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Connecting Memes to Specific Forms of Artistic Practice 

Memes grow out of a history of public and accessible art. Darren Wershler, the 

research chair of Media and Contemporary Literature at Concordia University, argues, 

“Memes are essentially 100 years of text art boiled down into your feed.”12 Many art 

historians meet this claim with major skepticism. In response to this, Bucknell argues that 

skepticism toward memes from the art-historical establishment is one indicator that they are, 

in fact, worthy of our attention. Bucknell looks to the ways that the key political movements 

and artists of the twentieth century were met with suspicion from the establishment. Her 

conclusion about the same establishment in the contemporary moment’s reaction to memes: 

“That skepticism—and the way memes subvert it—reveals how the artistic lineage of memes 

is spun out of some of 20th-century art’s most revolutionary ideas.”13 This makes sense when 

viewing memes as a form of political art. They are a completely democratized medium, from 
                                                
12 Bucknell, “What Memes Owe to Art History - Artsy.” 
13 Ibid. 

 
Figures 1.6 and 1.7: Memes from @daquan and @memegirlclub. 



 13 

the way they encourage viewer participation, to how inexpensive they are to make, to the 

way they circulate without any mediation from a top-down power. That kind of accessibility 

is fundamentally threatening to the art elite, and so its skepticism from therein should be 

taken with a grain of salt.  

Memes & Performance Art 

The Performance Art movement of the 1960’s has significant overlap with memes in 

its relationship between artist and audience. Bucknell describes how both mediums choose to 

actively disrespect this boundary in favor of a more nuanced connection between the 

producers and consumers of art. She writes, “Performance brought art into the street and 

public spaces, leveling the gap between artist and audience.”14 The importance of the 

accessibility of performance art rings true here. The impact that the Performance Art 

movement had on audiences was twofold. In elite spaces, it challenged the norms of 

consumption that allowed for audiences to feel they could view art from a safe distance. This 

meant that audience members were directly implicated in the artworks, expected to confront 

their own roles as viewers. The movement also transcended the exclusive spaces in a 

revolutionary sense: it allowed art that had been reserved for privileged audiences to shift 

into something in which any person could participate. Bucknell continues, connecting this 

kind of progressive spin on the art world to the world of memes. She says, “Similarly, memes 

offer a highly accessible and interactive platform of production that is ripe for challenge and 

dissent, with disagreements and controversy only fueling the fire of a successful meme truly 

going viral.”15 Again, through accessibility and interactivity, the sites of art, be they 

performances or static memes, allow for greater participation and engagement between artist 

                                                
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
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and audience. In fact, memes live and die by their reception, and that exchange of energy is 

critical to both mediums of art.  

Bucknell goes on to describe how memes connect with performance art through their 

democratized medium and resistance to cultural norms. She explains, “Through humor, 

memes incite a collective reaction to everyday life as well as reveling in it, in a format no 

less playful than it is political, decoding the murky structural screw-ups, paradoxes, and 

hypocrisies of our current political climate.”16 The lightheartedness of memes allows for 

them to engage with weighty political content in a way that is accessible and sustainable. 

They operate with the everyday feminist model—an undercurrent of political values 

punctuated with an aesthetic of humor and irony. Her point about memes indicating cultural 

trends and reactions while simultaneously encouraging them speaks to the nebulous nature of 

tastemaking on the Internet. There is very little top-down content within the ecosystem of 

social media, and this is particularly true within the landscape of memes. This goes along 

with the breakdown between producer and consumer—everyone who interacts with the art 

gets to make decisions and statements about what the art is saying.   

Memes & Pop Art 

Beyond the Performance Art movement of the 1960’s, Bucknell draws material 

parallels between meme culture today and both Pop art. She describes how both mediums 

prioritize “narrative over material perfection,” meaning that the message communicated 

through the work was more important than the technical precision or skill evident. This is 

certainly true for memes—part of their charm is the clear DIY aesthetic. The choppiness of 

                                                
16 Ibid. 
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the actual imagery indicates the high levels of accessibility in the art objects. Furthermore, 

the style encourages viewers to make their own content, if they feel so moved.  

Memes and the Pop art medium share more in addition to their focuses on narrative. 

Bucknell explains of Pop artworks: “All were quick to circulate, and quicker to slip out of the 

spotlight. All share local, low-brow production materials, as well as collective ownership.”17 

Again, this works to undo the elite status of art making and viewing through material 

decisions. For Pop art, as well as for memes, the works circulating were/are low stakes. 

Meme artists have a firm awareness that their works will flit by in a viewer’s feed. They 

make their content with the understanding that it will be rapidly consumed, and so while they 

do have their personal favorites, they do not get too attached to any one artwork. Memes are 

relatively low-labor, and free to make once an artist has a smartphone and an Internet 

connection. This kind of material relationship to the art sets the stage for a potential ease of 

process. Memers have the option to spend hours perfectly finessing their image and message 

on a specific meme, but they can also make one drunkenly in the middle of the night with no 

immediate roadblocks. In the broader sense of the meme world, collective ownership comes 

through an inability to trace a meme back to its original creator. This concept takes on a 

slightly different meaning within the niche meme community, where authorship and personal 

experience is so foregrounded. These memes are extremely traceable, particularly when the 

artist uses herself as the visual material for the meme. Even with that shift in mind, viewers 

still feel agency to share and repost niche memes they find, and they certainly have of 

ownership over their readings of the memes. 

 

                                                
17 Ibid. 
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Memes & Folk Art 

In order to have some flexibility in our definition of art, we can use Howard Becker’s 

description of folk art. Traditionally, “folk art” as a designation has been reserved for “work 

done by country folk or to rural remnants of customs once widespread.” 18 However, in his 

reading, Becker rebrands the use of the term to be more inclusive. He explains folk art to be: 

Work done totally outside professional art worlds, work done by ordinary 

people in the course of their ordinary lives, work seldom thought of by those 

who make or use it as an art at all, even though, as often happens, others from 

outside the community it is produced in find artistic value in it.19 

This kind of designation allows for a disconnect between the maker’s intention and the 

audience’s reception of a certain object or performance. Becker uses this terminology to 

discuss things like the singing of “Happy Birthday,” housewives cooking dinner for their 

families, and quilting by non-specified craftspeople. Each of these examples objectively 

serves a utilitarian purpose, if to varying degrees of urgency. Along with that utilitarian 

purpose, though, individuals have space to infuse their own perspectives, values, and unique 

sophistications. The memes for this project hold similar weight. The people who make 

memes view them as serving the utilitarian function of facilitating personal expression. Of 

course, the memes hold incredible richness beyond just the utility of their existence. Many 

memers do discuss their practice as an artistic one, but even those who do not can certainly 

have their content included in a folk art reading of the memes.   

 

 

                                                
18 Becker, Art Worlds. 
19 Ibid. 
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Memes as Collective Action 

Sharing and Interaction  

Shifman explains the importance of sharing as a “central cultural logic” that is 

fundamental to the understanding of memes. She discusses the convergence of sharing as 

both a method of distribution and a method of communication. Individuals distribute cultural 

items—memes—and in doing so, they communicate their personal values and beliefs. With 

this notion of sharing in mind, we can further consider Shifman’s argument in terms of 

dissemination. She explains:  

Memes may best be understood as the pieces of cultural information that pass 

along from person to person, but gradually scale into a shared social 

phenomenon. Although they spread on a micro basis, their impact is on the 

macro level: memes shape the mindsets, forms of behavior, and actions of 

social groups.20 

Using memes specific to this project, Shifman’s notions of memes as macro influencers 

comes into focus through a gendered lens. The amount of reach that each of the posts by 

femme intersectional memers gets—and beyond the raw number of people seeing it, the 

amount of people who respond—indicates a real potential for impact among young women 

and gender nonbinary followers.  

Production & Reception Processes 

 The notion that art is a collective process influences our understanding of memes in 

both the production and reception stages of their existence. Howard Becker discusses the way 

                                                
20 Shifman, Memes in Digital Culture. P. 18. 
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in which art is never a process carried out by one individual. He explores the production 

process of artworks, explaining, “All artistic work, like all human activity, involves the joint 

activity of a number, often a large number, of people.”21 He describes that everyone who 

touches anything related to the art itself is inherently implicated in the process. This means 

that even though one person might have painted an individual painting, we can consider the 

people who make the paintbrushes, canvas, and paints used in the making of that painting to 

be an integral part of the art process. This is true, and particularly visible, when it comes to 

memes. The materials used to make a painting, for example, very cleverly conceal the labor 

that went in to synthesizing the paint 

or the canvas or whatever it may be. 

The source material of memes is quite 

clearly from somewhere else—the 

celebrity photo, the screenshot from a 

cartoon, the stock photo of the cute 

animal. 

Though feminist theory is not 

explicitly discussed in his text, 

Becker’s work on collectivity in art 

production fits smoothly with the 

feminist theoretical concept of 

intertextuality. Coined by Julia 

Kristeva in the late 1960s, 

                                                
21 Ibid. 

 
Figure 1.8: L.H.O.O.Q.. 

Multimedia piece by Duchamp, 1919. 
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intertextuality works to disrupt the authority of the singular author, instead arguing that any 

singular voice is necessarily influenced by any number of other sources.22 Memes are 

fundamentally intertextual objects in that they are built upon reference. They use imagery 

that is directly sourced from media and popular culture, weaving multiple narratives into 

their existence as a singular object. The collectivity and intertextuality inherent in the 

production of memes is a democratizing force. Becker’s example of Marcel Duchamp’s 

subversive piece from 1919, L.H.O.O.Q., Mona Lisa, helps illustrate this (Figure 1.8). In this 

piece, Duchamp takes a postcard of da Vinci’s canonical Mona Lisa portrait, draws facial 

hair on it, and signs it. Becker explains, “When Marcel Duchamp drew a mustache on a 

commercial reproduction of the Mona Lisa and signed it, he turned Leonardo into one of his 

support personnel.”23 It destabilizes the elite positioning of its source material through using 

that material. Duchamp deploys intertextuality in his craft and redefines the established 

artistic hierarchy in his play with collective action. He undermines the untouchable status of 

the art canon by directly interacting with it, and making it his own. This is exactly what 

meme artists do in their own work—they appropriate commonly recognized images and 

repurpose them to express their own messages.  

In discussing art as collective action, Becker also emphasizes the importance of post-

production collectivity. The art world into which any specific piece is released has internal 

conventions, notions of who has authority and belonging, along with guiding, if nebulous, 

boundaries. These forces permeate throughout the production process, in that the artist is 

always responding to, if only to reject, the standards of the art world in which they decide to 

participate. Once the artwork enters its art world, the audience has say in enforcing the norms 

                                                
22 Kristeva and Moi, The Kristeva Reader. 
23 Becker, Art Worlds. P. 20. 
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of the art world, along with giving the piece its social meaning. This helps to underscore the 

disparate lives of meaning within memes as artworks: the creators can intend one thing, and 

any number of viewers can read their own equally relevant meaning into the object. 

Can Memes be Political?  

At the outset of this project, I provided two interlocking ways of understanding meme 

work as political—the everyday political and everyday feminist. In Memes & Digital 

Culture, Shifman asserts that memes specifically can be an avenue for political expression. 

She goes on to define political memes in three categories of functionality: “1) Memes as 

forms of persuasion or political advocacy… 2) Memes as grassroots action … 3) Memes as 

modes of expression and public discussion.”24 She notes how memes can have popular 

political efficacy in larger regimes that are both democratic and undemocratic. The limitation 

with Shifman’s definitions of political content is that she is very much working within the 

framework of establishment politics. Her content examples are largely memes explicitly 

about political leaders, for instance. This project depends on a broader definition of the 

political—one that is best accessed not through meme content and process, but instead 

through form and space. It pushes her third point, that memes can be considered “modes of 

expression and public discussion,” closely examining the ways that those modes of 

expression through the personal can scale out into the political. 

The Political Landscape is Online 

In his book, Social Media and Everyday Politics, Tim Highfield lays out how 

important digital platforms are in the consideration of wider political and personal issues. He 

writes, “The adoption of different politically relevant practices by increasing numbers of 

                                                
24 Shifman, Memes in Digital Culture. Pp. 122-123. 
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social media users highlights the importance of digital platforms as arenas for politics in 

addition to, and alongside, other personal concerns.”25 Simply put: the contemporary political 

landscape has moved online. It is necessary to keep this in mind when assessing any aspect 

of the political world. Through their regular usage of social media in order to express their 

thoughts and feelings about a wide spectrum of issues, everyday citizens draw importance to 

social media as a space for consideration.  

The fact that social media is an arena for politics is particular important for 

marginalized people. Highfield discusses how women, LGBTQ people, and people of color 

use technological community space for unique purposes. He writes, “Social media and online 

platforms are employed for articulating identities, for challenging and subverting societal 

norms and for providing a voice (and safe spaces) for individuals and groups who might 

variously be marginalized, ignored, or under-represented elsewhere.”26 This kind of 

discussion is extremely relevant to the sorts of memes this project explores. The memes 

themselves, here, are the site for expression of the notions that Highfield explains. It is also 

key that the people making the memes for this project are without exception coming from 

some sort of marginalized identity positioning.  

Specified Online Politics: Contemporary Feminism   

In her 2013 essay for The Guardian, “The Fourth Wave of Feminism: Meet the Rebel 

Women,” Kira Cochrane maps out structural and substantive elements of this contemporary 

movement.27 The first key feature of the current feminist moment is that it is not simply an 

in-person movement, the way in which earlier feminisms were. Technology has evolved and 

                                                
25 Highfield, Social Media and Everyday Politics. P. 24. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Cochrane, “The Fourth Wave of Feminism.” 
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allowed for a faster pace of consciousness-raising, community building, and change making. 

She points to various campaigns that have infiltrated platforms like Twitter and Facebook 

with feminist ideology, including the Everyday Sexism Project28 and Eve Ensler’s One 

Billion Rising.29 We can build on this piece with subsequent knowledge of anti-patriarchal 

activism that has occurred since 2013. Though, of course, many actions have in-person 

components, a defining characteristic of the current iteration of feminism is that the Internet 

plays a crucial part in the expression and spreading of movements. We can look to a myriad 

of moments of collectivity charted through online expression, like #YesAllWomen30, 

Gamergate31, HeForShe32, Emma Sulkowicz’s Mattress Performance (Carry That Weight)33, 

#MeToo34, and Time’s Up.35  

In both everyday feminism (Crossley) and contemporary online feminism (Cochrane), 

new methods of communication work to communicate established feminist ideals. Niche 

memers use this new technological space, making content that fits within the larger feminist 

movement. In 2012, the Barnard Center for Research on Women held a summit of feminist 

writers and online activists to discuss the implications of the Internet as a space for 

                                                
28 A website founded in 2012 meant to document examples of commonplace sexism. 
29 A global movement to end rape and sexual violence against women.  
30 A hashtag campaign on Twitter wherein women describe instances of everyday misogyny. 
First used in the discussion following the misogyny of the 2014 Isla Vista shooter.  
31 A 2014 online harassment campaign targeting  
32 A 2014 United Nations solidarity campaign that encourages people of all genders to stand 
for gender equality. 
33 A 2014-2015 senior thesis project in which a Columbia University student carried a dorm 
mattress with her everywhere she went until the student who raped her in her dorm room was 
no longer a student at Columbia. She carried the mattress to graduation.  
34 A 2017 viral movement in which women who have experienced sexual harassment or 
assault wrote the words “me too” on their social media profiles. Explained at length in 
Chapter Four. 
35 A 2018 response to the #MeToo movement, meant to bring the struggle for equal rights 
into the legislative and judicial systems. Explained at length in Chapter Four.  
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facilitating social change. They produced a pamphlet which tracks important causes that are 

being fought for online, including sexual assault, street harassment, women’s representation 

in media and body image, misogyny online, and workplace discrimination.36 These issues 

and more are clearly in the minds of the relevant memers—their content seeks to engage 

these structural realities in a way that is easily accessible and shareable. The frameworks 

presented by Crossley, Highfield, Cochrane, and Barnard stop short of explicitly calling 

memes into the conversation. This project serves as an anchor to the idea that memes are 

deeply relevant and intertwined within not just the general political landscape, but the 

distinctly feminist landscape as well.  

Status Quo Disruption & Revolution 

Becker examines how the boundaries of traditional art worlds can be challenged and 

ultimately overthrown through revolutionary young artists. It is important to note that Becker 

has a very broad sense of what can be considered an art world, and that his notions about art 

worlds can be scaled outwards into other kinds of establishments. First, he explains how art 

worlds can be defined in exclusive terms. Becker writes, “Wherever an art world exists, it 

defines the boundaries of acceptable art, recognizing those who produce the work it can 

assimilate as artists entitled to full membership, and denying membership and its benefits to 

those whose work it cannot assimilate.”37 Here we have a stage set that is ripe for young 

people with fresh ideas to disrupt the status quo. Whenever there is an established norm, 

there are insiders and outsiders. The memers of this project are, in many senses, political and 

artistic outsiders who have been rendered marginal by centuries of misogyny, racism, 

homophobia, transphobia, classism, and so on.  

                                                
36 Barnard Center for Research and Women. #FemFuture: Online Revotion. 2012. 
37 Ibid. 
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The reaction to this kind of marginality, in cases of action, can be revolutionary and 

constructive of new spaces. In a section on art and craft worlds, Becker teases out the 

complex movements and changes within various forms of artistic establishment spaces. It is 

not necessary for this project to delve into the details of such discussion, but his explanation 

of evolution within art spaces is useful to us. He writes:  

So the end point of the sequence in which an art turns into a craft consists of 

younger, newer, rebellious artists refusing to play the old game and breaking 

out of its confines. They propose a new game, with different goals, played by 

different rules, in which the old knowledge and techniques are irrelevant and 

superfluous, no help at all in doing what is to be done in the new enterprise.38 

This is precisely what the meme artists in this project do. Not only do they disrupt the 

boundaries of the establishment, in-real-life art world (more on that below), but they also 

disrupt the guidelines of the establishment meme world. They utilize the format to make way 

for their own content.  

Methodology 

Ethnographic Site: Instagram 

Instagram is a social media platform made for sharing photos, accessible through a 

smartphone application. It is where the memes I am interested in circulate initially, it is 

where the memers spend much of their time, it is where audiences react to and repost memes. 

Knowing how Instagram works is fundamental to understanding the significance of 

Instagram memes as a phenomenon. I would like you to be able to identify with the process 

                                                
38 Ibid. 
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that the memers and their audiences engage in, even if you have never touched the app 

yourself.  

I find that Instagram becomes most appealing in two situations: one, in moments of 

complete idling, and the other, when there is something absolutely pressing that is just a little 

too stressful to actually focus on. There is a pleasant, numbing quality to the simplicity of the 

interface. On the home page of the app, a user sees one photo (or video, but mostly photos) at 

a time, posted by people that they choose to follow. One can scroll through a Home feed, 

which is a collection of all the recent posts of the accounts that they follow. For me, this 

means having Rihanna, intersectional feminist memes, my best friends, and guilty pleasure 

aspirational interior design accounts all in one place. It is truly the perfect visual cocktail for 

turning my brain off, if just for a short while. I can see the number of people who liked and 

commented on the images posted in my feed, and I myself can choose to like or comment as 

well. At the bottom of the screen, I can navigate away from my Home feed to other areas of 

the app: the Explore page is another type of feed, which uses the mysterious and effective 

Instagram Algorithm to bring me content from outside of the accounts that I follow that “You 

might like.” The center option is the Post button, through which I can navigate to share my 

own picture or video, from my phone’s saved photo library or taken on the spot. 

Memes on Instagram have an affective difference from the rest of the Instagram feed 

because they are visibly curated art objects. So much of Instagram’s content is made up of 

photos of people, or fancy food, or nice scenery. These are artifacts which people post on the 

platform to communicate a sense of a lived, in-the-moment experience. Even if they are 

heavily curated (think: your friend slapping the fork out of your hand at brunch so that he can 

meticulously organize the plates of food for the perfect aerial shot), they are still meant to be 
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a naturalistic depiction of what’s going on in someone’s life. Memes digress from this model. 

Though the creative idea comes from a lived experience of a human person, the meme itself 

is created and circulated within digital space.  

Interlocutors 

I wanted to speak with people whom I believed were making exciting content—

content that seemed to combine personal experience with feminist theory with cultural 

critique and more. I sent direct messages to accounts that I had been following from the start 

of my inquiry; I collected images I found compelling; I spent hours scrolling through my 

explore page on Instagram, looking for new people to speak with. I wanted to get a diverse 

range of voices represented in this project, and so I kept that goal in the forefront of my 

search. Many accounts did not respond to my messages, or initially responded with 

excitement but ultimately fell off in communication. The people I did end up collecting 

stories and theories from came from a mixture of sources—some I discovered independently, 

while some were referred to me by other interviewees in snowball sampling. In one 

particularly funny interaction, my outreach to one account, @blackgirlmemer, prompted her 

posting a harsh meme: the text on the image reads, “Trying to play it cool when strangers on 

this account DM39 me for interviews, projects, offer to pay me, and then never respond when 

I agree.” Below is a stock photo of a smiling black woman, with additional text: “y’all are 

some trifling asses, but I won’t put you on blast because I’m a nice negro.” The caption 

explained a larger context of this happening to her—a reporter from VICE, someone who 

offered to pay her bills, and so on. Sadly, despite my follow-ups with her, we were never able 

to connect for an interview. This was an unfortunate larger trend—people who agreed to 

                                                
39 “direct message” 


