
 

Notes on Instagram and Art 
 
 
Questions about the relation between Instagram and contemporary artistic practice can be addressed 

in several different yet interrelating ways. One way would be to observe, analyse and study, for 

instance, the platform’s interface design—disregarding the entire computational and algorithmic 

infrastructure that largely determines which content appears in the first place, if just for the sake of 

expediency. On this level of surface effects alone, an analogy can be detected between the clean, 

bland, one-size-fits-all, grid-like layout of an Instagram page and the modernist white cube as an 

exhibition space—the dominant framing, in museums, for both works of art and design pieces. But 

on closer inspection, it becomes clear that there is more than merely a formal resemblance here; 

both the white cube and Instagram are apparatuses of display that, by their semblance of neutrality, 

dissimulate not only their own ideological presuppositions, but also their own historicity and their 

embeddedness in political economy at large. In doing so, they also cause a certain neutralization of 

their objects of display. The nature of this neutralization, however, is different in both cases. In his 

1970 essay ‘The Function of the Museum’, artist Daniel Buren critically addresses three 

(interdependent) operations that, according to him, the museum performs: an aesthetic, an economic 

and a mystical function. The mystical function is described as follows: 

 

The Museum/Gallery instantly promotes to ‘Art’ status whatever it exhibits with conviction, 

i.e. habit, thus diverting in advance any attempt to question the foundations of art without 

taking into consideration  the place from which the question is put. The Museum (the 

Gallery) constitutes the mystical body of Art.i 

 

In other words, the museum and gallery solipsistically postulate that what they show as art is, 

indeed, art.  

Instagram, of course, is very different—so different, in fact, that another entryway into thinking 

about Instagram’s relation to artistic practice would be to question the relative absence of art on 

Instagram. In a way, of course, there is plenty of art to be seen on Instagram, an overabundance 

even: artists enthusiastically post pictures of their work, exhibition visitors upload sculpture-

featuring selfies, and nearly all art institutions and organizations happily use the platform for 

promotional purposes. However, when you begin to look for forms of artistic practice that are on 

Instagram in the sense that they employ the platform as their primary medium—as opposed to 

merely using it as a place to disseminate pictures representing works of art that essentially exist 
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elsewhere—yet are taken seriously by the art world, the amount of art on Instagram becomes 

conspicuously small indeed.ii There are good reasons for this: since Instagram does not possess the 

mystical function that Buren ascribed to the white cube, its neutralization is very different from that 

of the museum: rather than more or less effacing the heterogeneity of selected cultural objects by 

inserting ‘art’ as the lowest common denominator, Instagram levels the playing field again by re-

inserting these selected cultural objects into the mundane and everyday realities of food porn, 

#nofilter and catpics. As such, Instagram at least potentially undermines ‘art proper’—something to 

which we shall return later.  

Finally, yet another possibly productive way to examine the relation between Instagram and 

art would be to zoom out and, from a more macro perspective, pose questions about how the 

emergence of the online attention economy and of platform capitalism—Instagram is a prime 

example of both—have affected and are affecting the production, distribution and reception of 

contemporary art in general. The following notes concerning (respectively) Instagram’s temporality, 

the forms of attention it fosters, and its specific visuality, vacillate between these three levels of 

analysis, with the intention of articulating some basic insights that can help us to critically evaluate 

contemporary art’s connection to Instagram, and vice versa. 

 

Temporality 

 

If the temporality of Instagram wants to be overlooked, then it is certainly hiding in plain sight. 

Instagram alludes to notions concerning the instantaneity of communication and thus to the 

possibility (or perhaps the fantasy) of experiencing things directly, without any form of delay, 

suspension or interference. Like many other (social) media both online and offline, Instagram 

promises an experience of liveness.iii The notion of instantaneity and ideas concerning ‘instant’ 

communication play an interesting role in media theory. For instance, at a certain point in his 1983 

book Fatal Strategies, Jean Baudrillard writes: ‘Communication is too slow; it is an effect of 

slowness; it proceeds through contact and speech. The look is much faster; it is the medium of the 

media, the quickest. Everything must occur instantaneously.’iv 

 

 For good measure, let’s compare this with Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore’s 1967 

book The Medium is the Massage, where we read: 

 

Ours is a brand-new world of allatonceness. ‘Time’ has ceased, ‘space’ has vanished. We 

now live in a global village . . . a simultaneous happening. . . . We are back in acoustic 



 

space. We have begun again to structure the primordial feeling, the tribal emotions from 

which a few centuries of literacy divorced us. . . . At the high speeds of electric 

communication, purely visual means of apprehending the world are no longer possible; they 

are just too slow to be relevant or effective.v 

 

So in other words; Baudrillard asserts that it is ‘communication’ that is too slow, but for him, 

apparently, ‘communication’ does not seem to include anything visual—a definition that certainly 

exposes him as having been a good old-fashioned Gutenbergian after all. For McLuhan and Fiore, 

by contrast, it is precisely ‘purely visual means of apprehending the world’ that have become too 

slow and therefore outmoded. What both analyses rather emphatically agree on, however, is that 

when communication reaches a certain speed, we can no longer speak of media or mediation in any 

way that makes sense—temporality is literally suspended and obliterated, and supposedly 

everything always happens everywhere at once. There are serious problems with this diagnosis, of 

course; for one thing, they presume that media technologies are always and forever perfectly and 

smoothly operational; they have to disregard errors, failures and glitches. But precisely because 

they are so overly schematic and totalizing, both Baudrillard and McLuhan’s negentropic visions of 

an all-encompassing communicational grid that has seamlessly collapsed upon itself and within 

which (historical) time has ceased can be considered the theoretical counterparts, or predecessors, 

of the experience of liveness that Instagram purports to offer its users. Within the present context, 

we might add that Baudrillard’s assessment was perhaps more on-point here, as he chose to model 

his account of the collapse of temporality as a ‘barrier’ after the supposedly direct apprehension of 

images, the iridescence of optical perception that evidently also makes up Instagram’s 

instantaneity.vi After all, a picture says more than a thousand words—and perhaps it says more than 

140 characters, too. 

 And though all of this is merely suggested by the name of the platform, much of the 

platform’s usage conforms to this projected insta temporality; this goes both for the art world and 

for the rest of the world. If you are an artist, you may find that setting up a show can take time, and 

you probably do not want your followers to start thinking you might be on a break from art work—

imagine! Best to share those work-in-progress pics on a daily basis. Or, if you are a curator or 

gallerist doing some opening-hopping in a night on the town, you will want to have your phone 

handy at all times to keep all of your curator or gallerist friends updated on what you are seeing at 

all times—even if you are only seeing through the display of said phone. Make sure that people 

know that they saw that installation or that sculpture on your feed first. Essentially, whoever you are 

and whatever you may aspire to achieve in the art world, you will find that you can only benefit 



 

from reporting on whatever it is that you are doing, in real time. In other words, just keep people 

posted, make sure they know you are always ‘on’. And in case you are going for some added 

symbolic capital, consider throwing in a quote from Deleuze’s ‘Postscript on the Societies of 

Control’ as a caption. 

 

 

Attention 

 

Instagram’s temporality, then, is part and parcel of what media historian Jonathan Crary has 

described as the 24/7 experience facilitated—or imposed—by the Internet and its attention 

economy. He writes: ‘An attention economy dissolves the separation between the personal and 

professional, between entertainment and information, all overridden by a compulsory functionality 

of communication that is inherently and inescapably 24/7.’vii ‘The attention economy’ is the name 

for the situation in which information, content and indeed images are overabundant, but in which 

human attention becomes a scarce and therefore valuable good, one that can be quantified, 

abstracted and hence commodified with the aid of algorithmic tools of all sorts, tracking and 

counting clicks and ‘eyeball hang time’.viii The point, however, is not simply that Instagram is a 

giant receptacle or lure for the extraction and economic exploitation of attention. The more 

interesting observation is that the rise of Instagram and other so-called ‘Web 2.0’ platforms—

platforms that are interactive in the sense that users can participate ‘freely’ by uploading content, 

and that make money primarily through data mining— in a way generalizes the condition artists 

have found themselves in for quite a considerable time. For artists, attention was of course always 

scarce, something to be worked hard for—and even something to be struggled over, according to 

the neoliberal paradigm of competition that is increasingly dominant in the art world. Attention, 

whether it took the form of visitor numbers or that of ‘critical attention’—as in a review, any other 

sort of text, or any kind of public manifestation of interest by those who are supposed to know what 

is and what is not relevant—has long been implicated in the valorisation, economic or otherwise, of 

works of art (and, by extension, of cultural objects of all sorts). In the traditional market for 

painting, for instance, it was always a working hypothesis that ‘all that looking sticks to the canvas 

and increases its value’,ix even long before the technical possibility to measure and keep track of 

those looks existed in any form. Concomitant with this economic regime is a specific form of 

subjectivity that is perhaps best exemplified by the actually existing ideal type of the hyper-

exploited art intern who cannot afford to not appear hypermotivated at all times and is (quasi-

)forced into constant self-performance.x This kind of post-Fordist attentional subject—artist or 



 

not—makes the function of a platform like Instagram clear: if media are extensions of ourselves, 

then social media are extensions of our self-performances. 

 Sociologist Pascal Gielen has succinctly written in relation to the art scene that ‘it creates a 

Foucaultian panoptical décor for the visual control of seeing and being seen. If anything: whoever is 

not seen “on the scene” does not belong to the scene, and the scene which is not seen is a non-

scene.’xi For better or for worse, Instagram promises to make an artist out of everyone. And indeed, 

in a way it has managed to generalize what used to be more or less specific and limited to those 

involved with art; it has scattered and exploded that panoptical décor of control that is the art scene 

all over society. In accordance with the principles of liberalism, the marketplace of and for attention 

has been ‘democratized’, it now involves potentially everyone. 
 

 

Visuality 

 

Clearly, exposure, seeing and being seen are crucial within the attention economy, which is in large 

part an economy of visuality. If Instagram is part of a larger constellation of technologies and media 

that inaugurate, among many other things of course, the (increased) economization of the visual, 

then it should be worth wondering exactly what kind of seeing takes place on Instagram. As noted 

before, the attention economy is based on the premise that attention is limited and scarce, that it is a 

resource to be diligently managed. However, in the present conjuncture, attention and attentiveness 

are mostly managed to the benefit of capital and to the detriment of just about everything else—the 

often rather platitudinal complaints concerning the reduced attention spans of millenials, for 

instance, have their real basis in the attention economy. And so has Isabelle Stengers’ observation 

that we are in the process of forgetting the art of paying attention—that is to say, the cultivation of 

our capacities to pay attention, to think about what is urgent and how pressing it was to think about 

it in the first place.xii We all know: the attention economy can be a huge distraction. 

 This is particularly relevant to discussions concerning the relation between art and Instagram 

because art has been historically associated with, if not constituted by, a rather specific form of 

attentiveness that literature scholar Katherine Hayles termed ‘deep attention’.xiii Philosopher Peter 

Osborne pointed out that ‘the strictly transcendental timelessness of the model of “contemplative 

immersion”’xiv has always been ideologically posited as the only kind of reception suitable to art 

proper. By contrast, the way we usually watch—or rather, the way we usually scan—images on 

Instagram is more or less tantamount to what Walter Benjamin, already in the 1930s, called a 

‘reception in distraction’—largely without the manifestation of any of the politically emancipatory 



 

effects that Benjamin ascribed to it, however.xv According to Benjamin, such a reception in 

distraction by the masses would transform the general attitude towards culture, making it more 

progressive. Ultimately, it would erode the category of ‘art’ in its present—elitist—form. 

 There is a very real sense in which Instagram realizes such a reception in distraction. Among 

other things, this is proven by the observation that, despite the fact that it is mostly photographic 

images that are distributed and disseminated via Instagram, almost none of the theoretical models 

constructed in the course of the twentieth century to interpret and think about photographs—by 

Roland Barthes, for instance, or Susan Sontag—offer any kind of grip on the meaning of the vast 

majority of the images that circulate on Instagram. That is precisely because all of these theoretical 

models assume, explicitly or not, exactly the kind of ‘contemplative immersion’ of singular, 

isolated photographs that Instagram is very clearly not about. For one thing, on Instagram an image 

never appears alone—and this is another very important distinction with the white cube, which 

essentially wants to frame works of art as being autonomous, near-monadic entities. Lev Manovich 

has understood that, for thinking about Instagram photography, the feed as a whole needs to be 

taken as the object of analysis. (In doing so, he notes in a lot of popular feeds a strong adherence to 

a specific self-imposed structure and to certain rules, as well as a tendency to preserve a consistent 

style.xvi In other words, many of these feeds are carefully ‘curated’; yet another way in which 

Instagram generalizes practices that used to be more or less specific to the art world.) 

 It is more useful to think about images on Instagram in terms of political theorist Jodi 

Dean’s concept of secondary visuality. Secondary visuality, she writes, designates 

 

. . . the incorporation of images into mass practices of mediated social and personal 

communication. . . . Secondary visuality, or the primacy of the image in technologically 

mediated mass personal communication, is a key attribute of communicative capitalism. 

Rather than the privilege of top- down communication (broadcast media, advertising) or a 

means of expression confined to artists and professionals, visual communication is part of 

everyday communication in digital networks.xvii 

 

Secondary visuality is characterized, among other things, by the visual shifting from being an 

essentially elitist domain, policed by the artists and professionals she mentions, to being a popular 

practice. In other words, this shift is analogous to the aforementioned shift in modalities of 

attentiveness, of ways of seeing. If, traditionally, the photograph or the image in general was an 

object of deep, fixated contemplation, Instagram and similar platforms repurpose the image, mostly 

by foregrounding its communicative functionality. 



 

 This changed position, this increased communicative functionality of the image, can also 

begin to account for one of the most striking and conspicuous qualities of many images on 

Instagram—their generic quality. These images are generic not in the sense of the word that implies 

any kind of value judgement; ‘generic’, here, simply designates adherence to a particular genre, that 

is to say, to something like ‘an aesthetic “contract” between a cultural producer and a certain 

homogenous class or group public’.xviii Many Instagram images indeed do adhere to genre 

conventions—and in a way, hashtags could be seen as paratextual markers of images’ genre 

designations. This is why many of them can rightly be considered conformist images. Often, what is 

at stake is precisely not to be original, not to become an author, not to position yourself as a 

particularly unique and idiosyncratic subject potentially in touch with so-called genius—all things 

that, postmodernism and decades of critical debunking notwithstanding, are still the norm within the 

art world. Many—though of course not all—Instagram images are mundane and banal, they don’t 

testify to any sort of distinctive ‘taste’. Such notions, ultimately, are reactionary in the face of many 

common usages of Instagram, where the point is simply to get the point across—and quite often the 

point is simply communicativity and sociability itself. 

 

 

 

In that sense, many of Instagram’s characteristic qualities and effects that have been addressed 

critically here can also be assessed positively, as indicators of the populist potential—in a non-

pejorative sense—that Instagram also possesses. It is important, in other words, to think about 

platforms like Instagram dialectically, as Jodi Dean (to some extent) proposes to do. It is true, of 

course, that Instagram, as an example of platform capitalism, depends on the participation of the 

many for the economic benefit of the very, very few. As long as this is the case, and as long as the 

rights of these few are gregariously protected by the terms and conditions that we do not even 

bother to read (since we know that whether or not we read them changes nothing about the fact that 

we cannot do anything to change them), any form of community on Instagram cannot be any more 

than what Debord would call a ‘pseudo-community of the commodity’. Masses are mobilized on 

Instagram, but in an extremely fractured, individualized and uncritical way that, for the most part, 

seems far removed from any remotely emancipatory effects. Nonetheless, it should also be noted 

that in the kind of theorization of media that coins terms like ‘the attention economy’ or ‘the 

spectacle’, there is a tendency to over-totalize. Such totalizations are useful on one level of 

analysis—unless you would want to assert that there is no one unifying logic at work in Instagram, 

that it consists entirely of heterogeneous elements and practices and is not at all driven by a totality 



 

that you would then have to call capitalism. On another level of analysis, however, it is important to 

be wary of the fact that Instagram is ‘a circuit of power that can be uniform and seamless as a 

macrophenomenon, but that is broken, diversified, and never fully controllable in its local usage.’xix 

That is to say, it is a totality, but like all totalities it is also open to being jammed, re-appropriated 

and subverted in significant ways—which means that it is up to us to envision this and bring it into 

practice. 

 I have also argued that the kind of attentiveness that Instagram fosters is antithetical to what 

we are used to considering as ‘art’. I also suggested that Instagram is potentially dangerous for art in 

that it eclipses the selective (and hence exclusive) mechanisms that constitute art by setting it apart 

as a separate and more or less autonomous sphere, not only within life but also within the field of 

culture at large, a sphere that is thoroughly mystified (to return to Buren) and the borders of which 

are diligently maintained by all kinds of experts representing the cultural elite, from artists 

themselves to all manner of other professionals. This elite very much includes people like myself, 

as was probably already more than clear from the fact that I have not always managed to avoid 

describing Instagram practices in a derisive tone here. Nonetheless, it is worthwhile to take the 

movement of Jodi Dean’s argument seriously and to posit that what we see on Instagram 

prefigures—albeit in a perverse form that is, in actuality, at the service of capital—what certain 

aspects of a popular culture in the true sense of the word could look like. 

 Finally, I should mention here that I have discussed the relation between Instagram and 

artistic practice in homogenizing, universalist terms, while in actuality many of my points only hold 

true in a very small part of the world, a part that nonetheless prides itself on thinking it can speak 

for the world as a whole: the West. This is a kind of thinking that is deeply flawed, yet that is 

reproduced throughout much of this text. It is therefore important to note that Instagram, like the 

Internet as a whole, is a globalizing yet never fully globalized force. This means that there are 

significant differences, geographically, in how certain media or certain platforms operate, how they 

are used, and what sort of cultural significance they are given. It is extremely important, yet beyond 

the scope of this small essay, to be sensitive to and thoughtful of these differences. I stress this 

because the aforementioned jams, re-appropriations and subversions will most likely have to be 

localized and culturally specific interventions. It seems likely that the most interesting and effective 

ones will precisely not come from the West.xx Furthermore, regarding Instagram’s relation to the art 

world in particular, it is clear that many elements of my critique here do not apply in those places 

where ‘the art world’ as it is discussed here simply does not exist. In such contexts, the anti-elitist 

aspects of the platform discussed here are especially pertinent. In such a context Instagram is often 

already emancipatory—so not only in ‘potentiality’, but in actuality. The primacy of economic 



 

relations of production notwithstanding; the fact that it is a platform can become appreciably more 

important than the fact that it is platform capitalism as soon as it allows certain artists and cultural 

producers to bypass the mechanisms that disproportionately exclude and underrepresent them. 
 

This text is a reworked version of a talk given at Het Nieuwe Instituut on September 21, 2017. 
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