-awareness refers to a phenomenon which explains how someone is
obsessed with him/herself. He/she feels that 1 am looking very beautiful and attractive. Its visual
representation is constructed by a duckface. Looking at me provokes the feeling in the viewer that |
have done something interesting, or | have a story to narrate. Outstretched arm constructs this visually.
Here | am signifying the phenomenon of virtual storytelling/ tourism via selfies. When we share each
and every location/ aspect of our surroundings on facebook. The position is denoted by the tilt of head.
What | am wearing is denoting the fact that the person wants the audience to note what they are wearing,
it can be a new dress, glasses, jewelry, etc. Its visual construction is denoted by the position of Arm.
Looking at this determines the phenomenon of pride in oneself. When someone is showing an eye squint
in the picture which states, ‘want to live that moment’, excitement with the audience.

The first subject, Abeer Kiani is a beautiful young girl. Besides being young and beautiful, she
is energetic and passionate about her career too. And she loves to stay connected with her friends and
online community, she takes pictures and selfies wherever she goes. Her selfie analysis shows that she
is in love with herself, she enjoys every moment of her life, she wants to show it to the world when she
is wearing a good/new dress. She has constructed a very unique and responsible self on her Facebook
profile.

The second subject is Mariya Rajput, who is young, unmarried and a very ambitious girl with
a humble background. Her pictures, selfies and statuses show a lot of struggles in her life which she
keeps on sharing with her Facebook friends and family. She is a girl with big dreams, a cricket lover,
sports reporter and an anchor. After analyzing her selfies, it is assumed that she will be a big star one
day, as she is followed and appreciated by hundreds of people on Facebook. Her photos show that she
keeps on telling the people to look at her, she wants to show what she is wearing and to share her
travelling details through symbols of here I am.

The third subject of the study is an American Pakistani Engineer. He works at a petrol pump.
Omar is very fond of travelling around the world and his back-and-forth travelling was reflected in his
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photos. His selfies showed that he is a very happy-go-lucky person with a focus of living and enjoying
everyday life experiences. He takes pride in being a desi American and proudly shares his village
pictures. He also seems to be patriotic for his parent country by the pictures he shared online. He is not
much into buying and wearing new clothes and loves to remain simple so the indicators of what | am
wearing is not found in his selfies. All other indicators such as tilt of head, eye squint and duck face
were observed in his selfies.

Mohammad Wagas has a serious personality, and he is a recent graduate of Mass
communication from National University of Modern Languages. After looking at his selfies shared
online, we understand himself as a seeker. He is seeking new things in life. He is also in search of a job
within and outside the country. His selfie expression appears to be serious and dull. His selfies were
random and purposeful. His sense of self-awareness seems missing from his selfies, it seems as if he is
concealing himself. But still with all the seriousness his photographs were still inviting a message of
look at me, and some of them depicted his travels. Duck Face was not depicted in his selfies. His self-
representation seems serious, work oriented yet social.

Noor ul Ain Khan, the fifth subject of the analysis is a creative artist, fun-loving and outgoing
personality. She likes to share her success and achievements online. She is working as a PR officer in a
seven-star hotel. It was observed from her Facebook photos that since she is on job she is well travelled,;
she is dressed up well and she eats good food every day. Her construction of identity is about moving
forward with achievements in the ladder of life, she send a very positive energy through her selfies and
keeps her followers entertained. She wants to stay interactive all the time with her friends and family.
The representation of self that she has kept online shows high standards for her life and her self-esteem
is well polished.

CONCLUSION

It is concluded that all the five Facebook users posted a great number of selfies which clearly indicate
diverse ways of visual self-representation. The kind of self-presentation portrayed by five facebook
users shows that it is constructed, and representation is tilted. The research question of this research was
how the selfies portrayed the constructed visual representation of the self on facebook profiles? To
answer this question certain indicators were made that are basically related to self-representation. The
indicators are mentioned in Table #1. It was concluded on the findings that were collected on the basis
of these indicators that the people wanted to create a constructed visual representation of facebook. This
practice is used to show the world the extended version of the self. People make certain defined poses
to portrays various self-contained that are explained in the Table # 2. The finding clearly stated that
people who are posting selfies on facebook are obsessed with themselves, they have heightened self-
awareness and they want to live the moments of their everyday life with the public around them. It is
apparent from the findings that the self-representation in everyday life before going into the presence
of others an individual would try to control his impression for the receivers of his situation. The visual
self-representation can be intentional or unintentional forms of self-concept and a part of constructed
visual self-representation. This is happening in all walks of life where people are creating a constructed
self-image for social approval. And facebook is playing a great role and providing a platform for these
kinds of presentations and representations.
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