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Syntagmatic and Paradigmatic Relationships:
Photographic Analysis of Kim Kardashian-West’s Instagram Image Sequence
Introduction

Advertising and branding have become staples in the evolution of visual culture and the
advancement of digital technology. The development of digital technology and social media has
opened the gates to the democratization of marketing management practices, changing the
concept of branding altogether along the way. Networking platforms enable ordinary consumers
to become marketing professionals by recreating and reproducing corporate communication
tactics to suit their own formulaic branded personalities or meme pages, but this does not come
without consequences. Walter Benjamin (1936) claims that the ability to reproduce works of art
changes our understanding of images and their reproduction by democratizing art and the
technique behind creating an original piece. Image reproductions have had an impact on the
authenticity of all artworks by allowing others to appropriate an authentic, original piece’s aura
and visual aesthetic, and thereby producing an entirely new work in the process.

Today, Kim Kardashian-West is a well-known model of someone who has taken
advantage of the democratized platform of social media. By applying corporate communication
practices in order to produce her Instagram image sequences, she is able to consistently keep
updating and developing her brand image for the purpose of selling products. Furthermore,
Kardashian-West is reproducing the aura and visual aesthetics of historical images — including
the vernacular of contemporary American cinema — that have impacted visual culture and
popular entertainment. In spite of that, Kardashian-West has created new works (images) through

mechanical reproduction by repurposing visual aesthetics to produce and author new content.
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Kardashian-West is taking on new creative ownership of images that would have been deemed as
appropriation in art before the rise of peer-to-peer content sharing on social media.
Syntagmatic Analysis

Social networking sites have made it easier for users to exhibit themselves through
technologically reproducible images. It has forged arbitrary relationships between users and their
followers, many of who attach their own superficial ideas of who these social media influencers
are based on the visual content they produce. It has brought about the creation of an entirely new
branding technique which we now recognize as the branding of the self or self-branding, rooted
in the function of exhibiting and displaying oneself for public consumption through reproducible
images (Benjamin, 1936, V, para. 2). As Benjamin (1936) states, in a slightly different context:
“it 1s easier to exhibit a portrait bust that can be sent here and there than to exhibit the statue of a
divinity that has its fixed place in the interior of a temple” (V, para. 1). Virtual reproduction has
taken Benjamin’s insight even further: the material bust itself does not even need to be
transported because it can be virtually beamed anywhere. In this way, social networking sites
have democratized the reproduction of images associated with brands and have made it easier for
users to play an active role in repurposing and virally sharing images for new functions entirely.

Kardashian-West (a product of the social media generation) has adopted corporate
communication techniques to develop a branded self and persona that are dependent on her
visual beauty, and in most recent years, her family, primarily in order to pursue celebrity and to
sell products. The sequences of images (shown below) are meant to sell KKW Beauty’s new
makeup collection by forging an emotional and sexual connection through the images of her
infant children and her hyper-sexualized body. The first two images (Figure 1 and 2) in the

sequence that follow each other in her feed, establish the storyline for the product by featuring a
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photograph of her three children and Kardashian-West’s fetishized hour-glass body that appears
in the nude (tastefully covered in cherry blossoms). These photographs share a mutual
relationship with her new pink hue makeup line titled “Classic Blossom Collection,” through the
adornment of different shades of pink filters which are applied to each image, fabricating an
artificial visual narrative leading to product placement and promotion. Thus, the distinction
between a corporate marketing campaign and the public is losing its basic meaning since at any
moment the consumer is ready to turn into a corporate marketer (X, para. 3). As a result, we see
the individual Kardashian-West selling herself and her products by adopting the role of an
influencer for KKW Beauty.

Instagram, and other social media platforms, have made marketing and branding
practices of corporations accessible to the public by permitting individuals, such as Kardashian-
West, to visually market their lifestyles through the utilization of images. Brand managers’
specialized knowledge and work processes have gained a new authorship in consumers such as
Kardashian-West, since branding of the self and branding in general “is now founded on
polytechnic rather than specialized training and thus becomes common property” (X, para. 3).
Kardashian-West is utilizing self-branding to appeal to her consumers’ unconscious ideals of
beauty, visually constructing a narrative that creates an alluring fixation between the product and
consumers’ unconscious desire for physical perfection, which is exhibited in the transition image
of Figure 3. She accomplishes this narrative by capitalizing on the affected adorability of her
three children and adorning her fetishized body in cherry blossom petals to portray a lifestyle

that is “attainable” simply through consumption.
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Paradigmatic Analysis

One might say that the aura of an artwork is the basis of its afterlife and infamy, and
gives the work of art its uniqueness and authentic position in history. Mechanically or digitally
reproducing the artwork, according to Benjamin, does not destroy this authenticity. However,
“the whole sphere of authenticity is outside technical — and, of course, not only technical —
reproducibility. Confronted with its manual reproduction...the original preserved all its
authority” (II, para. 2). Nevertheless, this further complicates Benjamin’s insight since we now
have the ability to reproduce the original without any evidence of the reproduction being a
reproduction. As such, the age of mechanical reproduction has brought about a renewal of the
aura of original works of art by adopting it into multiple copies of the work, which can be
distributed to the masses to either admire and/or inspire more works to be created in its likeness
(II, para. 3 — 4).

Kardashian-West is reproducing the aura, challenging the authorship of creativity and
appropriating the visual aesthetic of historical images that have impacted our understanding of
visual culture and popular entertainment. Impactful works that influenced Kardashian-West’s
image sequence are: Raphael Sanzio’s (1512) cherubs from Sistine Madonna, Sam Mendes’
(1999) American Beauty falling rose petals scene and Mark Rothko’s (1958) Four Darks in Red
(Figures 4 to 6 respectively). Regardless of the fact that the aura and visual aesthetic of these
historical pieces are being appropriated and the aura may be lost or may become mystical in the
process, Kardashian-West’s images are fabricating new auras and mysticism that are appearing
in the reproduced images by mimicking certain visual aesthetics from previous “original” works.
“Technical reproduction can put the copy of the original into situations which would be out of

reach for the original itself ... Its social significance, particularly in its most positive form, is



KARDASHIAN-WEST’S INSTAGRAM 5

inconceivable without its ... liquidation of the traditional value of the cultural heritage” (II, para.
2 —4). By removing images from their historical and social significance, these new photographic
reproductions can create new contexts, relationships and significations of authenticity and
creative authorship that are instantly disseminated in the digital sphere. People are presently able
to take different aspect of images captured online and use photographic processes such as
enlargement, slow motion, or colour manipulation to mechanically reproduce new works,
shifting our understanding of authentic creativity.

As a result, while the corporate advertiser maintains in their work a natural distance from
their consumers, the social media influencer Kardashian-West penetrates deeply into the
consumer realm, creating what her audience perceives as a more authentic relationship. Thus, for
contemporary consumers the representation of reality by Kardashian-West is incomparably more
significant than of corporate advertisers since she provides a more personal relationship with
them (XI, para. 3). The lack of distance through the significant amount of social media
interaction Kardashian-West engages in with her fans, makes her work come across as genuine
and authentically creative to social media audiences, compared to their faceless corporate
counterparts.

Conclusion

By applying Benjamin’s (1936) insight on mechanical reproduction to Kardashian-
West’s Instagram image sequence, we can see how visual aesthetics can be repurposed to
produce and author new works of “art.” Instagram and other social media sites, in a profound
sense, democratize the playing field so that an individual and a corporation have virtually the
same access to a platform. Regardless of corporations’ intentional use for social media, the core

uses of peer-to-peer networks have not been lost to cyberspace. It has allowed the average user
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such as Kardashian-West to forge a lucrative career for herself as an influencer, marketing her
personalities in correlation with selling products through taking on the visual aesthetics of
previous works and reproducing them for a new context and usage.
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Figure 3
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Figure 5
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