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Selfie Styx 
Is this the stuff of our mortal reality, this 
fabric riven with self-conscious fantasies, 

super imposed with snapshots and clichés? 
Laurence Scott

DEATH BY SELFIE DOESN’T YET 
appear among the numerous official causes 
of demise on most death certificates.
   Considering, however, that the list includes 
such rare events as crushed by a vending 
machine (on average, 2 deaths in the U.S. 
per year) and trampled to death in a Black 
Friday shopping mania (1 per year), it 
seems like only a matter of time until this 
apparent statistical oversight will be righted.
   Most of the dozens of annual incidents of 
‘selfie suicide’ can be chalked up to simple 
recklessness: Careless sightseers like the 
Polish couple on vacation who fell off a cliff 
while taking selfies, or the Taiwanese student 
gored by a bison while attempting to take a 
selfie with it in Yellowstone National Park.

              Miss Moscow contestants, Vladmir Velengurin  

   If any sober lesson can be imparted from 
the anecdotal record (apart from the need to 
exercise caution when posing with a wild 
animal or standing at the edge of cliff), it’s 
that selfies are best left to just that: the sober. 
Selfies and alcohol definitely don’t mix.
    Apparently confusing the gun’s trigger 
for his phone’s camera shutter button, a 
drunk Mexican man shot himself taking a 
selfie while holding a gun to his head. 
And then there’s the drunk Russian man 
crushed by a falling statue, attempting to 
take a selfie while hanging from Lenin’s arm.  
   In fact, even if not intoxicated, it might be 
a good idea if planning to take selfies while 
driving to appoint a designated driver: 
A North Carolina woman was killed in a 
head-on collision with a garbage truck 
shortly after posting a selfie on Facebook 
with the untimely comment, “The happy 
song makes me so HAPPY.”



   While it’s tempting to chalk up these 
incidents to good old human stupidity and 
multitasking, there is reason to think they 
might have a more pervasive aspect as well.
   Maybe selfie-takers swept away by a 
rogue wave or run over by an oncoming 
train are just proverbial ‘canaries in the coal 
mine’—pointing to a more subtle and 
insidious kind of loss that we all share in. 
(It would be nice to think that all these 
‘selfie suicides’ had some meaning beyond 
merely being examples of Darwin’s Law.)    
   Despite nearly ubiquitous social media 
and humanity’s headlong rush into virtual 
worlds, by all accounts people have never 
felt more isolated from one another. 
And while cell phones may eliminate the 
need for a another person to take our photo 
for us, that’s also one less reason to strike 
up a conversation with a passing stranger.
   The neurologist Oliver Sacks, an astute 
observer of humanity, commented shortly 
before his death about what he called “the 
complete disappearance of the old civilities.” 
   Lamenting the absence of social life and 
“attention to people and things around one” 
with all of us now glued to our phones, 
he wondered if we hadn’t sacrificed “the 
amenities and achievements of civilization: 
solitude, leisure, the sanction to be oneself 
truly absorbed, whether in contemplating 
a work of art, a scientific theory, a sunset, 
or the face of one’s beloved.”
   The poetic musings of a grumpy old man 
unable to keep pace with innovation? …
Or a heartfelt departing plea for us all to 
reconsider our addiction to devices which—
while undeniably miraculous—nonetheless 
enhance humanity’s already questionable 
tendency toward vanity and narcissism?
   It seems safe to say that we’d all worry a 
lot less about what other people think of us 
if only we realized how seldom they do.

A little goes a long way with most people, 
and we should assume that others scroll 
through our photos on social media about as 
casually and dismissively as we do theirs.
   In some ways, ‘social’ media is profoundly 
unsocial, arguably even antisocial. What 
began as a novel way to keep in touch with 
others in our social circle didn’t take long to 
morph into something much more sinister.     
   In reality, of course, social media was 
designed primarily as means to gather data 
on us in order to sell us more stuff, which 
accounts in large part for its intentionally 
addictive nature. But leaving all that aside, 
the photos we post—like the social profiles 
we create—are curated to be deliberately 
inauthentic distortions of the truth. 
   Psychologists caution that younger people 
in particular are relying much more than in 
the past on the opinions, perceptions, and 
judgments of their peers in forming their 
self-identity, and that this hinders their 
development of an authentic personality. 
   Social cooperation was a necessity when 
humans relied on each other to hunt and kill 
their daily lunch, but we are now becoming 
hunters and gatherers of snapshots—and the 
more shocking or dangerous the act depicted, 
the greater the response it’s apt to garner.
  What selfie suicides may be telling us is 
that actions are no longer something we do 
and then elect to share with others. Instead, 
the act itself is increasingly done in order to 
be documented and shared. Enjoyment is no 
longer found so much in viewing a sunset as 
in seeking ‘likes’ for the selfie we post of it.    
   In an embarrassing attempt to solicit 
support from an increasingly distracted and 
infantilized public, NASA promoted the first 
images that the Perseverance Mars rover sent 
back of itself in 2021 as “my first selfies.” 
   Apparently, the ‘Age of the Selfie’ now 
extends even to alien worlds. ◾


