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1. Introduction 
 
Now is the age of nostalgia.  
Throughout the world we are 
witnessing an insatiable longing for 
the past. In the post-Brexit haze, the 
UK craves the influence and power of 
its defunct empire; in Turkey neo-
Ottoman sentiments have 
transformed a President into a 
Sultan; In America, many still hope to 
Make America Great Again while in 
Poland and Hungary leaders are 
preying on nationalist sentiments to 
rebuild homogenous societies. Even 
Berliners increasingly romanticize 
East Germany's austerity and fabled 
social cohesion.  

The age of nostalgia is nowhere 
more evident than in cultural 
products.  Contemporary films such 
as The King's Speech, Dunkirk and 
Their Finest Hour all celebrate the 
last stand of the British Empire while 
Kingsman transports the English 
gentleman into the 21st century thus 
offering a sense of continuity. 
Reincarnations of Indiana Jones, 
Star Trek, Star Wars and Blade 
Runner all forcefully summon the 
past to the present while television 
shows such as Deutschland 83 and 
the Americans fetishize the 
ideological certainty of the Cold War. 
Similarly, new seasons or episodes of 
Full House, Friends and Gilmore 
Girls offer viewers a taste of the blasé 
mindset of the 1990's. But it was 
perhaps the forerunner of the modern 
Golden Age of television, Mad Men, 
which best demonstrates the 
obsession with historical accuracy 
that epitomizes the nostalgic 
zeitgeist.  

More than any other cultural 
product, WandaVision reflects the 
growing role that nostalgia plays in 
daily life. Throughout the show’s 
episodes, Wanada and Vision 
advance through US television 
history, starting with a homage to “I 
Love Lucy” and the “Dick van Dyke 
Show” while ending with 2000’s 
mockumentray shows such as “The 
Office”. Notably, the episodes that 
take place in the 1950’s and 60’s 
epitomize how nostalgia makes the 
world simpler. There is no 
impediment that cannot be overcome 
with the twirl of Wanda’s fingers 
while crises are limited to hosting 
one’s boss to dinner, as opposed to 
civil wars and the threat of nuclear 
annihilation. The show’s naiveté 
peaks with the episode dedicated to 
90’s television shows in which the 
world’s woes can all be fixed by a hug 
from one’s father, or ‘dad’. This is 
representative of the decade which 
witnessed the end of the Cold War 
and the supposed end of history. The 
world was destined to become a 
global, democratized community 
headed by America, the once and 
future ‘leader of the free world’. 

It is only during the episode 
that harks to the television of the new 
millennium that Wanda begins to 
lose her grasp on reality. This is not 
surprising. The optimism of the 
1990s was shuttered in the 2000’s as 
the world was once again plagued by 
war and crises. Yet it was during the 
2000’s that the world also become 
complex, or indiscernible. It was a 
decade of Simulacras. People 
increasingly ventured “online” 
without leaving their office chair; 
they joined invisible “social 
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networks” while terrorist used 
“cyberspace”, a place that exists 
mostly as a concept, to recruit new 
soldiers. ISIS itself was a Simulacra- 
a state that both existed and did not 
exist. For, while ISIS conquered 
territory and established a 
government, it never had fixed or 
recognized borders. Moreover, ISIS 
was as much a digital Caliphate as it 
was a physical one. It was born on 
social media and survived on social 
media, and as long as it was active on 
social media it remained undefeated. 
Caliphates that exist and do not exist, 
Iraqi nuclear arsenals that exist and 
do not exist and quick, victorious 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan that 
have no end in sight all created a 
world that was hard to fathom and 
out of this confusion arises the 
longing for the past, for the 
dichotomies and simplicity of 
previous decades. 

Nostalgia is but a response to 
the volatility and unpredictability of 
the digital world, one in which truth, 
reality and traditions are contested. 
Truth is contested as narratives have 
supplanted facts as the organizing 
structure of news and government 
communication. According to some 
governments, NATO countries 
mounted an unprecedented 
humanitarian rescue effort in 
Afghanistan meant to safeguard the 
lives of local allies. According to other 
governments, the fall of Kabul, like 
the fall of Saigon, was a testament to 
the West’s tradition of abandoning 
longtime allies in ill-conceived 
withdrawals. According to Russia 
Today, the Republic of Crimea is 
flourishing.  According to the US 
government there is no such place. 

Reality is contested as it is now 
algorithmically tailored to the world 
view of social media users. Reality 
has thus been fractured into billions 
of pieces. Finally, traditions are 
contested as ideas easily transcend 
national borders bringing with them 
revolutionary spirits. In such a world, 
nostalgia stands for structure and 
meaning. 

Others have argued that 
nostalgia arises from life "After"- life 
after Auschwitz and the ease with 
which enlightenment turns to 
darkness; life after Hiroshima in 
which man assumes god-like powers 
of destruction and, according to 
Anthony Giddens (1999), life after 
tradition and life after nature.  

By life after tradition Giddens 
refers to changes in traditional 
familial, societal and gender based 
roles brought about by globalization. 
These are manifest in the liberation 
and growing independence of Mad 
Men's Peggy Olson as well the 
Gilmore Girls’ ongoing struggle for 
independence. By life after nature 
Giddens refers to the fact that we no 
longer fear nature but what we can 
inflict on nature. These are manifest 
in film franchises such as Planet of 
the Apes and Jurassic World in 
which nature is emboldened and the 
balance between man and the 
environment is restored.    

Zygmunt Bauman asserts 
(2000; 2013) that the globalized 
world is characterized by fluidity be it 
of a sexual or political nature. Recent 
elections in the U.K and Israel 
demonstrate that fluidity renders 
dichotomous political categories such 
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as left and right meaningless. 
Similarly, the growing number of 
transgender contestants on reality 
shows challenges gender categories.  
As such, nostalgia is also a rebuke of 
globalization and the changes that are 
sown into its coattail. The binge 
watching of Gilmore Girls or Mad 
Men stems from the same basic 
desire to establish a Caliphate in 
Syria and Iraq and to make America 
great again- it is a desperate attempt 
to force logic onto an irrational, fluid 
world. The age of Empires, of the 
Cold War and even World War 2 
(WW2) all offered a clear dichotomy 
between ally and foe; war and peace 
and good and evil. This might explain 
why contemporary, populist 
politicians promise to resurrect the 
world of old and to make their 
countries great again (Taggart, 2000; 
Taş, 2020).   

Yet the age of nostalgia is also 
the age of the Selfie, of self-portraits 
captured on digital devices and 
shared across digital networks; an age 
which supposedly celebrates the self 
and self-expression. However, as this 
working paper outlines, Selfies are 
not a vehicle for self-expression but 
rather for self-mutilation and self-
deception. For this reason, they are 
the medium of the age of nostalgia. 
Selfie diplomacy, on the other hand, 
employs nostalgia to draw a nation’s 
self-portrait.  

The Selfie as Self-Mutilation 

Photography brings order. For what 
is a family album if not the systematic 
arrangement of events and memories 
meant to reflect a life-time of 
happiness, sorrow and growth. 

Photographs also bare the imprint of 
truth, according to Susan Sontag. One 
may point to a photograph and say "I 
was there", "I did this", "I was born 
here". Yet this is merely an imprint 
for the photograph is always an 
atomized piece of reality. It never 
shows that which occurred before or 
after the photograph was taken. All it 
shows is that which the photographer 
chose to capture. As Berger argues, 
the photograph quotes reality, but 
does not mirror it.   

This atomization of reality is, 
according to Susan Sontag, one 
manner in which photography 
becomes a violent act.  The 
photographer fractures the linear 
flow of time by isolating one moment. 
In so doing, photography atomizes 
reality, creating myriad fragments of 
reality that can no longer join to form 
a cohesive whole. Photography is also 
violent as all photographs include an 
aesthetic dimension. The camera 
beautifies even that which is most 
horrid. As Sontag writes, the despair 
of the Great Depression, or the fear of 
a Jewish boy raising his arm in the 
Warsaw Ghetto, become beautiful 
through the eye of the lens. In ‘On the 
Pain of Others’, Sontag explores how 
the camera also naturalizes violence. 
Historical books that grace one’s 
study include within them images of 
humanity’s horrors such as the 
Napalm Girl or a Syrian baby washed 
on the shore of Europe. 

Lastly, photography is violent 
as photographers imposes their view 
on the world. Photographers, a-la 
Sontag, forever dominate and 
interpret their subjects thereby 
making the world at large subservient 
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to photographers’ worldview. The 
woman being photographed, or the 
event being captured, has no 
existence beyond that which is 
determined by the photographer. 
This violent nature of photography is 
evident in its professional jargon. 
Photographers, asserts Sontag, "load" 
their cameras, "aim" them and 
"shoot" their subjects.    

Presently, we are primarily 
concerned with "shooting" ourselves. 
While photographs were once used to 
capture others, "the children", "the 
grandparents" or "the survivors", they 
are now used to capture us. This is 
the function of the Selfie, a new form 
of self-portraits made possible 
through the advent of smartphones.  
Never before have so many people 
acted as photographers, and never 
before have so many people taken 
self-portraits.  

We assume that photographs 
document reality. Sontag states that 
since their invention, photographs 
were used by the state to document 
citizens, criminals and 
revolutionaries. In the courtroom, 
photographs still serve an evidentiary 
purpose. And so, when we see a Selfie 
we are lulled into believing that we 
are witnessing the truth; that a given 
individual was documented in a given 
place at a given time. Yet this is the 
deception that underpins all 
photographs. 

The Selfie is the opposite of 
documented reality; it is doctored 
reality as it is used only to capture 
staged moments of euphoria and 
triumph. This is the Selfie of friends 
at a night club; the Selfie of the 

University graduate holding her 
diploma; the Selfie of a couple on the 
beach with shining new engagement 
rings; the Duck Face Selfie or even 
that of confident women ‘out about 
town’. Even more importantly, the 
Selfie is but an atom of reality. When 
taking the Selfie, we dissect our world 
into a series of atoms that can no 
longer join together. The Selfie 
therefore creates an alternative 
reality, one consisting of a series of 
events each more pleasant and 
grandiose than the other.  

Our life is no longer a mix of joy 
and sorrow, love and hate, 
achievement and failure but rather 
one of perpetual, homogenous 
elation. We, and our lives, are 
beautified time and again as a new 
distorted reality takes shape. Yet the 
more we Selfie, the more we Duck 
Face, the more we are subconsciously 
aware of the innate tension of the 
Selfie- that we are not content, that 
life is skewed in the favor of some and 
that most will have to settle for less. 
So, the more we Selfie, the more we 
doom ourselves to a life of anxiety 
and dis-satisfaction.   

Like any photograph, the Selfie 
too is a violent act as a photographer 
imposes his worldview onto the 
subject. Yet in a Selfie the 
photographer and the subject are one 
and the same. In this way, the “Selfie” 
splits our existence into the visible 
joyous Self, and the invisible Self that 
subjugates himself to societal norms 
such as sharing digital images on an 
hourly basis. John Berger wrote that 
every photograph conceals as much 
as it reveals. The Selfie conceals the 
fact that life is uneven. It offers its 
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subjects fragments of a false Eden. 
But the grander the Selfie, the greater 
the anxiety. Thus, the Selfie emerges 
as a form of self-mutilation and pain. 
Yet pain is also the feeling caused by 
nostalgia, the pain of joyous 
memories that can never be relived.   

The Selfie as Self-Deception 

The Selfie is by nature about 
opulence. It is concerned with 
bounty, not austerity. Selfies that go 
viral online are never taken in slums 
or on the unemployment lines. 
Rather they are taken at boutiques or 
night clubs, at dinner parties and 
restaurants. The accessories of the 
Selfie are not hammers or pitchforks 
but wine glasses, cocktails and 
carpaccio.  Selfies are not taken in 
factories unless these have been 
converted into eateries in New York's 
meatpacking district. 

As a result, class distinctions 
narrow in the world of Selfies. 
Indeed, it was leisure activities such 
as dinner parties and club 
memberships that once distinguished 
the upper and lower classes. Those 
who ruled had to occupy their time; 
those who were ruled had only their 
occupation. Selfies suggest that in the 
globalized world affluence abounds. 
This is especially the case with Selfies 
taken during travels for never before 
have the working classes been able to 
visit other cities, let alone other 
continents, unless they were sailors 
or slaves.  

The Selfie is therefore but 
another extension of capitalism. This 
is not surprising as the development 
of photography has always been 

linked with consumerism, as Sontag 
points out. Selfies illustrate to their 
audiences that under capitalism, all 
can enjoy the fruits of the 
marketplace. Even more importantly, 
every Selfie is about the joy of 
consumerism- be it the joy of 
drinking Champagne or the joy of 
purchasing new clothes.  

This obscures the truth yet 
again, for even today the world's 
wealth rests in the hands of a fraction 
of the population. The Selfie therefore 
emerges as a tool for self-deception, 
on the one hand, and mass deception 
on the other. Self-deception as the 
Selfie is not about the self but about 
the consumer and mass deception as 
some still dominate while most are 
dominated. The brilliance of the 
Selfie is that through it, the 
dominated are made to marvel at the 
beauty of their servitude.  

Like the medium, the Selfie is 
the message. It is a declaration of 
support in capitalism and the 
embracement of consumerism as the 
only valid form of political ideology. 
“In Gucci We Trust”. However, our 
subconscious is always aware that by 
Selfie-ing we are abandoning rich 
traditions of political activism.  This 
breeds a desire for radical political 
figures such as Donald Trump, Boris 
Johnson, Bernie Sanders and Recep 
Erdogan who all promise to violently 
summon the glorious past to the 
present. Yet the Selfie goes beyond 
self-deception to encourage self-
sacrifice.  
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The Selfie as Self-Sacrifice  

The Selfie is supposedly a celebration 
of the self and self-expression. It 
enables one to display his/her 
uniqueness and to express his/her 
individuality. All that is mandated by 
the Selfie is that the individual be 
both the subject and the 
photographer. Thus, a Selfie can be 
artistic or derivative, plain or 
complex. It can be taken in any 
scenario and under any condition 
allowing maximum freedom of 
choice. It is supposedly an act of self-
emancipation.  

But the Selfie is actually an 
instrument of conformity. The 
majority of Selfies adhere to 
templates that have been deemed 
acceptable. A selfie becomes 
acceptable through the sharing 
culture of the internet. Some Selfies 
are shared by thousands or millions, 
while others only reach a “Friend” or 
two. Those Selfies that are shared the 
most become the template for all 
Selfies to follow. The Duck Face, the 
night about town, the engagement 
rings- all have been approved by the 
online demos and all come to 
constrain self-expression and 
individuality.  

The Selfie thus emerges as an 
act of self-sacrifice. When taking the 
Selfie of the graduation day, the 
individual sacrifices his/her right to 
self-expression in favor of online 
affection. The Selfie of the graduation 
cap caught in midair, an accepted 
template will be shared 
enthusiastically online as opposed to 
an original Selfie that will echo in 
obscurity. And, as Will Storr (2017) 

argues, this is the greatest desire of 
the connected individual- to be 
shared and re-tweeted to stardom. To 
be seen and watched and followed. 
This basic desire has been instilled 
into connected individuals by online 
companies who have transformed 
virality into a virtue. Online, one's 
worth is determined solely by the 
number of followers he/she 
accumulates and the number of 
shares they garner. Online 
trendsetters are those who attain the 
highest degree of virality and they are 
soon paid to endorse products 
through their Selfie.    

In this way, the Selfie is an 
instrument of conformity; one used 
to curtail self-reflection, self-
expression and originality and 
cement online users’ commitment to 
capitalism. The Selfie is therefore 
unique in the history of photography- 
for it is the world that makes the 
subject subservient, rather than the 
other way around. The Selfie is not a 
self-portrait at all but a photograph in 
which the online demos "shoots" the 
individual.  

The Selfie as Perpetual Nostalgia 

Like most photographs, the Selfie 
brings order and structure. One's life 
is transformed into a series of 
celebratory moments. The order of 
the Selfie seems like an antidote to 
the perpetual instability of our age, 
one brought about by fluidity and the 
contestation of truth and reality.  

For this reason, the Selfie is the 
medium of the age of nostalgia as 
nostalgia is a desire to return to 
simplicity, certainty and dichotomy. 
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The compromises, pain, self-sacrifice 
and surrender to capitalism that 
accompany every Selfie are endured 
given our basic desire to make sense 
of the world again; to make the global 
and fluid world more similar to that 
of yesterday. To return to a world 
before tradition and before nature.   

However, the Selfie is also a 
form of perpetual nostalgia.  All 
photographs have a nostalgic 
dimension as the past is present in 
every photo. The photograph of a 
toddler taking his first steps can 
immediately be placed above the fire 
place creating a longing for a moment 
passed. Yet as a template, the Selfie is 
perhaps the most nostalgic of all 
photographs due to its staging and 
scenery. The Selfie does not include 
tearful separations from soldiers off 
to the front, or living conditions in 
bleak houses or even the imprint of 
poverty. Rather, Selfies are an 
assemblage of frozen jubilees; a 
photo-album consisting solely of 
Christmas mornings and hot-
chocolate. So that each Selfie is a 
nostalgic act and Selfies become a 
form of perpetual nostalgia. 

2. On Selfie Diplomacy 

Selfie diplomacy is a term used to 
analyze diplomats’ use of social 
media to create a national self-
portrait (Manor, 2019). Selfie 
diplomacy rests on two processes- the 
individualization of the nation state 
and the norm of iBranding. The first 
process is the result of diplomats’ 
migration to social media sites such 
as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. 
When diplomats create a social media 
presence for their state, they facilitate 

the individualization of the nation 
state. Like any Facebook user, the 
State of Israel also has likes and 
dislikes and areas of interest. It can 
comment on other users’ content and 
it can interact with other users in 
real-time. The nation thus acquires 
the traits of a digital Self. 
Subsequently, the state is no longer 
“imagined”, to use Anderson’s term, 
but brought to life daily as the State 
of Israel comments on breaking news 
stories or partakes in digital 
celebrations such as “Through Back 
Thursday”. A new relationship soon 
takes shape between citizens and 
states. The state is no longer an 
opaque entity that can only be 
approximated during global summits 
or international sports events. 
Rather, the state has a digital 
personality. While some states are 
abrasive on social media, such as 
Russia, others are whimsical, such as 
Ukraine.  

 Yet once the state is digitalized 
and individualized, it must obey the 
norms and values of digital networks. 
The norms of social media are those 
of self-branding. As Storr (2017), 
writes, social media are marketplaces 
on which individuals are traded. The 
worth of an individual is determined 
by his/her numbers of followers.  To 
attract followers, and stand out of the 
digital crowd, social media users 
create a brand that is unique in 
appearance, tone and areas of 
interest. The age of the iPhone and 
iPad is thus also the age of the 
iBrand.  

 Some iBrands adopt a satirical 
tone while others adopt a racist one. 
Some iBrands are dedicated to 
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Japanese Anime or the wonders of 
Beyoncé while others focus their 
attention on the Ukrainian Crisis. 
While some iBrands consist of short 
videos others include well-
choreographed images of 
consumerism. While all iBrands 
differ from one another they are all 
united in their logic- to attract and 
entice social media followers.  

 It is estimated that 90% of UN 
member states have established some 
form of social media presence (Bjola, 
2017). Moreover, studies have shown 
that social media accounts, managed 
by diplomats, often focus on shaping 
the image of a nation and, more to 
the point, reshaping a nation’s past. 
Nations with historic moral 
blemishes conduct acrobatic fetes to 
re-interpret their past on social 
media. This is because past sins can 
lead to present-day isolation. For 
instance, nations associated with past 
atrocities and human rights 
violations may find it harder to join 
and form coalitions in multilateral 
settings.  

 One nation engrossed in the 
task of Selfie Diplomacy is Poland. 
Polish diplomats operate an 
assemblage of social media channels 
all dedicated to distancing Poland 
from the atrocities of the Holocaust. 
Polish diplomats adopt a combative 
tone and lambast any news 
publication that employs the term 
‘Polish Death Camps’ as opposed to 
‘Nazi death camps on occupied Polish 
soil’. The appearance of the Polish 
iBrand is dominated by black and 
white images that bear the imprint of 
historical accuracy (Manor 2019). Yet 
more than any other country, it was 

Russia’s Selfie that resonated with the 
nostalgic mindset. 

Russia’s Nostalgic Selfie 

Nostalgia played a dominant role in 
Russian Selfie Diplomacy during 
2020-2021. There are two policy 
areas where Russia relied heavily on 
nostalgic sentiments- the promotion 
of its Covid19 vaccine and solidifying 
its rule over Crimea.  

 In august of 2020, the Russian 
government launched a Twitter page 
dedicated to the Sputnik vaccine. To 
date, Russia’s is the only vaccine to 
have a Twitter page and the only 
vaccine to publish tweets in the first 
person, as seen below.  

 

(https://twitter.com/sputnikvaccine/status

/1369573711620284416) 

The very name of Russia’s vaccine 
hails back to the days of the Cold War 
and a time when the Soviet Union 
dominated the Space Race. Russia 
was the first country to launch a 
satellite into orbit; it was the first to 
defy the Earth’s gravity and catapult a 

https://twitter.com/sputnikvaccine/status/1369573711620284416
https://twitter.com/sputnikvaccine/status/1369573711620284416
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capsule into space while the first 
human to fly in space was Russian 
cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin. By naming 
its vaccine after the Sputnik satellite, 
Russia summoned the past to the 
present and tried to re-associate the 
individualized Russian state with the 
scientific and cultural achievements 
of the Soviet Union. 

 This aspect of the Cold War was 
best captured in Netflix’s The Queen’s 
Gambit. Unlike the television show 
The Americans, where Russian spies 
are asked to forsake their children in 
the name of the Motherland, the 
Queen’s Gambit’s Cold War deals not 
with spies, assassination and 
Mutually Assured Destruction, but 
with culture. This Cold War is 
elegant, even graceful filled with 
lavish banquet halls, chick hotels, ice 
chilled Martinis and glamorous 
ballrooms in which minds from both 
sides of the Iron Curtain battle one 
another over chess sets. This is the 
Russia that the Sputnik account 
speaks to.   

 To promote the vaccine, and re-
associate Russia with this stylized 
version of the Cold War, Russian 
digital channels took special note of 
Yuri Gagarin’s birthday. Afterall, the 
same Russian minds that sent 
Gagarin to the heavens developed the 
Sputnik vaccine. Importantly, 
Gagarin is not merely celebrated as a 
cosmonaut, but as a style icon. 
Several Russian digital channels 
published photos of Gagarin out of 
uniform.  In one tweet, shown below, 
this includes an image of Gagarin in 
brown sunglasses and a white hat. 
This is not the aviator or the soldier 
but the elegant Soviet man basking in 

warmth of accomplishment. This 
image seems like a montage of 1960’s 
Audrey Hepburn and Truman 
Capote, author of Breakfast at 
Tiffany’s. In this way, like a 
photograph, national Selfies beautify 
the past. Gagarin’s was not the age of 
Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles but 
of human exploration and the 
adventure of reaching space, the final 
frontier.  

Even more importantly, 
Gagarin is full of smiles. Thus, 
nostalgia is used to evoke the image a 
cultured Soviet Union where science 
and thought roamed free as opposed 
to the menacing Soviet Union that 
threatened freedom or squashed it in 
Prague. 

 

(https://twitter.com/mission_russia

n/status/1369231394510155776) 

https://twitter.com/mission_russian/status/1369231394510155776
https://twitter.com/mission_russian/status/1369231394510155776


11 
 

 

 

(https://twitter.com/mission_russian/statu

s/1377880691736727553)  

Another Gagarin tweet 
captured the man and the legend. 
This tweet references the fabled social 
mobility of the Soviet Union, a place 
where a young boy can travel from a 
village in Smolensk to the moon. In 
the Eden of socialism, resurrected 
and re-interpreted in contemporary 
Russian tweets, the sky was not the 
limit. The boy became the man and 
the man became the legend 
remembered forever in the Russian 
Cultural Garden in Ohio.  

 

(https://twitter.com/RusEmbUSA/status/1

369299852895674371) 

Lastly, Gagarin was portrayed 
as a bridge between people. One 
tweet, published by the Russian 
Embassy in London, depicted 
Gagarin’s visit to the UK where he 
was welcomed as a hero and was even 
extended an invitation to meet with 
the Queen. Just as Gagarin was a 
bridge over troubled waters, so is the 
Sputnik vaccine.  

https://twitter.com/mission_russian/status/1377880691736727553
https://twitter.com/mission_russian/status/1377880691736727553
https://twitter.com/RusEmbUSA/status/1369299852895674371
https://twitter.com/RusEmbUSA/status/1369299852895674371
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(https://twitter.com/RussianEmbassy/stat

us/1378430054519169032) 

Unlike the original Sputnik 
satellite, which struck fear in the 
hearts of the West, the Sputnik 
vaccine was marketed as Russia’s gift 
to mankind. The Sputnik account not 
only boasted the vaccine’s efficacy, or 
the number of countries that used the 
vaccine, but Russia also offered the 
vaccine to the nations of Europe who 
were struggling to cope with the 
pandemic. Free shipments were 
standing by waiting to hear the 
British, or the French or the Germans 
yell ‘a vaccine, a vaccine- our 
kingdoms for a vaccine’. 

It is through the Sputnik 
vaccine, and the nostalgic appeal to 
Soviet culture, that Russia sought 
international legitimacy. In the wake 
of the Crimean takeover, the carnage 
in Syria, the disinformation campaign 
during the Brexit referendum and the 
meddling in the 2016 US elections, 

Russia once again became a pariah in 
Western Europe and North America. 
Some argued that President Putin 
was able to out-maneuver and out-
gun the West and reposition Russia 
as global superpower whose interest 
extend from Vladivostok to Damascus 
and beyond (Koring and Slater, 2014; 
Krauthammer, 2014) The Putin-
Obama standoff over Ukraine was 
framed by some a reenactment of the 
Vienna talks between Kennedy and 
Khrushchev where the Soviet leader 
supposedly ran circles around his 
young American counterpart.  

Yet rogue states keep poor 
company. While Sergey Lavrov, 
Russia’s foreign minister, may have 
been welcomed as a hero in Teheran 
and Pyongyang, he was not immune 
to the cold breeze blowing from 
Brussels, Vienna and Rome. It is for 
this reason that the Sputnik Twitter 
page focused on three core messages: 
the vaccine’s efficacy, its adoption by 
more than 70 countries and Russia’s 
willingness to rescue Europe. Like the 
Turks of old, Sputnik laid siege to the 
gates of Vienna for Russia knew that 
international legitimacy is by London 
and Paris and not by Teheran or 
Pyongyang. 

https://twitter.com/RussianEmbassy/status/1378430054519169032
https://twitter.com/RussianEmbassy/status/1378430054519169032
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(https://twitter.com/sputnikvaccine

/status/1378696780028784643; 

https://twitter.com/sputnikvaccine/status/

1377710225134862343)  

 The Sputnik channel 
demonstrates that, like individual 
Selfies, national Selfies too are not 
really an act of self-expression but 
self-mutilation. In the case of nations, 
they do not surrender to visual 
templates but to normative 
frameworks. Nations who are seen as 
transgressing on norms and values 

deemed as desirable by the 
international community are likely to 
encounter opposition to their foreign 
policies, especially their use of force 
(Quelch and Jocz, 2009; Van Ham 
2013). Such opposition may take the 
shape of emergency discussions at 
multilateral settings, the boycotting 
of Olympic games or imposing 
financial sanctions. Through the 
Sputnik vaccine and its Twitter 
channel, Russian diplomats did not 
“shoot” themselves but rather were 
“shot” by the international 
community. The Russian nostalgic 
Selfie was but a means of declaring 
Russia’s willingness to reembrace the 
norms and values of the international 
community, norms it casually 
disregarded between 2014 and 2020.   

 Diplomats authoring a nation’s 
Selfie are like photographers. Their 
task is not to capture reality, or depict 
reality, but to interpret reality. 
Diplomats aim their camera at the 
nation state and decide which “shot” 
to take, which self-portrait to share 
with global publics. Russian 
diplomats could have marketed Yuri 
Gagarin as a military figure, as an 
example of Russian virility and as the 
origin of Putin’s machoism. Yet 
Russian diplomats chose to depict 
Gagarin as a bridge between East and 
West, as a symbol of the Soviet 
Union’s cultural or scientific 
achievements. Put alongside Putin, 
Gagarin looks distinctly feminine. He 
is a figure that fits in perfectly with 
the  Queens’ Gambit elegant Cold 
War. It was through this nostalgic 
Selfie that Russia sought to redraw its 
contemporary global image as the 
past was used to narrate the present.  

https://twitter.com/sputnikvaccine/status/1378696780028784643
https://twitter.com/sputnikvaccine/status/1378696780028784643
https://twitter.com/sputnikvaccine/status/1377710225134862343
https://twitter.com/sputnikvaccine/status/1377710225134862343
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The other area in which 
Russian diplomats relied on nostalgia 
was Crimea. Throughout 2021, 
Russian digital channels repeatedly 
referenced the conquering of Ukraine 
during WW2. Here, Russia drew on 
the image of the Red Army, the 
battered, bruised and heroic Army 
that drove the Nazis from the Volga 
River back to the Reichstag. It should 
be mentioned that Russian diplomats 
used historical analogies from the 
very onset of the Crimean Crisis in 
late 2013. 

 According to Russian digital 
channels, 2014 saw the removal of a 
democratically elected President who 
was replaced by Ukrainian neo-Nazis. 
As soon as the alleged coup took 
place in Kiev, Russia supposedly 
undertook a massive humanitarian 
endeavor- to save the lives of Russian 
ethnic minorities who would soon be 
persecuted to death by Ukrainian 
neo-Nazi. Russia did so as it has 
historically been the world’s bulwark 
against Fascism. Just as the Red 
Army pushed back the Nazis from the 

Volga River, so Putin’s army would 
drive Ukrainian neo-Nazis back to 
Kiev.    

 

(https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/43

3885608746815488) 

 

(https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/43

6190269474488320)  

 The Red Army, officially 
disbanded in 1946, was very much 
alive on Russian social media. 
Russian digital channels heavily 
promote historic dates such as the 
Red Amy’s Kiev offensive and the 
drive to reconquer Ukraine. Notably, 
the Red Army was not depicted as 
intimidating or menacing but was 
depicted as a unique social 
experiment; a melting pot or an Army 
in which diverse nationalists and 
ethnicities joined hands to defeat 
Nazism. Russian tweets highlighted 
the fact that Ukrainians were an 
integral part of this Red Army and 
that without the Red Army’s bravery 

https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/433885608746815488
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/433885608746815488
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/436190269474488320
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/436190269474488320
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and tenacity, Ukraine would still be 
suffering under the yoke of fanatic 
Germans.  One such tweet, shown 
below, was representative of Russian 
diplomats’ use of nostalgia.  

The images accompanying this 
tweet are unique. The top left and 
bottom right corner as similar- in 
both cases soldiers look to the sky. 
Yet while the left image is that of a 
regular soldier, the man on the 
bottom right seems more like a 
general. Here the self-portrait of the 
Red Army takes visual shape as great 
generals and mere corporals share 
the same threats, face the same 
enemies and carry the same 
responsibility. This is a people’s 
Army. It is somewhat peculiar that 
both men look to the skies. The logic 
of this posing may be found in the 
remaining images. The general may 
be hoping for air cover, but 
ultimately, it is the regular foot 
soldiers, those soldiers of diverse 
nationalities that will move from 
house to house, freeing Kiev of Nazis.  

 

A second tweet used 
photographs for their evidentiary 
role. Black and white photos of the 
Red Army ‘proved’ Russia’s identity 
claims and lay credence to its historic 
assertions. One again, this was not 
the battle hardened Red Army that 
raped and pillaged its way through 
Germany, but one in which soldiers 
huddle together on a tank or were 
welcome as liberators. The hashtag 
‘We Remember’ was really meant as a 
question. We (i.e. Russia) remember 
the bravery, feats and social cohesion 
of the Red Army. Do you? 

 

((https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/13

23641060116045825; 

https://twitter.com/EmbassyofRussia/statu

s/1321451074570563585) 

 In another series of tweets, 
Russian diplomats adopted an even 
more nostalgic tone by using terms 
loaded with historic connotations.  

https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/1323641060116045825
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/1323641060116045825
https://twitter.com/EmbassyofRussia/status/1321451074570563585
https://twitter.com/EmbassyofRussia/status/1321451074570563585


16 
 

The campaign, called 
#FacesofVictory, told the story of 
exceptional men and women that 
helped the Allies defeat Nazism. The 
colors of the Soviet Union, red and 
yellow, can be found in each tweet 
while black and white photographs 
offer a sense of historical accuracy. 
Such is the case with the tweet below 
memorializing the flying ace, 
Alexander Pokryshkin, who was not 
just a Soviet Ace but an Allied one. 
This tweet re-interprets Russia as the 
West’s old and forgotten ally.  

 

https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/136

8098018247864326 

 A second Face of Victory is that 
of a 15 year old boy who was brutally 
executed by the Nazis. The boy, 
despite his young age, was a liaison 
officer for Crimea’s partisan group. In 
this single tweet, Russia portrayed 
itself not only as the liberator of 
Crimea, both in the past and in the 
present, but as a nation that suffered 
tremendously for its defiance of 

Fascism. For while the Allies were 
fighting in the deserts of North 
Africa, 15 year old Bravehearts were 
giving their lives to halt the Nazis 
march across Europe. This tweet is a 
reminder of the price that the Soviet 
Union payed during WW2. Though 
the boy was decorated for bravery, his 
image is one of innocence and hope.  

 

https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/136

9260071839019009 

 A third tweet celebrated the 
bravery of Russian women; another 
essential element in the Red Army 
melting pot. The story of Roza 
Shanina is the story of the Russian 
Motherland- a young girl who 
volunteered to serve in the Red Army, 
slayed Nazi enemies and gave her life 
in defense of a comrade. In this and 
other tweets, Russian diplomats 
invoked the term “Motherland” in 
itself a nostalgic trope. Yet this 

https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/1368098018247864326
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/1368098018247864326
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/1369260071839019009
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/1369260071839019009


17 
 

rhetoric was a means for celebrating 
the gender equality found in the Red 
Army. Roza is not so different from 
Beth Harmon, the heroine of the 
Queen’s Gambit. Both found a way to 
declare their independence of men 
and beat men at their own games. In 
this light, Soviet Russia was not the 
center of all evil, as argued by Ronald 
Reagan, but a Motherland that loved 
its children equally, regardless of 
their race, gender and ethnicity.  

 

(https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/137

8295303414112260) 

In the “Faces of Victory” 
campaign, nostalgia is used again to 
paint the present with the contours of 
the past. For these tweets 
demonstrated Russia’s long 
adherence with accepted norms and 
values including minority rights and 
sexual and racial equality. According 
to Russian diplomats, there were no 
minorities in the Red Army, only 
heroes.  

3. Between the Individual and 
National Selfie  

Selfie diplomacy is a term used to 
describe diplomats’ employment of 
social media to ‘shot’ a national self-
portrait. The term borrows from 
individual Selfies as individual and 
national Selfies have much in 
common. First, in both cases, 
individuals are occupied with self-
portraits. Never before have so many 
individuals shot self-portraits and 
never before have so many diplomats 
used images to “shoot” their nation. 
Yet in both cases, the Selfie is not an 
act of self-expression but of self-
sacrifice. In both cases, the world 
makes the subject subservient rather 
than the other way around. 
Individual Selfies celebrate 
consumerism; national Selfies 
celebrate internationalism. The 
individual’s Selfie adheres to the 
norms and values of digital 
platforms; the national Selfie adheres 
to the normative framework deemed 
desirable by the international 
community.    

 Of all images, Selfies are the 
most nostalgic. Selfies create a photo 
album comprised solely of joyous and 
public occasions. A never ending 
succession of moments that can 
immediately be framed, and longed 
for. There are no social ills in Selfies. 
Similarly, the national Selfie includes 
only national accomplishments. 
There is no room for scandals, failed 
policies and national embracement. 
The national Selfie gives birth to a 
triumphant individualized nation, 
one that forever rests on its laurels. 
In national Selfies, a nation’s history 
is beautified time and again until a 

https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/1378295303414112260
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/1378295303414112260
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distorted reality takes shape, one that 
has little to do with facts.  

 And so just as deception 
underpins every photograph and 
every individual Selfie, so it 
underpins national Selfies. Diplomats 
creating national Selfies are like 
photographers. Through their choices 
they interpret and, in Russia’s case, 
re-interpret reality rather than 
document it. Diplomats, like 
photographers, choose which events 
to photograph and from what angle.  

 Like individual Selfies, national 
Selfies are also the result of 
consumerism and the growing belief 
that the nation can be branded like a 
can of Coca Cola (Manor and Segev, 
2015). Just as products evoke certain 
connotations, or associative links, so 
do nations. Selfie diplomacy is the 
endeavor to either create new 
associative links, or refashioned the 
existing links that a nation evokes. 
The name “Russia” immediately 
evokes associations of the Cold War 
and the Soviet Union. As this essay 
has shown, Russian diplomats were 
engrossed in the process of 
refashioning this associative link by 
marketing the Cold War as a time of 
elegant scientific advancements and 
the Red Army as a societal melting 
pot that celebrated racial and gender 
equality. This may have been a 
powerful association set against the 
backdrop of ‘Me Too’ and ‘Black Lives 
Matter’. 

 The individuals Selfie includes 
self-deception as the Selfie deals not 
with the subject but with 
consumerism. The Selfie is also a 
form of mass deception, a ritual 

through which the dominated marvel 
at their servitude. This is also true of 
national Selfies, as what a nation 
chooses to remember, and forget, is 
not an act chance but of political 
struggles. Russia could remember the 
Red Army as the army that struck a 
bargain with Hitler or as the army 
that gallantly defeated Nazism in 
Europe. The national Selfie is also a 
tool for mass deception as it deals 
with events and people and manifest 
accepted norms and values. The 
Russian “Faces of Bravery” were 
carefully selected as the image of 
individuals shapes the image of 
collectives. The fighter Ace attests to 
the historical close ties between East 
and West; the murdered boy to the 
price that the Soviet Union and 
Russia paid for opposing Fascism and 
the woman sniper to the inclusivity of 
Soviet Russia. Mad Men’s Peggy 
Olson would have fit in beautifully in 
this Red Army. 

 Like individuals, diplomats 
wish to be tweeted to stardom. Their 
goal is to create a unique Selfie that 
differs from all other states in tone, 
areas of interest and appearance 
(Seib, 2016). It is not surprising that 
the uniqueness of Russia’s Selfie 
stemmed from its nostalgic tone for 
now is the age of nostalgia. The 
Russian Selfie was mostly ‘shot’ in 
black and white images and thus 
created a black and white world. By 
doing so, Russia’s Selfie resonated 
with the desires of social media users 
to return to the world of yesteryear. 
Indeed, the Russian Selfie re-
introduced clear dichotomies through 
which the world could make sense 
again. The good Red Army versus the 
evil Nazis; the Allies versus the Axis 
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and social cohesion instead of rabid 
individualism. 

 Simplicity was evident in tweets 
dealing with the Crimean Crisis. In 
actuality, this crisis is representative 
of the complex world of the 21st 
century. Indeed, the Crimean Crisis 
pitted Russia’s interests against those 
of NATO, the EU, the Baltic States 
and the US. Moreover, resolving the 
Crimean Crisis meant addressing the 
interests of numerous states. Even 
more problematic is the fact that 
there are now two ‘Crimeas’- one that 
is part of Ukraine and one that is part 
of the Russian Federation. Social 
media users’ world is shaped not by 
what they know but by who they 
follow. According to the Russian 
MFA’s Twitter account, the Republic 
of Ukraine is flourishing. According 
to the British Foreign Office’s Twitter 
account the Republic of Crimea does 
not exist.  

 Russian diplomats simplified 
this crisis by using moral 
dichotomies. Russia had historically 
opposed fascism and it continues to 
do so in 2020. Just as Russia 
liberated Crimea from the clutches of 
the Nazis, so it has saved Crimea 
from the dread of Ukrainian Nazis. 
The West may have forgotten the 
price of appeasing Fascism; Russia 
has not. It was in the name of the 
universal values of freedom from 
tyranny that Russia saved Crimea 
which soon blossomed under Russian 
protection. This image of the Crimean 
Crisis, however, only bare the imprint 
of reality. Like any photograph, it 
does not depict that which happened 
before or after a photograph was 
taken. Similarly, Russian diplomats 

dwelled not on what happened before 
the Crimean takeover, only the 
paradise that followed.  

 Nostalgia also introduces order 
to the world. The past is made 
present. There is nothing new in the 
Crimean Crisis but merely an 
extension of Russia’s traditional 
policies. If the past is colored 
beautiful through the images of Yuri 
Gagarin, than the present too can be 
beautiful, so long as the present stays 
on course with the past.   

 Sontag argues that photographs 
beautify horrors and that they are 
thus deceptive in nature. She also 
argued that photos are violent as 
photographers impose their 
worldviews on their subjects. The 
same could be said of national Selfies. 
Though the story of the young 
Crimean boy tortured by the Nazis is 
a horrific one, the boy is beautified 
through the image of innocence and 
the tale of bravery. Similarly, the 
young sniper woman died happily 
according to Russian diplomats who 
violently assume control over her 
life’s story. Yet there is an important 
difference between individual and 
national Selfies. Individual Selfies do 
not project onto the offline world. 
Social media users relish their 
‘Friend’s’ Selfies yet they are always 
aware that such Selfies are 
choreographed performances. That 
even the most banal or awkward 
social encounter can be beautified 
through a Selfie and collective smiles. 
The national Selfie, on the other 
hand, does project onto the offline 
world and is thus able to create 
reality.  
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 The national Selfie projects 
onto the offline world due to the 
individualization of the nation state 
online. Selfie diplomacy associates 
the individualized state with certain 
norms, values and actions and these 
can shape how the offline state is 
viewed by global audiences. What are 
the traits of modern Russia according 
to its Selfie diplomacy? First, Russia 
seeks to better mankind. The Sputnik 
vaccine took on Yuri Gagarin’s role as 
Russia’s great humanitarian. It was a 
vaccine that ready for all those who 
needed it. Second, Russia embraced 
and celebrated racial and gender 
inclusivity. It already did so in the 
1940s. Third, Russia was not a 
menace or the ‘Beast from the East’. 
It was and remained a natural alley of 
the West, a nation that like the West 
celebrates freedom from oppression, 
human rights and opposed 
authoritarianism. So, through 
nostalgia and a longing for sense 
making Russian diplomats authored a 
Selfie that uses the past to illuminate 
the present. Russia’s disregard for 
international norms and conventions 
during the Crimea Crisis and the 
Syrian Civil War was clearly absent 
from this Selfie, as it should be. For 
as John Berger wrote, every 
photograph conceals as much as it 
reveals. Russian diplomats offered 
follower a doctored reality, a 
photograph that depicted a single 
aspect of the subject.  

The Limits of National Selfies 

 Unlike individual Selfies, 
national Selfies are not immune to 
the ebb and flow of current events. 
Once reality changes, so must the 
national Selfie. For if a divergence 

emerges between a Selfie and reality, 
nations face a ‘credibility gap’ and 
audiences may soon reject nations’ 
identity claims. The 2022 Russian 
invasion of Ukraine demanded that 
Russian diplomats “shoot” a new 
Selfie, one that narrates Russia’s 
militray actions. The invasion 
undermined the foundations of the 
2020-2021 Russian Selfie as Russia 
could no longer claim to be a great 
humanitarian, an ally of the West or a 
nation committed to international 
norms and conventions. 

 While Russia’s current Selfie is 
no longer soaked in nostalgia, it does 
promise a return to life “Before”. A 
video published by Russia in August 
of 2022 urged people to move Russia 
Before- before winter arrives, before 
gas prices sky rocket and before 
energy becomes a rare commodity. 
One of the allures of Russia, 
according to the video, is its fertile 
soil. In this video nature was 
emboldened as it is that nature 
impacts humans and not vice versa. 
The historical relationship between 
nature and humanity is thus restored 
as it is in films such as Jurassic Park 
or Planet of the Apes.   

 Russia also offers individuals a 
life Before Tradition. The video 
proclaims that Russia is the home of 
traditional, Christian values. A place 
where the old binaries of male and 
female still hold true, and a place that 
forcefully rejects “cancel culture” and 
rebukes globalization and its 
revolutionary spirits.  While the video 
depicts modern day Russia through 
its resilient economy, “that can 
withstand” Western sanctions, most 
of the video deals with Russia’s past- 
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it celebrates Russian history, its 
ancient architecture, its long tradition 
of ballet and its classic literature. 
Russia even offers life before the “end 
of history”- in Russia isms still roam 
free including Socialism, Fascism, 
Communism and Nazism.  

And so, Russia still promises 
social media followers a taste of a 
bygone era. It still offers sense 
making and it still creates a national 
Selfie of a unique place where history 
never ended. But like all photographs 
this Selfie is deceitful, for the price 
Russia exacts for living Before Nature 
and Tradition is a heavy one. History 
may have not ended in Russia, but 
neither did political repression, LGBT 
persecution and state produced 
propaganda. The ills of Russia’s past 
are also the ills of Russia’s present, 
yet these have no place in Russia’s 
national Selfie.   

Dr. Ilan Manor is a Senior Lecturer and the 
Department of Communications in Ben Gurion 
University of the Negev. His 2019 book, The 
Digitalization of Public Diplomacy, was published 
by Palgrave Macmillan. His forthcoming co-edited 
volume, The Digital Diplomacy Handbook, will 
be published by Oxford University Press.    
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