
KNOW YOUR
MEME
Feels Good Man, Pepe the Frog &
The Commodification of Visual Culture 

THE MOVIE:

Unfollow: Culture & Identity on the Internet N. Cassanetti-Cella

In the directorial debut of Arthur Jones,  Feels Good Man 
(2020) explores the rise of one of the most popular meme
icons of the last ten years--Pepe the Frog. 

The documentary follows San Francisco artist and
cartoonist Matt Furie as he attempts to regain control of
his creation from the alt-right and pro-Trump trolls who
co-opted the image for their own malicious purposes,
turning his beloved character into a hate symbol. 

The film questions whether Pepe can be redeemed, the
contemporary uses of Iconography, the resiliency of art,
and the confusing realm of internet culture where his
fame thrived.

https://www.feelsgoodmanfilm.com/


The movie offers a very comprehensive education on Pepe the Frog--both as the artistic
creation of Matt Furie that got away from him and as a symbol of different ideologies
that changed and evolved over the course of a decade. However, in order to navigate
the time and space in which Pepe becomes an example of contemporary iconography,
a more detailed background (and a glossary of terms) is needed: 

2006
Artist and cartoonist Matt
Furie publishes the comic

series Boys Club
featuring the Pepe

character he created in
2005.

2008
A user posts a scanned
page from Boy's Club to

4chan's /b/ board, where
users embraced Pepe's

catchphrase
"Feels good ma n". 

He becomes an in-joke
on 4chan 

20092009-2012
"Feels Guy", or "Wojak"

(originally an unrelated
character), was often paired

with Pepe in user-made
comics or images--often

used to express melancholy
and other emotions that

were contrary to the #PMA or
#Blessed attitude of

mainstream social media.

Pepe becomes an icon
on 4chan where users
adapted Pepe's face

and catchphrase to fit
different scenarios and

emotions, such as
melancholy, anger, and

surprise*

Pepe gains popularity,
moving from 4chan to

Tumblr, Reddit, Facebook
and Twitter. 

Celebrities like Katy Perry
and Nicki Minaj post

images of Pepe

BASIC
TIMELINE

2012-2014

2015
In 2015, teens shared

Pepe’s likeness so many
times he became the

biggest meme on Tumblr. 

Pepe was #6 on Daily
News and Analysis's list of

the most important
memes of 2015.

2015 - 2016

After Pepe was "hijacked by normies", 4chan
users launch a campaign to reclaim Pepe by

adorning him with White Nationalist/Nazi
symbols. (This was part of the Great Meme

War which lasted from June 16, 2015 -
November 9, 2016).

On October 13th, 2015: Donald Trump retweets
the "Trump Pepe" illustration. 

VOCAB, BUZZWORDS, ETC.
(PART I)

What is a "meme"? 

A Meme is an idea, behavior, or style that becomes popular and spreads by means of

imitation from person to person within a culture and often has  symbolic meaning

representing a particular phenomenon or theme. A meme acts as a unit for carrying

cultural  ideas, symbols, or practices, that can be transmitted from one mind to

another through writing, speech, gestures, rituals, or other imitable phenomena with a

mimicked theme (such as an Internet meme). 

Internet Trolls/"Trolling" 

An Internet Troll is someone who antagonizes others online by deliberately posting

inflammatory, irrelevant, or offensive comments (or other disruptive content) in an

online community with the purpose of intentionally upsetting people. Both the noun

and the verb forms of "troll" are associated with Internet discourse. However, the word is

now used more widely as just a common colloquial.

Shitposting 

Shitposting is the act of posting ironically or "trollishly" poor quality content to an online

forum or social media site. Shitposts are intentionally designed to derail discussions

and/or cause the biggest reaction with the least effort possible.  

What is a Dank MEME

Appropriating the word "Dank"--originally  a word used as a descriptor for high quality

marijuana--the term Dank Meme probably originated somewhere on 4chan, Reddit or

YouTube. According to Urban Dictionary, the term "Dank Meme" is an ironic expression

used to describe online  viral media and in-jokes (inside jokes) that are intentionally

bizarre or have exhausted their comedic value to the point of being trite or cliché. 

Speaking of irony, it's not lost on me that I am using Urban Dictionary as a source (which you should never do).

A more aggressive and offensive cousin of internet trolling is called Flaming/ Flamebaiting

COPYPASTA

A copypasta is a block of text which is copied and pasted by many individuals via online

forums and social networking websites. Copypastas are said to be similar to spam. 

Like many other things we've been talking about, the term  can be traced back to an

anonymous 4chan imageboard post from 2006.

...which brings us to our next detour: 4CHAN

By now we have heard the name 4chan come up in various readings, lessons and
films/documentaries throughout the semester--it came up in Jesse Daniel's essay
"Twitter and White Supremacy: A Love Story" and in Lesson 7: The New Normal in regard
to the rise of White Nationalism and "the alt-right" over the past five years. In addition to
its role in the story of Pepe, it will come up in almost every lesson to follow. 

The depiction and explanation of 4chan in the documentary Feels Good Man is likely the
clearest we've seen thus far (and yet still could use more context). 

So here we go....

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flaming_(Internet)#Flame_war


4CHAN 
If  you'd only heard of 4chan in passing before this class you would likely know it as a
place where alt-right white nationalists post anti-Semitic memes and wax poetic about
their shared xenophobia--but in the spirit of objective journalism...I think it deserves a
little more background. Now let's get started

WHAT IS 4CHAN? 
(abridged)

4Chan  is an English-language "Image  board website" (aka  a type of internet forum
where users post images on a message board, often alongside text and discussion)
created in 2003 by a 15-year-old named Christopher Poole. Hundreds of sites just like it
exist across the web, but 4chan is one of the oldest and most trafficked image boards
on the internet.

One of the sites main appeals is that 4chan does not have a registration system. The
software displays a default name for posters who don’t sign up — which was everyone.
On all those millions upon millions of posts the author’s name was simply, “Anonymous.”

Although the name "4chan" has become synonymous with racist, illegal and all-around
insidious behavior, a lot of chan boards are nothing more than places for people with
intense interests in a subject to swap thoughts. 

Want to share you amateur Manga drawings? There's a board for that! 
Want to talk about music, video games or anime? There's boards for those too.
 
In fact, 4Chan is essentially the birthplace of MANY of the memes and behaviors that are
now considered central to contemporary internet culture. 

The white Impact font with the black outlines? That was them.  
Terms like “win” and “epic” and “fail”? All of them were  created or popularized on
4chan and used there for years before becoming culturally mainstream.
RickRolling? ....that was them too. 

Almost every meme of the past ten years was incubated on the impermanent boards
of  4chan (even the nice ones like Caturday).  Beyond that, the method of using gifs,
memes and various images as a method of communication in a practice that is--as
author  Dale Beran (who was featured in Feels Good Man) describes it--"deeply
4chanian." 

OKAY...NOW BACK TO 4CHAN

The majority of posting on 4chan takes place on image boards, where users have the ability
to share images and create threaded discussions. Each board has its own set of rules and is
dedicated to a specific topic, variously including anime and manga, video games, music,
literature, fitness, politics, and sports, among others. 

If you've got a passion that's an inch wide and a mile deep, you might find a community of
kindred spirits on a chan board.  According to 4chan's advertising page, the site gets over
20,000,000 unique visitors per month, with an average demographic age of 18-34. Their user
base is 70% male with at least some college education--47% are based in the U.S.

However, because these boards are so loosely moderated and provide users with anonymity,
some of them became a breeding ground for all the racist, violent and shocking content as
well (and according to a Vice article from November, 2020, that didn't happen by accident).
The boards that are dubbed most notable and/or influential in the world outside 4chan--and
the story of Pepe the Frog--are: /b/ (Random), /pol/ (Politically Incorrect), and /r9k/ (a board
named for ROBOT9000 in which there are no exact reposts).

To me  it seems difficult to avoid the fact that the 4chan milieu is just another iteration of
counterculture being appropriated by mainstream pop culture. Much like the hippies of the 1960's
and the punk movement of the 70's and 80's, countercultures often begin small and are
diametrically opposed to mainstream cultural norms. Oftentimes these movements are considered
deviant (mostly because they reject powerful institutions, Capitalism, partisan politics or really any
kind of 'old guard' ideals). 

When a counterculture reaches critical mass it has the power to enact real social change. In
America,  we saw this  (most notably) with the ushering in of sexual liberation, civil rights,
environmentalism,  and second-wave feminism in the 60's; and also with the 1970's-era LGBT/gay
rights movement (including the 1969 Stonewall Riots) which ultimately  aided in pressuring the
American Psychiatric Association to remove homosexuality from its list of mental disorders in 1973. 

I'm bringing this up because I think what we are seeing here is  yet another example of how
counterculture ultimately shapes mainstream culture--even when that counterculture's goal is to
subvert and reject mainstream culture.

The irony here is that the majority of the way all of us behave and communicate in Internet culture
originated on 4Chan...which was a place for those who felt like an outcast (or some variation of
uncool) congregated and found community...but ultimately their rhetoric, language and behaviors
were appropriated by the "cool kids" they were attempting to thwart. 

Unfortunately, when 4chan reached critical mass, it didn't inspire the positive social change of 20th
century counterculture movements...it inspired the rise of nihilism, hopelessness, bullying
and  anarchy that made room for another fringe "counterculture" to overtake the mainstream:
White Nationalism (and Pepe was only a piece of the puzzle). 

Teacher Thoughts: History Repeating...

THE BOARDS

/b/
The "random" board (/b/) was the first 4chan board--and initially the most popular. A
writer for The Washington Post described /b/ as "an unfathomable grab-bag of the
random, the gross and the downright bizarre".  /b/ permits discussion and posting of
any sort of content as long as is doesn't break U.S. law (including copyright law, from
posting other people’s personal information, impersonating site administrators, and
using bots on the site). 

Users can (and did) post racist, graphic, and other “grotesque” material, but some also
talked about how to roast raw coffee beans or come out as gay to their families.

In addition to the rule not allowing exact reposts and "copypastas"), the /r9k/ board
was centered around NEET and hikikomori lifestyles (i'll come back to that). Users often
refer to themselves as "robots" and would share personal confessions of self-loathing,
social awkwardness (mostly with women), and violent disdain for the lives of average
people with active social and sexual lives. 

The /r9k/ also dealt with depression, anxiety, and suicide. In March 2018, a 4chan user
(Shuaiby) live streamed his suicide on YouTube, holding up a note that said "Bye R9K
3/14/18").   It was the forum where  Chris Harper-Mercer, the Umpqua Community
College shooter, warned northwesterners not to go to school just hours before the
shooting in 2015. It was also where a lot the Elliot Rogers narrative went down (which
was shown in the movie). 

The culture of /r9k/ was built largely on a binary division of "us vs. them":
There were the alphas, or "normies", who were typically the attractive, well-adjusted,
popular people of the world, and the betas who were self-identified as geekish social
rejects (and a subset of betas known as "incels"). 

/r9k/

In 2008, a user uploaded a page scanned from Boy's
Club to 4chan's /b/ board, where users embraced
Pepe's catchphrase "Feels good ma n" as a recurring
joke applied to countless other images,  and the frog
found a permanent home.

Pepe was a prominent figure on /r9k/, and
many of his evolutions happened there.
The proliferation of "Sad Frog" (or
"feelsbadman") was used as a way to
convey feelings of depression and anxiety,
and "Angry Pepe"--the one who is
screaming REEEEEEE in the film--first
appeared on /r9k/ as a way to express
their rage against normies. Reductively,
/r9k/ is often charged as the place where
Pepe went dark. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QMW4AqbuSGg
http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/caturday
https://www.4chan.org/advertise
https://www.vice.com/en/article/m7aap8/the-man-who-helped-turn-4chan-into-the-internets-racist-engine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Counterculture
https://www.pri.org/stories/2015-10-02/short-history-r9k-4chan-message-board-some-believe-may-be-connected-oregon


Ok so I know I threw around a lot of terms that you may need some more
information on to really wrap your head around things...and there are some
other terms you may come across moving forward I'll throw in here too! 

VOCAB, BUZZWORDS, ETC.
(PART II)

N.E.E.T.s

An acronym for "Not in Education, Employment, or

Training", refers to a person who is unemployed, not

receiving an education (college or otherwise) or vocational

training. We see more about NEET culture and ideology in

Feels Good Man starting at 00:16:50 to 00:19:00. NEETs

are often synonymous with the term hikikomori--

a Japanese word translating to "pulling inward, being

confined" used to describe someone with "acute social

withdrawal" who seeks extreme degrees of social isolation

and confinement.

Incels 

a portmanteau of "involuntary celibates", is a subculture of people who define themselves as unable to find

a romantic or sexual partner despite desiring one. The term was actually coined by a woman named Alana

in 1993, but who gave it away to a stranger in 2000. Over the next twenty years, the term 'incel' was

coopted by predominantly male communities on sites like 4chan and Reddit where men blamed women

for their involuntary celibacy, sometimes advocated for rape or other forms of violence, and were

misogynistic and often racist. 

Reporting indicates that incels are predominantly male, heterosexual and white, and have been described

as "part of the online male supremacist ecosystem" by the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC). At least six

mass murders, resulting in a total of 44 deaths, have been committed since 2014 by men who have either

self-identified as incels or who had mentioned incel-related names and writings in their private writings or

Internet postings.                                                                                    (Here's a profile piece on Incels from 2018)

Normies, Chad's & Stacey's 

A NORMIE refers to an individual who is deemed to be boringly

conventional or mainstream by those who identify themselves as

nonconformists. On the /r9k/ board, the term Normies is often used

in personal anecdotes as the antithesis of the "robots". According to

KnowYourMeme, Normies can be seen as the antithetic stereotype of

hipsters and special snowflakes, both of which are derogatory terms

for nonconformists. Normies and their role in Pepe's evolution is

described in great detail in Feels Good Man starting around

00:20:00 to 00:30:00.

CHAD is a nickname for any attractive, popular men who are sexually successful with women. Similar to

the term "normies", Chad and his female counterpart STACY are often used as pejoratives by those who

consider themselves nonconformists on 4chan's /r9k/ board. 

In late April 2018, a vehicle-ramming attack occurred in Toronto, in which suspect Alek Minassian drove

a moving van into a crowd of pedestrians, killing 10 people and injuring 15.

Prior to the removal of his Facebook page, a post was found in which Minassian says he wishes to “speak

to Sgt 4chan,” and announces that "The Incel Rebellion has already begun." He also praises Elliot Rodger

and calls for the "overthrow of all the Chads and Stacys"

The Incel Rebellion/ Beta Uprising

Also popularized on the boards of /r9k/,  the "beta uprising" or "incel

rebellion" was a meme that gained traction in late 2013 when

users began integrating images of Wojak and Angry Pepe in their

posts that inferred the start of a violent revolution against normies,

Chads, Stacys and others who deny them a happy life. 

The "Beta Uprising"/Incel Rebellion has been connected with

the Umpqua Community College shooting, the Toronto van attack,

and self-identified incel Elliot Rodger, the killer behind the 2014 Isla

Vista killings (who is talked about in Feels Good Man--along with more

info on the "beta uprising" beginning at 00:35:00 to 00:39:00).

Teacher Thoughts: A Pepe's Worth a 1,000 Words

Once we reach the halfway point of Feels Good Man, we've witnessed Pepe the Frog
evolve from the happy/chill stoner dude from Boys Club into a conduit for an entire
subculture to channel an array of complex emotions--and  what happens when
another subculture attempts to usurp it. 

Images  of  Angry Pepe first started to  appear in
early 2014, and just  like its happy and sad frog
predecessors, there were dozens of different
manifestations. The illustrations ranged from red-
eyed frustration to gifs and webcomics depicting
acts of violence against Pepe's one-time-ally,
Wojack, or   Pepe in a ski mask wielding
a weapon. Many of the images are   accompanied
with text, but the one I found most telling was an
image that simply said "ENOUGH."

Starting around minute 20 of the movie, we meet 
various  4channers who talk about their relationship   to
Pepe, and how they saw him as a uniting symbol that
allowed for a shared emotional connectivity between
thousands of anonymous strangers. The sheer volume of
unique, user-generated Pepe's indicate that he was not
only an emotional outlet but a creative one as well.   There
is/was a Pepe for almost any situation--and plenty of them
were depictions of the smiling, happy frog Furie original
drew-- but the Pepe that I think was the most precious to
his fan base was his first transformation: Sad frog or "Feels
Bad Man." 

But then something happened.

Twenty-five minutes into Feels Good Man, a 4chan user named Mills talks about when
he first noticed that images of Pepe began showing up on more mainstream social
media  platforms. He explained that many 4channers felt frustrated, even
enraged, about the Normies posting images of Pepe's just to "get likes." Mills goes on to
talk about how "non-4channers" infiltrated the boards looking for content to steal and
berated and bullied them (calling them losers or virgins) while searching for Pepes--
clearly unaware of the importance of Pepe (and Wojak)   to  many members of the
4chan community. To the "betas," this was a violation, and proof that once again the
alpha Normies were determined to dominate them. 

This (coincidentally) happened around the time of the 2014 #Gamergate controversy
that also unfurled on 4chan. Many  Gamergaters believed that Social Justice
Warriors  were adding unwanted elements into their video games (namely things
which promoted gender equality). The rallying cry came from a faction of begrudged
men without jobs or prospects or girlfriends, who not only declaimed failure In the "real
world" but straight up disengaged from it. The one space they found solace from the
realities of their self-proclaimed loser-dom was the perfectly cultivated worlds of the
video games they escaped to, so they saw this as another moment where they were
being slighted by the same women who refused to sleep with them. 

The Anons of 4chan had reached a boiling point: Enter "Angry Pepe" 

The antithesis of where the character began, "Sad Frog" was the mainstay version of
the "4channer's  Emotions  Personified" icon, and some of them got really, really dark.
During my internet deep dive to make this lesson, the surplus of Suicidal Pepes I found
was pretty shocking--there are nooses, guns, knives, forks in electrical outlets--and
although many of these images are overlaid with texts that feigned irony ("for the lulz"),
they were being created at a moment when suicide had become one of the leading
causes of death for men in the United States--so it's hard not to hypothesize at least
some genuineness there. What is made clear, however, is that those who suffered from
alienation, isolation and (in many cases) depression, anxiety and other mental
illnesses found solace in the sad frog and, for at least a few years, Pepe brought
happiness to a lot of people that most of the time felt hopeless. 

As a late observer,   this feels like the Pepe that most clearly symbolized a shift in the
ideology; a symbol of fight over flight where the beta standing up to the alpha. Angry
Pepe fought the Normies  who were invading the boards and "stealing their memes"
(Feels Good Man  33:56); he was the face of "The Beta Uprising"   which resulted in
multiple mass murders with over two dozen deaths; and his popularity coincided with
#Gamergate and the launch of several harassment and doxing campaigns against
various women in the video game industry by incels on the /r9k/ board.  Both Pepe and
his collective creators were pissed off, tired, and ready to fight back.

It would be hard for us to prove if the way Mills explained how  the series of events
happened is true, but there is no  denying this was the perception of many, MANY
4channers who had a deeply personal connection to Furie's frog. To some users, Pepe
was more than a cartoon--he was a representation of a cultural ideology, one that
author Dale Beran (who was interviewed in the film as well) explains:

But the "Pepe ideology" was not wholly formed in the digital realm--and if you haven't
already guessed where this is going...there is a political angle worth acknowledging too
(one that started well before Pepe was coopted by Trump supporters and the alt-
right...though we'll get to that too).

It can't be ignored that Pepe the Frog made his 4Chan debut the same year Obama
took office, a moment that (for many) personified hope for real change and progress
in America....suddenly the world "felt good, man." 

Yet as the months of Obama's first term passed, many people felt like very little
had  changed--a realization that left almost a quarter of Americans   jaded;  jilted by
"party politics" and rejecting the idea that their very existence mattered to "big
government." By 2014 there had been six years with Obama and eight more with
G.W.  Bush that had  left the U.S. stagnating in  14 years of wars, recessions, market
crashes, bailouts, and the rise of terrorism. To those entering adulthood who had
chosen to retreat into an insular online world, this "new normal" felt just as bleak as the
idea of achieving success or love.

As the 2016  Presidential candidates began their political campaigns in 2014/15,
hostilities between different socio-political  communities grew   both on and offline.
Social media sites were  incubators  for hundreds of echo chambers, causing sharper
division and more contempt for those with different ideologies. Meanwhile, somewhere
on 4chan the war for Pepe the Frog had reached a climatic realization: The only way to
take Pepe back from the Normies was to make him too toxic to share.

So Pepe was Nazified (his signature message was sometimes replaced with "Kill Jews
Man."); he flew planes into the Twin Towers; he murdered cops and shot up schools.
And out of the ashes came a new Pepe...one that would come to personify not just the
battle against the normies, but a battle against the American political system.  

"The Pepe Ideology  steers into the skid of its own patheticness. Pepe
symbolizes embracing your loserdom, and owning it. It is what all the millions
of forum-goers of 4chan met to commune about. It is, in other words, a value
system, one reveling in deplorableness and being pridefully dispossessed. It
is a culture of hopelessness, of knowing the system is rigged. But instead of
fight, the response is flight, knowing you’re trapped in your circumstances is
cause to celebrate" (Beran). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portmanteau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Southern_Poverty_Law_Center
https://www.vice.com/en/article/7xqw3g/this-is-what-the-life-of-an-incel-looks-like
https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/cultures/hipster
https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/special-snowflake
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Umpqua_Community_College_shooting
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Toronto_van_attack
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2014_Isla_Vista_killings
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gamergate_controversy
https://imgur.com/dvDh8hr
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4chan: The Final Board

Pepe, /pol/
and Trump

Trump--with his aversion to “political correctness” that many found offensive (almost
trollish), his brash confidence (despite numerous failed businesses, bankruptcies and
marriages), and the fact that the majority of people on both sides of the political spectrum
saw him as a joke--made him near perfect for the 4chan syndicate. But what solidified him
as the candidate of choice was how out of touch from them Hillary Clinton was. 

Clinton spoke of re-investing into the middle class, recycling the familiar political promise of
an outdated American Dream that, in reality, was wildly unattainable after decades of wage
decline, inflation, debt  and gross economic/class disparity. She was also a woman which
seems like an obvious conflict of interest to the incel/beta/Gamergater crowd. 

To those of us who were not of the Boomer generation (aka. Gen X, Millenials and Gen Z),
the  1950's America Dream was not only outdated, it wasn't even really a widely coveted
dream. The more contemporary American Dream was achieving wealth and celebrity, to of
become recognizable...known.

If you ask a kid today what they want to be when they grow up, they will most likely tell you
they want to be "a YouTube star" or "an influencer"--they want followers, fame and fortune.
This "American Dream" is one that appears on the part of the internet populated by
"Normies", and, as Dr. Aleks Krotoski says, the "push to commodify the internet” (00:23:00) via
"likes" and positivity trending like #blessed #PMA #Fitspo #mybestself. It was a dream
rooted in the ideologies of Capitalism and individualism, antithetical to the collectivism and
anonymity of 4chan. 

Initially, for the young men of /pol/ and the other boards, voting for Trump was not about
finding a solution to their despair and hopelessness, but a new prank on the Normies who
despised him. All the left’s mockery of Trump served to reinforce his message as not only an
outsider, but as an expression of rage, despair, and ultimate pathetic Pepe-style
hopelessness. 

According to journalist Aaron Sankin's interview in Feels Good Man, it took mere hours for
/pol/ to go from calling Trump their normal slew of offensive names, to circulating the first
set of Trump-as-Pepe images. It was almost too perfect. 

Although the name "4chan" has become synonymous with racist, illegal and all-around
insidious behavior, this was not what the site's creator, Christopher Poole, intended. For
over a decade, Poole attempted to balance between keeping users happy and
cracking down on problematic content.  He disabled boards with illegal and hateful
content like /l/ (Lolicon) which was shut down after a user posted genuine child
pornography. In January of 2011, Poole deleted the /new/(News) board which he
said had "devolved into /stormfront/" (Poole)--a reference to the oldest and largest
white supremacist/KKK site (which you may remember from the Jessie Daniels article). 

In October of 2011, a rebranding of /new/ came in the form of a new board called /pol/
(Political Incorrectness). Soon becoming 4chan’s second most popular sub-forum, /pol/ is
one of the main forces that set the tone for online fringe political discussion. According to
Christine Lagorio-Chafkin, /pol/ was created by Poole "to siphon off and contain the overtly
xenophobic, sexist, and racist comments and memes from other boards on
4chan." Although 4chan activists had previously leaned left-libertarian, there was  gradual
shift to the right in the early to mid 2010's. As such the /pol/ board very quickly attracted
users with political ideology that would later be called "alt-right".  

According to academic researchers, 4chan's /pol/ has become one of the most prodigious
factories for content on the internet, and the boundaries of its influence spread far beyond
the borders of 4chan itself, affecting everything from YouTube to Twitter to mainstream
Republican politics.

When an article or news segment is talking about political scandals and conspiracy
theories that begun on 4chan, they are usually occurring on /pol/.  Ideologies propagated
on /pol/ have become linked to acts of violence and domestic terrorism around the world.
In addition to its relevance for Pepe, Feels Good Man and the readings from last week, it will
play a role in next week's lesson on The Great Hack, and is a key setting in the story of the
QAnon Conspiracy that will be discussed (at length) in Lesson 10. 

/pol/

The third iteration of Pepe that we meet in Feels Good Man  ushered in yet another
ideological shift--one that reveled in the victory of Angry Frog's rage, the Beta Uprising and
the defamation of Pepe into a school shooter, neo-nazi, skin head who was mass murdering
normies in various new memes across 4chan. 

4channer Mills prefaces the introduction of this new Pepe by saying:

"If you had had a victory over the normies, striking back at
the oppressor, it was seen as too enthusiastic to post a big,
grinning, laughing hahaha. So when the Smug Pepe came
out it was groundbreaking...it was the most succinct,
perfect face...crude, holding back laughter but enjoying the
suffering of others--it was the perfect trolling accessory"
(Mills 00:39:00-00:39.44).

Although versions of Smug Pepe had been used previously (the oldest known Smug Pepe
dates back to a 2011 post making fun of The Big Bang Theory), he really became the Pepe of
choice in the months between Gamergate and June of 2015,  when Trump announced his
candidacy for president of the United States.

Mills speaks to this as well, saying that,

"Trump was sort of seen as the personification of
the  Smug Pepe meme. When he announced  he
was going to run, news stories all made fun of him
and said they didn't like him; his own party didn't
like him, and people in the other party REALLY don't
like him...And it was like 'oh this is perfect! He's
making everybody upset'" (Mills 00:40:02 -
00:40:27)
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https://arxiv.org/abs/1805.12512
https://www.technologyreview.com/2018/06/11/142394/this-is-where-internet-memes-come-from
https://arxiv.org/abs/1705.06947
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2020-07-15/qanon-conspiracy-theory-congressional-candidates


Last Round! I promise!

VOCAB, BUZZWORDS, ETC.
(PART III)

8chan/ 8kun
8chan, also known as InfiniteChan and ∞chan, is another anonymous image board site, but had even

fewer restrictions than 4chan. The site gained a large influx of new users following the controversial

banning of all GamerGate related threads on 4chan in September 2014. After being taken down in August

2019, 8Chan returned as the rebranded 8Kun on November 1st, 2019,

The site promotes racist, sexist, misogynistic and antisemitic rhetoric. It  has been linked to white

supremacism, neo-Nazism, the alt-right, hate crimes, child pornography and multiple mass shootings.

(There's A LOT more but we will take a closer look at 8Chan later this semester).  

"Esoteric Kekism", or "the Cult of Kek", is a satirical religion based around the worship of Kek whose modern

avatar is Pepe the Frog. Specifically in /pol/'s kek mythos, posts ending in sevens hold more weight than

others, as seven is considered a lucky and/or holy number in many cultures, which increases in value for

posts with repeating numbers (GETs).

For more info on this you can read this SLP article.

esoteric kekism | The Cult of Kek

Gets
Each post published on 4chan bears an identifying number, assigned consecutively by order of

publication. Because of the huge number of posts published every day, this number is practically random.

4chan has an old tradition of users trying to have their posts obtain certain special numbers, known as

“gets”.  The most precious “gets” are round numbers (such as 1m) or those that repeat all their digits (like

55555555).

KEK
The term "kek" first entered the 4chan lexicon after it became a popular substitute for LOL in the online

World of Warcraft game (made to mimic snickering). In the chans, “kek” became the sound of laughter—

which oddly enough is what the word means in Korean. 

Kek is also the name of an Egyptian deity that was very often portrayed as an anthropomorphic frog (just

like Pepe). It didn't take long for the chan boards to conflate the two frogs and reappropriate Kek as "the

god of memes" who many /pol/ users believe helps them influence reality through the use of "meme

magic," often by fulfilling the wishes of posts that end in repeating numbers (aka GETs)

A slang term used to describe the hypothetical power of sorcery and voodoo supposedly derived from

certain internet memes that can transcend the realm of cyberspace and result in real life consequences.

First coined on 8Chan in 2015, the concept becameincredibly popular on 4chan's /pol/ board where users

claimed they were using the "meme magic" to make Trump win the election. 

Kekistan
(As if this couldn't get more bananas...)

Kekistan is a fictional country invented on /pol/   as

the tongue-in-cheek ethnic origin of shitposters

known as "Kekistanis" who worship kek.  Since late

2016, the satirical ethnicity of Kekistan has been used

by U.S.-based alt-right protesters opposed to what

they view as political correctness. These Kekistanis

decry the "oppression" of their people and troll

counterprotesters by waving the "national flag of

Kekistan" (modeled after the Nazi war flag,  with the

red replaced by green, the Iron Cross replaced by the

4chan logo, and the swastika replaced by a rubric for

KEK). 

This flag was prominently displayed at the 2017

protest for free speech in Berkeley, the Unite the

Right rally in Charlottesville in August 2017, and the

storming of the U.S. Capitol in January 2021.  

Meme magic

https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/events/gamergate
https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/sites/4chan
https://www.splcenter.org/hatewatch/2017/05/08/what-kek-explaining-alt-right-deity-behind-their-meme-magic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kek_(mythology)


MEMETIC MAGIC
Perhaps the most surprising interview in Feels Good Man was the one with occultist,
Archdruid and author, John Michael Greer, who offered a more palatable look at
what was commonly know on the chans as "meme magic." Greer explains that "once
Pepe the Frog became Trump's invisible running mate, a magical force had entered
the race. 

"A meme can become an anchor, a seed if you will, around which a group of like-
minded people can gather and toward which they can focus their energy--that's a
basic tool of meme magic, and that's one of the things we say during the 2016
election." (Greer 00:44:01 - 00:44:21)

TRACK 
YOUR PROGRESS

This layout is great for a detailed explanation
of one topic. You could include up to 10-14
lines of text, as long as you break them up into
paragraphs to make it easier to read.  
 
The chart on the left side can be replaced with
an icon, map, or even a photo that is relevant
to your topic. We recommend to have one to
capture the attention of you reader.

In an essay Greer wrote called "The Kek Wars" he explains how this meme magic first
began to take hold:

"Trump supporters on /pol/ were learning chaos magic and putting it to work on
behalf of their candidate. Memes putting Trump’s hair on Pepe the Frog, setting
Trump and Pepe side by side as running mates, or involving Pepe in the Trump
campaign in other ways, were blossoming all over the chans and spreading out into
the internet.  Then people on /pol/ started noticing that posts referencing Trump
were fielding an unusually high number of “gets.” Loud kekking arose as pro-Trump
posts fielded “get” after “get”—and then June 19, 2016 came around, and some
anonymous user typed in “Trump will win” in response to a long string of irrelevant
posts, and hit the enter button.

That turned out to be post number 77777777."

This sent /pol/ and the broader 4chan community into eruptions of amazement and glee.
To fulfil this prophecy, the sub-forum started an online campaign in support of Trump. Users
on /pol/ believed that the best way they could help Trump’s chances of victory was by
creating and spreading pro-Trump internet memes outside of 4chan. They called it the
“The Great Meme War”: if they could expose regular social media users (“normies”) to as
many pro-Trump memes as possible, Trump would forever dominate the online news cycle,
giving him a better chance of winning the primaries and maybe even the presidency.

The meme magic behind Pepe has only intensified with the rise of QAnon (but we'll get to
that in a few weeks!) 

But the /pol/ Trump supporters needed more than magic and an ancient Egyptian frog
god to meme Trump into the White House--they also needed a really creepy looking
political strategist. 

In his interview,  Matt Braynard,  former director of Strategy and Data for the  Trump
campaign (who at one point claims that he "know how to use voter data better than
anyone else in the country"...remember this next week when we watch The Great
Hack!)  explains how  Pepe's presence in Trump-centric memes had  engaged 4chan
politically in an unprecedented way. 

MEME MAGIC + MEMETIC WARFARE =
THE GREAT MEME WAR

"During the campaign, there was an effort
by 4chan to get other people to support
the president by creating memes and then
sharing them to say "normies" to try to
motivate them to support Trump. The
insider terminology for this was called The
Great Meme War...It gave people who had
never been involved with politics before a
way in. It gave people who had never been

involved with politics before a way in. The best memes that you see, the most effective
ones, are just [from] some person who has no power at all--they have no influence,
they have no money, but if they can make one good meme it could take off and go viral.
Then when you hyper-charge it by having the President retweet it, you felt like you were
part of this rebel group...this insurgency that was completely unpredictable and from
where no one would have expected it"
(Braynard 00:41:18 - 00:42:55).

When Trump shared a Pepe Trump on his Twitter account, a group of anonymous
"keyboard commandos" sitting behind computers realized that their memes could have
an influence in the realm of politics...they could be--as Braynard explained--part of a
"rebel group." 

And that's exactly what they did. 

The Great Meme War took place both on /pol/ and on the equally notorious (and since
banned) subreddit called The_Donald which, according to a 2018 conducted
by  Gianluca Stringhini and a few colleagues  at University College London, "is the most
active [online community]  when it comes to posting memes in general,” say Stringhini
and co. “It is also the subreddit where most racism and politics-related memes are
posted.”

Stringhini's study used a method called "perceptual hashing" (or pHashing) that "uses an
algorithm to convert an image into a set of vectors that describe it in numbers. Visually
similar images have similar sets of vectors or pHashes." They had their algorithm analyze
"over 100 million images gathered from communities known to generate memes, such as
The_Donald, Twitter, /pol/, and a relatively new social network called Gab that was set up
to accommodate users who had been banned from other communities (which will also
come up in lesson 10).

Stringhini and her team  discovered that /pol/ and r/The_Donald were particularly
effective at spreading memes. They also  found that /pol/ substantially influences the
meme ecosystem by posting a large number of memes, while r/The_Donald is the most
efficient community in pushing memes to both fringe and mainstream web
communities.

TEACHER THOUGHTS

Although I think it's a bit overkill to claim that this faction of Trump supporters "memed
him into office"...I have no doubt that it was a large piece of the puzzle, and that there
were campaign officials participating like Matt Braynard. 

The cultural shift caused by social media is arguably the most important story  of our
generation--it is the zeitgeist--and Memes are a significant way the human experience
is communicated online.

In terms of politics, creating and sharing memes are a way in which a person can feel like
they are a contributing to a movement that supports their candidate.  Memes can be
used as way to build coalitions, maintain engagement, and share information  in a way
that is contagious, funny and thought provoking.

Noted at the end of the article was how right now humans are an essential part of the
meme-generating machine--be it "for the lulz" or to weaponize an otherwise neutral,
inoffensive character like Pepe the Frog. But it's not unlikely that eventually the process
can be automated.

In thinking about our conversations thus far about algorithms and automation, what
do you think is at stake when computers take over—perhaps in an adversarial process
—to produce machine-generated memes that are highly infectious?

Near the end of the film, Matt Furie travels to New York City to meet with Oren Segal, the
Director of the Center on Extremism at the ADL (anti-Defamation League). Matt explains
that "everything I've been doing up until now, my goal has been to get Pepe off the hate
symbol database. To me it's not a symbol, it's a character, you know? It's the character
but he's adorned with different symbols, and you know, and they're pretty extreme stuff"
(Furie 01:23:02 - 01:23:15)

Segal explains that it's been very useful having Pepe on the database for those people
who have been trying to understand the barrage of symbols being thrown at
them....whether it was Pepe or a hand gesture.

SIDE NOTE: For those of you who didn't know, back in 2017
the otherwise innocuous "ok" hand symbol was given a
new meaning thanks to a troll by 4chan users to falsely
promote the gesture as a hate symbol, claiming that the
gesture represented the letters “wp,” for “white power.”

Ironically,  some  actual  white  supremacists  decided to
start participating in the troll, and by 2019 some
white supremacists seem to have abandoned the ironic
or satiric intent behind the original trolling campaign
and used the symbol as a sincere expression of white
supremacy. 

Even now, Pepe remains on the ADL Hate Symbol database, though in includes mentions
of the #SavePepe campaign and that posting a Pepe does not immediately connote
racism and/or white supremacy. Although the update is better than nothing,   there is
something incredibly frustrating about the fact that other cartoon characters have
been Nazified and memed without the same flagging. Furie says directly to the ADL
director that Pepe wasn't a symbol, he was a character, and that the character had
been dressed up as a Nazi or KKK member. It also seems strange to me that the rules for

Pepe aren't the same as they are for Spongebob,
although the notable difference is that Pepe is
the product of an independent comic artist vs.
the multi-million dollar conglomerates behind a
character like Spongebob.

Do you feel like this is an unfair descrimination
on behalf of the ADL? What factors do you
believe need to be considered in terms of separating a character from a symbol? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Michael_Greer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/R/The_Donald
https://www.technologyreview.com/2018/06/11/142394/this-is-where-internet-memes-come-from/
https://www.adl.org/blog/how-the-ok-symbol-became-a-popular-trolling-gesture
https://www.adl.org/education/references/hate-symbols/pepe-the-frog


The end of the movie offers a glimpse into a more hopeful
future for Pepe, one where he becomes a face for
something good--namely a pro-democracy freedom
fighter in the 2019 Hong Kong protests, siding with the
people in their struggle against an oppressive, 
authoritarian state. 

Pepes have also become a huge part of Twitch culture,
given the prominence of Pepe emotes in Twitch chat, he is
used innocuously as a popular Discord emoji, and there's
been an uptick of the #frogtiktok hashtag as frogs have
gained their own significance on TikTok. 

But Pepe has not fully shaken his association with the alt-
right and other white nationalist hate groups. As I
mentioned earlier, the flags of "Kek" and "Kekistan" were
spotted at the Capitol insurrection in January 2021, and
some rioters were donning  Pepe cutouts and t-shirts. 

HOPE FOR PEPE (?)

Perhaps Pepe will continue to grow and evolve further
away from his decade-long plunge into alt-right toxicity. 

As Furie says in Feels Good, Man, “The positive notion of
Pepe is that he can change again.” And if you've ever seen
Jurassic Park or know anything about frog biology...we
can rest assured that when it comes to frogs and change,
nature will find a way. 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
FOR FURTHER INQUIRY 

How did you feel about the teenaged girl with her face-painted (00:24:45 and 00:26:07)
talking about Pepe? What about 4chan users like Mills who felt as though his community
had be violated by “normies” who were making fun of them and stealing their original
content for their own social media feeds?

How did you feel the animation in the film functioned? Did it convey something the
interviews and dialog didn’t that you found significant (and if so what)? Was there
evolution (and if so, explain)?

Dr. Aleks Krotoski talks about “the push to commodify the internet” (00:23:00) and  the
age of the “influencer”--in thinking about the Konnikova article and lesson about social
norms, do you think it was predictable for the rise of a movement of "influencers"
pushing hate, divisiveness and violence to parallel the positive ones? Why? Is this a
good thing? Is it even possible to have one without the other? How does Pepe show us
this? 
In a world where (almost) everything is
photographed, filmed, surveilled and
put under the social media microscope
of scrutiny, it feels like not much goes
unnoticed. This weekend, Twitter was
abuzz when pictures  from this 
weekend's CPAC event in Orlando
hosted by  the American Conservative
Union pointing out how much the stage
looked like the  Odal Rune, a symbol
used on some Nazi uniforms. CPAC
attendees and conservative news
outlets are calling the claim outrageous,
but is it? When the internet gives people
access to an infinite amount of
information, are "mistakes" like this
forgivable for a large organization like
ACU? What about an individual? 

Can an image that has been transformed into one of hate like Pepe be transformed
once again into one of hope?

Spongebob and other cartoons have been also been nazified and turned into memes,
but those remain seen as “variations” on a character and not a  hate symbols (like
Pepe)…How is the distinction made? Does money and capitalism play a role here?

How do you think art has changed in the world of the internet, now that people can
copy, imitate, variate, mis-title or give content out of context? 

https://www.dexerto.com/entertainment/pepe-the-frog-the-internets-most-infamous-meme-explained-1502330
https://hyperallergic.com/597497/on-twitter-frogs-were-nazis-on-tiktok-theyre-queer/
https://twitter.com/alexhofford/status/1163137299757928449?s=20

