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PREFACE
GEERT LOVINK

Critical meme research is confronted with a challenge. While there’s an overproduction
of global case studies that map the once unknowable and invisible, a theory shortage is
looming. The little amount of speculative theory generated in this current decade tends to
focus on Hegelian totality, preferring grand vistas over hermeneutic details. INC already
noticed this in 2021, during the production of the first Critical Meme Reader. This second
Critical Meme Reader attempts, once again, to overcome the theory deficiency, all the
while sensing that even more work needs to be done. Global meme production is at an
all-time high; there’s an unprecedented demand for cynical relief, a rush to get that split-
second sense of freedom. The normless and rootless user swarms enjoy their nihilist
me-moments. Memes, fulfilling their task to satisfy the cultural needs of the frustrated
multitudes, have become a permanent hype. The meme genre is a symbol of cultural
stagnation that is simply refusing to fade away. While memes are claimed to create an
ironic distance from the boring every day, we also register cases in which memes have a
direct political impact in terms of anticipation, preparation, and organization. Think of the
January 6, 2021 storming of the American Capitol, the topic of Meme Wars, a brand-new
publication investigating just that.

We still do not have the right visual literacy skills to understand the image and its workings.
We've all learned how to interpret ‘content’, but the images themselves are crying out to
be heard. The highbrow-lowbrow debates come and go, and have been going on for at
least seven decades. The apparent lack of visual theory was noted before, for instance in
the field of comics studies. So then, are memes the next sign of the ‘impoverishment’ of
public culture? And if not, shouldn’t we spend more time and resources on studying the
memefication of everything? Is there a danger looming that theory is withdrawing from
the present scene? Can we please, once and for all, overcome the distrust of popular
amusements? There is little to expect from a media studies discipline that is stuck in the
data mud. While Zizek is being associated with Hollywood, could Gen Z public intellectuals,
able to analyse the deep affect layers of memes, please stand up?

Children of the deconstruction are having fun with memes. But let us also take some steps
forward and start developing a non-academic interdisciplinary futurology. The challenge
ahead will be to design audio-3D meme formats for the not equally distributed ‘para real’
future that is already inhabited by some. Current meme culture is a collective celebration of
‘format nostalgia’, longing for the Web2 days of JPEG-image boards and sparse connectivity.
But how will this sentiment of the online billions play out inside game worlds and metaverse
environments? Forget 4chan and Reddit. Can TikTok-videos be given an ironic turn? Let’s
hear more about the audio memes. This is a quest for shadow design. How can cultures of
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ambivalence, reflection and wit thrive in an environment dominated by planetary mental
control, devastating geopolitics, identity apartheid, and other enclosures?

A thriving public internet would benefit from a sophisticated, a-moral understanding of the
informal, dark side of mainstream channels. What's at stake here is the prediction of the
mood of the masses, which can be measured so much more precisely than in the days of
questionaries and polls. Right now, powerful institutions and corporations are preventing a
meaningful encounter between intellectual engagement with memes and meme producers,
leaving the vibe check to social media marketers. We need to overcome this: critical theory
should glow up, yassify itself, and direct channels to both users and producers of memes.
Critical reflections need to design direct feedback loops into the techno-social imaginary.
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INTRODUCTION: MEMETIC TACTICALITY
CHLOE ARKENBOUT AND LAURENCE SCHERZ

‘It's much easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of meme-culture.” — Ake
Gafvelin

‘We cannot have a meaningful revolution without humor.”— bell hooks
‘Leftist memes be like: [a 3000-word essay crammed in one imagel.”— Unknown

‘Memes are often representative of ourselves, our fears and our way of relating to society.’
— clusterduck

‘And as Picasso famously related, “art is an instrument of attack against the enemy. The
strange thing about social media is that we are also our own enemy.”” — Marc Tuters

‘Critical design can never be truly popular, and that is the fundamental problem. Objects that
are critical of industry's agenda are unlikely to be funded by industry.”— Anthony Dunne

‘Thinking is not nostalgic.”— Geert Lovink

‘If you wanted to see the future you could not go to conventional sources of information.” —
Peter Schwartz

‘If you can’t change reality, change your perceptions of it.”— Audre Lorde

‘It is in collectivities that we find reservoirs of hope and optimism.”— Angela Y. Davis
‘There is no need to fear or hope, but only to look for new weapons.”— Gilles Deleuze
‘What matters is not to know the world but to change it.”— Frantz Fanon

When memes started to play a substantial role for Ukraine as a warfare technique,
mainstream media seemed to wake up and grasp the political power these viral images
hold. Pro-Ukraine memes in which Ukrainian soldiers are depicted as heroes, Russian
soldiers and Putin are ridiculed, and the West was criticized for not helping Ukraine
enough flooded Telegram, Twitter, and other social media platforms. Other types of
memes addressed the hypocritical and often downright racist refugee policies of European
countries (looking at you, the Netherlands), the imperialist role NATO might have in all of
this, and the dangers of Russophobia. Journalists seemed to struggle endlessly with the
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following questions: Is war something people should not be able to make fun of through
memes? Or is it, in fact, ethically justified once we realize that humor serves as a coping
mechanism? (If you ask us, and you do: some memes are too grim or cruel, yet others
brighten truly horrific realities or hold invaluable political power.) We ‘meme experts’ were
suddenly asked for media appearances non-stop: to talk about how memes are influencing
war, but also to discuss the political impact of memes in local elections, how they are
employed by political parties and activists alike, and whether or not they have replaced the
traditional newspaper cartoon. Multiple meme researchers around the world have stressed
the political power of memes for years now, whilst struggling to receive substantial amounts
of funding for this exact field, one considered by many as still ‘too niche’. Now, finally, the
general public seems to have caught on as well. While this is a favorable development, we
must address the equally troubling fact that, oftentimes, something deeply horrific needs
to happen before enough people realize you were not rambling or ranting blindly after all.
And we certainly weren’t. We were slamming on doors that needed to be opened, right
away. However, let it be crystal clear: in this light, we do not enjoy being right.

The first Critical Meme Reader, published in 2021, showed us how meme studies have
a rich history in globally addressing the political power these viral images hold—one of
the field’s most discussed topics being, of course, the great meme wars of 2016. In our
first reader, Global Mutations of the Viral Image, Andy King effortlessly explained how the
alt-right used memes as a warfare tool, in which the innocent Pepe the Frog was claimed
as its symbol and the storming of the Capitol as its climax. The internet subcultures that
once thrived in relative obscurity, as Joan Donovan, Emily Dreyfuss and Brian Frienberg
stipulate in their brand new book Meme Wars, had been drastically overlooked until that
dramatic day, January 6 2021.2 King illustrated how ‘the alt-right [...] have molded their
image into that of an underdog—a convenient ploy to justify aggressive tactics such as
spamming pro-choice Facebook groups with images of aborted fetuses, raiding subreddits
and shitposting cringe compilations of angry feminist and liberals appearing to “cancel
free speech”. Their outreach was far and wide—no corner of the internet was spared.’

This image still haunts us today: the ghost of an alt-right underdog, begging for scraps as
if hurt by society. And who, we might ask rhetorically, are being portrayed as radical, ‘too
woke’, a danger to democracy? Progressive leftist people that dare to speak up against
oppression. Marginalized people literally begging their governments to honor their basic
human rights.

1 Andy King, “Weapons of Mass Distraction: Far-Right Culture-Jamming Tactics in Memetic Warfare,”
in Critical Meme Reader: Global Mutations of the Viral Image, ed. Chloé Arkenbout, Jack Wilson and
Daniel de Zeeuw (Amsterdam: Institute of Network Cultures, 2021), 217-235.

2 Joan Donovan, Emily Dreyfuss and Brian Friedberg, Meme Wars: The Untold Story of the Online
Battles Upending Democracy in America (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2022), 4.

3 King, “Weapons of Mass Distraction: Far-Right Culture-Jamming Tactics in Memetic Warfare,” 218.
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What Donovan, Dreyfuss and Frienberg teach us with their beautiful reconstruction of the
untold story of online battles uprooting democracy in America, is that the political power of
memes, their sheer potential to mobilize, is incomparable to anything we’ve seen before.
In fact, the left should ‘learn to meme’, as Mike Watson puts it* and—dare we say it—take
lessons from the alt-right’s tactics.

However, what was shown in our first Critical Meme Reader is that the left already is memeing
successfully: Anahita Neghabat demonstrated how memes can function as a strategic tool for
political counter-narratives and as an alternative for problematic mainstream media,® Saeeda
Saeed told us about her meme art, which helps critique the oppressive regime of Saudi
Araba,? Sarp Ozer wrote about how Erdogan is vulnerable to memetic humor,” and Caspar
Chan elaborated on Pepe being reclaimed and given new meaning in Hong Kong protests.®

Nonetheless, memetic logics are moving beyond images into tactical actors and processes
embedded in society as well, as Anirban Baishya illustrated in the first reader®. Baishya
showed us how the Blue Whale Challenge, an online game in which kids receive mysterious
assignments every day, ending with having to commit suicide as the last challenge, caused
mass hysteria throughout the country. Even though there never was any actual proof of
this game existing, both government and worried citizens created and organized multiple
infographics, YouTube-tutorials and mass protests. Baishya defined this process as memetic
terror:

Memetic terror is an affective, networked fear of breaching. It replicates itself through
exposure to repeated information, reverberating throughout digital infrastructures, as it
interacts with personal devices, policy, and regulation, as well as users’ bodies.*®

4 Mike Watson, Can the Left Learn to Meme? Adorno, Video Gaming and Stranger things (Winchester:
Zero Books, 2019), 1-112.

5  Anahita Neghabat, “Ibiza Austrian Memes: Reflections on Reclaiming Political Discourse through
Memes,” in Critical Meme Reader: Global Mutations of the Viral Image, ed. Chloé Arkenbout, Jack
Wilson and Daniel de Zeeuw (Amsterdam: Institute of Network Cultures, 2021), 130-142.

6  Saeeda Saeed, “Dear Mr.BoneSaw your face smells like a chicken shawarma: A Clapback to Saudi
Arabia’s Electronic Army,” in Critical Meme Reader: Global Mutations of the Viral Image, ed. Chloé
Arkenbout, Jack Wilson and Daniel de Zeeuw (Amsterdam: Institute of Network Cultures, 2021),
143-153.

7 Sarp Ozer, “Your Feed is a Battleground: A Field Report on Memetic Warfare in Turkey,” in Critical
Meme Reader: Global Mutations of the Viral Image, ed. Chloé Arkenbout, Jack Wilson and Daniel de
Zeeuw (Amsterdam: Institute of Network Cultures, 2021), 236-247.

8  Caspar Chan, “Pepe the Frog Is Love and Peace: His Second Life in Hong Kong,” in Critical Meme
Reader: Global Mutations of the Viral Image, ed. Chloé Arkenbout, Jack Wilson and Daniel de Zeeuw
(Amsterdam: Institute of Network Cultures, 2021), 289-306.

9  Anirban Baishya, “It Lurks in the Deep: Memetic Terror and the Blue Whale Challenge in India,” in
Critical Meme Reader: Global Mutations of the Viral Image, ed. by Chloé Arkenbout, Jack Wilson and
Daniel de Zeeuw (Amsterdam: Institute of Network Cultures, 2021), 248-260.

10 Baishya, “It Lurks in the Deep: Memetic Terror and the Blue Whale Challenge in India,” 249.
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What we also, maybe even mostly, have taken from our first meme reader, is how memes
can be deployed as tactical devices: not just as a way to channel voices, but as weapons,
ammunition, roadblocks that lead to a better world. This is what we focus on in this second
Critical Meme Reader—the tactics of memes. Their (political) power has moved beyond
virtual images; the distinction between the virtual and ‘real life’ no longer applies, or perhaps
was never really there. If memes play a substantial role in the Ukrainian war and are used as
a tool by the alt-right to mobilize people to storm the Capitol, can they also be used by the
left to spark a revolution, as memetic warfare which is far more immediate and accessible
than real-life demonstrations?'! What kind of labor would that require? And what if the same
logics behind memetic terror were used for spreading progressive ideas for a possible future?
To imagine, if you will, a hopeful future?

Noday-we’re/learning
tabout WallfStreet:

F/g. 1: Where?

Meme Activism and Warfare Tactics

Memes are definitely not our masters’ tools: they are ours alone, and they will break down
any house they feel like; currently they're already being used as ammunition for political ends
all around the globe. Whether it's the Chinese government using cuteness to distribute its

11 King, “Weapons of Mass Distraction: Far-Right Culture-Jamming Tactics in Memetic Warfare,” 234.
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power during the COVID-19 crisis, as Jamie Wong illustrates (page 76), or playful memetic
affordances on TikTok that are being used for Palestinian resistance, as Tom Divon explains
(page 88). Whether it's memes being used to mobilize political violence, as Bhumika
Bhattacharyya shows us (page 106), or as tools during the Presidential Elections in 2018 in
Brazil, according to Isabel Logfren (page 52), it's clear that memes are immensely powerful.
Memes are critiquing surveillance capitalism, memes can make theory more accessible
(or are even theory in themselves, according to Jordi Viader Guerrero (page 260), memes
uphold a mirror, showing the politics of the everyday, as Mariana Manousopoulou (page
298) sees it. They can take us by the hand, guide us through the politics of Russia’s
complex history, pop up in critical videogames, influence gun violence and immigration
policies, balsam our souls when used as coping mechanisms for traumatized minority
groups; they can be even an effective tool for decolonization, for liberation of indigenous
people. The list of political memetic tactics currently employed throughout continents
goes on: memes are everywhere, residing on each digital doorstep; breathing, growing,
taking on new powers. They are specific to each culture, each context, adaptable as can
be. The list goes on.

Meme Design and Labor

One such power is how to design the perfect political meme, a secret shared with us
by Chloé Arkenbout in her interviews with nine Dutch leftist meme makers (page 20),
whose memes also end up on the street as stickers, invading the public space with fierce
ideological weaponry. It's these same ideological weapons that are also used in the
context of critiquing the art industry, with all its shortcomings, ranging from precarious
work environments to a total lack of social safety (Dutchies, remember Julian Andeweg?).
Both Manique Hendricks and Marijn Bril point out that memes have become a new form
of institutional critique (page 191 and page 178). Hendricks states that memes are the
perfect tool for a new generation of artists, curators, researchers, writers, and students
to question institutional systems and power relations. Even though memes might /ook
less dangerous than a critical review in an art magazine, according to her ‘they provide
humor, a certain catharsis, and a possible ground for self-identification or affirmation for
the viewer: you are being made fun of, but at the same time you're also in on the joke.’ For
the art world, memes are a perfect medium for playful self-mockery, while at the same
time being a tool for serious critique. An artwork in itself, then.

However, the production of critical memes has a dark side to it as well: it is no coincidence
that Anahita Neghabat stopped making memes—she was simply too emotionally drained
from being ‘mansplained’ all the time (page 149). How does, indeed, a meme maker
remain positive enough to keep on fighting the good fight? How does not only the meme,
but also its maker keep their power intact?
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Speculative Memes and Imaginaries

Memes are a powerful tool to question power, to critique and to create. Yet how do we get
from this point to actually mobilizing the revolution our world desperately needs? When
are we going to storm our Capitol, the Capitol that is capitalism, patriarchy, and white
supremacy? How do we use memes to create a world built on values such as intersectional
equality, solidarity, empathy, compassion, care? A world, in fact, built on love? Apologies
if we sound a tad bit emotional here. But time is running out—climate disaster is a grim
reality and it won’t be long before a new pandemic hits. Or, who knows, aliens might even
come and invade our planet?

Fig. 2: Hey.

The true political power of memes lies in their potential to be used as a proactive design
practice, to build imaginaries for a better world. By thinking through alternative stories of
possible futures, memes can become a way of talking in-depth about the implications of
those potential outcomes of our society.'? As the iconic futuring-expert Peter Schwartz
perhaps would have concluded, if he were to apply his method to memes: memes can

12 Peter Schwartz, The Art of the Long View: Planning for the Future in an Uncertain World (New York:
Crown Publishing Group, 1991), xiv.
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bring mankind’s unspoken assumptions about the future to the surface.!® This is something
Jasmine Erkan and Emma Damiani demonstrate with their (not so) fictional preview
of our future (page 207). Memes can be powerful vehicles in challenging our ‘mental
models’ about the world, and can potentially lift our ‘blinders’, those that limit our creativity
and resourcefulness.’ They allow us to anticipate difficult times, and to make us see
opportunities which otherwise would have remained invisible to us.*®

It might be easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism. However,
lucky for us, it's also easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of meme culture.'®
So, let’s try and imagine a world after capitalism, shall we? The best speculative designs
do more than communicate; they suggest possible interactions and behaviors, according
to Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, authors of Speculative Everything.'” They state that the
left has relied too heavily on reason, ignoring the possibility of fantasy.'® And, yes, activists
do burn out quickly, ending up as nihilist shadows of their once hopeful, combative selves.
But let’s not despair. How about we start seeing memes for what they truly are? A boundless
source of inspiration, a starting point for the radical change so desperately needed in the
world. Our reality may be grim, but our future doesn’t have to be. Let us, for the love of
memes, make it playful, euphoric, abundant. Let us dance upon the graves of nihilist media
and worship our new gods: the memes.

Savriél Dillingh states that true hope can only be forward-facing (page 314): ‘That s, it looks
towards something that is undoubtedly good and beautiful, but necessarily something we
cannot yet understand. We know it’s there, but we simply do not yet have the conceptual
language to express it.” Luckily, we have memes, seeing as, according to Dillingh, they
allow progressives to mass produce hope. And it makes sense, because if memes can have
a positive impact on our mental health (page 140), as Laurence Scherz illustrates, their
healing power might be capable of so much more—perhaps even a healing, or saving of
the world? To quote Dillingh once more: ‘Now doesn’t that just make you hope?’

13 Schwartz, The Art of the Long View: Planning for the Future in an Uncertain, xv.

14 Schwartz, The Art of the Long View: Planning for the Future in an Uncertain, xv.

15 Schwartz, The Art of the Long View: Planning for the Future in an Uncertain, xv.

16 Ake Gafvelin, “On the Prospect of Overcoming Meme-Culture, or, The Last Meme in History,” in
Critical Meme Reader: Global Mutations of the Viral Image, ed. Chloé Arkenbout, Jack Wilson and
Daniel de Zeeuw (Amsterdam: Institute of Network Cultures, 2021), 185.

17 Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming
(Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2013), 139.

18 Dunne and Raby, Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming, 159.
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Don’t do that.
Don’t give me hope.

Fig. 3: Sorry not sorry.
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POLITICAL MEME TOOLKIT: LEFTIST DUTCH MEME
MAKERS SHARE THEIR TRADE SECRETS

CHLOE ARKENBOUT

The alt-right and their political warfare techniques have been discussed elaborately
for years now, by multiple talented meme scholars. However relevant that may be, |
for one think it’s important to zoom in on the tactics progressive leftist meme makers
are using. In fact, the left supposedly not being able to meme has been an outdated
statement for a while. Memes have great political potential for those who believe in
solidarity, intersectionality, empathy, compassion, care, and revolution, and they have
this for three main reasons:

1. Memes offer counter-narrative techniques

Anahita Neghabat explains in her article that was published in the first Critical
Meme Reader that mainstream media regularly produce hegemonic, sexist, racist,
classist or otherwise marginalizing and violent views. They often uncritically
reproduce problematic arguments, generalizations, and vocabulary in an effort
to report ‘neutrally’. Therefore, memes are the perfect tool to intervene in
public discourse. According to her, memes are simple enough to reach a broad
audience, yet at the same time sufficiently sophisticated to stimulate critical
thinking. Neghabat continues by stating that memes serve a special function
for marginalized communities, because memes are characterized by their do-it-
yourself-aesthetic—anyone can produce a meme with basic editing skills and
internet access. Memes must therefore be understood as a tool for rejecting the
logic of exclusive, elitist, top-down knowledge production commonly performed
by hegemonic, established media and political institutions.

2. Memes plant dialectical seeds for change

Leftist memes have the potential to plant what | like to call ‘dialectical seeds
for change’ as a culture war tactic, to slowly change dominant views and
norms. In their essay ‘Rude Awakening: Memes as Dialectical Images’,! Geert
Lovink and Marc Tuters illustrate, using Walter Benjamin, how memes can be
seen as dialectical images. According to them, memes can be seen as cultural
negotiations that take place in the flow of everyday language, where meaning
is not authoritatively established. Tutors and Lovink compare Benjamin’s

1 Geert Lovink and Marc Tuters, “Rude Awakening: Memes as Dialectical Images,” Non Copyriot, April
2, 2018. https://non.copyriot.com/rude-awakening-memes-as-dialectical-images}.
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metaphors on awakening, transformation, and the hope for insight with memetic
processes happening right now. They state that even though memes are inherently
ironic, they can also purport belief. The left is excellent at making memes that show
the alternative voice within dominant oppressive discourses, in both a subtle and
dialectical way. These are memes that make those who see them go ‘I never thought
of it like that’, thus planting a seed for a change of ideology, or an awakening.

3. Memes express solidarity and stimulate unity

Neghabat states that the humor in memes made by and for the left is an intrinsic part

of a collective empowerment strategy, one that builds resilience through a process of

self-affirmation. She writes how humor is a deeply subjective and intimate experience;

therefore, finding something funny together creates a sense of intimacy, of community—
sharing one’s discomfort and dealing with negative experiences offers emotional relief

and support. Sharing a meme that makes you want to laugh and cry with a fellow lefty is a

feeling many of us probably recognize. However, memes do not only offer solidarity: they
also unify. The left may be fragmented and critical of each other, but memes function

as an active tool for unifying different communities as well.

How, then, is the perfect leftist meme constructed and distributed? | spoke to nine leftist
Dutch meme makers, all of whom operate on a different spectrum of the left (from radical
communism to more libertarian-leaning ideologies) and have different numbers of Instagram
followers (from 400 followers to a whopping 140,000). What are their strategies and tricks?
What makes a truly good leftist meme?

Elements of a Successful Political Meme

There are multiple elements that make a political meme a great political meme. @
kakelversememes (minty fresh memes), one of the biggest leftist meme accounts in the
Netherlands, explains that a good meme must be relevant and also contain something
recognizable. If the meme is funny as well that’s just a nice bonus because, according to
them, for social commentary a meme does not necessarily need a punchline. They also
explain that a meme should not have too much text—something that seems hard for leftist
meme creators. @linksinhetnieuws (left in the news), a meme creator who posts memes
but also a lot of other types of content such as news articles, infographics, and polls, agrees
on this. @gratis_saaf_voor_iedereen (free Saaf for everyone), a political researcher who is
only one of two meme creators | interviewed that doesn’t meme anonymously, underlines
the importance of commenting on current events. @commie central, a communist
meme maker, adds how memes that are controversial and evoke emotions usually work
well. He furthermore explains that memes that hold multiple symbols—referring to different
(pop culture) images, news events, specific ideologies and other memes—are the most
sophisticated.
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Fig. 1: Meme by @kakelversememes. ‘We regret that our travelers are experiencing problems because
of the strike. — So, you’re going to ensure a better collective labor agreement to make sure the trains
run again?’
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This connects to what @progressieve.plaatjes (progressive images), a collective of meme
creators who are radical in ideology but try to steer clear of heated debates between
communists and anarchists, have to say about navigating the tension between creating
niche memes and memes that are recognizable for a wider audience. @linksinhetnieuws and
@linkslibertaireplaatjes (leftist libertarian images), a collective from Belgium, both state that
it’s important to drastically simplify political and ideological issues, to make sure as many
people can understand them, while @progressieve.plaatjes also state that when they post a
meme that’s too generic—widely understood by a large audience—they lose niche followers
as well. However, they also lose followers when the memes they share are too specific.

What all meme creators have in common is that they have the capacity to think visually.
Both @kakelversememes and @delinksestudent (the leftist student) explain that when they
read something they want to comment on in the media, they usually instantly know what
meme template would be most suitable to visualize their critique. Most meme creators use
international memes and translate them into a national context from time to time or employ
already existing popular formats, or just create their own. @gratis_saaf_voor_iedereen
explains how, in his view, there are two kinds of memes: the classic image macro (text over
image) format usually made with popular pre-existing formats, and the ‘homemade’ formats
that are more experimental in nature.
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In this, he sees how the former is usually straightforward in its punchline, with an attempt
to evoke emotions, whereas the latter is oftentimes more satirical, trying to show the
absurdity of the situation it’s commenting on. Or, as @progressieve.plaatjes explain: some
memes are recognizable and try to connect people with each other, while others are so
absurd they only make the people who get it laugh.
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Fig. 2: Meme by @progressieve.plaatjes. Mark Rutte (Dutch prime minister): ‘People who cannot afford
groceries anymore —The interests of big capital’.

So, a great political meme is relevant and reacts to current events, is recognizable, should
not have too much text, has different layers of symbolism, evokes emotion, is controversial,
and holds a balance between being interesting for an in-crowd and being accessible to a
bigger audience. Humor, in all of this, is just a bonus.

Tools for Meme Production

Everyone with a decent internet connection can make a meme. The question then remains,
how exactly? What tools do leftist memers use? Most meme makers use meme generators
(such as Memetic or Imgflip) or photo editing tools (such as Canva, InDesign, or even
Paint) on their smartphone or laptop—or a combination of all of these.
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{ ;. Ten eerste, fuck jullie allemaal lol

Fig. 3: Meme by @gratis_saaf_voor_iedereen. Willem Alexander (king of the Netherlands) while
reading the king’s speech of 2022: ‘First of all, fuck you all lol’.

@memesvdmassa (memes of the masses), the first-ever leftist meme account in the
Netherlands which is run by multiple people and connected to other accounts such
as @roodememes (red memes), state that they use a meme generator for the quick
and dirty memes that comment on recent events—speed being more important than
aesthetics—and use Photoshop when they have more time. Some meme making apps
have limitations, such as watermarks or a limited number of templates. One solution, @
delinksestudent explains, is to become a paid subscriber, which allows meme makers
to access new templates earlier than other admins, giving them the opportunity ‘to
be the first’. Another option is to use @gratis_saaf_voor_iedereen’s tactic: according
to him, memes outside of the common templates require more original thought and
creativity. ‘lIronically, I'm most proud of my memes that get the least likes’, he explains.
‘| know that the recognizable memes score better because everyone recognizes that
shit, but I like to be a bit avant-garde.’

Memes that are made with templates are often the quick, recognizable ones that
comment on recent events, whereas memes that are made in photo editing tools are
more aesthetically pleasing, original and experimental. It all depends on what a meme
maker wants to achieve, and how much time they have to invest.
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Fig. 4: Meme by @commie____central. ‘Us in 2023, looking back on how all we ever wanted was
humane shelter for refugees and that people were able to feed their kids’.

Social Media Platform Tactics and Limits

After a meme is produced, meme makers share their creations in the hopes that their
memes will reach as many people as possible, or, even better: that they’ll go viral. How
do these meme makers navigate their content on social media, and what are the limits
of trying to question power within this age of platform capitalism?

Most meme makers use Instagram to spread their memes. Generally, all memers
I've spoken to agree on the fact that Instagram is so suitable for memes because
it's a visual platform, where it’s easy to interact with other users. @gratis_saaf_voor_
iedereen adds how it's also easier to control that interaction: ‘I delete and block a lot
of Nazis that comment on my memes, because | want to create a safe space for leftist
people.” Facebook is passé, some find Twitter too toxic or too difficult to gain followers
with, and some are considering TikTok, as Instagram probably awaits the same fate
as Facebook—even though it would be more difficult to remain anonymous there.
Curiously, none of the meme makers | talked to are active on alternative, open-source
platforms, besides a few Telegram groups; they seem to be fighting capitalism from
within the system.
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Rechtse drollen : Respect voor onze waarden en normen!
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Fig. 5: Meme by @linkslibertaireplaatjes. ‘Right-wing dipshits: Respect our norms and values. Me:
Okay great, can you then also show some basic level of politeness towards minorities? Right-wing
dipshits: Aaaaaah woke!’

Some memers see memeing as a personal tool to deal with the daily horrors of late-stage
capitalism, such as @commie___central and @linksinhetnieuws, who post multiple posts
and stories a day. @commie____central explains that some people find it annoying when
people post all the time, but for others, this consistency is very important indeed. Other
accounts, such as @progressieve.plaatjes, see how many hate comments and messages
some accounts receive and try not to see memeing as a mission with structured content
planning, but rather as a form of tension release. @gratis_saaf_voor_iedereen does not
post something every day, or even every week—he shares memes when he has something
to say. At times, he is too tired and simply does not feel like it, because the world we live
inis too grim: ‘Sometimes our reality is so extreme that | find it very difficult to even apply
satire to it. When people lose their right to abortion, or when a baby gets hit by a cop during
a peaceful protest, is it even ethical to meme about that? And if so, how do you do that in
a tasteful, respectful way?’

Whereas all memers have a different frequency of posting memes on their Instagram
accounts, all of them interact and engage with each other, some even collaborate together,
whether they know each other in real life or not. This automatically increases their memes’
reach. As ideologies and strategies differ, some of them are comrades, some are frenemies
and some of them just strongly disagree with each other. Most of them comment on and
share each other’'s memes, whether it’s because they agree with the message or to publicly
criticize each other. Another tactic to make a meme go viral is to engage with the enemy:
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@delinksestudent, for example, frequently tags right-wing extremist politicians or the official
account of the police, in order to get a response from them to trigger the algorithm. ‘I enjoy it
when people disagree with my meme. It means I've accomplished to reach people outside
of my own bubble, those that only tell me I'm right anyway.’

Working with Instagram’s algorithm is something @delinksestudent does more often. He has
a professional account that lets him see the statistics of the memes he shares—such as the
fact that 55% of his followers are men and 45% women (even though it’s worth noting here
that this percentage might look different if Instagram would have the option of tracking users
outside of the gender binary). ‘The memes | make that are a bit ruder often work well with
younger guys’ he continues, and ‘the memes that are content-focused attract older men.
Memes about political persons are liked most by women. | try to keep a balance in these types
of content.” @politieke_jongeren (political youngsters), an account with over 140k followers
that does not create memes but shares other makers’ content, claims that for organic growth
it's important to focus on the content, and not on ‘marketing tricks’. He has never done a
paid partnership because he wants to remain authentic and independent, but for the right
organization, he would perhaps consider it. @progressieve.plaatjes and @memesvdmassa,
however, would never contemplate a partnership, as they deliberately chose not to engage
in growth hacking or sponsored content. They wish to focus on the content, and want to
protect their mental health by not obsessing over analytics.

Een
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negeren
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Fig. 6: Meme by @memesvdmassa. ‘Ignoring a transphobic campaign poster—Demolishing a
transphobic campaign poster and leaving the scraps—Demolishing a transphobic campaign poster
and dutifully throwing it away in a trash can afterwards—“Vandalizing” a transphobic campaign poster
with pro trans-stickers’.
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Operating on Instagram, a platform that is focused on profit, naturally has its shortcomings.
Openly questioning power structures on a capitalist platform that benefits from its own
oppressive systems often results in forms of censorship, with accounts being shadowbanned
or banned full stop. @commie_____central, who once started out as @commie_central with
one underscore, serves as an iconic example: he currently has an account with no less
than four underscores—each new underscore stands for a new account he had to create
after being banned. @kakelversememes explains that they are extremely aware of this:
‘Sometimes memes are categorized as hate speech; other times troll armies report our
posts. The only way to prevent this is by posting content that is a little less radical, and to be
extremely careful of how you word certain things. However, this is very difficult because the
line between what is allowed and what isn’t is thin, constantly changing, differing as well per
topic and per account. If you're a politician, you're allowed different things than if you're a
meme page.’ On top of that, @kakelversememes found out that when in 2021 the National
Coordinator of Terrorist Prevention and Safety of the Netherlands started following political
campaign leaders, prominent religious figures, and activists with anonymous accounts,? they
were on this list. “That was truly next level.’

Tactical Impact

That leftist meme makers are being taken seriously by those who are in power is clear. So then,
what is the actual tactical political impact of leftist political memes? Both @linksinhetnieuws
and @politieke_jongeren mention that the only way they can really measure their influence
is through the feedback of some of their followers. The actual change, however—the
conversations their followers have while having a drink, after seeing their memes—is
something they’ll never fully be able to grasp. Do these creators notice any impact of their
work, and how do they actively strive for social change?

@kakelversememes explains that they don’t know whether their memes make an impact on

policy, but what they do know is how one of their memes is hanging on the wall of the BIJ1

(most radical leftist Dutch party) office: ‘That | made Sylvana Simons [BIJ1 party leader and

first-ever Black female party leader in the Dutch parliament] laugh definitely puts a smile on

my face.” @commie_____central tells me that he’s not sure of his actual impact either, but

that it has been less than he would prefer, however still more than he expected. He explains

that multiple followers have told him that they started voting differently because of his memes,
alongside followers becoming more active in local protests and joining political organizations.
Also @linksinhetnieuws’ followers tell him that, because of him, they’ve realized D66 (a self-
proclaimed centrist leftist party) is not as left-wing as they portray themselves, thus starting

to vote for other parties which are further along in the leftist spectrum.

2 NOS Nieuws, “NCTV volgde in het geheim burgers op sociale media met nepaccounts,” NOS Nieuws,
April 10, 2021, https://nos.nl/artikel/2376104-nctv-volgde-in-het-geheim-burgers-op-sociale-
media-met-nepaccounts.
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Fig. 7: Meme by @linksinhetnieuws. ‘D66 Trade Offer. | receive: 24 seats for new leadership. You
receive: [empty spacel.’

This is exactly what @memesvdmassa want to achieve: to radicalize people into becoming
more leftist—preferably communist. For them, it's important that memes connect people
to actual organizations, protests, and events: ‘After making memes for six months, we
wanted to do more. To transfer memes to the real world. So, we founded a web shop called
@derodelap (the red cloth) where we sell merchandise (such as protest flags, buttons, pins,
posters), political stickers that literally put memes into the streets, and books. Memes are
a great way to activate leftist people who want to know more about a certain ideology.’
Consequently, @linksinhetnieuws’ followers told him that, in fact, they’ve joined unions or
signed petitions because of his content. It is therefore also his hope that memes can be a
gateway to political action, a tool to instigate people into doing their own critical research.

This is @gratis_saaf_voor_iedereen’s strategy as well: ‘A meme alone is not enough; you
need something activating next to it. A meme is a decoy for the in-depth content | produce
as a political researcher. Whenever | post a meme before sharing a podcast | recorded, for
example, that podcast gets listened to a lot more.” This is also how @linkslibertaireplaatjes
use memes— as a marketing technique to get more attention for the political activities
they organize. ‘Memes travel across different places, outside of our own filter bubble, so
this impacts our reach greatly, giving us the opportunity to spread our ideas more broadly.’
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Fig. 8: Meme by @delinksestudent. ‘Thanks for not explaining the entire Marxist theory to my dad when
he said D66 is a left-wing party, that required self-discipline.’

Dankjewel dat je niet de
hele marxistische theorie
uit ging leggen aan mijn
vader toen hij D66 links
noemde, dat vroeg om
zelfdiscipline.

@progressieve.plaatjes explain how they’ve noticed that online political content is beneficial
to spreading ideas. According to them, memes have positively influenced the normalization
of radical leftist ideology: ‘We’re noticing a clear shift, where memes have contributed to
an environment where it's more accepted to be an active anti-capitalist. Maybe it’s not as
accepted to call yourself acommunist yet, but it's definitely more normalized to say stuff like

“fuck capitalism” now. Of course, we should not stop with the influence of ideology, we also
need to mobilize people and get them off their phones, and on the streets.’

And so, it remains difficult to measure political memes and their direct influence: it's safe to
say one meme will not spark an entire revolution. However, together with other influences
such as more traditional forms of critical media, as well as conversations with friends, family,
lovers, teachers, fellow students, or colleagues, memes can contribute to a change in
ideology, one that can result in critical thinking—and ultimately, in political action.

(Almost) all of the identities of the meme makers | interviewed are known to me. In
order to preserve their privacy and safety (most of them receive death threats because
of their ideologies), these identities are not disclosed here. A special thanks to
them, my meme muses (in order the interviews were conducted): @linksinhetnieuws,
@kakelversememes, @progressieve.plaatjes, @gratis_saaf_voor_iedereen,
@commie____central,@linkslibertaireplaatjes, @delinksestudent, @memesvdmassa,
and @politieke_jongeren.
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BENEVOLENT EDGELORDS: SPECTERS OF
BENJAMIN AND MEMETIC AMBIGUITY

PIERRE D'’ALANCAISEZ

The Taliban in Disneyland

By the time this text is published, the USA’s military withdrawal from Afghanistan in August
of 2021 will be a fading entry in the catalogue of geopolitical and humanitarian disasters.
Whatever formal inquiries may be ongoing, they are sure to pay attention to the corruption
of the fleeing Afghan government, the naivete of the US Army command, and the human
rights aftermath. They are far less likely to consider the aesthetics of regime change and the
role of the iconic image in marking the transition. This is not because the end of Operation
Freedom’s Sentinel failed to produce the customary images of troops and military equipment
juxtaposed with bewildered civilian faces, but because the most remarkable images were
produced by the Taliban.

The Taliban’s entry into Kabul was not accompanied by the sound of gunfire or footage of
armed struggle. Instead, we saw the Taliban command in an impromptu photo-op in the
presidential palace.! In the city, the fighters explored an amusement park, filming themselves
on a children’s merry-go-round and riding around in bumper cars.? Later, they marveled at
the facilities of a gym.® Some ate ice-cream (Fig. 1).#* More LARP (Live Action Role Play) than
war.By the time the news cameras turned to the harrowing scenes of crowds gathered at
Kabul airport, the Taliban image-makers had gained the first-mover advantage. So much so
that the Western public consciousness registered the dramatic scenes as though they came
from disaster movies in which the US Air Force was the antagonist.® Back in the Taliban-
controlled city, no statues were toppled, no blood was (visibly) shed, and no buildings were
destroyed.
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5 Shania Wilson, “Twitter Compares World War Z Plane Scene to Kabul Evacuation — Eerie Similarities
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MEMETIC AMMUNITION 33

Fig. 1: The Taliban eating ice-cream in Kabul, August 2021. Twitter: @AbdulhagOmeri.

Why did these frivolous images have such an impact on the Western world? Their novelty
partially explains their power to outcompete traditional war reportage, but there is more to
it: the Taliban fighters’ wonder at the civilization they inherited, makes them eerily relatable.
Even more relatable are the symbols of that civilization which the Americans tried to instill
in Afghanistan. Fairground rides, ice-cream, and treadmills: Disneyland.

These images represent the retreat into a version of reality in which we, from thousands
of miles away, no longer need to be troubled by the symbols of conflict, not even those
hackneyed cyphers such as bombed-out ruins, crying mothers, or starving children that
have become so easy to ignore on Western TV screens. The Taliban fighters’ penchant for
ice-cream bypasses the tormenting reality of war and offers proof that, as Jean Baudrillard
proposed already in 1991, the war never took place at all.® Except this time, it's not because
we have lost the ability to tell reality and fiction of war images apart, but because the fiction
is so compelling that we prefer it to reality.

This is the stuff that memes are made of. If the Taliban wanted to lord their effortless entry into
Kabul over the outgoing peacekeepers, they did so with the complicit aid of the very targets
of their trolling. Ice-cream images quickly began circulating, whether they had anything to
do with 2021 or not.”

6  Jean Baudrillard, The Gulf War Did Not Take Place, trans. Paul Patton (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1995).

7 Dilip Kumar Sripada, “Old Photo of an Afghan Citizen Falsely Shared as Recent Visuals of a Taliban
Fighter Enjoying Ice Cream,” Factly, August 26, 2021, https://factly.in/old-photo-of-an-afghan-
citizen-falsely-shared-as-recent-visuals-of-a-taliban-fighter-enjoying-ice-cream/.
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Fig. 2: Billboard in North Carolina showing Joe Biden eating ice-cream. Instagram: @donaldtrumpjr.

The Joe Biden ice-cream meme which shows the President licking gelato against a backdrop
of the Kabul evacuation (Fig. 2) took flight not in Kandahar, but in North Carolina.® Even
the restaging of the 1945 Iwo Jima flag photograph with Taliban colors (Fig. 3), supposedly
produced to strike at the heart of American pride, appears not to have been deliberate.® For
each of these images and their endless clones, it was the American and Western audiences
that made it possible for the memes to gain any currency at all—on 4chan, Twitter, and the
news. Compare the success of these aesthetic outputs with the Taliban’s more ‘traditional’
efforts to mock the US with Pepe and Wojak memes, '° and it becomes clear that the bumper
cars and ice-cream images are in a league of their own.

8  Donald Trump Jr, “This Is Apparently a Billboard in Wilmington, North Carolina,” Instagram, photo,
August 18, 2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CSsufeWjSRP/.

9 Dan Evon, “Did Taliban Recreate lwo Jima Photo?”, Snopes.com, August 23, 2021, https://www.
snopes.com/fact-check/taliban-iwo-jima/.

10  Oplndia staff, “Taliban Accounts Mock USA with Pepe the Frog and Other ‘edgy’ Memes,” Oplndia
(blog), August 31, 2021, https://www.opindia.com/2021/09/taliban-leader-accounts-mocks-usa-
with-pepe-the-frog-and-other-edgy-4chan-memes/.
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Fig. 3.1: 313 Bardi Battalion; Joe Rosenthal, 1945/AP.

Fig. 3.2: 313 Bardi Battalion; Joe Rosenthal, 1945/AP.
The IRLLARP

These events vindicate Jean Baudrillard’s pronouncement that signs no longer need to refer
to real events at all, and that their meaning is predetermined by the entropy of war that
produces them. We are producing images of war without war itself, a situation that seems
a given in the memesphere. The images also correspond with another one of Baudrillard’s
declarations that underlined Disneyland’s crucial role to the American psyche: ‘Disneyland
exists in order to hide that it is the “real” country, all of “real” America that is Disneyland’.!!
What happens when images of amusement parks and festive snacks become synonymous
with war, when there is nowhere outside of Disneyland to go? If the Taliban have occupied
Disneyland, will we ever again make images of anything other than war? Is Mickey Mouse
one step away from subbing as a warlord?

11 Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994), 12—14.
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Perhaps all of this—the war, its end, the coup—has been an all-absorbing LARP that
got out of hand. The way out of the Baudrillardian dead-end is to abolish the meme as a
category that is synonymous with predetermined political outcomes, and to consider its
aesthetics as separate from ideology. Perhaps the Taliban were just eating ice-cream
and playing games, and we simply got duped. Perhaps, in Afghanistan, war is a form of
theater we didn’t notice was scripted.'? Perhaps going to the gym is what 20-something
males do between popping slot machines at the arcade. Is it any wonder that the
first tweeted reply to the video of the Taliban at the presidential palace gym was the
pitch-perfect ‘dudes rock’?'® Maybe this is what life and war look like anywhere, and
the memefication of IRL war images is just a coping mechanism. But who is memeing
whom? How many meme-makers can the Taliban demobilize, knowing full well that
we, as recipients, would fill in the shortfall? And, if we recognize that the meme is
often in the eye of the beholder, what kind of responsibility do we ourselves bear for
its political outcomes? If the Taliban wasn’t in charge of this meme operation, why did
it end up serving their goals? There are, of course, plenty of precedents of deliberate
memetic terrorism, but if this wasn’t one, we have been waging meme war all wrong.

There may be multiple reasons for this, as well as for the politically unbalanced
outcomes of meme politics. The violence of war is almost as present in the everyday
meme as racism, misogyny, or various flavors of fascism. No wonder, then, that
much of the critical attention that memes have received dwells on their supposedly
inevitably right-leaning nature. The media scholar Bogna Konior, for example, follows
the Baudrillardian thread to explain why many meme-producing communities have an
apocalyptic, end-of-days ethos.'* The theorist Tom Holert, meanwhile, proposes that
digital algorithmic media are rigged to favor fascist messages, regardless of their truth
values.? Such explanations are alluring in a post-Trump, post-truth era, yet they remain
troubling considering that image and politics are the key variables in meme algebra.

The politics-aesthetics equation has been a site of contestation for artistic production
and theory in recent decades, during which the cultural field has turned to politically
and socially engaged practices. Such practices have had their keen theorists and
critics such as Grant Kester and Gregory Scholette, and favorite philosophers like
Jacques Ranciére. For all political art’s popularity within the cultural industries and its

12 The journalist Sarah Chayes suggest that theater is a significant part of Afghan war culture. Sarah
Chayes, “Afghanistan,” Thinking Allowed (BBC Radio 4, 11 October 2011), https://www.bbc.co.uk/
programmes/m00108bj.

13 Andre Ramos, “@Mulhak Dudes Rock,” Tweet, Twitter, 18 August 2021, https://twitter.com/
andybong/status/1427791427942092805.

14 Bogna M. Konior, “Apocalypse Memes for the Anthropocene God: Mediating Crisis and the Memetic
Body Politic,” in Post Memes: Seizing the Memes of Production, ed. Alfie Bown and Dan Bristow
(Santa Barbara: Punctum Books, 2019), 45-76.

15 Tom Holert, “Transfixing the Fascist Episteme,” in Deserting from the Culture Wars, ed. Maria
Hlavajova and Sven Litticken (Utrecht: MIT Press, 2020), 53—76.
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claims of utility, however, meme aesthetics hardly get a passing glance in galleries and
museums, perhaps because memes are assumed to be a prioriincompatible with those
institutions’ liberal politics.'® The outlandishness of such an attitude should be obvious
on the face of it: it’s not as if artists have ever shied away from appropriating aesthetic
forms and turning them into expressions of their political desires. If Duchamp got his
hands dirty on a urinal,’” why wouldn’t left-wing artists play with memes? To borrow a
question from the theorist Mike Watson: can the left learn to meme?!8

Benjamin’s Dictate

Watson’s recent book The Memeing of Mark Fisher'® brings the analytical focus of
meme theory squarely to the Frankfurt School. Butin the art school, it is perhaps Walter
Benjamin who bears the greatest responsibility for today’s aesthetic paralysis. At the
very end of The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, Benjamin
considers the role of art aesthetics in war:

“Fiat ars—pereat mundus”, says fascism, expecting from war [...] the artistic
gratification of a sense perception altered by technology. This is evidently the
consummation of I'art pour I’art. Humankind [...] has now become one for
itself. Its self-alienation has reached the point where it can experience its own
annihilation as a supreme aesthetic pleasure. Such is the aestheticizing of
politics, as practiced by fascism. Communism replies by politicizing art.?®

This manifesto has long circulated in the artistic spheres in a paraphrased form:
the right aestheticizes politics, so the left responds by politicizing aesthetics.?! For
anecdotal evidence to back up Benjamin’s thesis, one need not look further than the

16  Holert, for example, cites the 91" Berlin Biennale curated by the collective DIS, which featured plenty
of what was then referred to as post-internet art as an example of the algorithmic right-turn. The
political space between DIS and 4chan, however, is nearly as wide as that between Bernie Sanders
and Donald Trump—Holert, T., “Transfixing the Fascist Episteme,” 2020.

17 Theirony here being that Duchamp possibly ‘stole’ the idea itself—Ariel Rodriguez, “How The
Artwork That Started Conceptual Art Was Actually Stolen,” March 27, 2018, Cultura Colectiva, https://
culturacolectiva.com/art/duchamp-stolen-fountain/.

18 Mike Watson, Can the Left Learn to Meme? Adorno, Video Gaming, and Stranger Things (Winchester:
Zero Books, 2019).

19 Mike Watson, The Memeing of Mark Fisher: How the Frankfurt School Foresaw Capitalist Realism and
What to Do about It (Winchester: Zero Books, 2022).

20 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility [First Version],"
trans. Michael W. Jennings,1,” Grey Room 39, no. 1 (Spring 2010): 36.

21 Thisideais soingrained in art practice and criticism that it has its own Wikipedia entry:

“Aestheticization of Politics,” Wikipedia, 6 March 2022, https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.
php?title=Aestheticization_of_politics&oldid=1075652154.
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Nazis’ desire to leave behind ‘beautiful ruins’?? on the one hand, and the liberal art
institutions’ claim of prioritizing social justice principles on the other. The implication
of this wisdom received from Benjamin is profound: the right can pursue its politics
knowing that it can adorn it with appropriate aesthetics, but the left can only make
political claims over an aesthetics that precedes them. This is hardly an optimal
condition for the left’s practice of political art, unless one wanted such a practice to be
entirely and inescapably led by politics, all the while remaining in denial of its aesthetic
potential to drive meanings of its own. For the right political artist, this challenge is,
however, absent: it is always possible to make adequate aesthetic representations of
and for their politics.

Benjamin’s dictate thus partly explains the often aesthetically dry nature of the
left’s political art initiatives.?® The dictate also demands that the political takes on an
increasingly enlarged role in the project of political art; Jean-Luc Godard’s move from
‘making political film’ to ‘making films politically’, for example, signals the conviction
that the circumstances of artistic production matter more than the art’s reception.®
And this drift is never-ending: the critic Keller Easterling observes that mere ideological
declarations are not reliable indicators, because they are easily corruptible.?® This
means that, eventually, left art becomes entirely subjugated to the practice of politics,
so much so that it need not sully itself with aesthetics anymore.

Beware of Art Bearing Political Gifts

Benjamin does not imply that the art practices of the right are aesthetically superior, but
he does draw a veil over the political effectiveness of the right’s aesthetics. The long-
term result is that a growing plethora of symbols, subjects, and styles, from the Celtic
cross to Pepe, are assumed to be aesthetically efficacious because of the politics that
they support, rather than because they make for ‘good’ visuals. Consider, for example,
the outrage over the 2020 exhibition People of Colour in an Auckland project space,
which attracted accusations of hate speech because it displayed the flags of a variety
of right-wing political organizations (including the Polish far right and the SS), alongside
those of politically acceptable actors (New Zealand’s United Tribes and, bizarrely,
South Korea). On the wall, the exhibition looked like a grid of 3D meme chess brought

22 Keiko Ishida, “Albert Speer’s ‘Theory of Ruin Value’,” Art Research Center 1, Special Issue (2020):
35-43, https://www.arc.ritsumei.ac.jp/download/AR_SPECIALISSUE_vol.1_5_ISHIDA.pdf.

23 See, for example, Claire Bishop's critique of the lack of aesthetics in ‘relational aesthetics’. Claire
Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (London: Verso Books,
2012).

24 See, for example, Jeremy Spencer, “Politics and Aesthetics within Godard’s Cinema,” in Marxism
and Film Activism: Screening Alternative Worlds, ed. Ewa Mazierska and Lars Lyngsgaard Fjord
Kristensen (New York: Berghahn Books, 2015), 62.

25 Cited by Holert. Keller Easterling, “Activism in the Age of the Superbug,” Frieze, 2019, https://www.
frieze.com/article/keller-easterling-where-activism-fails-and-how-we-can-reformat-it.
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to life to invite scrutiny and consideration. Yet it received neither: the curators were
accused of harboring fascist views and forced to apologize.?® More recently, and in
contested circumstances,?’ the exhibition Political Art at Warsaw’s Ujazdowski Centre
for Contemporary Art?® was condemned and boycotted by the mainstream art world
because it ‘platform[ed] antisemitic, racist, and Islamophobic messages under the
guise of freedom of expression.’? The presence of one or two taboo ideas was enough
to spark a boycott—Max Uwe Jensen’s remake of the 1945 Raising a Flag over the
Reichstag (Fig. 4), which could have been taken straight from the Taliban Iwo Jima
portfolio, condemned the show to the ‘basket of deplorables’.3°

Fig. 4: Uwe Max Jensen, Rainbow Warrior — We Fought for This, 2021

But whatever the curators’ intentions in staging the provocations in the Auckland and
Warsaw exhibitions were, their effect has been to reinforce the left-leaning art world’s
resolve to treat any aesthetics associated with the right wing, however tenuously, with
suspicion and thus never to examine the aesthetic function of its images lest they cause

26 Amal Samaha, “Swastikas off K Road: How the Worst Art Show in New Zealand Came to Be,” The
Spinoff, November 12, 2020, https://thespinoff.co.nz/society/12-11-2020/swastikas-off-k-road-how-
the-worst-art-show-in-new-zealand-came-to-be.

27 Dorian Batycka, “Poland Just Replaced a Top Museum Director With a Drummer and Painter in a
Move Critics Say Is Politically Motivated,” Artnet News, December 3, 2021, https://news.artnet.com/
art-world/poland-replaces-zacheta-director-2043595.

28 U-Jazdowski, “Political Art”, Ujazdowski Castle Centre for Contemporary Art, 2021, https://u-
jazdowski.pl/en/programme/exhibitions/sztuka-polityczna.

29 Dorian Batycka, “Crowds Gather to Protest Warsaw’s Leading Contemporary Art Museum, Which
Just Mounted an Anti-Cancel Culture ‘Art Show’,” Artnet News, August 27, 2021, https://news.artnet.
com/art-world/ujazdowski-castle-exhibition-2003364.

30 Interestingly, even though Jensen has been a candidate of a right-wing political party, he appears
to be as opposed to state support of the arts as he is to the existence of Islam in Denmark. “Uwe
Max Jensen,” in Wikipedia, den frie encyklopaedi, 23 May 2022, https://da.wikipedia.org/w/index.
php?title=Uwe_Max_Jensen&oldid=11159354.
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harm. How can the left learn to meme if it refuses to even look at the aesthetics of its political
enemies, or to take on the ambiguity of rainbow flags and ice-cream?

Anything Can Be Fascist if You Want It to Be

In the imaginary illiberal museum, Benjamin’s dictate is no longer a guarantee of success for
the right-wing artist: aestheticizing politics does not turn artistic practice into an ideological
weapon the way it may have done, in our idealized view of the past, for Leni Riefenstahl. The
self-proclaimed right-wing artist, writer, and frog-Twitter inhabitant Gio Pennacchietti, for
example, bemoans the fact that even for the right-leaning artist (for whom the political should
be simply another task of the work of art), the political has overtaken the aestheticization
of life 3!

Some of the responsibility for this stalemate may be laid at Benjamin’s feet, but it was Max
Horkheimer who, in republishing his colleague’s essay, substituted ‘the totalitarian doctrine’
for the original ‘fascism’ and ‘the constructive forces of mankind’ for ‘communism’, in an
attempt to make the dictate appealing to American audiences.®* 3 Given that Benjamin’s
essay has been an art school favorite on account of its conceptualization of the artwork’s
aura, it may be Horkheimer’s mistranslation, rather than Benjamin’s intent, that gave rise to
the idea that left and right-leaning politics require radically different aesthetic approaches.
The net effect is that the art world, when thinking about the relationship between aesthetics
and politics, is drawn to making polarizing, Manichean distinctions between a narrow range
of acceptable progressive politics and a whole gamut of questionable ideas that need to be
denounced as fascist.

One may reasonably wonder why Benjamin’s concern for the mass reproducibility of the
image should still be relevant when as many images are produced every day as Benjamin
could have imagined in his lifetime. Desmond Manderson is one of the scholars who suggest
that Benjamin’s observation is historically contingent, and that the disjunction between art
and politics is specific to the 20" century of the Frankfurt School:

Benjamin’s essay on mass movements and modern art does not identify the birth of
an alliance [between politics and art], so much as detect its resurgence under the
altered conditions of twentieth century life. What distinguishes his analysis is the
recognition that the constitution of mass publics and collective interests changes

31 Thaddeus Russell, “Gio Pennacchietti,” Unregistered with Thaddeus Russell, accessed 31 May 2022,
https://sites.libsyn.com/407174/unregistered-213-gio-pennacchietti; Gio Pennacchietti, ‘Right-
Wing Art, An Impossibility?’, Gio’s Content Corner, 11 February 2022, https://gioscontentcorner.
substack.com/p/right-wing-art-an-impossibility.

32 Thanks to Mike Watson for highlighting this.

33 Stuart Jeffries, Grand Hotel Abyss: The Lives of the Frankfurt School (London: Verso Books, 2016),
chap. 9.
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both the forms this alliance takes and the functions it fulfills. At stake is none other
than the implications of thinking of aesthetics as the handmaiden of politics.3*

Following this, one returns to Horkheimer’s predicament: is Benjamin’s definition of fascism
still meaningful, and is communism still a relevant counterpoint in the age of 4chan and
TikTok? Benjamin's interest in fascism is rooted in the choices that societies of the 1930s
made concerning class and property relations: ‘The masses have a right to changed property
relations; fascism seeks to give them expression in keeping these relations unchanged.’®
Fascism’s aesthetics, therefore, provided a mere illusion of liberty while actually acting to
constrain it.

This description is fitting for a range of contemporary right-wing movements, from the UK
Independence Party to MAGA (Make America Great Again), but it can just as easily be
applied to other aspects of contemporary property and aesthetic relations. Consider, to take
atrivial example, the ‘freedom’ offered by the WeWork office, where spaces are designed to
encourage workers’ individual interests to surface in the form of aesthetic relations. ‘Do what
you love’, the WeWork slogan goes: you too can spend your days in a ‘creative’ environment
where your ‘expression’ will be encouraged—»but only to be exploited. By Benjamin’s
standards, WeWork and all of 21%-century capitalism are steeped in fascism.

Much of contemporary art practice can be so categorized: the sheer volume of social art
interventions aimed at giving voice to marginalized communities that fail to measurably
empower their subjects should, by Benjamin’s account, make today’s art institutions blush.
Take, for example, the participatory ‘talking shop’ produced by the engagement department
of a contemporary art museum, in which communities not previously engaged with art are
invited to express their ideas through aesthetic participation. Does such a project not serve
to capture the symbolic capital of the masses in return for an unrealistic promise of a better
future? Is the artist-facilitator here not the ultimate fascist?

That Benjamin’s distinction between the left and right no longer fits its purpose should have
been obvious to aesthetic practitioners, at least since the advent of neoliberalism, which
places individual expression above all else. This expressive illusion of freedom, offered by
WeWork and the museum, may have distinct political outcomes, but these are not determined
by their aesthetic hallmarks any more than they are guaranteed by their statements of intent.
Might it, therefore, be time to reject the notion that there is a distinct progressive aesthetics
which is in conflict with a right-wing one? The first step out of this predicament is to embrace
ambiguity.

34 Desmond Manderson, “Here and Now: From ‘Aestheticizing Politics’ to ‘Politicizing Art’,” in Sensing
the Nation’s Law: Historical Inquiries into the Aesthetics of Democratic Legitimacy, ed. Stefan
Huygebaert, Angela Condello, Sarah Marusek, and Mark Antaki (New York: Springer, 2018), 4.

35 Benjamin W., “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility,” 35.
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Aestheticizing Ambiguity

Mainstream progressivism and ambiguity do not mix, particularly when conservative factions
are ready to embrace the latter.3 For example, any account of the Taliban’s takeover of
Afghanistan that left the effects of the meme campaign to chance would be rather difficult
to swallow. Was the ice-cream selfie as likely to land in the pro-democracy camp as it was
to deliver a critique of the retreating regime? If such aesthetics come with fifty-fifty odds of
favoring either side of politics, then what determines the outcome? Could it be simply that
the extreme political factions expend their energies on making memes opportunistically,
while the progressive opposition retreats? Simpler still, is it not true that ‘you’ve got to be in
it to win it’? Given that images are produced at a ridiculous pace, with or without political
intent, is it not the responsibility of the political artist to harness their aesthetic ambiguity
and cultivate, or rather, meme them, so that the balance of probabilities is swayed in one
direction or another?

Aesthetic ambiguity is at play in Monira Al Qadiri’s video work Behind the Sun, which brings
together the footage of the burning oil fields in Kuwait set alight by Iragi troops retreating at
the end of the first Gulf War with a soundtrack of nature-themed, religious Arabic poetry from
contemporary TV programs.®” The combination of this vintage lo-fi imagery, which Western
audiences may remember as the beginnings of televised perma-war, with incomprehensible
sounds that news bulletins have conditioned them to mistrust is bewildering. The images of
fire and destruction are as iconic of the Gulf War as Albert Speer’s ‘beautiful ruins’ were of
World War Il. Yet Al Qadiri’s use of them says nothing of her politics, and does not align her
with any school of extremism. A recent exhibition in Ottawa, for example, interpreted the
video work as being ‘of particular significance in Canada, where traditional territories have
been expropriated by the settler-colonial state.”® 3° Without suggesting that Al Qadiri courts
controversy with her juxtaposition of fire and religion, it is fair to observe that a very similar
set of aesthetic choices could be employed, in another context, to inspire religious fervor or
promote violent dissent.

Context matters, and even more so when one considers that comparable imagery twinned
with meditative readings of Koranic poetry has accompanied ISIS ‘battle porn’#® and

36 Pennacchietti, for example, suggest that ambiguity is the right-wing artist’s way out of the
Benjaminian stalemate. Russell, T., “Gio Pennacchietti.”.

37 Monira Al Qadiri, Behind the Sun, 2013, video, sound, 10’, 2013, https://www.moniraalgadiri.com/
behind-the-sun/.

38 Digital Arts Resource Centre, “Monira Al Qadiri: Behind the Sun at DARC,” Digital Arts Resource
Centre (Formerly SAW Video) (blog), March 23, 2022, https://digitalartsresourcecentre.ca/monira-al-
gadiri-behind-the-sun/.

39 Al Qadiriis Kuwaiti, was born in Senegal, educated in Japan, and lives in Berlin, but has no
discernible connection to Canada.

40 Brendan I. Koerner, “Why ISIS Is Winning the Social Media War—And How to Fight Back,” Wired,
April 2016, https://www.wired.com/2016/03/isis-winning-social-media-war-heres-beat/.
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several beheading videos.*! What, then, separates an artist such as Al Qadiri from a 4chan
meme poster experimenting with edgelord assemblages of images, music, and text? If it
isn’t aesthetics alone, does the validation of Al Qadiri’s work by mainstream art institutions
guarantee the ‘propriety’ of the artist’s politics, thus limiting the work’s possible applications
beyond the sanitized confines of the curatorial text? The relationship between the work and
its exhibition context becomes difficult to ascertain here because, in practice, the curatorial-
critical machine works to remove the last remnants of ambiguity, thus undermining the very
idea of aesthetic judgment.

The strength of Behind the Sun is precisely its ability to evade the Canadian exhibition’s
shoehorning of ‘Indigenous Peoples’ land rights’# into the interpretative apparatus, and to
retain the slippery relationship between aesthetic markers and political alignment. The video
is a powerful anti-war hymn, made even more potent by the possibility that it could just as
easily be a battle cry. However, one would search in vain for an acknowledgement of this
ambiguity in accounts of Al Qadiri’s work, because acceptance within the art world comes
at the cost of swearing allegiance to Benjamin’s dictate. In return, the museum renders the
artefact inaccessible to anyone who hasn'’t already subscribed to the liberal ideologies of
the institution. As if to prove this point, Al Qadiri withdrew her permission to reproduce a still
from her video on being presented with a draft of this text.

Platform Ambiguity

How can an artist choose to practice ambiguity in pursuit of political outcomes? The example
of Al Qadiri’s work suggests that this is possible within the art institution, but only within the
narrow confines of pre-approved political and aesthetic codes. Ambiguity is more easily
pursued outside of the museum, or at its edges. Recent years have brought multiple examples
of exodus and exile from the museum in the manner of ‘exit not escape’, as advocated by
theorist Suhail Malik.*® Artists of the Millennial generation such as Daniel Keller or Brad
Troemel, who came of age aesthetically and politically just as the gallery had its brief romance
with post-internet art, have since found that to continue their work they had to take their
allegiances into spaces still unpolluted by the art institution or market. The beneficiaries
of this exit have been a plethora of quasi-independent outlets powered by Twitter, Patreon,
and Discord, as well as artworld-adjacent structures like the political edutainment video art
platform DIS, or experimental schools Foreign Objekt and Exploding Appendix.*

41 Jessica Auchter, Global Corpse Politics: The Obscenity Taboo (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2021), chap. 3.

42  Digital Arts Resource Centre, “Monira Al Qadiri at DARC.”

43 Suhail Malik, Exit Not Escape, lecture, vol. 1, On The Necessity of Art’s Exit from Contemporary Art,
Artists Space, New York, 2013, https://www.artandeducation.net/classroom/video/66325/suhail-
malik-exit-not-escape-on-the-necessity-of-art-s-exit-from-contemporary-art.

44 “Dis,” accessed 5 June 2022, https://dis.art/; “Foreign Objekt,” accessed 5 June 2022, https://www.
foreignobjekt.com; ‘Exploding Appendix’, accessed 5 June 2022, http://www.explodingappendix.com/
diagnosis/.
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The New York artist Joshua Citarella is one of the cultural producers whose work is as
likely to be found in the gallery as it is on anonymous virtual forums. Until 2020, his
practice followed the usual trajectory of group and solo exhibitions, artist-curating,
residencies, and teaching. Since then, Citarella has taken his online presence far beyond
the Instagram (32k) follow-for-follow customary of the art world, so much so that he now
describes himself as a ‘content producer’ as well as an artist.*> He runs a weekly Twitch
stream (3.9Kk) with topics such as Monday Night Memes or Ideology Iceberg, the podcast
Memes as Politics, and the collaborative publishing platform Do Not Research. He also
hosts a community (1.5k) on Discord and Patreon, with whom he recently staged an IRL
exhibition.® Citarella has self-published books that engage with meme-making, including
a series of interviews with meme creators,*” and notes on the relationship between the
memesphere and online political factions of the post-left.*®

Such varied activity is not unusual in the art world, but much of what Citarella does
remains invisible to mainstream institutions. Parts are obscured by the Patreon paywall,
parts are co-branded or collaborative, and others, we are led to believe, are performed
covertly and without attribution. Where he is visible, Citarella takes on the role of a meme
ethnographer, online influencer, community organizer, and lecturer. In the stream, he
maintains the charisma of a benevolent edgelord or cult leader. Within his research
documents, he relies on memes and graphs that do as much to explain his project as to
disorient an outsider. In the press, he displays a commitment to shaping political activism
in ways alien to the art world.

Citarella speaks of being too radical for the museum. There is a modicum of truth to
this claim: the art world’s interest in online communities does not reach deep, and
the followers that he commands are captured by platforms who are unlikely to want
to release them to the museum for free. But what makes Citarella an odder fit still is
his aesthetics; Citarella’s political alignment being difficult to pin down for the casual
observer. His Instagram feed features Wojak as often as Bernie Sanders, and some of
the hype surrounding his ‘community’ evokes crypto-libertarianism.*® His key interest
in the past few years has been ‘Politigram’, the nexus of politics and Instagram, the

45 Pierre d’Alancaisez, “Politigram & the Post-Left, Interview with Joshua Citarella,” New Books
Network, accessed June 6, 2022, https://petitpoi.net/joshua-citarella-politigram-and-the-post-left/.

46 “Do Not Research,” lower_cavity, April 23, 2022, https://www.lowercavity.space/donotresearch.

47  Joshua Citarella, 20 Interviews (Blurb, 2021), https://www.amazon.com/20-Interviews-Joshua-
Citarella/dp/1034279270/.

48  Joshua Citarella, Politigram & the Post-Left (Blurb, 2021), https://www.amazon.com/gp/
product/1006610197.

49 Citarella is one of the founding partners of channel.xyz, a crypto-powered content and NFT platform
bringing together his podcast with New Models, and Interdependence. At the time of writing, the
project has not launched, and it is unclear whether this platform will offer anything other than a
convenient way for its owners to monetize their content.
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fringe of social media where ‘autistic teenagers’ LARP at ‘nonsensical ideologies’* that
blend fascism, communism, and anarchism (with the seemingly random compounds of
‘monarcho-syndicalism’ and ‘goth-right’ being some of the more baffling positions). Add
to this some overt references to anarcho-primitivism, Nick Land, and Ted Kaczynski, plus
Citarella’s obsession with his physique that would put Bronze Age Pervert to shame, and
you've long turned the friendly liberal curator into a political foe.5!
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Fig. 5: A meme on Citarella posted by Citarella. Instagram/@joshuacitarella, February 2022.

This practice of ambiguity must be no less confusing for Citarella’s Discord insiders than it
is for the ‘normie’ art historian. Except that what he does is common online: pseudonymous
followers float in and out of Telegram group chats, watch Twitch streams while eating pizza,
and shitpost according to their own schedule. Citarella, like any content creator, needs in
equal measure to impress his audiences and pander to them. To keep their attention, he
LARPs at constantly being close to getting shadow-banned or de-platformed,? all in the
manner of an expert edgelord.

In his practice manifesto summarized in a Guardian op-ed ‘influencers are not [political]
organizers yet, but they might soon be’,?* Citarella proposes that the audience of American
Gen-Z teens, the demographic most strongly represented among his followers, is highly

50 The single-page wiki entry defining Politigram could have been created by Citarella. “Politigram,”
Politigram Wiki, September 1, 2020, http://politigram.wikidot.com/wiki:politigram.

51 Citarella hasn’t quite given up on mainstream institutional validation. The launch of a print edition of
his Do Not Research blog platform in June 2022 took place at New York’s New Museum.

52 Citarella was suspended from Twitch in June 2022, for showing nudity. .. in a Renaissance painting
that was part of John Berger’s 1970s TV series “Ways of Seeing”, which Citarella streamed.

53 Joshua Citarella, “Are We Ready for Social Media Influencers Shaping Politics?,” The Guardian, April
24,2021, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/apr/24/social-media-influencers-
shaping-politics.
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susceptible to political capture: the internet is where kids get radicalized, right? These
Zoomers are now just as likely to take their political education in the online mainstream
of YouTube and Twitch as their elders did in the lawless 4chan forums because big tech
platforms have since captured the political fringes wholesale. Also, ‘When Guys Turn 207, as
the title of Citarella’s recent video series suggests, their allegiances are just as confused and
their minds as open to new ideas as they were for the bumper car-racing Taliban recruits in
Afghanistan. Who determines which ride in Disneyland they will queue up for?

Here, Citarella proposes, is the left artist’s opportunity to make their mark: rather than watch
the depressed, lonely, incel-in-the-making teen slide down the radicalization funnel (Fig. 6)
towards the alt-right, why not lead them from the nihilistic void to early Nick Land>* and Gilles
Deleuze, and eventually Mark Fisher? To do this, the artist must adopt the ever-changing
language of the shit poster and go hard on irony. There’s no telling if what Citarella is
suggesting is a LARP and whether he is prepared to take the responsibility for his audience’s
ability to evaluate aesthetic clues that may stand in for socialism or fascism with equal
credibility. But does any artist, ever?

Fig. 6: The radicalization funnel. A meme posted by Citarella. Instagram/@joshuacitarella, November 2020.

Perhaps the best political memes are born precisely out of such an art-life practice because
they imitate the ambivalence, nonchalance, and desperation felt by every other Zoomer
online. The artist-influencer need not offer more than the odd counterpoint, but to increase
his chances of success, Citarella has developed some strategies for infiltrating online
communities.

54 Land holds a peculiar status in communities like Citarella’s: he is known for being a heavy influence
on the neoreactinary movement, but his early alignment with the left means that references to him
can be ambiguous.
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His edutainment video The Slow Red Pill, made for DIS, analyzes the process of quiet
escalation by which innocuous conservative meme accounts can be used to introduce
extremist content to unsuspecting audiences: win their trust, hit them hard, retreat, repeat.>®

If this technique works for the right, why shouldn’t the left try it? In his essay How to
Plant a Meme, Citarella describes his experiments in infiltrating right-wing groups and
seeding them with pointers to resources that could, in principle, drag their members
towards the left. The process involves building rapport with radical-right communities
and becoming ‘embedded [...] in the culture and demonstratling]l a deep knowledge
of its codes’.®® This is a cost that many artists on the left will find exorbitant, particularly
since the process requires aesthetic investment without recognition (‘influence comes
from anonymity’) and involves abdication of control (‘you're not even really planting an
idea, you're nurturing an existing one’).

There is no way of knowing if Citarella and his followers are indeed steering others from
Nick Fuentes to Hasan Piker®” or merely nodding at the possibility. Between expressions
of anonymous angst and ennui, the Do Not Research Discord chatrooms are filled with
references to Fisher’s Capitalist Realism, as though this book represented the pinnacle
of political thought.®® Reading lists with the likes of Villem Flusser, Metahaven, Suhail
Malik, and Benjamin Bratton circulate.> Presumably, someone is getting an education.

But can any art practice substantiate its claims of political impact? Given the amount
of attention, research, and funding expended on traditional forms of art activism,®°
Citarella’s project is refreshingly DIY and aspects of it bear an uncanny resemblance to
the Afghan war theater. And that ‘war theater’ is not the same as the ‘theater of war’: one
of the features of this performance is the relegation of combat to other disciplines.®! In
August 2021, the Taliban did not need to shed blood because they knew that the mere
notion of combat—the ice-cream LARP—would likely yield the same outcome. Memes,
whether the Taliban’s or Citarella’s, can transact power at arm’s length.

b5 Joshua Citarella and Jocob Hurwitz-Goodman, The Slow Red Pill, 2022, video, 4'43", 2022, https://
dis.art/the-slow-red-pill.

56 Joshua Citarella, “How To Plant A Meme,” Do Not Research (blog), April 11, 2022, https://
donotresearch.net/posts/how-to-plant-a-meme.

57 Joshua Citarella, Radical Content, 2021, https://www.patreon.com/posts/radical-content-46548075.

58 Thisinterest in Fisher gave rise to the group’s conflict with Mike Watson who was a one-time party
to Citarella’s activities. A member of the Do Not Research community self-published a book bearing
the same title as Watson'’s, releasing it on Amazon days before the latter. Academic Fraud, The
Memeing of Mark Fisher, 2021, https://www.amazon.co.uk/Memeing-Mark-Fisher-Academic-Fraud/
dp/BO9FS2TZ2T/ref=sr_1_17crid=37BSEROXSI2DA.

59 Citarella, Joshua, “[Do Not Research] Super Secret Syllabus v.2022 — Spring,” 2022.

60 See, for example, “The Center for Artistic Activism,” accessed June 7, 2022, https://c4aa.org/.

61 Chayes, “Afghanistan.”
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On the Political Compass

Closer to home, Citarella boasts of having turned some of his followers into IRL
political activists for the left.®? Within the context of the liberal mainstream’s
delusional belief that a youth progressive politics will spontaneously bring about
salvation (any generation now!),®® acknowledging that the bulk of the teens online
may identify with the post-left (but not necessarily the post-right) seems a significant
first step towards mobilizing political actors of the future. If right-wing radicalization
is an infrastructurally-conditioned network effect,® then the left should welcome any
attempts to renew its own frayed grassroots structures, too. Granted, we may never
find out if Citarella is motivated more by the cult of personality that he has built around
himself than by the prospect of political change, but the mainstream art world is no
better. It may be that Citarella simply knows his audience better, both parasocially
and algorithmically, than the museum does, and that his mixture of participation and
politicization lands better. Or perhaps, he simply serves a non-political social function
that Web 2.5 platforms service better than the 20" century institution could. In a recent
Twitch stream, he quipped that in “all this time [the community] spent researching
pedophilia rings and the deep state’, the things that mattered most were ‘the friends
[they]l made along the way.’®®

None of Citarella’s political success guarantees that the aesthetics at hand does
not land them in undesired places. The exiled meme edgelord is never more than a
Telegram chat away from non-ironic Holocaust denial or garden-variety misogyny. But,
putting the final nail in the coffin of Benjamin’s dictate, the only proofis in the practice,
which Citarella describes as being mired in ‘infinite slippages.’®® The work of the
revolution is no dinner party and there is a cost to every attitude. The left’s rejection of
the aesthetic potential for politics may make for more harmonious, internally consistent
institutional discourses, but it also leaves the door open for political ‘outlaws’ to take
over what the institutions purport to hold: art. And the usurpers’ views may prove to
be one shock too many for the liberal bubbles. The ambiguity, in the end, gets the
artist, too.

62 d'Alancaisez, “Politigram & the Post-Left, Interview with Joshua Citarella.”

63 David Swift, The Identity Myth: Why We Need to Embrace Our Differences to Beat Inequality (London:
Constable, 2022), chap. 10.

64 Keller Easterling, for example, suggests that the radicalization of the teenage girls from London’s
Bethnal Green to ISIS was structurally determined. Keller Easterling, Medium Design: Knowing How
to Work on the World (London: Verso Books, 2020), chap. 4.

65 Joshua Citarella, “Monday Night Memes,” Twitch, May 30, 2022, https://www.twitch.tv/
videos/1313572538.

66 d’Alancaisez, “Politigram & the Post-Left, Interview with Joshua Citarella.”
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SEMIOTICS OF CARE AND VIOLENCE:
MEMETIZATION AND NECROPOLITICS DURING
THE BRAZILIAN 2018 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS IN
THE ACTION #MARIELLEMULTIPLICA

ISABEL LOFGREN

In Brazil, memes and forms of memetic communication have become a second language,
opening up new forms of expression, action and organization. These stem from increasingly
polarized positions in society providing the opening for a process of endemic memetization of
political discourse. For conservative groups, memes have also become a medium of political
education and beyond that, images, memes and memetic gestures on social media have
become the site of political tensions. For example, scholars Viviane Borelli and Herivelto
Regiani, in studying the circulation of memes from Evangelic groups in Brazil, examined
the ‘discursive aspects involved in the production and reproduction of memes which are
re-signified through operations that involve de-framing and reframing and that trigger
interdiscursivity.’ !

When plunged into ideological battlegrounds such as that between progressives (left) and
conservatives (far-right) in Brazil’s 2018 elections that led Jair Bolsonaro to power, we see
evidence of very different ways that memetization—the act of turning texts and events into
memes and memetic devices through imitation, iteration, and replication—enacts this
interdiscursive battle. Memetization produces political tools for mobilizing voters such that
memes become pivotal characters in the ideologies and narratives each side is promoting. In
the polarized landscape of the 2018 elections, both conservatives and progressives leveraged
user-generated content, actions, and protests within an overall process of memetization of
communication. This showed not only a shift in political communication by the candidates
themselves, but also how grassroots mobilizations and activists used a wide repertoire of
tactical media.? These actions were performed via an interplay of social media and multi-
scalar protest actions and political rallies. When taken together, these reconfigured the
relationship between the streets and the internet.

This interplay also involves the notion of circulation as formulated by Antonio Fausto Neto,
who argues that circulation should not be seen as a point of traffic, but rather as a place for
the constitution of multiple meanings and for the complexification and reconfiguration of
interactional processes.® More importantly, according to Gisele Beiguelman this process of

1 Viviane Borelli and Herivelto Regiani, “Memetizing and Mediatizing: Memes as an Evangelical
Discursive Strategy,” Journal for Communication Studies 10, no. 2 (2017): 9-31.

2 Alessandra Renzi, “The Space of Tactical Media,” in Tactics in Hard Times: Practices and Spaces of
New Media, ed. Megan Boler (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2008), 71-100.

3 Antoénio Fausto Neto, “Circulacéo: Trajetos Conceituais,” Rizoma 6, no. 1 (2018): 8-40.
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circulation of images occurs not as part of histories of appropriation typical of art historical
lineages of memes, nor of remix cultures more typical of electronic culture historiography
or data aesthetics in new media art discourses. For Beiguelman, ‘the focus here is images
that jump from one medium to another, from TV to social media interfaces (...) moving from
screen to screen, converting to multiple derivations which imply a break with current systems
of representation and their mechanisms of symbolic organization’.*

On the progressive side one can find activist approaches by ‘autonomous zones of
resistance’,® such as artistic and design collectives, alternative media outlets and multi-
partisan provisional citizen constellations such as the #elenao and #MarielleMultiplica
movements and Instagram profiles @coleraalegria and @designativista. Their practices of
creative cultural resistance® are built on processes of transparency, collectivity, polyvocal
communication, and strong parity between online and offline tactical media advocating for
social justice against Bolsonaro’s necropolitics. On the Bolsonaro side are semi-autonomous
(human and non-human) digital meme cultures operating through meta-mimesis.” That is,
these cultures create texts that imitate other texts in a sort of what Achille Mbembe calls
spiral transgression — ‘an oblique and iterative rather than frontal tactic aimed at destabilising
existing positions and well-rehearsed moves (.. .), as that difference that disorients the very
idea of the limit".8 In this process of meta-mimesis, Bolsonarist communicative strategies
include tactics of memetic disruption via iteration and replication, where claims from the left
are imitated, inverted, de-framed, and reframed to banalize, downplay, and ultimately erase
their opponents’ claims for social justice. These two widely different approaches recall Walter
Benjamin’s meditation on whether radical culture could exist in contested political scenarios:®
we should ask ourselves not only what politics art (and in our case memes) represents, but
the political conditions of its production, as well as its reproduction and circulation.©

As a form, memes appear particularly well-suited to take on controversial issues or polarizing
claims by exaggerating them or turning them into entertaining ‘discursive fragments’,'* taking
advantage of their popularity among young internet users in several social media and meme

4 Giselle Beiguelman, Politicas da Imagem: Vigilancia e Resisténcia na Dadosfera (Ubu, 2021).

5 Hakim Bey, T.A.Z the Temporary Autonomous Zone, Ontological Anarchy, Poetic Terrorism
(Autonomedia: New Autonomy Series, 1991).

6  Stephen Duncombe, “Artistic Activism and Cultural Resistance: An interview with Stephen
Duncombe,” p-art-icipate — Kultur Aktiv Gestalten 2, no. 1 (2013), https://www.p-art-icipate.net/
artistic-activism-and-cultural-resistance-an-interview-with-stephen-duncombe/?view-all=1.

7 Roman Horbyk, Isabel Lofgren, Cheryl Soriano, and Yana Prymashenko, “Fake News as Meta-
mimesis: Imitative Genres and Storytelling in the Philippines, Brazil, Russia and Ukraine,” The
Journal of the Aesthetics of Kitsch, Camp and Mass Culture 8 (2021): 30-54.

8  Achille Mbembe, Necropolitics, trans. Steven Corcoran (Durham: Duke University Press, 2019).

9  Walter Benjamin, “The Author as Producer (1934),” in The Cultural Resistance Reader, ed. Stephen
Duncombe (London: Verso Books, 2002), 67-81.

10 Fausto Neto, “Circulacdo: Trajetos Conceituais.”

11 J.L. Braga, “Circuitos de Comunicacao,” in Matrizes Internacionais: A Comunicagdo Constrdi a
Sociedade, ed. Luiz Custodio da Silva (Campina Grande: Eduepb, 2017), 43-64.
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generating platforms. When we look specifically at the narrower genre of ‘humorous’
memes from Bolsonaro supporters, we often see memes promoting violence ‘for laughs’:
for instance, making fun of city councilor Marielle Franco’s political assassination as a
strategy for promoting and reinforcing Bolsonaro’s violent discourse—a discourse that
has been normalized and sanctioned by large portions Brazilian society even after the
electoral period.

Memeing Necropolitics

One of the main characteristics of Bolsonaro and his political allies’ electoral campaigns
in 2018 was how they actively promoted a necropolitical discourse'? to win conservative
supporters through overtly racist, misogynistic, homo/transphobic, anti-human-rights
statements—reactions ranged from cheerful approval from his supporters to complete
outrage from his opponents. According to Achille Mbembe, necropolitics is the sovereignty
that resides in the power to ‘dictate who may live and who may die’, and the ‘material
destruction of bodies and populations’ in a politics of ‘selective elimination’ or negation
of bodies that the state machinery considers resistant or redundant to its workings and
policies.!® By working with this concept from political philosophy in a communicative
context, we see discourses that re-emphasize the promotion of erasure, dispossession,
and death, and their integral function in political realities.

In Brazil, it can be argued that necropolitics has been a continuous political reality,
especially from the perspective of racialized populations, since colonial times. However,
in the 2018 elections Bolsonaro’s ‘necropolitical turn’ not only mirrored Brazil’s long
history of Black and indigenous genocide, but also venerated practices of torture and
institutional violence from the military dictatorship by re-articulating these practices
against contemporary identity politics such as feminist, LGBTQIA+, human rights, and
anti-racist social movements. There have been numerous articles about how Bolsonaro has
used militaristic-nationalistic rhetoric as part of a ‘hybrid war’ to fully implement a death-
glorifying state of systemic violence in which this necropolitics gained full expression in a
communicative ‘war of maneuver’, to put it in Gramscian terms. This is best illustrated by
tracing the circulation of a specific artefact which became a pivotal memetic device—a
street sign created as part of mobilizations demanding justice for the political assassination
of city councilor Marielle Franco. Studying this artifact demonstrates how the phenomenon
of memetization, a hallmark of digital culture in the 2010s, functioned across necropolitical
and anti-necropolitical discourses during the 2018 elections.

12 M.A.D. Wermuth, Laura Mallman Marcht, and Leticia de Mello, “Necropolitica: racismo e politicas
de morte no Brasil contemporéaneo / Necropolitics: Racism and Death Politics in Contemporary
Brazil,” Revista de Direito da Cidade 12, no. 2 (2020): 1053-1083.

13 Mbembe, Necropolitics.
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An Unsolved Murder

The unsolved political assassination of leftist Rio de Janeiro city councilor Marielle Franco
and her driver Anderson Gomes, ambushed by armed militial* on March 14", 2018, is
one of the most significant events of 2018'® in Brazil that precipitated a memetic battle
between conservatives and progressives. Marielle Franco has been touted by conservatives
as the symbol of everything that was unwanted by their rising hegemony: an educated,
democratically elected, Black, LGBTQIA+ woman from the favelas who was not afraid to
denounce the effects of mass killings and ongoing human rights violations in poor areas of
Rio de Janeiro controlled by paramilitary groups with strong links to the Bolsonaro family.
In her short political life, Franco was able to connect feminist and LGBTQIA+ movements
with the devastating effects of militarization and police action in favelas, deploying a
decolonial feminist understanding of violence, class and gender inequality produced in a
state of ‘colonial difference.’'® But, to the surprise of her conservative political opponents,
in her afterlife Franco became a martyr for all minorities who are victims of long-standing
necropolitical practices of the Brazilian state, and an international symbol for anti-fascist
resistance.’

Fig. 1: September 14th, 2014, Cinelandia, Rio de Janeiro. Monica Benicio, Marielle Franco's widow,
raises the Marielle Franco-street sign during a memorial act.

14 The militia in Rio de Janeiro is a well-established para-military group that controls territories in
favelas and poor areas in the city and is strongly represented in local politics, the police force, and
the judicial system. Jair Bolsonaro, his sons and far-right political allies are strongly connected to
these groups, owing their political careers to the rise of the militias after the military dictatorship
(1964-1985).

15 Foradocumentary about Marielle Franco and her murder, see “Marielle and Monica,” Dir. Fabio
Erdos (2018), 25'. This documentary was produced for The Guardian. Available at https://www.
worldpressphoto.org/collection/digital-storytelling-contest/2019/marielle-and-monica.

16 Maria Lugones, “Toward a Decolonial Feminism,” Hypatia —Journal of Feminist Philosophy 25, no. 4
(2016): 742-759.

17 Flavia P. Meireles, “A (Pés)Vida Politica de Marielle Franco,” in Diversidade Sexual, étnico-racial e de
Género: Saberes Plurais e Resisténcias — Volume 01. (X Cinabeh, 2020), 853-867.
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On September 14, 2018, when the first round of the general elections was in full swing,
a memorial action was held in downtown Rio de Janeiro to honor Franco’s memory six
months after her killing. During the event, a commemorative plaque in the form of a street
sign ‘Rua Marielle Franco’'® was placed by her widow Monica Benicio on top of an existing
street sign in front of the City Council Chamber in Cinelandia square, downtown Rio de
Janeiro. This symbolic gesture of Debordian détournement, combined with the Black
Panther fist gesture held up high, was witnessed by thousands of her supporters wearing
T-shirts saying ‘Who killed Marielle Franco?’ and holding up protest material decrying
Bolsonaro’s necropolitics. This received a lot of media attention in the press, as well as on
social media. From this point on, the street sign circulated widely as a symbol of resistance
and solidarity and would become a pivotal character in the ‘interdiscursive battle’ which
| follow across several social media platforms (mainly Instagram and Twitter), meme
generating sites, and meme repositories. Its appearance in both pro and anti-necropolitical
discourses in the hashtags #MarielleMultiplica #MarielleVive and #MariellePeneira helps
to unpack the process of memetization as an intrinsic feature of this interdiscursive battle
of antagonistic narratives in politics-at-large.

Trophy Images

Fig. 2.1: The meme-video —QOctober 2nd, 2018, Amorim (left) and Silveira (right) film themselves taking
down the Marielle Franco-street sign. Note the ‘thug life’ dark glasses filter and Amorim’s clenched
fist as a Bolsonarist gesture.

18 The original ‘Rua Marielle Franco’ street sign follows the exact design of street signs in Rio, where
many streets are named after martyrs or important historical figures. The sign was created and
installed by a lesbian activist and anarchist photographer working under the pseudonym Ana Archis,
and became a symbol of resistance and disobedience, a cry of ‘You mess with one of us, you mess
with all of us’. It was meant to be used at the exact place of her killing in a location near downtown
Rio, where the first memorial acts were held in her memory in late March 2018. It wasn’t until this
event on September 14", 2018 where the street sign became ubiquitous in all actions regarding
Marielle Franco and the struggles she represented. Arquivo Compa, https://www.arquivocompa.org/
colecoes/placa-rua-marielle-franco/.
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Fig. 2.2: The image-trophy —October 3rd, 2018, Silveira (left) and Amorim (right) tear up the
sign in a political rally in Rio de Janeiro. Note the yellow and green colors of the Brazilian flag
used to signify patriotism.

Two weeks after its placement, the street sign was removed by Marielle’s political
opponents Daniel Silveira and Rodrigo Amorim, two of Bolsonaro’s political allies who
were at that point running for state and federal office. Their act of removal was filmed
in a 30-second video with Silveira’s and Amorim’s electoral campaign graphics and
published on meme sites where dozens of Bo/sonarist memes can be found. The video
ends with both candidates holding the removed sign with the ‘dark glasses’ filter (which
meme fans recognize as ‘thug life’ or ‘deal with it’) accusing thousands of Marielle’s
supporters of vandalism while promoting themselves as doing ‘public good for the
benefit of God and Brazil'.

The next day, Silveira and Amorim tore up the street sign in a political rally, exhibiting
it as a war trophy in front of cheering crowds. Viral photographs of the two muscled
white men wearing Bolsonaro T-shirts and holding the torn sign circulated widely in
the press and quickly became symbolic of the progressive x conservative narrative.
This ‘trophy-image’'® of tearing up the name of a Black woman in public recalls horrific
scenes of public whipping of Black enslaved people in public squares during colonial
times, images of which are deeply entrenched in the subconscious of former slave
societies like Brazil. Seeing the torn sign for the first time felt as if they were Killing
Marielle Franco once again. The image crystallizes the narrative and semiotic battle
between the progressive side that stands for a politics of care, justice and solidarity,
and the conservative side that champions a politics of death and elimination of
undesirables’, using symbolic actions and their resulting images in a strategy of
dispossession and dehumanization. In the article ‘Necropolitical Screens’, Marina
Grzini¢ provides a chilling definition of what trophy images become in what | call a
process of de-humanizing memetization:

‘

19 Marina Grzini¢, “Necropolitical Screens: Digital Image, Propriety, Racialization,” Nordic Journal of
Aesthetics 30 (2021): 98-106.



58 CRITICAL MEME READER I

What is then the emblematic image of the digital necrocapitalist mode of
production? (...) | argue that the emblematic image of the time we live in is the
trophy image. It implies that the historical formats of global capitalism ground
their regime of affect, vision, and perception not in the space-time paradigm
but in the violent and direct modes of governmentality and dispossession.?®

Trophy images such as the one in Fig. 2 are made in, this case, with a trophy body.
In the same article, Grzini¢ uses Perera’s definition of trophy bodies, which | find
pertinent to cite in full:

According to Perera,?! trophy bodies are characterized by their condition of
being seized, caught, captured, affixed, and immobilized within the violent
regimes of visibility and power. As they are crafted within an order of bodies ‘as
political flesh and affect,” trophy bodies are the product of complex economies
(visual, discursive, aesthetic, and scientific) that situate them as a specific
genre among an exemplary brand of the nonhuman.??

. Nés, mulheres da periferia

4 Oclober 2008 @
Uma foto tem circulado nas redes sociais com
a imagem de dois candidatos do PSL com
uma placa que homenagela a vereadora
Marfelle Franco, assassinada em margo,
quabrada, Entre as imagens, preferimos esta
Seguimos. #mariellepresente
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Fig. 3: October 4th, 2018 - A Black women''s collective NGs, Mulheres da Periferia [We, Women
from the Periphery] posts a counter-meme on Facebook. The post reads ‘A photo has been
circulating of two PSL candidates with a street sign in honor of city councilor Marielle Franco,
broken. Of all images, we prefer this one. We continue. #mariellepresente’. Note the comment
on the post with a link for the crowdfunding for printing and distributing ‘Signs for Marielle’.

Author’s translation.

20 Grzini¢, “Necropolitical Screens,” 104.

21 See also Suvendrini Perera, “Dead Exposures: Trophy Bodies and Violent Visibilities of the
Nonhuman,” Borderlands 13, no. 1 (2014): 1-26.

22 Grzini¢, “Necropolitical Screens,” 105.



MEMETIC AMMUNITION 59

#MarielleMultiplica

Turning Marielle Franco into a trophy body via that memetic display of dehumanization
did not remain uncontested. In an immediate response to the torn sign, the satirical
left-wing online newspaper Sensacionalista decided to crowdfund the production
of one hundred ‘Rua Marielle Franco’ street signs like the one that was torn down
to be distributed in a ‘flash mob’ memorial act in Cinelandia square on October
14th, 2018, seven months after Marielle’s death. An Instagram post by a feminist
grassroots movement (Fig. 3) reads ‘they tear up one, we create one hundred’. The
initial crowdfunding exceeded this modest number, and with the help of digital art
platform Revista Caju®® and independent printer Sidnei Balbino® more than three
thousand signs were distributed by volunteers in a direct action that came to be known
as #MarielleMultiplica, or ‘Multiplying Marielle’.?> Thousands of supporters showed
up to express their grief and rage against Bolsonaro’s necropolitical discourse, hoping
to mobilize voters for the opposing candidate while continuing to demand justice for
the murder.

On the day of the action, Sensacionalista posted guidelines for the action, such
as not flaunting the sign in public transportation on the way to the demonstration
site and offering onsite pro-bono legal support for protesters in the case of violent
reactions from Bolsonaro supporters. During the rally, thousands of people held up
the Marielle Franco-street sign simultaneously, creating a spectacular landscape of
blue signs that instantly flooded social media and hit the pages of many national and
international newspapers.?® Hundreds of people and celebrities such as musical icons
Caetano Veloso and Chico Buarque, who were also targets of Bolsonaro’s ‘cultural

ar’, posted pictures of themselves on Instagram holding the sign under the hashtags
#MarielleMultiplica, #MarielleVive (Marielle keeps on living) and #MariellePresente
(Marielle is present). Soon enough, even Bolsonaro’s opponent Fernando Haddad
and other politicians from the Worker’s Party (PT) appropriated the sign as one of the
symbols of their campaign.

23 See https://revistacaju.com.br/.
24 See Balbino’s Instagram profile https://www.instagram.com/sbalbino/.
25 | have previously written shorter accounts of these actions. See Lofgren, Isabel. “On the
#MarielleMultiplica Action in Brazil,” Institute of Network Cultures Blog, November 20, 2018.
Last accessed 4 July 2021, https://networkcultures.org/blog/2018/11/20/update-on-the-
mariellemultiplica-movement-in-brazil/; and Lofgren, Isabel. “Fragments of an Ongoing Nightmare
- Written from an Autonomous Zone of Resistance in a State of Perplexity,” Paletten 231, no. 1
(2019): 23-39.
26 See “Manifestantes distribuem placas em homenagem a Marielle no centro do Rio,” O Estado de S.
Paulo, October 14, 2018, https://politica.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral. manifestantes-distribuem]
blacas-em-homenagem-a-marielle-no-centro-do-rio 7000254715@].



https://politica.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral,manifestantes-distribuem-placas-em-homenagem-a-marielle-no-centro-do-rio,70002547150
https://politica.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral,manifestantes-distribuem-placas-em-homenagem-a-marielle-no-centro-do-rio,70002547150
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Al§, pessoal, vamos usar esta hashtag para
as placas e atos em torno delas, ok?
Espalhem!

Fig. 4: Top Row: Post by revista Caju asking for people to tag their pictures #marielleMultiplica on
images of the street sign everywhere signed ‘love is power’; Press image of the #MarielleMultiplica
action on Sensacionalista’s Facebook page; Instagram posts with #MarielleMultiplica Celebrity
endorsements. Bottom row: Website ruamariellefranco.com.br and a post by a Brazilian abroad
showing the sign we hung outside the Brazilian embassy in Stockholm on October 29th, 2018.

In the days that followed, requests for thousands of street signs came from many cities
in Brazil—as well as internationally by emerging anti-Bolsonaro movements organized
by Brazilians living abroad—flooded Balbino’s inbox, wishing to be part of simultaneous
demonstrations around the world. | was one of them. Through a link to a public folder with
downloadabile files provided by Balbino himself, my friends and | in Stockholm proceeded
to print the plaque, create public demonstrations, and make impromptu shrines in front
of Brazilian embassies on election day. We both wanted to keep the memory of Marielle
Franco alive by memetizing this action (imitating the gesture of holding the sign, making our
own iterations and replicating the content) as much as possible and try to turn votes against
Bolsonaro at the last minute. At the same time, the ruamariellefranco.com website was
set up by volunteers?” in the spirit of copyleft to facilitate downloads, posts, and mapping
the action across the world.

At this point, Franco, who was largely unknown to most people outside of Rio de Janeiro,
quickly became an international anti-Bolsonaro symbol of care, justice, and intersectional

27  The footer on the website reads: ‘The website Rua Marielle Franco is an initiative of Chama Agéncia-
Rede, in honor of Mari. Maintained by the Marielle Franco Institute. We keep asking: who ordered
the murder of Marielle Franco? We believe it is important to spread and preserve Mari's memory as
a way of seeking justice and continuing her struggle. Access the Florescer por Marielle platform and
learn about more tributes and ways to act.’
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solidarity,?® which helped to consolidate many previously loosely organized groups with a
common agenda. Marielle street signs pop up in virtually every anti-Bolsonaro demonstration
to this day.

Fig. 5: Left: @Designativista — images of the Instagram feed containing Marielle’s effigy repeated in
several illustrations and graphics, as well as illustrations where it is possible to see a cutout of Monica
Benicio and a Marielle Franco-street sign. Right: Banner by @coleralegria with Marielle’s effigy and
‘Stop killing Black Lives’. Source: Instagram.

Allthroughout the election, #MarielleMultiplica signs were one of several examples of visual
activism and creative cultural resistance which took over our lives on social media and on
the streets. Besides the street sign, countless illustrations of Marielle Franco’s effigy were
posted on the Instagram profile @designativista, started by a newly formed collective of
graphic designers who decided to use their talent and resources to help with the political
mobilization effort. Marielle Franco, possessing a stately appearance and distinct visual style,
was established as a pop cultural icon whose image was imitated, iterated, and replicated in
hundreds of graphic variations. These include illustrations, graphics, poster art, and memes
created to be shared, reposted, remixed and Insta-storied all throughout the election, and
which keep reappearing on every anniversary of her death ever since.

Other temporary social aggregations such as the visual activists @coleraalegria were part
of a mosaic of grassroots mobilizations that produced protest textile banners collectively
through workshops, dialogues, and debates, incorporating images and messages about
Marielle Franco and other persons executed by the State, militias, and the police. Seen

28 Fora more detailed account of the naming and renaming of public spaces as ‘Marielle Franco
Street’, see Franca, J.P., “Rua Marielle Franco: Lutas e Simbolismo Acerca do ato de Nomeagéo e
Renomeacéao de Espacos Publicos.” Paper presented at ANPUH Brazil —302° Simpdsio Nacional de
Histdria, Recife, Jul 17, 2019. https://www.snh2019.anpuh.org/resources/anais/8/1565146705_
ARQUIVO_Artigo_JoaoPauloFranca_TerceiraVersao.pdf.
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together, these movements can be said to be part of collective as well as connective actions.?
Despite the different forms of production and circulation of all these initiatives, they shared
a memetic quality in their outputs where images, icons, graphics, and words re-emerged
repeatedly as imitative iterations of the same messages in protection of those lives who were
already in Bolsonaro and his supporters’ line of (rhetorical) fire.

Post-Election
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Fig. 6: Carnivalesque inversions: Carnival goers create new variations of Marielle Street signs, one with
the lyrics of the winning samba school of the year with Marielle as a theme (top image), and tearing up
a sign with the name of Rio de Janeiro’s governor, a Bolsonaro ally who was also present on stage at the
rally where the sign was torn up.

In the post-electoral period, the Marielle Franco street-sign has resurfaced again and again.
In the carnival of 2019 right after the presidential elections, Marielle Franco was the theme
of the winner of the year’s carnival parade, and her effigy was printed large on flags and
dancers in Brazil’s main cultural event. On the street, carnival goers embraced the symbol
of the street sign, engaging in memetic disruption by displaying a torn sign with the state
governor’s name, who was also present at the infamous rally. One of Brazil’s most famous
conceptual artists, Cildo Meirelles, stamped the words ‘Who killed Marielle Franco?’*° on
bank notes to put them back into circulation, a media intervention he had already done
with the name of journalists killed by the military dictatorship decades before, thus making
a chilling connection between the necropolitics of today and yesterday. As illustrated in Fig.
6, Meirelles’ intervention comes from another regime of artivism in which the relationship
between art, media, and politics during the military dictatorship in the 1970s included the
politicization of media via artistic interventions. In the late 2010s and early 2020s, we see

29 Limor Shifman, Memes in Digital Culture (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2014).

30 After Marielle Franco’s assassins had been identified and jailed (one of them was actually killed
by the militias before his capture by the police), this phrase has now been transformed into ‘Who
ordered the killing of Marielle Franco?'. Investigations for finding those who mandated the killing has
been stopped and the political crime is yet unsolved.
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another vector: politics gains an aesthetic dimension via media, and images themselves
become the site of political tensions and disputed territories.3! Marielle Franco’s street
sign traverses these two regimes, and even becomes a memetic piece of site-specific art.
Congresswomen have placed Marielle Franco-street signs in front of their offices in Brasilia,
they have been scattered in urban and rural areas, they pop up as decorations in private
spaces, as murals in countless street corners, and in impromptu shrin