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The playful politics of memes
Mette Mortensen and Christina Neumayer

Department of Communication, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen

ABSTRACT
This special issue emphasizes memes as an avenue for researching
vernacular expressions of the political. Memes disrupt and
reimagine politics in humorous ways. Spreading across platforms,
they confirm, contest and challenge political power and
hierarchies. In this introduction, we contend that playfulness
connects the humorous and the political in memes. While memes
may be created to disrupt, challenge, and reimagine politics in a
humorous way, we argue for a critical examination of how they
playfully demarcate and move frontiers between ‘us’ and ‘them’
in the political. Memes constitute a playful activity that follows a
shared set of rules and gives a (shared) voice, which may create
togetherness and political identities but also increase
polarization. As their template travels, memes continue to
appropriate new political contexts and to (re)negotiate frontiers
in the political.
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Introduction

Memes work as rhetorical weapons and discursive arguments in political conflicts. They
confirm, contest, or challenge political power and hierarchies. In so doing, they simul-
taneously create social distortion, hostility, and a sense of community (e.g., Segev
et al., 2015). Memes thus not only reflect norms but also work as a ‘social tool for nego-
tiating them’ (Gal et al., 2016, p. 1700; see also Mortensen & Kristensen, 2020). At the
same time, memes meld symbolic and cultural elements with technological functional-
ities, allowing for replicability and remixing (Shifman, 2013).

Memes are easily generated, disseminated, and consumed – but also easily forgotten.
In the techno-commercial infrastructure of social media based on personalization and
filtering processes, memes tend to revolve around current spectacular and controversial
topics (Bayerl & Stoynov, 2016; Neumayer & Struthers, 2019). Their ephemerality, recog-
nizability, and humorous form can both politicize and depoliticize conflict and divert
attention to and from the issues at stake. While there is agreement that memes constitute
an everyday shared practice and engagement in politics, research has not yet fully cap-
tured the diversity of ways in which memes are political.

From being a phenomenon of 4chan and similar fringe sites, memes have over the past
years become an inevitable and intrinsic part of visual communication in relation to
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political debate and conflict. They circulate back and forth from niche to mainstream cul-
tures. As they travel across various platforms, political contexts, and corners of the inter-
net, the politics of memes come to the forefront in various ways: Actors from the far-right
propagate their ideology through memes (e.g., Greene, 2019). Images from political pro-
tests are memefied, such as the Pepper Spray Cop from student protests at UC Davis
(Bayerl & Stoynov, 2016; Huntington, 2016) or the Riot Hipster from the G20 protests
in Hamburg (Neumayer & Struthers, 2019). Memes have addressed injustice and
inequality by deconstructing stereotypes of people living in poverty (Dobson & Knezevic,
2017), and protested the lack of political responsibility for refugees, for example by pla-
cing the figure of the deceased refugee child Alan Kurdi on the roundtable of a UN sum-
mit (Mortensen, 2017; Olesen, 2018). Other memes continue the tradition of satirizing
political figureheads. For instance, the general election in Brazil in 2014 was coined
‘The Election of Memes’ due to the mass dissemination of memes mocking the candi-
dates (Chagas et al., 2019), and former US president Donald Trump, himself referred
to as a ‘meme president’, has been portrayed in memes as Pepe the Frog and Lord Far-
quaad from Shrek (e.g., Denisova, 2019; Peters & Allan, 2021).

Efforts to understand the political role performed by memes have led to the creation of
concepts such as ‘memetic protest’ (Olesen, 2018), ‘the memefication of politics’ (Dean,
2019), ‘the memefication of political discourse’ (Bulatovic, 2019), and ‘weaponizing
memes’ (Peters & Allan, 2021). These concepts foreground the political. In this introduc-
tion, we argue for the necessity of considering the playfulness that connects the humorous
and the political in memes. We begin by addressing the link between humour and politics
in memes before conceptually locating the politics of memes at the intersection of play
(Sicart, 2014), the political (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985; Mouffe, 2005), and memes as a
humorous form (e.g., Shifman, 2013; Milner, 2018; Miltner, 2018). Within this concep-
tual framework, we introduce the articles in this special issue and finally discuss how the
playful politics of memes may enhance our understanding of shifting frontiers construct-
ing ‘us’ and ‘them’ in the political.

Politics and humour in memes

Memes should be seen as a continuation of the long tradition of political humour. Satire,
parody, comedy, and other genres have sustained democratic public culture by exposing
the hypocrisy of those in power and testing the limits of free speech (e.g., Chen et al.,
2017; Hariman, 2008). What sets memes apart from previous forms of political humour
is their fluidity of context and content. Memes differ from earlier types of political
humour in that they are created by unspecified groups of media users as part of partici-
patory digital culture. They mostly emerge outside of institutional contexts and are dis-
seminated without a known creator (Ross & Rivers, 2017; Shifman, 2013; Wiggins &
Bowers, 2015). The constant, collective process of creation and creative expression,
which was discussed early on as an element of internet culture (Jenkins, 2006), means
that their content is also in flux. Due to this fluidity, the intersection between politics
and humour is often more difficult to grasp in memes than in genres such as political
cartoons, which are typically anchored by a clear institutional affiliation and an identifi-
able author. The specific political message in memes is often up for interpretation. At the
same time, humour is a driver of both inclusion and exclusion – strengthening a feeling
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of belonging and group identity among those appreciating the joke and creating a gap to
those who do not.

Research concerning the politics of memes tends to emphasise either the humorous or
the political. For example, Denisova (2019, p. 3) contends that the meme ‘has no inherent
political or cultural connotation except for the promise of entertainment.’ By contrast,
Shifman (2013, p. 120) argues in her early work on memes in internet culture that
humour is more or less pronounced in political memes, but basically they make ‘a
point – participating in a normative debate about how the world should look and the
best way to get there.’ Similarly, Wiggins (2019, p. 11) highlights the political in his
definition of internet memes ‘as a remixed, iterated message that can be rapidly diffused
by members of participatory digital culture for the purpose of satire, parody, critique, or
other discursive activity’ and downplays humour as ‘merely the surface-level entry point
for social salience.’ In this special issue, we foreground neither the political nor the
humorous, arguing instead that memes perform humour and politics through play.

Playful humour and politics

We conceptualize the politics of memes as playful appropriations of contexts that occur
at the intersection of the political and the humorous. In Miguel Sicart’s (2014, pp. 71–72)
understanding, play is distinguished by ‘its appropriative nature and the creativity that
ensues.’ Playfulness may facilitate a critical approach to a political context through crea-
tive appropriation. As such, play can be used creatively to express political ideas at the
nexus of form, appropriation, and context (Sicart, 2014, p. 76). Such creative political
expressions are often facilitated by subversive appropriation of mainstream cultural
forms, for example through political memes that are heavily shared and appropriated,
de-contextualized, and re-contextualized (Mortensen, 2017). Memes are political in
their critical engagement with and appropriation of a context – usually, but not always,
in a humorous way – and their production of double-edged meanings. They are a play
activity in themselves but also express political meaning, which accords with Sicart’s
(2014, p. 80) definition of playfulness. Being inherently playful, memes allow for creative
expression of politics in situations of oppression and crises, collective identification, and
togetherness. Memes thus constitute a playful activity that follows a shared set of rules
and gives a (shared) voice.

To address the playful in memes as part of politics in contemporary internet culture,
we employ Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985) radical democracy perspective (see also Dahlberg,
2007; Neumayer & Svensson, 2016; Svensson et al., 2015). Radical democracy provides a
conceptual framework for understanding political expression surrounding processes of
identification, highlighting difference and dissent in the playful politics of memes. This
enables us to widen the sphere of political engagement beyond institutions of democracy.
According to radical democracy, the political can never include all political positions
since majority decision-making always favours one position over another (Mouffe,
2005). As Mouffe (2005) further contends, ideals of deliberation and communicative
rationality (see Habermas, 1990 [1962]) may also conceal differences, conflicts, and
power relations beneath a veneer of agreement and consensus.

We conceptualize the politics of memes as a playful expression of different subject
positions in the political. This allows us to map out a coalition of excluded opinions,
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perspectives, and expressions, which may be overlooked or communicated in different
ways within the liberal parliamentary political arena. While memes playfully appropriate
political contexts to negotiate identities, express difference and communicate political
positions in a digital media environment, it should be taken into account that every iden-
tity is relational and consequently exists by affirmation of difference to another identity,
which is the essence of how antagonisms arise (Mouffe, 1993, p. 2). Radical democracy
thus emphasizes the construction of frontiers to an outside other and the formation of
unity across diversity against a common enemy (Mouffe in Carpentier & Cammaerts,
2006) which may provide new impulses in a democracy. The ‘radical’ in radical democ-
racy refers to such expressions of difference and includes conflict and dissent as impor-
tant elements in a democracy. As constructions of a ‘we’ and a ‘them’ (see Mouffe, 1993),
memes offer a creative and playful way for groups to express their identity and to raise
their voice.

As a playful expression of politics, memes travel particularly well due to ‘their textual
flexibility,’ which allows ‘them to be taken up and imbued with new meaning by different
groups’ (Miltner, 2018, p. 415). The humorous element of memes makes them well suited
to political commentary, statement, or critique (Milner, 2018; Miltner, 2018; Shifman,
2013). Although all memes possess politics to some degree, we can observe changes as
they travel – often from the political being foregrounded to an almost exclusive focus
on humour and creative expression or vice versa (Jensen et al., 2020; Bayerl & Stoynov,
2016). At the same time, identity politics are at the core of internet memes defined as
‘units of popular culture that are circulated, imitated, and transformed by individual
Internet users, creating a shared cultural experience in the process’ (Shifman, 2013, p.
367). From a rhetorical perspective, memes are driven by three factors: political
expression on social media, cultural evolution, and games and play (Seiffert-Brockmann
et al., 2018).

The origins and motivations for creating memes are not always political. Memes also
emerge as an impulse for appropriating visual content that happens to be political or in
which the political offers a space for creative expression (Jensen et al., 2020; Seiffert-
Brockmann et al., 2018). This occurred, for instance, when Brussels was in security lock-
down after a terror threat in 2015, and memes of LOLcats were disseminated on Twitter
to create a feeling of togetherness and solidarity (Jensen et al., 2020). However, memes
are also sometimes generated with a direct political intent that deploys humour to pro-
mote a certain message. This occurred, for instance, when the international hacktivist
collective Anonymous declared ‘meme war’ on ISIS and circulated memes ridiculing
this terror network’s propaganda imagery by inserting rubber duck heads onto ISIS com-
batants, replacing machine guns with toilet brushes, etc. (McCrow-Young & Mortensen,
2021).

Memes may thus foster the formation of shared collective identities or cohesive groups
through individuals taking part in the playful activity of producing and sharing them
online (Katz & Shifman, 2017). Users who engage in this must, however, first have
acquired the shared knowledge of howmemes are meant to be appropriated and reappro-
priated. In other words, the relational rules applied to play (Sicart, 2014) manifest them-
selves in shared ‘subcultural knowledge’ and ‘unstable equilibriums’ that require constant
negotiation concerning the correct use of memes and their deployment as ‘discursive
weapons’ directed at the political other (Nissenbaum & Shifman, 2017, p. 483).
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Knowledge of these rules is part of how ‘othering’ takes place in memes. Tuters and
Hagen (2020) find in their analysis of the triple-parentheses meme on 4chan’s /pol/
board that the ‘us’ and ‘them’ formulated through this meme may not be recognizable
to outsiders who are unfamiliar with 4chan’s /pol/ and the particular meaning of the tri-
ple parentheses. This propensity for in-group lingo constitutes another means by which
memes establish frontiers against a political ‘other’.

Identifying an outside other is important in this construction of a temporarily
coherent ’us’. That is, collectives gather around specific and more or less fleeting pol-
itical demands. Since radical democracy offers a normative perspective, it also pro-
vides a yardstick for evaluating how positions are expressed (Neumayer &
Svensson, 2016). Focus on difference and conflict goes to the core of the political.
For Laclau and Mouffe (1985), this constitutes a ‘democratic pluralism’ that brings
differences to the fore. However, this entails respecting the other as an adversary
and not an enemy to be eliminated. By outlining the notion of agonism, in contrast
to antagonism, Mouffe (2005) suggests a conception of the other as an adversary to be
acknowledged, which is important for displaying the heterogeneity of conflictual
forces constituting the political. Even though expressions and representations of war
(e.g., in literary fiction and games) may include ludic elements of play (Huizinga,
1949), this relationship cannot be seen as agonism, given that elimination of the
enemy is projected as the ideal outcome. From a normative perspective, this constitu-
tes the tipping point of the playful appropriation and reappropriation that are essen-
tial to the politics of memes.

Connecting the political and the humorous as they occur in internet culture with a
conceptual understanding of the processes occurring through play, we can map the poli-
tics of memes in recurrent elements: the construction of ‘us’ and ‘them’ on a continuum
from adversary to enemy; the sociocultural, technical, and rhetorical rules underlying
playful engagement with memes; the normative yardstick reaching a tipping point
when appropriations are taken too far through constructing the ‘them’ as an enemy
that should be eliminated; and the shifting frontiers within which playful appropriations
of political contexts take place through memes.

Mapping the politics of memes: articles in this special issue

In the articles included in this issue, we can observe blurred boundaries in the playful
ways in which memes humorously appropriate political contexts. They move not only
between online and offline as ‘more or less digital’ forms (Merrill & Lindgren, this
issue) but also between the subversive, the subcultural, and the mainstream (McSwiney
et al., this issue) and between challenging and reaffirming the political context they
appropriate (Kristensen & Mortensen, this issue). All the contributions play into well-
established political contexts and conflicts such as generational gaps (Zeng & Abidin,
this issue); commemoration cultures after terror attacks (Merrill & Lindgren, this
issue); visual culture surrounding political figureheads (Kristensen & Mortensen, this
issue); everyday life in prolonged conflict in Palestinian cities (Zidani, this issue); verna-
cular politics during the COVID-19 lockdown (Murru & Vicari, this issue); and visual
culture of the far-right (Askanius & Keller, this issue; McSwiney et al., this issue; Trillò
& Shifman, this issue). In the following, we introduce the seven articles, focusing on how
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the humorous memes in question playfully appropriate political contexts and form fron-
tiers between ‘us’ and ‘them’.

In her article, Sulafa Zidani uses memes to map the physical and symbolic borderlines
between Israeli and Palestinian youth and their everyday lives in prolonged conflict. The
memes on Instagram created by young Palestinians in Israel offer insight into the navi-
gation of life in mixed cities. By proposing a conceptual framework of memes as ‘map-
ping tools of everyday life,’ the study shows how memes, as a digital culture vernacular,
navigate contested cultural spaces and help carve out spaces for Palestinian youths across
cultural diversity.

Samuel Merrill and Simon Lindgren study how the Manchester bee became a symbol
of post-terror togetherness following the 2017 bombing at the Ariana Grande concert in
Manchester. By analysing Instagram images as ‘more or less digital’ across and beyond
social media platforms, they explore the memetic revival and brand adoption of the
civic symbol of ‘the worker bee’. They find that although the memefication of the bee pro-
duced a form of post-terror togetherness, political tensions were later obfuscated through
the integration of the bee into the official city branding strategy.

Maria Francesca Murru and Stefania Vicari explore ‘mundane memetic practices’ of
quarantined Italians during the COVID-19 lockdown. In a study of memes shared on
Twitter, they identify a mundane political culture building upon playful rituals through
which political identities are established. The memes express sentiments such as anti-elit-
ism and anti-scientism, humorously producing an ‘us-versus-them’ polarization that
feeds into wider populist discourses and allows potentially conflicting political identities
to surface.

Nete Nørgaard Kristensen and Mette Mortensen show how memes criticize populist
leaders while reinforcing the communicative logics of the populists themselves, thereby
both contesting and propagating populism. Using search engines as an entry point, they
analyse memes of British Prime Minister Boris Johnson and then US President Donald
Trump during the COVID-19 crisis. They conclude that the memes conflate affirmative
and critical power, as they criticize the populist leaders but also confirm their commu-
nicative patterns and worldviews.

Jing Zeng and Crystal Abidin demonstrate in their study that memes form a collective
us of ‘Gen Z’ (or the ‘Zoomers’) in opposition to ‘Boomers’ by wittily negotiating genera-
tional boundaries in TikTok video memes. They investigate how young people utilize
TikTok videos to advocate for their political culture. The memefication of intergenera-
tional politics takes place through short videos produced by the TikTokers, who express
a collective generational identity of Gen Z, with Boomers as the collectively imagined
other.

Tommaso Trillò and Limor Shifman study ‘alternative calendar commemorations’ on
Twitter and Instagram as a photo-based meme genre memorializing figures and events
central to the Italian far-right imaginary. They argue that memes contribute to a main-
streaming of the far-right which is protected from criticism due to the respectability
associated with commemorations. Their findings point to a clash between far-right values
such as collectivism, patriotism, and tradition on the one hand and values coupled with
memes such as individualism, self-direction, and authenticity on the other.

Jordan McSwiney, Michael Vaughan, Annett Heft, and Matthias Hoffmann question
common key assumptions concerning the transnationality of far-right memes and their
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role in visual culture. In an analysis of far-right memes by alternative media and non-
party organizations in Australia, Germany, Italy, and the US, across Facebook, Twitter,
and Telegram, they find that, quantitatively, memes play a limited role in visual culture.
Far-right memes do not easily circulate transnationally, but they nonetheless express
transnationality as ‘fascist continuity, western civilization identity, and pop cultural
appropriation.’

Tina Askanius and Nadine Keller argue that far-right meme culture transcends sym-
bolic boundaries between mischievous subcultures and violent extremism. They trace the
‘memefication of white supremacism’ in an analysis of memes published on the neo-Nazi
group Nordic Resistance Movement’s online hub Nordfront.se. They conclude that the
memes contribute to mainstreaming far-right ideas through their interplay between
jokes, playfulness, and ambiguity on the one hand and serious, violent threats of white
supremacy and murder fantasies embedded into historical events on the other.

Playful appropriations: moving and demarcating frontiers

The articles in this special issue allow us to chart the politics of humorous memes and
how this genre establishes or pushes frontiers in various political, cultural, and plat-
form-specific contexts. Taken together, the template underlying memes can be seen to
challenge and regenerate populism (Kristensen &Mortensen, this issue), carve out spaces
for new identity formations (Zeng & Abidin, this issue; Zidani, this issue), and create
togetherness in situations of crises (Merrill & Lindgren, this issue; Murru & Vicari,
this issue). They can also, however, lead to the normalization of racist discourses (Aska-
nius & Keller, this issue; McSwiney et al., this issue; Trillò & Shifman, this issue).

In some instances, memes allow us to look beyond spectacular political events and
produce insight into the politics of everyday vernacular culture (Murru & Vicari, this
issue; Zidani, this issue). As Zidani (this issue) argues, they enable us to map the politics
of inclusion and exclusion and the spaces in between, thereby creating the potential for
critical reflection. While a particular meme may stay within subversive subcultures, such
as the far-right (McSwiney et al., this issue), it can playfully appropriate a new political
context and generate new frontiers between ‘us’ and ‘them’. The constant playful appro-
priation of contexts and the demarcating of new frontiers allow memes to effortlessly tra-
vel between subcultures and the mainstream, between the platform-specific and wider
media ecologies.

It can be difficult to pinpoint when precisely a meme works toward politics of
inclusion or exclusion, as frontiers are constantly moving, creating new constellations
of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Although their potential to travel is dependent on the political context
(see McSwiney et al., this issue), memes are produced and diffused by members of parti-
cipatory internet culture. They cite popular culture, are created with intertextual aware-
ness of other memes, and are distributed online by numerous participants. As memes are
rapidly diffused across political contexts and digital platforms, the messages they convey
and the memetic visuals themselves become remixed, iterated, and often decontextua-
lized (see also Ibrahim, 2016; Boudana et al., 2017). In some instances, this opens a
space for political identity formation (Zeng & Abidin, this issue), while in others it dilutes
any political significance (Merrill & Lindgren, this issue) or may contribute to polariz-
ation and hostility (Askanius & Keller, this issue; Trillò & Shifman, this issue).
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As memes flow between the subcultural and the mainstream, they may normalize or
move fringe political perspectives along with them. Askanius and Keller (this issue)
remind us of a striking example of how memes can contribute to mainstreaming extre-
mist views. During the siege on the US Capitol on January 6, 2021, a mob of supporters
sought to overturn the electoral defeat of outgoing president Donald Trump. In their sta-
ging of this attack, the insurgents drew heavily upon the iconography of white supre-
macy, known from memes as well as alt-right visual culture more generally. This
includes Pepe the Frog and the green-and-white flag of Kekistan, which references the
German Empire’s Reichskriegsflagge. These symbols not only travelled from subcultures
to the mainstream but also moved as ‘more or less digital’ (Merrill & Lindgren, this issue)
from analogue media to online and were ultimately reproduced in physical protest. As
Askanius and Keller (this issue) contend, the violence and turbulence of the attack,
during which five people were killed and over a hundred injured, contrasts strikingly
with the humour in memes with murder phantasies. Memes can be mobilized to move
white supremacist violence into the mainstream and push the boundaries of what is
deemed acceptable. In the political, these memes do not create frontiers against the
‘other’ as recognized adversary (as e.g., in Zeng & Abidin’s contribution in this issue)
but instead create the ‘other’ as an enemy that needs to be eliminated. The memes
thus reach the normative tipping point of acceptability in playful appropriations of pol-
itical contexts.

While not necessarily reaching this tipping point, other memes may contribute to
mainstreaming political critique or entrenching existing power relations. Kristensen
and Mortensen (this issue) identify how memes of populist political leaders seemingly
contest their irresponsible handling of the COVID-19 crisis while nevertheless reprodu-
cing populist values and communicative styles. This emphasizes how political parody and
satire inevitably reference and/or reproduce the target of their criticism, thereby risking
amplification of extremist ideologies or indeed populism (Kraidy, 2018; McCrow-Young
& Mortensen, 2021). As the contributions in this issue show, however, this ambiguity
may be difficult to grasp in memes due to their constant authorless remixing, reproduc-
tion, and dissemination in various contexts (Kristensen & Mortensen, this issue; Merrill
& Lindgren, this issue; Murru & Vicari, this issue). From a normative perspective, memes
can contribute to political discussion in a productive way, but we must differentiate
‘between memes that enhance democratic public debate and those which degrade it’
(Boudana et al., 2017, p. 1228).

As they travel as artifacts of and in social media, memes are governed by social media
logics. They are simultaneously used to destabilize politics and to create new identity for-
mations (Murru & Vicari, this issue; Zeng & Abidin, this issue; Zidani, this issue). Several
articles in this special issue demonstrate how memes operate in a grey zone between the
market and bottom-up political participation. Memes creating post-terror togetherness
(Merrill & Lindgren, this issue) are appropriated by the city council for branding strat-
egies, and the generational politics of the Zoomers have generated spin-off merchandise
in the form of keychains, t-shirts, and stickers inspired by meme videos mocking ‘Boom-
ers’ (Zeng & Abidin, this issue). Such commodification emphasizes the ambivalence of
meme’s playful politics. That is, memes entangle the political and the humorous through
play but this also commodifies the political. By the same token though, the commodified,
humorous politics of memes are part of the playful everyday engagement with politics.
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The contributions in this special issue show the various ways in which memes
reinforce, create, transgress, and challenge political boundaries. They politicize and depo-
liticize. They personify but also de-personify. They stay within the subversive and create
frontiers to political elites and the mainstream, but in their playful appropriation of pol-
itical contexts, they may challenge and push these very same frontiers. Memes provide
means of creating togetherness and political identities while also increasing polarization
by constantly drawing and redrawing the boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ – in some
instances reaching the tipping point of what is acceptable. As their template travels effort-
lessly, memes continue to playfully appropriate new political contexts and to (re)negoti-
ate frontiers in the political.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding

This work was supported by Velux Fonden [Grant number 13143].

Notes on contributors

Mette Mortensen is Professor and Deputy Head of Department at the Department of Communi-
cation, University of Copenhagen. She specializes in visual media studies and is the Principal
Investigator of the research project ‘Images of Conflict, Conflicting Images’ (2017–2022, Velux
Foundation).

Christina Neumayer is associate professor of media studies at the Department of Communication,
University of Copenhagen, and co-principal investigator of ‘ProDem – Protests and Democracy:
How Movement Parties, Social Movements and Active Citizens are Reshaping Europe’ (2020–
2023, VolkswagenStiftung).

References

Bayerl, P. S., & Stoynov, L. (2016). Revenge by photoshop: Memefying police acts in the public
dialogue about injustice. New Media & Society, 18(6), 1006–1026. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1461444814554747

Boudana, S., Frosh, P., & Cohen, A. A. (2017). Reviving Icons to death: When historic photographs
become digital memes. Media, Culture & Society, 39(8), 1210–1230. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0163443717690818

Bulatovic, M. (2019). The imitation game: The memefication of political discourse. European
View, 18(2), 250–253. https://doi.org/10.1177/1781685819887691

Carpentier, N., & Cammaerts, B. (2006). Hegemony, democracy, agonism and journalism: An
interview with chantal mouffe. Journalism Studies, 7(6), 964–975. https://doi.org/10.1080/
14616700600980728

Chagas, V., Freire, F., Rios, D., & Magalhães, D. (2019). Political memes and the politics of memes:
A methodological proposal for content analysis of online political memes. First Monday, 24(2),
https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v24i2.7264

Chen, K. W., Phiddian, R., & Stewart, R. (2017). “Towards a discipline of political cartoon studies:
Mapping the field”. In J. M. Davis (Ed.), Satire and politics: The interplay of heritage and practice
(pp. 125–162). Palgrave Macmillan.

INFORMATION, COMMUNICATION & SOCIETY 2375

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814554747
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814554747
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443717690818
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443717690818
https://doi.org/10.1177/1781685819887691
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616700600980728
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616700600980728
https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v24i2.7264


Dahlberg, L. (2007). Rethinking the fragmentation of the cyberpublic: From consensus to contesta-
tion. New Media & Society, 9(5), 827–847. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444807081228

Dean, J. (2019). Sorted for memes and gifs: Visual media and everyday digital politics. Political
Studies Review, 17(3), 255–266. https://doi.org/10.1177/1478929918807483

Denisova, A. (2019). Internet memes and society: Social, cultural, and political contexts. Routledge.
Dobson, K., & Knezevic, I. (2017). ‘Liking and sharing’ the stigmatization of poverty and social

welfare: Representations of poverty and welfare through internet memes on social media.
tripleC: Communication, Capitalism & Critique, 15(2), 777–795. https://doi.org/10.31269/
triplec.v15i2.815

Gal, N., Shifman, L., & Kampf, Z. (2016). ‘It gets better’: Internet memes and the construction of
collective identity. New Media & Society, 18(8), 1698–1714. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1461444814568784

Greene, V. S. (2019). “Deplorable” satire: Alt-right memes, white genocide tweets, and redpilling
normies. Studies in American Humor, 5(1), 31–69. https://doi.org/10.5325/studamerhumor.5.1.
0031

Habermas, J. (1962, reprint 1990). Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit. Untersuchungen zu einer
Kategorie der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft [The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere].
Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

Hariman, R. (2008). Political parody and public culture. The Quarterly Journal of Speech, 94(3),
247–272. https://doi.org/10.1080/00335630802210369

Huizinga, J. (1949, reprint 2014). Homo ludens: A study of play-element in culture. Routledge.
Huntington, H. E. (2016). Pepper Spray Cop and the American dream: Using synecdoche and

metaphor to unlock internet Memes’ visual political rhetoric. Communication Studies, 67(1),
77–93. https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2015.1087414

Ibrahim, Y. (2016). Tank man, media memory and yellow duck patrol. Digital Journalism, 4(5),
582–596. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2015.1063076

Jenkins, H. (2006). Fans, bloggers, and gamers: Exploring participatory culture. NYU Press.
Jensen, M. S, Neumayer, C., & Rossi, L. (2020). ‘Brussels will land on Its feet like a cat’: Motivations

for memefying #Brusselslockdown. Information, Communication & Society, 23(1), 59–75.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2018.1486866

Katz, Y. & Shifman, L. (2017). Making sense? The structure and meanings of digital memetic non-
sense. Information, Communication & Society, 20(6), 825–842. https://doi.org/10.1080/
1369118X.2017.1291702

Kraidy, M. M. (2018). Fun against fear in the Caliphate: Islamic Stateï¿½s spectacle and counter-
spectacle. Critical Studies in Media Communication, 35(1), 40–56.

Laclau, E. & Mouffe, C. (1985). Hegemony and socialist struggle. 2nd ed. New York: Verso.
McCrow-Young, A., & Mortensen, M. (2021). Countering spectacles of fear: Anonymous’ meme

‘war’ against ISIS. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 24(4), 832–849. https://doi.org/10.1177/
13675494211005060

Milner, R. M. (2018). The world made meme: Public conversations and participatory media. MIT
Press.

Miltner, K. M. (2018). Internet memes. In J. Burgess, A. Marwick, & T. Poell (Eds.), The SAGE
handbook of social media (pp. 412–428). Sage.

Mortensen, M. (2017). Constructing, confirming, and contesting icons: The Alan Kurdi imagery
appropriated by #humanitywashedashore, Ai Weiwei, and Charlie Hebdo. Media, Culture &
Society, 39(8), 1142–1161. https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443717725572

Mortensen, M., & Kristensen, N. N. (2020). De-celebrification: Beyond the scandalous. Celebrity
Studies, 11(1), 89–100. https://doi.org/10.1080/19392397.2020.1704385

Mouffe, C. (1993). Reprint 2005). The return of the political. Verso.
Mouffe, C. (2005). On the political. Routledge.
Neumayer, C., & Struthers, D. M. (2019). Social media as activist archives. In M. Mortensen, C.

Neumayer, & T. Poell (Eds.), Social media materialities and protest: Critical reflections (pp.
86–98). Routledge.

2376 M. MORTENSEN AND C. NEUMAYER

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444807081228
https://doi.org/10.1177/1478929918807483
https://doi.org/10.31269/triplec.v15i2.815
https://doi.org/10.31269/triplec.v15i2.815
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814568784
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814568784
https://doi.org/10.5325/studamerhumor.5.1.0031
https://doi.org/10.5325/studamerhumor.5.1.0031
https://doi.org/10.1080/00335630802210369
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2015.1087414
https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2015.1063076
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2018.1486866
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2017.1291702
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2017.1291702
https://doi.org/10.1177/13675494211005060
https://doi.org/10.1177/13675494211005060
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443717725572
https://doi.org/10.1080/19392397.2020.1704385


Neumayer, C., & Svensson, J. (2016). Activism and radical politics in the digital age: Towards a
typology. Convergence: The International Journal of Research Into New Media Technologies,
22(2), 131–146. https://doi.org/10.1177/1354856514553395

Nissenbaum, A., & Shifman, L. (2017). Internet memes as contested cultural capital: The case of
4chan’s/b/board. New Media & Society, 19(4), 483–501. https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448156
09313

Olesen, T. (2018). Memetic protest and the dramatic diffusion of Alan kurdi. Media, Culture &
Society, 40(5), 656–672. https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443717729212

Peters, C., & Allan, S. (2021). Weaponizing memes: The journalistic mediation of visual politiciza-
tion. Digital Journalism, online before print. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2021.1903958

Ross, A. S., & Rivers, D. J. (2017). Digital cultures of political participation: Internet memes and the
discursive delegitimization of the 2016 U.S presidential candidates.Discourse, Context & Media,
16, 1–11. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dcm.2017.01.001

Segev, E., Nissenbaum, A., Stolero, N., & Shifman, L. (2015). Families and networks of internet
memes: The relationship between cohesiveness, uniqueness, and quiddity concreteness.
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 20(4), 417–433. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcc4.
12120

Seiffert-Brockmann, J., Diehl, T., & Dobusch, L. (2018). Memes as games: The evolution of a digital
discourse online. New Media & Society, 20(8), 2862–2879. https://doi.org/10.1177/146144481
7735334

Shifman, L. (2013). Memes in digital culture. The MIT Press.
Sicart, M. (2014). Play matters. The MIT Press.
Svensson, J., Neumayer, C., Banfield-Mumb, A., & Schossböck, J. (2015). Identity negotiation in

activist participation. Communication, Culture & Critique, 8(1), 144–162. https://doi.org/10.
1111/cccr.12073

Tuters, M., & Hagen, S. (2020). (((they))) rule: Memetic antagonism and nebulous othering on
4chan. New Media & Society, 22(12), 2218–2237. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819888746

Wiggins, B. E. (2019). The discursive power of memes in digital culture: Ideology, semiotics, and
intertextuality. Routledge.

Wiggins, B. E., & Bowers, G. B. (2015). Memes as genre: A structurational analysis of the memes-
cape. New Media & Society, 17(11), 1886–1906. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814535194

INFORMATION, COMMUNICATION & SOCIETY 2377

https://doi.org/10.1177/1354856514553395
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815609313
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815609313
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443717729212
https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2021.1903958
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dcm.2017.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcc4.12120
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcc4.12120
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444817735334
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444817735334
https://doi.org/10.1111/cccr.12073
https://doi.org/10.1111/cccr.12073
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819888746
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814535194

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Politics and humour in memes
	Playful humour and politics
	Mapping the politics of memes: articles in this special issue
	Playful appropriations: moving and demarcating frontiers
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.245 841.846]
>> setpagedevice


