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Sarah Brophy

CRIPPING INSTAGRAM:

EMBODIED, CRITICAL, AND CREATIVE
CULTURES OF USE

ABSTRACT: How do disabled and chronically ill artists and curators navigate
corporate-owned social media platforms as self-authored disabled subjects
and communities? Mobilizing concepts from crip theory and accessible
curation together with discourse and visual analysis, and engaging with art-
ists’” and curators’ views about social media platforms and selfie culture via
interviews, this paper develops a conceptual framework that prioritizes the
intertwining of emergence, endurance, and exhaustion in crip artistic and
curatorial online practices. The potential for a radical social media disability
aesthetics takes shape as a powerful but contingent and troubled matter
of digital crip emergence/emergency, a mode of contending with social
media’s demands and violences through embodied automedial practices
that foster presence, community, and creativity and contest the terms of
social media visibility. This article activates this model by analyzing collabo-
ratively authored Instagram accounts that feature residencies.

INTRODUCTION: INSTAGRAM AND ITS DISCONTENTS

long with Tumblr and Twitter/X, the social media platform

Instagram has, since its inception in 2010, been taken up as a

lifeline by disabled and chronically ill users who have adopted and
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adapted its photo editing, sharing, and
captioning affordances for intertwined
purposes of identity expression,
visibility, and social solidarity.! Since
2016, however, Instagram content
featuring critical political expression,
menstrual blood, nipples (when

coded as trans/feminine), disabled
embodiments, or any content that

might read as “sexually suggestive”—
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even if not in violation of the platform’s Community Guidelines—is at risk

of being deemed “not appropriate for [its] global community” or not “eligible
to be surfaced” or “recommended.”* Shadowbanning (which targets accounts
for restrictions, without notification to the account holder) and the filter bubble
(the constantly changing algorithms that populate Instagram’s “Explore” and
TikTok’s “For You” pages) target marginalized users through “algorithmic
exclusion,” which systematically selects normative forms of identity expression
while reducing the circulation and visibility of the nonnormative.> Over the
different iterations of its infrastructure and its content moderation policies,
Instagram favors normative embodiment and is premised on tireless productivity.
In the summer of 2022, some of the most privileged users of the platform
publicly campaigned against the Meta-owned company’s profit-driven turn to
TikTok-style video content and requested restoration to what was framed as a
simpler, kinder, more open, and less exploitative era.* Contrary to this nostalgic
construction, Instagram has never been hospitable to all. As scholars of social
media have argued, the communicative possibilities of Instagram are shaped by
norms of ambition, comparison, exposure, and the requirement to be “always
on,” dynamics that perpetually knit users into late capitalism’s demands.>

The pressure to create short videos or “reels” to reach and grow an audience on
Instagram is only the latest manifestation of the platform’s underlying logics of

competition and exclusion.

This paper addresses the tensions between Instagram’s status as an uncripped
platform on the one hand and the histories of its creative, critical use by dis-
abled and chronically ill artists and curators for alternative digital self-authorship
on the other. A key objective is to honor “crip creativity,” a mode of artistic
engagement with body-mind difference that exceeds and contests ableist ideo-
logy, including neoliberal imperatives of “overcoming” impairment.® It is cru-
cial to consider users whose activities and participation on these platforms are
not often represented, in part because they face barriers that mean they cannot
or do not participate consistently in the ways mandated by platform capitalism.

Despite this, resistant crip forms of self~and-collective expression do manifest,
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in some circumstances, against the dominant 11
logics of Instagram. To make this case, I
prioritize embodied intermedial practices of ¢ ¢ - resistant C“Pfo"ms Of self-

inscribing networked selves and communi- gnd-collective expression do

ties, approaching digital self-portraiture as “a manifest, in some circumstances,

cultural artifact and social practice” and bring- . . .
. . . against the dominant logics of
ing extant thinking on how art informs (and
shifts) the social construction and perception InStagram'

of disability and vice versa into the domain of yy

social media.”

To foreground the uneven, fluctuating, and sometimes transformative effects
of practices of crip inhabitation on Instagram is both to acknowledge and to
complicate prevailing skepticism about the possibilities for solidarity and inter-
vention on corporate social media platforms. Gavin J. D. Smith has, in a broad
theorizing of “technovisual” subjectivities, emphasized the difficulty but also
the counterhegemonic potential of opting out.® Critical health humanities
scholar Olivia Banner shows how participation on the networking site Patients
Like Me allows experiences of chronic illness to be shared, creating a “cyber-
biosociality,” but because it is geared to treatment trials and fundraising, this
structure of online interaction “attenuates” the possibility of a more radical
political acting-in-common.? In their work on digital storytelling, Carla Rice
et al. argue, differently, that it is possible to “unfold new disability ontologies in/
through art” that contend with and differ from dominant “biopedagogies” that
make difference ecither hypervisible or invisible.!® Nuanced first-person rep-
resentations of disabled embodiment and lived experience struggle to emerge

within the social media matrix of normativity, spectacle, and depoliticization.

Cognizant of such critical perspectives, but aware, too, of the ferment of prac-
tice on Instagram (and other social media platforms), I consider how disabled
and chronically ill artists and curators navigate corporate-owned platforms as
self~authored disabled subjects and as communities in digital spaces of cultural
production. Following Merri Lisa Johnson and Robert McRuer’s prioritization

s

of “crip creativity,” as well as Eli Clare’s insistence on the necessity of con-
tending with dominant institutions and ideologies and on valuing the “brilliant
imperfection” of disabled/Mad lives and embodiments in the face of histori-

cal and ongoing devaluation, I center artists’ and curators’ interventions in the
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existing terms of visibility along with their reshaping of the conditions of digi-
tal participation through an acknowledgement of what Johanna Hedva in their
2016 online manifesto “Sick Woman Theory” describes, recalling Judith But-
ler, as “infrastructures of support” that bodies require “in order to endure.”!!
On this basis, I posit a social media “disability aesthetics” that “prizes physical
and mental difference as a significant value in itself,” a set of media practices and
social relationships that contributes to what disability scholar and curator Eliza
Chandler calls “new worldly arrangements that can hold, even desire” disability
and disabled people, despite the limitations of social media platforms.!? At the
same time, rather than manifesting simply as enhanced or wider visibility, acts
of disabled self-representation and curation on social media platforms partake
of “dismediation,” which Mara Mills and Jonathan Sterne define as a disabled
media “method” that “foregrounds the conditions of communication” and
“embraces alienated or partial communication, reluctant technology adoption,

targeted rather than wholesale rejection of mediation.” !

My starting point is a consideration of marginalized artists’ and curators’ per-
spectives on Instagram and of the prospects and the stakes of using, defining,
and inhabiting social media platforms differently. I then turn to the embodied
dialogism of Hedva’s first-person digital essay, “Letter to a Young Doctor,” to
develop a conceptual framework that prioritizes the intertwining of emergence,
endurance, and exhaustion in crip artistic and curatorial online practices.!
This reframing helps me to put pressure on prominent theories of the digital
and visual “baroque” that understand resistance in terms of managing and/or
returning the gaze, and it supports my contention that the potential for a radical,
disruptive social media disability aesthetics takes shape as a powerful but contingent
and troubled matter of digital crip emergence/emergency, a mode of contending with
social media’s demands and violences through practices that foster presence,
community, and creativity.!> Finally, I illustrate some of the ways digital crip
creativity has appeared on Instagram in collaboratively authored accounts that

feature digital residencies.

The paper highlights artists’ and curators’ views of social media as conveyed
in interviews conducted for the purposes of the study as well as in published
interviews and essays. Guided by an institutionally approved research ethics pro-
tocol, I take a reflexive approach to social media research that ongoingly assesses

privacy and power, an approach which is crucial, as Moya Bailey has argued, to
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engaging justly with marginalized creators and their work.!® Beginning in 2018,
I identified artists, curators, and accounts through my own social media use, as
well as recommendations from friends, colleagues, and students, and worked
to discern themes of identity, labor, and relationality in these digital archives.!”
I became especially interested in the phenomenon of collective accounts pre-
mised on hosting digital residencies because they constitute a more horizontal
and intentional form of spotlighting than the mainstream phenomenon of the
celebrity account “takeover,” where a highly followed account in entertainment
or fashion, say, hands authorship over to an activist for a limited time. Col-
laborative and intimate, such collective accounts also had a clear public-facing
status, although I have been careful to reference and reproduce only materials
that I could confirm the artists continued to regard as public. As well, reading
contextually, I attend to the passing of time, refrain from citing digital material
that has been taken down, and heed instances of refusal and nonreply.'® More
broadly, I have endeavored to create ethical research relationships by securing
informed consent for interviews, incorporating interviewees’ comments on drafts,
confirming the public status of social media archives with creators, and offering
reproduction fees for images. Due to these commitments, my claims are admit-
tedly not definitive in either a quantitative or an ethnographic sense; rather, in
deliberately building this study on the significance of “small data” and the para-
mount importance of a situated approach to ethics in social media research, my

purpose is to trace creative and political possibilities.!”

The Instagram accounts and associated websites I reference for Lutte Collec-
tive (@luttecollective) and the Toronto Performance Art Festival (@7a11d) were
inaugurated in 2017; these digital archives continue to be available at the time of
writing (September 2023). The interviews with artists and curators were con-
ducted in 2018 and 2021 via email.?’ The extended time frame for this study
reflects the interruption of the COVID-19 pandemic, a situation not irrele-
vant to the matter of disability. For me, the strains and losses of the lockdowns
resulted in health issues that forced a slowdown of work. Conscious of the
privileges (whiteness, job security, sometimes able-bodiedness) from which I
benefit, I seek to position myself in solidarity, as a body-mind who requires
alternative pacing. My hope is that this research, conducted over several years
in a rapidly changing world and media environment, will be valuable to social
media critics and users concerned to address the problematics of a social media

platform that metes out exclusion, exhaustion, and harm while also serving as a
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technology of creative expression and connection for disabled and chronically

ill individuals and communities.

BOTH/AND: AMBIVALENCE AND THE PROMISED AGENCY
OF SOCIAL MEDIA

In her 2011 speech “Moving toward the Ugly,” disability justice activist and
writer Mia Mingus argues that disability justice entails a “shift from a politic
of desirability and beauty to a politic of ugly and magnificence.”?' To embrace
“ugly and magnificence” is to reclaim and flamboyantly honor those manifold
forms of bodily, mental, and emotional difference that have been cast out and
made shameful—not to feed into spectacle, but to pursue radical forms of shared
freedom, interdependency, and intimacy. But what are the prospects for carry-
ing such urgent, liberatory work via social media? In an October 2018 dialogue
with Mingus, genderqueer fashion designer, performer, and educator ALOK
framed their question about social media to Mingus as follows: “How do you
feel about selfie taking? I tend to feel like selfies offer an alternative medium of

self-representation outside of the dominant gaze.”?> Mingus replied:

It’s . . . both/and. I understand the complexities of documenting your
existence because no one else will. And we don’t exist in a vacuum.
All of the conditions that we live in and are shaped by, they don’t just
go away when we live our lives. Even within selfies, I still see people
choosing to post the selfies where they look thinner, more desirable,
more in line with traditional beauty standards. What I see happening
with beauty in oppressed communities is that we create an alternative
reinforcement, claiming that it’s revolutionary—but it’s a new cage we

are all supposed to live in.?

As Mingus understands it, the desire to be perceived as beautiful is “a carry
over from the ritual of the freak show,” a set of regulatory norms and practices
of display built on “ingrained . . . disgust” for embodied difference.?* Twenty-
first-century social media platforms inherit nineteenth- and twentieth-century
techno-discursive anxieties about, and expulsion but also appropriation of, the
“ugly.” In their ingrained racism, ableism, and fatphobia, dominant social media
image repertoires premised on “the aesthetics of human disqualification” per-
petuate “visual injustice” through the negative affective coding of nonnorma-

tive embodiments and expressive modes.?> Mingus is justifiably skeptical about
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the extent to which social media, in its current capitalist form, can support resis-
tance and radicalization. Yet the layered complexities of this interview point
toward a range of experiences, practices, and innovations, and at the same time,
we should take seriously ALOK’s hope for selfies as a method of self-definition
beyond cisgendered, colonial, and ableist norms, as exemplified in the trans-
feminine South Asian aesthetic they have persisted in fashioning on their highly

followed Instagram account, despite being repeatedly targeted by trolls.2®

The conversations I had about this topic with disabled and chronically ill artists
and curators likewise register “both/and” perspectives, noting reasons to stay
on social media along with tension, disenchantment, and critique. The inter-
viewees were Sandra Alland, a Glasgow-based, white, genderqueer, bisexual,
and disabled writer/artist whose work has been commissioned by Birds of Par-
adise Theatre Company, Disability Arts Online, and Canada Council for the
Arts; Hayley Cranberry Small, a cisgendered white New York-based artist who
identifies as chronically ill and who is the founder and curator of Lutte Collec-
tive; and Sean Lee, a nonbinary disabled Asian artist and curator and director
of programming for Tangled Art + Disability in Toronto. Asked about the role
of social media platforms in self-authorship and community-making, they each
expressed awareness of the conditions, affects, and risks of social media use; a
sense of the impact of social media on artists’ work; and concerns about the

terms of representation and visibility for members of marginalized groups.

Social media use is, my interviewees emphasized, unsustainable and exclusion-
ary due to the incessant emotional and physical demands of online labor, the dif-
ficulty of maintaining and promoting an online persona, and the lack of material
and financial supports for disabled and chronically ill artists. As Small observed,
“I have been very online since AOL Instant Messenger in the early 2000s, then
I was very into LiveJournal, Myspace, Facebook, Tumblr, and now Instagram/
Twitter. I find myself currently withdrawing from social media, however, due to
how overwhelming it can be.” There are problems with relying on social media
for community-building. Small continued, “We miss out on a lot of other peo-
ple who do not use Instagram or those who are not tech-savvy, especially older
adults with disabilities.” Lee suggested that they had become “more cynical”
recently, from the vantage point of 2021: “When social media platforms like
Twitter and Instagram first gained traction, I was excited for the possibility of

curating a lifestyle to present to the public—reflecting on it, perhaps an attempt
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to showcase stories of disability life in ways that are different or unexpected,”
but the requirement “to compare our lives to each other, and our very public
successes, took a toll on my own mental health and my excitement to post.”
On a structural level, noted Lee, without access to money for advertising or
promotion, it is difficult for new artists to break through in the current media
environment. They continued, “It’s when capitalism and its inherent need for
profit over community enters the equation that social media becomes co-opted

and artists become left out.” Alland commented,

I certainly think there’s value in the way many people on Twitter or
Instagram discuss politics, art-making, and life, and I follow many ac-
counts like this. However, if an artist doesn’t have time or “spoons”
[a term coined by Christine Miserandino that’s used by chronically ill
people to express how our limited amount of low-exhaustion/-pain
moments forces us to choose certain necessary tasks over others], it can
be hard to maintain an ever-present online version of yourself that’s
constantly saying witty or useful things. I think this is a really important
point to consider with disabled, sick, and/or Mad artists. . . . Who has

the energy to lead the movement?

Alland also underscored the potential for social media rhetorics to be opaque
and therefore exclusionary: “It can be challenging for people who are writing/
reading in a second language, and for many neurodivergent, learning-disabled,
blind and/or Deaf people, to keep up with fast written conversations that feature
abbreviations, slang, sarcasm, gifs, pics, and emojis.” When it comes to personal
practice, Alland explained, “I often leave social media for long periods of time
(weeks or months) because of mental or physical health, but I'm usually drawn

back because I have a publication, event, or film to promote.”

Even as they critiqued platform norms, all three interviewees remarked on the
value of social media within disability arts communities. Alland pointed out
the flexibility and accessibility of social media, compared to in-person travel
and attendance: “You can work from bed, at any hour, you can be brief. You can
find community even if you can’t leave your flat. So there are pros and cons.”
For their part, Lee emphasized that “social media is a powerful tool for gather-
ing. . . . Digital ways of keeping in touch are valuable, [they] can allow us to feel
comforted and together beyond geographic proximity and gives us a platform

of expression where we may not otherwise have one.” After commenting on
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the overwhelm she associates with social media use, Small went on to say, “But
Lutte Collective exists solely online. Social media is very important for us as a
collective. It is a space to share and boost posts for people in need. It is a space
to share art.” Small highlighted the material supports that online communi-
ties make possible in a context of privatized medicine and insurance shortfalls:
aid in the form of supplies and medications is exchanged among members of
Small’s network, alongside the sharing of artwork and encouragement. Finding
peers online transforms individual experience of chronic illness by linking one’s
experiences to those of others. As Small put it, “I never knew anyone with the
same disease as me until I was 26 and started Lutte. Now the disability art and

disability justice communities are part of every fiber of my being.”

Finally, my exchanges with Alland, Lee, and Small surfaced concerns about
the potential but also the difficulty of generating self-authored representation
online. Alland observed that “the self-portrait is an important form for mar-
ginalized people, and the phone-cam selfie has helped largely in the democra-
tization and accessibility—and acceptability—of such images.” Alland’s own
practice leans toward self-portraiture with the aim of “centering the queer dis-
abled body.” However, the “revolutionary” prospects are shadowed by coopta-
tion: “the increase in popularity of BIPOC, trans, fat and/or disabled accounts
and authors” and the rise of celebrity success stories raise the troubling matter
of “how much they’re still conforming to certain stereotypes, or being filtered
through certain gazes.” On the topic of digital self-portraiture, Lee summarized

key tensions:

I have a conflicted relationship with selfies—while I think it’s laudable
that those on social media platforms can now curate images that make
themselves feel empowered, it is almost impossible not to be compared
to conventional standards of beauty and aesthetics. In my own expe-
rience it was easy to become swept [up] in a desire to present an ideal
version of myself on social media that put undue pressure on the reality
of my experiences. As someone visibly disabled, the legibility of my
own narrative was also of concern—could images be co-opted by able-

bodied people who fetishize and exoticize my lived experience?

Resonating with Mingus’s critique, Lee’s reflection draws out the overdeter-
mination as well as the high stakes of social media visibility for disabled and

racialized subjects who have been historically positioned as objects of collection
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and spectacle. If digital/social media has potential to foster disabled self-author-
ship and “new worldly arrangements that can hold, even desire” disability, then
that potential is generated by and struggled for through the creative actions of

makers working in an inhospitable media environment.?’
THEORIZING DIGITAL CRIP EMERGENCE/EMERGENCY

The themes threading through the interviews point to the importance of think-
ing through platform politics, the creative industries, and selfies as a situated
social media practice. Following Mills and Sterne’s call for research approaches
that “[center] disability and [refuse] universal models of media and communica-
tion,” I propose that elucidating the possibility of a social media disability aes-
thetics requires attending to the interrelated pressures and possibilities of online
creative labor, platform norms, the semiotics and materiality of digital content,
and the insistence of social justice movements on reconfiguring agents and audi-
ences.?® To facilitate this methodological intervention, I offer the concept of

digital crip emergence/emergency.

The adjective “emerging” or “emergent” is frequently used to describe com-
munities of practice, especially marginalized cultural producers, intellectuals,
and activists who are laboring to transform and reinhabit an inhospitable world;
“emergent” also signals the processes through which they become more widely
visible. As artist and curator jes sachse reminds us, it is important to think
beyond metaphors: “there are also actual vulnerable bodies who intentionally
create art to disrupt the harms of normativity.”? Accordingly, a central goal of
this study is to closely consider to the dynamics of interdependency, exhaustion,
and degrees of economic, racial, and able-bodied privilege shaping the emer-

gence of a social media disability aesthetics on Instagram.

To address these complexities, it is necessary to grapple with the structural fact
that creative sector workers are not merely nudged toward Instagram; rather,
Insta-presence has become compulsory. Art critic Alison Sinkewicz suggests
that “the affective aspects of being an emerging artist are plain to see: the term
[‘emerging’] is not so much a clearly defined career level as it is an all-con-
suming, potentially never-ending, individual identity. Artists, at all stages, have
never stood so visibly—as brands, both online and offline—at the center of their

practices as they do today.”?° The prospect of “breaking in” on social media fuels
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My conversations with artists and curators established how

oppression is routinely engrained, obscured, and deepened in

the process of digital emergence.

JJ

the rise of “aspirational” labor, as Brooke Erin Duffy shows in her ethnography
of fashion influencers; and compulsory (continuous) emergence is a fitting way
to describe platform capitalism, in tune with Wendy Hui Kyong Chun’s insight
that we are constantly “updating to remain the same.”®! My conversations with
artists and curators established how oppression is routinely obscured and deep-
ened in the process of digital emergence. Interviewees stressed that the demand
to be “constantly present” on social media, as Alland put it, constitutes a mate-
rial and ideological barrier to disabled and chronically ill creators, affecting their
cultural contributions, profiles, and livelihoods. But social media is indispens-
able: as Small reflected, “I would love to get off of Instagram and only have a
website, but it seems incredibly difficult to put out new work as a small artist
who doesn’t have representation. How would anyone keep up with my work,

how would I get noticed?”

For a touchstone that can ground a more encompassing theoretical model, I
draw the phrase “documents of emergency” from the subtitle of Johanna Hed-
va’s 2018 online epistolary essay, “Letter to a Young Doctor.” Here, Hedva
reconceptualizes healing as a matter of justice and seeks a digital, dialogic form
commensurate with this endeavor. Hedva writes, “I was trying to communi-
cate to myself as much as I was to you and the questions you asked. If I could
articulate something about healing to you, maybe it would articulate healing
for me.”32 Contrary to neoliberalism’s equation of achievement (of a state of
wholeness) with the right to be valued and attended to, Hedva’s essay, designed
to be navigated via a horizontal scroll rather than a conventional vertical one,
models “a practice of bearing witness to all the parts—the parts that have been
apart, are apart, and will remain apart—being here.”? I read Hedva’s use of
“emergency” to talk about disabled and chronically ill embodiments as refram-
ing the conventional emphasis on a singular catastrophic event and as instead

drawing out other associations of the Latin root word emeigentia, in particular
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the notion of a “process of coming forth, issuing from concealment, obscurity,
or confinement.”* Hedva’s letter radicalizes “emergency,” stretching out its
temporality and making body-mind vulnerability the place from which they
know, create, and communicate. Practices of “self-life-inscription”*> on Insta-
gram may manifest as crip “documents of emergency” when they are grounded
in the intricacies and struggles of embodied life and adopt practices of reaching

out to others.

Thinking with Hedva, I offer the concept of digital crip emergence/emer-
gency as a critical response to canonical theorizations of digital/visual resistance
to ableist/sanist and neocolonial technologies/archives, which have tended to
emphasize not slowness and the horizontal, but the more overtly disruptive possi-
bilities of the “baroque.” In digital culture studies, Anna Munster has suggested
that “digital embodiment” entails a “baroque aesthetic,” one that confounds the
Cartesian mind-body split by manifesting “relations of connection and differ-
ence” inescapably reliant on the unruliness of “anecdote, oddity, humor, and

visual amplitude.”3¢

For Munster, the digital baroque recalls and remediates the
carly modern cabinet of curiosities, with its fixation on “medico-scientific
freaks and monsters.”% Critical disability and visual culture scholar Rosemarie
Garland-Thomson has identified the unruliness of baroque staring as a site of
intersubjective and ethical potential.®® She observes that staring is characterized
not only by hostility (and its cognates contempt, disgust) but also by engage-
ment (wonder, beholding) and the agency of “staring back.” This emphasis
on the “staree’’s agency—the potential for disabled subjects, the gazed upon, to
“stare back” and in so doing assert autonomy, humanity, and agency—can be
understood as an attempt to challenge the logics of surveillance and display that
are the legacies of the prison, the asylum, and the cabinet of curiosity.*’

For a social media analysis, however, investing hopes for justice in starees’
power to return the gaze does not address the exhaustion that comes with the
relentless pressure to be “always on,” nor the harassment and censorship that
marginalized users experience: persistence and resistance on Instagram and
other social media platforms must be conceptualized anew. Revising Munster
and Garland-Thomson, I posit “the slowing scroll,” communities of practice,
and intentional infrastructure as pivotal to fostering forms of identity work and

intersubjective exchange or encounter, and I suggest that these go beyond the
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dyad of the starer/staree encounter. Key here is Eliza Chandler and Esther Ignag-
ni’s concept of “creative interdependency.” As they define it, “creative interde-
pendency” isa “way of creating art independently-together” that “opens up new
possibilities for making art beyond singularity, challenging notions of authorial
voice, independence and collaboration”; it is a space of persisting together and
not giving up on one another that can include struggle and friction, and resists
conflation with neoliberal norms of accommodation.* Fashioned with reference
to curation and art education, the idea of “creative interdependency”—and the
cognate concept of “creative access,” which understands accessibility and aes-
thetics as “entwined”—is crucial for understanding how digital self-portraiture
can function resistively online.*> With their prioritization of relationality, these
disability arts concepts, similar to Hedva’s emphasis on body-mind vulnerabil-
ity as the grounds of creativity and communication, prompt me to replace the
idea of a generic/normative social media audience with networked communities
and their/our “affective encounters” with media texts that hinge on the disrup-
tive qualities of “non-linear and non-narrative elements.” Through “affective
encounters,” digital crip emergence/emergency opens mediation on social plat-
forms to deep, sustained forms of the relational and refuses the neoliberal flatten-

ing and fetishization of participation and community.*

COLLECTIVE ACCOUNTS: ARTISTS AND CURATORS
CRIPPING INSTAGRAM

Artist residencies hosted by collective accounts on Instagram are characterized
by dynamics of “intimate reconfiguration,” wherein users not only deploy the
actions made possible by platform design affordances but, through their inhab-
itations, effectively remake these spaces.** Furthermore, building on Anna
Poletti’s reframing of autobiography as borne out of the “interconnection
between life, media, and matter” helps emphasize how disabled and chronically
ill artists are reinscribing/reinventing their own lives in and through autom-
edial practices that are simultaneously personal (grounded in individual lived
experience) but also assembled and curated.* Radical ways of cripping Insta-
gram do exist, and they hinge at least as much on a shared culture of creative,
resistant uses and on networked communities as they do on broader platform
norms and architectures. Through a genre of collaborative accounts that oper-

ate as digital residencies, disabled and chronically ill artists have developed a
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Through a genre of collaborative accounts that operate as digital
residencies, disabled and chronically ill artists have developed a digital
aesthetics of their own that remake Instagram (against itself) as a site

of digital crip emergence/emergency.
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digital aesthetics of their own that remake Instagram (against itself) as a site
of digital crip emergence/emergency. Participating artists were tasked with
posting images and captions under the auspices of the accounts for a defined
segment of time, usually a one-week period, so that the resulting archives are,
in effect, comprised of a curated series of visual diaries in which the artist doc-
uments their own work and process, tying in themes such as creativity, medi-
ation, health, justice, access, and embodiment. Unlike the celebrity account
“takeover,” typically a temporary and singular concession, in the examples I
foreground, the entire fabric of the collective account is constituted by the
community contributions. Discourses and image repertoires of health and
disability build toward a feminist, crip version of the crowdsourcing phenome-
non Poletti terms “collective autobiography,” but in this case a resistive version
in which singular voices and images represent and resonate with shared strug-

46

gles.** Collective accounts—and within them individual creators—imagine
creativity and care as intertwined. Operating beyond the dyad (starer/staree,
artist/audience), they accord with Hedva’s invitation to devise “documents of
emergency’ that instantiate through their crip audience-making a different
“political future for the social body.”#” Relational self-representation on Insta-
gram departs significantly from the imperatives of neoliberal self~promotion,
self-improvement, and image management: not updating to remain or attain
the same but updating to connect and disrupt. Such innovations are possible
because in the collective digital residency accounts that I reference, the struc-
ture of temporary “host” or “resident” positions creates conditions for crip
forms of digital exhibition and archiving guided by principles of autonomy

and interdependence.

Lutte Collective (@luttecollective) is a collaboratively authored Instagram ac-

count and a website where automedia and digital disability aesthetics meet.
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Established in February 2017 by Hayley Cranberry Small and on hiatus since
early 2022, Lutte’s declared mandate is to build a community of “disabled and
chronically ill artists.”*® The guest residencies of @luttecollective occurred
monthly and lasted for a week. The project combines self~documentation with
assembly and offers a platform for emerging artists to raise their profiles in an

environment of peer support.

Shannon Finnegan’s April 2018 Lutte residency fuses digital self-portraiture
with the “creative interdependency” that @luttecollective fosters.* The initial
profile image of the artist and their introductory biographical blurb not only
identify them as a disabled white artist diagnosed with cerebral palsy, but these
framing elements emphasize multiple aspects of the struggle for accessibility
in the museum world and by literal and metaphorical extension in online exhi-
bition spaces as well. The caption offers an “image description” in square brack-
ets that reads “shannon sits on a blue bench, which is one of [their] artworks.
in the second photo you can see it reads ‘1’d rather be sitting. sit if you agree.”
The bench lettering, pose, mise-en-scene, and image caption work together
to convey and materialize the very supports—alt-text, seating, attitudinal and
ideological shifts—they are arguing for as integral to access. And the hashtags
“#chronicillness #chronicpain #cerebralpalsy #sickasheck #disability #disable-
dartist #disabledandcute #eyebeamnyc #disabled” link this public, collective
account to multiple online conversations and extend the digital presence of the
artist’s ongoing projects, including the #AntiStairsClubLounge action through
which Finnegan and participants intervened in New York City’s inaccessible

event space The Vessel.

Throughout the residency, text plays a powerful role in communicating Fin-
negan’s embodied struggle with access barriers, inviting audience identifica-
tion with the lived and felt injustice of inaccessibility as a starting point for
building solidarity. Another post featuring the artist’s hand holding “an index
card with a simple line drawing of a bench” is inscribed with the words “It was
hard to get here. Sit if you agree.” The caption says, “I've been thinking about
seating and benches a lot recently. Breaks to sit really change my pain levels,
so I'm always on the lookout for where I can sit. Curious to hear any of your
thoughts about seating and sitting.” Making their own practices of pacing and
pain management more particular and pronounced, Finnegan invites the social

media audience to “sit”—to take a rest and join in a dialogue. The ensuing
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Figure 1.

Screen cap of a post from Shannon Finnegan’s @luttecollective
Instagram residency, April 11, 2019. This is a close up of the
artist’s hand holding a small sheet of white paper that shows a
black and white drawing of a bench against a grey concrete floor.
The words “it was hard to get here” are written in_full caps

on the backrest of the bench followed by the invitation “Rest
here if you agree” on the seat of the bench. The artist’s hand is
white and their nails are plain. The visible part of the caption
reads “I've been thinking about seating and benches a lot

”»

recently. Breaks to sit really change my pain levels, so . . .

conversation is multilayered: Lutte commu-
nity members respond, noting the shared and
repeated experience of exhaustion and diffi-
culty, as well drawing attention to how that
inaccessibility is intertwined with the rise of
urban planning/policing aimed at deterring
unhoused people from resting or dwelling in

public spaces.

The range of posts in Finnegan’s series for Lutte
additionally includes: a mirror selfie of Fin-
negan wearing a bright orange toque from the
participatory protest action; an autotheoret-
ical picture of Georgina Kleege’s influential
book More Than Meets the Eye: What Blindness
Brings to Art; and a digital image of a draw-
ing “in light salmon pink with a dark salmon
pink background” featuring the text “DIS-
TANCES TOO CLOSE TO TAKE A TAXI
BUT TOO TIRING TO WALK.” That the
latter “visual and word-based” work is titled
“self~portrait: close but not close enough” sug-
gests that Finnegan is working self-reflexively
to experiment with and expand the umbrella of
“self-portraiture,” displacing spectacular beau-
tiful/ugly images with inscriptions of lived and
felt experience of pain, tiredness, and access
barriers and transforming these mental notes
into potential rallying cries and graphic post-
ers/memes primed for both digital and mate-
rial distribution. Here, attention is demanded
by the text, which powerfully communicates
(through its pithy description of repeated
exhaustion) the artist’s embodied struggle with
access barriers, inviting audience identification
with the lived and felt injustice of inaccessibil-

ity as a starting point for building solidarity.
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To foster these self-representational possibilities and host these artist-com-
munity conversations, Lutte’s project architecture and curatorial practice enact
sustained, deliberate care in its arrangement of contributor-generated content,
employing practices ranging from image-description protocols to self-critical
reflections on white privilege, to content warning templates, well ahead of Ins-
tagram’s March 2019 integration of the latter. As Small suggested in a 2017 press
interview, @luttecollective and the associated online magazine share the prem-
ise that platforms themselves are not fully determining, but rather, as she puts it,
“social media can be tailored towards your liking.”* Small’s comment on the
monthly rhythm of @luttecollective are significant here: “I curate and interview
one artist per month; however, there are often intermittent gaps in the monthly
features. These gaps have come to represent the importance of taking rest and
prioritizing health and bodies over productivity.” Small notes being “on a hiatus
with Lutte for the past 9 months [since early 2022]” and that she “doesn’t know
when she will start her interviews back up again, if ever.”> From an uncripped
perspective, this hiatus might read as an inactive account, but through the lens
of dismediation, Small’s decision to suspend account activity is a situationally
significant act of agency and self-care, a decision that evinces the unsustainable
conditions of continuing activity on the platform. Such temporal interruptions
of the aesthetics of “the scroll” suggest the possibility of a crip way of being
online and offline with each another, one that is not totally governed by the fan-

tasy of “updating to remain the same” but rather embraces the “out of sync.”?

The Toronto Performance Art Collective’s (TPAC) fall 2017 online residency
series, called 7a*md8 and hosted on the Instagram account @7alld, offers an-
other example of Instagram’s resistant, crip possibilities. As the call for contri-
butions framed this iteration of TPAC’s 7a11d biennial festival, its mandate was
to “highlight how contemporary artists use social media platforms to develop
new performance forms and to find new ways of connecting with audiences.”>?

In a blog post about the residencies, artist-scholar Delilah Rosier comments:

artists might challenge and subvert our business-as-usual use of the app
as a means of performative intervention. . . . Existing simultancously
as archive and as a form of resistance, the project reminds viewers of
how/when/why the camera and lens are un-neutral, and how online
technologies inform our role as viewer, as spectator, as ally, as friend,

and as participant.>*
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Curated by Golboo Amani and Francisco-Fernando Granados, @7al1d fea-
tured early to mid-career artists from marginalized groups who were mentored
in performance art and remunerated through “commissioning and archiving
fees.”>> While @7a11d’s views/follower counts, like Lutte Collective’s, are mod-
est, they are not insignificant, and indeed the scale of their circulation may be a
condition of their intimate modes of address as well as a function of its locally
sited, grassroots origins.>® Let me illustrate @7a11d’s qualities of artist-audience
connection and critical reflexivity with reference to two examples from its dig-

ital archives.

For her residency, Natasha V. Bailey, a white cisgendered artist, drew on per-
formance and mixed media/sculpture to address post-traumatic stress disor-
der through a set of digital self-portraits. In an interview archived on 7a*11d’s
website, Bailey conceptualizes Instagram as a “performance tool” in that “users
showecase a representation of themselves, an alter ego.” She notes that “fighting
for the limelight” on Instagram requires strategizing about the timing of con-
tent, frequency of posting, and the limits of “the default 512 pixels by 500.” She
explains, “I follow these rules, but I also attempt to create layers of symbolism
and meaning in the hopes of making viewers stop for more than one second of
scroll time, and absorb something that perhaps will connect.”” In the personal
post that is recirculated along with her introductory biographical note at the
start of the sequence, Bailey used a birthday party cone hat as a mask, caption-
ing the photo: “creating an alternative duck face.” This reworking of the com-
monplace selfie posture of pressed-together lips establishes the disruptive force
of Bailey’s series. Metaphorically, the artist is an unruly party guest, breaking
the norms of cheerful, self-revelatory online sociability; the obligatory conical
party hat is repurposed to compose a new face, an elongated Pinocchio nose
or a bird’s beak, a mask that is possible to hide behind and that transforms the
artist into an other-than-human figure, a mercurial, affectively saturated digital/

visual/material entity.

Bailey’s @7a11d series as it unfolds is united by a commitment to symbolism
and to variously textured materials that cover the artist’s face, with one or two
eyes peering out from behind feathers, a ball of yarn, a sheet of paper, or quartz
crystals.”® Each of Bailey’s series of masked self-portraits lies on top of a sec-
ond image, a large-format textual statement that is revealed through the social

media affordance and habitual user action of the horizontal swipe: for instance,
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swiping the image of the artist’s face, which is almost entirely covered by a sheet
of paper, reveals a ready-to-erupt impulse: “I am one papercut away from shred-

ding everything.”

Three years prior to COVID-19 face-covering mandates, the masks fashioned

by Bailey harness the uncanniness of the partially covered human face and social

7A11D < 7A11D
< Posts Posts
7a11d 7a11d
Toronto, Ontario Toronto, Ontario

| am one paper cut away

from shredding everything.

OQa v ¢ W @I W

Liked by s "~ and others Liked by~ and others
7a11d #7amd8socialmedia #7amd8 #7a11d 7a11d #7amd8socialmedia #7amd8 #7a11d
#performanceart #tsvtoronto #toronto #performanceart #tsvtoronto #toronto
#masks #canadianarts #canadianartist #masks #canadianarts #canadianartist
#torontoarts #photography #digital #torontoarts #photography #digital
#performancgforcamera #paper #performanceforcamera #paper
@natashavbailey @natashavbailey

View 1 comment View 1 comment

November 17, 2017 November 17, 2017
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Figure 2. Figure 3.

Tuwo screen caps constituting one post in Natasha Bailey’s self-portrait series “Naturally Unnatural” for the @7a11d Instagram
account, November 17, 2017. In the first image, the artist, who is white, poses with her head loosely wrapped in a sheet of white
paper, shoulders bare and one eye peering out; the subsequent image reveals typed words in white on a gray background saying: “I am

one paper cut away from shredding everything.”
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media’s potential for generating “connections and dissolving boundaries.”

Countering the binary logic of staring and staring back, Bailey’s series makes an
insistent claim for the audience’s attention to the artist’s fluctuating affective and
symbolic states of being and to the actions of covering and uncovering as both
protective and communicative of trauma. Audience comments on the @7al11d
posts praise the powerful aesthetic and affective impact of Bailey’s work and

encourage her to continue with the project.

Artist sab meynert’s archived residency materials on @7a11d and her published
reflections highlight the potential and the risks of social media for racialized
artists, especially those who experience themselves as “feminine” and “intro-
verted.”®® From the vantage point of 2017, meynert notes that Instagram and
Tumblr offer alternatives for self-authorship that redress the deficiencies of the
art school and gallery business worlds when it comes to diverse representation.®!
meynert observes that “[fJolks who feel marginalized can determine how they
are represented and disseminate their own media . . . giving it visibility, and
developing one’s own audience of interested followers and viewers.”®? Still,
these are performative spaces, points out meynert, requiring that “identity” be
“exaggerated in order to be understood” and that artists contend with distorting
“projections.” However, “occupy[ing] our space and reclaim[ing] presence”
online means meynert can connect with fellow introverts; private messages bring
them/her “messages of affirmation” and knowledge of “what the work or what

the show or book I've completed has done for a person.”®?

meynert’s residency honors the elemental in processes of mourning, healing,
and grounding in place.®* Paired with a short video (a proto “reel”) of waves
crashing onto a sandy beach in Sri Lanka, meynert’s first post is crafted as an
address, reaching out to the audience as invited and hoped-for relations: “good
afternoon kin ¢ breathe deep, from the brink, at the mouth - we’re leaving.
| the limits of an image can be transgressed by the tenderness of the viewer -
if you would allow it.” “Good afternoon kin” becomes a refrain for meynert’s
residency, insisting on relation-making as the aim of the work as well as on a
diurnal pace of the artist’s choosing, a dismedial rejection of the always-on pace of
digital capitalism. Images are here wrested from the realm of spectacle—or what
meynert refers to as “projection” and “gaslighting”—and remade as communal

and multisensory, invested with possibilities for feeling one another’s perceptions
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and pains.®® meynert’s process ceremonially
surrenders “creative content” to the elements;
the work-for-Instagram that emerged during
the residency is returned to the earth by mey-
nert, who addresses followers in intimate terms,

inviting them into her process:

as you know last night I buried a big
drawing that I had been showing you
beside niigamigichgami [Lake Ontar-
io] with the full moon at my back. /
this photo was taken of me standing
in its body with last year’s full harvest
moon rising. * what does it mean that
the environment shares our self-oblit-
eration and expansion outward into it

- even when we feel alone?

As she knowingly performs for the camera’s
lens, for social media, and for the performance
art community, meynert embraces ephemeral-
ity in our relations to one another, artistic prac-
tice, and the environment. Questioning the
value that is attached to being “seen and rec-
ognized, acknowledged,” meynert resistively
holds a space for creative practice, embodi-
ment, and interdependency to be something
more than what is suggested by the imposed or
flattened value an artist’s work might achieve
within the “attention economy.”® In the post’s
caption, meynert rhetorically mobilizes the
collective pronoun “our” to summon a com-
munity around their work and to invite that
community to sense and organize itself as
relational. To think of “our pulse” and “our
work” is to envision the everyday life of the

disabled artist’s body-mind as not only proper
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Figure 4.

Still image from sab meynert’s short video, which introduced her/
their series for the @7a11d Instagram account, October 1, 2017.
The image shows blue sky, blue water, and white frothy waves
crashing on to a sandy beach in Sri Lanka in the tropics, and the

visible part of the caption reads “good afternoon kin — breathe.”

to the individual but also deeply embedded in
and potentially, she hopes, sustained by the lov-

ing, caring attention of others.



Lutte Collective’s and Toronto Performance Art Festival’s residencies suggest
that a social media disability aesthetics linking digital emergence for creators to
embodied states of emergency, in Hedva’s crip sense, goes beyond participation
and beyond the unsettlement of normative looking practices produced by the
disruptive baroque effects encouraged by Instagram. Neither does this aesthetic
hinge on the reflexivity and glamour of autotheory. Rather, a radical disability
aesthetics of social media entails practices of performative self~documentation
and an ongoing process of imagining and constituting networked crip com-
munities as a primary audience. While artists profiles are raised, these projects
have placed just as much emphasis on artistic process and on audiences as tied
to community (material, professional, and peer supports) as they do on public-
ity and its metrics. Exemplifying dismediation through their “targeted rather
than wholesale rejection of mediation,” these projects demand to be read as
self-reflexively negotiating the terms of disabled and chronically ill artists’ par-

ticipation on mainstream platforms.®’

CONCLUSION: CRIP REMEDIATIONS AND
“INFRASTRUCTURES OF SUPPORT”

The two collaborative accounts discussed here—@7a11d and @luttecollective—
are not structured homologously: one is embedded in the performance art
world, the other was born online; one offered fees to artists, while the other
is built entirely on reciprocity. What unites them, however, is that both adopt
what Hedva calls “infrastructures of support” through a processual and access-
oriented curatorial practice.®® These collective Instagram accounts demonstrate
that there might be ways to inhabit social media that not only foster survival in
a hostile world, one characterized by aspirational labor and the relentless accel-

eration of capitalist time, but also begin to remediate that world.

To be clear, this account of crip creativity on social media is not techno-utopian.
Informed by the careful and critical thinking of the artists and curators I inter-
viewed as well as by published writings and reflections on crip theory, aesthetics,
and curation, I have sought to keep a hold of the contradiction between social
media’s community- and world-making possibilities on the one hand and its
burdens, risks, and limitations on the other. Instagram and other corporate social
media platforms are sites of discursive, visual, and material injustice in relation to

disability, illness, race, and gender, where exclusion and appropriation continue
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to be perpetuated. At the same time, Instagram has been and continues to be
used for digital crip emergence/emergency, bringing forth “alternative digi-
talities” that produce “new forms of social, political, and ethical relationships”
defined by creative interdependence.® Digital crip emergency/emergency is
a way of persisting on corporate platforms that counters marginalization and
exclusion beyond relying on prestige or on the fetishization of the participatory.
“Cripping Instagram” involves individual and communal self-authoring, delib-
erate infrastructures, and the making and sustaining of relations, or, in other

words, embodied, critical, and creative cultures of use.

11

“Cripping Instagram’ involves individual and communal self-
authoring, deliberate infrastructures, and the making and sustaining of

relations, or . . . embodied, critical, and creative cultures of use.

JJ

Yet my analysis has also highlighted undercurrents of exclusion, unsustain-
ability, and discontent. In the larger context of disability social media activism
and digital storytelling today, especially as expressed in advocacy and fundrais-
ing work, it can seem like we are living in a time of affirmation—of increased
participation and visibility.”’ But how might we attend to who is attempt-
ing to reconfigure how platforms might be inhabited, and just as importantly
to who is left out or opting out? The fluctuating presences, tactical media
use, and dismedial gestures that thread through these interviews and digital
residencies testify that the conditions of participation and visibility on social
networks remain constrained and insupportable for many of us in the age of

platformization.
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