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Personal technology is king, the selfie reigns, 
and Kardashian West is the queen. 

 

Selfie Queen herself—Kim Kardashian West 
 

I see no one retroactively discussing the self 

portraits of, say, Van Gogh as evidence of his 
narcissism, although interestingly this 

argument has been made about Frida Kahlo, 
with one headline calling her the "patron 
saint of internet-enabled narcissism."  

 

…let’s take a moment to consider one of art 

history’s more recognizable female artists 
who specialized in the self-portrait: Frida 

Kahlo (1907–1954). 
 

The boys club of (largely) European 
representational, modern, pick-an-era 
painters and photographers still worshipped 
by old-guard collectors and art historians… 
 

Up until (appallingly) recently being a 
practicing artist meant that somehow you 
had to break into an unwelcoming boys club. 
 

Enter Kim Kardashian West. Her habit of 
taking selfies is so frequent, the image of her 

taking a selfie is almost as ubiquitous as her 
actual selfies. Her dedication to the form, 

even mastery of it, clearly irks the supposed 
better sensibilities of those who still want to 

position themselves on the side of good 
taste. And make no mistake, good taste is 

here defined by the gaze outward, not 
within. Even when waxing effusive about her 
new book, critics have seen fit to lambast the 
selfie as being "perhaps the next most 

masturbatory act to actual masturbation." 
And called Kardashian West's collection "an 
exercise in curated narcissism." 

But what is the selfie except the new, most 

convenient form of self-portraiture? And 
since when has self-portraiture been so 

abhorred? Since now, apparently. Since 
camera phones have made the self portrait 
so easy, so democratically accessible. 
 

Enter the female self-portrait. Fast forward a 
few hundred years, and self-portraits aren’t 

just oil paintings and photographs of stone-
faced reflections in ornate mirrors (not that 

they ever truly were just this)….. 
 

Consider a recent selfie by Kim Kardashian 
West…. 

 

She, like Kahlo, can be considered a 

professional female artist. Where does the 

line between the self-portrait and the selfie 

fall? Both Kardashian West and Kahlo are 

masters of the form—suggesting that 

perhaps there is no clear line at all. 

 

The selfie as a form upends historical norms 
of female representation and power, and 

Self-portraits are part of an important 
feminist tradition, one steeped in patriarchal 
norms of what it meant to be an artist and a 
woman…. 
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places the power of depiction squarely in the 
hands of the subject…. 

By making herself the subject of her own 
life—and dare I say, her own art—Kardashian 
West is part of an established legacy of 
female artists and writers who have created 

art from the realm of the intensely personal 
and confessional. 
 

 

“Every woman who paints a self portrait, or 

sculpts a likeness, or places herself in front of 

a camera whose shutter she controls, 

challenges in some way the complex 

relationship that exists between masculine 

agency and female passivity in Western art 

history,” argues art historian Whitney 

Chadwick.1 And while Chadwick frames this 

statement in terms of the agency it provides 

the female artist, I would argue that self-

portraits of all kinds by women achieve the 

same goal. And that they not only challenge 

the conception of “female passivity in 

Western art history,” but in culture at large. 

Self-portraits are an expression of agency 

and independence. 

 

In addition to Frida Kahlo, whose self-as-

subject was intensely motivated by her own 

physical injuries and immobility, the work of 

Cindy Sherman has long complicated the 

intersection of the personal and public by 

depicting herself as different women in 

various social and professional roles. 

Whereas in Sherman's work, there is a 

tension between the self as immutable and 

the self as constructed, in Kardashian West's 

selfies, the public and personal collapse. 

 

By conflating the self-portrait and the selfie 

into the same art historical category there is 

the potential to continue and enrich the 

conversation about art, consumerism, 

identity, pop culture, and gender. The same 

conversation that artists such as Cindy 

Sherman, Tracey Emin, and Barbara Kruger 

have already thoroughly launched. 

 

We see Kardashian as an actual mother, as 

an actual and self-aware sexual being, all 

while fulfilling a hyper-femme womanhood 

that complicates our own public ideals of 

gender presentation. 

Much like her book of selfies, Kardashian 

West’s Instagram account is a carefully 

crafted expression of her identity—one that 

invites a personal involvement in her life as a 

mother, a wife, a sister, a businessperson, an 
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Julie Doubleday has called Kardashian 

West "a near-perfect human embodiment of 

the values we've been taught to aspire to." 

Kardashian West is all the things women in 

America are supposed to 

be: beautiful, sexually pleasing to 

men, motherly, not too smart. 

 

advocate for human rights, a woman, and 

lover. 

 

By embracing the selfie from as early as 
1984, Kim has positioned herself as the 

primary creator of her public image. For that, 
she should be commended, not reviled… 

By making herself the subject of her own 

life—and dare I say, her own art— 

 

Whether Kardashian West considers herself 

to be an artist is a moot point. Regardless of 

how she views her empire of images, she 

creatively exploits art historical tropes and 

profits from their use…. 

 

I can assure you, nothing Kardashian West 

does is a mistake. 

  

Much like her book of selfies, Kardashian 

West’s Instagram account is a carefully 

crafted expression of her identity— 

… 

 

Kardashian West’s entire online presence is a 

strategic perpetuation of her identity… 

It is ennobling and inspiring to see the 

discourse reach a "tipping point" of finding 

Kardashian West and her work "worthy of 

the attention of people who flatter 

themselves as serious critical thinkers."… 

 

By conflating the self-portrait and the selfie 
into the same art historical category there is 

the potential to continue and enrich the 
conversation about art, consumerism, 

identity, pop culture, and gender. 

 

Whereas in Sherman's work, there is a 
tension between the self as immutable and 
the self as constructed, in Kardashian West's 

selfies, the public and personal collapse. We 
see Kardashian as an actual mother, as an 

actual and self-aware sexual being, all while 
fulfilling a hyper-femme womanhood that 

Kardashian West’s body (or a butt, rather) 

that has made an entire generation question 

conventional standards of beauty, much like 

Frida Kahlo’s unibrow and mustache. 
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complicates our own public ideals of gender 
presentation. 

 

The art world is complicit in this class disdain, 
and as I have suggested, complicit in 

privileging the outward male gaze over the 
inward female one. It is ennobling and 

inspiring to see the discourse reach a "tipping 
point" of finding Kardashian West and her 

work "worthy of the attention of people who 
flatter themselves as serious critical 
thinkers." She is an outsider, albeit a wealthy 
and famous one, and maybe one day she'll 
benefit from a different American trope—the 

successful underdog. Until then, her new 
book, Selfish, serves as a welcome antidote 

to an art system in deep need of 
reconfiguring, if not full-on revolution. Her 

transformation into an artist is a first step 
into a new respectability. I wish her well. 

 

There are those like Courtney Shea who call 

her book Selfish “…ridiculous and grotesque, 

to be sure, but maybe also a little brilliant by 

mistake.” 

 

… 

 

The same author who implied that Selfish is a 

happy mistake goes on to wonder if 

Kardashian West’s Instagram photos will 

become “accidental pop art.” While they are 

certainly far from accidental, their pop status 

seems apt, and their classification as art, 

well, undeniable. 
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