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Memes are a central part of digital communications and cultures. But memes are complex 

multifaceted expressions of identity and culture. Digital folklorists argue that memes, like 

traditional folklore, facilitate the creation of identity through socially constructed narratives that 

form unique groups online. Scholars across disciplines agree that memes rely on community 

participation, but the methods and theories vary widely. This dissertation advocates for the 

creation of Critical Meme Studies that centers critical inquiry to examine memes as a form of 

digital folklore that builds community identity, values, and aesthetics across social media 

platforms. The concept of boundary-marking memes is introduced to understand how memes 

build barriers of entry to conversations on public platforms. The methodology consisted of 

Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis (Brock, 2018) and the pairing of Queer theories and 

methods related to the study of Camp as a form of detachment/attachment of political readings 

(Horn, 2018). As a result, the dissertation found LGBTQIA+ individuals use memes to construct 



  

answers to three core thematic questions, who is invited to Pride, what does Pride mean, and how 

should Pride look and feel. The answers used expressions of identity, values, and aesthetics to 

build responses that targeted in-group audiences.  
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Dedication 

 
This dedication will not contain a heartfelt story of support; rather, it will 

stand as a testament to why commitment to work of this kind is valuable and requires 

the support of not just the author and their nearest and dearest but the dedication of 

colleagues, mentors, and administrators who encourage such work despite it being 

labeled as dangerous.  

 

As of completion in June 2023, this dissertation is illegal in 10 states within 

the United States, including Arkansas, Alabama, Florida, Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, 

Louisiana, Mississippi, Oklahoma, and Texas. Among the most widely covered of 

these laws is the “Don’t Say Gay” bill passed in Florida in March 2022 that prohibits 

any instruction on sexual orientation or gender identity. SF 496 in Iowa bans 

classroom discussions about LGBTQIA+ topics, and SF 391, also in Iowa, censors all 

information about HIV/AIDS from curriculum standards. Both laws were passed in 

the spring of 2023. And this dissertation centers on elements of all these topics.  

 

Some states require parental consent for students to read or use research of 

this kind in their coursework, including Arizona, Montana, and Tennessee. But trends 

within some states, like Tennessee, point to a full ban in the future. Importantly, most 

state legislatures have not moved to protect LGBTQIA+ education and scholarship, 

including Maryland - the state where this research was conducted and submitted for 

completion of a doctorate.  

 

So rarely does history prompt us with calls to save democracy or protect 

human rights in one great, brave act. In most cases, small actions lead to change - for 

better and for worse. This work is dedicated to all actions, big and small, such as 

encouraging students to speak their truth and pursue a line of inquiry that many would 

seek to hide or destroy. Journalists and scholars have, in years past, prided themselves 

on neutral, objective observations. But this is not the time for such neutrality. The 

research in these pages demonstrates the importance of scholarly and journalistic 

works that are not popular, easy, or objective. Queer people exist, and their histories 

and cultural heritage are as much a part of the American story as any other. To 

entertain a viewpoint that does not acknowledge Queer rights is irresponsible and 

actively harmful. I firmly believe journalism and scholarship are a form of activism. 

We seek truth and report it. And the truth is rarely, if ever, neutral or objective.  

 

Ultimately, this dissertation is dedicated to being gay and doing crime 

because, increasingly, even reading this work falls into the latter.  
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Chapter 1: Introducing Critical Meme Studies 

It’s a Meme, Meme World 

 In June 2017, the Library of Congress (LoC) added the Webcomics and Web 

Cultures Archives to its born-digital collections. News coverage of the announcement 

focused mainly on the irony of serious Congressional librarians carefully 

documenting LolCats and Scumbag Steves. The New York Times headline read, 

“Meet Your Meme Lords,” while Slate declared, “Memes are the New Jump-Rope 

Songs.” (Kurutz, 2020; Brogan, 2017) The popular community-curated meme 

archive, Know Your Meme (KYM), celebrated with an announcement that read, 

“Apparently KYM has a page in the Library of Congress.” (Apparently KYM Has a 

Page in the Library of Congress | General Discussion, 2020). Despite the joke 

headlines, Elizabeth Peterson, the director of the American Folklife Center, said, 

“This effort will help scholars 25 and 100 years from now have a fuller picture of the 

culture and life of people today.” (Webcomics and Web Cultures Archives Now on 

Loc.gov, n.d.). 

Memes are complex. They are multifaceted expressions of identity and 

culture. Yet, despite their complications, memes now make up a basic “dialect” on 

social media — one that many individuals use to communicate ideas and form 

communities. Digital folklorists working in cultural anthropology have argued for 

several years that memes, like traditional folklore, create an identity through socially 

constructed narratives. The Know Your Meme page at the Library of Congress is 
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categorized as “folklore and mythology,” noting it is a website “which uses wiki 

software to document various Internet memes and other online phenomena.” 

(Webcomics and Web Cultures Archives Now on Loc.gov, n.d) 

 Scholars across disciplines agree that memes rely on community participation 

and social identities to form, reform, and spread through digital media. Elisa Priori de 

Deus, Roberta Dias Campos, and Ana Raquel Rocha (2022) argued that memes are 

cultural texts that “convey easy-to-understand messages,” allowing a way to present 

social context and beliefs within a given group identity.  In her book, Internet Memes 

and Society: Social, cultural, and political contexts, scholar Anastasia Denisova 

categorized memes as either ‘fast-food media,’ with little social value beyond a joke, 

or as ‘mind bombs’ used to strike at political and social discourses (Denisova, 2020). 

She argued that both types serve a social purpose: to encourage connection through 

humor and to encourage debate.  

While digital folklorists have long understood memes' social base and cultural 

underpinnings, digital media scholars rooted in mass communications and journalism 

studies take a social-scientific approach to understanding their role in critical 

discourse. In their theory-building piece on the weaponization of digital memes, Chris 

Peters and Stuart Allan (2020) argued that memes serve as identity markers across 

social media platforms. Beyond tagging identities, memes disrupt, undermine, or 

resist discourses. Peters and Allan focused on the disruption of news discourses, but 

they also left room to discuss how memes can help normalize other social discourses, 

such as racism or sexism. Museum scholar Arran John Rees (2021) also commented 

on the disruptive power of memes, arguing that memes “sit awkwardly within 
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established property regimes, obfuscating attempts to establish clear provenance, and 

rejecting the traditional notions of ownership.”  

Meme studies have grown exponentially over the past two decades. As of 

2022, multiple global events have emphasized the urgency and importance of 

developing meme research. Memes play visible roles in the world’s experience of 

pandemic disease, democratic institutions, and war; communication and journalism 

scholars need to contribute an in-depth analysis of the threads of cultural narratives, 

symbols, and connections used to knit the digital and physical worlds together.  

In 2020, the Novel Coronavirus or COVID-19 global pandemic impacted 

economies and political structures. The pandemic worsened — its early effects were 

exacerbated by memes that spread misinformation and disinformation about the virus, 

vaccines, and political responses (Basch et al., 2021). Later that same year, digital 

memes played a crucial role in radicalizing President Donald J. Trump’s supporters 

by spreading conspiracy theories and disinformation about the 2020 presidential 

election. Digital groups, such as QAnon, used memes to help organize an insurrection 

at the United States Capitol on January 6, 2021. During the insurrection, individuals 

live-streamed their taking of the Capitol while waving flags, wearing shirts, and 

sporting other items featuring popular QAnon memes. The event appeared — in part 

at least — initiated and curated by-and-for memes (Donovan, Dryfuss, and Friedberg, 

2022). In an excerpt from their book, Meme Wars: the untold story of online battles 

upending democracy in America, printed in The Atlantic, authors Joan Donovan, 

Emily Dreyfuss, and Brian Friedberg said, “The central idea animating the 

insurrection – that Trump had been denied his rightful victory in the election – was 
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itself a memetic slogan, #StopTheSteal, which had been hashtagged, printed on T-

shirts, and adopted by politicians and millions of voters.”  

 The following year, in 2022, the Russian government invaded Ukraine. News 

organizations covered how the Russian government used viral content and memes to 

spread disinformation about the Ukrainian government and the war. The U.S. 

government tapped TikTok creators to aid in spreading news and counter-balancing 

disinformation, in roles similar to that played by Radio Free America in other 

conflicts in U.S. history (Paul, 2022). News coverage of the Ukrainian war included 

stories from the battlefields and the digital meme war occurring across geographies, 

such as the Washington Post’s piece, Ukraine’s Showdown with Russian Plays Out 

One Meme at a Time.  (Khurshudyan, 2022). 

The pandemic, the Capitol insurrection, the Ukrainian war, the rise of hashtag 

movements such as #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo, as well as widespread 

disinformation about East Asian and LGBTQIA+ communities all are transpiring at a 

time in U.S. history when civic erosion and partisan divides threaten democracy. 

Fractured media ecosystems are under tremendous strain to reduce propaganda and 

misinformation about vulnerable communities and issues (Mihailidis and Foster, 

2020). In the United States, debates about the First Amendment protections granted to 

social media companies and the responsibilities of Big Tech executives regarding 

memes tied to hate speech are shaping both discourse and the tech industry. 

Billionaire Elon Musk purchased Twitter in April 2022 and said, “Free speech is the 

bedrock of a functioning democracy, and Twitter is the digital town square where 

matters vital to the future of humanity are debated.” Yet university and watchdog 
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groups reported a steep increase in hate speech mere moments after Musk announced, 

“the bird is free” in a tweet (ABC News, 2022). 

 Early public outcry from activists and politicians did not persuade Musk to 

limit restrictions on what he sees as protected political dialog. Memes continued to 

play a vital role in the discourse on Twitter, for example, with Musk tweeting several 

memes to a homophobic conspiracy theory about the attack on Nancy Pelosi’s 

husband days after acquiring the platform (Factora, 2022). To date (July 2023), 

Musk’s struggle to handle hate speech and rampant disinformation on Twitter reflects 

how little individuals (possibly, especially billionaires) understand memes in a 

nuanced, critical way. Meanwhile, scholars and journalists are reeling to keep track of 

changing technologies and emerging communications platforms. An engaged and 

rigorous academic approach that centers on a more critical view of history, culture, 

politics, and society is needed to build a stronger collection of theories and 

methodologies. While scholarship is already taking place across university campuses 

and papers are being written within think tanks, the current investigations lack a 

cohesive disciplinary identity. Most studies and think pieces are narrow in focus and 

lack the ability to see memes as part of a collective cycle of cultural exchange. The 

focus on the micro-niche in news coverage elevates some movements and voices over 

others in digital meme spaces and lack the nuance to evaluate memes critically. 

 

Critical Meme Studies  

Academia, particularly journalism and mass communications scholars, can 

benefit from a consciously interdisciplinary approach to memes. Specifically, this 
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dissertation argues that Queer studies and critical-cultural work can assist scholars in 

decoding memes and their uses by social groups as a tool for in-group and out-group 

communications. Meme research is happening across the humanities, social sciences, 

and the sciences: including literature, journalism, anthropology, political science, 

public health, psychology, and even mathematics. The breadth of interest in memes 

has prompted a call for a profound, concerted effort to form Critical Meme Studies 

with more cross-cutting methodologies and theories. Adding the word “critical” as a 

modifier to “meme studies” is a way to refocus meme scholarship. As a scholarly 

work in Critical Meme Studies, this dissertation examines the relationships of identity 

and digital cultures to existing cultural frameworks (e.g., popular images, 

catchphrases, folklore) and individuals' beliefs about citizenship and social identities. 

This line of investigation will enable scholars and policymakers to ask profound and 

meaningful questions about identity and digital cultures, using memes as an 

important, visible dataset.  

Existing cultural frameworks are not always factual. Instead, they tap into 

prominent philosophical ideologies, or “truths,” about good and evil, right and wrong, 

those “with” and those “without.” Memes often draw from these existing cultural 

frameworks to create a shorthand for commentary and moral judgments. Originally, 

Richard Dawkins, a zoologist who wrote The Selfish Gene in the late 1970s, defined 

memes as cultural units that functioned like genetics through replication.  Dawkins 

(1976) developed the analogy to demonstrate how genetic replication was not unique; 

he argued that culture also replicated and evolved. He used a broad sweep of cultural 

signifiers, from religion to toolmaking, as examples of cultural replicators or what he 
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called memes (a combination of mimic and gene). While Dawkins’s application of 

genetic replication to culture has been challenged and debunked by many scholars 

who note that culture does not follow a linear evolutionary process, many media 

scholars continue to think of memes as cultural replicators.  

 Cultural anthropologists push back on Dawkins’ idea of memes. Not all 

culture evolves with an express purpose in society, they argue. Even art historians and 

philosophers studying aesthetics point to concepts like “art for art’s sake” as why it is 

difficult to fully attribute one meaning to a singular unit of culture. In his work, 

Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm, Robert Entman (1993) 

argued that while scholars across social science and the humanities use the theory of 

“framing,” there is no singular concept of “a frame” Entman, himself, defined frames 

as a selection of some aspects of a character or narrative used to define problems or 

make a moral evaluation. He stripped the concept of a “frame” back to its original 

purpose, the selection, and the salience of media messages (Entman 1993).  

 Like frames, memes are also used across academic disciplines to explain 

phenomena. In her piece, Memes in a Digital World: Reconciling with a Conceptual 

Troublemaker, Limor Shifman (2013) wrote that while the concept of memes was 

debated long before digital media practices, the introduction of the internet changed 

the study of memes. Shifman (2014) built on this idea in her book Memes in Digital 

Culture. She defines memes as “digital content units with common characteristics, 

created with awareness of each other, and circulated, imitated, and transformed via 

the internet by many users” (5). Shifman then added the parameters of content, form, 

and stance to illustrate how scholars can define a meme through its conceptual 
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purpose - replication and remix of cultural properties. These concepts will be 

expanded on in the methods chapter of this dissertation.  

 Memes serve different purposes. Some memes are purely comical, while 

others are deployed to distribute political messages. Memes, like any other medium, 

contain frames. For example, the framing of presidential candidates in memes can 

mirror or react to news media frames during an election (Foster, 2014). Some memes 

resurface annually. Some tie back to cultural arguments that existed before the 

internet and digital media. Memes that deal with white nationalist rhetoric have a 

history that stretches, at the very least, back to the Reconstruction Era in the United 

States (Anderson, 2021). In her book, Rebirthing a Nation: White Women, Identity 

Politics and the Internet, Wendy Anderson (2021) traces the rhetoric of Donald 

Trump and digital white nationalism throughout U.S. history, with Trump’s particular 

brand of rhetoric starting in the mid-2000s.  How, then, should scholars consider the 

salience of the messages within and the purpose of memes — especially as some do 

not appear to focus on winning an argument, per se, but rather on simply stirring the 

pot?  

 Drawing from Peter and Allan’s (2021) idea that memes mark identity across 

platforms, arguments can be made that memes do more than appropriate or reinforce 

news framing. Memes serve as boundary markers on digital platforms. As Dawkins 

proposed, memes are cultural replicators, but cultural signifiers are used to 

communicate identity, values, and personal or communal aesthetics. In other words, 

memes reproduce existing cultures in an online form.  



 

 

9 

 

Memes replicate cultural identity in layers. Each meme layer presents 

information that marks boundaries around deeper conversations related to identity, 

political leanings, and pop culture tastes. The content of a meme could be considered 

the outer layer. The content is the easiest layer to access because it is the form the 

meme takes - text, image, or video. However, deeper layers reveal how individuals 

engage with more abstract concepts such as citizenship, justice, or equity.   

 This work encourages meme scholars to look beyond the surface layer of the 

meme — its visual content — to the many layers of cultural connections and 

conversations. This dissertation pushes Critical Meme Studies in new directions by 

promoting new methodological and theoretical concepts from digital media 

scholarship, cultural heritage studies, and Queer studies. Together these disciplines 

allow scholars to pull apart the cultural narratives used to construct online community 

spaces. By centering cultural theories and methodologies in Critical Meme Studies, 

the dissertation peels back the pervasive layers within digital communities.  

 Focusing on LGBTQIA+ communities as its test case, analyzing how 

LGBTQIA+ community members connect and interpret history, heritage, and current 

events with digital memes can demonstrate the power memes have in communicating 

identity and framing cultural beliefs within a specific community.  

 Cultural heritage rhetoric offers theory and methods to contextualize civic 

action and mark boundaries within porous digital spaces. Such boundary markers 

signal to outsiders the group space they are entering and communicate internal social 

values in the same way folkloric texts function.  The dissertation will focus on 

LGBTQIA+ communities in part because identity politics play a crucial role in 
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LGBTQIA+ activism.  Identity and its performative nature are core to how 

LGBTQIA+ individuals connect to a not-always-visually-identifiable group. Queer 

theory and Queer cultural heritage deeply inform how this dissertation investigates 

“identity” through an in-depth consideration of LGBTQIA+ memes.  And, of course, 

Queer studies are rooted in critical-cultural frameworks, making them an excellent 

resource for promoting the concept of Critical Meme Studies.   

  In the 1990s, activist and scholar Judith Butler’s work as a gender theorist 

highlighted the performative nature of identity. In their foundational works, Gender 

Trouble (1999) and their earlier book, Bodies That Matter (1993), Butler pushed 

scholars to move away from older identity models, including a “constructionist 

identity” that includes the physical body and cultural upbringing and an “essentialist 

identity” built on an idea of the inner self. In their work, Butler (1999, 1993) moved 

toward understanding how signification and language give meaning to internal and 

external identity performances. 

 Building on Butler’s theories of identity performance, scholars have come to 

understand how language and signification construct identity on digital platforms via 

memes. Individuals often create or share a meme to mark a boundary around 

discourse with the same signification and language discussed by Butler. This 

dissertation expands upon Queer theories of identity performance to understand how 

memes function on a community level as a group identity performance.  

 This dissertation introduces a community understanding of memes, enabling 

media scholars to analyze the appeal and use of those memes that create and 

safeguard niche spaces online, such as those reflecting identity politics surrounding 
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race, class, gender, sexuality, or religion.  It is hoped that this dissertation can become 

a roadmap for all scholars investigating questions of “identity”— yes, those interested 

in Queer memes but also those looking at identity within additional “Othered” and/or 

marginalized communities and those interested in studying cultural heritage rhetoric, 

both in memes and more generally. 

The Social Base of Memes 

 The boundary-marking performances of memes mirror the boundary-marking 

of folklore within society. Folklore is a community-authored cultural text – it is, 

taxonomically, lore by the folk. Memes also function as community-authored cultural 

texts, imagined and reimagined over many shared adaptations across time. While 

folklore may traditionally be shaped through oral or written traditions over many 

years, contemporary memes are shaped through digital technologies in immediate 

response to an event or breaking issue. However, many memes, even those in the 

digital space, have existed, reappeared, and changed over an extended time. The 

patterns of their use and evolution can be more folkloric in timescale. The case 

studies selected in this dissertation have been documented in the digital space for at 

least five years.  

         Most scholars to date have looked at the longevity of a meme through a 

media-only perspective versus a socially constructed cultural identity. In his 

foundational text Differential Identity and the Social Base of Folklore, Richard 

Bauman (1971) argued that a paradigm shift in American folklore studies from text-

heavy, genre-oriented stories to group-oriented practice was reflective of how 

scholars 50 years ago were beginning to think of the social functions of folkloric 



 

 

12 

 

practices. Bauman declared that “folklore is a function of shared identity,” arguing 

that folklore is a within-group phenomenon that serves multiple social functions. 

Before Bauman’s text, William Bascom’s The Forms of Folklore: Prose Narratives 

(1965) identified four functions of folklore 1) amusement, 2) validation of culture, 3) 

education, and 4) social conformity. Bauman (1971) expanded these four functions to 

discuss how folklore is a collective representation, “the product through creation or 

recreation of homogeneous social groups, and the expression of their collective 

character.” 

 Memes share the functions Bascom (1965) first ascribed to folklore. While 

Bascom (1965) and Bauman (1971) are dated texts, this dissertation draws attention 

to each text to set a new foundation for understanding the social base of memes, a 

foundation that pre-dates social media. Denisova (2020) described memes as ‘fast-

food media’ or ‘mind bombs.’ Denisova’s descriptions are reductive. This dissertation 

argues that memes do more.  

This dissertation asserts that memes also provide 1) amusement, 2) a validation of 

culture, 3) an education, and 4) social conformity. The theoretical underpinnings of 

this dissertation also confirm the logical understanding that memes are also a within-

group phenomenon used to reinforce cultural understandings and educate others about 

a specific group's dominant social norms and beliefs.  

 One specific cultural group was needed to test the theoretical concepts and 

methodologies proposed by a social base of memes. While the concepts introduced in 

this dissertation can and should be deployed to illuminate greater understanding of all 

communities built on multiple identifiers — e.g. those of race, gender, sexuality, 
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nationality, religion, and ethnicity — this dissertation tests the tools via three Pride 

memes case studies. This dissertation focuses on Queer cultural heritage within the 

U.S. during six successive months of June 2015 - 2020.  The month of June was 

selected because June is Pride month, a month-long commemoration that developed 

in the aftermath of the Stonewall Riots in June 1969. Pride month both celebrates 

Queer identity and is a time-based locus for advocating and protesting for 

LGBTQIA+ rights within the United States and abroad.  

 The following year June became a month of celebration and protest marches 

— which later turned into Pride parades — to continue fighting for equal rights under 

the law. While Pride Month is now global, this dissertation focuses on Pride memes 

directly related to LGBTQIA+ communities and their specific heritage within the 

United States.  

 This dissertation does also reference American history; it examines 

Stonewall's heritage, specifically, and the long-standing history of activism within 

American LGBTQIA+ communities more broadly to understand the role of memes in 

cultural boundary-marking. The three selected case studies all consider the ongoing 

confrontation between LGBTQIA+ communities and police; they all reflect on the 

purpose of Pride events.  

Memes are central to the education of many LGBTQIA+ members. Within the United 

States, only seven states include LGBTQIA+ history as a mandatory part of their 

educational requirements, and others, such as Florida, have enacted “Don’t Say Gay” 

laws that prohibit teaching LGBTQIA+ history and culture (Buchholz, 2022).  NBC 

News reported nearly 240 anti-LGBTQ bills were filled in 2022 ahead of the midterm 
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election, mostly targeting Trans people, including bathroom bills, driver’s license 

designations, and school sports (Lavietes & Ramos, 2022). According the Human 

Rights Campaign, more than 520 anti-LGBTQ+ bills were introduced in stat 

legislatures by spring of 2023.  

 Memes, therefore, serve as a crucial form of folklore used by communities to 

entertain and pass on heritage. LGBTQIA+ heritage is not inherited or passed down 

along strong familial lines as an ethnic identity would be instead, individuals must 

seek out the stories and experiences of others like themselves. Folklore is central to 

passing on knowledge in LGBTQIA+ communities and the medium of this 

knowledge often takes the form of memes. The intersectionality and difficult heritage 

of LGBTQIA+ communities make them the perfect case study for understanding the 

social base of memes.  

 These case studies were chosen for their meaning to Queer cultural heritage 

and because they include ongoing discussions about LGBTQIA+ identity, including 

how the communities are challenged by authority of the police, of the courts, and of 

economic inequities under capitalism. Queer communities are intersectional and offer 

different cultural narratives, including discussions of racism, sexism, and classism 

within LGBTQIA+ communities.  
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Chapter 2: Key Theoretical Concepts, A Literature Review 

Memes & Meme-ing: A Cultural Product and Process 

In the last decade, memes have become a popular topic of study. Initially 

conceptualized in the late 1970s, meme scholarship proverbially picked up steam 

after the broad introduction of digital media in the late 1990s and early 2000s. As 

previously stated, scholars still reference Richard Dawkins’s (1976) concept of a 

meme as a cultural unit that efficiently replicates in many ways over time. Dawkins’s 

definition is not how current digital scholars define a meme for study: sometimes 

memes are defined as one independent hashtag, sometimes as a video fad, and 

sometimes as a specific kind of image macro combining words and commentary with 

a stock or news photograph. The most stable definition of a meme to emerge in recent 

years is Limor Shifman’s (2014) definition of memes as “digital content units with 

common characteristics, created with awareness of each other, and circulated, 

imitated, and transformed via the internet by many users.” (5).  

  The self-aware, community-centered, and expressive nature of memes makes 

them an exciting, albeit challenging, to study in digital cultures. In her book, Memes 

in Digital Culture, Shifman (2014) developed her theory about memes and asserted 

that society exists in a world driven by hypermemetic logic-making social and 

cultural events inherently and immediately meme-able. Second, she argued that 

scholars should study memes from a community perspective, as memes “propagate 

gradually through many interpersonal contacts” and blur “boundaries between 

interpersonal and mass, professional and amateur, bottom-up and top-down 
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communications” (6-7). Third, she (2014) stated that memes are self-aware, or at least 

their creators and curators are aware of the broader cultural landscape in which they 

exist. 

 Memes exist in a liminal space between the digital and physical worlds as 

cultural artifacts that can move seamlessly through different social contexts. Memes 

can develop through social media interactions, propagate in other media spaces, such 

as television, and evolve into a physical product. As an example of this fluidity, the 

famed Grumpy Cat meme started as an image macro of a cat appearing to 

frown.  Early shared on the subreddit page “r/pics” the Grumpy Cat meme grew into a 

cultural phenomenon inspiring a movie, Grumpy Cat’s Worst Christmas Ever (2014), 

and spawning countless products including a vinyl Pop! figure. In short, memes are 

not always strictly tied to their virtual platforms but can develop a broader cultural 

footprint over time. 

 In his thesis study of methods for preserving memes, Kenneth Mick (2019) 

argued that memes are more “digitally entangled rather than purely digital.” He 

pushed for the value of viewing memes as artifacts of cultural identity and heritage. 

He argued that memes “contribute to the heritage” of the world’s youth. Mick (2019) 

wrote, “Future memories of the now-recent and present generations must account for 

the importance of memes to these generations’ social relations, identity, and 

memories” (pg. 44). Mick used Sara Cannizzaro’s (2016) framework to argue that 

memes cannot be studied as discrete units, but rather each meme should be viewed as 

a process and studied alongside its numerous adaptations and variations. Mick wrote: 

“They [memes] require users to participate in their spread, re-creation, and remixing. 
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This process of producing Internet memes is itself a meme. Rules and resources are 

spread between digital users.”  

 Considering collections or clusters of memes as one unit of study is not a new 

idea. For example, Michele Coscia (2013) described memes as a cluster of correlated 

content that is adapted for survival. Taking from the biology metaphor first used by 

Dawkins, Coscia (2013) argued that memes should be studied as organisms and 

pushed scholars to consider a meme in its many forms as a living cultural product. 

Segev, Nissenbaum, Stolero, and Shifman (2015) described such a network of memes 

as a “meme family.” Segev et al. used content and network analysis to explore 

memes’ structural patterns and conventions. They concluded that the higher overall 

cohesiveness of a meme family was associated with the uniqueness of a meme’s 

attributes (language, images, call to action).  While Segev et al. avoided using the 

word “genre” to describe their “families of text,” others have found “genre” a useful 

descriptor. Like Mick (2019), Segev et al. (2015) argued that memes can exist in two 

different layers, a “meme level” and a “societal level.” According to their theory, the 

“meme level” — the popularity of a meme — relies on its unique content.  However, 

as the meme becomes accepted into a broader digital culture, it adds a second layer: 

the “societal level.”  The meme is “consistent with the meaning structures accepted 

within the entire memetic network.” In other words, memes may start as a single text 

but eventually become a genre.  

 Bradley Wiggins’s (2019) book, The Discursive Power of Memes in Digital 

Culture: Ideology, semiotics, and intertextuality, guided thinking of memes as a genre 

of texts. He wrote, “Memes as artifacts possess cultural and social attributes as they 
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are produced, reproduced, and transformed to reconstitute the social system. In 

practical terms, the memetic social system is reconstituted when members of 

participatory digital culture use rules and resources of meme creation to reproduce 

truer iterations of a given meme.”  

 Wiggins (2019) pointed to a valuable understanding of both product and 

process memes. He called this the “memetic social system,” or the unspoken 

conventions individuals use to create and share specific genres of memes. For 

example, there are particular genre conventions in the Grumpy Cat meme, e.g. ones 

that rely on a joke structure that uses the frowning face of Tartar Sauce, the original 

“real” Grumpy Cat, as a punchline. The joke set-up shares a lot in common with those 

of the classic Winnie the Pooh character, Eeyore. Grumpy Cat tries new things, 

usually something most people find enjoyable, but finds them difficult, boring, or 

repulsive in some way. While the genre restrictions on using the Grumpy Cat meme 

are not explicit, people have generally followed these strictures when creating or 

sharing a Grumpy Cat meme. However, as with literature genres, individual creators 

can signal their understanding of a genre’s constraints by either following the genre 

protocol or breaking it for effect. Wiggins (2019) argued that seeing memes as 

artifacts underscores their purposeful creation and distribution among group members 

and digital culture more broadly. Wiggins claimed genre is the best way to think of a 

collection of memes because “genres” can broadly be defined as “activities that guide 

and alter the dynamics of human culture.”  

 Neither Wiggins (2019) nor Mick (2019) used the term “genre” only to 

describe groups of text that share standard conventions. Wiggins expanded the 
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definition of genre to include a cultural process. He wrote: “A meme, viewed as a 

genre, is not simply a formula followed by humans to communicate, but represents a 

complex system of social motivations and cultural activity that is both a result of 

communication and impetus for that communication.” 

 This dissertation takes the “meme as genre approach” to examine the nuanced 

complexities memes share to mark boundaries around cultural identity and political 

discourse on digital media platforms. Boundary marking is an exciting concept 

because it reflects a meme's product and process. To put it bluntly, scholars must 

study both the cultural process (meme-ing) and the product (a meme) together to 

fully understand the functions of a meme within a specific group or social 

structure.  This thinking draws more from folklore studies than literary studies or the 

genre studies of film and television. Folklorists have long looked at the performance 

(process) of folk tales as well as at the genre conventions of the folk tales (product). 

Memes can be understood similarly to folkloric performance: there is the process of 

creating and sharing a meme, and then there is the meme product. To study the 

process, scholars need look at the technologies used, including meme-generator 

websites, screen-capturing software, Adobe Photoshop, and other editing software, 

and the restrictions of social media platforms. But there also needs to be recognition 

of the final product’s visual rhetoric and discourses. 

 Scholars must recognize that some memes are intended to “go viral” or are 

broadly accessible through pop-culture references. Viral memes are interesting for 

scholars looking to capture a specific cultural process and product condensed into one 

timely event, such as the meme-ing of a news story or popular television show. But 
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while such viral memes follow genre conventions to propagate themselves, they are 

not the memes of interest in this dissertation.  

 This dissertation is concerned with memes representing a more protracted 

process of cultural meaning-making, which mark boundaries around political identity 

or community discourse. Building on the “memes as genre” concept, the references 

within these genres of memes are purposely obscure to signal a difference between 

the creator or curator of the meme and the audience they wish to reach occupying the 

same public digital platforms. This allows individuals to seek out like-minded 

audiences to share in a joke or conspiracy. In other words, memes create a boundary 

around conversations in public social media spaces.  

 The memes examined represent how individuals contribute to a much larger 

cultural conversation tied to their identity and community heritage. The boundary-

marking in the memes reviewed represents the many cultural references used to create 

a safe space to express political ideologies tied to identity — specifically by 

individuals who identify as LGBTQIA+.  Three case studies: Pride was a Riot, No 

Cops at Pride, and Be Gay, Do Crime, were examined. Each represents a Pride-meme 

genre encompassing one group’s social motivations and online cultural activity. The 

Pride-meme genre draws from current news events, popular culture, and Queer 

cultural heritage to mark boundaries around political conversations about the goals of 

Pride month. Pride-meme genres do this by drawing on a broad range of topics to 

mark boundaries around the genre conventions of a set of memes and denote Pride's 

cultural significance within LGBTQIA+ communities. Pride memes often react to 

police brutality, racism, Transphobia, and the evils of capitalism to engage in an 
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evergreen debate about Queer liberation versus assimilation into heteronormative 

structures within the United States.  

 Because this dissertation focuses on political and cultural identity expressed 

through memes, building a theoretical framework to examine how heritage and 

popular culture blend with political discourse online is essential. As expressed earlier, 

the memes selected and examined were not those not intended to “go viral” but 

instead were posted (by most) to draw boundaries implicitly or explicitly around a set 

of discourses within LGBTQIA+ communities. The case studies examined in the 

dissertation are not widely popular outside of LGBTQIA+ communities; these 

evergreen memes reappear during Pride celebrations to signal a boundary drawn 

around political debates within these communities.  

 This dissertation also wants to explicitly and repeatedly note that approaching 

memes through these critical-cultural concepts as boundary makers for shared 

community narratives is a valuable research approach for scholars of other 

communities beyond Queer communities. 

Cultural Heritage: A [brief] Guide for Media Scholars  

A core part of the analysis in this dissertation focuses on cultural heritage 

rhetoric within memes. “Cultural heritage” is a field in Anthropology; it is not a 

phrase widely referenced by theorists in media and journalism.  When the term is 

referenced, scholars outside the social sciences may misidentify the term to reference 

such “heritages” as UNESCO World Heritage sites or the specific rites or rituals of 

people living in distant lands or pasts. However, while heritage scholarship has been 

applied (typically by outsiders) to certain artifacts of culture, the theoretical term 
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“cultural heritage” encompasses all that and more and considers both the perspectives 

of those within and those external to the communities.  

 Historically, scholars across disciplines broke heritage “artifacts” into tangible 

and intangible categories.  Tangible heritage was material culture:  landmarks, 

traditional clothing, and artwork. Intangible heritage was in-material culture: 

language, recipes, folklore. Cultural heritage scholars are moving away from such 

strict definitions, however, realizing that “heritage” artifacts live in a liminal space 

between tangible and intangible, just as memes do. Even material artifacts, such as 

cultural landmarks, are now understood to be directly linked to the folkloric 

narratives that built them and continue to imbue them with significance.  

 In his piece, The Past as a Scarce Resource, Arjun Appadurai (1981) argued 

that contrary to popular belief, there are “cultural limits of the past as a symbolic 

reproduction” (201). He argued that cultural constraints prevent everyone from using 

the past collectively or equally. Appadurai (1981) looked specifically at the cultural 

heritage rhetoric surrounding one site in Ayodhya, India, a Hindu temple that later 

became a Mosque. It remains a contested cultural heritage site today, with many 

politicians, especially those in the Hindu Nationalists Party, and the BJP, invoking its 

symbolism during campaigns (Sharif, 2022). 

 Appadurai (1981) argued that the sacred site in Ayodhya was an example of 

how the cultural heritage field has limited uses, especially when considering 

unprotected or disadvantaged groups. In Appadurai’s example, the temple site is a 

physical landmark unable to move. It also has rhetorical constraints as it is often used 

as a cultural symbol for Hindu Nationalists to argue against “invading” Muslim 
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communities. However, those same Muslim communities are frequent targets of 

physical assaults. The contested heritage erupted into riots in 1992 when Hindu 

Nationalists illegally demolished the Babri Masjid Mosque to erect a new Ram 

Temple (The Wire India, 2021). Appadurai (1981) called this form of contested 

heritage the “debatable” past or a past in fluctuation between social forces. 

Understanding the debatable past is valuable for digital media scholars because 

current events often trigger conversations about contested events from U.S. history 

and cultural heritage.  The “debatable past,” in other words, is contested 

geographically and as a symbolic tool for communication. 

 In recent years, activists in the United States have debated the removal of 

Confederate monuments, events, flags, and other symbols that evoke White 

Supremacy, such as advocating for the end to Columbus Day, recasting the 

Thanksgiving narrative, and removing President Andrew Jackson from the $20. In 

examining these recent calls, heritage scholar Alexander Bauer (2020) proposed two 

crucial points for archeologists and scholars to consider in extirpating what he called 

“negative heritage.” Applying Appadurai’s “debatable past,” Bauer argued, “signs are 

contextual in terms of other signs.” However, he added another layer of context in the 

form of social power structures. For example, in the case of Confederate monuments, 

Bauer argued that only a few “privileged” individuals could ignore the commonplace 

use of these symbols in public squares and on university campuses: In the case of the 

Confederacy, only white people could willfully or unconsciously ignore the presence 

and symbolic power of those monuments. Black and brown people were deeply 

affected by the looming reminders of slavery and the Jim Crow South. 
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 Some populations have the privilege of ignoring cultural symbols. Bauer 

(2020) wrote: “Past and present (and indeed future) engagements with an object are 

all part of its ongoing and multiple itineraries,” all of which are useful to “fully 

appreciate the intellectual and ethical implications of how an object’s present 

entanglements are central to, rather than separate from, its archeological narrative.” 

(5) 

 To simplify these two points regarding memes, cultural heritage artifacts are 

not static in their meaning but instead undergo multiple interpretations, reflective of 

current and changing political understandings. Memes, too, experience a constant 

negotiation of importance based on history and current everyday symbolic use. The 

symbolic power of memes to mock certain groups, for instance, is all within who is 

the current target audience. Even online, privileged individuals can “ignore” the 

oppressive undertones (and often overtones) of ‘joke’ memes. Digital culture scholars 

have named this Hipster Racism or Sexism, tying into the observation that irony is a 

protective layer against continued racist or sexist barbs online (Kien, 2013, 

Gotteswinter, 2020).  

 A recent example of this contested symbolism in memes is Pepe the Frog. 

Pepe the Frog started as a digital cartoon, but later evolved into a meme that was then 

co-opted by Neo-Nazi groups and far-right organizations.  In the case of Pepe, Neo-

Nazi, and far-right groups began to use the meme, and indeed frogs in general, as a 

shared symbol. The ideological practice of soaking a meme within layers of meaning 

can lead to cultural changes in the symbols. The Pepe the Frog meme was soon added 

to the Anti-Defamation League’s list of known hate symbols. During the raid on the 
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U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, many of the attackers donned flags of green and 

white, symbols tied to the meme Kekistan (Neiwert, 2017) . Kekistan was a made-up 

country based on the ancient Egyptian God, Kek, who resembled a frog making it 

easy to connect Pepe and the frog symbolism to a fictitious country to represent far-

right digital communities.  

 Like the Confederate monuments Bauer writes about, Pepe the Frog became a 

battleground, with some choosing to ignore the shifting fascist meanings of the 

meme. The Pepe the Frog meme has undergone many iterations over decades 

circulating in online spaces, but debates about its symbolic use reached a head when 

the Defamation League included Pepe the Frog in their collection of known hate 

symbols. Once they announced that Pepe was on the list, individuals debated the 

meme’s inclusion, its current and past symbolism, and its “acceptable” use. Digital 

hot-takes mostly poked fun at the “I like using Pepe, but I am not a Nazi” debates on 

Twitter and Reddit. 

 In truth, the ‘shock’ of some individuals upon learning Pepe’s inclusion on the 

ADL’s list of hate symbols is an example of the kind of privileged inactive meaning 

that Bauer (2020) wrote about. Individuals who had spent years battling Internet trolls 

and digital neo-Nazi propagandists understood long before the Defamation League 

included Pepe on their list that the meme’s symbolism had changed dramatically from 

its origins as a cartoon. Pepe meme creators engaged in Hipster Racism and Sexism 

that is prevalent in digital cultures. The Pepe meme is an example of a “contested” or 

“debatable” narrative that memes share with other cultural heritage artifacts. One way 

to think of the layered and changing meanings behind a meme like Pepe the Frog is 
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through something called “object itineraries.”  

 Memes share what heritage scholars call “object itineraries.” In their book 

Things in Motion: Object Itineraries in Anthropological Practice, Rosemary Joyce 

and Susan D. Gillespie defined “object itineraries” as a means of thinking through an 

object’s biography by tracing its active and inactive spaces. While object itineraries 

are a very heady concept, they offer a better theoretical metaphor for memes than the 

outdated Dawkins/biological descriptions. Joyce and Gillespie (2015) argued scholars 

should engage more with the mobility of objects to understand the points of origin of 

the subsequent movements “as mediated by economic and ritual exchanges.” 

Acknowledging the mobility of meaning across social hierarchies and 

communications is valuable for constructing the narratives used to imbue these 

objects with meaning. 

 Object itineraries are much more helpful when considering the Queer cultural 

heritage used in the Pride meme genre because the individuals creating and sharing 

the memes represent a highly intersectional and diverse set of communities knit 

together by the collective narrative of Stonewall. As a representative in the case 

studies, the pathways of meaning taken by all the symbols used to construct the 

memes are invaluable for scholars looking at memes from a critical-cultural 

perspective, especially those that draw directly from cultural heritage to frame current 

news and political debates.  

 Heritage is a frequent and effective tool in constructing political narratives 

around identity and social change, although it is difficult to fully define “heritage” in 

media scholarship in the same consistent, precise language as, say, “frames” are 
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defined. Yet, David Lowenthal (2010), in his book, The Heritage Crusade and the 

Spoils of History, wrote that “heritage is everywhere.” Indeed Bauer (2020) argued 

that heritage as a concept has become almost too pervasive. He pointed to using 

heritage to describe “everything from folk songs to flags, [and] ethnicity to eggs.” 

Bauer proposed defining cultural heritage as having “meaningfulness to one or more 

living communities [...] an object is important, for example, because of the cultural 

practices associated with it.” (7).   

 Bauer’s definition is background to this dissertation’s building of a theoretical 

approach to memes as cultural boundary markers in digital space. Bauer asserted that 

the Pride-meme genre is meaningful to a living community, which, in its turn, has 

built a cultural practice around sharing these memes to mark a boundary and Pride, its 

origins, and continued purpose. Memes are heritage artifacts because they are 

meaningful to a living community, and meme-ing encompasses cultural practices 

associated not just with digital culture but also with LGBTQIA+ aesthetic, linguistic, 

and meaning-making practices. The memes included in the Pride-meme genre 

discussed in this dissertation — Pride was a Riot, No Cops at Pride, and Be Gay, Do 

Crime — are valuable symbolically for marking boundaries around a shared group 

space and defining a consistent Queer cultural heritage narrative about the Stonewall 

Riots and the purpose Pride serves for LGBTQIA+ communities.  

 This dissertation draws literature from cultural heritage rhetoric to understand 

how the Pride-meme genre grounds current political debates and issues in broader 

cultural narratives used to contextualize the meaning of Pride celebrations. The sub-

field of cultural heritage rhetoric examines the meaning-making process in heritage 
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alongside the heritage product in question. For this reason, these sets of theoretical 

frameworks are valuable for a dissertation exploring memes' processes and products. 

Cultural heritage as a persuasive rhetorical tool is not a new concept. Kathryn 

Lafrenz-Samuels (2018) argued in her book Mobilizing Heritage: Anthropological 

Practice and Transnational Prospects that heritage is a “meta-cultural tool” used to 

interrogate what heritage does for society, not what it is. In other words, the focus of 

heritage scholarship has shifted away from defining what is or is not considered 

heritage to instead focus on the use of heritage by society in both physical and 

rhetorical spaces. Drawing again from the example of the Ram Temple in Ayodhya, 

Hindu Nationalists, and their opponents continue to use contested sites as a form of 

political rhetoric – a dog whistle to galvanize voters to the polls. The physical site 

cannot tour the country during elections; however, its rhetorical power can. 

 Theories of cultural heritage rhetoric link directly to ideas of deliberative 

democracy, explicitly understanding the role heritage plays within the public sphere 

to interpret current social changes. In his book, The Structural Transformation of the 

Public Sphere, Jurgen Habermas (1989) outlined a space within a society where 

public opinion could form by blending ideas and information. Habermas argued that 

the notion of the public sphere started in the 18th century when citizens began to 

participate in government. However, Habermas’ public square theory is rightfully 

criticized for not considering the influence of power on public opinion. According to 

Habermas, the public sphere must be open to all citizens and encourage public debate 

about matters of general interest. However, concerns over the power of voice and 

reach have persisted with the creation and diffusion of new media technologies. 
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 In her rumination on the role of the humanities in the age of populism, Marie 

Kruger (2020) wrote that the notion of counter publics, or groups that exist outside of 

the “mainstream” of society, is just one way feminist scholars have accounted for the 

inequity of Habermas’ public sphere. Drawing from Elizabeth Butler Breese’s work 

on public spheres, Kruger argued that a distinction exists between “civic public 

spheres that aim to increase solidarity” and “public political spheres that intend to 

influence political decision-making.” Currently, digital media scholars tend to choose 

one line of questioning when utilizing the theory of public spheres to describe social 

media platforms. For example, Twitter is sometimes considered a civic public sphere 

that brings fans of a show together or a political public sphere where news media and 

politicians seek to influence public opinion. But scholars who study Twitter too rarely 

examine Twitter by considering its simultaneous performance of both social 

functions. Suppose scholars were to add Kruger's (2020) understanding of multiple 

public spheres to Joyce and Gillespie’s object itineraries concept. In that case, they 

could better piece together the complexities of active and inactive meanings memes 

take on within digital spaces. 

 Kruger (2020) did use a similar layered understanding of public spheres to 

discuss the power of heritage and narrative when addressing inequities within 

democratic societies and especially in contested physical spaces. Examining the 

narratives and metanarratives of Constitution Hill, a former women's prison in 

Johannesburg, South Africa, Kruger argued that heritage scholars and humanities 

professionals must take ethical care to balance the narrative of such spaces because 

they often serve as an entry point for citizens to interpret not just their history, but the 
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current political conflicts tied to the events that occurred there. Indeed, Kruger further 

acknowledged popular media's role in priming individuals before they visit such sites. 

She wrote, “Popular cultural expressions are not immune to politicized 

commodification and appropriation [...]. However, popular culture is not necessarily 

aligned with populist agendas, which instrumentalize cultural genres and absorb them 

into an ideologically convenient narrative.” (8)  

 Indeed, interpretations of heritage in pop culture can become a lightning rod 

for discussions about inequities within specific marginalized groups. Drawing an 

example from Queer cultural heritage, in 2015, the film, Stonewall, was met with 

heated debate about the “whitewashing” of Queer cultural heritage in the U.S. 

Directed by Roland Emmerich, the film followed the story of Danny Winters, a white 

gay teenage boy from Indiana who moves to New York City in the late 1960s before 

the Stonewall Riots. Danny is entangled with several key Queer liberation 

organizations and individuals, including the Mattachine Society and the drag queens 

who frequented the Stonewall Inn. Because the film centered the narrative of 

Stonewall and police brutality through the eyes of a white male protagonist, it was 

met with ire in LGTBQIA+ communities. The film also inspired a meme called the 

“[BLANK] threw the first brick at Stonewall.” Frequently the blank was filled with 

notable celebrities but occasionally featured known anti-Gay and homophobic 

activists or politicians to draw attention to the film’s erasure of Black and Brown 

Queer people from the heritage narrative of Stonewall. It also exposed the continued 

erasure of LGBTQIA+ individuals from Hollywood, with a famous iteration being 

“Scarlett Johansson threw the first brick at Stonewall,” which circulated on Twitter 
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after it was announced Johansson would play a Trans woman in an upcoming film.  

 As far as a meta-cultural tool goes, the “[BLANK] threw the first brick at 

Stonewall” meme demonstrated the power of using memes to mark boundaries 

around a shared Queer cultural heritage narrative by calling out the violation of those 

boundaries by the filmmakers. While a single individual on Twitter does not have the 

same power as Roland Emmerich, the collective individuals of “Gay Twitter” pooled 

their resources to correct what they saw as a misinterpretation of Queer heritage. 

Despite being in New York City, Stonewall is a powerful symbol of Queer cultural 

heritage nationally and globally. Arguably, the narrative of Stonewall is so closely 

contested and often fought over within LGBTQIA+ communities because of the lack 

of other notable cultural heritage artifacts.  

 Queer cultural heritage is problematic to research because it has often been 

annihilated from history or is coded — sometimes to serve the community in a fully 

public space and, on other occasions, to hide it purposefully. Hidden heritage is 

especially an experience of Black LGBTQIA+ persons and woman-identifying 

community members. White urban men were the focus of early Queer scholarship in 

the 1960s and 1970s. Research primarily focused on this narrow demographic's 

cultural practices and significant spaces (Millward, 2019; Gray, 2009). The regional 

focus in scholarship did not always reflect the work done by activists or how the 

changing social narratives surrounding race in the United States affected how 

LGBTQIA+ individuals identified and used their cultural heritage. LGBTQIA+ 

activists have not shied away from co-opting complex cultural heritage markers to 

create social action or subvert it to draw from past testimony of strength within Queer 
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communities. Scholars can find examples of this subversion throughout the history of 

LGBTQIA+ activism within the United States.  

 One such example is the pink triangle. The pink triangle represents a set of 

difficult heritages, first associated with Nazi persecution of LGBTQIA+ individuals 

in the 1930s and 40s and second with the AIDS crisis in the 1980s and 90s. During 

the AIDS epidemic, Queer activists reappropriated the pink triangle — this difficult 

heritage symbol — as a rhetorical tool linking the U.S. Government’s inaction to the 

genocide of LGBTQIA+ individuals by the Nazis in Germany. The activists 

intentionally inverted the pink triangle (from pointing down ▽to pointing up △) in 

their co-opting of the symbol; however, it was clear that the AIDS Coalition to 

Unleash Power (ACT UP) was drawing a direct link between the Nazis and both the 

Reagan and then the George H.W. Bush administrations. As is true of many 

marginalized groups, LGBTQIA+ activists do not have many joyful heritages to draw 

upon. Instead, they have historically used narratives of resistance, persistence, and 

oppression to galvanize social change. During the AIDS crisis of the 1980 and early 

90s, activists reappropriated their Nazi-era heritage as a meta-cultural tool both to 

emphasize the direness of their current crisis and to inspire action. As Kruger (2020) 

argued, pop culture commodification of heritage poses a challenge to the continued 

work to keep these symbols from leaking into spaces where the meaning is changed 

entirely. 

 For example, in recent years, Nike used the inverted pink triangle on a line of 

special-edition Pride shoes (Keeping the Pink Triangle in Context | ACT UP NY). In a 

press release, ACT UP remarked on the continued “historicized or glossed over” 
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history of the symbol by individuals outside the community. The resulting fallout left 

both Nike and ACT UP scrambling to gain control over the symbolic power of the 

pink triangle. However, Nike’s use of the triangle to sell a product exemplified a new 

element Queer activists contend with – rainbow capitalism. 

 Rainbow capitalism, sometimes called Pink capitalism, is the co-option of 

Queer identity to profit from and perform progressive political discourse. Many 

American companies have begun to view Pride month as a kind of Queer Christmas 

in which they can pull in culturally relevant iconography to make a profit. Problems 

often occur when individuals don’t fully consider the iconography's heritage. The 

inverted pink triangle and the accompanying slogan “Silence = Death” are often 

reproduced within memes on digital platforms, sometimes with the cluelessness 

reflected in the Nike case.  

 The Nike case is not an example of contested heritage within Queer 

communities.  How communities think about the past and present and their rhetorical 

power limit heritage, occasionally leading to dissonance within the messages to 

insider and outsider groups. In the case of Nike’s pink triangle campaign, the 

corporation largely glossed over the complex history of the symbol within Queer 

cultural heritage. The company may have intended to use its platform to promote 

LGBTQIA+ causes, but commercializing heritage raises ethical challenges, including 

how a multinational has the power of advertising and marketing to change the value 

of a group’s symbol entirely. Museums, preservationists, historians, and archeologists 

face communication challenges when developing stories to connect present-day 

audiences to past events’ cultural properties. 
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  Social changes make heritage communication a sensitive issue. Coinciding 

with the rise of Black Lives Matter and other movements centered on marginalized 

voices, LGBTQIA+ activists and individuals have begun to question the broader 

whitewashing of their heritage narratives. Like the backlash against the film 

Stonewall, each year during Pride month, memes emerge centering on Black, 

Indigenous, and People of Color’s (BIPOC) pace within LGBTQIA+ heritage. 

Specifically, memes and digital narratives highlight Marsha P. Johnson, a Black 

Trans woman, as a patron saint of the Stonewall Riots. This shift in the narrative 

demonstrates how individuals use cultural heritage rhetoric to self-edit the past to 

reflect the social changes in the present. In Marsha P. Johnson’s accounts of the 

event, she arrived after the riots had begun. And while she was instrumental in social 

organizing before and after the riots, she never claimed to be the first to throw a brick 

at police. Still, many memes and popular Queer heritage accounts place her at the 

epicenter of the Stonewall Riots, reflecting the community’s desire to center Black 

Trans women in their history.  

 Considering how cultural heritage rhetoric is used to self-edit historical events 

to reflect the current conversations helps scholars understand memes’ strategic use in 

political communications. Difficult heritage challenges trained professionals within 

heritage studies, such as archeologists and museum curators. And those challenges 

are compounded and confounded by political actors using cultural heritage rhetoric 

haphazardly or without forethought about the messages they are creating. When 

considering cultural heritage rhetoric by political actors to mark boundaries around 

digital discourse, it is crucial to consider the dangers of individuals wading into 



 

 

35 

 

heritage debates. There has always been a fine line between history and mythology, 

particularly in retelling events by individuals. In digital communities formed by 

boundary-marking memes, individuals can both intentionally and unintentionally blur 

this line further to push specific political narratives, muddying the debates in other 

spaces. As evidenced by many of the events of 2020 and 2021– COVID-19, the Jan. 6 

Insurrection, and the Russian-Ukrainian War – politicians are not immune to the same 

heritage narratives used to stoke divisions or reframe communities and historical 

events. For example, from the start of the Russian-Ukrainian War in 2022, their 

digital warfare featured narratives about state and cultural identity (Headley, 2022; 

Polianska, 2022) —with Russia and Ukraine, each emphasizing ways in which “their” 

cultural identity has been s tied to the contested geography and autonomy nationality.  

Creating a Shared Memescape 

 This dissertation uses Queer cultural heritage rhetoric to understand how 

debated resources from the past reflect current events and political-cultural debates 

within a specific group. It seeks to consider the many object itineraries and dueling 

public spheres that make up a meme’s journey through digital space. 

 Drawing on theories popular in meme scholarship and cultural heritage 

rhetoric enables scholars to construct how individuals create a shared memescape 

online. Scholars can use the concept of “genre” to define or outline the typical 

conventions of a sub-set of memes, then draw from the study of cultural heritage 

rhetoric to consider how a meme genre is used to mark boundaries around cultural 

identity discourses. The concept of object itineraries is also beneficial to pulling apart 

and tracing the journey of the cultural symbols clustered together to make memes. 
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This dissertation adds value to digital culture scholarship by positing a theoretical 

approach that considers the process (meme-ing) and the product (a meme) in marking 

these boundaries around a shared memescape used to contain internal cultural 

discourses. 

 Drawing specifically on the work of folklorists who have considered both the 

process of telling stories and the narratives those practices produce, Critical Meme 

Studies understands memes as both a within-group and outside-group tool for identity 

communication. 

 The three social media platforms examined in this dissertation, Twitter, 

Tumblr, and TikTok, are just a few examples of the open public space in which 

LGBTQIA+ individuals find themselves. Each platform investigated in this 

dissertation uses hashtags and memes to help individuals restrict searches and filter 

information to find specific content or community. 

Camp as Folkloric Practice  

 To nurture a memescape, individuals must understand how meme genres 

work. For example, a Queer memescape is created by selecting popular culture, 

cultural heritage, and current events that resonate within LGBTQIA+ communities. 

Queer scholarship identifies several ways LGBTQIA+ communities have adapted to 

“hide in plain sight” to create an insulated culture outside heteronormative society.  In 

Shifman’s pivotal 2014 book, Memes in Digital Culture, she wrote about the 

existence of a larger universe of memes. Within her theory-building, she discussed 

how memes appear to be “aware” of each other. Some memes exist as meta-memes or 

memes created to self-reflect within digital culture (Foster, 2014), and they may join 
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together in a memescape. Creating a shared memescape allows groups to self-identify 

in crowded public spaces and to speak in a coded language to mark boundaries 

around political or social discussions.  

 Queer scholars, therefore, have investigated how memescapes are constructed 

and why they are helpful for in-group debate and communication. Queer scholarship 

has introduced a unique tool to help Critical Meme Studies understand political-

aesthetic languages – the tool of “camp.”  In his book Incongruous Entertainment: 

camp, cultural value, and the MGM Musical, Steven Cohen (2005) defines camp as a 

passing strategy that allows Queer audiences to take pleasure in straight-coded 

cultural products. They do this by negotiating the coding with Queer sensibilities. 

Making it camp exaggerates gender and sexual norms to a ridiculous extreme. 

Famous examples within (and outside) LGBTQIA+ spaces include drag performances 

or the films of director John Waters. 

 Camp as an aesthetic language in film has long been a topic of research and 

discussion. Benton Jay Komins (2001) argued that some of the earliest stages of camp 

in cinema date back to the concept of kitsch, or the intersection between the 

irresistibly human and total spuriousness. In Camp: Queer Aesthetics and the 

Performing Subject: a reader, Andrew Ross (2002) argued that camp functions as an 

operation of taste that takes on different uses and meanings depending on the groups 

and subcultures using it. Ross argued that understanding camp as a political tool for 

critique is essential to examine both the group utilizing it and the power structures it 

critiques by emphasizing intersectionality. 

 As a folkloric practice, camp enables LGBTQIA+ communities to express 
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disdain for current political realities while maintaining a playful expression of 

identity, meaning, and form. Memes often play in the same spaces as camp 

performances. They hyper-signify symbols and language to create overt meanings 

rooted in the creator or curator’s positioning. The language of LGBTQIA+ aesthetics, 

especially camp practice, is integral to cultural expression. Aware of it or not, memes 

are dripping with camp. Even memes outside of LGBTQIA+ communities draw from 

similar cultural practices to camp. At its roots, a camp is a form of political 

expression that draws on humor, non-threatening language, and aesthetics to tear 

down gender and sexual norms within restrictive heteronomative spaces (Horn, 

2017). And folklorists are beginning to see the use of camp and Queer folklore to 

understand the “truthful expressions of human needs, desires, and aspirations” 

throughout the discipline, not just in LGBTQIA+ spaces (Turner, 2021, p.11).  

 In a piece invoking the concept of Deep Folklore, a theory that “lives at the 

intersections and in the intersectional” and “knows both meta and meme,” Kay 

Turner (2021) argued that folkloric studies have long been heteronormative and 

cisnormative. Turner argued that “queering” the discipline of folklore allows for a 

wider array of methods, theories, and experiences for interpreting cultural narratives 

about gender and sexuality that provide rich insight into the many ways these 

concepts are addressed in narrative and performance. Turner wrote that by nature, 

folklore is playful, with individuals using folklore for “playing with forms, playing 

with meanings, playing with identities” (p.15). In this way, camp is an excellent tool 

for understanding folkloric practices, including digital folklore in memes. Camp 

exists as a means of playing with gender and sexual stereotypes.  
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 In her book Women, Camp, and Popular Culture, Katrin Horn (2018) 

identified three reasons camp worked as a Queer political aesthetic in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s. First, she discussed Queer activism’s disregard for respectability and 

assimilation in favor of deviant and “distasteful” protest tactics and aesthetics (most 

notably starting with Act-Up during the AIDS crisis of the 1980s and 90s). Second, 

Queer scholarship moved away from an essentialist to a performative understanding 

of gender thanks to groundbreaking works by Judith Butler, among others, that 

pushed Queer theorists to use camp as an analytical tool for understanding 

culture.  Third, Horn argued that camp re-emerged as a Queer political tool because 

scholarship and activism began to de-centralize the white, cis-gendered gay male 

perspective to include more classed, raced, and gendered Queer perspectives. 

According to Horn (2017), camp “can today be formulated as a subversive strategy in 

popular culture rather than just a taste for all things ‘good because [they’re] awful” 

(p. 20). 

 Memes enable a similar negotiation of meaning in real-time as news breaks or 

debates flare up in digital spaces. Horn (2018) constructed camp as a political 

aesthetic that required a double coding of detachment and attachment. Horn’s 

detached/attached reading of camp requires the object of study to be attached to a 

broader popular cultural product while simultaneously creating or interpreting an 

incongruity within the text. Numerous meme studies (honestly, the entire field) have 

identified meme’s dependence on humor, and the incongruities in particular, in their 

construction and popularity.  Memes are a form of camp. They emphasize “internet 

ugly” aesthetics and language alongside purposeful ironic readings into serious 
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topics, from natural disasters to systemic racism. 

 Horn traced camp's academic, and activist uses throughout the late 20th 

century.  Horn trenchantly argued that early scholarship focused on the white gay 

male perspective.  He (2018) pointed to the most famous inquiry into the camp 

phenomenon: Susan Sontag’s Notes on Camp (1964). According to Horn, Sontag’s 

declaration of camp as apolitical showed how her writing was “ignorant of camp’s 

roots in minority culture” to negotiate politicized gender and sexuality (19). Sontag 

declared camp was a sensibility and pinned the definition as much on what she argued 

camp wasn’t as what she argued camp was. Writer Joy Ellison (2022) wrote about 

this lack of definition in a piece on the 2019 Met Gala. In her review for Columbus 

Monthly, she wrote, “Some Met Gala attendees, like Billy Porter, knew camp as 

intimately as a lover. But most did not. It wasn’t their fault. In fact, I can’t blame 

them at all because Sontag’s essay, notable for its deft prose, is notably bad at 

defining camp.” (Ellison, 2022). 

 Ellison (2022) specifically called Sontag out for being “unwilling to respond” 

to the questions she posed within the essay, including Sontag’s lack of explicitly 

stating, “Camp is a Queer and Trans mode.” According to Ellison, Sontag “clearly 

knows” that camp is a Queer aesthetic but fails to name it as such within the essay. 

Instead, Sontag focused on using language such as “mode of seduction” or “employs 

flamboyant mannerism,” to define camp as almost Queer-adjacent rather than Queer 

in origin.  Horn and Ellison agree that Sontag’s inability to link camp to Queerness 

explicitly enabled heteronormative readings of camp as simply a “celebration of bad 

tastes” rather than a purposeful act of political defiance. Sontag went out of her way 
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to argue that camp is not a “homosexual taste” but that “there is no doubt a particular 

affinity and overlap” between camp and Queerness (12-13). Perhaps she was trying to 

define camp for an outside audience. Still, the essay has been criticized by Queer 

scholars and writers as an attempt to needlessly wrestle camp away from LGBTQIA+ 

communities for broader public understanding. Perhaps what the critics of Sontag’s 

work fail to do is separate what Sontag wrote from how it has been interpreted by 

others.  

 Queer memes represent a special meme camp with deep-rooted origins in the 

“gay sensibilities” of Queer art and activism identified by scholars. All three memes 

examined in this dissertation construct dialogs about Queer acceptance versus 

liberation through camp coding. Establishing the Queer memescape as a topic of 

study provides value for thinking of memes critically as a medium that intersects with 

participatory culture, activism, and identity politics. A core thread through the 

theories proposed relates to cultural identity and how it is expressed. Queer 

scholarship has dissected how identity is constructed and represented in physical and 

mediated spaces. 

Visibility Politics within Queer Spaces  

All cultures draw from similar practices to create safe cultural spaces to 

discuss norms and issues. A popular genre of YouTube videos consists of reactions to 

memes, usually specific to a culture, such as “Natives React to Indigenous Baby 

Yoda Memes” or “Koreans React to Popular Korean Memes,” just to name a few. 

These videos, and the memes they examine, are not constructed for a general 

audience but draw upon these boundary-marking strategies to interpret cultural 



 

 

42 

 

identifiers through a common heritage, shared popular culture, and current events. 

The implications of these theoretical concepts extend beyond those identity spaces 

formed around shared ethnic identity, such as QANON’s use of memes to mark 

boundaries around their group’s internal communications. Understanding how 

memescapes are constructed and deployed is the broader aim of this dissertation to 

enhance scholarly understanding of the intersections of cultural heritage, popular 

culture, and current events.  

 Both Queer scholars and activists particularly emphasize visibility. Within 

Queer culture, “coming out” allows the individual to be seen and acknowledged as a 

member of the LGBTQIA+ community by others. It serves as a form of self-

validation of their sexual or gender identity. LGBTQIA+ activists emphasize the 

importance of “coming out” for the individual and the community. The metaphor 

itself is visual, stepping out of a closet or closed, dark place to be seen in the light, 

open to experience the broader world. Despite the emphasis on this newfound 

visibility and openness, activists and scholars still debate the value of visibility in the 

civil rights struggle of the LGBTQIA+ communities.  

 LGBTQIA+ activists and scholars have long questioned using visibility to 

gain civil rights. For example, “visibility” days are set aside throughout the year, such 

as Bisexual Visibility Day on September 23 and Trans Visibility Day on March 31. 

These “visibility” days were designed to bring awareness to individual labels within 

the LGBTQIA+ movement and increase the visibility of labels obscured by the white, 

male, and ci-gendered experience and the dominance of the label Gay within the 

visual politics of many Queer communities. In this regard, LGBTQIA+ communities 
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are familiar with the politics of visibility and how those can operate both for and 

against intersectional identities. Emil Edenborg (2020) argues that visibility has 

become a double-edged sword. It can mean rendering another identity invisible by 

emphasizing one letter within the LGBTQIA+ over another. Edenborg (2020) 

highlights the different national and international contexts for visibility and how the 

global movement (largely Western-based) does not always address issues of visibility 

directly related to race, class, and gender as they are normalized worldwide. Instead, 

Edenborg (2020) suggested LGBTQIA+ activists adopt an approach to visibility that 

focuses on “regimes'' of visibility. Edenborg argued too much visibility is Eurocentric 

or whitewashed. In particular, visibility is not always the correct course of action for 

Queer activism globally. What works for U.S. LGBTQIA+ communities may not 

(most often does not) work for Ugandan LGBTQIA+ communities or Russian, 

Chinese, Saudi, etc. (“Exposing Our Affairs Meant Death”: LGBTQ Saudis Forced 

into Exile, 2023). 

 Scholars and activists must deconstruct the influences of gender and sexual 

orientation imposed on different cultures and countries. Stephanie Newell (2009) 

argued for visibility politics, focusing on a postcolonial understanding of how race 

and gender are constructed. Drawing from John Berger’s “Ways of Seeing,” Newell 

discusses the construction of race within a postcolonial society in which Whiteness is 

still emphasized as the desired norm. Newell (2009) also draws from Sara Ahmed’s 

“Queer Phenomenology” to discuss the ubiquitous Whiteness within LGBTQIA+ 

visibility politics. While LGBTQIA+ activists emphasize “coming out” or visibility 

as a strategy, there are still many ways to normalize class, race, and gender ideas in 
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visual forms. With today’s hyper-visual social media platforms and multiscreen 

society, it is vital to investigate how gender, race, and class are visually constructed in 

the media. In an editorial for Society for Cultural Anthropology, Mary Gray (2015) 

states, “The digital divide is so much more than the presence or absence of hardware 

and software. Sociologists have noted that the digital divide is also a product of 

present or absent infrastructures of public support, civic community, media literacy, 

social validation, and autonomy of use.” Gray (2015) argues that there should be 

more emphasis on how participation is constructed within the debate focused on 

participatory culture and digital media 

 Visual culture scholar Lisa Nakamura (2008) wrote in her book Digitizing 

Race: Visual Cultures of the Internet that early scholarship focused on the Internet as 

a vehicle for writing, not for visuals. She focused on the “ways that Internet users 

collaboratively produce digital images of the body,” especially “in the context of 

racial and gender identity formation.” Nakamura argued that participation in the 

visual representation of the self-online needs to be interrogated alongside the digital 

divide, saying, “The Internet has continued to gain uses and users who unevenly 

visualize race and gender in online environments.” Within her theoretical 

construction, Nakamura argued that individuals can participate in “identity tourism,” 

in which they construct new, different selves, as well as create “a new form of digital 

play” in which they “define an empowered and central self; against an exotic and 

distant Other.” Her points are critical to understanding boundary-marking Internet 

memes. Researchers are already examining concepts such as digital blackface or the 

use of images and GIFs of Black men and women as a joke within Internet memes or 
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as a means of appearing Black in online spaces. Because “identity tourism” is an 

understood practice, many marginalized communities use increasing layers of in-

jokes and communal references to block or prevent tourism in their safe community 

spaces.  

 Constructions of race and gender are compounded in LGBTQIA+ 

communities because identities layer on top of one another in non-heteronormative 

ways. One is not simply LGBTQIA+, but a complex construction of identities called 

out within the community, such as “gold star lesbians” or women who have never 

slept with a man. This construction is problematic for several reasons, but Internet 

memes continue to grow. Such memes call out the binary view of sexual acts and 

orientations while emphasizing the binary’s continued use as an in-joke. The example 

of “gold star lesbians” erases bisexual women from inclusion in Queer spaces and 

dismisses lesbians who may be victims of sexual abuse because a “gold star lesbian” 

is a woman who never had sex with a man. Beyond complications of visibility 

obscuring members of the Queer community, the “identity politics” practiced in the 

United States further complicate the visual constructions used in boundary-marking 

Internet memes. Drawing from Queer scholarship on LGBTQIA+ space construction, 

the dissertation applies the theoretical concepts of boundary-marking through cultural 

heritage to construct digital safe spaces to contest and debate meanings within Queer 

culture.  

 Yoel Roth (2016) studied the digital geographies of Grindr and other Gay 

social media applications designed for geotagging to create a digital map of 

LGBTQIA+ communities. Roth (2016) argued that Grindr works against its core 
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goals of creating “zero feet way” or no distance between individuals using the app. 

Instead, Roth (2016) says, “a user who is ‘zero feet away’ sees no advertisements and 

pays no ‘Grindr Xtra’ subscription fees. Grindr’s revenue stream depends on 

maintaining the visibility of an online community as a counterpart to (or perhaps, 

replacement of) offline spaces” (440).  

 Roth (2016) explains that while Grindr advertises itself as being a digital 

version of a gay bar, allowing individuals to “cruise” the site, its use of “‘real-world’ 

satellite-derived coordinates of global positioning,” and offerings of gay social life, 

“represent an important departure from how the relationship between Queer space 

and Queer community has been traditionally understood.” (440). Activists also use 

digital technologies to map places of cultural significance across the globe; the 

“Queering the Maps” project serves as an interactive map for individuals to find and 

mark places of cultural significance to LGBTQIA+ communities - both historical and 

current spaces of Queerness.  

 Queer culture is deeply intertwined with the construction of safe spaces to 

exist. These spaces were sometimes physical and sometimes constructed through 

media before the Internet. For example, scholars cannot underestimate the importance 

of the Gay and Lesbian press as it allowed individuals to arrange meetings and 

discuss border issues within LGBTQIA+ communities safely. While many Queer 

newspapers have shuttered their doors thanks to dating apps and social media, the use 

of constructed safe spaces through shared community identity is still in full effect. 

This dissertation argues that Internet memes draw from Queer culture and heritage to 

mark these boundaries and construct these spaces. This dissertation also asserts that 
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the strategies and purposes involved in boundary-marking through heritage extend far 

beyond LGBTQIA+ communities.  

Popular Culture in Memes  

Finally, to fully understand the layering of boundary markers within memes, it 

is important to acknowledge the central role popular culture and fan communities 

play in the basic language and aesthetics of digital culture. Popular culture is the 

language of the internet, and in turn, digital culture has become the language of 

politics (Drok, 2020).  

The culture war often referred to in news media is centered around popular 

culture. In 2023 Republican Florida Governor Ron DeSantis focused his legislative 

agenda on both LGBTQIA+ representation in classrooms and in popular culture. 

DeSantis has targeted Disney, in particular with legislation for its push to include 

more LGBTQIA+ characters on-screen. This battle did not begin in the Florida 

governor’s office but rather started on the internet when fan communities clashed 

over the sexuality of characters such as Captain America (Barnes, 2023). As Fisher 

(2021) wrote in his piece for the Washington Post, the thing that unites many of the 

different groups on the right and the left in the United States is not a shared political 

ideology. It is the sharing of popular culture and the power of entertainment media to 

frame news and current events to suit a good v. evil narrative. Fan communities are 

especially powerful in Queer digital spaces because they provide a means by which to 

see the representation desired from entertainment media while also providing a 

common cause for uniting LGBTQIA+ communities behind common cultural 

symbols that are accessible in a way that Queer heritage symbols are not, especially 
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as state and federal legislators targe the visibility of Queer culture within schools and 

public spaces.  

 The establishment of fan communities online created spaces where politics are 

filtered through fiction to ground ideas, personas, and events in a framework that is 

easy to reference and recreate for quick distribution in memes. Fan communities 

provide a way to discover more than a common love for a television show or film 

franchise. Individuals can connect these passions to larger cultural readings of current 

politics. Marc Fisher (2021) reported in the Washington Post that what unites “neo-

Nazi, eco-fascists, and conspiracy theorists” is not ideology but culture, usually a 

common connection among fandoms. For example, it is common to find “thought 

exercises” within Marvel fandoms in which individuals argue that the villain, Thanos, 

was correct in committing genocide. The Trump campaign tried to operationalize 

those (mostly men) who defended Thanos on social media by tweeting out a video of 

the former president as the character (ROZSA, 2019). 

 In A Companion to Media Fandom and Fan Studies, cultural scholar Henry 

Jenkins wrote that fandom studies provide alternative models for understanding 

media audiences. Jenkins (2018) observed that fan studies provide researchers with 

tools to know how fans participate “within their own networked communities” to 

transform and negotiate with mass media. Jenkins argued that by speaking back to 

“texts, producers, and fellow fans,” individuals layer their desires for the popular 

culture they want to see and experience. (14).  Fan fiction, or the creation of 

counternarratives and imagined scenarios by fans using their favorite (and sometimes 

least favorite) characters and pop culture properties, has been a core part of fan 
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studies for decades. The growth of digital culture has afforded more spaces for fans to 

connect around common interests and layered cultural identities. Archive of Our Own 

(AO3) is the largest and most well-known repository of fan fiction, but individuals 

frequently cross-post to other social platforms, including Tumblr, Twitter, and 

TikTok.  

 In Erica Roberts’ study of fan fiction site Archive of Our Own, or AO3, for 

the television show Supernatural which first aired in 2005 and ran for 15 seasons 

before ending in 2020 (2022), she found that fans expressed disappointment in the 

show's finale by posting “corrected” counter-narratives more in line with their 

desires. Over the years, the show had been incredibly responsive to fan fiction and 

feedback (Roberts, 2022). It had become especially popular in Queer fan fiction 

groups where the sexuality of the characters was debated, in part because the creators 

had dropped leading hints that the two characters were part of the LGBTQIA+ 

community.  The fans had wanted to see closure between two characters, the angel 

Castiel and the demon hunter Dean Winchester. However, the show failed to deliver 

on the “promised” romantic relationship. Fans then used AO3 to “correct” this 

narrative and provide a more satisfying ending (Roberts, 2022).  

 Fan fiction requires individuals to learn the common practices and preferences 

within the “canon” or in the original media narrative. On many popular platforms for 

fan fiction, such as Tumblr, tags are used to navigate the vast array of information to 

find incredibly specific fan fiction and fan art that appeal to an individual’s taste. In a 

study of Tumblr tags, Price and Robinson (2021) found that most tags were 

descriptive, allowing fans to navigate the site via their identity, “signaling to other 
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fans the basic classification of one’s own fan identity.”  Tags move expressions of 

personal taste into a collective identity shared with others. These identity classifiers 

are important for curating a feed of fan works that appeal to more than just 

aesthetics.  Tags create a community space for individuals to express desires, values, 

and ideas to like-minded individuals (Price & Robinson, 2021). Tagging fan fiction 

opened up the possibility of directly seeking out individuals with more identifiers in 

common with an individual. Tumblr, for example, became a haven for cross-over fan 

fiction that blended fan identities, such as #Wholock, or fans of BBC’s Sherlock 

(2010) and the 11th Dr. Who (2010). Then within the #Wholock community, fans 

could delve deeper to find Queer #Wholock tags — tags that supported fan 

communities that romanticized a fictional relationship between Sherlock Holmes and 

the 11th Doctor, as played by male actors at that time (Anselmo, 2018).  

  In another study of fan fiction tags on platforms such as AO3 and Tumblr, 

Gursoy, Wicket, and Feinberg (2017) observed that individuals “deployed declarative 

tags describing narrative elements like setting, genre, tone, and concept” across 

multiple fandoms to catalog their works. Gursoy et al. (2017) found that many of the 

tags moved from both “structured tags'' related to the content — and included plot 

warnings and reference to specific characters — to more “personal recording than a 

set of, say, subject keywords.” Fan communities enable individuals to build 

community spaces. The tags used on Tumblr, for example, are important especially 

for fans with marginalized identities. LGBTQIA+ fans use the tags to create safe 

spaces for shared art, narratives, and ideas.  

 Many fan fiction communities center around gender-bending, or the 
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reimagining of a character’s gender identity and imagined Queer relationships, often 

called “ships,” within works that lack LGBTQIA+ representation. For example, the 

popular fan fiction genre, slash fiction, is characterized by its interplay with gender 

and sexuality. It is named after the slash or punctuation mark “/” between the names 

of two characters inserted on AO3 and other popular fan fiction sites. The / indicates 

the pairing of two characters, usually in a homoerotic way, for fans looking to read 

fan fiction that better represents their own desires. Scholar Diana Floegel (2020) 

defined Slash fiction as a “recast” of usually cis/heteronormative content with Queer 

characters and themes. Examples include media properties popular with Millennials 

and Gen Z, such as Harry Potter or Supernatural slash fiction. More broadly, Joshua 

Coleman (2019) defined slash communities as “a space for imaginative play, for 

reading and writing into existence alternative ways of being that elude the confines of 

patriarchal heteronormativity.” Coleman (2019) argued that slash fiction offered 

marginalized sexual and gender identities a means of writing “norm-defying texts” 

and a library of ideas to draw from on popular social platforms like Tumblr.  

 

Theoretical Concepts in Conversation 

This dissertation pulls several threads to construct a theory for boundary-marking 

memes. First, memes can be understood as a cultural product (a meme) and a process 

(meme-ing). Scholars can benefit from a more holistic critical-cultural approach to 

deconstructing the symbols within a meme and its purpose within digital 

communications.  

 Second, heritage scholarship enables such a holistic understanding of memes 
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because heritage, like memes, relies on a complex process of meaning-making that 

changes within social contexts. Like memes, heritage “objects” have a shifting 

trajectory of meanings. Focusing on the journey of heritage symbols will allow digital 

scholars to interpret memes contested and overlapping meanings. These meanings are 

constantly interrogated and contested, making heritage scholars' work on “object 

itineraries” useful to digital media scholars.  

 Third, this dissertation argues that heritage marks cultural boundaries in 

digital spaces. Constructing a memescape – or a digital safe space created within a 

network of memes - enables groups to interrogate their history, heritage, and current 

cultural values. This dissertation draws on three case studies representing a Pride-

meme genre - Pride was a Riot, No Cops at Pride, and Be Gay, Do Crime.  

 Finally, this dissertation argues that Queer scholarship deepens the 

interpretative power of the “meme itineraries” used to mark boundaries. Meme 

itineraries represent the shifting meaning imbued within a meme. Because itineraries 

change meaning through context, meme itineraries can be used to trace boundaries 

through the contexts of communities, technologies, and symbolism. Queer scholars 

understand the delicate balance of creating safe spaces for discussing social identity 

and political values. LGBTQIA+ communities within the United States (and the 

world) are intersectional and are touched by racism, sexism, transphobia, or classism. 

Through boundary-marking memes, these internal debates represent a contested 

understanding of the Stonewall Riots' heritage and Pride's continued rhetorical power 

as a protest.  

 This dissertation’s theoretical outlook is one of exploration for Critical Meme 
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Studies. Theories from folklore, cultural heritage, and previous meme studies are 

joined to understand better how memes function as boundary markers on open public 

social media platforms. These social theories are essential to understanding that 

memes deserve greater consideration than the more simplistic characterizations of 

memes such as “media fast food,” “mind bombs,” and “genetic/viral culture.” Memes 

serve a higher function within a digital culture; they communicate group identity. 

Memes inform, validate, and criticize cultural values in communities such as 

LGBTQIA+ or other social identities centered around race, class, region, ethnicity, 

religion, or political ideology. 

 



 

 

54 

 

Chapter 3: Research Questions & Concepts  

Pilot Study for Critical Meme Studies  

 Critical Meme Studies is its own unique field with methods and theories 

tailored to examining memes through a critical-cultural lens. Some key questions and 

concepts emerge to guide the research process. For example, how can this dissertation 

understand boundary marking without a method that highlights social and cultural 

boundaries within discourse? Or in what ways can this dissertation add scientific rigor 

to its arguably, more subjective qualitative methods? These questions are addressed in 

more depth in the methods chapter. Still, it is important to acknowledge up front that 

exploring experimental methods and testing the theory of boundary-marking memes 

is entirely new and does not necessarily lend itself to traditional approaches to 

research.  

 As a result, some of the research questions are very broad and reflect the 

grounded approach to the method design. Simply put, some of the research questions 

that arose in developing the theory and methods represent concepts to be tested 

themselves rather than tease out specifics about the memes. Rather than focus on each 

meme individually, the research questions consider the memes together as the Pride-

meme genre and ask questions aimed at understanding the Queer memescape that 

exists in digital culture.  
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Research Questions  

 The first research question reflects on the symbols used within Pride memes. 

Social media thrives on semiotics to convey complex messages in rapid succession. 

The methods chapter explores symbolism as an analytical tool in more detail. It is 

important to note the first reach question focuses on the commonalities of the memes 

rather than the differences. Again, this dissertation aims to establish the concept of a 

shared memescape where memes move freely between social media platforms. While 

this idea is obvious, few meme studies have explored a comparative analysis of 

memes from different platforms. This dissertation takes on the ambitious task of 

looking for how memes maintain social boundaries through common symbols.  

 

RQ1: What are the most common symbols associated with Pride memes, 

especially concerning marking a boundary around Queer community 

discourse?  

 

The second research question focuses specifically on Queer heritage within 

the Pride-meme genre. Cultural heritage is a powerful tool for mobilizing social 

movements, galvanizing voters, and spurring political discourse. It is also a good 

measurement of how LGBTQIA+ communities see themselves relative to current 

events. Pride occurred every June to commemorate the Stonewall Riots in New York 

City in 1969. Pride memes drive conversations about the meanings of Pride and its 

purpose within LGBTQIA+ communities. Pride memes are a form of cultural heritage 

rhetoric, so examining how that heritage is deployed within the discourse reveals how 
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LGBTQIA+ communities reflect upon their past to understand the present. Deviations 

and changes within the collective Stonewall narrative reflect differences within 

LGBTQIA+ communities. Measuring those differences allows this dissertation to 

clarify how heritage marks boundaries around political discourse on social media.  

 

RQ2: In what ways is Queer heritage discussed and used in the Pride memes? 

Is there a clear collective narrative, or are there multiple accounts of the 

same events?  

 

 The final two research questions relate to Katrin Horn’s (2017) detachment-

attachment framework for camp analysis. The methods chapter details the integration 

of Horn’s framework into this dissertation's methodology, but the research questions 

are presented here to provide a primer for understanding the importance of this 

framework to the creation of the method.  

 Horn’s detachment-attachment framework is the best way to understand 

boundary marking across several categories of analysis. This dissertation asserts that 

memes are part of a larger camp practice within LGBTQIA+ communities and other 

social groups. Camp works by detaching from accepted social norms and attaching to 

a hyper-stylized community identity. In the case of Pride memes, camp is used to 

detach current events and media properties from their original social contexts and 

attach them to the heritage of Stonewall and the continued struggles of Queer people.  
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RQ3: How does the detachment from social norms manifest as a boundary 

marker within the Pride memes?  

RQ4: How does the attachment to community identity manifest as a boundary 

marker within the Pride memes?  

 The categories reflected in research questions 3 and 4 result from the 

combination of Limor Shifman’s (2014) meme typology of content, form, and stance 

and Andre Brock’s (2016) Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis (CTDA). 

Shifman and Brock’s Methodological frameworks serve as the underpinning to the 

method developed in this dissertation. After considering the similarities and merits of 

both frameworks, the categories of technology, community, and symbolism were 

developed as analysis points for Horn’s detachment attachment coding in camp. The 

following chapter details the development of those three categories and the meme 

typology proposed in this dissertation.  
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Chapter 4: A Critical-Cultural Analysis of Memes  

Meme studies are interdisciplinary, and as an emergent field, there are 

multiple competing theories and methodological approaches used to study them. This 

dissertation combines cross-disciplinary conversations and insights from cultural 

anthropologists, digital folklorists, mass communications scholars, and Queer studies 

to develop a method for locating boundary markers within memes.  

Building From Previous Meme Studies  

 Significant work has emerged in recent years to push meme studies beyond 

content and network analysis. Meme content analysis has emphasized categories of 

symbols and rhetoric, but as a method, content analysis has fallen short when 

considering how memes move across social platforms. Network analysis has provided 

scholars with an encompassing map of memes' connections. However, network 

analysis is limited in understanding memes as cultural artifacts by prioritizing them as 

vast data sets. Digital folklorists and anthropologists relying on digital ethnography 

have observed the behaviors of groups creating and sharing memes. That approach 

includes a vital look into the process of meme-ing but can miss valuable context that 

content analysis provides by accounting for frequencies. In short, there is no one way 

to study a meme or set of memes.  

Two of the most recent and widely used typologies in meme studies feature 

work from Limor Shifman (2014) and Bradly Wiggins (2019) and address the 

difference between thinking of memes as a process and a product. Limor Shifman 

(2014) developed a model for studying memes by dividing a meme’s individual 
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elements into three distinct pieces: content, form, and stance. According to Shifman, 

content refers to the ideologies conveyed in the meme, form is the “physical” 

manifestation of the meme, and stance refers to the meme creator's positioning within 

the meme's "text." Shifman developed the typology while analyzing video and photo-

based memes.  

 
Limor Shifman’s 

Typology 

 

Content  Form Stance  

Ideas are conveyed in a 

meme. Ideological 

expressions.  

“Physical” manifestation, 

including images, video, audio, 

and text.  

Position of the meme 

creator to the 

audience.  

 

Bradly Wiggins (2019) expanded on Shifman’s original idea in The 

Discursive Power of Memes in Digital Culture: Ideology, semiotics, and 

intertextuality.Wiggins warned of an inevitable crossover between content and stance. 

He argued that text-based memes that lack human speech patterns must rely more 

heavily on an audience's understanding of semiotics and intertextuality to decode the 

meme’s message. Wiggins’ caveats to Shifman’s model included changing the form 

category to the memetic category of utility. He additionally contended that content 

and stance were too closely linked in some memes to be fully separated into distinct 

categories: “With other non-video examples, stance is joined by content inexorably 

due to the relationship between the expression of ideology and how meaning-making 
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is accomplished without speech acts, thus emphasizing (or elevating the importance 

of) the role of semiotics and intertextuality in non-video memes.” (p. 15) 

         Wiggins (2019) then expanded the typology to include direct links to 

semiotics and intertextuality as a means of detangling the cross-construction 

categories of content and stance. In his elaboration of Shifman’s typology, content 

refers not only to ideas and ideologies but the nature of a kind of ideological practice. 

The cultural process of meme-ing is intrinsically tied to the ideology and stance of the 

meme creator. Scholars should combine the two categories of content and stance, 

Wiggins argued, into a new category of ideological practice. 

  

Content + Stance → Ideological Practice  

  

         Using Pepe the Frog memes as an example, Wiggins argued that popular 

memes could become hijacked or colonized by groups to share subversive ideas. 

According to Wiggins, the stance category, as seen in the Pepe instance, is “loaded 

with meaning” — a meaning heightened when it “merges with content,” especially in 

non-video-based memes. The description Wiggins used for stance related to a 

concept Shifman (2014) developed, that of hypersignification.  

 As defined by Shifman, hypersignification marks when the symbols used 

within a meme become the meme’s sole purpose. Such memes are semiotics in 

hyperdrive — the symbols and rhetoric are so laden with meaning that their use 

becomes the point. Examples of this throughout digital culture include popular 

hashtags such as #MeToo that have grown into social movements. Alternatively, as in 
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the Pepe example, some “hypersignification” memes can become so toxic that they 

become off-limits in “conversations” because their former meaning has been 

hijacked. Third, hypersignification memes can work similarly to “buzzwords:” over 

time, a word, sign, and/or symbol can shift from its original meaning into a shorthand 

signifier of something, a signifier then prone to overuse and sometimes newly laden 

with a pejorative meaning. While Shifman (2014) viewed stance as a means of 

analyzing senders and receivers’ positions within messages, Wiggins viewed stance 

as directly tied to memes’ content. Hypersignification, as used, can present scholars 

with a different way of thinking about positionality within memes. 

Another example is that of the term “snowflake.” The word emerged on platforms 

such as Reddit to describe liberals online. Initially, the term was derived from the idea 

that everyone is “a unique snowflake” and deserves individualized treatment. Many 

conservative writers and commentators turned to this term to disparage so-called 

liberal ideologies connected to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) efforts. 

Eventually, the term “snowflake” began to take on a new significance as this negative 

second meaning, deployed by right-wing bloggers and pundits was layered onto 

it.  As a result, the hypersignification of “snowflake” came to serve as a marker for 

who was talking and what were their political leanings. As Wiggins (2019) argued, 

decoding the meaning of terms is easier with video memes. In text memes, the 

interpretation is left to the audience to sort through the semiotics to understand the 

stance of the meme-maker/sharer. Hypersignification is a great way to understand the 

position of meme creators because the symbolism and rhetoric take on new meanings 

depending on the audience. As with the “snowflake” meme, the hypersignification of 
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the word can aid in determining its reading by the audience and its meaning by the 

creator. Additional meanings can be layered into the meme based on the social media 

platform it was posted on. Technology plays a vital role in decoding a meme, which 

makes Critical Technoculutral Discourse Analysis the perfect methodology to use 

in understanding pieces of a meme. 

Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis and Memes  

This dissertation examined memes shared on TikTok, Twitter, and Tumblr — 

each social media platform with distinct user interfaces and policies that shape the 

content shared on the platform. Therefore, any analysis of memes needs to include the 

many ways in which social media platforms and media technologies influence the 

meme-ing process and product of the meme. Andre Brock’s construction of Critical 

Technocultural Discourse Analysis (CTDA) adds another layer of analysis to 

memes that accounts for not only the ideological practice and hypersignification of 

the meme but also how the varied social media platforms and communities shape the 

meme. Brock’s CTDA begins with the assumption that all digital content is 

polysemic. Brock focused his analysis on digital media as layered within a practice, 

identity, and set of organized beliefs. Just as Shifman organized meme elements into 

three distinct categories, Brock (2016) organized CTDA into three layers of analysis 

for understanding digital discourse related to the technology used and the community 

using it:  
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Artifacts  Skills required to interact with technology.  

Practice  Communities that shape technology use.  

Belief Cultural ideologies informing technology use.  

 

 Brock (2016) developed CTDA to combat the flattened view of digital 

citizens and their online activities. Brock noted that most “user” research in the 

academy and the tech industry focused on a predominantly white, middle-class, cis-

gendered, heterosexual male (and to a lesser extent female) experiences. Research 

often excluded the messier social structures that form an individual’s media use by 

focusing on one normative identity for users. Andre Brock designed his Critical 

Technocultural Discourse Analysis to pair with critical-cultural theories that 

expanded the definition of who was using digital technology and account for the 

political and social structures that inform online interactions. Brock (2016) argued 

that by situating critical theory within Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis, 

media researchers could develop a better overall framework for connecting the 

culture, content, and ideologies underpinning an individual's use of media 

technology.  

 The theoretical underpinning of this dissertation asserts that to create a 

Critical Meme Studies field of research; scholars must consider memes as folklorists 

have long considered fairytales and urban legends – as both a cultural product and a 

process. Therefore, it is vital to include some of Brock’s CTDA framework into a 

meme methodology that provides space for understanding how communities form 
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around marginalized identities in digital spaces. Brock (2016) argued it is essential to 

understand how technology – from editing software to social media platform – work 

to create digital texts within a community. Just as folklorists examine the social 

contexts of the storytelling practice, noting when, where, and how folklore occurs, 

Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis considers the digital storytelling 

environment and practice as a critical part of the discourse.  

 Brock (2016) paired Critical Race Theory with CTDA to analyize Black 

Twitter. In his analysis, Brock argued that CTDA worked best when paired with 

theories that empahize the cultural practices of marginized communities, and allowed 

for a critical examination of media technologies, including social media platforms. 

Brock (2016) recommended using the critical-cultural theories that were most 

relevant to the population the researcher wished to analyze. For this dissertation, 

Queer methdologies and theories were paried with CTDA to analyze 300 Pride 

memes gathered from TikTok, Twitter, and Tumblr. Specifically, Queer readings of 

camp were applied to the analysis of the memes to understand boundary-marking.  

Queer Methodology: Adding Camp to the Mix 

Caroline Dadas (2016) argued that it “remains important to account for how 

technologies not only communicate civic and cultural discourses but, more 

importantly, how technologies construct these discourses” (62).  As Dadas (2016) 

phrased it, “Technologies are raced, classed, gendered, and sexualized in ways that 

privilege heteronormativity” (62). In short, platforms are not designed in a vacuum, 

and the affordances of those platforms often privilege a certain race, class, gender, 

and sexuality. Highlighting Dadas’ point is how TikTok’s algorithm provides better 
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placement of videos featuring white, thin, young women over other bodies, races, and 

genders (Kung, 2022). 

 Queer and feminist scholars have long considered how sex and gender are 

performed in social situations, specifically in constructing discourse in media. 

Michelle Lazar (2007) outlined a Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis that placed the 

critical discourse analysis (CDA) method at the heart of the feminist theory. Lazar 

(2007) argued that gender ideology, particularly the situation of power within sex and 

gender, has become more subtle over time. Therefore, critical text analysis must 

include a feminist approach to understanding those power dynamics.  

 Brock’s (2016) CTDA expanded this idea to include race as embodied, but 

also race as performed in a digital world where individuals can perform and/or mask 

their identity through avatars, stolen or remixed images, and copied slang. This 

practice is referred to as digital blackface (Green, 2006). LGBTQIA+ identity is not 

trackable unless it is visually represented through fashion, personal aesthetics, or 

common cultural symbols, such as including rainbow emojis in a social media profile. 

Masking one’s identity within the community can be accomplished, but as with 

digital Black communities, digital Queer communities include other boundary-

makers, such as shared cultural references and language. In other words, to be a part 

of something like Gay Twitter, one must immerse oneself in LGBTQIA+ culture.  

 Queer methodology is rooted in ethnographic and bio-ethnographic work by 

predominately LGBTQIA+ identifying scholars. Critical discourse analysis (CDA) 

has become a large part of that work. A frequent theory and methodological analysis 

used within Queer scholarship is the concept of Camp. Camp is simultaneously Queer 
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cultural practice, aesthetic theory, and scholarly methodology. Horn argued, “camp as 

an aesthetic strategy, which relies on parody – often received through stylistic 

exaggeration, excessive theatricality, or other forms of over articulation – irony and 

humor to create incongruities and discrepancies within (popular) texts.” (21)  

 Considering camp, particularly Horn’s construction of detachment/attachment, 

provides a vital insight into the construction of memes for a community space. Horn 

(2017) argued that camp was used strategically to detach symbols and rhetoric from 

their original meanings and attach new Queer readings. Horn’s reading of camp is 

ideal for studying memes because it memes are comprised of segmented images, 

language, and symbols that are constantly detached from their origin and attached to 

new meanings. David Bergman (1993) argued that camp exists in tension with 

popular culture and consumerism. Horn (2017) builds from there to say camp enables 

“participation in and enthusiasm for mass culture” while exploiting the 

“shortcomings, dangers, and limitations” of popular consumer culture. According to 

Horn, camp is a subversive dismantling of normative discourses. 

 These subversions are everywhere in folkloric storytelling, especially in 

archetypes such as  “trickster” characters, who typically  serve as subversive voices 

within the conjured social structure. Sometimes a trickster is used to demonstrate a 

moral or normative lesson, but other times a trickster functions to call out these 

normative values. Horn’s detachment/attachment interpretation of camp can be used 

to understand boundaries within society and the negotiation of those boundaries by a 

group of marginalized people within that society.  

 In Horn’s (2017) analysis of Lesbian films made by-and-for Queer women, 
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she argued that camp works as a political aesthetic because it uses emotional 

investment and over-the-top intensity to create a critical commentary on modern 

popular culture and social norms. She argued that camp allows participatory critique 

in the disruption of popular culture. Essentially, camp is more complex than just “a 

love of all that’s bad;” it generates a critical awareness of its incongruities while 

spinning a web of new affinities. That should sound familiar to meme scholars 

because that is essentially how memes work. Scholars can use camp’s 

detachment/attachment analysis of media to detangle the many incongruities, 

affinities, and popular culture jumbles that make up a common memescape for any 

group, identity, or community. 

 The methodology of this dissertation took Horn’s concepts and merges them 

with Brock’s Critical Technoculutral Discourse Analysis to develop a more rigorous 

and thorough qualitative analysis tool for spotting boundaries within memes by first 

marking the incongruities. The detachment analysis allows scholars to identify first 

what is normal or assumed to be normal within a technology, community, and 

content. Then the attachment analysis allows scholars to take a secondary look at how 

those social norms are subverted and attached to specific community identities. In the 

memes for this dissertation, the attachment is to LGBTQIA+ communities and their 

culture and heritage.  

 Popular culture is the language of the internet, and digital culture thrives on an 

ever-increasing use of popular culture signs and symbolic language that compound 

over time. Just as Horn (2017) argued that camp operates on a series of complex 

cultural languages, memes are also a network of hypersignified popular culture 
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detached from the original social norms to attach themselves to the specific 

community wielding the meme. Indeed, take the example of the “Yo Dawg” meme, 

first made to poke fun at the MTV show Pimp My Ride, where host Xzibit would 

commonly say the phrase, “Yo Dawg, I heard you liked X.” From there, the meme 

took on a life of its own, even growing into a meta-meme status where it became 

hypersignified. Though it’s been decades since the show Pimp My Ride was popular, 

the meme still operates as a widely accepted form of communication.  

 The core argument of this dissertation is that memes use “culture” to 

communicate complex and nuanced messages. To fully grasp what memes, do for a 

given group or identity, it is important to both the process of meme-ing and the final 

meme product. Folkloric studies draw on the documentation of common and regional 

narrative motifs and the practice of creating and telling stories. Parallel to those 

studies, Critical Meme Studies can consider how meme-ing and memes work together 

as part of a larger social process. The heart of the analysis of the memes was cultural 

heritage rhetoric, specifically the story of the Stonewall Riots of 1969, and how that 

narrative is used to mobilize and reflect on current political realities for LGBTQIA+ 

communities. Queer heritage represents a space where memes are vital for sharing 

stories about what it means to be Queer and how that heritage ties into modern 

political contexts. Building from the idea that memes communicate LGBTQIA+ 

culture, this dissertation argues that only some memes are intended to be viral, but all 

serve specific community purposes. The purposes of memes vary. Still, all memes 

mark a boundary around political discourse within the LGBTQIA+ communities – 

and that boundary is drawn with symbols from popular culture, Queer cultural 
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heritage, and current events.  

 The methodology then combines both Queer readings of camp with Critical 

Technocultural Discourse Analysis. However, another important piece of the 

methodology relates the memes because it draws from another staple of Queer studies 

– autoethnograpic studies. The position of the researcher within the Queer community 

enabled camp and CTDA to come together as a way to find boundaries within the 

memes that are intended for LGBTQIA+ communities and not those outside the 

communities. From the sampling to the analysis to understand boundary-marking, 

existing knowledge of LGBTQIA+ communities was needed to traverse the rhetoric 

and symbols within the memes. In their piece, Telling Stories: Reflexivity, Queer 

Theory and Autoethnography, Tony Adams and Stacy Holman Jones (2011) argued 

both autoethnography and Queer theory commit to uncertain, fluid and subjective 

generation of knowledge that requires researchers to question their claim to stories 

and embrace texts as open. Adams and Holman Jones emphasized the importance of 

reflection in the process of research that is close to the researcher’s own experiences. 

This process of reflection was key to the interpretation of boundaries within the 

memes. Autoethnography can be seen as a limitation that biases the research, and so it 

is important to note my sexual orientation and relationship to LGBTQIA+ 

communities within the methods. 

The Bias of Queer Studies  

I am Bisexual, and as such, I am a member of LGBTQIA+ communities. I do 

not view this as a hindrance to my research but as an essential tool in navigating the 

LGBTQIA+ communities and Queer history and heritage. Queer scholarship has long 
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been shaped by members of LGBTQIA+ communities who decided to provide a 

space for others through their research. For this reason, autoehtnographic studies are a 

core part of Queer scholarship because who else will fully immerse themselves within 

LGBTQIA+ communities and experiences? While I do not think of myself as a 

capital Q — Queer theorist or Queer researcher — my identity, as is true for my 

heterosexual colleagues, shapes my perspectives, analyses, and research agendas.  

 I also have other identifiers that push my scholarship and shape my 

understanding of what it means to be Queer in America. I am white and cis-gendered. 

I have strived to include scholarships from a diverse range of LGBTQIA+ researchers 

and memes circulated within those communities. This dissertation relies especially 

heavily on scholars who mine their identities and experiences to provide insight into 

Queer culture within the United States.  

 I hope my identity will help scholars outside the LGBTQIA+ community 

understand the value of looking at Queer theory and methodology. Specifically, my 

immersion within LGBTQIA+ digital spaces give scholars an insider 

perspective.  Queer scholarship extracts the singular experiences of oft-marginalized 

communities and explores and analyzes broader contexts of human behavior in 

seeking to illuminate cultural and social understandings of gender and sexuality. 

Considering Internet memes central to the LGBTQIA+ community can serve to 

explore how identity, politics, and cultural heritage have mapped onto digital media.  

 This dissertation is also an effort to critically interrogate the intersections 

within the Queer community and in so doing, lay bare persistent problems of racism, 

sexism, classism, and Transphobia that also plague the U.S. LGBTQIA+ community 



 

 

71 

 

as they do the United States as a whole. While LGBTQIA+ history, heritage, and 

culture have divergent experiences from other communities of identity in the United 

States, we in the Queer community are still — for better and worse — Americans 

shaped by many of the same cultural frameworks as our fellow citizens. We also 

engage in the same long-standing debates that have shaped American democratic 

values — only with different perspectives based on navigating the broader culture as 

Queer people.  

 Finally, I include this note here because, unfortunately, when writing this 

dissertation in 2023, works like this one is under legislative attack. Queer literature 

and scholarship are banned in 10 states, including Arkansas, Alabama, Florida, 

Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, Oklahoma, and Texas. 

Unfortunately, including the word Queer in the title will prevent some from accessing 

this research and cause others to dismiss it. While the dissertation does focus on 

Queer cultural heritage and Pride memes, the ideas explored are useful beyond 

LGBTQIA+ communities. And while this dissertation may be labeled niche or even 

dangerous, it is a work created with the purpose of illuminating an important piece of 

digital culture.  



 

 

72 

 

Chapter 5:  Selection, Coding & Language  

The Memes Selected  

The following chapters analyze three sets of LGBTQIA+ memes across three 

platforms and three media types. Each of these three chapters evaluates five years or 

more of popular memes shared in digital LGBTQIA+ communities during June, also 

known as Pride month. Each meme within the three chapters was specifically selected 

on specific criteria:  each needed to be consistently reused, and each needed to appear 

across social media 

Pride was a Riot…. 

 The meme, Pride was a Riot, is a protest slogan that spans decades. It is 

difficult to pinpoint the origins of its use on social media because it seems to have 

organically transitioned from physical protests to digital ones. It directly references 

the Stonewall Riots, and iterations can be seen as The First Pride was a Riot or as 

Stonewall was a Riot. TikTok enables individuals to share short video clips. Using 

TikTok added video memes to the sample. 

No Cops at Pride…. 

 Despite their origins in a police riot, Pride celebrations represent a 

complicated relationship with law enforcement and heteronormative society. The 

debate about police at Pride escalated on Twitter in 2018 with the meme No Cops at 

Pride, Just as individuals mixed feelings of anger toward police brutality blended 

with humor and camp aesthetics to create ideal Pride events that included celebrities 
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and other absurdist proposals. Both versions of the meme were sampled from in this 

dissertation. 

 The meme, No Cops at Pride, has a documented origin on social media. The 

meme was first used in 2015 by Lucian Clark or @TinyAwoo in response to a story 

about how New York City police officers beat a Gay man and used homophobic 

slurs. The story occurred months before the next scheduled New York City Pride 

parade, and @TinyAwoo argued it was time to exclude the NYPD from Pride events, 

given their long history of harassment against LGBTQIA+ communities. In a series 

of tweets briefly describing the incident, @TinyAwoo ended their final tweet with a 

simple statement, No Cops at Pride. The hashtag took off, enabling individuals to 

express their feelings about police at Pride events.  

 

 

 

Tweets by Lucian Clark, @TinyAwoo, credited as the first to use the meme No Cops 

at Pride in 2015. 

 

 Three years later, the hashtag appeared again with a new creative flare with 

the addition of one word to enable individuals to imagine a Pride with alternatives to 
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police officers - No Cops at Pride, Just. While Pride had radical roots in the 

Stonewall Riots in 1969, commemorations have taken on a more family-friendly 

atmosphere of celebration over the years. Protest marches rebranded as parades, and 

with those parades came the use of police to secure routes.  

 Twitter is primarily text-based, and tracking memes on Twitter enabled this 

dissertation to consider text-based memes alongside their more visual 

counterparts.  Twitter is a popular platform for researchers of digital culture and 

meme studies. 

Be Gay, Do Crime…. 

 Finally, according to Know Your Meme, a website that documents and 

catalogs popular memes, the slogan, Be Gay, Do Crime, was circulated long before it 

jumped into the digital space (“Be Gay Do Crime”). The first recording of the Be 

Gay, Do Crime meme is an Instagram post by @absentobject in 2016 of graffiti on a 

wall in Marseille, France, that read, “BE GAY. DO CRIME.” A few days passed 

before the meme reappeared on Tumblr's popular blogging site. From there, it spread 

to other social media platforms like Twitter.  

 In June 2016, @ioascarium tweeted an adaptation of a Thomas Nast cartoon 

with a skeleton holding a torch and a banner with the slogan carefully photoshopped. 

The image included another more subtle change at the bottom - where Nast’s original 

explanation had been printed, a new treatise was included saying, “Many blame 

queers for the decline of this society -- we take pride in this. Some believe that we 

intend to shred this civilization and its moral fabric to bits -- they couldn’t be more 

accurate. We’re often described as depraved, decadent, and revolting, but they 
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haven’t seen anything yet.” 

 According to an interview with the now-defunct Gay Star News, the Nast 

meme’s creator, Io Ascarium, took the quote from a zine called Black Mask, a 

popular detective and crime zine from the 1920s (“Be Gay Do Crime”). The Nast 

skeleton construction of the meme, Be Gay, Do Crime, is by far the most referenced, 

surpassing the original Instagram post in recognition. The Nast cartoon presents an 

interesting dimension to any analysis of this popular meme.  

According to the Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco, the Nast cartoon was 

originally published in Harper’s Weekly in April 1880. It was featured on the cover 

page of that issue of the magazine. The cartoon was about Denis Kearney, an Irish 

immigrant and labor leader in California, who joined the Committee of Safety, a 

vigilante group formed to squash anti-Chinese riots in San Francisco (Brekke, 2015). 

However, Kearney later joined the anti-Chinese Workingmen’s Party, moving into a 

leadership role and adopting a radical platform that included communist and anarchist 

rhetoric. In the original Nast cartoon, the skeleton holds a banner with the words “The 

New Constitution of California. Kearney. Other People’s Homes, Savings, Land, 

Property, and Lives. Capital and Honest Labor. Common Stock in the Universal Co-

operative Brotherhood.”  

The skeleton is decorated with a sash that says “communist” with a top hat 

that reads “free love” and “deadheadism.” Within the flames of the torch is the word 

“anarchy.” These are not changed for the Be Gay, Do Crime meme. The only changes 

@ioascarium made to the drawing were the banner and the bottom text, which 

originally read, “SOCIAL SCIENCE SOLVED. The MONOPOLY ACHEMEDES. 
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“Eureka! Eureka!” Constant Vigilance (committee) “in the Price of Liberty” in San 

Francisco.” 

  

 
The Nast version of the Be Gay, Do Crime meme created by Io Ascarium for Tumblr. 

This version of the meme is the most well-known from 2016. 

 

 Tumblr allows all kinds of posts but thrives mostly on fan art and image-based 

memes. Tumblr boasts a large LGBTQIA+ membership. In 2021, the social media 

platform declared itself “the gayest place on the Internet.”  

 Tumblr represents a different social platform from TikTok and Twitter, both 

emphasizing micro-blogging. Tumblr does not put a limit on the size or style of 

content. Individuals can upload videos or photos, link to other websites, and write 
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full-bodied essays. Tumblr affords a unique environment for gathering and observing 

how memes are formed and used.  

 

Selecting the Social Media Platforms 

 Memes exist in many forms across the internet. Narrowing down where to 

sample memes from and which memes to sample was a key. In the end three social 

media platforms where chosen to sample three distinct memes from, TikTok, Twitter 

and Tumblr. Each social media platform was selected for a reason to maximize the 

kinds of memes available in the sample in addition to what each individual 

technology offered. As Andre Brock argued, the technology plays a role in shaping 

the communication, so gathering from three distinct social media platforms enabled 

the analysis to consider a variety of memes.  

  TikTok encourages creators to make short video clips, often directly 

addressing the audience in some way. TikTok videos contain a call to action to film a 

reaction to the video, recreate it, or create “duets” with other individuals via a 

function on TikTok that allows creators to film a split video simultaneously. Twitter 

limits every tweet to 240 characters, forcing individuals to get creative with their 

messaging by posting videos and images or speaking in shorthand. Tumblr is an anti-

microblogging platform encouraging individuals to create art and stories to express 

themselves.  

  At its base, Tumblr is a free multimedia-style blogging site. Unlike many 

other platforms, including TikTok and Twitter, Tumblr does not encourage 

microblogging; individuals are encouraged to post long-written narratives, videos of 
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varying lengths, images, or audio. Drawing from the early days of My Space and 

Xanga, Tumblr allows users to create custom pages to feature their content. Posts can 

be reblogged with additional commentary, images, or videos. Tumblr allows for 

anonymity and has become a place where fans of several television shows and film 

franchises can create and debate various topics. The use of anonymity allows fans to 

dive into topics and art projects of a more adult nature, including discussions of 

relationships or “ships'' as they are nicknamed. Many fans create .GIF versions of 

their favorite scenes. They reimagine, recreate, and remix many aspects, 

characteristics, and relationships for their favorite properties, such as Marvel films, 

Netflix shows, or Disney characters.  

Early in 2021, before gathering data for this dissertation, Tumblr declared 

itself “The Queerest Place on the Internet.” The platform is known for its LGBTQIA+ 

images and discourse (Strapagiel, 2021). Tumblr made this declaration after 

reviewing internal user data that suggested it was the top social platform for 

LGBTQIA+ teens, above TikTok, Snapchat, and others.  

Buzzfeed reported that Tumblr claimed “the people who use its site are 193% 

more likely to be LGBTQ compared to those on other platforms” and that it 

“estimates that 1 in 4 of its users identifies as LGBTQ.” However, Twitter boasts the 

creation of Gay Twitter, a collection of individuals that gather around a shared 

identity and culture. TikTok is Gen Z's most popular social media platform, many of 

whom now openly identify with the LGBTQIA+ spectrum. One in five adult 

members of Gen Z identifies as Queer, and more than half of adults in the U.S. who 

identify as LGBTQIA+ are under 35 (Chinni, 2022).  
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What becomes clear as one dives deeper into the content of all three platforms 

is how interconnected the Queer memescape is in digital culture. Evident in the 

sample of 300 memes is how often these three platforms share cross-posting. A tweet 

will highlight a Tumblr post, or a Tumblr post will be a TikTok video. The cross-

posting of content is bolstered by how often the three memes are tagged together to 

strengthen the visibility of a post. Many of the memes from the sample of 300 

included all three tags; Pride was a Riot, No Cops at Pride, and Be Gay, Do Crime. A 

greater majority included at least two - Pride was a Riot and No Cops at Pride.  

Each meme ties back to the Stonewall narrative and the direct connections 

heritage has to Pride events today. Some of the ties are more visible, as with Pride 

was a Riot and No Cops at Pride, and others more abstract, as with Be Gay, Do 

Crime, but throughout the analysis in the following chapters, it will become more 

apartment that each meme offers the individual using it a way to express their identity 

and values through the use of Stonewall’s narrative. 

All samples were gathered during June 2021 but span a breadth of 6 years 

from 2015 to 2020. TikTok was searched using the hashtags #pridewasariot and 

#stonewallwasariot. The top 10 videos were saved to a Google Drive folder until 100 

videos were collected. Twitter was searched using the hashtags #nocopsatpride and 

#nocopsatpridebut. The top 10 tweets were saved to a Google Drive folder until 100 

tweets were collected. Tumblr was searched using the hashtag #begaydocrime 

because this meme doesn’t have popular variations like Pride was a Riot and No Cops 

at Pride do. The top 10 posts, including some videos, images, and text, were saved to 

a Google Drive folder until 100 posts were reached.  The sampling ended at 100 cases 
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for each meme to generate a number significant enough to observe patterns but still 

manageable for qualitative coding.  

Gathering a Sample & Coding the Data 

Social Media 

Platform 

Hashtag (or meme)  Number of Cases  

TikTok #pridewasariot & 

#stonewallwasariot 

100 videos  

Twitter #nocopsatpride & 

#nocopsatpridebut  

100 tweets  

Tumblr #begaydocrime 100 posts (including videos, images, 

and text)  

 

The sample comprised 300 pieces of content from June 2021, including 

videos, images, and text-based memes across multiple platforms, making it a large 

and diverse sampling for the Pride-meme genre.  Given the size and scope of the 

sampling, each case study was analyzed first individually, then considered as part of a 

larger memescape. 

 At the end of June 2021, the samples from each social media platform were 

reviewed in a preliminary qualitative thematic coding scheme. This initial coding 

aimed to clean the dataset, look for duplications and irrelevant content and take broad 

observational notes about each sample. No duplications were found, at least not those 

that qualified as full duplicates. In evaluating a meme sample, as opposed to a 

newspaper or other media, assessing duplication can be tricky. A standard needed to 

be set to distinguish between duplication and replication. Memes, by their very 

nature, replicate, and a common meme can appear across multiple platforms in 
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various contexts. This dissertation used the following criteria to distinguish between 

duplications and replications.  

1. Was the meme posted multiple times by the same individual or account?  

o Memes posted multiple times by an individual count as duplication, 

not replication.  

2. Was the meme on the same social media site or a different one?  

o The same meme can appear across platforms. If the meme appears on 

multiple platforms within the sample, it is considered a replication, not 

a duplication. 

3. Was the meme an exact copy, who shared it, and where was it shared?  

o Exact copies only counted as duplicates if they were shared by the 

same account/person multiple times. But if multiple people shared 

exact copies, it was considered a replication.  

The initial coding used Google Sheets and evaluated the memes in broad 

categories. Detailed descriptions of the visuals contained in the memes were 

recorded, and all text and/or speech within the meme was copied down word-for-

word. For example, the TikTok videos were transcribed in this initial coding round. 

 After the initial broad thematic coding was complete, the Google Sheets were 

downloaded as Excel files and uploaded to NVivo. Once in NVivo, the dataset was 

coded thematically to identify recurring and essential themes across the sample. 

Broad categories, such as “Popular Culture,” were narrowed down to more specific 

types, such as gaming or television.  

 Once the third round of content coding was complete, the data was organized 
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into technology, community, and symbolism categories. The initial analysis provided 

a baseline for adding Horn’s (2017) detachment/attachment model of camp.  

 Then, using Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis, the data was filtered 

through the detachment-attachment framework. This meant the content was assessed 

beyond the thematic categories and considered from the perspective of social play 

deployed by camp creators. For example, in considering popular culture references, 

the analysis first examined the social norms usually attached to a specific television 

show or video game, then examined how LGBTQIA+ communities were projecting 

their identity onto the media through the meme. Fan communities, especially Queer 

fan communities, build themselves around Queer readings of popular culture texts 

that can clue researchers into how the community relates to broader social norms. 

While popular culture is a shared language in digital culture, it does also have its own 

dialects, so to speak. The detachment-attachment analysis of popular culture is more 

in-depth in the chapters detailing community and symbolism.  

 The initial coding in the first two rounds calculated the percentages of 

common elements within the sample, but CTDA developed a thicker description of 

what the memes in the sample represent. In the camp analysis where the boundary 

markers were identified and detailed; they, too, are explained in the subsequent 

chapters. The camp analysis was conducted via NVivo data; the analysis was 

recorded in separate documents and saved to Google Drive.  

 In short, the methodological approach was first to conduct a light content 

analysis of the memes and then provide a deeper discourse analysis utilizing the 

findings from the first rounds of coding. By taking the time to approach the analysis 
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from two different perspectives, one that provided a baseline count for content and 

the other that placed the content in conversation.  

 From the multiple rounds of analysis, three critical thematic questions 

emerged from the data that were then used to understand boundaries within the 

memes. It became clear after the initial rounds of coding that the memes were set up 

to respond to questions surrounding who was invited to Pride, what was Pride’s 

meaning, and how Pride should look and feel for LGBTQIA+ communities. The 

thematic questions were then used to understand where the boundaries were marked 

in the memes through Horn’s reading of camp as a detachment/attachment of 

meanings. As previously stated, the position of the researcher within the LGBTQIA+ 

communities was used both in the selection and interpretation of the memes. It is 

important to note the language and limitations of this dissertation in the methods 

section for transparency in understanding the method and writing. Detailed in the next 

section is also the context needed to understand the importance of the Stonewall 

narrative and its history within LGBTQIA+ communities.  

Language, Limitations & Context  

From pronouns to acronyms, language choices matter when understanding and 

discussing LGBTQIA+ communities. The language and terms noted below provide 

working definitions for the terminology used throughout this work. 

 This dissertation pilots the analytical power of conceptualizing boundary-

marking memes in which cultural heritage is a sign of digital discourses on open 

public platforms. This dissertation adds to the growing research surrounding memes 

and digital cultures. Specifically, it focuses on new theories and methods that 
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combine Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis (CTDA) and camp analysis. It 

introduces the concept of Critical Meme Studies and the use of a layered boundary-

marking analysis.  

The Limitations  

The study proposed in this dissertation represents a small sampling of the 

memes available within LGBTQIA+ communities. To decide which memes, several 

criteria were used; 1) regeneration each year over the last five years, 2) connection to 

Queer cultural heritage, and 3) connection to debates past and present related to 

policing and the meaning of “Pride” inside LGBTQIA+ communities.  

 Memes alone can only serve as a small sample of what is available to study in 

the context of LGBTQIA+ communities and the larger body of American political 

identities and cultural heritages. To make the dissertation a manageable size and the 

research a manageable task, practical decisions had to be made regarding which 

Internet memes were selected and which were best suited to test the theories and 

methods proposed.  

The Language  

Activists often set the standard for terms used, while scholarship can lag. 

Terminology changes and grows over time, trapping scholarship and media within a 

time capsule for what was the acceptable, known terminology for the time.  In the 

1950s and 1960s, the first Queer rights movement in the United States was known as 

the Homophile Movement (Gray, 2009). In the late-1960s, the referent term 

homophile changed to homosexual -- then the movement adopted slang and formed 
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the Gay and Lesbian Liberation Movement. After Stonewall, the Street Transvestite 

Action Revolutionaries (STAR) was created as a separate branch of the Gay and 

Lesbian Liberation Movement. The word Transvestite was widely used in the 1970s 

and 1980s but fell out of favor because the terminology was viewed as derogatory. 

The terms Transgender and Transsexual replaced it; of those two, the word 

Transgender is now preferred (early 2020s).  

 In the late 1980s, activists combined the individual labels of gender and 

sexual identity to create the first acronym, LGBT, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and 

Transgender, as a way to identify collectively. In the 2000s, the Q was added for 

Queer and questioning. Then LGBTQ+, with a plus sign added, indicated unknown or 

unrecognized identities within the broader Queer community (Petchesky, 2009). 

Finally, the current acronym – LGBTQIA+ includes and recognizes other identities, 

such as Intersex and Asexual or Allied. Allied is sometimes included to reflect a 

placeholder for straight or heteronormative people who identify with and understand 

LGBTQIA+ people’s struggles. Still yet, in online circulation, one can find a single 

plus sign added to the end of the current acronym to indicate there are even more 

identities left off the spectrum, including a “P” for Pansexual and sometimes a “K” 

for “kink.”   

 In this dissertation, readers will notice I write the word Queer with a capital Q. 

I draw from critical-race scholars and the foundations of the Black radical tradition in 

doing so. “Black” with a capital B indicates a unique set of experiences and history of 

the Black community within the United States (Appiah, 2020). Drawing from this 

same line of thinking, I write Queer with a capital Q because the Queer identity has 
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had a unique experience and struggle within the United States. Queer theory and 

methodology share many similarities and epistemological frameworks with Black and 

feminist scholarship. In this dissertation, I draw from scholars’ linguistic standards 

and structures within these communities.  

 While using the term Queer presents obstacles, it is still accepted in 

scholarship, as outlined below. In this dissertation, I use the word Queer 

interchangeably with the COMMUNITY’S currently accepted acronym LGBTQIA+. 

Queer predominantly refers to the scholarly tradition with its unique subset of 

theories and methodologies. It will usually appear surrounding theoretical concepts as 

I introduce them. The LGBTQIA+ acronym will predominantly identify the 

community and its actions and discourse.  

 Additionally, the term “Queering” is used in the dissertation. Early in the 

2000s, scholars defined Queering as a means by which LGBTQIA+ youth develop 

rhetorical defenses against conflict through play-fighting or good-fun teasing in 

mediated spaces online (Peters and Swanson 2004). More broadly, “Queering” means 

filtering something — media or ideas — through the LGBTQIA+ experience. This 

can include items such as the open-mapping project, “Queering the Maps,” which 

asks individuals to mark places of significance to the LGBTQIA+ identity or history 

on an interactive map worldwide (LaRochelle, 2019). It can also mean embracing 

negative language or stereotypes within LGBTQIA+ communities. Activists and 

online discourse also refer to “Queering” or “make it Queer” as a way to project 

missing representation from popular media, such as books, films, and television.  

 Language has power. A considered aspect of writing about Queer identity and 
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the LGBTQIA+ community is using appropriate labels and language. As Rosalind P. 

Petchesky, a feminist scholar and activist (2008), pointed out, this topic is debated in 

academic settings, activism, and individual interactions. Therefore, it is my priority to 

outline what terms I have used from the outset. I hope this dissertation’s selection and 

use of terms used by and about the LGBTQIA+ community will set a standard for 

other scholars.  Queer media scholar and activist Mary L. Gray (2009) has argued that 

while scholars find the term Queer helpful in categorizing a wide range of identities 

that may fall under the banner of LGBTQIA+, many within the community still prefer 

to use specific words to describe their identities, such as Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, 

Pansexual, or Transgender.  Petchesky (2008) outlines in a position paper for 

Sexuality Policy Watch that the term Queer is predominantly embraced by Western, 

primarily U.S.-based, scholars, as others still view the term as offensive or tied to the 

violent-laden language used by political leaders intent on harming the community. 

This presents a problem for scholars who wish to communicate across cultural 

boundaries to build a global field of study and academic work.  The controversy also 

highlights the disconnect between scholars, the terms they use, and those used by 

activists. Within the same paper, Petchesky (2008) also discusses the ever-growing 

and cumbersome acronym LGBTQIA+.  As new identities are accepted and “tacked 

on” the end of the “Queer alphabet,” it becomes both a mouthful to write and to say.  

 This dissertation will not reference the Queer community as a sexual or 

gender “minority.” As Ptchesky (2009) has pointed out, doing so codifies 

“assumptions about the ‘normal’ that should be open to question” and reaffirms that 

“minoritization” is itself a political act” in language, scholarship, and activism. This 



 

 

88 

 

political action can erase the value of a group of people within society. This 

dissertation explores how individuals use their Queer identity to mark boundaries 

around political discourse on social media platforms. The language in the memes 

represents many attitudes toward terms and their uses. For example, increasingly 

bisexual and pansexual individuals broadly refer to themselves as gay. They do this to 

denote they are not straight, even if they are dating someone of the opposite gender. 

While this dissertation takes care to use terms and avoid creating a false sense of what 

is or is not “normal” sexual behavior or gender identity, the memes sampled may 

reflect a different perspective than what the current scholarship addresses. 

Contextualizing Stonewall and Pride in Memes 

Two decades into the 21st century, Pride month in June has become (almost) 

as much a part of the American holiday calendar as Black History Month in February. 

Yet, nearly half of Americans do not know what happened during the Stonewall riots 

to make the connection between Pride celebrations and June. And 29 percent of 

Americans said they have never heard of Stonewall, according to a YouGov poll 

conducted in partnership with The Hill in 2019 ((Ballard, 2019). 

 The legend of Stonewall, and in a broader sense of Pride, encompasses issues 

of race, class, and gender within LGBTGQIA+ communities. The memes examined 

in this dissertation represent the struggle to educate communities about themselves in 

a way that is both accessible and equitable. As visual journalist Shane O’Neill said in 

a video series for The New York Times, “Who threw the first brick at Stonewall does 

not matter as much as the value the heritage of Stonewall provides activists.” 

 For decades, LGBTQIA+ citizens were openly harassed by police under the 
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guise of “public decency acts” dating back to the 1940s  that prohibited Gay and 

Lesbian activity in New York and across the country (Ryan, 2019). A clear target for 

random police raids were LGBTQIA+ nightclubs and bars in large urban cities like 

New York.  

 On June 28, 1969, the New York City Police (NYPD) raided the Stonewall 

Inn, a small Mafia-run bar on Christopher Street in Greenwich Village, known to 

most as a Gay nightclub. The NYPD began roughly rounding up patrons and 

employees. Neighborhood residents and some escaped patrons watched as the police 

arrested 13 people and began moving them into the police vans. As the crowd grew 

outside the Stonewall Inn, angry yells and protests began. The story goes that Marsha 

P. Johnson, a well-known Black Transgender woman and fixture in the neighborhood 

surrounding Stonewall, started to throw bricks at police.  The attacks on the police 

ignited a riot that would last six days (Wilson, 2019).  

 Though LGBTQIA+ activism existed before the Stonewall Riots, the riots 

represented a turning point in the kind of activism considered appropriate by 

community organizers. New organizations, such as the Gay Liberation Front, formed 

after Stonewall. These organizations rode a wave of radicalized thought and action 

that triggered the riots. Drawing from other social movements, such as the Women’s 

Liberation and the Civil Rights Movement, LGBTQIA+ activists organized protest 

marches and disruptive public demonstrations. 

 The Stonewall narrative, rainbow flags, and Pride Month represent how 

cultural heritage is the foundation for LGBTQIA+ activism, helping to build 

collective identities across disparate communities. Marsha P. Johnson never took 
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credit for throwing the first brick at Stonewall (Smith, 2020). However, her elevation 

to the status of Queer folk hero demonstrates how cultural heritage and history 

narratively intersect and diverge, creating characters and story arcs that use the past to 

frame current struggles for LGBTQIA+ identity and collective values (Binion, 2020). 

The legend of Stonewall in memes reminds the community of its own issues of race 

and gender. Memes about Stonewall also have birthed narratives about the 

community’s long and collective struggle against prejudice, police brutality, and 

injustice. 

 The gaps between historical events and accepted pop cultural norms and 

practices are evident in the Queer memes created and shared annually during Pride 

month. Within LGBTQIA+ communities, Pride and the events of Stonewall take on 

different meanings, reflecting the rich intersectional communities that make up the 

acronym LGBTQIA+. Community narratives during Pride are many, encompassing 

stories of police brutality and police involvement in Pride events, alerts about 

Rainbow capitalism and companies’ exploitation of Pride as a seasonal sales 

opportunity, tales of the Kink community and its place within Queer heritage and 

identity, and a consideration of the role fandom plays within LGBTQIA+ 

communities.  

 Research conducted for this dissertation found that Queer memes circulated 

within LGBTQIA+ communities often call for individuals to create a fan-fictionalized 

Pride. The memes allow for expressions of inclusion, validation, and anger. The 

fantasies contained within the narratives reflect current politics and personal desires. 

The memes reveal debates about values and interpretations of how identity is 
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reflected individually and as part of a larger whole. 

 Detailed in the following chapters is a small portion of the Queer memescape. 

Scholars could write many books about the intersections and significant symbols 

within the memescape sampled for this dissertation, but the analysis in the chapters 

that follow focus just on three categories: identity, values, and expressions, the 

categories that this author believes are at the core of the Queer memescape.  

 While examining the content, technology, and cultural history and heritage, 

three categories emerged as a dominant force for reading the memes. Identity was, of 

course, core to the reading of Queer memes. As noted in the literature review, 

visibility and an emphasis on individuals “coming out” places a lot of significance on 

concepts of identity within LGBTQIA+ communities. Many of the memes conveyed 

identity, including both conflicts and celebrations. It was clearly a core part of the 

embedded meanings and was used to mark boundaries around Pride as a cultural and 

historical set of events.  

 Values were laden throughout the memes, specifically concepts related to 

liberation. Again, these are discussed in more detail within the analysis chapters, but 

it is noted here as a core element presented in the meme's purpose. The concepts of 

identity and values do tie closely together and are also reflected in many of the meme 

typologies discussed. However, values were communicated in explicit and implicit 

ways that sometimes made the meanings of the memes more convoluted.   

 Finally, expressions are discussed as a core thematic reading of the memes 

because evidence shows these extended beyond popular culture or language selection. 

The expressions conveyed within the memes were a deep well of emotions ranging 
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from the same joyful humor often associated with camp in other mediums to a 

desperate rage toward systems of injustice.  
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Chapter 6:  Marking Boundaries with Pride 

The Queer Memescape  

 A critical analysis of the memes Pride Was a Riot, No Cops at Pride, and Be 

Gay, Do Crime revealed a complex system of cultural symbols and discourses that 

worked together to create narratives about Pride and the Stonewall Riots specifically. 

TikTok, Twitter, and Tumblr contained a network of memes that marked boundaries 

around dialogs about police, capitalism, political freedoms, and cultural identities. 

While some memes focused on messages of positivity or hope that celebrated Queer 

identities, others took on a much more aggressive tone.  

A minority of memes referenced the Stonewall narrative explicitly. However, 

implicit references were embedded in memes that presumed the audience’s 

knowledge of how police brutality and Black Trans women fit into the story of Pride 

across the entire sample of memes.  These memes did not make clear distinctions 

between the Stonewall Riots and Pride today but rather relied on the audience to 

know the story and fill in the gaps. The implicit signaling of Stonewall creates a 

boundary around knowledge of Queer cultural heritage and histories that an audience 

must cross to engage with the meme’s message. Altogether, over two-thirds of the 

memes collected across the months of Pride from 2015 to 2021 defined Pride by 

political actions, such as protests, connected in some part to the Stonewall narrative. 

Most memes expressed distrust or hostility toward the police. Other memes used 

Black Trans women broadly to serve as a stand-in for Marsha P. Johnson.  
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Calls for protest and references to Marsha P. Johnson often appeared together 

in the Pride memes, aligning with the Stonewall narrative. The memes used Stonewall 

to justify participation in Black Lives Matter and Trans Lives Matter protests, for 

example. Individuals used heritage rhetoric to generate discourse surrounding current 

political actions and anxieties by drawing from the Stonewall narrative.  

The heritage rhetoric of Stonewall enabled individuals to set up three thematic 

questions with which to begin marking boundaries within the memes: 1) Who is 

invited to Pride? 2) What does Pride mean? 3) How should Pride look or feel?  

As the theoretical framework in the literature review discusses, memes 

operate in cultural and social layers. The thematic questions are the base layer for 

building boundaries around discussions and ideas. It is important to note that the 

thematic questions intersect, and boundaries begin to form around the answers within 

those intersections.  

The collection of the data set identified by the hashtags Pride Was a Riot, No 

Cops at Pride, and Be Gay, Do Crime offered up a surprise: almost none of the 

memes collected engaged with just one of the three questions, 1) Who is invited to 

Pride? 2) What does Pride mean? 3) How should Pride look or feel? Often, 

mentioning one question, prompted another; together they appeared as a cluster of 

ideas that together formed a cohesive cultural understanding of Pride.  
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The graphic above is a Venn-diagram of the three thematic questions that emerged in 

the analysis of 300 Pride memes. The questions relate to defining Pride for the 

audience.  

 

 

 The three thematic questions were answered with expressions of identity, 

values, and aesthetics to mark boundaries around Pride in the Queer memescape. 

Each question prompted individuals to consider how identity, values and aesthetics 

could communicate their answer through the memes. The subsequent chapters delve 

deeper into the analysis of identity, values, and aesthetics and how they relate to 

Katrin Horn’s (2018) camp reading of detachment/attachment enabled the analysis to 

focus on potential boundary in the memes. 

What did become clear from the analysis is that there are more boundary 

points than what was originally proposed in the typology with the 

detachment/attachment camp readings. The typology only focused on two layers of 
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boundaries the detachment boundary and the attachment boundary. Each of the 

boundaries marked by expressions of identity, values, and aesthetics was at least three 

layers deep, moving from macro-to-micro concepts within the meme. For example, 

with expressions of identity, the memes move from the macro concept represented by 

broad assumptions about identities to the very micro-expressions of personal 

identity. Each layer marks a boundary around the answers to the thematic questions. 

When analyzing a meme, the boundaries exist in several layers. Some are 

represented by aesthetic choices, such as emojis attached to a Twitter username; 

others are cultural understandings or in-jokes. For example, membership in fan 

communities became important boundary markers, requiring individuals to be 

members of those communities within broader LGBTQIA+ communities. At the 

same time, the heritage of Stonewall and its most pervasive narrative about Marsha P. 

Johnson as the first person to throw a brick at the police on June 29, 1969, is used to 

set up boundaries. In the examples below, the different boundary markers are pointed 

out. Some are visual, while others rely on implicit or explicit knowledge of the 

Stonewall narrative and Marsha P. Johnson’s role in that narrative.  
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The graphic represents places to search for boundaries within a tweet. The boundaries 

are marked by aesthetic choices, such as emojis, and text, as with the reference to two 

memes and “Black trans women.”  

— 
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In the graphic above, images create boundaries around pop culture knowledge and 

recognition of Marsha P. Johnson. The meme is set up like a joke but reinforces the 

narrative that Johnson threw bricks during the Stonewall.  

— 

 Clearly, the typology proposed in the methods section will require more work 

to fully flesh out and understand. Another analysis limitation was the decision to 

gather each meme from a different social media platform. While it was useful for 

tracking cross-over points in which two or more of the memes, Pride Was a Riot, No 

Cops at Pride, and Be Gay, Do Crime, were used simultaneously, it did limit the 

ability to map a Queer memescape fully. Doing this prevented the analysis from 

determining if some characteristics are inherent in each meme or the platform where 

they appeared. For example, Pride Was a Riot was gathered on TikTok, and many of 

those memes included deeply personal accounts and stories. However, No Cops at 



 

 

99 

 

Pride was gathered on Twitter, and those memes stuck to pithy sayings, a quick PSA-

style tweet, or jokes. The analysis could not determine whether these distinctions 

resulted from the meme’s call to action or the social media platform’s conventional 

uses.  

Thematic Question: Who is Invited to Pride?  

The analysis revealed that Pride is not an inclusive event, per se. But rather, 

some groups and concepts are not extended an invitation marking boundaries around 

who is allowed to participate in events. The thematic question, Who is invited to 

Pride, served as a base layer on which individuals could mark boundaries with 

expressions of identity, values, and aesthetics to answer the question. Most answers 

reflect personal and communal understandings of the connections between Pride and 

the Stonewall Riots. Whether as a joke or serious declaration, many groups and 

individuals are excluded from Pride events or the larger LGBTQIA+ identity.  

Using the Pride Was a Riot and No Cops at Pride memes, many individuals 

drew boundaries around the police and police supporters, especially reflecting on 

current political protests, such as Black Lives Matter. The sample of memes was 

gathered in 2021 when both Black Lives Matter and Trans Lives Matter protests were 

at the forefront of American political discourse. This discourse has only strengthened 

since the sample was gathered. The 2022 Harvard Youth Poll found that half of 

LGBTQIA+ identifying youth said they felt they were under attack. It is clear from 

the legislative agendas of many presidential hopefuls in 2024 that this feeling will 

likely only increase with time. The memes sampled in this dissertation reflect the 

same feelings. Individuals are creating and curating memes that show a true distrust 
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of government, corporations, and other LGBTQIA+ people who support systems 

viewed as oppressive toward their communities.  

The exclusion of police, specifically police supporters, from Pride events was 

justified through the Stonewall narrative in which Pride takes its origins as a police 

riot. A general discourse reflects an “if you are not for us, you are against us” rhetoric 

directed toward other LGBTQIA+ individuals who do not fully support Black Lives 

Matter or Trans Lives Matter protests and causes. These exclusions teeter between 

satirical and serious. On TikTok, for example, the rhetoric is taken very seriously. 

Individuals posted videos with long explanations about who was invited and who was 

not and their reasons why.  

The dis-invitations extended in the memes included anyone that made 

LGBTQIA+ individuals uncomfortable. That overwhelmingly appeared to include 

police and supporters of the police. But in a broader sense, the dis-invitation was 

thrown at LGBTQIA+ individuals who were perceived as supporting racist policies or 

politicians. Some memes' tones focused on shaming individuals into supporting social 

justice movements. While employing shame as a political tactic is not new, it is also 

not always effective. These boundaries were especially prevalent when the thematic 

questions met or intersected. As the graphic below represents, boundary markers 

began to crop up most where the thematic questions began to blur. For example, 

expressions of identity and values were combined to draw boundaries around the two 

questions, Who is invited to Pride and What does Pride mean, to make value 

judgments on who is allowed to celebrate and why that matters.  

 The boundary markers were not exclusively around questions of values and 
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identity. For example, in 2020 and 2021, questions about excluding Kink from Pride 

events began circulating as a counter-meme to the No Cops at Pride meme. Most 

memes related to No Kink at Pride saw this debate as a distraction or full-on 

propaganda to derail conversations around police brutality. However, expressions of 

identity and personal and community aesthetics became a core part of the boundary 

marking in answers to the combined questions Who is invited to Pride, and How 

should Pride look and feel? The debate was not given a lot of serious effort in the 

memes. However, it is interesting how many individuals preferred celebrating their 

sexual preferences, especially those connected to Kink, to push back on the debate. 

Explicit sexual content was used to embarrass on-lookers or outsiders from 

participating in Pride. It was also seen as a legitimate way to celebrate and provide a 

boundary around who can celebrate. 

Thematic Question: What Does Pride Mean?  

 The analysis revealed that Pride means many things within the Queer 

memescape. The boundaries marked around those concepts draw from many ways an 

individual can create meaning, from personal identity to aesthetic choices. Collective 

cultural symbols, such as rainbow flags or inverted pink triangles, are commonly used 

in helping to define Pride for an audience. However, there is still a struggle to find a 

consensus around Pride’s purpose. Is it about visibility? Inclusion? Liberation? Is it a 

protest? Parade? Riot? Capitalist fraud? These questions are debated within the 

memes.  
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 The first and most pervasive answer throughout the memes, across the 

platforms, throughout the half dozen years is simple:  is that Pride means Stonewall, 

or rather that Pride has roots in liberation and protest.  

The Pride = Stonewall is particularly reinforced in memes focused on 

education or eliciting political action. For example, TikTok videos demonstrate the 

strange balance between the two motivations for the content. TikTok memes targeted 

at education focused on a gap in cultural heritage knowledge by retelling the story of 

the Stonewall Riots 1969.  The TikTok memes that focused on galvanizing political 

action also used the Stonewall narrative, but rather than approach the framing as a 

lesson, these memes used the Stonewall narrative to pass judgment on anyone 

inactive in the Black Lives and Trans Lives Matter protests. On TikTok, but also — 

albeit less visibly on Twitter and Tumblr — narrative of Stonewall is used as a signal 

of personal and communal values. The condensed logic of the memes often reads 

something like this.  

You celebrate Pride  

→ Pride is Stonewall  

→ Marsha P. Johnson, a Black Trans woman, started the Stonewall Riots  

→ Stonewall is therefore about Black Trans Women  

→ And so, Pride is Black Trans Women 

→ That makes Pride part of Black Lives Matter protests. 

 Protests for Black Lives Matter and Trans Lives Matter were not the only 

issues used to understand the meaning of Pride. Several memes did not focus on the 

Stonewall narrative but defined Pride as a celebration of life and identity. These 
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memes were not without political rhetoric; instead of focusing on specific social 

justice movements, many of these memes zeroed in on capitalism as a driving force 

for all injustice.  Many of the memes that focused on capitalism were more satirical in 

nature. Memes used sexually explicit imagery and purposefully problematic gender-

bending to draw a contrasting image between Pride celebrations and typically 

acceptable work behavior.  

 Within the overlap of thematic questions, when combined with Who is 

invited to Pride, the question of What does Pride mean becomes one that draws 

boundaries from both expressions of identity and values. However, when overlapped 

with the question How should Pride look and feel, answers to What does Pride 

mean start to focus on community and personal aesthetic practices and the values 

given to those practices, for example, the use of different flags to represent the 

individual letters of the LGBTQIA+ acronym, these connections are explored in more 

detail in the following chapters, but it is valuable to note that the thematic questions 

overlap and generate unique boundary markers to tailor an answer to the overlapping 

questions.  

Thematic Question: How Should Pride Look and Feel?  

 The final thematic question relates to how Pride should look or feel to its 

audience. This question is often one related to aesthetic practices at a community and 

individual level; however, it does overlap with expressions of values and identity. The 

broad range of concepts explored included everything from criminal activities to 

sexual fantasies to political action. But really, the most universally accepted look to 
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Pride was the memes themselves. The memes allowed for creative concepts such as 

fan fiction to mark boundaries around how Pride should look or feel.  

 Celebrities and fictional characters were not just extended invitations; 

fandoms were considered a vital part of celebrating Pride through individual and 

community aesthetics rooted in the look and feel of the fandom. Extensions of this 

thematic question included how does a Hogwarts Pride look? Or Pride in a galaxy far, 

far away? The memes enabled individuals to imagine new ways of conceptualizing 

Pride celebrations. But not all the memes focused on joyful readings of how Pride 

should look or feel for an individual or community. Instead, some memes drew from 

a history of police brutality and political persecution to reinforce that Pride should 

look or feel like a protest. In those cases, the Stonewall narrative was most used.  

 Crime and violence were also considered part of Pride, especially in memes 

that used violence to celebrate Pride. While individuals could imagine any kind of 

Pride they wished, they still included the threat of violence in their fantasies. 

Acknowledging this may be a way to prepare for these kinds of open confrontations 

psychologically, or it may be a cathartic exercise to imagine being the cause of the 

violence. Those are questions that are not clear in the analysis. Not all the criminal 

activity imagined was violent. Many of the Be Gay, Do Crime memes used real-world 

graffiti and street art aesthetics to design a look and feel to Pride that was rooted in 

punk and other alternative art movements.  

 As with the previous two thematic questions, the overlap between How 

should Pride look and feel with Who is invited to Pride and What does Pride 

mean provided a layer where individuals could mark boundaries with expressions of 
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identity, values, and aesthetics. Sometimes those were boundaries related to personal 

aesthetics connected to an identity, such as being a Kink community member. And at 

other times, the look and feel of Pride was formed around what individuals valued 

most in the Stonewall narrative, such as support for Black Trans women. In all cases, 

the boundaries marked attempted to answer both overlapping questions, some more 

successfully than others.  

Exploring the Boundary Markers in Detail  

As previously stated in this chapter, the thematic questions serve as a base 

layer for boundary marking. They do certainly limit the directions of the boundaries 

by posing a question to answer, but what became clear from the analysis was that the 

boundaries marked within the thematic questions drew from several sources. The 

boundary markers explored here are called expressions of identity, values, and 

aesthetics because memes are a medium by which to communicate ideas and express 

oneself. I focused on identity, values, and aesthetics specifically because those 

concepts continued to emerge when the memes were compared to the typology. The 

typology looked for detachments and attachments within the broad categories of 

technology, community, and symbolism. The boundaries are marked by expressions 

of identity, values, and aesthetics mapped in all three categories in the typology. For 

example, detachments and attachments within technology took the form of aesthetic 

practices, such as communicating with emojis and how individuals identify 

themselves through the platforms they use.  
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Chapter 7:  Expressions of Identity as a Boundary Marker 

 

Identity Construction in Memes  

Because we all wear different faces for multiple social platforms, expressions 

of identity become an important boundary marker in creating safe spaces for 

appropriate performances. In other words, digital identity is molded by and for the 

community and social platform where the individual currently interacts. As expected, 

the memes Pride Was a Riot, No Cops at Pride, and Be Gay, Do Crime collected 

across three social media sites, TikTok, Twitter, and Tumblr, represent some of these 

changes from platform to platform. However, the analysis revealed that the 

expressions of identity remained relatively consistent across platforms, indicating that 

expressions of LGBTQIA+ identity mark uniform boundaries despite changes in form 

and content. The audience remains the same, and therefore the boundaries set up a 

Queer memescape that allows individuals to express their identity freely across social 

media platforms because a barrier of entry protects it.  

 

 



 

 

107 

 

 

The original image was posted by Dolly Parton’s Instagram account in 2020. The 

image features four boxes for Linkedin, Facebook, Instagram, and Tinder. The 

implication is that each platform includes a different community purpose, requiring a 

new identity construction.  

 

Memes are mostly comprised of remixes of existing media. Those media 

come with social norms, tropes, and stereotypes individuals can use, challenge, or 

ignore in creating their memes. Shifman (2014) argued that memes often rely on 

existing harmful stereotypes to create quick punchlines and provide a shorthand to 

use to build commentaries with memes. When the tropes in the previous example are 

used, such as the Blonde Bombshell or the Tomboy, memes can either reinforce those 

social performances of femininity or they can subvert them.  
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Expressions of identity in memes serve as a boundary marker to locate and 

relate to others on social media platforms. Identity markers create a barrier that allows 

for safe spaces to exist online. In years past, “Gay” bars were safe spaces for 

individuals to interact with other LGBTQIA+ patrons without being harassed. The 

Stonewall Inn was such a place. And while physical spaces were constructed of walls 

and doors, the same is not true of digital spaces. Gay Twitter, for example, serves as a 

digital safe space similar to the Gay bar. But the boundaries are not constructed of 

brick and mortar but are instead constructed by memes. It can become confusing 

because memes are used to construct the spaces and the individuals within them.  

Many scholars have discussed and documented how personal identity 

translates from the physical world to the digital. In his book, Digital Identities: 

Creating and Communicating the Online Self, Rob Cover (2016) argued that identity 

construction has become more complex due to individuals' daily interactions with 

digital technology. Cover said, “[...] there are many ways in which both twentieth-

century and twenty-first-century media forms are implicated in constituting particular 

kinds of identity, ways of knowing identity, and mechanisms by which we learn to 

perform identities.” (29) Cover draws from Queer scholar Judith Butler and their 

work on identity as a performance for different audiences to understand how the 

media help inform and construct identity in digital spaces. Specifically, Cover and 

Bulter were interested in how gender identity is expressed.  

 Media are sexed, gendered, raced, and classed in myriad ways, allowing 

individuals to pull from different influences to construct a digital self (Dada, 2016). 

Butler argued that identities, particularly sexual and gender identities, are carefully 
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curated performances of accepted norms around masculinity and femininity. Butler 

included examples such as fashion and speech patterns as part of the gender 

performance. Butler’s work specifically focused on critiquing the heteronormativity 

of feminist scholarship. Recently in an interview with The Guardian (2021), Butler 

said their book, Gender Trouble, was “meant to be a critique of heterosexual 

assumptions within feminism, but it turned out to be more about gender categories. 

For instance, what it means to be a woman does not remain the same from decade to 

decade. The category of woman can and does change, and we need it to be that way.”  

 Butler was speaking to The Guardian specifically about the inclusion of Trans 

women within feminist readings of womanhood. Their work is mentioned here 

because the core argument of Gender Trouble is that social and personal needs inform 

constructions of gender identity. Media hold a particularly prominent place in the 

construction of gender and sexuality, and while there is not enough space in this 

chapter to review the decades of studies of gender and sexuality in the media, it is 

important to note that memes draw from traditional forms of media to reconstruct and 

deconstruct concepts of gender and sexual identity.  

Cover (2016), for example, argued that the media reinforce the accepted 

norms of sexual and gender identity and the accepted deviations of those norms. 

Many media tropes exist from which individuals can draw their performance, such as 

the Blonde Bombshell dating back to actress Mae West and continuing with 

Hollywood stars like Marilyn Monroe and, more recently, Margot Robbie (The 

Bombshell Trope, Explained | Watch | the Take, 2021). In addition to the accepted 

performances of gender and sexuality in the media, there are deviations, such as the 
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Tomboy trope, in which a woman can perform masculine traits in a way that doesn’t 

upset heteronomative constructions of gender and sexuality, most often by the script 

forcing some kind of transformation from the Tomboy into a heteronormative 

feminine ideal (The Take, 2020).  

Memes allow for disembodied concepts of the self to become corporeal (in a 

sense) within digital spaces. Individuals can and do live multiple lives online. There 

is even a meme to represent this concept. Known as the Dolly Parton Challenge, the 

meme emerged on Dolly Parton’s Instagram account in 2020 when the performer 

shared a grid picture of four different images with labels for social media accounts, 

including LinkedIn, Facebook, Instagram, and Tinder (Dolly Parton Challenge, 

2020). The meme implies that individuals use different profile pictures for each social 

platform to fit both the aesthetic practices of the site and the accepted parts of the self 

to communicate on each. The contrast between the LinkedIn and Tinder images is 

particularly striking and demonstrates how individuals construct identity to suit their 

digital audience.  

Of course, this is not a new social practice for humanity. LinkedIn is a digital 

workplace environment, whereas Tinder is more like a bar or nightclub. Even before 

social media, ideally, most people did not wear the same clothes or exhibit the same 

behaviors at the office as in a nightclub. However, the difference between the digital 

and physical worlds is that anyone can easily find both identities co-existing 

simultaneously in both spaces. Whereas before, a person could leave the office, 

change and go to a bar, now, thanks to digital media, both identities always exist.  
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The Findings  

 Analysis of the memes Pride Was a Riot, No Cops at Pride, and Be Gay, Do 

Crime revealed three layers in which boundaries were marked.  In all the memes, 

expressions of identity became a key boundary marker for searching out community 

members and communicating an individual’s concepts of self. As in the physical 

world, identity in the memes is a complex concept that draws from several resources, 

including existing media, digital culture, Queer heritage, and current events. 

Expressions of identity were used most to mark several boundaries around the 

thematic question – Who is invited to Pride?  

 Many memes used expressions of identity to make broad assumptions about 

others, to define a shared community definition of LGBTQIA+ identity, and to 

recount personal stories as anecdotal evidence for who should be invited to Pride. 

Heritage rhetoric surrounding the story of Stonewall runs across many of the 

expressions of identity. In particular, Marsha P. Johnson and Silvia Rivera, credited 

with starting the riots, take on the role of folk heroes. As Trans women of color, 

Johnson and Rivera are centered in the Stonewall narrative to draw attention to 

current political struggles in both the Black and Trans communities. Across all three 

platforms, the six years, and the three cases, Johnson and Rivera are explicitly and 

implicitly referenced as expressions of identity.  

 However, some expressions of identity are discussed at length in the memes 

that do not draw from Johnson Rivera or the Stonewall narrative. Instead, those 

memes focus more on concepts grounded in perceptions of gender and sexuality at 

Pride framed by both the news and social media. For example, the Kink community is 
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consistently brought up across platforms, and many of the memes that reference it 

engage in personal expressions of identity. The rhetoric surrounding the Kink 

community has increased thanks partly to popular books, like 50 Shades of Grey, and 

LGBTQIA+ community memes, such as No Kink at Pride. These memes do not 

reference Stonewall and do not attempt to use the heritage of Stonewall to justify the 

inclusion of Kink at Pride events. Rather, the focus is on personal and community 

expressions of identity to mark a boundary around this commentary. 

 

Diving Three Layers Deep: Expressions of Identity as a Boundary Marker  

 A grounded analysis revealed three layers in which expressions of identity are 

used as a boundary marker 1) broad assumptions about identities, 2) community 

identity, and 3) personal identity.  

 

1. Broad assumptions about identities operate on the largest scale:  how do 

LGBTQIA+ individuals identify themselves?  What are stereotypes and assumptions 

those identities carry for people inside and outside the community? This layer 

includes ways to section off parts of society to create a tribalistic “us vs. them” 

rhetorical base to draw from to begin work for the next layer, definitions of 

community identity. The broad assumptions made in the Pride-meme genre 

examined here through the Pride Was a Riot, No Cops at Pride, and Be Gay, Do 

Crime memes include positioning the memes between the simple categories of 

LGBTQIA+ individuals or institutions and non-LGBTQIA+ individuals or 

institutions.  
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2. The broad assumptions layer helps filter individuals into smaller communities 

where together they can define that community's identity. In the case of LGBTQIA+ 

communities — as in many other social communities —it is difficult to rigorously 

define a core community identity. LGBTQIA+ activists, specifically, and scholars as 

well, have struggled to construct cohesive identity templates for Queer communities 

for years. Sexual and gender identities cut across many intersectional groups. 

LGBTQIA+ communities are small microcosms of the larger United States 

population, and include members with regional, ethnic, racial, and social differences. 

Therefore, a lot of the academic work on community has been to consider what it 

means to be Queer across such shared experiences as history, heritage, language, 

aesthetic practices, behaviors, community norms, and media representations. (The 

challenges have recently been evident in public and scholarly conversations in the 

United States about what it means to be a Republican or Democrat.  While a “broad 

assumptions” layer of identity boundary marking allows a filtering of individuals into 

one of two political parties, a “community identity layer” is not resolved by putting 

people into binary categories, even if terminology in political play creates binary 

distinctions, such as that between Trumpers and Never-Trumpers during the 2016 

presidential election. 

3. The final layer of identity boundary marking operates on the personal level. To 

fully navigate the board assumptions and community identity layers to find a social 

group, an individual must engage in a personal identity layer of boundary marking. 

Personal identity markers can draw from a large swath of items that an individual 

can use to communicate who they are within a smaller community. In the case of the 
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LGBTQIA+ memes examined here, personal identity markers include various things, 

such as an individual’s sexual or gender labels and favorite media or hobbies. Memes 

then draw from these personal identity markers to create a boundary around a space 

dedicated to specific niche interests, such as Queer Supernatural fans or, even more 

specifically, non-binary, pansexual Supernatural shippers of Dean and Castiel. So, 

the layers of identity boundary markers move an individual from the macro, such as 

the monolithic idea of an LGBTQIA+ community, to the micro, like specific 

LGBTQIA+ identity fandoms.  

 Below is a graphic to help illustrate the layers of identity boundary markers 

within memes. Again, the layers do not operate one over another, as originally 

theorized, but rather it was discovered in the analysis that they seem to function 

simultaneously or in cooperation with one another. The layers allow individuals to 

read a meme as a performance of digital identity to seek out others that share 

commonalities and create safe community spaces for expression and connection.  
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The graphic above illustrates how identity markers layer together to form boundaries 

with memes. The macro level, Broad Assumptions, is first indicated by the micro-

layers of Community Identity and Personal Identity Markers.  

 

 

Broad Assumptions in LGBTQIA+ Memes  

The first layer that emerged in the analysis was broad assumptions about 

identity. The terminology is deliberate because the memes do not engage any 

practical fact-based knowledge about identities but operate under broad assumptions 

about what it means to identify within LGBTQIA+ communities (and outside of 

them). The memes selected had a definite impact on how the broad assumptions about 

identity were constructed because each meme emphasizes the role of police within the 

story of the Stonewall Riots of 1969. The board assumption that emerged most was 
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that of police and their attitudes toward LGBTQIA+ individuals. The “us v. them” 

rhetorical framing that developed was that of police v. LGBTQIA+ individuals, or 

rather, police supporting LGBTQIA+ individuals v. LGBTQIA+ individuals who 

support Black Lives Matter.  

The broad assumptions about police and police supporters are compounded 

when race and class are added to the mix. The sample was gathered in 2021, one year 

after the police killing of George Floyd erupted into global protests. Because of the 

timing of the sample, Black Lives Matter became a core part of the broad 

assumptions layer within the memes, and it runs continually through to the value 

judgment layers discussed in the next chapter. As a heritage event, the Stonewall 

Riots become integral to these broad assumptions layer of identity boundary marking 

because of its parallels to current political movements.  

The Stonewall narrative is often referenced in memes when elevating Black 

Trans women as the reason for the season (so to speak). Memes often credit Marsha 

P. Johnson and Black Trans women, broadly, with kicking off the Gay Rights 

Movement. The correlations are made to feel obvious between the Black Lives Matter 

movement of 2020-2021 and the Stonewall Riots of 1969, encompassing not only 

issues of police brutality but the centering of Queer Black women’s activism. An all-

or-nothing attitude runs through the sample, especially regarding race and Trans 

issues. Retellings of Stonewall, therefore, emphasize the roles of two Trans women of 

color, Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson, to link the collective struggles of Queer 

people and Black people against police brutality in 2021. For example, 40 percent of 
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the 100 memes from TikTok referenced Trans women explicitly, and 35 percent 

referenced race or racism.  

One of the top-rated videos within the TikTok sample was posted in early 

2020. An individual stands in front of their bedroom mirror wearing a dark blue 

jumpsuit and a rainbow bandana. The video’s creator speaks directly to their 

audience, filming themselves in the mirror. They say, “It’s come to my attention that 

some of y’all are gay, some of y’all are trans, and some of y’all are not standing with 

BLM. I didn’t think it fuckin need said, but black lives fuckin matter. And you owe 

some goddamn respect to the people who started the Stonewall riots. You owe some 

respect to your fucking culture, heritage, and history. Two trans women of color 

started Stonewall. You owe some damn respect to Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia 

Rivera for throwing the first bricks at Stonewall and giving you what you think today 

is a fun little parade. If you don’t want to stick by the people that stuck by us the first 

time fuckin around, you don’t get Pride.”  

 As the video continues, the creator becomes more frustrated. They are upset, 

their voice becomes increasingly angry, and they speak quickly. The creator’s passion 

is clear,  and they appear to feel responsible for pushing people to participate in the 

protests. They provide an ultimatum echoed throughout the 300 memes; “Pride for 

you is canceled. We get Pride. We get to wear our damn rainbows, enjoy it and have a 

protest. Cause that’s what Pride is. It's a protest. What is happening right now is a 

protest. You don’t get to say the rioting at Stonewall was fine, but the people begging 

for their damn lives again don’t get our support. No! Your Pride is canceled. We get 
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ours. We’re keeping Lavern Cox, [and] we’re doing it. Two trans women of color 

founded today's bedrock of your rights and existence. Have some respect.” 

The video contains no music and does not include what the media have come 

to acknowledge as the hallmarks of TikTok - silly dances, lip-syncs, or meme-able 

stunts. Instead, this video and many others in the sample directly appeal to other 

LGBTQIA+ people to stand with Black Lives Matter.  A broad assumption is made 

about individuals based on their participation in the Black Lives Matter protests. The 

heritage of Stonewall is then engaged to create a boundary marker on which to base 

the board assumptions. The video’s creator has drawn a boundary to answer the 

thematic question, Who is invited to Pride, to exclude anyone who does not support 

Black Lives Matter. There are many reasons why an individual might choose not to 

participate in a protest, from physical to social. Given the video was made at the 

height of the Covid-19 pandemic, there was certainly one very obvious reason why an 

individual would decide to stay home and avoid large crowds. But this assumes the 

video’s creator focuses on the protests, not the cause.  

The broad assumptions rely on readings of race and racism within 

LGBTQIA+ communities. It sets the stage for individuals to define what being part of 

the LGBTQIA+ community means as a larger, singular entity. This kind of 

community policing is common in all social groups, but the 300 Pride memes 

examined revealed how the thematic questions and expressions of identity, values, 

and aesthetics blend together to create something far more complex. In this TikTok 

video, for example, the creator draws a broad assumption about who does and does 

not support Black Lives Matter. From there, they use Stonewall as a Queer cultural 
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heritage event to justify participating in the Black Lives Matter protests. The meme 

explicitly uninvites individuals from Pride, answering the thematic question of Who 

is Invited to Pride, and it justifies the action using the Stonewall narrative. 

Interestingly, the meme also connects Marsha P. Johnson and Laverne Cox, a Black 

Trans actress famous for her role in the Netflix show Orange is the New Black and 

her activism in Hollywood. The creator appears to link participation in fandoms with 

participation in Pride. In other words, they invite others from both participating in 

Pride and Laverne Cox’s fandom.  

While this meme is an example of broad assumptions made about identity to 

answer the thematic question, Who is invited to Pride, some memes delve deeper by 

engaging with broad assumptions and then using community identifiers to refine the 

answer to the thematic question. The community identity layer of boundary marking 

serves to further silo individuals into groups that agree upon a definition of Queerness 

concerning the Stonewall Riots as a cultural heritage event or, more broadly, as it 

relates to current events centered around LGBTQIA+ communities.  

Defining Community Identity  

 While activists, politicians, and the news media refer to a singular 

LGBTQIA+ community, the truth is much more complicated. In truth, the 

LGBTQIA+ community is a community of communities. Individuals are not defined 

by their gender and sexuality alone; instead, intersectional identities layer onto one 

another to create a more complex story of the self. LGBTQIA+ activists tap into 

shared cultural struggles and heritage to create a more cohesive identity to inspire 

collective action for political organizing. Specifically, the Stonewall Riots of 1969 



 

 

120 

 

allowed activists to shape their collective anger and frustration into a cohesive 

movement (Cervini, 2020). But while some LGBTQIA+ activists saw the riots as an 

opportunity to capitalize on news coverage to develop a common cause, Stonewall 

was as divisive then as protests are today. Eric Cervini (2020) wrote in his book, The 

Deviant’s War: the Homosexual v. the United States of America, that one year after 

the Stonewall Riots began in 1969, several LGBTQIA+ groups attempted to distance 

themselves from what they saw as deviant and destructive behavior on the part of the 

rioters. The proposal to mark the anniversary of the riots with a protest known as 

Christopher Street Liberation Day drew as much criticism as it did praise (NYC Pride 

March – NYC LGBT Historic Sites Project, 2022). Cervini wrote, “The [Mattachine 

Society of New York] MSNY voted to ‘disavow’ Christopher Street Liberation Day 

‘because we do not feel that the Stonewall riots were particularly beneficial to the 

homophile movement’ [...].” (328).  

 The Christopher Street Liberation Day, the first Pride event held in the United 

States, demonstrated the divides within LGBTQIA+ communities.  For example, in 

1973, the New York City Pride organizers banned drag queens (and, by extension, 

Trans women) from participating in the event. This included the two Transwomen 

referenced most within modern retellings of the Stonewall story, Sylvia Rivera and 

Marsha P. Johnson, who opted to march ahead of the parade anyway (Sparks, 2021). 

Rivera was also silenced and forced off the stage during the first Christopher Street 

Liberation Day speeches, and she and Johnson’s roles in the initial organizing after 

the riots were downplayed. Rivera and Johnson became so frustrated with the Gay 

Liberation Front (GLA) and the Gay Activist Alliance (GAA) constant sidelining of 
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Trans issues that they separated and formed their organization - Street Transvesite 

Action Revolutionaries (STAR) (Reyes, 2015). 

 The social divides between members continued to show in the 1980s and 

1990s during the ACT-UP protests and organizing during the AIDS crisis. In the book 

Queercore: How to Punk a Revolution, an oral history, activist and artist Sarah 

Schulman said, “With ACT UP, the divisions were entirely about class and race and 

access to power, and they were inevitable. At the beginning of AIDS, everybody with 

AIDS was equal because there were no treatments. As soon as ACT UP forced the 

creation of treatments, the inequity showed because only certain people could get 

them. And when those people could get them, they lost interest in those who 

couldn’t.” (emphasis in text) (37).  

 Queer scholar Deborah Gould studied and participated in ACT-UP and 

considered the question of racism within the organization’s history from a critical-

race perspective. In her piece, ACT UP, Racism, and the Question of How to Use 

History, Gould (2012) wrote that ACT-UP had a more complex relationship to issues 

of race in the way that many majority-white progressive movements do. Gould 

emphasized how young people today take a moralistic approach to understanding 

activism histories.  She wrote, “The claim that ACT UP was a racist organization 

moralizes that activist past rather than using it to inform contemporary struggles. Its 

implicit demand to disregard ACT UP seems anxious, as if discussing this flawed 

organization might contaminate and compromise one’s politics.” (60).  

 This same moralistic view of history is a recurring theme throughout the 

sample, and it is important to pause here to point out how entangled these concepts 
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can be again. For identity as a boundary marker, the moralistic view of history 

described by Gould explains a lot of the rhetorical framing used by individuals on 

social media when discussing cultural heritage events tied to active social justice 

movements they participate in, such as Black Lives Matter. In the memes that draw 

from this same moralistic perspective on Stonewall’s history, boundaries are marked 

around expressions of identity and values attempting to answer two of the thematic 

questions in the same meme – Who is invited to Pride, and What does Pride mean? 

These questions serve as a base on which to build layers of boundary markers that 

justify the meaning of Pride by who is invited or justify who is invited by the 

meaning of Pride.  

In the memes, community identity is defined through the Stonewall narrative 

as justifying the banishment of anyone within LGBTQIA+ communities who 

disagrees with a specific political idea or framing. As with the broad assumptions 

layer, the focus of the Stonewall narrative becomes tied to current events, like the 

Black Lives Matter movement, to create a boundary around what it means to be 

Queer and celebrate Pride. While scholars utilize the concept of communities to better 

understand the nuance within Queer culture, the rhetoric of the 300 memes analyzed 

suggests many LGBTQIA+ creators do not see communities; rather, there is a push to 

create one shared community with a common cultural heritage. So while scholarship 

might argue for communities (plural), activists and creators use Stonewall to build an 

argument for the community (singular).  The framing of a singular community 

identity creates a situation where the memes must define what that singular identity 
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should encompass.  How does an individual effectively communicate their stance on 

what it means to be LGBTQIA+?  

Activist Adam Eli (2020) wrote a manifesto, The New Queer Conscience, 

about how his Jewish heritage and faith informed his thinking of social justice 

movements. According to Eli, LGBTQIA+ communities need to organize around a 

cohesive cultural heritage like many Jewish communities do and use that shared 

heritage to form global activism.  The core of his argument is that LGBTQIA+ 

individuals represent a “global diaspora” similar to the Jewish community. The 

reception of Eli’s ideas has been mixed at best. Still, it demonstrates the tricky 

tightrope many Queer activists walk in trying to conceptualize a unified identity 

across other, arguably disparate, cultural barriers. Many memes demonstrate the 

awkwardness of how a community of different races, classes, genders, and sexualities 

find common ground under a shared heritage while simultaneously using that heritage 

to justify political actions. While racial identity cannot be assumed through social 

media, the centering of Black Queer culture within the broader LGBTQIA+ cultural 

heritage presents an interesting paradox of how white and Black individuals approach 

heritage tied to police brutality and social injustice. While LGBTQIA+ individuals 

share a common struggle, it presents a debate within the memes as to whether a 

white, upper and middle-class LGBTQIA+ identifying person will ever fully 

understand issues of police brutality in the same way Black LGBTQIA+ individuals 

do.  

For example, several tweets directly linked Stonewall to Pride, and many 

more liked Black Trans women to Black Lives Matter. One tweet reads, “Happy 



 

 

124 

 

Pride Month! Remember: Pride was started by Black trans women; there’s no real 

liberation without intersectional liberation for all, no cops + corps at Pride, respect the 

queer kink community and support 2S indigenous people!” The tweet is written to 

call attention to several issues at once, almost like a PSA message. The tweet credits 

Pride Month to Black Trans women and calls for intersectional liberation and other 

sub-communities under the banner of LGBTQIA+, such as Indigenous two-Spirit 

(2S) and the Kink community. The tweet above represents most of the messaging 

used on Twitter to connect Stonewall to Pride and Black Lives Matter. Many memes 

directly reference communities they view vital to Pride celebrations and the 

LGBTQIA+ identity. In doing so, the memes frame contrasting views as incorrect or 

ignorant of Queer culture and heritage. The images below show expressions of 

identity that mark boundaries around who is invited, or rather included, into 

LGBTQIA+ communities and who is explicitly uninvited from participating in the 

communities. Note again the implicit link to Marsha P. Johnson and the Stonewall 

narrative at the top of the tweet. Heritage is always utilized but often relies on 

individuals to make connections.  
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The image shows how the tweet specifically calls out three LGBTIQA+ communities 

to develop an answer to the thematic questions Who is invited to Pride, and What 

does Pride mean? The answers overlap with expressions of identity in which the 

tweet specifically calls to three community identities, Black Trans women, the Kink 

community, and the Two-Spirit (2S) Indigenous community. 
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The image highlights how the individual disinvites police and corporations from 

Pride events. It is the most explicit answer to the thematic question, who is invited to 

Pride, within the tweet. 

 

Digital identities are complicated because, as with the Dolly Parton Challenge 

memes, they exist across multiple platforms simultaneously. While individuals may 

consider themselves a complicated mix of identity performances, the same 

understanding is not expanded to other individuals or communities online. 

Eventually, you are what you tweet - or something to that effect. Tweets like this one 

serve as a way of marking boundaries around identities within LGBTQIA+ spaces. 

Memes become explicit about who is and is not invited to celebrate Pride to provide a 

direct answer to the thematic question. Community identity is used to mark 
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boundaries around the thematic question of Who is invited to Pride, but it is the 

personal identity markers that work to answer that question as individuals use them to 

build memes that engage with personal stories, desires, and concepts of LGBTQIA+ 

identity. So whereas the broad assumptions set up the conversation about LGBTQIA+ 

communities, and the community identity markers ask specific questions of the 

community, the personal identity markers work to refine the self-contained concepts 

within digital communities further.  

Personal Identity Markers in LGBTQIA+ Memes  

 Broad assumptions boundary markers serve to create an “us vs. them” 

rhetorical framing by chunking individuals into larger categories. Based on the 

analysis of this sample, usually two board categories, LGBTQIA+ individuals and 

non-LGBTQIA+ individuals or pro-police and anti-police LGBTQIA+ individuals. 

Then the community identity boundary markers begin the work of trying to define 

who is included in the larger category of LGBTQIA+. This kind of sorting has 

historical roots in early LGBTQIA+ activism when disparate groups unite under the 

banner of sexual or gender identities. From there, individuals use personal identity 

boundary markers to give their identities meaning and purpose within the larger 

community. The analysis revealed how difficult it is to separate these layers into 

individual pieces of boundary marking. The best example is the memes that center 

around including Kink communities at Pride celebrations. 

In addition to ongoing debates about police, in June 2021, an online discourse 

surfaced within LGBTQIA+ spaces questioning the place Kink, specifically Kink 

fashions and aesthetics, has at Pride events. Kink is associated with sexual fetishes, 
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especially those considered taboo, like bondage, discipline, submission, and 

masochism (BDSM). Leather costumes usually mark Kink, but they can also include 

other popular fetishes such as Furries or individuals sexually attracted to people in 

animal costumes (Jones, 2023). Kink communities overlap with LGBTQIA+ 

communities because they emphasize sexual preferences and liberation. Some 

individuals identify both as LGBTQIA+ and Kink. However, throughout LGBTQIA+ 

history, there have been calls for Pride events that de-emphasize the sexual nature of 

LGBTQIA+ identities. In an op-ed for Teen Vogue in June 2021, Politics Editor Lucy 

Diavolo (2021) addressed a debate surrounding Kink communities at Pride events 

nationwide. Specifically, Diavolo wanted to address calls for a family-friendly Pride, 

which admittedly comes from both within LGBTQIA+ communities and those 

identified as allies.  

Diavolo wrote, “When I hear the term family-friendly, I immediately think of 

Disney movies and Chuck E. Cheese, goods and services specifically oriented to cater 

to customers with young children. Family-friendly often operates in the following 

context: It's a promise by a business that, as long as you’re patronizing the business, 

you won’t have to worry about your kids getting their little minds blown by 

something overly sexual, graphic, or otherwise uncomfortably reality-expanding.” 

Diavolo argued, “Pride can never be family-friendly in this sense because of 

the nature of the communities that originally gave us the reason for this prideful 

season. The queer experience of life in the United States was different before the 

patrons of Stonewall decided they’d had enough police raids. It has changed more 

during the following decades of advocacy, mobilization, and organizing. Not long 
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ago, gay sex and clothes designed for what society deemed the “opposite” gender 

were outlawed and criminalized. The law was specifically engineered to make queer 

lives impossible [...].”  

Diavolo finished the op-ed by declaring a family-friendly Pride ignores the 

found family many Queer people celebrate during Pride month. That is why in June 

2021, when the annual debate surrounding the inclusion of uniformed police at Pride 

events, several groups within LGBTQIA+ communities began to make a case that 

sexualized costumes and materials be excluded from Pride events too. The hashtag 

#NoKinkatPride evolved to open up the discourse around this particular issue on 

social media. The connection to the No Cops at Pride meme is clear in its wording 

and the continued debate about who is not welcome at Pride events. The memes that 

engaged with this rhetoric drew from personal identities and experiences to discuss 

the inclusion of Kink at Pride. Two TikTok videos perfectly encapsulate how 

personal identity markers are used to engage with the meme No Kink at Pride, one 

from a parent's perspective and another from the perspective of an individual who 

identifies as a Kink community member.  

In one video, an Australian woman recounts how she asked her child what he 

thought of Kink at Pride: “I asked him what he’s seen over the years, and he drew a 

complete blank. For him, it's all been glitter and rainbows and drag queens. So I said, 

well, you’re getting older now, so maybe you’re going to start to notice more of the 

sexually suggestive stuff, the outrageous outfits; what do you think about the people 

that say we shouldn’t have this kind of stuff on display at Pride because of the 
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children. [laughter] He said fuck them. What’s the worst thing that can happen? I see 

a pair of boobs or something? Pride is about showing who you are.” 

The video concludes by saying, “The kids are all right” and “Yes, Kink should 

be at Pride.” The creator does not share her child's age, which is left up to the 

audience’s interpretation. The implication is the child is younger, but there is no way 

to verify this from the video. The child could be seven or seventeen; that is unclear. 

The important boundary marker to draw from this video is not a compelling or logical 

argument for including Kink at Pride. Memes are not intended to deliver coherent, 

sound arguments in political debates. The point is the creator identifies as a Queer 

person raising children. Her status as an LGBTQIA+ identifying mother marks a 

boundary around her engagement with the topic. Using a personal identity marker, 

she gives herself the authority to answer the thematic question, Who is invited to 

Pride? It is important to remember that the goal of understanding these boundary 

markers is not to find compelling or logical arguments within memes but rather to 

understand how individuals qualify their arguments. What are the boundaries set 

around both the question and answer? How does an individual engage with the meme 

to provide their take on the debate? In this case, the creator drew from their personal 

identities as a mother and LGBTQIA+ identifying individual.  

In another example, a video creator used their connection to the Kink 

community to qualify their experiences as evidence that the No Kink at Pride 

argument is pointless.  Once again, the discourse starts with a specific community and 

concludes with the concept of who gets an invitation to Pride—drawing from the 

personal to define the community. In the video, the creator speaks candidly about 



 

 

131 

 

themselves and their Pride experiences as Kink community members. In the video, 

they sit in their car and directly address the audience by saying, “I’m part of the Kink 

community. I’m a human pup. I’m also completely asexual. And I’m genderqueer. 

And I’m open about all three of those. And whenever I’m in my pup gear, I’m more 

open about being Ace [asexual] than anything.”  

They take long pauses as they find the words to explain what their experience 

was like and why the discourse around excluding Kink from Pride is, in their opinion, 

a non-issue. They conclude by saying, “We are allowed at Pride events. There hasn’t 

been a single fucking issue that I’ve had with any kids coming up to me. Nothing. 

The parents aren’t bothered by it. I’m fully dressed. [...] It’s not a problem. We ain’t 

fucking in public. We’re existing and being ourselves. Pride’s about being yourself.” 

As the creator speaks, they become more enraged by the idea that their costume or 

identity should be excluded from Pride because it might offend parents and children. 

This video follows other personal accounts of Pride and its meaning. The creator’s 

willingness to be open about their identities and experiences overlaps the frustration 

that they need to defend themselves from other LGBTQIA+ individuals seeking to 

exclude them from Pride. 

The personal identity markers answer the thematic question of who is invited, 

but they also overlap again with both How should Pride look and feel and What 

does Pride mean. The video’s creator describes how they believe Pride should be 

celebrated and its broader meaning of inclusion and acceptance. Memes like this 

demonstrate how the lines between the thematic questions and the identity markers 

are blurred. In both videos, the focus is on including the Kink community in Pride 
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events, but they draw from two different personal identity markers to grant 

themselves the authority to speak in the debate. In the first video, the authority is 

granted by Queer motherhood, and in the second, it is granted by membership in the 

Kink community. Anecdotal evidence is provided to justify the inclusion of Kink 

communities at Pride events.  

These examples also show how the memes deviate from the Stonewall 

narrative to consider Pride’s cultural meanings today. While the answer to the 

thematic question of Who is invited to Pride is sometimes grounded in the heritage 

of Stonewall, it is also considered from the context of current events and debates. 

Interestingly, the heritage of Stonewall is considered when answering the broader 

questions, but when it comes to drawing from personal experiences and identifiers, it 

is somewhat left behind. 

In all the cases in which personal identity markers were used, the thematic 

question of Who is invited to Pride is addressed somehow. There was, of course, 

overlap with the other two thematic questions, What does Pride mean and How 

should Pride look and feel? However, expressions of identity tended to mark 

boundaries around the first thematic question. All three layers of expressions of 

identity tended to focus most on marking boundaries around who is considered part of 

the LGBTQIA+ community. However, this is difficult because LGBTQIA+ 

communities exist, despite efforts to unify under one banner. Exploring identity as a 

boundary marker in memes enables researchers to delve deeper into how individuals 

use memes to shape communities and provide themselves the authority to answer 

thematic questions in online debates.  
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Expressions of Identity as Boundary Markers in Memes  

In examining the thematic question of Who is invited to Pride it became 

clear that expressions of identity were used to mark boundaries around the answers. 

Three layers of identity boundary markers were collected. They were board 

assumptions, community identity, and personal identity. The broad assumptions 

placed individuals or groups into larger categories for understanding. The community 

and personal identity markers were used to define who is included in Pride events and 

the larger LGBTQIA+ identity. Personal identity markers were used to provide 

authority to engage with the question rather than mark boundaries around the border 

community. For example, TikTok videos included testimonial-style commentary 

about membership in the Kink community or as a Black LGBTQIA+ identifying the 

individual as a mark of authority to engage with the thematic question. It became 

clear in the analysis that identity markers are used to set up tribalistic rhetorical 

categories and then engage within the categories to refine them and create smaller 

spaces.  

LGBTQIA+ communities present an interesting dynamic in which to explore 

this expression of identity as boundary markers because these communities are highly 

intersectional, and much of the activism and scholarship focuses on performances of 

identity as it relates to sexuality and gender. Recapped here is the historical struggle 

for LGBTQIA+ activists to fully included all individuals under the banner of one 

single LGBTQIA+ community. Despite those historical struggles, the memes show 

that individuals still attempt to create a single community identity through a shared 
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cultural heritage. The analysis revealed that while the Stonewall narrative is drawn 

from several times, some contemporary issues and debates move the memes away 

from considering Stonewall specifically to considering Pride broadly. Pride becomes 

the focus of the cultural heritage rhetoric, especially for those memes that draw from 

personal identity markers. This indicates the Stonewall narrative works in the abstract 

for individuals engaging in the broad assumptions and community identity layers, but 

when it comes to relaying personal experiences, Stonewall is not as powerful as an 

individual’s personal identifiers. This makes sense when we consider the rhetoric the 

personal identifiers engage with in the memes. It is a rhetoric that lends authority to 

voice and not justifications to a cause.  

Identity performance is vital to individuals and groups finding and engaging 

with digital communities. The analysis revealed three identity markers that weave in 

and out of one another — broad assumptions, community, and personal identities. 

This weaving of multiple expressions of identity, values, and aesthetics will become 

even clearer in the following chapters when it becomes very difficult to separate the 

different layers into distinctive categories. The analysis leaves questions relating to 

further distinguishing expressions of identity as boundary markers. Is it possible that 

boundary markers are only present in memes that engage with questions tied to 

cultural heritage?  

If Pride memes engage in different discourses simultaneously, what are 

their patterns — and boundaries — across those debates? Are there patterns — and 

boundaries — beyond those of identity?  
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The analysis suggests these are conscious choices individuals make to engage 

with the thematic questions, but that may not be true for other communities. 

Expressions of identity marked boundaries around the answers to the thematic 

questions that called specifically for individuals to define themselves or their 

communities for the audience to understand the meme. That is something worth 

exploring in other memes across communities.  
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Chapter 8: Expressions of Values as a Boundary Marker  

Value Construction in Memes  

 Whatever their level of humor, memes often serve as small morality tales or 

value judgments in the news cycle, politics, and daily life. In a global study of social 

media use, anthropologists at the College University of London found that memes 

“often assert one set of values and criticize others.” The study examined social media 

use in China, Turkey, Chile, Trinidad, the United Kingdom, Brazil, India, and 

Italy.  In all cases, memes served as what the study called “moral police” (UCL, 

2019) to comment on various personal and societal issues. Though the study was 

conducted in 2016, the findings remain relevant, particularly as political polarization 

has become more prevalent in all forms of media. Examples of moral policing can be 

found in memes that emerge during political elections or in potent 24-hour news 

cycles. Memes about Queen Elizabeth II's death in 2022 ranged from heartfelt 

memorial messages to hyper-critical jokes passing judgment on colonialism, the 

monarchy, or the news media’s coverage of the event. (Sicha, 2022).  

 Memes often carry value judgments as part of their messaging. These values 

are deeply connected to a person’s cultural background and belief system. Memes 

pass judgment on political ideologies, religion, spirituality, or personal life choices. 

Memes engage individuals in a collective roasting of a concept, person, or industry. 

In her book, Internet Memes and Society: Social, Cultural, and Political Contexts, 

Anastasia Denisova (2019) argued that memes grew from alternative media practices 

that used tactical humor to create political and social commentary. Like many 
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scholars before her, Denisova argued social media provided a space for citizens to 

engage in a more direct public sphere, with memes being the top choice for pushing 

agendas and framing debates. Limor Shifman (2019) argued that memes express and 

construct values. Shifman (2019) argued memes contain two articulations of values, 

one overt and one covert. In other words, memes provide a complex mapping of 

values onto a relatively simple form of media content.  

 Memes aid in expressing and constructing values in the same way traditional 

folklore does. In the literature review, I argued that the four functions of folklore 

(Bascom, 1965) were a great starting point for understanding the functions of memes 

in digital culture. The four functions included 1) amusement, 2) validation of culture, 

3) education, and 4) social conformity. All four of these touch on creating and 

communicating group value systems. Memes are no different apart from their content 

form. Memes also provide amusement, validation, education, and messages to create 

social conformity. The concept of boundary-marking memes draws from this idea to 

understand how individuals use memes to structure communities on public social 

media platforms. Values are at the core of folklore’s proposed functions to create and 

validate communities. So, it was no surprise that expressions of values surfaced as 

one of the three boundary markers within the 300 Pride memes analyzed. 

 As with expressions of identity, the expressions of values as boundary 

markers were used to engage with one of the thematic questions more than the others 

- What does Pride mean? In response to this question, memes used values to mark 

boundaries around widely accepted social norms in addition to community and 

personal values. The memes constructed an answer to define Pride by not only the 
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Stonewall narrative but in opposition to current political realities. Many memes 

worked as ‘morality police’ passing judgment on individuals who did not support 

social justice causes, like Black Lives Matter. Judgment was also passed against 

concepts like capitalism or conservatism. The memes used existing language usually 

directed toward LGBTQIA+ communities to shame these concepts by detaching the 

rhetoric from its original meaning and attaching a new Queer political reading to the 

language to pass moral judgment against capitalism and the police. Memes used 

Katrine Horn’s detachment/attachment camp practice to aid in developing boundary 

marking, further demonstrating the connection between camp practices and memes.  

 The Expressions of Identity chapter briefly touched on the concept of a 

moralized view of history, particularly regarding LGBTQIA+ social movements like 

ACT-UP (Gould, 2012). Gould (2012) argued that young people condemned 

historical movements through a simplified claim and moral demand that judged the 

past through a single black-and-white lens. There are further examples of this 

moralized reading of history and current events in the memes analyzed for this study. 

Individuals used the Stonewall narrative to pass judgment on others by simplifying 

the narrative. Current events were also subject to Gould's claim/moral demand 

rhetorical set-up: Individuals respond to current political events by aligning their 

heritage narratives with the values they wish to reinforce, even if their narrative 

deviates from documented facts. Stonewall was used as a rhetorical device to shame 

other LGBTQIA+ individuals for not participating in Black Lives Matter and Trans 

Lives Matter protests. The meaning of Pride was drawn from the Stonewall narrative 

to justify continued political activism for not just LGBTQIA+ communities but other 
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politicized and policed identities as well. When the Stonewall narrative wasn’t used, 

individuals still used moralized claims and demands to pass judgment on larger 

systems of power, such as capitalism, and anyone who freely participated in its 

continued practice. For those memes, Pride was defined as total liberation from 

current power systems that are viewed as collectively perpetuating injustice. This 

shifted the framing of Pride from a single heritage event to a collective set of values 

connected to the Stonewall narrative but developed into a life philosophy.  

Diving Three Layers Deep: Values as a Boundary Marker  

A grounded analysis of the 300 memes revealed three layers in which values 

operate as boundary markers. As with identity, it is important to note that the layers 

are not stacked in a particular order but rather wrap around the meme to create 

different entry levels for interpreting it. The layers are; 1) accepted norms, 2) 

community values, and 3) personal values. As a layer, accepted norms serve as a way 

to ground the meme within a specific social context. In the 300 memes analyzed, the 

accepted norms focused on giving Pride meaning through inclusion and acceptance. 

These memes do not focus on divisive concepts, such as defunding police, but instead 

focus on acceptance and inclusion of everyone as the meaning of Pride. Defining 

Pride with concepts like inclusion and acceptance is not directly tied to the Stonewall 

narrative but does play into broad readings of Pride or LGBTQIA+ movements that 

can be found in this set of values. This layer never delved deep into Queer history or 

heritage but instead focused on measures of progress through visibility rhetoric. Some 

memes, for example, praised the idea of including LGBTQIA+ identifying police in 

Pride as a mark of social progress. The rhetorical logic is that more visible 
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LGBTQIA+ people means wider acceptance and inclusion. These readings imbued 

Pride with acceptance and inclusion that did not threaten current social or political 

systems.  

The community values layer drew directly from the accepted norms layer to 

contrast what is socially acceptable and what the group in question views as the true 

interpretation of Pride. Whereas accepted norms are a way to discuss equality, the 

community values layer contrasts equality with equity. Just as with the community 

identity layer in which the memes define who is included in LGBTQIA+ spaces, the 

community values layer begins sorting through what LGBTQIA+ groups value most 

to give Pride its meaning. These memes tended to focus on anti-capitalist and anti-

police readings. The community values layer addressed two thematic questions, Who 

is invited to Pride and What does Pride mean, using one answer for both questions. 

For example, memes that focused on the Stonewall narrative used the story of a 

police riot to define Pride as a form of protest against police, and therefore police are 

not invited to Pride. Many of the claims and moral demands described by Gould 

(2012) were present in this layer. 

 Finally, the personal values layer aids in the creation of a more insular group 

within the community. As with the personal identity layer, personal values serve as a 

way to distill like-minded individuals into a smaller group space. Whereas the 

community values layer made bold claims on what Pride should mean for all 

LGBTQIA+ communities, the personal values layer focused on communicating 

closely held ideas. This layer was marked in memes that began with “I” statements 

that center the value judgment on personal experiences or ideas rather than evidence 
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drawn from cultural heritage, such as Stonewall. Community and personal values 

overlap in purpose but differ in the approach to the thematic question, What does 

Pride mean? Much of the camp practices that detached and attached meanings to 

language directed toward LGBTQIA+ communities were used in the personal values 

layer, with the framing being similar to statements of what an individual believes to 

be right or true.  

Accepted Norms in LGBTQIA+ Memes  

The first layer of expressions of values focused on accepted norms. These 

accepted norms are widely practiced both inside and outside LGBTQIA+ 

communities. The accepted norms layer is not in place to necessarily challenge social 

conventions but rather to mark boundaries around the broadest answer to the thematic 

question What does Pride mean? Readings of Pride as an event set aside for sexual 

and gender equality or accepting social differences were included in the memes as 

sweeping statements that align more with the accepted meanings of Pride devoid of 

connections to the Stonewall narrative or a history of LGBTQIA+ persecution. That 

is not to say that LGBTQIA+ communities are widely accepted within the U.S. It is 

better to consider this layer not presenting a strong challenge to other accepted social 

practices. Memes that use this layer to mark a boundary are not focused on passing 

moral judgments but on connecting to others under shared community values of 

acceptance and inclusion.  

The memes that engaged this layer of boundary marking were most popular 

on Twitter and followed a public service messaging style. The memes focused on 

brief inclusive messaging without engaging too critically in the Stonewall narrative or 
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current political struggles. Instead, the focus of these memes was to present 

alternatives to police at Pride that did not also promote more violence or feelings of 

collective anger. For example, one tweet read, “No cops at Pride, just my dad 

dashboard drumming to Nirvana in the car.” The object of the tweet is not to elicit 

support for other social justice movements, such as Black Lives Matter, or to retell 

the story of Stonewall. It does not present anything challenging beyond the original 

messaging of the No Cops at Pride meme for the audience. The tweet almost negates 

the sentiment of No Cops at Pride with a heartfelt image of a father enjoying his 

music in the car. The accepted norms layer was difficult to articulate fully in this 

sample of 300 memes because the memes selected purposefully challenged authority 

and heteronormative social structures. Pride Was a Riot, No Cops at Pride, and Be 

Gay, Do Crime all have calls to action that prompt political discussions. However, 

individuals still found ways to engage with the memes without defining Pride as a 

protest or growing from a legacy of political action. Many memes included more 

mundane concepts, such as listening to music in the car, as giving meaning to Pride.  

In line with the mundane was relatable relationship conventions. The political 

messaging here, of course, is the acceptability of LGBTQIA+ couples; however, these 

memes did not focus on debating marriage equality. Instead, the focus was on 

commonly accepted norms surrounding relationships in general. These mundane 

behaviors become the object of personal fantasy, especially romantic fantasy, within 

the memes. In one TikTok video, the creator portrays what it is like to get a text from 

their ex-girlfriend. They dress as several people, including their mom, current 

girlfriend, heart, brain, and self-esteem. All come together via edits to demonstrate 
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actions directed toward the ex-girlfriend. For example, the mom and current girlfriend 

are seen preparing to fight the ex, but the heart immediately drops the phone and 

starts to run before the brain catches them. The video is presented as relatable to 

almost anyone because the focus is on how difficult it is to get over a bad ex, not the 

sexuality of the creator. Despite the creator being Gay, they still imagine their 

relationship with their ex the same as any other person might. The romantic 

entanglements in the video between the creator, their ex, and their current girlfriend 

have been seen in many media focused on heteronormative couples, and so the 

fantasy fits into the layer of accepted norms that don’t fully challenge (any more than 

the existence of LGBTQIA+ communities do) common concepts about romantic 

relationships.  

If a man recorded this video or if the woman in the video had an ex-boyfriend 

and current boyfriend rather than an ex and current girlfriend, it would still resonate 

the same. Of course, LGBTQIA+ couples are politicized for their existence, so it 

would be incorrect to say the accepted norms layer does not present societal 

challenges. Horn’s (2018) camp analysis can explain more about understanding this 

layer within expressions of values. Horn argued that camp works on a 

detachment/attachment set of readings into popular culture. Camp occurs when the 

original meanings of a symbol are detached from popular culture and attached to new 

Queer political readings of the text. Within the typology proposed in the methods, 

detachment or boundary one is the layer where common conventions for technology, 

community, and symbols are not disturbed. We begin to see camp work within 

memes in the accepted norms layer. These mundane or fairly conventional concepts 
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are detached from their original readings and attached to Queer political readings 

within the meme.  

It is not until the community values that the differences emerge within 

LGBTQIA+ communities and how they interpret more politically charged symbols. 

While the examples above present common experiences for everyone, whether within 

LGBTQIA+ communities or not, the community layer of expressions of values 

challenges these mundane and relatable readings of Pride to focus on a cross-section 

of the two thematic questions Who is invited to Pride and What does Pride mean? 

Within this layer, the new attached meanings come with moral judgments on where 

individuals stand along the lines of capitalism and police brutality. The memes 

become increasingly critical of not just society but of LGBTQIA+ individuals that do 

not agree on the meaning of Pride and its roots as a protest. There are two main 

targets of community and personal value judgments within the 300 memes - 

capitalism and the police. The ideas are often tied together and presented as a contrast 

to the values of Pride and LGBTQIA+ communities.  

Community and Personal Values Give Pride Meaning Through Moral 

Claims/Demands 

 Whereas the accepted norms layer of boundary marking focused on broader, 

more mundane readings of the meaning of Pride at the community and personal 

levels, the boundaries draw stark lines between ideologies within LGBTQIA+ 

communities. The analysis of 300 memes revealed two major focus areas for value 

judgments - the police and capitalism. These two concepts are the core focus of most 

of the 300 memes analyzed. It reflects current political debates online, especially the 
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political rhetoric swirling during the Black Lives Matter protests and the Covid-19 

pandemic of 2020 and 2021 when the sample was gathered. While it may seem 

strange to find LGBTQIA+ individuals who support police, some recurring memes 

attempt to redirect the narrative of Stonewall in favor of the police. The infamous 

Thin Blue Line meme appeared within the 300 memes analyzed. The Thin Blue Line 

Pride meme appears frequently around debates about police at Pride events; however, 

it has alterations “correcting,” so to speak, the narrative around police at Pride. The 

first version of the Thin Blue Line Pride meme may have emerged in 2019. Posts on 

various forums and websites include the meme popping up in discussion then, and 

investigations for an older version were fruitless. It will likely require more time to 

track down its true origins. Its appearance is linked directly to the No Cops at Pride 

meme, which dates back to 2015, and with the emergence of the Thin Blue Line flag 

and the Blue Lives Matter movement in response to the Black Lives Matter 

movement.  

         Of course, the Thin Blue Line meme is a much older meme that started as a 

phrase before adapting into a visual symbol. The phrase dates back to the British 

battle formation, “thin red line,” during the 1854 Crimean War. The phrase then 

spread to other professions and concepts (Chammah and Aspinwall, 2020).  The Thin 

Blue Line meme eventually landed its connection to police departments in the United 

States in 1922 when New York Police Commissioner Richard Enright used it in a 

speech. Recently, however, the phrase and the flag (a black and white version of the 

American flag with one single blue stripe) roared to the forefront of political rhetoric 

after the start of Black Lives Matter in 2015. The Blue Lives Matter movement 
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adopted the flag, and the phrase as a rallying call to support police departments 

criticized for excessive force. It must be noted the deep connections between the Thin 

Blue Line meme and racism. According to reporting in Politico, in the 1950s, it was 

the title of a television show about the Los Angeles Police Department orchestrated 

by the then-police chief, William H. Parker. Parker was also known for his racist 

comments toward immigrants and the Black communities of Los Angeles. Even in its 

current iteration as a symbol for the Blue Lives Movement, the Thin Blue Line meme 

is sometimes associated with racism.   

 In the original Thin Blue Line Pride meme, the creators connect police work 

securing parade routes to the meaning of Pride. Reducing Pride to a parade is 

simplistic and ignores the Stonewall narrative entirely. The meme purposefully 

reframes the narrative of Pride to place police at the center of its continued 

popularity.  The meme also bizarrely attributes knowledge of LGBTQIA+ individuals 

to police, as if law enforcement is why Queer communities exist. Presumably, it is 

because of the protection law enforcement offers communities, but it is difficult to 

parse out flawed logic designed to draw out reactionary responses on social media. 

The logic does not hold up, but it is not supposed to. It is unclear if the meme was 

designed to incite more anger or to poke fun at the logic of pro-police community 

members; either way, the original Thin Blue Line Pride meme exists to stir debate.  
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The image shows two competing memes from the sample of 300 memes. The left 

applauds the police for protecting LGBT protesters during Pride, and the right 

‘corrects’ this to the narrative most associated with the Stonewall protests. 

  

The next iteration of the Thin Blue Line Pride meme makes an edit at the 

bottom of the meme. Calling upon humor, the second version agrees that Pride would 

not exist without police, but it does this by reinserting Stonewall into the narrative. 

Bricks are the preferred weapon, imbued by the historical significance of popular 

accounts of Marsha P. Johnson throwing the first brick at Stonewall. Police are the 

targets of violence, and the “brave men, women, and non-binary people” enact that 

violence. Retaliation against police brutality and harassment becomes the celebrated 

part of the meme, not praise for police work. The different iterations of the Thin Blue 

Line Pride meme blur the lines between rage and joy. Without a deeper investigation 
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into its origins and the commentary around the meme, it is near impossible to 

understand the original creator's intentions. It is an excellent example of several 

symbols and rhetorics converging in one space, the Pride flag, the Thin Blue Line 

meme, the police, the Stonewall narrative, and the use of strong emotional responses 

to drive social media discourse.  

 Engaging with outrage is a learned behavior from social media platforms and 

their algorithms. While public humiliation and moral outrage have long existed, 

dating back to the days of public punishment (Meinch, 2021), the internet – and social 

media in particular – has changed the landscape of these concepts. Studies at Yale 

University in 2021 found that politically moderate groups were the most susceptible 

to social media outrage encouraged by platforms like Facebook and Twitter 

(Connolly, 2021). Like many others, the study indicated that the social capital of likes 

and shares taught individuals to express moral outrage on social media platforms. In 

his book, The Chaos Machine, Max Fisher (2022) detailed how social media 

companies utilize content that encourages anger and faster responses. Fisher points to 

recent events like the genocide in Myanmar and the COVID-19 pandemic as 

examples of how social media platforms profit off moral outrage. In its reporting on 

the Facebook Papers and the whistleblowers that came forward with information 

about the company, The Atlantic found that even within Facebook, there are outrage 

machines at work on the company’s internal social platform for employees (Bogost, 

2021). Anger, and especially moral outrage, have become the common commodity of 

the internet. Memes are the top traders of moral outrage. As with the Thin Blue Line 
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Pride meme, it is difficult to pin just one of these categories to a meme because it is 

usually up to the interpretation of the individuals interacting with its content. 

The back and forth of the Thin Blue Line Pride meme demonstrates how to 

debate through memes is not intended to do more than instigate emotions. The 

manipulation of the Stonewall narrative into something to justify supporting police is 

a fascinating use of the heritage rhetoric usually tied to Pride. As discussed in the 

expressions of identity chapter, the Stonewall narrative often centers Black Trans 

women within Pride and LGBTQIA+ activism. There are many examples of this 

happening within the 300 memes; however, this same Thin Blue Line Pride meme has 

resurfaced annually to fuel debates around police at Pride. Community and personal 

values are used to mark boundaries around Pride and its meaning. These values shape 

how the community and individuals interpret Stonewall. The Thin Blue Line Pride 

meme is an example of how the community engages with these values, but there are 

many examples of individuals using their own set of values to pass judgments, either 

in jest or seriously, against other members of LGBTQIA+ communities.   

While the accepted norms layer focused on mundane behaviors such as 

romantic fantasies, the memes that engaged in the community and personal values 

drew upon sexually explicit language and images, creating an incongruity between 

corporate sponsorship and the meaning of Pride. The language of sexual shaming was 

turned against institutions of power, like the police, to turn the humiliation onto 

individuals who supported those institutions. Anger was often turned inward toward 

members of LGBTQIA+ communities who were viewed as apathetic or unsupportive 

of the Black Lives Matter and Trans Lives Matter movements.  The value anger 
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provided the meme creators, and curators was to express their feelings and utilize the 

design of social media platforms that trade in outrage to spread their message to a 

larger audience. The anger tied to social injustice and the internet’s need to fuel moral 

outrage come together to create a Queer memescape that is not as inclusive, joyful, or 

celebratory as seen in advertising. Instead, the Queer memescape focuses on 

obtaining a complete liberation from heteronormative society and places moral value 

on aligning itself with other social justice movements that challenge the conventions 

of capitalism. 

 The moral outrage used to disinvite groups and shape the narrative of 

Stonewall is expressed in myriad interesting intersections between history, current 

events, and popular culture. It is also used to join the two thematic questions about 

who is invited and what Pride is within LGBTQIA+ spaces. Regarding capitalism, 

anyone who participates in the system is considered complicit in its evils. In recent 

years, rainbow capitalism has become commonplace in conversations about Pride. As 

Michelle Santiago Cortes wrote for Refinery29, “Every June, queer people across the 

internet -- especially on Twitter and, more recently, TikTok -- engage in an important 

Pride tradition: dunking on the year’s overwhelming and nauseating display of 

rainbow capitalism” (2021).   

  Rainbow capitalism is a term used to describe how corporations use 

LGBTQIA+ identities in commercial campaigns and products during June. A popular 

symbol co-opted by businesses is the rainbow flag, intended to celebrate the diversity 

and unique identities assembled under the acronym LGBTQIA+. In June, many 

corporations will make social media posts supporting Pride or sell products decked in 
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rainbow colors. But the commercialization of LGBTQIA+ identities does not stop at 

sneakers and potato chips; many media companies - news and entertainment - have 

turned Queer stories into an annual event only focusing on members of  LGBTQIA+ 

communities seasonally, just like stories connected to other identity-based calendar 

events, such as Black History Month and International Women’s Day.   

  Debates about rainbow capitalism mirror and intersect with debates about 

police at Pride. In some cases within the sample, community values point to Pride’s 

meaning being visibility while diminishing the corporate creep into events based on a 

protest riot. For example, Santiago Cortes (2021) argued that Pride is “one of the 

spirit-and-alcohol industry’s biggest promotional seasons, despite the 

disproportionately high rates of substance abuse among LGBTQ people.”  Many 

LGBTQIA+ organizations and watchdog groups release studies about the lack of 

LGBTQIA+ representation within companies that slap a rainbow flag on merchandise 

every June. For example, the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) provided a list of 25 

major corporations that donated more than $10 million to anti-Gay politicians while 

simultaneously rolling out Pride advertising for their businesses (Legum, 2021). The 

list included many popular targets of rainbow capitalism memes, including Walmart, 

AT&T, NBC Universal, Amazon, Google, and Meta (formerly Facebook).  

All three memes sampled, Pride was a Riot, No Cops at Pride, and Be Gay, 

Do Crime, draw connections between police and capitalism. The connections are 

reinforced by commentary about police as protectors of property, not people, and 

mirror popular debate rhetoric in other political spheres, including debates around 

defunding the police or de-criminalizing shoplifting. Several of the memes use the 
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language of sexual shaming typically aimed at LGBTQIA+ communities to frame 

participation in the police force and capitalism as something individuals should feel 

ashamed to do. This way, the language is detached from its original meaning and 

attached to a new Queer political use. For example, one tweet imitates the language of 

a concerned citizen arguing that including Gay police and bankers at Pride events 

gives the wrong impression to young LGBTQIA+ people about their place within a 

capitalist society. The language is intended to parody the same rhetoric used against 

LGBTQIA+ communities. The boundary is marked around what this person values 

within the idea of Pride and its meaning.  

 
The image is of a tweet that takes language used to shame LGBTQIA+ communities 

and attaches new readings to it to shame LGBTQIA+ identifying police and bankers.  
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Expressions of values are also used to answer the thematic question of Who is 

invited to Pride. For example, another tweet reads, “You say no kink at Pride, yet 

you invite cops with a fetish for non-consensual violence. Curious.” In this tweet, the 

individual parallels Kink communities and the police to draw attention to the 

hypocrisy of uninviting Kink communities, which places an emphasis on consensual 

BDSM practices while inviting the police known to target LGBTQIA+ individuals 

with violence and harassment. The judgment is in the emphasis of both the “non-

consensual violence” and the punctuation with the word “curious.” Boundaries are 

drawn around valuing consensual sexual activities while judging others for focusing 

on what is perceived as the wrong issues in the debate about Pride, its meaning, and 

who is included.  

 The two layers of personal and community expressions of values were 

sometimes difficult to categorize as distinct, indicating a lot of overlap between the 

two layers. The moralistic framing in the memes compounded these complexities in 

separating personal from community. The analysis revealed the attitudes of Gen Z 

and Millennials, by far the largest user set of the three social media platforms 

sampled, in their approaches to subjects of history, political action, and popular 

culture. This ‘all or nothing’ understanding of moral codes is at the heart of the value 

judgments made in the memes. Individuals, institutions, and history are all reduced 

and flattened to fit the social media platform’s design for quick scrolling and even 

quicker judgments on the rightness or wrongness of the meme’s stance.  
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Exploring Values as a Boundary Marker in Memes  

Among the most interesting findings from the analysis of the 300 memes was 

how closely values are tied to emotion, especially anger.  Moral outrage was 

particularly potent within the memes that drew boundaries with expressions of values. 

Gould (2012) wrote that moralizing activist histories prevent using those histories to 

inform contemporary struggles. She was writing about the claims that ACT UP was a 

racist organization and its dismissal by young people based on that claim and moral 

demand that followed; however, the description she provides of moralizing claims 

and demands can be used to perfectly describe many of the memes that used 

expressions of values to mark boundaries around Pride and its meaning. The claims 

tended to fit a framework of “Pride is X; therefore, it can’t be Y,”  or to use the 

memes as an example, “Pride Was a Riot, so Be Gay, Do Crimes.”  

Recently, LGBTQIA+ individuals have referred to June as Wrath Month, 

replacing the friendly and accepted descriptor Pride. Usually, the term wrath month is 

associated directly with social justice statements and an emphasis on Pride’s origins 

as a police riot. The memes that relish in violence, especially directed at institutions 

of capitalism or the police, reflect a larger Queer anger that seeks to rebrand Pride 

Month as Wrath Month to provide more aggressive action to current social 

movements. Young people who are the target of an onslaught of anti-LGBTQIA+ 

legislation appear to be particularly prone to fantasies of violence to vent frustrations. 

Anger is turned outward toward institutions or people of power and inward toward 

different LGBTQIA+ individuals. Just as the College University of London found in 
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its study of digital culture, memes are used as a moral police force to reinforce one set 

of values over another.  

Contained within the 300 memes are values tied to resistance but also a fair 

amount of anger and calls for retribution. Resistance was the main focus of memes 

using the Stonewall narrative. Stories of protests always carry values connected to 

resistance and resilience in the face of adversity. These stories provide communities 

with concrete examples of how their cultural ancestors survived similar oppressive 

systems. The Stonewall narrative opened up conversations about the long history of 

abuses LGBTQIA+ communities have resisted. Drawing on that past strength, the 

memes encouraged individuals to continue fighting for social justice in all its forms. 

An example of this resilience rhetoric is in one TikTok video, where the creator 

mimics being pulled in and punched off the camera. They wear a rainbow tie-dye 

shirt and wave a rainbow flag. The words “No matter what happens this election, they 

can’t take our pride” were written on the video. In the video, they have been pulled 

aside and hit, then emerge with a bloody nose each time. They then wipe the “blood” 

from their nose and wave the Pride flag in defiance. The entire video is set to the song 

“Don’t Rain on My Parade” by Barbra Streisand. Other memes focused on retribution 

against individuals or institutions guilty of disenfranchising LGBTQIA+ 

communities, especially communities of color and Trans communities.  

 Retribution was often associated with punishing heteronormaitve systems for 

years of oppressive policies. Particularly, the Be Gay, Do Crime memes on Tumblr 

advocated violence as retribution against capitalism and the police. Variations of Be 

Gay, Do Crime included specific violent acts, such as Be Trans, Throw Hands 
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indicating punching or slapping. Retribution was connected to imagined violence 

either toward or from LGBTQIA+ communities. In another TikTok video, the creator 

shows a clip of a Vox news report headlined, “The Trump administration could soon 

allow doctors to discriminate against LGBTQ people.” After the Vox story is shown, 

a closeup of the creator lip-syncing the words “Start a Riot” from Jay the Playa and X 

K Blast is shown. Then another news story about the Trump administration and 

LGBTQ rights is shown. The creator again lip-syncs, “Start a riot.”  The final part of 

the video shows a third story following up on the first, this time on the Human Rights 

Campaign website. The video's final shot is the creator wearing a Trans flag as a cape 

and brandishing a baseball bat, again saying, "Start a riot.”   

The two TikTok videos demonstrate the wide gambit of how Queer anger was 

expressed in the memes. Sometimes the anger grew into defiance and a refusal to 

“give in” or “give up.” Other times the anger fueled calls for retribution and violence 

against oppressive systems. The violence in the name of retribution was moralized as 

the only path forward in an inherently violent society. These memes did not appear to 

be made to bring people together but rather to spark outrage needed to invigorate the 

movement and social media interactions. Tommaso Milani (2021) defined Queer 

anger as a renewed politics of personal discomfort to motivate individuals to become 

activists. Drawing from Black feminist traditions and Queer theory, Milani argued 

that Queer anger represented a rallying cry for oppressed peoples and fueled a fire to 

organize and fight what he called “Leviathan hegemony.”   

 Judith Halberstam (1993) wrote that the pairing of rage against social injustice 

and imagined violence enables LGBTQIA+ individuals to find representation in 
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narratives of resistance against an exploitative system, especially those who have 

experienced sexual assault or police brutality. The imagined violence is a form of 

grounded resistance because it acts beyond thought and action to respond to feeling 

victimized. She called this concept ‘Queer rage.’ Halberstam (1993) brought gangsta 

rap into her analysis of Queer rage as a means of illustrating how songs such as Ice-

T’s Cop Killer represent an outlet of storytelling that is not often afforded in the news 

media or popular culture. While Halberstam was writing about these instances of 

police and sexual violence within the 1990s, the memes in this dissertation exhibit the 

same themes. The meme No Cops at Pride draws a direct connection to imagined 

violence and the history and reality of police brutality, not just in LGBTQIA+ 

communities but in others, creating a sense of solidarity against unimaginably large 

systems of oppression. In addition, Pride was a Riot meme that invited individuals to 

directly connect to Stonewall's heritage and the story of police violence and 

oppression.  

Expressions of values as boundary markers indicate the close connection 

between value judgments, moral outrage, and social media platforms’ algorithmic 

prioritizing of angry content. The values that tended to define Pride the most were 

connected to liberation. That liberation came from framing capitalism and the police 

with similar rhetoric used to frame LGBTQIA+ communities as immoral. Camp 

practices were especially useful in finding the boundaries marked with this language 

by searching for where the detachment/attachments occurred within the memes. 

Again, what became clear from the analysis was how interconnected many of these 

concepts are. Many memes use expressions of values to mark boundaries around two 
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thematic questions: Who is invited to Pride, and What does Pride mean? Gould 

(2012) argued that individuals made broad claims, such as ACT UP was a racist 

organization that followed a moral demand; therefore, we cannot look to ACT UP’s 

work to understand current issues. This same logic was prevalent in the memes, 

indicating that future studies into the connections between moral claims and demands, 

and expressions of values in memes could be incredibly illuminating.  
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Chapter 9: Expressions of Aesthetics as a Boundary Marker  

The Aesthetics of Memes 

Memes have an established aesthetic practice based on media creation tools 

that allow quick visual rhetorical responses to discussions. The establishment of 

Internet Ugly dates back to the early 2000s when Nick Douglas (2014) wrote, 

"There’s a definable aesthetic running through meme culture, a celebration of the 

sloppy and the amateurish. It is eclectic and contains many visual genres.” Douglas 

argued that this aesthetic practice was established due to the rapid pace of digital 

communications that encouraged individuals to spend less time perfecting a work of 

art to maximize engagement. As Douglas wrote, “But it’s important to note that 

previously, when someone had an idea they couldn’t elegantly execute, they were 

usually left without an audience. The near-zero production and distribution cost of the 

internet removes the barrier. Someone with a very clever idea for a comic strip can 

successfully spread that comic strip without a single editor deeming the art worthy.” 

Douglas also points to how meme aesthetics change and adapt over time to 

suit the needs of the individual. Some digital art becomes memetic and lacks the 

Internet Ugly hallmarks of poorly clipped-together design. Jordan Schonig (2019) 

called these memes “aesthetic category memes, " including concepts like 

Cottagecore. Schonig argued that the rise of digital visual culture had allowed 

aesthetic movements to develop within digital community spaces. The aesthetic 

category memes often end with the word “core,” similar to art and fashion 
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movements pre-dating the internet, such as hardcore music. According to Know Your 

Meme, the term core was soon adopted as a suffix at the end of words to evoke the 

idea of a movement that incorporates art, design, fashion, and music. (Core, 2022) 

 Using Cottagecore as an example, the movement started on Instagram and 

TikTok in 2020 as a focus on the “romanticization of and nostalgia for western 

agricultural life, simple living and harmony with nature.” (Cottagecore, 2020) 

Cottagecore, in particular, has a distinctly Lesbian following in many digital spaces. 

There are video essays on YouTube focused on the critical connection between 

Cottagecore and LGBTQIA+-identifying women. (Cottagecore, 2020). YouTube 

essayist and Queer activist Rowan Ellis (2021) linked Cottagecore to past counter-

cultural movements that emphasized slowing down and, more specifically, dropping 

out of capitalism's social and economic pressures. Ellis compared Cottagecore to 

Romanticism in the late 18th century, which grew as a response to industrialization. 

Ellis also linked Cottagecore to LGBTQIA+ counter-cultural movements that allowed 

ostracized communities to create cultural spaces through aesthetics and language. 

“Cottagecore, at its heart, is a form of gentle escapism. For Queer and Sapphic 

women, it allows them to imagine a space without homophobia, fear, and judgment 

that doesn’t feel like a banishment but a civically curated paradise.” (Ellis, 2021, 

10.46)  

Many resources are available to understand the place LGBTQIA+ 

communities have had within artistic movements throughout the last two centuries, 

especially art movements directly connected to anti-capitalist or anarchist 

philosophies. From Dadaism to Punk, LGBTQIA+ artists have remained a staple 
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within these spaces. In many ways, memes resemble Dadaist aesthetics. Dadaism 

emphasized reality-breaking aesthetics rooted in a rejection of capitalism, similar to 

the language of Internet Ugly aesthetics found in memes (Douglas, 2014). As 

discussed in the literature review, memes are not created in a vacuum and rely heavily 

on cultural frameworks, including art movements, to inform their creation. While the 

average person may not be familiar with concepts like Dadaism, the long-ranging 

effects of cultural aesthetics and art movements are pervasive in all forms of design 

that memes then remix to create new images.  

 The aesthetic practices of memes overlap with many existing media practices 

and civic concepts, such as protest art or political cartoons. There are numerous 

studies examining these overlaps, too many to list now. However, the 300 memes 

analyzed did reveal close connections to some aesthetic practices and long-standing 

concepts within Queer art spaces. The layers of aesthetic practices revealed how 

much the memes Pride Was a Riot, No Cops at Pride, and Be Gay, Do Crime drew 

from various elements from the community and personal level in addition to the 

influence of the social media platforms themselves to create a Queer memescape that 

encompassed many overlapping aesthetics.  

Aesthetic category memes were found within the 300 memes analyzed, 

reflecting connections between Queer culture and imagined aesthetic lifestyles like 

those described by Ellis (2021). However, many 300 memes drew from other 

aesthetic practices common in mainstream and counter-cultural spaces. Fan 

communities played a heavy role in the topics and art styles of the memes, especially 

those on Tumblr, where many fan communities thrive.  It became clear from the 
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analysis that pulling apart the aesthetic layers of a meme is difficult because of the 

direct influence of many choices from the platform used to share the meme and the 

form the meme needed to take to find an audience. These aesthetic practices lend 

themselves to answering the thematic question - How should Pride look and feel? 

The memes emphasize a Pride that includes imagined Queer spaces that engage with 

some of the nostalgia and romanticism of Cottagecore while simultaneously attaching 

new political readings of these aesthetics to anarchy and anti-capitalism.  

Diving Three Layers Deep: Expressions of Aesthetics as a Boundary Marker  

Aesthetics operated as boundary markers within the 300 memes analyzed. 

Again, it is important to note that the layers are not necessarily stacked in a particular 

order, but rather, all are used to create an enriched form of communication. These 

layers focused on answering the thematic questions about how Pride looks online and 

in physical spaces. Images taken from Pride parades are included in the same spaces 

as fan art and imagined aesthetic category memes to blend concepts into Pride's look 

and feel. The layers of aesthetics are 1) platform formatting, 2) community aesthetics, 

and 3) personal aesthetics.  

 Platform formatting is the first layer considered because the technology used 

to share the meme dictates its expressive abilities. The sample of 300 memes included 

100 text-based, 100 video-based, and 100-image based memes. The social media 

platform directly influenced all the memes. For example, text-based memes did not 

appear on TikTok, but in instances where it was possible to cross-post content, the 

aesthetics inherent in the platform formatting played a role in the meme’s visual 

context. A tweet can be captured and shared as an image on Tumblr or TikTok. At 
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that point, Twitter’s aesthetics help to inform the viewer that this is a tweet and 

contribute to the aesthetic style of the meme. Cross-posting like this is evince for a 

larger Queer memescape that spans many social media platforms, as does community 

aesthetic practices that connect the content at deeper levels.  

 Community aesthetic practices are incredibly valuable to understanding 

boundary marking because they enable communities to develop visual rhetoric. 

Consider, for example, the red MAGA hats or “millennial pink” named after an entire 

generation’s use of the color online and in physical spaces. Individuals draw from this 

aesthetics to help create spaces that signal community unity. Using colors and 

symbols to signal unity under a political identity, nationality, gender, or other socially 

constructed groups is an old practice. For example, Suffragists symbolically and 

practically used white, signaling their movement's purity and allowing them to stand 

out in sepia-tone photographs (Hall, 2020). LGBTQIA+ communities draw from 

decades of aesthetic practices, including using the rainbow and heritage objects like 

the pink triangle, inverted from its original as a form of reclamation.  

 Personal aesthetics were also prevalent within the 300 memes analyzed. This 

aesthetics did not reflect back on practices associated with Queer communities but 

rather drew from the individual’s expression of their own identity through aesthetic 

choices. Personal aesthetics could include the aesthetic category memes such as 

Cottagecore or their own fan art as a reflection of how they engage with the look and 

feel of Pride on a more personal level. So, whereas the community aesthetics draw 

from a long history of LGBTQIA+ communities' engagement with art and visual 
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rhetoric, the personal layer reflects deeper on the individual creating and sharing the 

meme and their personal aesthetics.  

 As with the previous boundary markers, identity, and values, aesthetics are 

difficult to qualify as a single element. Each layer blends together seamlessly, 

marking nuanced boundaries around the memes. Fan art, for example, reflects on 

identity, aesthetics, and values. But for the purposes of understanding where 

meanings are detached and attached within the memes as a form of boundary 

marking, it was necessary to write about each individually. By the end of the analysis, 

it became clear that these three layers, platform, community, and personal, provided 

the most valuable entry points for understanding how expressions of aesthetics were 

used as boundary markers in the memes.  
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The graphic above shows the overlapping layers of aesthetics within memes. Memes 

draw from platform, community, and personal aesthetics to mark boundaries around 

LGBTQIA+ digital spaces. 

 

Platform Formatting and Cross-Posting in LGBTQIA+ Memes  

The first layer within the expressions of aesthetics examines platform 

formatting and its influence over the visual rhetoric of the meme. Three social media 

platforms were examined, TikTok, Twitter, and Tumblr, and all three informed the 

kind of meme created and shared. While this is an obvious point, it is still an 

important distinction because the platform formatting comes into play much more as 

memes are captured from one social media platform and shared with another. For 

example, when a tweet is screen-captured and shared again on Instagram as an image, 

the aesthetics of Twitter become part of the meme, adding a layer of information for 

others viewing the tweet on Instagram. There was evidence of cross-posting within 

the sample of 300 memes. For example, a Tumblr account reposted a TikTok video 

from @supernovatova, a popular cosplayer who frequently posts videos in costume 

where she addresses the audience in character. In the video, she is dressed as popular 

Batman villain Harley Quinn and speaks to the audience, saying, “People are always 

asking me, Harley, how are you dating Poison Ivy? Weren’t you straight for Joker? 

Two things here, sunshine. One does anyone who looks like this look like they could 

be part of your ‘default settings.’ And two, is Joker really your idea of 

heteronormative? The Bat-villain group chat is called Be Gay, Do Crime. We are the 

alphabet mafia!”   

The @supernovatova video was not in the sample of videos gathered from 

TikTok. Instead, it was part of the Be Gay, Do Crime sampling from Tumblr. As 
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previously written in the limitations chapter, the sample was gathered by looking at 

one meme per social media platform. In retrospect, it would be better to have 

gathered all three memes from all three platforms, but doing it this way made it 

possible to see how interconnected the Queer memescape was. The crossing over 

from TikTok to Tumblr is important to note because many individuals are on multiple 

social media platforms and share information from one to the other. Boundary 

marking is needed to maintain consistency across social media platforms. When a 

meme crosses from one platform to another, the original platform is stamped onto it 

as part of its visual rhetoric.  

Beyond leaving an impression on the meme as it moves across social media, 

the platform formatting also dictates the aesthetic practices of the original meme. 

TikTok time limits encourage catchy, quick ideas. Videos are not intended to be 

longer than 15 seconds. By limiting the time, individuals must make aesthetic choices 

that fit the platform's format. There are also platform-specific memetic uses that 

influence the look of a meme. Keeping with the TikTok example, memes will include 

popular songs on the app and mimic cutting styles. Unlike the other two platforms 

examined, TikTok allows individuals to use their voices in ways Tumblr and Twitter 

do not. Many of the memes within the sample from TikTok include personal accounts 

of Pride, but they also provided a space for creative storytelling through original 

songs.  One video included an original song later reused in several other TikTok 

memes from the 300 sampled. The lyrics go as follows,  

 

“Pride originally started as a riot. Pride originally started as a riot. Pride originally 

started as a riot. If you’re LGBT, then you shouldn’t trust the cops.” 
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The original video plays the song with images of Stonewall pulled from 

historical sources. It also includes a .GIF of a burning police car down in the corner of 

the video with the acronym ACAB at the bottom. ACAB, or All Cops Are Bastards, 

is a long-running meme that reemerged in June 2020 as the Black Lives Matter 

protests were met with police violence and rioting. The hashtag and street tag (made 

with graffiti) ACAB began to surface across the United States, including in 

LGBTQIA+ community spaces during Pride. The video combines many of the 

hallmarks of TikTok’s aesthetics, including short video looping and quick-cut images 

to musical beats. The song’s popularity in the sample of memes from TikTok 

demonstrates its memetic power attached to the platform formatting that allows others 

to stitch the song into their videos. For example, in one video, an individual lip-syncs 

the song while slowly dressing over a glittery rainbow body suit with shorts, a black 

shirt, a mask, and goggles to go out to a Black Lives Matter protest. The video 

concludes with the following message in the top right-hand corner, “If you’re 

LGBTQ+ and silent right now, we do not claim you. Go hang w/ [with] your piggy 

friends [pig emoji].”  

The messaging is clear in the original and the second video, which uses the 

song as a background; the look and feel of Pride is one of protest and confrontation 

with the police. In drawing a boundary around the thematic question of how Pride 

should look and feel, the videos clue their audiences into images of protest, from the 

historical images of Stonewall to the young person preparing to leave to join a 

protest. The way TikTok encouraged music and images allows the memes to take on 

an aesthetic language that provides layers of meaning to the memes with music and 
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images, GIFs, and text. The memes gathered from Twitter shared a uniform aesthetic 

language because the platform does not allow individuals to work around the original 

format of a tweet. Pictures can be added to provide more context and often are within 

the sample of 100 memes gathered from Twitter. Half of the memes contained text 

only, and half had images. The platform that allowed for the most cross-posting was 

Tumblr.  

Tumblr’s platform formatting is recognizable but is not designed to be as 

immediate as Twitter and TikTok. Tumblr is not a micro-blogging social media 

platform like TikTok and Twitter, so it provides individuals with the greatest amount 

of freedom to create a range of content, including a lot of cross-posting. Tumblr was 

the social media platform that included the most original art pieces. While TikTok did 

include one original song, and Twitter had some fan art, Tumblr had the most 

platform-specific creations. Free distribution of art used to decorate a page or blog as 

an aesthetic expression is common in Tumblr fan communities. The art is significant 

because it serves as a digital pin or campaign button for others to resonate with while 

exploring Tumblr. In the example below, the images are intended to be used by others 

to replace their avatars across digital spaces. The artist seeks credit but does not ask 

for payment. Fandoms often share in expressive art and fiction to make connections 

and celebrate their favorite characters. Most of this labor is free, though some artists 

post icons or snippets of stories on Tumblr or Instagram and then direct followers to 

their Patreon accounts. Patreon is a website that allows artists the ability to build 

subscriptions for their services, including podcasts, art prints, design, and 

storytelling.  
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Snufkin fan icons created by @swampwaterdog for individuals to express their love 

of the Moomin show and their personal LGBTIQA+ identity in digital spaces. 

 

 Based on the Swedish-Finn book series and comic strips, The Moomins, by 

Tove Jansson, Snufkin is a character that lives in Moominvalley, described on the 

Moomin official website as “an idyllic and peaceful place.” According to the website, 

the first book, The Moomins, and the Great Flood, released in 1945, was followed in 

the 1950s and 1970s with comic strips. The first licensed television show aired in 
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Japan in 1969, with the most recent animated update coming in 2019. The 2019 show 

focused less on the Moomin family and more on the characters that populated 

Moominvalley, including Snufkin, the human friend of Moomin. The hype around the 

character of Snufkin increased with the promise of a video game featuring the 

character. In its long history, the Moomins have undergone several international 

retellings of the story, starting in Scandinavia, moving to Japan, and finding a home 

at SkyTV in the United Kingdom. U.S. audiences discovered the show on the 

streaming service Amazon Prime.  

Moomin, specifically the character of Snufkin, was featured in many of the 

memes on Tumblr. The images varied from stills taken from the original 1960 anime 

to fan art from the 2019 show. The character is featured here in fan art intended to 

decorate social media pages with several icons of Snufkin sitting over a heat that 

reads Be Gay, Do Crime. The icon remains the same, but the colors of the heart 

change to reflect the flags associated with individual LGBTQIA+ identities, such as 

the lesbian flag, bisexual flag, Trans flag, and others. The creator concludes the post 

with a request to credit them whenever the icon is used. This kind of art style is 

prevalent on Tumblr and can be seen crossing into posts on Twitter. 

 Platform formatting does play a role in the aesthetic practices of memes. But 

despite the different kinds of content sampled from the social media platforms of 

TikTok, Twitter, and Tumblr, common aesthetic practices indicated a broader shared 

community aesthetic language. More research will be needed to fully understand the 

interplay between personal aesthetic choices and those encouraged or prohibited by 

social media platforms. The social media platform formatting influenced the thematic 
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question of how Pride should look and feel, but it was most influenced by the 

community and personal aesthetic practices of individuals who marked boundaries 

around their answer to this and the other thematic questions. The Queer memescape is 

marked not just by cross-posted memes but with continuity in visual rhetoric that 

drew from aesthetic practices linked to LGBTQIA+ activist movements from pre-

digital communities.  

Community Aesthetics: Digital Queercore & Fan Art  

Unifying aesthetics across the 300 memes reflected a community aesthetic 

practice crucial to marking boundaries within the memes. The more obvious aesthetic 

practices within the Queer memescape included Pride flags and other popular 

symbols related to LGBTQIA+ movements throughout history. However, another 

layer of digital Queer punk aesthetics seemed to resonate within the sample, 

especially on Tumblr. Tumblr is a space that encourages posting original art, 

especially fan art, for community enjoyment. Occasionally, the artists will tackle a 

subject that does not immediately connect to a television show or popular movie 

franchise. In marking boundaries around the thematic question of How Pride should 

look and feel, the memes drew from a Queer punk aesthetic to align Pride’s look with 

anarchist and anti-capitalist imagery and messages popular in Punk spaces for many 

decades.  

 According to Sidna Gregory (1991), in their piece Junk and Punk Aesthetics, 

punk examines the “increasingly problematic distinction between pop culture and 

serious art, or between avant-garde art and mass culture.” In truth, there are multiple 

punk aesthetics, mostly labeled via musical genres, including anarcho-punk, hardcore, 
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Riot Grrl, and Queercore. Many LGBTQIA+ artists and musicians influenced the 

punk movements of the 1970s, 1980s, and later the grunge movements of the 1990s. 

There is another strange political dichotomy to the punk movement of the late 20th 

century: while Queer aesthetics were a big influence, so were the aesthetics of 

fascism. White Nationalists were in many punk spaces and began to have an influence 

over the visual rhetoric of those movements. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, 

LGBTQIA+ communities within Punk spaces steered away from the aesthetics, and 

especially the philosophy, of White Nationalism to create Queercore. Queercore 

focused on reinvigorating LGBTQIA+ activism with direct confrontational tactics. 

Queercore made headlines during the 1989 San Francisco Pride parade by painting an 

old car like a police cruiser and attaching a giant papier-mâché high-heeled shoe to 

the top. The organizers then encouraged onlookers to join the parade by supplying 

high heels and baseball bats to beat the car as it drove down the parade route (Rathe, 

2012). According to the analysis, the 300 memes represent a return to punk aesthetics, 

and in the case of Be Gay, Do Crime, the memes are used to explicitly advocate for 

Queer anarchist movements. Pulling in the historical context of LGBTQIA+ 

involvement in anti-capitalist and political art movements dating back to Queercore 

demonstrates how the Queer memescape continues to draw on a rich cultural history 

to inform aesthetic and narrative choices. Specifically, it connects the memescape to a 

larger system of cultural values that have withstood the test of time. Liberation from 

capitalism was a focus in Queercore aesthetics of the 1990s, just as in 2020, but the 

medium used to communicate those values has changed.  
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Meme art posted on Tumblr, and the tags #begadocrime, #class struggle, #class, and 

others denote a connection between classism, capitalism, and Queer liberation.  

 

The meme above is an example of the kind of punk-style art that circulated in 

the 300 memes, especially on Tumblr. In the meme, a non-binary figure holds a coat 

resembling bat wing. The figure has both breasts and male genitalia. It smiles broadly 

with bat-like ears and fangs, saying, “We’re here, we’re queer, we’re going 

shoplifting.” Smash Capitalism is written over the image in the wings of the coat. The 

figure is depicted riding a flaming shopping cart. The list of hashtags at the bottom 

includes the key concepts used to categorize the image for its audience, including 
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#vandalism, #anarchism, #class, #classwar, #sabotage, and #class struggle. The name 

of the Tumblr page posting the image also communicates the kind of community this 

image is designed for, “Hell Yeah, Anarchist Posters.” The “Hell Yeah” and “Fuck 

Yeah” title is popular on Tumblr and is used to signal a dedication to one subject for 

others to obsess over on the platform. The page name and many tags do not 

specifically call on LGBTQIA+ communities; however, the image clarifies the 

overlap. There is an assumption made by the posters that followers of their page are 

either LGBTQIA+ individuals or allies of the communities that form that identity. 

Connecting anarchy to Queer identity follows the tradition of Queercore artists from 

the 1980s and 90s that infused punk politics into LGBTQIA+ activism.  

The art style of the image is similar to hand-drawn images used in popular 

zines in the 1990s connected to Queercore bands and artists (Chapman, 2017). Even 

the choice of using the word Queer over Gay or LGBTQIA+ is deeply rooted in the 

Queer punk scene. For example, the popular Queercore band Dog Park Dissidents has 

a song titled, Queer as in Fuck You, in which they sing “not Gay as in happy, but 

Queer as in fuck you,” pushing back against the commodification of LGBTQIA+ 

identities by the media. The use of the word Queer is purposefully confrontational in 

many LGBTQIA+ spaces. The use of the term Queercore was to reject the perceived 

hegemony of “Gay culture” in the 1980s (Chapman, 2017). According to filmmaker 

Yony Leyser, who made the film Queercore: How to Punk a Revolution, the 

movement was a space for individuals who didn’t want to assimilate into the 

mainstream simply. In an interview with NBC News, they said, “I dressed differently. 

I thought differently. I was always rejected by society and felt rejected by the gay 
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community. I didn’t want to go to the shopping mall and buy a Tommy Hilfiger polo 

shirt. I didn’t want to get tan and spend my whole day at the gym.”  

 The Queercore movement has lived on in punk and alternative spaces, 

especially online, where music streaming has become easier. There was a significant 

overlap between these Queercore aesthetics and the rhetoric of Wrath month over 

Pride month in the 300 memes analyzed. A strong digital Queer punk aesthetic aligns 

with the attitudes and aesthetic practices of Queercore from the 1980s and 1990s. 

Queercore empathized with liberation from capitalist society, a rejection of traditional 

values, and a DIY ugly-by-design style, all of which is prevalent within the memes 

analyzed. And while this aesthetic does have its roots in Queercore, many influences 

from years of meme aesthetic practices like Internet Ugly overlap to create a digital 

Queercore. The blending of these elements creates a digital Queercore aesthetic that 

can be seen across multiple social media platforms.  

Other common community aesthetic practices were rooted in fan 

communities. The memes that used fan art aesthetics found in community spaces 

outside LGBTQIA+ communities but utilized the same concepts to share messages 

related to how Pride should look or feel. For example, one creator shared images of 

her and her wife dressed in Good Omen’s cosplay at a Pride event in Dublin. Good 

Omens is a popular television show from Amazon Prime based on the book by Terry 

Pratchett and Neil Gaiman. The two lead characters, the demon Crowly and the angel 

Azriphale are often linked together as a romantic couple in fan art and fan fiction for 

the show. In the post, she and her wife are dressed as the lead characters, Azriphale 

and Crowly, with Pride accessories, including rainbow wings and armbands. The 
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images included tags, #ineffable husbands #ineffable wives #yes actually married # 

dublin pride #angel and devil #be gay do crime. The tags are how other individuals 

find common communities on Tumblr. Within the tags are personal details, including 

that the poster identifies as a woman married to another woman. They live in Dublin 

and were at the 2019 Dublin Pride events when these photos were taken.  

Cosplay images are a common practice in fan communities, but there were 

other instances when the aesthetics of fan art were used to communicate similar 

messages about the sexual orientation of characters. Another Good Omens fan post 

from Tumblr featured fan art of the two characters back-to-back ready for combat. 

The tags feature some of the same fan community tags as the previous image and are 

more specific to the authors of the original book the series is based on. The tags 

include #good omens #ineffable husbands #fanart #neilgaiman #be gay do crime 

#original art.  
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Image from a Tumblr post of fan art of Azriphale and Crowley from the show Good 

Omens. Again, Azriphale is carrying a flaming sword prepared for battle. 

 

  

The image and tags may not, on the surface, appear to have much to do with 

the meme, Be Gay, Do Crime, but that is because it requires knowledge about the 

characters and plot of the series to understand the connection. In the show (and book), 
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Azriphale and Crowly work on the sides of good and evil on Earth. Over many 

centuries of working against each other, they become close and learn to love their 

lives on the material plane. When their “bosses” decide to trigger the apocalypse, the 

two join forces to attempt to hold off the world's end together. In this sense, the two 

characters break ranks to Be Gay and Do Crime together to save the world. Blatantly 

deciding to care for each other and their chosen community, the two characters 

represent many themes common in LGBTQIA+ media, including found family and 

the value of personal liberation for larger systemic powers. In the case of the two 

Good Omens characters, those systemic powers are divine, but their power to fight 

against it is also divinely granted.  

Fan art styles and aesthetics were used in the spaces where Queercore's 

aesthetics were too intense or did not resonate with the overall message the creator 

wished to convey. Fan art expressed concepts connected to the mundane fantasy 

covered in previous chapters. Individuals could imagine a Pride where they and their 

favorite characters felt comfortable enough to exist without fear. So whereas 

Queercore aesthetics were used to directly confront capitalism or the police, fan art 

aesthetics played more of a role in creating a new world in which powerful 

institutions either didn’t exist or really didn’t matter to the overall story of the meme. 

It is important to note that Queercore's aesthetics engaged more directly with the 

Stonewall narrative, and fan art did not, for the most part. That makes sense, given 

Queercore is rooted in radical actions and draws from the story of the Stonewall Riots 

to confront what leaders in the movement viewed as complacent LGBTQIA+ 

communities. Other aesthetic practices drew more directly from existing digital 
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culture and blended it with popular culture to create a personal style or aesthetic for 

how Pride should look or feel to the individual sharing the meme.  

Personal Aesthetics: Finding a Style for Pride  

It was difficult to determine what was community aesthetics versus what was 

personal aesthetics. The analysis clarified that some memes were constructed from a 

more personal space. For example, in several TikTok videos, creators put on Pride 

makeup, including rainbow eye shadow and brightly colored lipsticks. The general 

tone of these videos was to celebrate the self and, more specifically, liberation from 

social norms. These video memes were the basis for finding a path toward 

understanding personal aesthetic practices and creative skills that were separate from 

larger community practices, as with the fan art of Queercore. Personal aesthetics were 

represented throughout the 300 memes sampled across all the platforms; TikTok, 

Twitter, and Tumblr. In another example, an individual tweeted an image of a soft-

pink feathery sheer evening gown. In the tweet, they write, “No cops at pride, just me 

in my evening gown.” The tweet, along with the many TikTok videos, represents the 

many ways in which individuals engage in a kind of Pride costuming or an aesthetic 

that is reserved for Pride celebrations. Pride, in other words, should look and feel like 

personal liberation from conventional fashion. It should be a space where individuals 

can fully express their identity and values through personal aesthetics.  

Contained within these broader themes are the aesthetic category memes often 

associated with Tumblr and Instagram. Aesthetic category memes include pictorial 

references to fashion, architecture, and other items to build a vision board for a 

specific aesthetic. Aesthetic category memes are linked to groups of people, such as 
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the VSCO girl aesthetic memes that emerged on Instagram and later spread to other 

social media platforms after individuals began to collect the common visuals used by 

young women posting to the VSCO photo application.  

  

 
 

An example of the VSCO girl “starter pack” meme popular on social media websites 

in 2019 and 2020. The VSCO aesthetic focuses on girlish, casual, and branded living. 

  

         Several popular aesthetic category memes are unmistakable, including 

Cottagecore and Dark Academia. These memes draw on popular culture, literature, 

and the visual expressions used to build identity in digital culture. Personal branding 

has become a core part of social media marketing for influencers and products alike, 

so aesthetic memes are a natural outgrowth of individuals looking to build an identity 

around aesthetic expressions of fashion, architecture, and other personal items. For 

example, the aesthetics of Goblincore blend the natural elements of Cottagecore with 

some of the celebrations of the grotesque or strange found in gothic aesthetic 
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movements. Goblincore emphasizes aspects of nature that are considered strange or 

outright gross. It developed in response to the largely white, cis-gendered female 

aesthetics of Cottagecore.  

  

 
Example of the popular #cottagecore aesthetic meme in the form of a “starter pack” 

meme. These memes often provide commentary on behaviors, fashions, and the posts 

of individuals engaging with the aesthetic. 

  

         Goblincore is a way to Queer the existing aesthetic movements by reshaping 

the visual narrative around the outcasts or neglected parts of nature. All Goblincore 

posts were contained in the Be Gay, Do Crime meme sample from Tumblr. The few 

references to Goblincore include images of mushrooms, frogs, slugs, snails, and 

molds. While many of these symbols are “cutesy” in the posts, the topic of 

mushrooms and other fungi is a favorite of Goblincore posts. Another piece of this 

aesthetic also focuses on trash and a celebration of trash collecting.  
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A goblin core meme posted to Tumblr by @madammaddy includes the Be Gay, Do 

Crime meme. Mushrooms and other natural fungi are included in many goblin core 

memes as examples of how strange and grotesque nature can be compared to the 

picturesque memes of Cottagecore. 

  

         Trash and its celebration are drawn from an interesting reference point in 

Queer cinema. John Waters’ Pink Flamingos centers on a competition to be named 

the filthiest people alive. The film features some of Divine’s most iconic work, but it 

is also easy to see a throughline between the celebration of deviant filth in Pink 

Flamingos in the overall vibe of Goblincore. As of 2021, Pink Flamingos is 
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unavailable on streaming platforms, so it is interesting to see some overlap between 

the use of filth in Waters’ iconic work and the Goblincore movement. In the film, 

Waters alludes to heteronormative social structures as being among the filthiest things 

a person can participate in, but that is not really at the heart of Goblincore. The fact 

that it is paired with Cottagecore perhaps demonstrates that some individuals feel left 

out of that almost princess-style aesthetic. By emphasizing the bizarre turns of the 

natural world, Goblincore does appear to be queering Cottagecore even more than the 

aesthetic was already.  

 The Queerness of the different aesthetic category memes was a common 

debate on Tumblr. Specifically, the memes from Tumblr focused on personal 

aesthetics and how it overlaps with LGBTQIA+ identities. In one meme, several 

aesthetic category memes are placed in overlapping Venndiagram circles, with 

Queerness at the center as the one thing that unites all of them. The meme justifies 

participation in any personal aesthetic to express some level of Queerness in digital 

culture and the real world. According to these memes, Pride should look and feel like 

the aesthetic that most moves a person. There can be Cottagecore Pride, Dark 

Academia Pride, and Goblincore Pride. The aesthetics are all connected to 

LGBTQIA+ communities and are acceptable ways to celebrate pride.  
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The image shows the overlap between Cottagecore, Dark Academia, Piratecore, and 

Cowboycore, with the word Gay at the center of all the aesthetic category memes. 

 

 The analysis revealed that personal aesthetics never overlapped with the 

Stonewall narrative. Instead, personal aesthetics appeared more closely linked to 

creating Pride in personal liberation through expressive fashion and art. The look and 

feel of Pride then become one that incorporates the personal aesthetics of the 

individual. While some memes revealed a Pride aesthetic incorporating rainbow 

makeup and costumes, it was not as prevalent as one would imagine. The messaging 

of the memes did not provide a call to action centered on personal aesthetic practices 

but rather one that asked individuals to engage in a conversation about capitalism and 

the police. It is unclear if wearing rainbow memorabilia could be seen as participating 
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in rainbow capitalism, and therefore many individuals chose not to include that within 

the memes they shared.  

Exploring Aesthetics as a Boundary Marker in Memes  

Aesthetic practices plays a role in meme-making, but more research is needed 

to fully pull apart the aesthetic influences within the memes. Given the timeframe of 

this research and the large sample size, it was difficult to determine to what extent 

digital culture aesthetics and LGBTQIA+ aesthetics come together to form the visual 

language of the memes. What was evident was the close connection between the 

memes and the existing Queercore aesthetics that date back to the 1980s and 1990s. A 

digital Queer punk aesthetic practice was prevalent within the art styles of memes that 

were created as original pieces than the ones that followed the conventions of existing 

memes. More research is required to determine how much Queercore influences 

aesthetic practices in LGBTQIA+ digital spaces. But the language, aesthetics, and 

philosophies of Queercore overlap greatly with what was present in the 300 memes. 

The focus on liberation versus assimilation, the use of Queer anger as a tool for 

activism, and the total disregard for what is seen as mainstream Gay culture are 

clearly a strong part of the memes analyzed. These same elements are at the heart of 

Queercore as a movement.  

Platform formatting also played a heavy role in the aesthetic practices of 

memes. While they did engage in some of the same community aesthetics, the 

platforms shaped the type of content and the conventions which the meme needed to 

follow to conform to what worked on the social media platform. Tumblr was the only 

platform that allowed the most expressive freedom to play with aesthetics within the 
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memes. Twitter allowed for more freedom to include videos and images. And finally, 

TikTok was the most restrictive because of the video format of the app. Text and 

images were combined to create videos, but the formatting of TikTok does not allow 

a viewer to sit, so to speak, with the text or images. The platform's design was to 

create quick, flashy videos, and there was no room for combining the multimedia 

elements into something that remain static for the viewer. The influence of the 

platform formatting is worth another, deeper round of analysis in future projects. I did 

not spend enough time with the memes to consider how the memes could break from 

the formatting, but that might be because the sample did not have any memes that 

attempted to do so.  

 Personal aesthetics played a smaller role than community aesthetics within the 

300 memes. While some personal aesthetics were used, most memes engaged with 

community aesthetic practices. That is likely because the call to action for the memes 

Pride Was a Riot, No Cops at Pride, and Be Gay, Do Crime all ask for a response that 

does not focus on the individual’s personal style. It is interesting to note that the look 

and feel of Pride overlapped with the engagement the memes made with the other two 

thematic questions. In other words, the thematic question of How Pride should look 

and feel was tied to the answer to Who is invited to Pride and What does Pride 

mean. In answering those two questions, the look and feel of Pride celebrations begin 

to take form. So, if Pride is a protest and only serious protesters are invited, the 

aesthetics of Pride become ones rooted in a protest language. That thematic question 

is most dependent on the answer to the previous two. 
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Chapter 10: The Future of Critical Meme Studies  

Expanding Critical Meme Studies  

 

         The exercise of designing and executing an experimental method informed by 

Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis and the many meme typologies that exist 

(Shifman, 2014; Wiggins, 2019) has further justified the need to invest in Critical 

Meme Studies as an emergent field of research. The rich textual and visual analysis 

available from this dissertation’s data abundantly demonstrates that memes are more 

complex than current theorizing represents.  

Memes are a form of digital folklore, and like all objects of heritage studies, 

they undergo a shifting set of “itineraries” over time. The difficulty, of course, is that 

digital time and space move more rapidly than traditional media — and more rapidly 

even than scholars can document. This could be viewed as an argument against even 

trying to make sense of memes:  it’s not possible, even with NLP and AI and ML to 

map and fully capture the iterations and journeys of even a single meme. But Critical 

Meme Studies as a conceptual field of study can give us the tools to identify salient 

themes, key threads, evergreen memes. The three memes selected for this dissertation 

represent a set of memes that continue to surface as rallying calls and boundary 

markers in LGBTQIA+ communities. This study suggests what we need to be looking 

deeper into the way communities and individuals use memes to construct narratives 

around their identity and values. It is important to consider memes from a folkloric 

perspective because it lends analysis power to understanding the spread of 
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information through networks of narratives that reinforce social boundaries and belief 

systems that can - and do - conflict with fact-based reporting at times.  

 Finding other such memes in other communities takes some critical thinking 

about the context of heritage rhetoric and the development of community voices 

through time—especially before digital culture. Future directions for this research can 

include memes of feminism, for example. Supporters and opponents of feminism and 

the progress of women’s rights have utilized roughly the same memetic arguments for 

centuries. Memes about feminism posted on Twitter as recently as 2022 focused on 

the loneliness and unhappiness of women who embrace feminism. The same memetic 

rhetoric can be found in anti-suffrage cartoons 100 years earlier.  

  

On the left is a popular meme from 2022 that was originally intended to degrade 

feminists as being single and unhappy. The image on the right is of an anti-Suffrage 

cartoon first published as a postcard with a similar message. 

  

In addition to looking at gender and sexuality, memes related to race are 

especially ripe for Critical Meme Studies. As disinformation grows, this approach 
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allows scholars to ask critical questions about the cultural frameworks of memes, 

extending beyond the form they take. Examples can include a comparative analysis of 

anti-Semitic rhetoric through centuries of media in Europe and the United States. 

Critical Meme Studies argue that the meme is not the image, GIF, or video - it's the 

piece of culture that has withstood changing media landscapes. To borrow from 

Richard Dawkins (1976), the meme is a piece of culture that adapted to new 

environmental challenges to survive over time.  

Taking up a critical-cultural framework enables a fundamental shift in the 

object of study from technology to the community. That is why heritage studies can 

be incredibly valuable for media scholars. While this dissertation provided a bare-

bones explanation of heritage, the questions cultural heritage scholars ask about what 

heritage DOES are valuable for meme scholars. The focus should not be defining 

what a meme is but rather what memes DO for society. How are they used? To what 

end? There are endless definitions of a meme, mostly used to suit the needs of a 

research method. Memes are photo trends, hashtags, video clips, and graffiti.  For 

example, the oldest meme is perhaps the “____ was here” meme, including a person’s 

name to tag themselves as existing. Graffiti unearthed in the ruins of Pompeii, in 

addition to the bathroom stall classic, “for a good time call …” (LaFrance, 2016).  

To focus on defining a meme is not as useful in a critical-cultural approach as 

looking closely at a meme’s function. Does it mark a boundary around a specific 

community discourse? If so, how? Why would humans feel the need to tag 

themselves off walls as early as the first written languages? Doesn’t this memetic 
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practice suggest a broader human cultural practice, such as a fear of mortality or the 

need to be destructive of public property?  

Digital folklorists already explore memes with more depth. The fall 2022 

issue of the Journal of American Folklore alone contained four articles focused on 

memes and counter-memes. Counter-memes are memes used to counteract 

conspiracies and disinformation within digital community spaces. The research 

encompassed everything from studies of welfare memes to understanding how 

pervasive stereotypes are incorporated into digital culture (Mould, 2022)  to how 

counter-memes reflect narratives of vaccine hesitancy in specific populations 

(Astapova, 2022). This single issue represents a growing body of critical folklore 

studies incorporating memes into their case studies and datasets.  

Media scholars need not reinvent the wheel when cultural anthropologists 

have built the car. The methods chapter of this dissertation alone is a testament to 

how scholars are talking past one another, often naming digital phenomena when 

really they are naming a concept already being considered elsewhere. Content, belief, 

and ideology are all names for the same concept but are used by different scholars to 

construct methods and theories for meme studies. The problem is compounded when 

we consider how memes are studied across disciplines, where naming conventions 

and metaphors are used to shape the research. Creating an interdisciplinary sub-field 

focused on a critical-cultural approach that can be accessed across the humanities and 

social sciences will allow scholars to build something valuable for the future of 

digital culture studies.  
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Critical Meme Studies in Education  

 

Beyond cross-disciplinary study, scholars have an opportunity to 

develop better pedagogical approaches. Critical Meme Studies easily fit 

within a critical media literacy framework. Educators teach how to 

interrogate persuasive messages in advertising or detect propaganda 

narratives in biased news coverage, but little (if any) time is dedicated to 

decoding memes. When applied to the classroom, Critical Meme Studies 

present an opportunity to show students how to employ critical-cultural 

thinking toward conspiracy theories, media trends, misinformation, and 

disinformation. Critical Meme Studies can also encourage educators to 

bring cultural literacies into their media-tech-centered classrooms.  

  Meme-making is a media skill. Assignments can range from creating a single 

meme or a collection of memes. In addition to these skills, Critical Meme Studies 

inspire assignments related to visual rhetoric, satire, and reading for the cultural 

context in a splintered media environment. Learning about memes also signals to 

students that their actions in the digital world have real consequences. Memes are 

directly linked to activism. It seems to be a greater stretch for educators to see memes 

as valuable to civic participation and literacy than for students who regularly deploy 

memes in their politics.  

Not all memes are equal or share the same goal. Memes intended to disinform 

can utilize several tactics, including humor. During the second world war (WWII), 
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the Nazis broadcast several Western-focused radio shows. The ridiculousness of the 

anchors, named Axis Sally and Lord Ha, was the propaganda's point. Americans 

would tune in for the entertainment value and walk away with seeds of doubt planted. 

Or they would take away a belief that the fascism of the Third Reich was not as scary 

or harmful as it was, simply because their media was a joke.  

The same argument was made about memes in the 1990s. Mike Godwin 

developed Godwin’s law in his Wired magazine piece:  Godwin’s law states that all 

internet conversations ultimately ends in one side calling the others Nazis. Godwin 

observed that Nazis and the Holocaust had become a memetic punchline stripping 

them of their original power and historical context. He predicted that eventually, as 

generations grow more distant from the events of WWII and the Holocaust, the 

comedic memetic versions would begin to take hold in culture making a mockery of 

the assertion “Never Again.” While Godwin has not stepped forward to say “I told 

you so,” Pepe, the famous memetic frog, appears to have done so for him.  

Lessons like Godwin’s law are easy to implement in media classrooms and 

critical media literacy lessons because they draw on existing frameworks such as 

civic participation, media ethics, and critical cultural thinking. A valuable opportunity 

is presented when memes are incorporated into media literacy classrooms; educators 

can provide students with the tools they need to navigate the digital environment, 

even when the truths they are in search of are barred from entering the school 

system.  

Education is under attack in the United States, especially for marginalized 

voices. Students are not taught Queer history in schools. And with current trends, 
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other voices are set to join. Young people turn to digital sources to learn about the 

world, and memes are the teachers. Activist groups use memes to dispense 

information about climate change and social justice. Memes play a crucial role in 

shaping narratives during breaking news events. While journalists believe they are the 

‘first record of history,’ memes rapidly edit history in real time.  

Thinking more critically about memes is vital to creating a digitally literate 

citizen. When presidents and CEOs turn to memes as a leading form of public 

relations communication, scholars must recognize that these often raw and unpolished 

pieces of content wield power proportional to traditional media – if not more so. The 

future of Critical Meme Studies is here, now in 2023, as the next presidential election 

is upon voters. Are voters prepared to decode memes? Can journalists provide 

proportional and relevant context for memes?  

Critical Meme Studies for Journalists and Media Professionals  

 Unfortunately, journalists and media professionals are not better equipped to 

explain memes to the public. Stories range from trivial, such as Buzzfeed’s Chris Pine 

Reacts to Memes of Him from the Don’t Worry Darling Press Conference, to absolute 

moral panic, like in the Washington Post’s coverage of the “meme wars” at the heart 

of U.S. political discourse. In truth, memes lie somewhere in between. As this 

dissertation shows, they can be vital organizational tools for building communities. 

However, cultural norms and political realities can stew within those communities 

and become toxic. Thinking of memes as cultural boundary markers enable 

journalists to report on what memes are doing and saying while connecting to a larger 

cultural framework. So, stories mocking the newest Alt-Right meme become less 
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about the meme’s content and more about the group producing and sharing the 

meme.  

         Journalists and media professionals would better understand cultural heritage's 

intricacies in the future. As free speech is weaponized against reporters and calls of 

bias threaten to pacify journalism against the rise of fascist ideologues, now more 

than ever, it is vital for journalists to become cultural scholars in their own right. 

Coverage of bans on Critical Race Theory and LGBTQIA+ histories and studies are a 

fine example of how media professionals struggle to understand the extensive cultural 

histories of their own communities and, most often, the communities of others.  

         While the conclusion of this dissertation is not the time or place to discuss the 

serious lack of diversity in newsrooms, it is noted here as an example of why cultural 

training is vital in journalism schools. Reporters often cover communities they are not 

members of, especially cultural minority or out-group communities, such as 

LGBTQIA+ communities. The lack of understanding or skills to understand these 

cultural histories and heritages prevents journalism from fully sinking its teeth into 

the meat of the issues. Take, for example, the recent bans on LGBTQIA+ history and 

heritage from schools and public spaces. Or, even better, the viral videos of 

individuals trashing Pride product displays at Target and other stores.  

         In both cases, the news media lack a means of fully understanding 

LGBTQIA+ cultural heritage and why these recent efforts to force Queer 

communities back into hiding are significant. Beyond reporters, social media 

platforms are sometimes outwardly governed by individuals who engage in 

homophobic and transphobic rhetoric, such as Elon Musk on Twitter.  
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  Critical Meme Studies, with an emphasis on the critical-cultural aspect, 

provide a path toward training current and future journalists and media professionals 

with the tools needed to analyze their own contributions to cultural narratives 

critically and shaping discourse around sexual and gender identities - and beyond - by 

emphasizing a long, wide view of history, heritage, and cultural storytelling practices. 

This is not really a new concept; newslore is frequently revisited as a concept in 

folklore studies.  

         Newslore is a term first used by Russell Frank in his book, Newslore: 

Contemporary Folklore on the Internet. Newslore describes “folklore that comments 

on and is therefore indecipherable without knowledge of current events.” (p. 7). In 

other words, Russell (2011) developed a term for memes that culminate around news 

events. Most of Russell’s examples in the book focus on large-scale news events, 

such as 9/11. However, given how rapidly digital media and culture have grown since 

the book was published, newslore has played a more significant role in news 

coverage.  

         Conspiracy theory memes are now common parlance of political talking heads 

and news commentators, and all trends point to newslore as being something 

journalists will not only need to contend with in their coverage in the future but a 

current issue in coverage of everything from sports to pandemics. Memes are so 

ubiquitous to the way individuals communicate news it is difficult for many to parse 

out what is actually a story and what is part of the newslore sphere of influence. In 

this environment, it would behoove journalism schools and newsrooms to consider 



 

 

196 

 

the vital lessons Critical Meme Studies can impart and why a deeper understanding of 

the role of folklore is needed to improve news coverage overall.  

In the end… 

 This work contains an argument for Critical Meme Studies and the beginnings 

of a theory for boundary-marking memes. Critical Meme Studies is defined by its 

engagement with critical-cultural theories and methodologies.  Critical Meme Studies 

is defined by its commitment to understand what memes do for communities. Memes 

are not just a digital phenomenon; they engage with deeply ingrained cultural values 

and sensibilities to communicate personal and collective ideas.  

         To understand the cultural nuance within memes, a typology was developed 

here that focuses on technology, community, and symbols as points of analysis for 

understanding boundaries. Katrin Horn’s (2018) readings of camp as a 

detachment/attachment of meaning within political and cultural media were included 

in the typology to enable the analysis to look for multiple points to boundary 

marking.  

         The boundaries of memes were discovered in the uses of technology, 

community history, heritage, and common symbols and rhetoric. All the memes 

showed evidence of how LGBTQIA+ communities engage with their history and 

heritage to understand current political realities.  The data showed that memes 

centered on Pride sometimes drew directly from the Stonewall Riot as a justification 

for current political actions but also pulled elements of the Stonewall narrative into 

more abstract engagements with authority and social justice. Across the years, the 

platforms and the hashtags, hree themes emerged: of identity, values, and 
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expressions. The memes engaged with identity to define who is invited to Pride 

events. Values were used to engage with the thematic boundary of what Pride is. 

Expressions were used to engage with the boundary of how to celebrate Pride. 

Building on this work 

 In the future, I will continue to interrogate the potential of Critical Meme 

Studies and the theory of boundary marking to understand what memes say and what 

they do for digital communities. Just as culture is not hegemonic, digital cultures 

contain many folkloric media that communicate much about the individuals who 

engage in its creation and distribution. Critical Meme Studies can help us understand 

other social groups and community spaces. These theories and methods are also 

useful for engaging with conspiracy-theory communities and communities built 

around political beliefs.  

         Camp, it became clear, holds an interesting connection to digital culture. And 

while camp is largely a Queer theory and practice, its practice of using existing media 

to recreate new meanings became invaluable in this dissertation’s meme analysis. 

Memes engage in many of the same underpinnings as camp, and valuing of 

aesthetics, of rhetoric, of humor. This dissertation lacked a deep dive into humor as a 

form of joyful resistance, but that should be more deeply mined by scholars going 

forward.  

         “Getting” humor takes cultural understanding. Jokes are always subjective, 

and it is likely that valuable boundaries can be detected by more studies of humor. 

For example, the Encryption Theory of Humor, developed by Thomas Flamson and 

H. Clark Barrett (2008), introduces the concept of jokes as a form of identity 
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concealment. The teller encrypts aspects of their personal beliefs and ideals into the 

joke and uses the reaction to gauge the like-mindedness of other individuals. This 

theory could be used to understand memes as humorous boundary markers that 

implicitly or explicitly search for commonalities among individuals in a larger digital 

space, such as Twitter.  

         Another possible avenue includes using the Benign Violations theory 

developed by Peter McGraw and Caleb Warren (2010), arguing that a benign social 

norm violation constructs jokes. The joke has a broader appeal as long as the 

violation is rendered benign and there is no serious threat. Camp and benign 

violations could work to analyze the detachment/attachment of meanings within 

media to create humorous disruptions of the social context within memes.  

 Of course, humor also leads to understanding the deeply troubling trend of 

Hipster Racism, Sexism, and Homophobia within digital community spaces. Hipster 

Racism (Gotteswinter, 2020) is the way memes engage with openly racist ideas but 

slap an “ironic” framing in an attempt to render racism less powerful. Hipster 

terminology has been used to create a “kidding, not kidding” framing of sexism, 

homophobia, and Transphobia, humor theories paired with the camp could provide an 

interesting path for understanding memes that engage with these themes.  

 

Last Thoughts on Memes  

 How can I conclude this work other than to say memes hold more and more 

sway over political and cultural discourses? As our ideas and communities have 

migrated to digital spaces, so too have all the same social and cultural hang ups that 
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have long plagued humanity. Rather than try to reinvent the wheel when it comes to 

conceptualizing and studying memes, it is more useful for digital media scholars to 

consider the existing frameworks in place to study collective storytelling. Folklore 

can (and has) forged an interesting and productive path forward for Critical Meme 

Studies.  

         Personally, I believe in long views of history and culture. It is important to 

reflect on how pervasive concepts such as homophobia have been throughout media 

history. To cut meme studies off from centuries of source material is to look at a 

small corner of the picture without seeing the full landscape and frame.  

         Critical Meme Studies may engage with digital media, but it does so with the 

knowledge that these cultural products and processes are part of a larger network of 

symbols and rhetoric. There will likely never be a perfect method or theory to 

encompass all that memes are or do, but it is worth taking a step back from big data 

grabs and content coding. The insights drawn from a critical-cultural perspective can 

move meme studies into their own identifiable field, yet one with room for many 

subfields. 
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