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W3: Smile for the Camera: Selfies

Inflattening thediversity of facial expressionsof civilizations around theworld
AI had collapsed the spectrum of history, culture, photography, and emotion
concepts into a singular, monolithic perspective. It presented a false visual nar-
rative about the universality of something that in the real world—where real
humans have lived and created culture, expression, andmeaning for hundreds
of thousands of years — is anything but uniform.

—Jenna Gurfinkel, “AI and the American Smile”

So this weekwe are tackling everybody’s favorite social-media topic: the selfie, or if you’ve
read the reading assignment, might be more accurately called the smilie.

I initially assigned only Jenna Gurfinkel’s article for this week, because the article itself is
packed with references to other sources that you are presumably also going to want to
explore. But as I was rereading it, I decided to add one other recent article that came to
mind, that adds a different perspective to the discussion of social media, cameras, and
smiling: a Guardian article about the use of facial recognition as a tool of social control in
contemporary China. So in some ways, this week we could think about not just the smile
but the face in social media, as a focus of social, cultural, and political power.

Conceptually, the trickiest concept that’s referenced in the AI-selfie article is “uncertainty
avoidance,” a rather self-contradictory notion that may need clarification. My favorite ex-
ample of this is from country walking. As I’m sure you know, it’s an unspoken convention
when outwalking in a forest or some other remote location, that if you pass someonewalk-
ing in the other direction, you are expected to make eye contact, say “Hi!,” and above all,
smile at the other person(s)! Why do we all do this? We don’t do it when walking around
town, for example. The answer is: to avoid uncertainty - uncertainty, that is, about the po-
tentially malevolent intentions of the other we are encountering in this remote place. In
short, eye contact, a brief verbal greeting, and, especially, a smile are a way of reassuring
the other person that you are not a psycho.

Of course, given that as the article also explains (in the reference to the University of
Rochester study), smiling is also a sign of duplicity, there is no reason to be reassured by
the smiling stranger that we may encounter alone in a forest; in such cases, indeed, the
smile may actually be more a source of anxiety than reassurance.

Regardless of whether smiles and a cheerful demeanor are reassuring or not, the central
point of the article is that smiling is a cultural practice: even though everyone smiles (uni-
versal humanism), we do so - or not - for very different reasons (cultural specificity). The
Russian examples discussed in the article are perhaps the clearest example of this.

The central question raised by Gurfinkel’s argument, however, stems from its title: how far
can smiling—at least self-type smiling—be considered specifically “American”? Did Ameri-
cans invent this kind of smiling?

In answer to this, I would addoneother example to the discussion of the cultural dimension
of smiling: what I would call the subaltern smile. (“Subaltern” here refers to a form of
social subjectivity that has internalized structuresofdominationandaccept, evenwelcome,
their position of subservience). From this standpoint, the smile is a sign of subservience, of
eagerness to be of service - is there anything else I can do for you? As the example of the
Russian bank teller in the US shows, such smiling is often not just a social but a professional
requirement, a form of coercion. In his book Black Skin, White Masks, the postcolonial
theorist Franz Fanonwrites about howduring imperialismAfricanswere expected to smile
for their colonial masters, as a sign of their willing acceptance of their subservient role.
There are numerous examples of this, but the most famous one is the ubiquitous image of
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the WW1/WW2 African infantryman in the French army (the tirailleur sénégalais) that was
used for the chocolate milk brand Banania.

Wesee fromthis example thatGurfinkel’s point that smiling is a signof confidenceorpower
does not always apply, that smiling has many other cultural meanings.

What if AIs were trained not on models of American smiles but African ones? In light of
the history of slavery, how awkward does this make the AI selfie of “Ancient African Tribal
Warriors”?

Selfie Studies

The discussion of “smiling for the camera” is itself part of the larger study of the selfe in
social media, a field that is much more developed than you would ever believe. To get an
idea of the scope of this field, you could start with the Selfies Research Network, founded
(as far as I know) by Theresa Senft and other colleagues, notably Alice Marwick. In light of
this week’s reading, you may be struck by Alice’s authentically American smile!

If you’re interested in exploring selfie culture for your research paper, there are many di-
rections you could go, including music video:

https://youtu.be/kdemFfbS5H0

I’ll be interested to see what other examples are brought tomind both by this week’s read-
ings and my lecture!
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