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Abstract. The paper analyzes Instagram in the context of metamodern cultural logic,
focusing on the study of 1) the structural and (non-)class characteristics of the Instagram
community using the theory of capital by Pierre Bourdieu, Robert Putnam, and Michael
Woolcock as well as the concepts of master and small narratives; 2) the Spectacle versus
Authenticity practices of Instagrammers using the performance concepts by Guy Debord,
Jean Baudrillard, and Erving Goffman; 3) heterochronicity as a new temporality on Instagram
in the metamodern condition. | examine the oscillation between the modern features of
Instagram, orienting Instagrammers towards the creation of a like-minded community with
hierarchical divisions into status groups, and its postmodern features as a fragmented field
where actors play their performances that can be perceived ironically. It is emphasized that
on Instagram “small narratives” are not imposed from the outside but are involuntarily
created by Instagrammers themselves through sharing, liking, and commenting practices.
The content of the social (bonding, bridging, and linking), cultural (objectified, incorporated,
and certified), symbolic, and economic capital of Instagrammers has been revealed.

The paper concludes that Instagram visual practices in metamodern condition
oscillate between performances played out by celebrities and authentic self-presentations in
which Instagrammers reveal their sincere selves. It demonstrates that Instagram’s
heterochronicity is manifested in the simultaneous co-presence of different modes of time in
Instagram narratives and the simultaneous appearance of visual posts over different years,
which allows to trace the visual self-narration of an Instagram user over time.
The heterochronicity of Instagram is its metamodern feature that makes different temporal
moments to co-present each other.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Instagram is one of the most popular social network sites (SNS) worldwide and one of
the most ground-breaking topics in visual studies. The recent research devoted to
the study of the peculiarities of Instagram explores its values (Zappavigna and Martin
2018; Trillo et al. 2021; Bataeva and Chumakova-Sierova 2021; Hallinan, Scharlach and
Shifman 2022; Trillo et al. 2023; Bataeva 2024), peculiarities of social and technical
communication on Instagram (Marwick 2015; Abidin 2016; Manovich 2017; Dumas et
al. 2017; Lukin et al. 2023), gender display (Tiidenberg 2015; Baker and Walsh 2018;
Duffy and Hund 2019; Butkowski et al. 2020), visual representations of food
(Zappavigna and Ross 2022; Joustra et al. 2023), body (Smith and Sanderson 2015;
Kavasoglu and Koca 2022), etc. These studies mainly use theoretical and
methodological approaches of social constructivism (Trillo etal. 2021),
Erving Goffman’s social dramaturgy (Smith and Sanderson 2015; Doring et al. 2016;
Baker and Walsh 2018; Butkowski et al. 2020; Trillo et al. 2021), semiotics and post-
semiotics (Zappavigna 2016; Zappavigna and Ross 2022; Bataeva 2024). However, to
date, Instagram has not been studied in the context of the metamodern cultural logic,
which has gained a reputation as a pioneering research perspective/direction since the
first decade of the 21st century. Instagram actually shapes the practical ideology of
millions of its users, who act and think in the mode of visualizing their daily lives and
displaying them to millions of other Instagrammers. So, investigation of the Instagram
phenomenon in the metamodern condition can contribute to the understanding of “the
platform society, a term that emphasizes the inextricable relation between online
platforms and societal structures” (van Dijck, Poell & Martijn de Waal 2018: 2). The
present paper examines Instagram in the context of metamodern cultural logic,
focusing on the study of 1) the structural and (non-)class characteristics of
the Instagram community using the theory of capital by Pierre Bourdieu, Robert
Putnam, and Michael Woolcock as well as the concepts of master and small narratives;
2) the spectacle versus authenticity practices of Instagrammers using the performance
concepts by Guy Debord, Jean Baudrillard, and Erving Goffman; 3) heterochronicity as a
new temporality on Instagram in the metamodern condition.

This article applies a descriptive definition of metamodernism, proposed by
Timoteus Vermeulen and Robin van den Akker:

Metamodernism is characterized by the oscillation between a typically modern
commitment and a markedly postmodern detachment” and “should be situated
epistemologically with (post) modernism, ontologically between (post)
modernism, and historically beyond (post)modernism. (Vermeulen & van den
Akker 2010).

Metamodernism implies a dynamic movement from modernism to postmodernism and
back, without stops at one of the poles. It assumes the simultaneous acceptance of
the features of both and their replenishment with the opportunities of another cultural
context. My study of the social phenomenon of Instagram in the metamodern context
aims to identify its characteristics as both modern and postmodern, or neither at
the same time. | examine the oscillation between the modern features of Instagram
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that orient Instagrammers towards the creation of a like-minded community with
hierarchical divisions into status groups on the one hand and the postmodern features
of Instagram as a fragmented field in which actors play their performances that can be
perceived ironically on the other hand. An ironic perception of Instagram can be
inseparable from a passionate desire to continue actively tracking Instagram
influencers’ visual content, which is an inherently non-postmodern gesture:

[M]etamodern irony is intrinsically bound to desire, whereas postmodern irony is
inherently tied to apathy. (Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010)

A feature of the metamodern “platform society” is the intensification of the publicity
regime (Ewen 1996: 27; Dean 2001: 624, 647; Marwick 2013), which is primarily
associated with the functioning of social networking sites (in particular, Instagram).
Instagram users are willing to share details of their private lives with thousands of
(un)acquaintances, exposing their bodies, homes, relationships with relatives, etc.
The tendency toward publicity is directly related to social theatricalization, when
the personal lives of Instagrammers become a spectacle that should be beautifully
decorated and simultaneously resemble real life.

Discourses of publicity imply openness, visibility, attention, status, and
spectacle. (Dean 2002: 2)

The public mode of existence of the inhabitants of the “platform society” contributes to
the formation of a specific ‘structure of feelings’, which includes sincerity (the intention
to tell the truth about one’s personal life) and the tendency to embellish and
theatricalize one’s self-presentation to promote and popularize them on a particular
Internet platform (especially Instagram). The constant presence in everyone’s view of
sight fosters the feeling of “strange familiarity,” as described by Theresa Senft.
This mixed feeling means perceiving the multitude of people present on social
networking sites as close acquaintances, about whom much is known, including their
names and details of their private lives, although in the case of meeting these people in
real life, it is necessary to pretend that they are strangers.

The strange familiarity is the familiarity that arises from exchanging private
information with people from whom we are otherwise remote. (Senft 2013: 352)

The present research explores Instagram in metamodern condition using the concepts
of master and small narratives (Lyotard 1979; Bamberg 2004; Georgakopoulou 2007;
Bamberg & Georgakopoulou 2008; Georgakopoulou 2016; Corsa 2018; Pignagnoli
2019; Georgakopoulou, lversen & Stage 2020; Hyvarinen, Hatavara & Rautajoki 2021;
Kozharinova & Manovich 2024). Jean-Francois Lyotard used the concept of
grand/master narrative to describe the modern philosophy of progress, universal justice,
and welfare, which were perceived as the highest/peak points in the development of
modern society (Lyotard 1993). As Lyotard emphasized, postmodern society distances
from modern metanarratives. It offers a multitude of counter-narratives that describe
different trajectories of social change.

Contemporary narratology applies the notions of a grand/master narrative and
multiple small/counter-narratives in a slightly different semantic context. A master
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narrative can be seen as any hegemonic, dominant discourse or interaction structure
that transmits and imposes on social actors a certain set of obligatory ideas, values, and
rules of behavior, which can have positive or negative meanings (for example, these
can be metanarratives of feminism, communism, consumerism, and so on):

[M]aster narratives give guidance and direction to the everyday actions of
subjects; without this guidance and sense of direction, we would be lost.
(Bamberg 2004: 360)

A master narrative may have an ideological framing to justify the importance of
conforming to its main messages.

In contrast to the metanarrative, counter-narratives or small narratives lack
claims of communicative dominance. Through them, social actors can broadcast
different visions and understandings of life situations while recognizing the importance
and appreciating the communicative practices of other actors, which may differ
significantly. While metanarrative discourse presents a cultural logic of modernism and
the pluralistic discourse of small narratives reflects the philosophic concepts of
postmodernism, the metamodern condition makes their simultaneous co-presence
possible. Metamodern cultural logic implies oscillation between metanarratives and
small narratives in various cultural contexts (including Instagram) when it becomes
possible to unfold various plots that do not claim semantic dominance. Andrew Corsa
uses the concept of polyphonic grand narratives to describe metamodern narrative
practice (Corsa 2018: 261), which synthesizes the core meanings of the concepts of
modern metanarrative and postmodern grand narratives. However, metamodernism
does not imply the unification of the semantic meanings of metanarratives and small
narratives into a single category but the establishment of non-equilibrium relations
between them, when both dialogue (Dumitrescu 2007; Abramson 2015) and oscillation
(Dember 2023) become possible. Here, | describe the metamodern mode of
the co-presence of metanarrative and small narratives on Instagram not as a synthesis
but as complex dialogic or oscillatory relations. This mode has been outlined by
Michael Bamberg:

| elaborate on the interactive realm as the territory where counter as well as
master narratives emerge in co-presence and as discursive process. (Bamberg
2004: 353, 368)

The emergence of metamodern sensibility revealed a new kind of temporality and
a specific mode of interaction with time. It is characterized by the simultaneous use of
different temporal modes of perception that were dominant in modern and postmodern
cultural situations. Modernistic philosophy perceives time as a coherent, causal
sequence of events — steps in a progressive movement toward a better future.
In postmodern philosophy, time becomes “schizophrenic” (Jameson 1991), fragmented
into separate and unrelated moments. In the metamodern situation, one can observe
the co-presence of these modes of temporality (or heterochronicity) that enables
the dynamic sequence of certain events simultaneously with focusing on separate time
intervals or moments that become self-sufficient due to their informational saturation.
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Metamodernism’s heterochronicity manifests in the way it seems to be a return
to the past of modernism, yet remains informed by the present of
postmodernism to indicate a future that is as much a return as a renewal.
(van der Merwe 2017)

As van den Akker emphasizes, “this regime can perhaps best be characterized as multi-
tensed, an admittedly less catchy phrase than the ‘presentism’ of the postmodern
regime and the ‘futurism’ of the modern regime” (van den Akker 2017: 44).
Heterochronicity is the main temporal mode of Instagram functioning, which we
thematize in our research.

2. INSTAGRAM (DIS)ORDER: (NON)CLASS, CAPITAL, MASTER AND SMALL NARRATIVES

The Instagram ‘order has the structure of a hierarchized whole, where the influencers
(upper class) have the specific knowledge and means to produce professional and
designer photographic images that are then to be viewed, copied, and reproduced by
ordinary users. The photo content and online actions of Instagram users are often
aestheticized (aestheticized consumption, aestheticized life, aestheticized/idealized
images, and so on) (Manovich 2017; Trillo et al. 2021; Zappavigna and Ross 2021;
Caldeira et al. 2022; Kollyri and Milioni 2022). Users tend to share idealized photos and
videos, whose subjects or objects are shown at the best angles with the best lighting in
aesthetically designed compositions (regardless of the specific content of the photo,
which can be commercial, artistic, political, comic, etc.). Lev Manovich defines
the Instagram community with the concept of an aesthetic society, where the category
of the aesthetic acquires a special meaning and significance. This specific aesthetic
style of perceiving reality is called Instagrammism. It “offers its own vision of the world
and its visual language” (Manovich 2017). The reality objects or events that deserve to
be photographed and displayed on Instagram are called Instagrammable:

In such society, production and presentation of beautiful images, experiences,
styles, and user interaction designs are central for its economic and social
functioning. (Manovich 2017: 117)

Instagram can be studied in at least two contexts: as a business platform and as a
social network. In this paper, | analyze Instagram as a popular social networking site
where people share photos and videos, communicate, comment on each other’s visual
content, make acquaintances, and so on. Manovich applies a class analysis to the social
network Instagram, emphasizing socio-cultural rather than economic aspects of
the class.

| use this term [class] to refer to millions of young people in many countries who
use Instagram in systematic ways to create visually sophisticated feeds. ... Karl
Marx’s concept of means of production is useful here because Instagrammers
can be said to own the means of cultural production. This means, however, not
only simply owning mobile phones and apps but more importantly having skills

1 A sociological conceptualization of the term “order” can be found in Alexander’s Golikov paper “The
order of the social” as a category: operationalization opportunities” (Golikov 2020).
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in using these apps, understanding Instagram’s rules and strategies for creating
popular feeds, and being able to apply well these strategies in practice.
(Manovich 2017:117)

In addition to possessing the means of cultural production, Instagram influencers also
have financial advantages that allow them to accumulate social, cultural, material, and
status bonuses and then invest them in the production of professional visual content.
However, in our opinion, in the situation of analyzing Instagram as a social network
(rather than a business platform), it is more promising to use Bourdieu’s concept of
capital than Marx’s class.

Instagram has hierarchical structure(s) that are built on different grounds.
To distinguish these structures, | use the concepts of cultural, social, economic, and
symbolic capital (Bourdieu), which accumulate in different contexts (cultural, social,
economic, or symbolic) and can convert into each other and reinforce each other’s
significance.

Bourdieu distinguishes three aspects of cultural capital: incorporated, objectified,
and certified (institutionalized). The objectified state of Instagrammers’ cultural capital
involves less of material objects and means — writings, paintings, monuments,
instruments, etc. — that are transmissible in their materiality (Bourdieu 1986: 246) but
more of photographs and videos that have an aesthetic value. The action indicators of
the objectified mode of cultural capital were highlighted by Paul de Graaf, John Noble,
and Peter Davies and summarized by Nicolay Bolshakov (“the frequency of visiting
cultural institutions (theaters, museums, exhibitions, natural science museums,
historical museums, art museums, galleries of modern art, cinemas, conservatories,
philharmonic orchestras), as well as literary, artistic and visual preferences and
practices” (Bolshakov 2013)). One can assume that such practices may be important for
Instagram users, especially if they are represented in a photo/video or have directly
influenced the content of the photo/video images on Instagram.

According to Bourdieu, the institutionalized (certified) state of cultural capital
implies “the objectification of cultural capital in the form of academic qualifications”,
which are “sanctioned by legally guaranteed qualifications, formally independent of the
person of their bearer”, the profitability of which is determined by the scarcity of
academic qualifications (Bourdieu 1986: 247-248). Measuring the certified form of an
Instagram user’s cultural capital involves finding out the level of education
(certifications), the level of qualifications, whether they have a degree in web design,
architecture, the art of photography, etc. However, it can be assumed that this aspect of
cultural capital is not that important in the Instagram community, as such skills might
be developed without formal training and not supported with a corresponding
certificate confirming the level of qualification.!

1 “Qur junior lab researcher Zizi Li contacted twenty-four Instagram users who have feeds of well-
designed photos to ask if they had any formal education in art, design, photography or any other creative
fields, or if they work in any of these fields at present. Half of the respondents had such education and/or
positions; the other half did not” (Manovich 2017: 119).
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The embodied state of cultural capital, which is the result of the actor’s lifelong
work on their intellectual and aesthetic inner world, is incorporated into their body and
is inalienable (Bourdieu 1986). The incorporated cultural capital of an Instagrammer is
manifested in the search for information, the desire to acquire new aesthetic and
technical knowledge in electronic, photo, and video design, and the ability to perceive
aesthetically beautiful things and depict them in photos and videos.

The social capital of Instagram users also includes several varieties: bonding
(Putnam 1995: 66-73), bridging, and linking (Woolcock 2001) capitals. Bonding social
capital is accumulated in family or friends’ networks and involves unconditional trust
and support due to the closeness of the relationship. Bridging social capital includes
ties to friends, co-workers, members of various ‘hobby clubs’, and like-minded Internet
communities. Linking social capital implies vertical social ties with actors who have
power in a particular Internet community — professional elite, celebrities,
administration, etc. Using the terminology of Mark Granovetter and Michael Woolcock,
one can say that Instagram users have ‘weak’ out-group network contacts (Granovetter
1973; Woolcock 2000: 28), established in various Instagram interest groups, vertical
contacts with actors popular in the network, as well as ‘strong’ in-group ties with
friends and relatives who support their activity on Instagram. According to Granovetter
and Woolcock, ‘weak’ network contacts that are established at the intergroup or
outgroup level between social actors who do not know each other very well and who
have roughly the same status (bridging capital), as well as vertical links with power
actors (linking capital), contribute to the acquisition of new information and
the strengthening of the actors’ status in a particular group to a greater extent than
‘strong’ family/friendly intragroup ties (bonding capital). According to Woolcock, linking
social capital provides access to power structures that guarantee status; unlike bonding
capital, bridging and linking forms of capital facilitate the exposure and development
of new ideas, values, and perspectives, which in turn affect the accumulation of cultural
capital and the strengthening of the actor’s status (Woolcock 2001). Through social
contacts on the Instagram network, an Instagrammer can receive up-to-date
information about popular aestheticized practices on Instagram, new trends in design,
and popularization of visual content, thereby increasing their cultural and symbolic
capital. Since it takes time to accumulate social capital on Instagram, in order to
determine the amount of social capital of an Instagram user, one should pay attention
not only to the number of likes and followers of a personal account but also to the time
an Instagrammer spends on this SNS. This applies to the formal structural
characteristics of different forms of capital, which manifest themselves regardless of
what specific activity the Instagrammer is engaged in his or her profile (selling or
promoting books, vegan food, cleaning, plants, tourism, etc.).

Manovich mixes the concepts of cultural and social capital when he says that
Instagrammers’ ability to create content is measured by the number of their followers
or respect in the community (Manovich 2017: 117). The number of followers and likes
under posts is a sign of the social capital of Instagram users, while cultural capital is
measured by other indicators that Manovich named skills of “space designers, user
experience designers, architects, photographers, models, stylists, and other design and
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media professionals, as well as individuals who are skilled in using Instagram, other
social networks and blog platforms, and media editing, creation, and analytics tools”
(Manovich 2017: 117). The social and cultural capitals of popular Instagram users are
transformed into symbolic capital of recognition and prestige, which in turn influences
the increase of their economic capital. We agree with Manovich that the cultural, social,
and symbolic capital of Instagram users can be converted into economic capital “if an
Instagrammer starts working with advertisers and marketers to promote products in
her/his feed, or if her followers purchase goods or services via the linked blog or
website” (Manovich 2017: 117).

Different hierarchical structures on Instagram can be grounded in various forms
of capital that can mutually overlap. For example, Alice Marwick and Theresa Senft
distinguish the celebrities (famous personalities, for example, actors, singers, musicians,
and models who have millions of followers); the pseudo-celebrities (persons “who are
notable primarily for being a close friend or relative of the celebrity” (Marwick 2015:
151), who post pictures of celebrity’s glamorous lives; pseudo-celebrities (also have
millions of followers, because the popularity of the familiar celebrity is transferred to
them); the microcelebrities (local stars known in various Instagram communities, whose
number of followers reaches several thousand or tens of thousands); and the ordinary
Instagram users (whose number of followers is less than a thousand) (Senft 2013;
Marwick 2015; Abidin 2016) among Instagram actors. This hierarchical order overlaps
with the societal class structure, since celebrities in real life are usually upper-class
(Milner 2005).

Marwick uses the concept of Instafame as a condition for accumulating
a significant number of followers and increasing popularity on Instagram for celebrities
and microcelebrities: “Instafame is the condition of having a relatively great number of
followers on the app” (Marwick 2015: 137). The advantage of Instagram celebrities
compared to ordinary users is their ability to accumulate all types of capital (economic,
social, cultural, and symbolic) and not just social, which allows them to occupy
the highest positions in this social network. In real life, Instagrammers (both celebrities
and ordinary users) have different configurations of capital, which can be reproduced in
a social network with the same composition and size. Instagram provides users with
the opportunity to accumulate new forms of capital. The size and content of these
forms may differ significantly from their capital in reality. For example, Mariya
Kozharinova and Lev Manovich analyze the cases of several Instagram celebrities who,
at the beginning of their careers, were “poor girls from the provinces,” but, thanks to
Instagram, were able to build up social, cultural, and symbolic opportunities and
convert them into economic capital (Kozharinova & Manovich 2024).

To describe the multilevel structure of Instagram (dis)orders, | use the concept of
narratives, which has been previously applied in Instagram research by
Alex Georgakopoulou, Virginia Pignagnoli, Mariya Kozharinova, and Lev Manovich
(Georgakopoulou 2016; Pignagnoli 2019; Georgakopoulou, Iversen & Stage 2020;
Kozharinova & Manovich 2024). | incorporate the concept of narrative in an extended
sense: “Narrative is a cognitive and communicative strategy for navigating the gap,
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in everyday experience, between what was expected and what actually takes place”
(Herman 2009: 20). On Instagram, narratives are presented through photos and short
videos, which can be accompanied by short texts or presented without them. Therefore,
| use the concept of visualized narrative, narrative in images or “storying in selfies”
(Georgakopoulou 2016: 303).

Matti Hyvarinen, Mari Hatavara, and Hanna Rautajoki theorize metanarrative as
able to function on two levels: societal (where the metanarrative acquires
the properties of the dominant cultural and ideological discourse) and textual (where
the metanarrative is verbalized and repeatedly reproduced in stories told by different
people).

The term ‘master narrative’ refers at least to two different modes of discourse,
cultural expectations, and dominant narrative genres. ... It might be reasonable

to consider master narratives as shared cultural resources that individual tellers
are able to invoke and mobilize. (Hyvarinen, Hatavara & Rautajoki 2021)

On Instagram, the master narrative is presented on both levels: as a certain dominant
logic of interaction between Instagram users and as a set of visualized stories
(represented in photos and videos) that reveal the semantic logic of this master
narrative.

The hierarchical order of “celebrities — regular users” on Instagram correlates
with the grand narrative of consumer behavior, “whose heroes are “celebrities” who
seem only to consume, not to work or learn” (Kirby 2009: 239). A crucial feature of any
grand narrative (lLike the master narrative of consumerism) is framing its main message
as something correct and inevitable, something that must be heeded and followed
precisely because of being correct and natural by default.

Master narratives are setting up sequences of actions and events as routines and
as such have a tendency to ‘normalize’ and ‘naturalize’ it. (Bamberg 2004: 360)

Instagram influencers often demonstrate the values of physical beauty and grooming,
wealth, expensive clothing, luxury cars, vacations at prestigious and inaccessible
resorts, exquisite jewelry, expensive cosmetics, and so on. More often, these ideas are
narrativized through images of female bodily practices. According to recent media
statistics, 75% of Instagram influencers are female and 25% are male (Influencer
Marketing Report 2024). The great popularity of visualizations of female consumption
practices on Instagram fits to Baudrillard’s thesis of the “feminine model” as a symbol
of the consumer society:

What we are seeing very generally today is the extension of the feminine model
to the whole field of consumption. What we have said of women in their
relationship to prestige values, and of their ‘proxy’ status, goes, virtually and
absolutely, for Homo consumans in general — men and women together.
(Baudrillard 1998: 98-99)

The consumerist content of the Instagram master narrative is camouflaged and
idealized with the help of ideological and marketing constructs, the task of which is to
justify the expediency and economic inevitability of popularizing the celebrities’
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luxurious lifestyle as role models for regular Instagram users. Recent research has
revealed a connection between the consumerist logic of the Instagram master narrative
and the neoliberal capitalist philosophy. The latter justifies the market expediency of
turning a person into a commodity, and thus — turning celebrities into “consumption
engines” (Milner 2005; Cashmore 2006: 15; Ferris 2007: 376; Marwick 2013). Some
researchers offer a liberal democratic rationale for the appropriateness and relevance
of the visual practices of female celebrities on Instagram, since their superior status
and financial super-powers can be seen as manifestations of their feminist
self-realization and success (Marshall 1997).

In modern society, celebrity has thus become synonymous with freedom, self-
improvement, self-development, and the power of individualism. (Marwick 2013)

In a study of female celebrities’ photo narratives on Instagram, Kozharinova and
Manovich emphasize that “all of these Instagrammers are portraying similar female role
models based on the ideals of an independent and self-sufficient woman, successfully
realizing her potential in all aspects of life. These are the narratives about the lives of
successful, modern women” (Kozharinova & Manovich 2024). Such a semantic framing
of the consumerist narrative may produce some shifts in the perception of
contemporary media feminism when exactly media personalities (celebrities) will be
considered as modern and successful women who have managed to visualize their
careers in/through the media and validate their achievements through the material and
bodily markers (cars, mansions, jewelry, sexy bodies, beautiful faces). The consumerist
master narrative, which ideologically supports the Instagram hierarchical order,
develops modern ideas of material well-being and career achievement in the wrapper
of liberal feminist ideology and the neoliberal philosophy of “platform capitalism”
(Srnicek 2017).

Alongside the master narrative of consumerism, Instagram presents many
fragmented “small narratives” or “small stories” (Bamberg 2004; Georgakopoulou 2007;
Bamberg & Georgakopoulou 2008; Georgakopoulou 2016) that offer different visions
and understandings of social contexts. In a metamodern context, Instagram is with,
between, and beyond multiple narratives that establish different semantic orders and
simultaneously introduce perturbation to the dominant order.

Thus, if the modern suggests a temporal ordering, and the postmodern implies
a spatial disordering, then the metamodern should be understood as a
spacetime that is both-neither ordered and disordered. (Vermeulen & van den
Akker 2010)

Small narratives on Instagram are not imposed from the outside but are involuntarily
created by Instagrammers themselves through sharing, liking practices, and so-called
“folk taxonomy” or “folksonomy” (Noruzi 2006; Highfield and Leaver 2014). I. e., using
hashtags allows users of the social media platform to become authors of
the classification of photo and video images (Doring et al. 2016; Baker and Walsh 2018;
Trillo et al. 2021; Zappavigna and Ross 2022). The strategy of generating hashtag
categories can be used to create a community of interest or a set of mini-orders, with
specific aesthetic principles of the content evaluation. Using this strategy,
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Instagrammers can improve search engine effectiveness and find a like-minded
community. Folksonomy allows Instagrammers to use a hashtag to search a variety of
communities and engage in the process of constructing small visual stories and
creating multiple semantic fields with different value priorities.

The recent content analysis study of visualized values on Ukrainian and German
Instagram identified popular themes of Instagram narratives (Bataeva 2024). It analyzes
traditional, modern, and postmodern value patterns visualized through photos and
videos. The analytical categories were determined based on the theory of
postmodernization of values by Ronald Inglehart (Inglehart 1997; Inglehart 2000).
Traditional values include the following units of analysis: 1) family, 2) religious context,
and 3) food preparation and consumption. The units of analysis that correlate with
modern values are 1) career and achievement, 2) comfort and material well-being,
3) prestigious recreation and entertainment, and 4) glamour. Those that correlate with
postmodern values are 1) friendship, 2) professional self-development,
3) environmentalism and aesthetic perception of life, and 4) cultural tourism.
On the German Instagram segment, 1053 photos from women’s accounts and 1042
photos from men’s accounts are collected, for a total of 2095 photos from 435 regular
users’ accounts. On the Ukrainian Instagram segment, 1382 photos (52%) from women'’s
accounts and 1275 photos (48%) from men’s accounts are collected, for a total of 2657
photos from 486 regular users’ accounts. Most often, the social practices of Ukrainian
and German Instagram users visualize modern and postmodern values (Table 1, 2).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of value patterns on Ukrainian and German Instagram

Ukraine Germany
Value pattern
Number % Rank Number % Rank
Traditional 528 19.4 3 240 11.0 3
Modern 1,055 38.8 2 735 336 2
Postmodern 1,138 41.8 1 1,209 55.4 1

Source: Bataeva, Ekaterina. (2024). Visualized values on Instagram: A comparison of visual practices
among German and Ukrainian Instagram users. International Journal of Comparative Sociology 1-21.

Glamorous images are the most popular on Ukrainian Instagram (20 %).
Their main focus is on the demonstration of an attractive appearance, clothes, jewelry,
makeup, manicure, hairstyle, and body. The second place in the Ukrainian Instagram
segment is occupied by the traditional values of the family (16.7 %); the third one is
taken by friendship (16.3 %). On the German Instagram segment, the theme of glamour
has been replaced by other small stories. The first and second places in the ranking of
visualized values are occupied by the postmodern values of environmentalism and
aesthetic perception of life (23.7 %) and friendly relations (18.5 %). Though glamorous
images are also quite popular, they only ranked third (16.3 %). The fourth and fifth
positions in the Ukrainian ranking of visualized values are occupied by cultural tourism
(15.3 %), and comfort and material well-being (8.5 %), while they turned out to be
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significantly less popular on German Instagram (8.1 % and 3 % respectively). The fourth,
fifth, and sixth positions are occupied there by the modern visual context of prestigious
recreation and entertainment (9.8 %).

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of visualized values on Ukrainian and German Instagram

Ukraine Germany
Value pattern Visualized value
Number % Rank Number % Rank
Family 455 16.7 2 202 9.3 5
Traditional Religion 16 0.6 11 2 0.1 11
Food consumption 57 2.1 10 36 1.7 10
Career and Achievement 136 5.0 8 97 45 8
Material well-being 230 8.5 5 66 3.0 9
Modern
Recreation 141 5.2 7 215 9.8 4
Glamor 548 20.0 1 357 16.3 3
Friendship 444 16.3 3 405 18.5 2
Professional self 171 6.3 6 109 5.0 7
development
Postmodern
Enwronmenta{mm and 108 40 9 518 3.7 1
aesthetics
Cultural tourism 415 15.3 4 177 8.1 6
Total 2,721 100 - 2,184 100 -

Source: Bataeva, Ekaterina. (2024). Visualized values on Instagram: A comparison of visual practices
among German and Ukrainian Instagram users. International Journal of Comparative Sociology 1-21.

During a study of the German Instagram segment, data on photo likes were
gathered to get additional information on the most popular visualized values.
Glamorous posts got the most likes (total of 147.864 likes), followed by friendship
images (total of 93.937 likes), environmentalism and aesthetic perception of life (total
of 90.529 likes), the context of prestigious resort recreation and entertainment (total of
48.751 likes), family photos (total of 42.000 likes), cultural tourism (total of 39.428
likes). Less popular were the contexts of professional self-development (total of 23.548
likes), career and achievement (total of 14.740 likes), the context of comfort and
material well-being (total of 11.613 likes), food (5.985), and religion (774). While the
theme of glamour did not dominate at the level of photo-sharing practices, the liking
practices of German users confirmed the greatest popularity of the consumerist
narrative.
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These data show that a metamodern situation is indeed emerging on Instagram.
Instagram users share visualized narratives that are semantically related to traditional,
modern, and postmodern visual content, and it is possible to observe oscillations
between these different narratives not only in different Instagram groups but also in
individual user accounts. Instagram has a variety of popular fields that introduce
semantic disorder and destabilize the monotony and monopoly of the glamorous field.
Within different themed fields, Instagrammers can create communities of interest and
share photos and videos that may be of interest to their followers. Different Instagram
communities produce their own structure of relationships and their own influencers,
who may not be celebrities and may not be representatives of the upper class in real
life. The formation of such fields can be influenced by the liking practices of Instagram
users, which can be spontaneous and unprogrammed. These practices introduce more
than just the affective function of highlighting some photos and videos. Blake Hallinan
and Jed Brubaker showed that liking practices are aimed at establishing social
relationships with the authors of the posts, as well as drawing their attention to one’s
own account. It is assumed that, according to the reciprocity rule, the Instagrammer will
click the like button under the photo or video of those followers who, in turn, highlight
their posts (Hallinan and Brubaker 2021: 1551). The functions of establishing social
relationships and attracting attention to one’s own account through liking practices
create additional tension in the formation of Instagram (dis)orders. Through these
functions, the Instagrammer fits into the already existing narratives and at the same
time manipulates them to obtain some bonuses for themself.

3. INSTAGRAM WITH, BETWEEN AND BEYOND SPECTACLE AND AUTHENTICITY

The conceptual basis of many recent studies on Instagram is Goffman’s concept of
social dramaturgy (Goffman 1959; Smith and Sanderson 2015; Doring et al. 2016; Baker
and Walsh 2018; Trillo et al. 2021) and Debord’s “society of the spectacle” (Debord
1967; Briziarelli and Armano 2017; Kollyri and Milioni 2022). It is also useful to
consider Instagram in the context of Baudrillard’s concept of consumer society
as performance.

Instagram users tend to share idealized photos and videos to gain approval from
their followers and increase the number of likes on their profiles. By idealizing their
image, social actors can simulate their self-concept and present themselves as they
would like to be but may not be in reality (boyd 2014). According to Goffman,
the theatricalization of social life takes place at the level of everyday interactions of
social actors. These are forced to perform trying to meet the other social actors’
expectations as fully as possible while idealizing their social image. People who enter
the stage of social life carefully consider their lines and social makeup (appearance,
manners, and facial expressions) and try to make the audience believe in the sincerity
of their performance. When they go ‘behind the scenes,” where no one else can observe
their actions, they can relax, take off their social makeup, and be themselves.
However, since most of a person’s life is spent in full view of others, forcing them
to feel constantly ‘public’, roles and theatrical makeup become so fused with their
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‘inner selves’ that they are no longer able to distinguish ‘insincere’ from ‘genuine’,
‘cosmetic’ from ‘natural’ in their personalities. As Goffman points out, since the mask
represents our understanding of ourselves, it shows the role we try to justify with our
lives. Therefore, this mask is our ‘true self rather than the self we would like to be.
Eventually, our interpretation of our role becomes second nature and an integral part of
our personality (Goffman 1959).

Instagrammers, playing different visual roles, can strive to convince the audience
of their sincerity by following the basic rules and values of this social platform. Could
one assume that Instagram may become a genuine platform where theatricality and
acting are replaced by the sincerity and authenticity of self-presentation? Goffman
would probably answer this question negatively. This is since “theatricality” is
an integral characteristic of any society, and it is pointless to fight against the “society
of the spectacle”. Moreover, since every social actor finds themself ‘in the process’ of
the social play and since their originality becomes the ‘effect’ of their participation in
the social spectacle, the theatricality of social life can be perceived as inevitable. As for
Goffman, the self is the product of the scene, not the cause of it. Therefore, the self as
a represented character is not an organic phenomenon with its precisely defined
localization, destined by nature to be born, mature, and die. It is a dramatic outcome
that gradually emerges from the theatrical stage (Goffman 1959). One can say that
the need to idealize the self on Instagram is driven by latent requirements to conform
to the infrastructural values of this SNS.

In the concept of ‘consumer society, “in which everything is spectacularized, or,
in other words, evoked, provoked and orchestrated into images, signs, and consumable
models” (Baudrillard 1998: 191), Baudrillard offers a similar assessment of the nature of
modern sociality. The person of the ‘consumer spectacle society, who feigns social
status by acquiring things that symbolize membership in elite groups, is in a state of
constant play, trying to reassure the audience that they are an important person
deserving respect. The “foreground” of a person in a consumer society
(their appearance, the things that surround them — an apartment, a car, etc.) is
perceived by the social audience as the most reliable criterion to determine the quality
of a person’s “social dignity”. As Baudrillard believes, if there is an appropriate desire,
any person can simulate (theatrically play out) any foreground’, idealizing (elevating)
their status through material surroundings (props) rented (on credit). The main
character in the performance of consumption is the Model, devoid of personal identity
and uniqueness, designed to be a translator of social codes of prestige and luxury.
The audience is forced to imitate these behavioral standards and reproduce images of
respectability. In modern consumer society, the “circulation of simulacra and images” is
ubiquitous; therefore, Baudrillard speaks of the inescapability of the theatricalization of
social reality, which has been transformed into the ‘hyperreality’ of images and models.
Like Goffman, Baudrillard believes that since consumer practices have penetrated
everywhere, involving almost everyone in participating in the performance, it is
impossible to ‘interrupt’ social theatricalization.
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This is the state of simulation, a state in which we are obliged to replay all
scenarios precisely because they have all taken place already, whether actually
or potentially. ..We live amid the interminable reproduction of ideals,
phantasies, images and dreams which are now behind us, yet which we must
continue to reproduce in a sort of inescapable indifference. (Baudrillard 1993)

The consumer performance on Instagram supports the basic narrative of the glamorous
lives of celebrities and invites them to copy these lives using various simulacra of
a luxurious life. This performance can be suspended or displaced by the authentic
self-presentations of Instagrammers, who break the vicious circle of imitating
fashionable models and focus on the visual presentation of their own life stories.

As for Debord, public life is a “pile of performances” that has become
autonomous from real sociality. However, unlike Goffman, Debord believes that
‘theatricality’ is not a natural component of social life. On the contrary, he believes that
it is possible to rebel against the ‘society of the spectacle’ and revive reality. The basic
figure in Debord’s concept is the Spectator, detached and indifferent, who wants to
‘sleep’ rather than participate in the performance:

The spectacle is the nightmare of imprisoned modern society which ultimately
expresses nothing more than its desire to sleep. The spectacle is the guardian of
sleep. (Debord 1967)

The ‘society of the spectacle’ is not a society of universal play and total theatricality,
but a ‘spectator society’ that produces ‘spectator consciousness’ and divides all people
into a small group of ‘stars’ (who create the spectacle of life) and a vast multitude of
spectators who watch their favorites’ plays and have no opportunity (or desire) to take
center stage themselves. The spectator is the embodiment of social passivity; they are
focused on watching the lives of the ‘stars’ but do not deserve to be looked at.

The alienation of the spectator to the profit of the contemplated object (which is
the result of his own unconscious activity) is expressed in the following way:
the more he contemplates, the less he lives; the more he accepts recognizing
himself in the dominant images of need, the less he understands his own
existence and his own desires. The externality of the spectacle in relation to
the active man appears in that his own gestures are no longer his but those of
another who represents them to him. (Debord 1967)

Perceiving Instagram as an alienated spectacle in which the main roles are played by
celebrities, microcelebrities, and other influencers, and ordinary users are passive
spectators who have the opportunity to draw attention to themselves only through
likes and comments, it is necessary (following Debord logic) to try to change this
situation, to activate viewers, to set them up to refuse passive contemplation of other
people’s success and other people’s lives, and to focus on construing their own small
narratives and their own life stories, or ‘self-spectacularization’ (Briziarelli & Armano
2017: 37) and self-narration (Abidin 2016).
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In the metamodern condition, the visual practices of Instagram users oscillate
between performances and authentic! self-presentations where Instagrammers reveal
their sincere selves and revive the value of reality (Haselstein et al. 2010).
The complexity of the situation lies in the fact that Instagram users must not only be
sincere and authentic in order to retain followers and gain new ones but also appear
authentic, balancing between virtuoso acting and realistic visual practices.
The theatricality and simultaneous realism of Instagram’s self-presentations are
the signs of a metamodern situation, as it is difficult to distinguish and separate these
poles. Thus, the visual practices of Instagrammers are with, between, and outside of
reality and performance.

If postmodernism admired the simulacra, pastiche and fragmentation, then
the new mode [metamodernism] is nostalgia for the real and the authentic in
contemporary culture without abrogating the values of postmodernism and
modernism. (Yousef 2017: 39)

One of the features of various metamodern narratives (visualized, verbalized, and audio)
is their desire to see and reproduce the real in various semantic and genre contexts.
“Metamodernist texts produce a ‘reality effect’ or ‘depthy” (Gibbons et al. 2019).

Recent studies have highlighted the tension between sincere self-presentation
and dramaturgical play by Instagram users, where they want to be their real selves but
still have to present “the edited selves” or “the narrated selves” (Worthington 2018: 10)
and constantly monitor how the audience will perceive their performance and modify it
according to their reactions (Marwick 2013). Pignagnoli talks about the “fictionality” of
Instagram, drawing attention to the tendency of Instagrammers to carefully select, edit
and idealize their narratives.

These narratives do not suspend the reference to actual people and events by
inventing facts within a nonfictional frame, but through a constructed
spontaneity emerging from the sequencing and editing of the posts. (Pignagnoli
2019: 234)

Brooke Duffy and Emily Hund provide empirical evidence of the paradoxical nature of
Instagram narratives that simultaneously present real and edited images of their
authors. They conducted a study among Instagram influencers by interview method
(N=25) in 2017-2018 and found out that influencers avoid being perceived as both too
real and not real enough, as both can cause negative reactions from followers, which
can affect their emotional well-being and advertising revenue. The realism requirement
is not just about making sure that photos of influencers (and other Instagram users) are
not carefully filtered. The Instagram realism rule is primarily concerned with
Instagrammers portraying life in photos and videos as it is in reality — non-ideal,
without filters or makeup.

! The topic of authenticity has become popular in contemporary mass media theory and Instagram
research. Eun-Ju Lee makes a distinction between the authenticity of source, message, and interaction
(Lee 2020); Limor Shifman distinguishes between external and internal authenticity (Shifman 2018);
Blake Hallinan et al. propose three notions of authenticity as a value: informational, individual, and
cultural (Hallinan et al. 2022: 209-210).
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People don’t want to know robots, they don’t just want to know the screen,
they kind of want to know the people behind the screen. (Duffy & Hund 2019:
4991)

Duffy and Hund identified another aspect of the realism rule that is closely related to
the theatricality of visual practices on Instagram: the inadmissibility of being ‘too
realistic.’ Excessive realism (e.g., showing dirty dishes or unkempt clothes in a photo or
video) can lead to followers’ anger that they were forced to waste their time looking at
‘unworthy objects.’

It’s like people want something real, but at the same time they don’t. (Duffy &
Hund 2019: 4994)

Excessive realism is accompanied by an increased vulnerability of the Instagrammer,
who may be publicly blamed and insulted for breaking the limits of what is acceptable
and showing too much explicit detail. To correct the level of realism in their posts,
Instagrammers can use various ‘vetting’ techniques, such as “basic filtering out of
anything that they believe might be perceived as objectionable by family, friends, or
potential employers” (Duffy & Hund 2019: 4995), as well as avoiding posting
information that might elicit negative reactions from Instagram users.

One can note another aspect of the realism of Instagrammers’ online existence
as the ‘pressure’ of previous posts. Instagrammers feel bound by their posts, which are
organized into an online timeline visible to the audience, according to which
subsequent posts must be thoughtful so that they do not deviate significantly from
the overall narrative. If a significant deviation is noticed by followers, it may be
perceived as fake information or a manifestation of inauthenticity (Duffy & Hund 2019).
This can be conceptualized as the controlled or edited authenticity of Instagram users.
On the one hand, Instagrammers’ narratives are constructed to look as realistic as
possible to gain the approval of their followers. On the other hand, their narratives can
be scrutinized and edited to ensure that they look coherent and meet the target
audience’s expectations. This adherence of Instagrammers to the cultural code of their
visual self-presentations’ sincerity and authenticity while maintaining their theatricality
represents one of the dominant moods of the metamodern structure of feeling —
“the new level of emotionality and sincerity is one of the dominant pieces of
metamodern feeling” (Radchenko 2023: 5). Lee Konstantinou refers to narratives that
prioritize the relationship with the audience (which, in turn, involves a masterful
combination of the theatricality of self-presentation and its transmission in the mode of
sincerity/authenticity) as post-ironic. Post-ironic narratives focus on “relationality,
the reader-writer relationship, and intersubjective problems” (Konstantinou 2017: 152).

4. HETEROCHRONICITY IN INSTAGRAM NARRATIVES

One of the main features of any narrative (whether textual, oral, or visualized through
photos and videos) is its close relationship to time and space (Labov & Waletzky 1967;
Bakhtin 1981; Bamberg & Georgakopoulou 2008; Makela 2019; Georgakopoulou 2021;
Kozharinova & Manovich 2024). All events in a narrative unfold in time and are
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spatially connected. Visualized narratives on Instagram have a specific temporality:
photographs and videos are dated and arranged sequentially, which makes it possible
to connect them in a single semantic sequence, even if the overall semantic line is not
obvious. In addition, each photo or video can be perceived as a separate “small
narrative” that, although tied to a particular private event (Georgakopoulou 2013: 206-
207) or the moment of its capture by the camera, can be synchronized with the time of
its perception by the audience.

The chronotope by the spatial and temporal cycles of the narrative, causing
the activity of the Instagrammer and the audience to synchronize, as it does in
theatre. The chronotope of the Instagram narrative might also enter into
the everyday reality of viewers by inviting them to join a live broadcast.
(Kozharinova & Manovich 2024)

Analyzing the temporal perception of Instagram narratives by the audience, one can see
the specifics of its heterochronicity, the simultaneous presence of different temporal
modes of vision. Photos in the accounts of Instagram users are ordered in time and
could be perceived as a sequence of interrelated events. However, Instagram observers
can perceive them using other modes of vision as well. For example, users may view
photos in a different order (top-down or bottom-up), originally combining them and
creating their own mode of reading the narrative. An author can share photos or videos
on Instagram for a long time, while an observer can perceive them both in the same
temporal mode (if they are author’s followers who synchronize their vision practices
with the time of the posts’ publication on Instagram) and in a different, accelerated or
compressed mode. For example, an observer may view many photos within a few
seconds or minutes, in which case the time intervals between photo narratives
disappear, and they appear timeless as if they occurred simultaneously. To describe this
temporality of perception of Instagram narratives, we can use Manuel Castels’ concept
of “timeless time,” which emphasizes the possibility of temporal compression of events,
where temporally separated events would be presented simultaneously.

Timeless time occurs when the network society induces systemic perturbation in
the sequential order of phenomena... This perturbation may take the form of
compressing the occurrence of phenomena, aiming at instantaneity, or else by
introducing random discontinuity in the sequence. (Castels 1996)

The specific temporal perception of Instagram narratives may be influenced by
the “quantification/metricization of communication on digital platforms”
(Georgakopoulou, Iversen & Stage 2020). For example, Instagram audiences may first
pay attention to those photos that receive more likes, comments, and reposts and
ignore less popular ones. As a result, the sequence of photo narratives may become
unpredictable and devoid of temporal coherence (or it may acquire a new temporality,
different from the temporality of the author’s narrative).

Heterochronicity is manifested in the simultaneous co-presence of two modes of
time in Instagram narratives, denoted by the Greek terms chronos and kairos.

One term — chronos — expresses the fundamental conception of time as
measure, the quantity of duration, the length of periodicity, the age of an object
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or artifact ... The other term — Kairos — points to a qualitative character of time,
to the special position an event or action occupies in a series, to a season when
something appropriately happens that cannot happen at ‘any’ time, but only at
‘that time.” (Smith 1969: 1)

On the one hand, photo presentations on Instagram offer a linear sequence of some
events (chronos dimension); on the other hand, individual photos represent important
life events for their authors that happened at a certain moment in their biography and
were posted at the most appropriate time (kairos dimension). The Instagram audience
can also perceive visualized narratives (photo series) in chronological order or focus on
contemplating the individual photos that are most appropriate for understanding
a particular kairotic moment. | adopt an interpretation of the kairotic mode of
perceiving photographs using the concept of ‘right time’ proposed by John Smith and
Taina Bucher.

A photograph may be associated with the time that it was taken, uploaded,
shared, commented upon, and tagged. For close friends of the user, the right
time to show that photograph may not necessarily be the time it was uploaded
but the time that other close friends started commenting on it, or were tagged.
(Bucher 2020: 1709)

5. CONCLUSIONS

The main goal of this article was to present a conceptual framework for studying
Instagram in the metamodern condition.

First, | emphasized the importance of studying Instagram as both an ordered and
disordered structure. The Instagram ‘order’ has the structure of a hierarchized whole,
where the influencers have the specific knowledge and means to produce professional
and designer photographic images that are then to be viewed, copied, and reproduced
by ordinary users. | considered the (non-)class characteristics of the Instagram
community using the theory of capital by Bourdieu, Putnam, and Woolcock. To describe
the multilevel structure of (dis)orders on Instagram, | use the concepts of master and
small narratives. Narratives are presented through photos and short videos that can be
accompanied by short texts (or presented without them), so we use the concept of
visualized narrative or narrative in images. Second, | reviewed various ways how
Instagram users create small narratives that introduce a moment of disorder
(or multiple orders) into the Instagram field.

Next, | outlined the conceptual framework for studying Instagram with, between,
and beyond spectacle and authenticity using the performance concepts by Debord,
Baudrillard, and Goffman. | showed that in the context of metamodernism visual
practices on Instagram oscillate between performances and authentic
self-presentations in which Instagrammers reveal their sincere selves. One can trace
the controlled or edited authenticity of Instagram users. On the one hand,
Instagrammers’ narratives are constructed to look as realistic as possible to gain
the approval of their followers. On the other hand, their narratives can be scrutinized
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and edited to ensure that they look coherent and meet the target audience’s
expectations. This adherence of Instagrammers to the cultural code of sincerity and
authenticity of their visual self-presentations, while maintaining their theatricality,
reveals one of the dominant moods of the metamodern structure of feeling.

| also emphasize that Instagram’s heterochronicity is its metamodern feature
that allows different temporal moments and regimes co-presenting each other.
Heterochronicity is manifested in the simultaneous coexistence of different modes of
time in Instagram narratives (such as chronos and kairos, timeless time, and time
sequence) and the simultaneous appearance of visual posts for different years.
This allows tracing the visual self-narration of Instagram users over time.

Future work can use this conceptual model to investigate what other features of
Instagram should be considered in a metamodern context. Issues of the (non-)class
structure of the Instagram community, the peculiarities and mutual conversions of
various forms of Instagrammers’ capital (cultural, social, symbolic, and economic)
deserve further study. The questions of intersubjectivity in the Instagram community
and the hermeneutic problem of multiple interpretations of Instagram users’ visual
practices in the context of psychoanalysis, phenomenology, and social archaeology
require additional attention.
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