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Abstract
Recent scholarship into the uses of social media has opened up productive ways 
of thinking about the dynamic relationship between user-generated content and 
new forms of sociality and social practice. However, compared with Twitter and 
Facebook, the photo- and video-sharing platform Instagram has received relatively 
little scholarly attention. Instagram is only the latest in a complex media history that 
has shaped a range of social practices, including graffiti and street art. This article 
considers the relationship between street art, graffiti, and mobile digital technologies, 
in particular the ways in which the production and consumption of forms of street 
art and graffiti are increasingly shaped by the architectures, protocols, and uses of 
Instagram. Beyond thinking conceptually about how Instagram is reshaping these 
practices, it also considers some analytic strategies for Instagram research that can 
illuminate this emerging and dynamic relationship. We also suggest that thinking 
of Instagram simply as another tool obscures both the complex issues of using 
Instagram metadata for research (privacy, the definition of publication, intellectual 
property, archiving, and conservation) and they ways in which the platform itself is in 
no way distinct from the cultural formations to which it promises access.
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Introduction

In early 2015, former Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott took a swipe at the 
Australian media and the attention it pays to activity on social media in particular, by 
dismissively declaring that ‘social media is kinda like electronic graffiti […] you 
wouldn’t report what’s sprayed up on the walls of buildings’ (Battersby, 2015). Aside 
from displaying an ignorance of high-profile street artists such as Banksy – whose sten-
cils on the walls of buildings around the world, including Australia, have attracted intense 
media attention – Abbott’s statement somewhat predictably prompted a flurry of social 
media activity, producing media circuits that immediately undercut his original remark. 
By that afternoon, the #electronicgraffiti hashtag began to appear on Twitter and later 
Instagram, showing a faked spray-painted stencil of Abbott and the Instagram ideograms 
indicating ‘zero likes, zero comments, zero new friends’. Even the conservative press 
saw Abbott’s comments as a further ‘political blindspot’ and the episode was a turning 
point in his political career (Day, 2015). Within a year, he was replaced as Prime Minister 
by Malcolm Turnbull, an avid social media user who had made large profits from invest-
ments in Australian Internet companies.

Rather than considering the relevance or value of either graffiti or social media to political 
discourse, this article takes up Abbott’s broader contention, implicit in the notion of ‘elec-
tronic graffiti’, that there are strong continuities between graffiti and social media forms. In 
particular, it examines the relationship between street art, graffiti, and digital technologies and 
the ways in which the production and consumption of forms of street art and graffiti are 
increasingly shaped by the architecture and uses of the social media platform Instagram.

Compared with the ‘disproportionate attention’ given to the text-based microblogging 
platform Twitter (Tufekci, 2014), and a growing focus in social media analysis on what 
Burgess, Galloway and Sauter call ‘hashtag studies’ (Burgess, Galloway and Sauter, 2015: 
62), Instagram has only recently begun to attract scholarly attention (Fallon, 2014; Highfield 
and Leaver, 2015; Hochman and Manovich, 2013; Hu et al., 2014; Manovich, 2016). First 
launched in 2010 as a modest mobile photo-sharing application for Apple’s iPhone, allow-
ing iPhone users to use the camera function to capture images in the square format of 
Polaroid film and add a range of filters that could mimic vintage photographs, Instagram has 
grown to become among the most-used social media platforms. Following its sale to 
Facebook for reportedly US$1 billion in cash and shares, Instagram reached 500 million 
users in June 2016.

Graffiti writers and street artists have enthusiastically taken to Instagram and incorporated 
it into their everyday practice, both for its aesthetic appeal and as a means of documenting, 
sharing, and distributing images of their work. In July 2014, the Instagram handle @
Instagrafite, an account documenting street art around the globe, topped one million follow-
ers, while by 2016, the world’s most well-known street artists – Banksy, JR, Os Gemeos, and 
Shepard Fairey – each have in excess of 750,000 followers. Other street artists have responded 
directly to the format and possibilities of Instagram in their practice, such as Australian street 
artist Lush (@Lushsux), who makes work including murals, models, and videos specifically 
for the Instagram format, as well as using it to interact with his audience.

Even as digital technologies challenge the previously primary experience of street art 
– a direct encounter of an artwork made or found in a specific urban site – they also 
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dramatically expand the audiences and exchanges of street art. However, far from being 
simply a platform for the display of artworks, this article argues that Instagram is funda-
mentally reshaping the practices, aesthetics, and consumption of graffiti and street art. This 
reshaping is part of two broader trends: the transformation of street art by digital media in 
general and social media in particular, and the ways in which our experiences and interac-
tion with urban spaces is shifting in the age of the ‘media city’ (McQuire, 2008).

The attention paid to Twitter compared with Instagram is perhaps due in part to differ-
ences in their architecture (Highfield and Leaver, 2015). Unlike other social media plat-
forms such as Twitter, where posts include a range of data, it is more difficult for general 
users to extract data from individual Instagram posts or user accounts. There is a ten-
dency in the growing body of scholarship on social media to focus analysis on the most 
easily available forms of data (e.g. using visual text analytics programs to analyze the 
contents of comments and hashtags, rather than investigating the primary visual content 
of Instagram posts). Through access to the Twitter Application Programming Interface 
(API), it is relatively simple to ‘scrape’ large amounts of Twitter data to analyze. This is 
despite methodological challenges in accounting for and verifying the quality of a par-
ticular data set (boyd and Crawford, 2012) and a lack of standardized approaches to 
Twitter analysis by cultural researchers (Bruns and Stieglitz, 2013).

Despite Tufekci’s (2014: 505) concern that focus on individual digital applications 
‘overlook the wider social ecology of interaction and diffusion’ and that any analysis 
must pay attention to the ‘integrated ecology’ across various platforms, we argue it is 
useful to consider in detail the specific protocols and possibilities afforded by Instagram 
as a platform. Thus, this article outlines a research agenda that would examine the rela-
tionship between street art, graffiti, and Instagram, specifically some potential forms of 
analysis that would examine how the architecture, protocols, and uses of Instagram are 
shaping street art and graffiti. The architecture of Instagram opens up productive possi-
bilities for research into street art, providing a massive set of data, images, expressions 
of taste, and affiliation through which to understand it. As well as illuminating aspects of 
how interest in street art is structured and organized, this research can also contribute to 
an understanding of Instagram itself, and possible research strategies within the emerg-
ing digital humanities. The article is in two parts: the first outlines the relationship 
between graffiti, street art, and digital media, then turns to the specific ‘platform ver-
naculars’ of Instagram (Gibbs et al., 2014: 257). Part 2 provides an overview of a range 
of analytical strategies that Instagram enables in relation to graffiti and street art.

Part 1: an overview of graffiti, street art and Instagram

The terms graffiti and street art refer to two closely related cultural forms, at times seem-
ingly distinct and other times used interchangeably. Definitions of these forms can also 
shift to the degree that each can become a subcategory of the other (MacDowall, 2013). 
While there can be significant differences in the motivations, aesthetics, social practices, 
and modes of evaluation between the two forms, they also share common sites, materi-
als, and audiences, with many key artists working across and between graffiti and street 
art (MacDowall, 2013). The stakes in the relationship between these forms can also shift, 
with local governments often reinforcing a strong division between the obtuse and messy 
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letter-based graffiti tagging and more colorful, figurative, and popular forms of street art. 
A major division between graffiti and street art continues to be the degree of illegality 
and likelihood of prosecution although this division cannot be simply mapped onto the 
two categories (Kramer, 2010). There is a history of both collaboration and antagonism 
between graffiti writers and street artists.

In this study, graffiti and street art are theorized in relation to each other, as there are 
significant overlaps between the two spheres. For example, New York-based Martha 
Cooper is one of the most popular and influential documenters of street culture and con-
tinues to be a prolific photographer of both graffiti and street art worldwide on Instagram. 
Traveling extensively, Cooper’s Instagram feed (@marthacoopergram) includes a range 
of photographs that she describes as ‘a mix of graff, street art, hip hop & everyday life’. 
Alongside accounts of artists and writers showcasing their work, Instagram has built on 
the role of the graffiti documenter pioneered by Cooper, stimulating the place of informal 
and semiprofessional documenters of graffiti and street art, who now number among the 
most followed accounts in this field (MacDowall, 2016).

Graffiti and street art as forms of media

The history of graffiti is also the history of its relationship with various forms of visual 
media (Austin, 1996), from the photography of Martha Cooper and Henry Chalfant to 
films such as Style Wars (Silver, 1983), ’zines such as International Graffiti Times, video 
magazines such as VideoGraf Productions, and early web archives, such as Art Crimes. 
The emergence of forms of street art in the 1990s is also tied to ’zines, books, websites, and 
Internet discussion boards and both graffiti and street art have been transformed by the rise 
of Web 2.0 and social media platforms (MacDowall, 2008). Ivor Miller (2002) has argued 
that graffiti functions as a network of information, a kind of proto-Internet, while in his 
book Digital Detroit, Jeff Rice (2012) considers the connection between forms of street 
tagging tied to the industrial infrastructure of the city and the emergence of digital tagging, 
which provided the digital architecture for hashtagging, a key feature of user-generated and 
user-organized Internet content.

The circulation and adoption of new genres, styles, and practices of graffiti and street 
art are increasingly connected to innovative uses of social media, including Instagram. 
While graffiti and street art are still mostly dependent on the backdrop of industrial urban 
settings, the aura of the materiality of the act of painting, and the primacy of the immedi-
ate local environment, they are increasingly produced as digital objects for digital audi-
ences. Due to their ephemerality or location, many instances of graffiti and street art will 
have a longer life and a larger audience as a digital object. It is not simply that digital 
platforms provide a secondary space in which graffiti and street art can be viewed, but 
that the life of a piece of street art is designed to solicit digital audiences and be experi-
enced through digital media. A good example of this is the emergence of ‘GIF-iti’, a 
hybrid of street art and Internet art pioneered by international street artist INSA (@
insa_gram). GIF-iti is made by photographing stages of typically large-scale murals 
deliberately designed with multiple layers, drawing inspiration from the process of stop-
motion animation, and then turning the resulting sequence it into an animated Graphics 
Interchange Format (GIF) to be posted and viewed online. Since the introduction of a 
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video upload function, many of these animations can be viewed via the hashtag #gifiti, 
or with the specially designed GIF-iti mobile app.

The ubiquity of location-based media such as camera phones, and popularity of apps 
such as Instagram, means that experiences and images of ‘the street’ are increasingly 
imbricated with the digital platforms that produce them. Recent research has considered 
the place of the ‘street’ in ‘street art’, including attempts to define the qualities of the street 
and public space with which street art forms engage (Riggle, 2010). Clearly, any artwork 
placed in a street does not necessarily constitute street art, as street art derives much of its 
meaning and critical force from its interaction with people, urban contexts, and expecta-
tions about the mechanics of public space (Riggle, 2010). In the wake of the Arab Spring, 
in which graffiti and street art were highly visible, Saskia Sassen (2011) has argued that 
‘the street’ now exists as a global space for political protest, a long way from its historical 
roots in the gentile 19th-century models of the boulevard or piazza. In a broader vein, we 
can consider the place of the street in the emergence of graffiti culture as a radicalized 
space in which marginalized youth battle for recognition (Chang, 2005). The reshaping of 
graffiti and street art by digital media requires that notions of the street be also expanded 
to include the now complex interplay between the users and architecture of urban spaces 
and digital platforms (Indaco and Manovich, in press).

Architectures of Instagram

Gibbs et al. (2014) use the term platform vernacular to describe the distinct combination of 
‘styles, grammars and logics’ that constitute a social media platform’s ‘genre of communi-
cation’ (p. 257). Their concept not only extends Jean Burgess’ (2006) notion of ‘vernacular 
creativity’ – forms of cultural participation, self-representation, and creativity that use eve-
ryday communicative means – but also makes reference to the architectures and affordances 
of digital platforms more broadly (p. 204). Platform vernaculars for these authors fall into 
two categories: those that are not necessarily specific to a particular platform and those 
more intimately tied to use or function within the social media platform itself.

Instagram’s platform vernaculars include its image format – specifically, its square-
framed, low-resolution images; its distinct use of vintage-style filters; its image feed or pho-
tostream; and the use of hashtags (appropriated from Twitter). The affordances and qualities 
of each are described below along with their adoption and use by graffiti and street artists.

Image format: square-frame, low-resolution, filters. Instagram’s low-resolution, square-
frame format images are both an artifact and a refashioning of properties found in the 
two communications technologies that inspire its name: the Kodak Instamatic camera 
and the telegram. These histories have fed into its now signature aesthetic and stylistic 
conventions, and – like all platform vernaculars – are creatively repurposed through 
circuits of ongoing use, adaptation, and interplay between the platform and its users 
(Gibbs et al., 2014: 257). Kodak first developed its square image format, point-and-shoot 
Instamatic camera in the early 1960s. Its ease-of-use and relatively low cost helped spark 
its popularity and the rise of what Chalfen (1987) described as ‘Kodak culture’, where 
images of daily life came to be circulated and shared among networks of friends and 
family in photo albums, home movies, and slideshows. The simultaneous domestication 
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of photography and aestheticization of everyday life, which the Instamatic and instant 
cameras like the Polaroid exemplify, are also found in the architectures and affordances 
of Instagram. Historically, the telegram was a technology that allowed for the immediate 
relay of communications over long distances, compressing both spatial and temporal 
dimensions and often described as a proto-Internet (Taylor, 2014: 22). The rise of social 
media has normalized this spatio-temporal compression, yet the immediacy and intimacy 
of the Instagram platform deliberately connect to this tradition, as well as capitalize on 
the cultural legacy and nostalgia of the telegram as a communication technology.

Yet the square format of Instagram can also pose challenges for the framing of murals 
and pieces that have been produced in situ, as their dimensions and form often respond 
to the site-specific contours of the landscape, or the available wall space. The lack of a 
conventional or standardized format for a piece of graffiti or street art, and its placement 
in the physical landscape, often make it difficult to capture the whole work within the 
tightly confined walls of a square frame. But this restriction has also prompted innova-
tive responses that sometimes directly address these conditions of constraint: one graffiti 
writer, Mayo (@mayonaize), comments on a post of three artists working on a long wall 
in Tokyo, ‘Instagram format doesn’t do this wall any justice’, drawing attention to this 
very problem. The introduction of a video function to the Instagram app in 2013 – which 
allows users to upload 15-second video clips – goes some way to mitigating the aspect 
ratio constraints of the square image, allowing for an image to be panned across, for 
instance. Other strategies used by graffiti writers and others to negotiate the square for-
mat include using collages that split the square into two rectangles, rotating images so 
they are oriented along the diagonal hypotenuse of the square or posting three, six, or 
nine segments of the image that are then reassembled in Instagram’s grid view, which is 
designed to show small thumbnail images of a user’s account. The square format has also 
drawn attention to the often-ignored space above traditional graffiti pieces on a wall, an 
area that is usually demarcated by a writer’s limit of reach. A number of graffiti writers 
have begun to paint pieces to fill this elevated space, ensuring their artwork will be repro-
duced parasitically with any square-framed image of the ground-level piece below.

Perhaps the most visually distinctive feature of Instagram’s platform vernaculars is its 
vintage-inspired preset filters that mimic the washed-out, dreamy aesthetic and mood of 
analogue photography, as well as the hyper-saturated contrast of super-8 moving image 
film. Both extremes can conjure what Patricia Gill (1997) calls ‘technostaligia’, which, 
she argues, ‘grants the reestablishment of homey virtues in a blighted world, sanguinely 
celebrating the force of the human spirit in increasingly mechanistic surroundings’; a 
nostalgic disavowal of potential future (or present) catastrophe. Whether this is true in 
relation to images of graffiti and street art on Instagram, filters function in a complex and 
sophisticated way. For instance, filters that increase color contrast and saturation cer-
tainly increase the visual impact of a piece online, but they also connect to a history of 
working with the materials and elements: color, contrast, saturation, line, framing, and so 
forth that these filters replicate or intensify. It would be interesting to examine whether 
there is a distinction in the use (or nonuse) and choice of image filters between images 
that graffiti writers and street artists upload of their own work, and images taken by gen-
eral users of work not made by them. However, recent updates of the Instagram app have 
reduced the centrality of filters within the architecture in response to patterns of use 
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– from the late 2015 updates they are less prominent within the architecture compared 
with earlier versions of the application.

Image feeds and photostreams. Unlike earlier photo-sharing platforms such as Flickr, Ins-
tagram was conceived in a ‘post-Facebook, post-iPhone moment’ (Fallon, 2014: 57) and 
is specifically optimized for use on mobile devices. Instead of images traveling from 
camera to computer to desktop website, as the functionality of early photo-sharing sites 
necessitated, Fallon notes that Instagram images are generated, edited, uploaded, and 
shared directly on a mobile phone. While Instagram has been wildly popular with the 
general public, it has been particularly so with graffiti writers and street artists, partly 
because of these specifics – the act of creation, reproduction, and publication can happen 
in the street, in real time. In addition to the appeal of location-based media in generating, 
documenting, and sharing such images, the nature of Instagram’s feed also adds to the 
visceral experience of viewing works of graffiti and street art online.

Unlike Twitter or Facebook, which each use computer-generated algorithms to sort, 
filter, and curate the feed that appears on a user’s home page, Instagram’s photostream 
appears as a sequence of chronologically organized images, based on who a user is follow-
ing.1 Posts often appear as fleeting digital objects in a continually updated visual flow: It is 
difficult to extract comments (except as screenshots), posts are given relative dates (e.g., 17 
weeks ago) rather than fixed dates, and users can delete posts at any time. The feed and the 
option to ‘like’ a post (via a button or a shortcut in which the user ‘double taps’ the image) 
combine to produce images that are largely viewed for their immediate visual impact on a 
distracted viewer rather than as an object for careful consideration or analysis. The double-
tap response, a shortcut for adding a ‘like’ to an image, also generates immediate, instinc-
tual responses that aggregate as simple totals, rather than qualitative responses.

Unlike in other platforms, the Instagram feed images do not link to a more detailed 
version. Rather, they are made primarily to view and share on a mobile device. Their 
quality is invariably determined by the default quality of a camera-phone image although 
camera-phone technology and image resolution have significantly improved since 
Instagram was first released. As with the low-resolution clips of YouTube, the low qual-
ity of Instagram images, coupled with the square format (which often leads to details 
from other formats being cropped), is an essential aspect of the platform, generating a 
two-tier economy in which low-res images can be shared, while maintaining the value of 
high resolution reproductions of work although, again, the image resolution has increased 
in recent Instagram updates. The low resolution of Instagram images, coupled with the 
use of lens filters such as tilt shift, which further obscure the images detail, have fueled 
a trend in which graffiti writers post images of mocked-up train graffiti, either generated 
through programs such as Photoshop or painted on model train carriages. The #graffitiv-
ideo tag has opened a new space to both document graffiti and street art as it is being 
produced (panning across a long piece or tag, for example, to capture the whole work) 
and to produce pieces specifically for direct consumption online.

In their analysis of the Instagram architecture, Hochman and Manovich (2013) stress 
the ‘congruent operation’ of the many elements of the platform as key to its adoption. 
That is, the Instagram platform produces the appearance of a relatively open design, 
which allows multiple points of entry into user’s posts, from access to specific accounts, 
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to searching specific themes via hashtags, to algorithmic referral based on prior likes or 
follows, to unstructured meandering ‘by hand’ through the network (e.g., by browsing 
the followers of another account). Taken together, the combination of Instagram’s plat-
form vernaculars – its low-resolution images, square format, vintage-inspired filters, the 
feed, and the use of hashtags – favor particular types of images and certain modes of 
distracted or instinctual viewership. In this, the format reflects a move to a visual culture 
in which the text is further subjugated to the image. An Instagram image now has its own 
signature look and the smooth passage of images of the Instagram feed that can be flicked 
through like a photo album, connecting back not only to the features of Chalfen’s (1987) 
Kodak culture, but also to the social history of graffiti itself. The result is a ‘wild archive’ 
(Cianci and Schutt, 2014) of fleeting, repeating, self-organizing yet impermanent images, 
in some ways a variation on the traditional graffiti ‘piece book’ (MacGillivray and 
Curwen, 2007) that can be shared with less experienced writers to learn new techniques 
and skills. A graffiti writer’s piece book traditionally contains sketches and ideas for tags, 
whereas a writer’s Instagram feed generally consists of images of finished pieces rather 
than works in progress. However, this sharing on social media of a writer’s work gives it 
a second life in which images circulate among a community of interest who can provide 
immediate feedback and comment. Turning a phone on its the side and flicking through 
the feed of images is reminiscent of watching graffiti pass from a train window, a 
reminder that graffiti, like alphabets and trains, has its roots in forms designed to be hori-
zontally mobile and to have instantaneous visual impact.

Part 2: Instagram methodologies

Given the complex ways in which graffiti and street art are being shaped by Instagram and 
the possibilities suggested by the large and rich amounts of data generated, what method-
ologies are available and appropriate? Beyond thinking conceptually about how Instagram 
is shaping the production and consumption of graffiti and street art, the architecture of 
Instagram makes possible a range of analytic strategies. These include the following:

•• A quantitative analysis of data, such as the numbers of followers and likes of graf-
fiti writers and street artists;

•• An analysis of explicit references to Instagram in graffiti and street art, including 
artists whose work directly addresses Instagram as a platform;

•• An analysis of uptake and popularity of social media hashtags; and
•• Media ethnography of the specific ways in which artists use or understand the 

Instagram platform, matching interviews with patterns of use.

In addition to these broad strategies, more complex forms of data analysis such as a net-
work mapping, multiple correspondence analysis, population research (e.g., comparative 
analysis of populations of followers) and trends over time are also possible (Honig &  
MacDowall, 2016).

Our consideration of possible methods is grouped in three areas: Instagram on the 
streets, that begins with direct references and responses to the platform in the practices 
of artists; the streets on Instagram, that examines how practices are represented within 
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the platform; and third, the interaction between these two categories via ‘tagging’ (as 
both a hashtag strategy and an informal urban economy of mark-making).

In general, we argue for the need to consider the ways the architecture shapes and 
directs practices alongside the multiple ‘cultures of Instagram’, the way in which plat-
form vernaculars become embedded in larger shared and ongoing processes of meaning. 
Even within the field of graffiti and street art accounts, these diverse ‘cultures’ are visi-
ble, with accounts varying from solemn archivists and train-chasing obsessives to every-
day taggers, celebrity huggers, and professional meme-generators.

Like Internet research generally, Instagram scholarship has tended to focus on exam-
ples from the United States or, at least, Western countries, even though in reaching the 
400 million user milestone in 2015, the Instagram company was quick to point to its 
global nature, with three quarters of users living outside the United States and strong 
growth in countries such Brazil, Japan, and Indonesia (Instagram, 2015) As a global 
practice, Instagram research needs to be aware of this bias, while also charting many 
changes undergone by the Instagram platform from its early ‘classic’ architecture inspired 
by cofounder Kevin Systrom’s commitment to ‘minimum viable products’ to the 
Facebook-acquired behemoth driven by mass user behavior and the demands of advertis-
ers and shareholders. Key elements of this platform history include version updates, 
shifts in users and content, and also shifts in the context of Instagram, for example, the 
relative value of followers differing across time, as well as the way in which posts, either 
controversial or everyday, can be deleted. Instagram researchers are increasingly aware 
of the value of gathering screenshots of key posts and images, while managing ethical, 
privacy, and Terms of Use considerations (Highfield and Leaver, 2015).

Instagram on the streets

Graffiti and street art now include routine references to social media, including Instagram. 
The interconnected practice of using mobile photography and social media aesthetics in 
the production and consumption of graffiti and street art also suggests that contemporary 
writers have a sophisticated understanding of how images on Instagram can be put to 
work. Common references to social media include the use of web addresses and emails to 
solicit further contact from and interaction with audiences, as well as hashtags and broader 
references to social media, often critiquing the effects of blogging and ubiquitous photog-
raphy on the production of graffiti and, to a lesser extent, street art. Direct references to 
Instagram are also increasingly common and demonstrate the platform’s influence on the 
production and consumption of graffiti and street art, such as a recent train panel with the 
slogan ‘I’d Double Tap That!!’, a reference to the Instagram shortcut of ‘double-tapping’ 
an image to record a ‘like’ (Figure 1). This incorporation of the lexicon of social media 
into such works also reshapes the formal and aesthetic qualities of graffiti and street art. 
This reflexive aesthetic increases the potential for images to circulate as a valuable form 
of social currency when shared with followers and peers via Instagram.

Among a number of artists responding directly to the Instagram platform, Melbourne-
based graffiti writer Lush (@Lushsux on Instagram) has developed a sophisticated, 
ironic, and interactive practice that spans animation, performance, sculpture, cartooning, 
and traditional tagging and bombing. His work also comments on processes of 
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commercialization and commodification, on the aesthetic and political line between 
graffiti and street art. In particular, Lush’s work makes creative use of the multiple ways 
that social tagging can function, in the context of both graffiti and social media.

In a recent piece, Lush restaged the experience of being ‘capped’2 by posting an image 
of his tag LUSH that includes the provocation ‘pay to CAP me’ and ‘your name here’ on 
either side of the moniker (Figure 2). In the social codes and protocols of street graffiti, 
writing over someone else’s tag is considered offensive or a sign of disrespect 
(MacGillivray and Curwen, 2007: 361). The image was posted to Instagram with a mes-
sage that invited followers to pay to cap him and the promise that the results will be 
posted back on his Instagram feed. The resulting image, posted a few days later, shows a 
colorful layering of new tags written over the original Lush tag (Figure 3).

Lush tactically orients his piece toward social media, remediating it through a call out 
to followers, which then builds another layer of meaning (and social value) to the piece. 
In another comment, he asks his followers to repost his latest work by incorporating 
‘regram me’ into the tag posted in his feed so that followers will screenshot his work and 
mention it in their feeds thus circulating his work to a wider audience and securing a 
broader online presence. Unlike Twitter’s automatic retweet function, the architecture of 
Instagram makes reposting a manual act by taking a screenshot and reposting the image 
back into your feed, making the action a more deliberate one.

Lush regularly uses standard tagging nomenclature in the tagging of his works includ-
ing #graff #graffiti #graffiti #graffitiart #graffitiartist #graffitiwriters #streetart #urba-
nart and #urbanartist. These terms, variations on graffiti and urban art practices, have an 
important indexical function but reveal little about the content of the works themselves 
or the larger context they are produced in. However, #lush and #lushsux function in a 
more complex way as they move between online and offline contexts as both graffiti tag 

Figure 1. Train graffiti in Melbourne, Australia with slogan ‘I’d Double Tap That!!’, December 
2013 (Photo: Lachlan MacDowall).
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and social media hashtag, giving it a second life when it is stripped of its color and font 
as moniker and added in a standardized way following the # symbol. It becomes a differ-
ent kind of traveling tag as it circulates in the ‘hashtag economy’ (Solis, 2011) of the 
social media space – the Instagram hashtag #lushsux is attached to the graffiti tag lush, 
intensifying its signification and increasing the visibility of his work. This hashtag econ-
omy is one where ‘revolving markets with varying lifespans [are] determined by the 
significance of the conversation and its continuously fleeting demand’ (Solis, 2011). The 
hashtag economy for high-profile graffiti writers is a potentially lucrative one: Lush 
tactically navigates the values and uses of the medium for his own ends and often makes 
limited reproductions of his work for sale. As Moody points out, ‘The conditions of late 
capitalism have made it possible for street and graffiti artists to work seamlessly with the 
corporate interests they have traditionally been in opposition to’ (Moody, 2014: 25). Like 
other graffiti writers for whom Instagram has become integral to the production and 
distribution of their work, Lush deliberately connects his online and offline practices to 
the production of social and monetary value.

The streets on Instagram

While the rise of Instagram is often characterized as part of a shift from textual to visual 
media, in fact it promotes both visual and numerical economies above the textual. The 

Figure 2. Part 1 of Lush’s ‘Pay to Cap Me, Your Name Here’ piece. Image source: @lushsux 
on Instagram.
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prominence given to quantification, in particular the number of followers of accounts, makes 
it a logical starting point for analysis. Previous attempts to rank the popularity of individual 
artists in different cities include the currently defunct Grafrank program devised by Jake 
Dobkin, which used geo-tagged Flickr data, while Hochmann, Manovich, and Yazdani have 
mapped Banksy’s artworks in New York, using a system that combines data from hashtags 
with a mapping of large numbers of images, simplifying their hues and tones to numerical 
values (Hochman et al., 2014). This mapping, along with other such works as the ‘Phototrails’ 
project produced by him and his colleagues, is an innovative attempt to process and visual-
ize large amounts of visual data (Manovich, 2016; MacDowall, 2016).

However, Instagram rankings do not offer simple or direct measures of the popularity 
of an artist or his or her work. For example, images of the work may circulate directly 
from users, independent of an artist’s account. In the most prominent example, the U.K. 
street artist Banksy’s @banksyny Instagram account records only work made during a 
1-month self-proclaimed residency in New York in October 2013. Despite there being 
only 34 images posted, this account boasted over 23,000 followers in 2015 before it was 
deleted. In contrast, images tagged with #banksy (804,111 uses by 14 July 2016) reflects 
the broad popularity of his work, and the extent to which artworks attributed to him are 
recognized and tagged by a global audience.

These rankings are based on a sample of major accounts and lists of artists, but the list 
is not exhaustive. Further analysis is needed to determine the meaning of the rankings 
and the value of this approach, including the mechanics of how and when followers are 

Figure 3. Part 2 of Lush’s ‘Pay to Cap Me, Your Name Here’ piece (2014). Image source: @
lushsux on Instagram.
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generated and a mapping of the number of ‘likes’ of individual posts. For example, it 
would also be productive to map the extent to which followers are shared among this list. 
The quantitative analysis of graffiti and street art is examined in more detail in MacDowall 
(2016), which includes a ranking of the top 100 most followed graffiti and street art 
accounts and a detailed discussion of the caveats of this method.

With the pull of Big Data, there is a temptation to get caught up in the deluge of digital 
traces that social media produce, both through user-generated content and complex com-
putational algorithms that form the architecture of sites like Twitter, Facebook, and 
Instagram. But as boyd and Crawford (2012) remind us, ‘research insights can be found 
at any level, including at very modest scales’ (boyd and Crawford, 2012: 670). As Postill 
and Pink (2012) found in their study of social media and activism, large data sets can be 
useful to provide context or background, but are not always suited to every research 
question. In their case, they found social media ethnography allowed them to follow the 
relationship between activist practices and social media through a ‘messy web’ of online 
and offline connections (Postill and Pink, 2012: 125). In a similar way, in her analysis of 
Twitter hashtags active during the Arab Spring uprisings, Tufekci (2014) used online 
ethnography to ground reveal the ways that some activists tactically used social media so 
as to be invisible to metadata analysis. She found that some Turkish and Egyptian users 
intentionally altered or manipulated their ‘visibility to machine algorithms’. Tufekci’s 
analysis reveals two important insights relevant to research on street art and Instagram: 
Certain social practices are invisible or overlooked when analyzed purely on the level of 
metadata; a small-scale, intimate approach can uncover the tactical and deliberate ways 
users mediate their online relationships according to a particular politics of tagging.

Within the constraints of the Instagram architecture, individuals make use of the plat-
form in a variety of ways, with users often having an identifiable rhythm to their posts 
within the feed. Aspects of this rhythm include the number, sequence timing, content of 
posts, and use of hashtags. Some idiosyncratic patterns of use among graffiti writers and 
street artists includes a user who posts lengthy works of fiction and reminisces (often 
without an explicit connection to the image) and another who uses unrelated hashtags, in 
an attempt to infiltrate his images into unrelated search results. Beyond mapping follow-
ers, or the popularity of certain social tags, an intimate, ‘small data’ approach (Stephansen 
and Couldry, 2014) can reveal the granular everyday practices that connect emerging 
graffiti practice and social media, further confirming that ‘the size of the data should fit 
the research question being asked’ (boyd and Crawford, 2012: 670).

Vivienne and Burgess (2013) and Tufekci (2014) describe the specific strategies that 
Arab Spring activists use to manage their (in)visibility and exposure to open networks by 
engaging in deliberate practices that minimize their risk of being identified or tracked by 
authorities (e.g. ‘sub-tweeting’ or posting screenshots on Twitter). How do graffiti writ-
ers and street artists manage the possibility of surveillance by authorities on Instagram of 
their illicit activity, while at the same time finding a new audience for their work? Graffiti 
writers and street artists carefully guard their anonymity on the one hand and, on the 
other, open their work to broader audiences and incorporate mainstream practices. They 
have always taken risks in their choices of where, when, and how they write and care-
fully manage their public visibility and identity. These tensions have become more pro-
nounced in the wake of the revelations of Edward Snowden and the ways in which digital 
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networked platforms can function as surveillance machines in which users do the work 
of tracking and advertising their own content and networks.

Ethnographies of individual users working in graffiti and street art would look to 
map patterns of use, along with interview users about the ways in which they use 
Instagram and manage the range of tensions associated with the platform. For exam-
ple, artists making work illegally are particularly sensitive to the dynamic tensions 
between privacy/security and publicity/exposure. A recent mention of the connection 
between illegal urban exploration and graffiti in mainstream media led to a series of 
hashtags (#instaheat, #instaevidence) that referenced a police investigation and the 
practice of shutting and switching Instagram accounts to avoid detection. Furthermore, 
with the geo-tagging of images and crowd sourcing of information, it becomes pos-
sible for authorities to follow or track a user’s online activity. In March 2014, 32-year-
old graffiti writer Peter Podsiadlo was arraigned by New York police officers on 
multiple counts of felony criminal mischief for tagging SEMP on sections of an 
expressway in Queens (Sternlicht, 2014). Officers tracked Podsiadlo down by follow-
ing his Instagram moniker and hashtag #SEMP516 and, following his arrest, authori-
ties removed the Instagram hashtag and all previous posts connected to it. These two 
aspects of this case raise important questions about the intersection of specific social 
practices, in this case graffiti writing, the distribution of images through social media 
networks, and the ways in which Instagram users mediate their (in)visibility.

Tagging (hashtag strategy and informal urban economy)

As it turns graffiti and street art into data, Instagram has the potential to track how the con-
nections and distinctions between forms of graffiti and street art are manifested in large 
populations, for instance, by mapping the shared membership of followers of major street 
and graffiti artists. A brief examination of the use of popular hashtags can shed some light 
on the relationship and interconnection between these terminologies, with #graffiti (6.9 
million) and #streetart (8.1 million) having roughly equal usage (leaving aside the many 
derivations and the use of alternative terms across language groups). Various formulations 
of #instagraffiti (part of a common set of tags beginning with the #insta-prefix) has over 2 
million uses, though no single form of this tag has become dominant.

Long before the social media hashtag, the graffiti tag circulated within an informal econ-
omy where social status and peer group recognition was accrued through the positioning and 
placement of graffiti tags within the (sub)urban landscape. Moody (2014) elaborates,

Tags function as logos in both their appearance, as stylized abbreviated names and in function, 
working in repetition in as many locations as possible. On a deeper level – like advertising – the 
strength of tags is the extent to which they embed themselves in the memory of the viewer. (p. 26)

In relation to graffiti tags on Instagram, tags also function as ‘searchable signatures’ that 
move beyond their descriptive or indexical function and become attached to aspects of social 
identity and status (Schlesselman-Tarango, 2013). When remediated through Instagram, a 
new kind of rhythm and mobility emerges where posted images of a writer’s tag circulates 
among a network of followers who provide immediate feedback on each piece.
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User-generated social media tags are increasingly analyzed as a source of metadata, par-
ticularly in relation to Twitter, where the social media tag was born (Bruns and Stieglitz, 
2013; Burgess, 2014; Highfield and Leaver, 2015; Syn and Spring, 2013). Indeed, as Solis 
(2011) has proclaimed, ‘in the social economy, the hashtag is an indicator of value in the 
Twitter information exchange’ (Solis, 2011). They function as contextual keywords attached 
to an object of information in social media that in aggregate can serve as indicators of col-
lective interest (Liu et al., 2008). Sentiment analysis, opining mining and broad patterns of 
use are popular ways of researching the social value of particular clusters of hashtags within 
text-based social media. However, the social tagging of graffiti on Instagram, in particular 
the way that graffiti writers and street artists tag their own work, suggests a form of cultural 
production that connects to traditions and histories of tagging on the street; a social practice 
with its own rules and codes and is embedded with both intent and meaning (MacGillivray 
and Curwen, 2007). On the street, tagging skills are ‘demonstrated, honed and replicated 
through repeat practice’ (MacGillivray and Curwen, 2007: 364). Along with refining these 
skills, writers also build social capital through the proliferation of their tag across the urban 
landscape, and recognition of their skills among peers.

Both graffiti and street art are tied to forms of travel and tourism in which practi-
tioners move through established global networks and sites. For example, the tag 
#spraycation has become a popular term to describe a trip that involves the installa-
tion of artwork. Based on the existing Instagram archive, the first use of the tag was 
by the Melbourne street art Rone on a trip to Paris and London in 2012 (ironically the 
tag was added to images showing Rone’s paste-ups in the streets rather than work 
produced directly using spray paint).

The usage then spread to other graffiti writers and street artists (via a series of net-
worked relationships that can be established hypothetically but are now impossible to con-
firm using only the available Instagram data. For example, the second instance of 
#spraycation occurs with only a second-degree connection to Rone’s account). Rone would 
later use Instagram and this hashtag to solicit opportunities from his followers to paint on a 
trip through the south of the United States (Figure 4). A series of murals were produced by 
contacts generated through Instagram. The spraycation hashtag also relates to an earlier 
trend of graffiti writers painting murals in the format of postcards while traveling.

Conclusion

Recent scholarship on Twitter and other social media platforms has opened up produc-
tive ways of thinking about the dynamic relationship between user-generated content and 
new forms of sociality and social action, particularly in the context of social movements 
and political crises (Bruns and Burgess, 2012; Bruns and Stieglitz, 2013; Chang, 2010; 
Liu et al., 2008; Poell, 2013). The intense interest in text-based social media platforms 
has perhaps overshadowed the potential value that Instagram might hold as a productive 
site for data-driven cultural research beyond data visualization or hashtag sentiment 
analysis. Part of the appeal of these research methods has been the seductive aspects of 
empirical research, with its promise of objective quantification of cultural processes. 
However, as the broader analysis of Instagram reveals, far from simply measuring graf-
fiti and street art, it is reshaping its aesthetics, practices, and audiences in complex ways.
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To return briefly to the starting point of this article in which the relationship between 
graffiti, social media, and political life was invoked, we might ask, if Facebook and 
Twitter were considered key components in the recent rise of the Arab street as a political 
space, what relation will Instagram have to the future unfolding of the ‘political street’, 
given the particular affordances of its architecture and cultures of use?

The Arab Spring saw not only an upsurge in accounts both of the digital and mobile 
platforms popular among protestors but also the prominent role of protest graffiti and 
street art across the Middle East. However, as Marwan Kraidy (2013) argues, much of the 
Western enthusiasm for the media-use within the street protests involved a mix of techno-
logical fetishism deployed in the context of fixed narratives about the gaps between 
Islamism and modernity. Using examples from Beirut, Kraidy invokes a subset of graffiti 
– graffiti about media – in which graffiti functions as a form of public sphere in which 
media gestures can be repeated and critiqued, while simultaneously providing visual con-
tent as part of a wider media ecology. In Kraidy’s account of Beirut’s walls, graffiti is 

Figure 4. Screenshot from @r_o_n_e Instagram account (18 August 2014).
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considered as an antidote both to the mythology surrounding ‘new’ media and the limita-
tions of traditional media forms such as television: ‘The importance of graffiti is its ability 
to carry messages that, because of their radicalism or marginality, would never appear in 
mainstream media, especially in a system divided into sectarian media enclaves’ (2013: 
5). Here, graffiti exists as a counter-public sphere, a form of media that is ‘at once separate 
from the media environment and yet, by commenting and criticizing other media, are also 
connected to that media ecosystem’.

Kraidy’s analysis is important because it extends existing theorizations of graffiti 
as a form of media (e.g. Austin’s, 1996, work on the relationship between graffiti and 
‘zines), while offering a history of Beirut graffiti that is often missing from recent 
global accounts of the street art genre. In evoking the charged political and sectarian 
climate of Lebanon’s mediascapes, Kraidy’s analysis also helps puncture the seduc-
tive surface of the Instagram platform itself.

Like Kraidy, Asef Bayat (2010) also argues for the distinctive qualities of the Arab Street 
as a political space where both spatial and symbolic elements shape political actions and 
media gestures also have concrete effects, such as the way in which specific streets such as 
Tehran’s Maidan Zhaleh, later renamed Revolution Street, became ‘the focal point of world 
photojournalism’ in 1979, producing iconic images that came to visually define the Iranian 
Revolution (p. 161). As the rise of Instagram as a major media platform outside of the 
United States does not occur until after the highpoint of the Arab Spring in the first months 
of 2011, we might look to more recent examples of Instagram’s framing of street protest, 
such as the photographs of Devin Allen, whose images of the 2015 Baltimore street protests 
against police violence were shared via Instagram (@byDVNLLN), going viral and attract-
ing profiles in traditional media such as the cover of Time Magazine (Laurent, 2015).

Instagram is only the latest platform in a complex media history that has shaped our 
perceptions of ‘political streets’ and the place of graffiti and street art within them. We 
have argued that as a global platform, Instagram does have significant potential as a 
research tool for tracing forms of taste and the mass contours of graffiti and street art’s 
global network or asking more local and intimate questions about artist’s creative influ-
ences and everyday lives, their past practices, and contemporary motivations. However, 
thinking of Instagram as a tool obscures both the complex issues of using Instagram 
posts and metadata for research (privacy, the definition of publication, intellectual prop-
erty, archiving, and conservation) and the ways in which the platform itself is in no way 
distinct from the cultural formations to which it promises access.
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Notes

1. Instagram has recently introduced an algorithm to its updated ‘explore’ tab. Previously, this 
feature would show at the most platform’s popular posts, but now also incorporates recom-
mended image posts based on photos or videos liked by their friends or people they follow.

2. To be ‘capped’ is a reference to CAP1 of the Morris Park Crew who, in the competition over 
space and status in the 1970s graffiti scene, threw up his tag over the top of other graffiti writ-
ers’ work across the New York subway system and in the neighborhood of Queens.
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