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Poetry does make things happen, in contrast to what W.H. Auden famously stated, 

because like all art, poetry should intend to lend the reader the poet's own perspective and 

life view so that the reader can compare that to his own life view. This creates a "we", or 

universal, process that intends to join people together and make obvious the connection 

between all people. Although this undertaking does not necessarily immediately stop a war, it 

does allow people to relate to others, and understand that they are not alone in the world. 

This opposes bigotry, racism, nationalism, xenophobia and anything else that is tied to 

separating people, especially in the current political climate. However, something that makes 

this whole viewpoint I have always held more complicated, at least for me, is the quasi-

capitalist, easily digestible poetry of Instagram. Much of the poetry on this social media 

platform is formulaic, as it is ready buy/ready sell and follows a recipe that the poet knows 

will make the poem go viral. But what these poets really want to do is connect to as many 

people as possible, getting the most "likes", "comments", and overall reactions as they can. 

They are creating a universal, "we" process that makes obvious the connection between 

many people much more than other more traditional poets today. But then again, they are 

also "barbaric" like Theodor Adorno states in his essay "Cultural Criticism and Society," as it 

is a total capitalist gesture for a poet to mostly think about his or her own success and 

notoriety, and about making their poems go viral. Thus, the difference between wanting a 

poem to go "viral" and wanting to add to the world's culture and understanding of life by 

creating a poem that connects to the most people as possible is a very thin line that is 

sometimes impossible to recognize. Do Instagram poets just want notoriety and success, or 



do they really want to speak to as many people as they can to promote universality and 

human connection? 

Moreover, one cannot point their finger to a certain poet and say they are totally 

barbaric in this way, as one cannot know what is going on inside another person's mind, and 

mostly every poet wants to succeed and make a living off of their writing anyway. Many of 

these Instagram poets would probably say they write their poems to connect to people and 

to resonate with them, and if they succeed at it and go viral, who is really to judge? However, 

when each new post is so similar to the last, and an artist's "style" becomes nothing short of 

formulaic, one cannot help but think that the whole situation is bordering on capitalist 

poetry and that the poet is numbing society with easy proverbs, while giving people the 

feeling that they are "deep" because they read poetry. This is all related to the bourgeoisie, 

which is odd, because most of these poets vaguely state that they resonate with leftist views.  

An extremely famous Instagram poet today is Rupi Kaur, a young woman originally 

from Punjab, India who I came across by many friends (not regular readers of poetry) 

reposting her dainty, square-cropped proverbial poetry that includes beautiful hand-drawn 

images on the bottom and the heavy use of blank space. My friends reposted her poems with 

captions relating to soulfulness or thoughtfulness. Visually, these poems really stuck out to 

me and made me immediately click on her profile name. I was struck by how aesthetically 

pleasing her Instagram was (alternating between photos of her poems and photos of herself 

to create a pattern), how famous she was (1.2 million followers and counting), and the 

comments on each photo that range from hundreds to in the couple thousands. I 

immediately understood how this type of poetry could resonate with so many people— it 

really is wise and thoughtful, and looks quite beautiful. An example of one of her poems is 



the following untitled work, which I will include just as Kaur posted it on Instagram, because 

in this case, the aesthetic is almost just as important as the words themselves: 

 

 

One is immediately drawn to the illustration, meditative and simple just like her poems. The 

image in general is beautifully composed and shows knowledge of design with the use of 

blank space, symmetry, and more. However, the poem itself is a very simple proverb that I 

can see on a greeting card, t-shirt, or self-help book. One can immediately see how the 

gorgeous aesthetic aspect of Kaur's images draws people in, and how the meditations 

themselves can resonate with so many people due to their simple vagueness that can be tied 

to pretty much anything or anyone, but her poems seem so familiar and flat that it is hard to 

totally get on board with her work. Another poem, also left untitled, shows that Kaur has 



developed a formula that works perfectly to draw people in, get the "like", and get 

commenters to "tag" their friends. It is very similar, in tone, diction, sentence structure and 

aesthetic impulse, to the last: 

 

Here we can see an almost identical visual concept, and a very similar type of proverbial 

language and topic choice. This poetry has a distinct formula to get people to pay attention 

and become "fans," something that usually does not happen on this scale in the poetry 

world, especially with seemingly less attention to word choice than usual. But, alas, we are 

confronted with a complication when discussing Kaur's work: is Rupi Kaur a capitalist poet 

who has created formulaic tid-bits to garner success and "virality," or is she against the 

machine or the "man," as she pretty much does everything any MFA program will tell you is 

wrong? I ask this, as MFA programs have as of late been tagged as part of the capitalist 



"regime" and seen as churning out poets that all write in the same wordy, questioning, 

language-oriented way. Kaur, on the other hand, writes with vague, familiar, airy words that 

reflect on the spirit— in a way, she is writing against the educated institution of poetry.  

Another even more important complication one comes across when analyzing Kaur's 

work is when one begins to dissect her background as a woman of color from Punjab. It is 

clear that her background adds other dimensions to her poetry: as an immigrant from India 

to Canada, and as a woman of color. Even though Kaur writes lyric poetry tied to the ego 

which is in turn connected to romanticism, the bourgeoisie and being "apolitical," her 

identity gives her work a totally opposite implication that ties it more to leftist views, and 

makes it all seem a lot more political than at first sight. However, while I am a firm believer 

of lyric poetry and even confessional poetry, even more so when it comes from a person of 

color or any other type of minority group (regarding race, disability, religion, gender, and so 

forth), I also might be a little uncomfortable with living in an age where the poet is just as 

important as the poem, where the artist is just as important as the art, and where the brand is 

just as important as the art or more so. This seems to be a product of the obsession we have 

with social media and with celebrity, so much so that we elected a reality TV show president. 

It is not just about your poetry book anymore: it is about who you are, what you look like, 

what you wear, what your house is decorated like, how witty your captions are, what pet you 

have, and even what you eat. The brand is just as or more important than the work, and 

social media is a way to communicate this brand, which communicates who the poet "is" 

(not necessarily totally accurate), which in turn makes the audience feel connected to them 

and makes them want to buy books. However, just as there was a complicated, very thin line 

between capitalist poetry with the intention of "virality" and actually wanting to make poems 

that resonate with the most people as possible with the intention of universal connection, 



there is also a thin line between the brand becoming just as important as the work, and a 

minority poet lending another meaning to their own poetry. Although I cannot say that Rupi 

Kaur writes poetry that seems very vivid or innovative to me, I also cannot say that I can 

totally place judgment on her as a woman of color from Punjab, India writing poetry that is 

lyrical or confessional and becoming wildly successful for it, even if it does seem formulaic 

with the intention of virality.  

We can look at another Instagram poet, named Tyler Knott, who I believe also uses 

his knowledge of what will be the most aesthetically-pleasing Instagram photo to promote 

his vague, nature-oriented poetry up to the point of having more than 300,000 followers. An 

example of one of his poems is one left untitled as part of a typewriter series on his profile 

that shows how prolific he really is (he has written 1867 typewriter poems so far): 

 

 



Immediately, we see a certain similarity with Kaur's work, mostly in the kind of spaced-out, 

very lyrical tone and diction, the blank space, and even some of the themes about love and 

nature. It is something my MFA program would not like, and frankly, it does not seem 

innovative, inventive, or unique to me either. The ideas are great: having a typewriter series, 

a haiku series all scribbled on little note papers, and the great photos of nature he regularly 

posts on his profile (which follow the perfect order of typewriter poem, photo, note paper 

poem, just as Kaur follows a certain order as well). However, the actual substance, what 

should matter, the poems, does not seem to be what is mostly thought about. The identity of 

Knott, as a nature-loving, handsome poet/photographer seems to come first to his actual 

poetry, just as Rupi Kaur's identity seems more important as well in her case. However, there 

is something that feels odd about comparing a woman who is an immigrant from Punjab 

who writes lyric confessional poetry, and has amassed a million followers for it, to a white 

man who has the time to enjoy nature and think about the order of his Instagram posts. But 

then again, can we place judgment on Knott more than on Rupi Kaur just because he is not 

a woman of color, but rather a white man? Does his identity make his somewhat vague, 

flowery, ego-oriented, and confessional poetry, very much similar in tone and aesthetics to 

Kaur's work, more tied to capitalism, the bourgeoisie, and art for art's sake? Can we judge 

him for his identity as we forgive Kaur for her's? We probably can, but this, for me, as a 

woman of color, is the most complicated part of this essay, where I admit I feel I have 

dissected up to the point of feeling quite confused. However, this confusion seems necessary 

in getting to the point of understanding who I am as a female poet of color, and where I 

stand in the political landscape every time I decide to write a confessional, lyric poem, 

attempt to write experimental work, or worry about my social media following.  



Conclusively, Instagram has totally changed the environment of the poetry world 

and I believe that Rupi Kaur, Tyler Knott and the other famous Instagram poets are 

pioneers of a practice that one day will be expected from, or seen as second nature to, poets 

(if it is not already). The social media platform has commoditized the art of poetry and 

shrunk it to not much more than Hallmark card proverbs and meditations on nature and 

love— in short, exactly what most people think poetry is. It is not strange that people flock 

to this type of poetry on Instagram, because most programs in schools teach their students 

that poetry should be about the ego, "deep", vague and confusing (and should rhyme). The 

Instagram poets are giving their mass audiences exactly what they want in order to ensure 

virality, success, more followers, and being able to actually live off of their art, the last of 

which no poet can truly blame them for. A complication that arises through the birth of 

Instagram poets is how to differentiate between the "capitalist poets of Instagram" who just 

want notoriety and virality and who make formulaic poems to ensure this, and those who 

use social media to really try to connect to as many people as possible and remind them how 

similar we all are, defying xenophobia in the Trump era (and of course, to gain readership 

along the way). Even more complicated is how Instagram makes the identity of any artist, 

and their brand, more important than the actual art, which is seen in how Kaur and Knott's 

work both seem to rely more on their incredible aesthetic impulses and their own lives rather 

than their words. It is difficult to judge any poet who is getting people to actually read poetry 

and who is seemingly making a good living off of the art, especially someone who is a 

minority, who comes from humble beginnings, or anyone else who is not seen as the 

"traditional poet." However, in art there must always be "blood" (to quote Rodrigo from the 

series Mozart in the Jungle), and it is obvious when there is no "blood," but rather formulas 

and excessive thinking about success and virality. Instagram is not the issue, and the 



"Instagram poets" aren't the issue either; the issue lies rather in the masses and what they 

choose to flock to, and the direction our celebrity-driven political climate, and quickly 

consuming/digesting society obsessed with "perfection," are going toward.  

 


