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Abstract 

 
As Rainie and Wellman explain in Networked (2012) the rise of the 

Internet, social networks and mobile technologies have resulted in media 

experiences that are personal, multiuser, multitasking and multithreaded. 

They refer to this new social operating system as “networked individualism”. 

In Spreadable Media (2013), Jenkins et al. argue that our networked culture is 

characterized by instantaneous, informal communication through multiple 

channels in which the audience participates in the creation of value and 

meaning, and in the circulation of media and messages. In this paper, I use 

the concepts of networked individualism and spreadable media in an 

examination of projects that use Twitter and Instagram to create and share 

micro-narratives.  

In 140 Illustrated Haikus, an iPhone and Instagram were used to 

document a month-long trip to three countries in late 2012. The resulting 
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photos and short texts were published simultaneously via Instagram, Twitter, 

Facebook, Flickr, email and Tumblr (http://marksjourney.tumblr.com/). In 

addition to the limitations imposed by time and technology, captions for the 

photos were written on the spot in the form of a haiku. These constraints were 

found to help, rather than hinder, the creative process.  

Austin Kleon is a writer and artist who creates “Newspaper Blackout 

Poetry” by selecting a newspaper, choosing a few key words, and blacking 

out the rest with a marker. He shares the results with more than 28,000 

followers on Twitter (@austinkleon), many of whom tweet their own blackout 

poems. Kleon also posts his poems to a website 

(http://newspaperblackout.com/), where others are encouraged to contribute 

their own efforts. An advocate of sharing work-in-progress, Kleon’s approach 

exemplifies the process-based, conversational nature of networked creative 

practice. 

Desert Friends, the “World’s First Instagram TV Show” is about three 

individuals who are transported to a distant galaxy and try to find their way 

back to Palm Springs (http://instagram.com/desertfriends). The filmmakers 

uploaded the first installment on 23 June 2013, and have continued to publish 

about four 15-second “shows” each week. Shot in black and white using the 

Instagram App on an iPhone, the programs emulate the style of low budget 

science fiction movies of the 1950s and 1960s. By episode number 63, the 

Desert Friends Instagram stream had attracted over 25,000 followers. This 
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production demonstrates that filmmakers can create their own “TV show” with 

their own gear, and broadcast it over channels that anyone can use. 

These case studies show that, by regularly sharing ideas and processes 

as well as outcomes online, individuals become part of a creative ecology that 

enables visibility, mutual support, collaboration, and better work. 
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Introduction 

The increasing popularity of smart phones with the ability to capture 

images, video and audio, and the ease with which multimedia content can be 

immediately shared over multiple digital networks has enabled new creative 

practices. In Networked: The New Social Operating System, Rainie and 

Wellman (2012) argue that most of us now work and play using a social 

network operating system that is personal—the individual is at the centre; 

multiuser—we are interacting with others; multitasking—we are juggling many 

activities; and multithreaded—we are performing these tasks simultaneously 

(2012, p. 7). They point out that our loose, fragmented social networks have 

allowed us to communicate with others outside tightly knit geographically 

based groups, and to publish and broadcast our own content. Furthermore, 

mobile digital devices make it possible to access information and other 

individuals when and where we like, enabling “a continuous presence and 

pervasive awareness of others in the network.” This results in what they call 

“networked individualism” (2012, pp. 11-12). 

While Rainie and Wellman explain how the “new social operating system” 

creates networked individuals and a culture of sharing, Jenkins et al. 

investigate why the practice of sharing over digital networks is becoming more 

commonplace. In Spreadable Media (2013), they argue that we are seeing a 

shift from a distribution model to a circulation model of dissemination that 

signals  
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a movement towards a more participatory culture, one which sees the 

public not as simply consumers of reconstructed messages but as 

people who are shaping, sharing, reframing, and remixing media 

content in ways that might not have been previously imagined. And 

they are doing so not as isolated individuals but within larger 

communities and networks, which allow them to spread content well 

beyond their immediate geographic proximity (Jenkins, Ford, & Green, 

2013, p. 2).  

“Spreadability” is about the flow of ideas in easy-to share-formats, rather than 

the attraction of individuals to a specific site (or “stickability”). It invites open-

ended participation, the reshaping of context as well as the content of texts, 

and assumes that work that is seen to have value will circulate through 

whatever channels are available. Not only does this lead to increased 

collaboration between people with different roles, but also to a blurring of the 

distinctions between roles (Jenkins, et al., 2013, pp. 6-7).  

The condition of “networked individualism” and the creation and 

circulation of “spreadable media” result from our changing use of technology 

and, as a consequence, our changing relationships with one another. New 

creative practices are shaped by a set of constraints inherent in the hardware, 

software and mobile context, and by the social interactions that allow for 

almost instantaneous feedback and a sense of collaboration. Work that can 

be created during small fragments of available time, shared within the 

limitations of available bandwidth, and displayed on hand-held screens needs 
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to be limited in size and duration. This has resulted in the circulation of digital 

micro-narratives. These may be designed as discrete experience, or as a set 

of related stories that form a larger narrative that takes shape over time.  

In this paper, I will describe three projects that could be described as 

micro-narratives: 140 Illustrated Haikus, Newspaper Blackout, and Desert 

Friends.  Each of these show how Twitter and Instagram can be used to share 

creative work in a way that privileges process over outcome and creates 

experiences that depend as much on the interaction between creator and 

audience as on the work itself. They also indicate how the “new social 

operating system” is working, and how networked individuals are ensuring 

that the media and messages they create will spread. 

140 Illustrated Haikus 

140 Illustrated Haikus is comprised of 140 captioned photos 

documenting a one-month journey that I took from Dunedin, New Zealand, to 

Vancouver, Manchester, London, Toronto, Wellington, and back to Dunedin 

that began on October 12 2012. As I waited for the plane to board in Dunedin, 

I flicked through the stream of images from people whose work I follow 

on Instagram, a photo sharing/social media service that runs on Apple iOS 

and Android devices. As well as sharing photos with my Twitter followers, I 

noticed that a recent upgrade also made it possible to simultaneously send 

photos to Tumblr, as well as to Facebook, Flickr, foursquare, and to email 

addresses. I quickly created a Tumblr blog to archive my Instagram images 

(http://marksjourney.tumblr.com/) and I snapped a photo of the plane that I 
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would momentarily board. I decided that that I would write the captions in the 

form of a haiku (three lines of five, seven, and five syllables), which would fit 

the 140-character constraint imposed by Twitter, and that I would aim to 

publish 140 illustrated haikus by the end of the trip.  

The technical limitation imposed by the mobile phone, Twitter and 

Instagram, and the formal limitations imposed by me, provided a framework 

that simplified and sped up the process of creating my illustrated micro-

narratives. Although each service and platform has different terms and 

conditions, sending the photos to several sites at once increases the 

discoverability and availability of work. For example, Flickr makes it easy for 

users to attach a Creative Commons license to all uploaded images, a feature 

that is absent from Instagram. On the Tumblr blog, I simply added a note 

informing visitors that the work is covered by a CC-BY (attribution only) 

license. Instagram’s multiple distribution options made it easy for me to send 

the captioned photos directly to specific family and friends as well as to my 

930 Twitter followers and the few dozen who follow me on Instagram. Adding 

the “#haiku” hashtag also made the work discoverable by individuals who 

regularly post poems in this abbreviated form.  This scattergun approach 

increased the exposure of the work, made it easy for others to pass it on to 

their followers, and sparked conversations in different online communities.  

Cory Doctorow argues that, if artists want their work to spread, they 

should “think like a dandelion”. He points out that, in a single year, a single 

dandelion can release more than 2,000 seeds into the air. Although many of 
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them will land on infertile soil, by spreading the seeds far and wide, every 

opportunity for reproduction is exploited to ensure that “every spring, every 

crack in every pavement is filled with dandelions”. Similarly, “if you blow your 

works into the net like a dandelion clock on the breeze . . . the winds of the 

Internet will toss your works to every corner of the globe, seeking out every 

fertile home that they may have” (Doctorow, 2008). To ensure that creative 

work can be easily copied to any location, he advises that artists use common 

file formats, avoid requiring logins or the collections of email addresses, and 

apply a Creative Commons or other open license be to the work, so that 

others can reproduce it themselves and share it with their friends and 

contacts.  

Newspaper Blackout 

In Steal Like an Artist, Austin Kleon provides his secret formula for 

becoming known: “Do good work and share it with people” (Kleon, 2012, p. 

79). Doing good work is hard, he acknowledges, but sharing has become 

much easier, now that you can simply “[p]ut your stuff on the Internet” (p. 70). 

He points out that it is not necessary to wait until a work is fully formed, 

polished, and presentable before sharing it online. By opening up your 

process, you can learn from others as you create. “The Internet can be more 

than just a resting place to publish your finished ideas”, he says, “it can also 

be an incubator for developing work that you haven’t yet started” (p. 82). 

In 2008, Kleon began to experiment with making short poems while on 

the bus to and from work and during his lunch break. He would pick up a 
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newspaper, select an article, and cross out all the words he didn’t like with a 

black marker. He called the result a “blackout poem”. Although he wasn’t sure 

if the idea had any potential, he shared his daily efforts online. The responses 

he received from other blogs and email helped him to learn what poems 

resonated with his followers, and this encouraged him to create and post 

more of them. The increasing attention eventually led to a feature story on 

NPR’s Morning Edition and to his first book, Newspaper Blackout, in 2010 

(Kleon, 2010, p. xv). 

In an interview with photographer Chase Jarvis, Kleon commented that 

the popularity of his newspaper blackout poetry came as a surprise, and the 

work would not have led to a book, if he had not shared his experiments 

online without worrying about whether it had an audience. He believes that he 

is a poor judge of his own work, so the feedback he gets from his followers is 

crucial in determining how to proceed. Sharing, for Kleon, is a two-way 

exchange:  

You’re only half of the equation . . . it’s an interaction between you and 

the person who’s going to experience the work, and the person who’s 

going to experience the work is bringing just as much to it, and is just 

as important as you are (Kleon, 2013). 

This fits with Rainie and Wellman’s observation that, the networked individual 

is not autonomous or isolated: “it is not the World According to Me,” . . . but 

“the World According to the Connected Me” (Rainie & Wellman, 2012, p. 19). 
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More than 5,140 people follow Kleon on Instagram 

(http://instagram.com/austinkleon), where he pas posted over 2,000 images, 

and he has over 29,300 followers on twitter (https://twitter.com/austinkleon). 

He maintains a comprehensive website (http://austinkleon.com/), which 

includes a link to a Tumblr site, where he and others from around the world 

share their Newspaper Blackout poems (http://newspaperblackout.com/). He 

is also using his blog and Pinterest to share his research and process work for 

his next book, which will be appropriately titled “Show Your Work”.  

Kleon highlights the importance of sharing work-in-progress, as well as 

the final results. Traditionally, artists keep their process hidden, secret, as 

though all that mattered was the final product, the “thing hanging the wall.” He 

believes that this is partly because of the effort and cost that is normally 

associated with presenting work to an audience. Renting gallery space and 

advertising a show is expensive, and mounting an exhibition is a laborious, 

time consuming undertaking. However, the internet, and easy-to-use social 

media tools, now makes it possible to get your work in front of people, and to 

get valuable feedback, not just at the end of the process, but right from the 

beginning. As Kleon explains: 

There’s no barrier between making the piece and sharing it with 

everyone and that’s never been a possibility before, and for me there's 

a kind of weird intimacy between making one of these poems and 

posting it on Instagram, and immediately, people see it (Kleon, 2013). 
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This feeling of intimacy is related to three characteristics of shared 

micro-narratives: the near instantaneous transmission of the message, which 

provides a sense of immediacy; the small size of the message, which makes it 

easy and quick to read; and the ability to provide immediate feedback, which 

encourages interaction. The result is a shared experience in which 

participants engage in a conversation through the exchange of various, often 

mixed, media. Anyone can follow a conversation on Twitter by searching for 

the appropriate hashtag (for example, #NewspaperBlackout). Individuals can 

join in on the conversation by simply including the same hashtag in their 

messages.  

	  
Brian Eno invites us to forget the idea of “genius” and to “think about the 

whole ecology of ideas that give rise to good new thoughts and good new 

work.” He coined the word “scenius” to describe “the intelligence of a whole 

operation or group of people”, and he explains that fertile scenes are 

populated by artists, collectors, curators, thinkers, theorists, and others — an 

“ecology of talent”, out of which good work can arise (Eno, 2009). These 

ecologies develop where there is a high density of creative people and a 

variety of places for them to interact, but, as Kleon reports, the scene does 

not have to be geographically based: 

I’d say 90% of my peers and people I take my inspiration from don’t live 

in Austin, Texas. They’re in my Twitter feed, they’re in my Google 

Reader, they’re in my email. . . . You’re just not restricted to your 

geographical scene anymore (Kleon, 2013). 
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In Where Good Ideas Come From: The Natural History of Innovation, 

Steven Johnson explains that both the web and the city can be “engines of 

innovation”, because both environments are “powerfully suited for the creation, 

diffusion, and adaption of good ideas” (Johnson, 2010, p. 16). He argues that, 

rather than protecting good ideas, we have more to gain by enabling 

processes that allow them to be connected, fused, recombined and 

reinvented (p. 22). The web is optimized for making and following connections. 

As Rainie and Wellman put it, “[t]he new media is the new neighbourhood” 

(2012, p. 13). 

Desert Friends 

Whereas the illustrated haikus and blackout poems discussed above 

were designed as self-contained micro-narratives, another approach is to 

produce a longer story and shared it with the world one segment at a time. On 

June 23, 2013, just after Instagram added limited video capabilities to the 

photo-sharing app, Los Angeles-area photographers, Dave Hill, Demaree Hill, 

Caleb Kuhl and Lindsey Kuhl experimented with the new feature by making a 

few cheesy Star Trek-inspired clips. As Hill, the director, explains, positive 

feedback from his online network encouraged them to take the project further: 

I posted a few of these, and some of my Instagram friends really got a 

kick out of them. The next morning, we all woke up feeling the same 

way . . . what if we actually told a silly story with this? So, we ditched 

the film festival that day and shot 11 clips about some friends who are 
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hanging out in Palm Springs and accidentally get warped to another 

galaxy (“Dave Hill x VSCO Cam,” 2013). 

The result is Desert Friends, the “World’s First Instagram TV Show,” which 

follows the exploits Ruby, Emma and James in 15-second installments 

(@calebkuhn, @demareehill, @lindseylad, & @davidhillphoto, 2013). 

Shot in black-and-white using an iPhone 5, Instagram, and an external 

microphone, the square format, low-resolution videos are reminiscent of 

popular low-budget science fiction movies and television programs that were 

screened in the 1950s and 1960s. As Caleb Kuhl explains, “it seems 

appropriate to pick a genre that lined up with the technology.” The filmmakers 

have not found that the significant technological constraints have restricted 

their creativity. On the contrary, “[t]he limitations are great,” according to Hill, 

because “[i]t forces you to really be thrifty with your work and really kind of tell 

a story in the least time possible. It’s helping me as a filmmaker” (Roessner, 

2013). All the special effects are recorded with the live action, there is no 

post-production, and each episode is published to Instagram on location 

immediately after it is shot. 

The filmmakers made their own costumes and props and had no 

advertising or marketing budget. Announcements, publicity posters, and 

material documenting the making of the show are delivered through the 

director’s Instagram feed (davehillphoto), a Twitter account (@desertfriends), 

a Facebook page (Desertfriendstv), a vimeo channel (70807836) and a 

Tumblr site (http://desertfriends.tumblr.com/). After 44 posts, the Desert 
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Friends Instagram stream had attracted over 3,000 followers, and by episode 

63 this audience had grown to 25,000. The team has continued to publish 

about four 15-second episodes a week.  

Hill also encourages fans to become involved, by providing behind-the-

scenes information and news. For example, a post on their Facebook page on 

30 July 2013 announces: “Episode 5 will introduce a new alien race TODAY! 

Who’s excited!?” (“Desert Friends,” 2013). As well as contributing feedback 

through Facebook and Twitter, Desert Friends fans often comment on 

individual Instagram episodes. Jenkins et al. argue that participation does not 

necessarily require the production of content. The potential to evaluate, 

appraise and critique work, and to engage in conversations about content, 

encourages a more active form of listening and watching (Jenkins, et al., 2013, 

pp. 154-155). Furthermore, the comments left by each viewer contribute 

something to the experience for subsequent viewers. 

Like Austin Kleon, Hill shares his production techniques and tricks 

openly. He goes into some detail about what equipment he uses, and has 

even published a video explaining how he created a Desert Friends 

promotional poster. He expresses his hope that the project can “encourage 

people to not worry about perfection but to just get out and create stuff, even if 

it's on your phone” (“Dave Hill x VSCO Cam,” 2013). This call to action 

supports Douglas Rushcoff’s observation that “people have crashed the gates 

of professionalism, penetrating the formerly sacrosanct boundaries protecting 

elites of all industries from challenges from below” (Rushkoff). 
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Although fans can see all the posted videos on the Desert Friends 

Instagram website (http://instagram.com/desertfriends), they are designed to 

be viewed on mobile phones. Dave Hill says he hopes the viewers will “get 

some laughs while passing time in line, or in the bathroom, or wherever”. He 

points out that Hulu Plus and Netflix are addressing the demand for longer-

format films with higher production values, and not everyone wants to watch 

ten minutes YouTube videos on their computer. He believes that “there’s a 

place for Instagram in your kind of day-to-day”. Hill points out that short, fun 

films require very little time commitment from mobile viewers: “wherever you 

are, you’re scrolling through your feed and boom — there’s a little storyline.” 

You can “just laugh and go about your day” (“Dave Hill x VSCO Cam,” 2013).  

Conclusions 

The case studies discussed in this paper demonstrate that individuals 

who are prepared to show and share their work online are in a good position 

to make the most of the “new social operating system”. In each example, 

technical constraints were turned to advantage and were seen as central to 

the creation of successful micro-narratives. These small messages are well 

suited to the limitations of digital networks and small, mobile screens. Open 

practices, as well as the small size of messages, enable the wide circulation 

of work. A willingness to experiment in public can be rewarded by useful 

feedback and the potential for collaboration. Taking an active part in the 

discussion and spread of media and messages ensures increased visibility 

within a creative ecology of like-minded people. 
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