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ABSTRACT

Memes are a form of digital content typically instantiated as static image macros (combinations
of images and text) circulated on social media. Memes have been used to tell jokes, parody,
influence elections (Diresta 2018), articulate lived experiences (Dahanayake 2018), challenge fiat
currency, and instigate pointless debates, among countless other illocutionary purposes. Indeed,
memes have enjoyed widespread adoption in myriad & disparate discourse communities on
social media. From filmmaking to palacontology, chess to urban planning (& more), memes have
taken the world by storm. & yet, we still don’t understand them. Or, worse, we take them to be
the innocuous flotsam of public forums— mere epiphenomena to mainstream discourses that

predate the Internet.

The objective of this thesis is to carry out an ontological & epistemological analysis of memes.
Despite their cultural & political significance, memes have not been the subject of philosophical
attention. It is my hope that the present work will motivate further philosophical study of
memes & develop points of juncture between disparate philosophical subdisciplines
(epistemology, philosophy of art). I will pursue these aims by developing the analysis of memes

first, as art, & then, as speech:

II. MEMETIC ONTOLOGY I begin with an investigation into the ontology of memes qua works
of art. I draw upon Wollheim’s typc/ token framework (1968) from the phﬂosophy of art in
order to explicate the dual meanings present in the colloquial usage of the word «meme»
& to build on preceding ontological accounts of memes (Evnine 2018, Vulliamy 2022). By the

end, I will show that memes present a gcnuincly sut generis ontological puzzlc.

[IT.MEMETIC TESTIMONY I draw on the notion of testimony in order to make sense of
epistemic interactions invo]ving memes. The resulting concept, memetic testimony,
speaks to a largely unrecognised positive epistemic dimension of memes— how memes
might be cpistcmically Cdifying.

V. MEMETIC FUTURES I conclude by outlining future research directions.

11
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[. Introduction

1.1 Meme magic
From URL to IRL

emes are a form of digital content typically instantiated as static image macros

(combinations of images and text) circulated on social media. Memes have been
used to tell jokes, parody, influence elections (Diresta 2018), articulate lived experiences
(Dahanayake 2018), challenge fiat currency, and instigate pointless debates, among countless
other illocutionary purposes. Indeed, memes have enjoyed widespread adoption in myriad

and disparate discourse communities on social media.

N e . HE forgot !

From filmmaking to palacontology, chess to urban two means of expression

e o 5 the memel!

planning (and more), memes have taken the world by
storm.
And yet, we still don’t understand them. Or,

worse, we take them to be the innocuous flotsam of’

public forums— mere epiphenomena to mainstream

discourses that predate the Internet. As it stands,

there is a dearth of philosophical work on memes. But,


https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/irl
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image_macro
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as recent history shows, turning a blind eye to the consequences of memes can have
disastrous consequences. Within the past few years, memes have been embroiled in major

political and cultural controversies.

o

ONLY U.S. CITIZENS RS

rudgereport @BreitbartNews
"You Can't Stump the Trump"
atch?2v=MKt

SHOULD BE ALLOWED T0 VOTE!

HEPA

In 2019, an investigation commissioned by a United States Senate committee discovered
a coordinated international effort to influence the outcome of the 2016 US election (Diresta
ctal). The report traced many memes (e.g., above left) disseminated on various social media
platforms over a period of 3 years to a Russian organisation called the Internet Research
Agency, a «troll farm». In effect, the memes played a role in a propaganda campaign
designed to exert political influence and worsen political tensions. While the IRA's
activities would not come to public light until well into President Trump’s administration,
the unprecedented ubiquity of memes in political discourse on social media did not go

unnoticed during election season. On the contrary, memes took centre stage. In the late


https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/events/2016-united-states-presidential-election
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1003&context=senatedocs
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1003&context=senatedocs
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internet_Research_Agency#Timeline_of_the_Internet_Research_Agency_interference_in_United_States_elections
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stages of the US election, speculation about the impact of memes reached a crescendo. On

Oct 13, 2015, Donald Trump shared a meme of Pepe the Frog as himself (above right).

The political and cultural ramifications of memes are undeniable. But what can be said
about the philosophical dimensions of the meme phenomenon? I suggest that, by turning
the philosophical lens onto memes, we stand to gain a deeper and richer understanding of
what memes are, what they can do, how they affect us, and how to live with memes. As a
cultural phenomenon, memes raise numerous questions of philosophical interest:

What are the epistemic consequences of memes? Given the ubiquity of memes,

what might be our concerns regarding best epistemic practices in the online world?

How is it that sometimes, one seems to learn something from memes? In what ways

can memes teach us, and in what ways can they mislead us?

Are memes art? Are they speech? To what extent can existing philosophical
frameworks (c.g., of art, of language) help to make sense of the meme phenomenon?
In what ways might memes differ from existing forms of art or speech, and, granted

such differences, what would a philosophy of memes look like?

Questions such as these form the basis of a philosophy of memes. But first, what is a meme,

exactly?

1.2 Which memes?

Ima ge macros

S0, IFYOUCOULD.TELL MEWHAT A
—  MEMEIS

The diversity of memes reflects the diversity of
forms in which information can be transmitted

on the Internet. In this thesis, I shall mostly be
y

> f:f
THAT WOULD BE
GREAT =

memegeneialorel

concerned with the most common variety of

memes: the humble image macro (right. Schwan 2017),



https://knowyourmeme.com/photos/1029115-cant-stump-the-trump
https://www.startpage.com/do/dsearch?query=image+macro&cat=web&pl=ext-ff&language=francais&extVersion=1.3.0
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as found on Facebook (above: unknown source, <Evil Schopenhauer>). An image macro is a static

(i.e., non—moving) combination Of‘image and text. The vast majority of memes circulated
on social media are image macros. This is because image macros are casy to create,
circulate, and modify— making them the ideal format for memographic practice. The
duality of image macros— their being composed of image and text— invites two kinds of
analysis. In what follows, I elaborate on these approaches: memes as art and memes as

speech.

.3 How to approach memes?

1.31 Are memes art?

The process of meme-making and the interpretation of memes share features in
common with the artistic process and the interpretation of art (Ier & Zharova 2015). In the
composition of a meme, the meme author takes into account the choice of images (and
their cultural connotations), the meaning of the text, and the effects of juxtaposing these

elements (Luong 2017). These same elements are (usually tacitly) taken into consideration by



CEU eTD Collection

audiences in coming to comprehend a meme. Williams and Razzore find little difference

between the artistic merits of memes and mixed media art using found images:

«[Wlhat differentiates an Internet meme from the work of a modern artisc like
Barbara Kruger? Kruger’s feminist collages frequently rely upon meaningful
juxtapositions between borrowed photographs and short graphic texts; memes are
very similar, in that thcy make meaning by Combining existing images with words

inserted later by a secondary viewer/creator.» (2015, 322-3)
Following other philosophers (Fvnine 2018 Cross 2017 Vulliamy 2022), T shall treac memes as a
form of art. For my purposes, it is not necessary that I Conclusively establish that memes
are a form of art. Rather, I think it suffices to briefly note that a case for memes as art can

be made along various prevailing philosophical definitions of art (Adajian 2022):

Traditionalist (or «functionalist») theories of art define art in terms of certain
functions related to expressive, functional, and/or aesthetic properties. Indeed,
there are many examples of memes fulfilling these functions. Memes are obviously
used to express. Some memes induce aesthetic experiences. Still others challenge the
very idea of a meme, for instance by subvcrting sty]istic or structural conventions

([N'/OIL‘Z lhil'dfk‘r\\‘idl'ﬂpﬁ 2022, 1\’i11g10\\‘1"1$l l()ll).

'i 3‘ ” (L
||1| ] il{(i 1{;1.4 People who need
it OFREALTTY, text and image
REALIZING I
" I’Ju 111 i?m_; People who only
MALLEST,UNIT,OF,
[CULTURALTRANSMISSION, need text
(REALIZINGWE!

LIVEINANETWORKED]

REALIZING
US MORETHAN
WERE MAKINGTHEM)



https://galleryred.com/artists/barbara-kruger/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/art-definition/#ConDefArt
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Conventionalist (or «proceduralist») definitions of art were motivated by the
proliferation of arcworks in the early 20th century which took it upon themselves to
challenge existing artistic conventions— in effect, to explicitly subvert traditionalist
theories of arc (Weitz 1956), These theories of art find a more stable theoretical
foundation in art’s sociological or historical context: something is a work of art in
virtue of its place in an «artworld>» (a set of roles, norms, institutions; Danto 196.4)
or in virtue of its relation to some preceding canon (Levinson 1990).

In this respect, too, we find many parallels in the meme phenomenon. Memes, too,
evince a similarly playful nature (I'ler 2015). Memeticists have identified large-scale
trends in meme aesthetics. Like the movements of art history (Her & Zharova 2015),
they follow a broadly dialectical structure: the elements of one movement respond
to the elements of a previous movement, often in a subversive manner. As a result,
there is little in the way of either form or content that can be used to anchor a
conceptual definition of memes. For this reason, philosophers of memes have
looked to memographic practice as an indispensable basis for the conceptual
analysis of memes (Evnine 2018, 305-6; Vulliamy 2022), T will shortly return to the idea

of memographic practice (51.41).

These correspondences constitute a strong prima facie case favouring the analysis of
memes as works of art. But such an analysis alone cannot be the full picture. While certain
analogies between memes and art can be supported, there are also important differences
which ought to be registered. Notwithstanding the above parallels with Danto's arcworld,
it’s not at all clear that meme communities predominantly engage with memes as art. In
the first place, meme creators may not share quintessential artistic intentions. On the
contrary, their ambitions are in most cases more humble: simply to amuse or to stir the
pot. Furthermore, it is doubtful that the engagement with a meme typically involves a kind
of aesthetic experience, to say even less of [art-|critical reflection.

1.32 Are memes speech?

While the artistic analysis of memes stands to shed light on the creative process of

meme—making and their art-historical affinities, we might also be interested in


https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/duchamp-fountain-t07573
https://www.rep.routledge.com/articles/thematic/art-definition-of/v-3/sections/early-definitions-of-art
https://artreview.com/what-is-the-artworld/
https://thephilosophersmeme.com/2015/11/02/the-quadrant-system-for-the-categorization-of-internet-memes/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lH6_c6EhAIs
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/03/magazine/03trolls-t.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/03/magazine/03trolls-t.html
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understanding how memes influence our beliefs (both in positive and in negative Ways). To
this end, meme communities might be better understood as a kind of linguistic
community. This proposal receives initial support from the fact that image macros— the
prototypicai meme format and the focus of this thesis— just are combinations of image and
text. Plausibly, meme creators use memes to say things. But that’s not all- memes, like

words can not only be used to say things, but also to do things.

In recent years, certain memes have been classified as hate speech
on the basis of their adoption by groups espousing racist,
antisemitic, or otherwise bigoted ideals. The most notorious of these

was Pepe the Frog (right, Roy 2016). Originally a character invented by

the webcomic artist. 3 years after his initial appearance in Matt
Furie’s webcomic Boys Club in 2005, Pepe’s image began to be used
as a kind of meme- a «reaction image»'— on the anonymous forum 4chan. Various
iterations of Pepe proliferated, with different expressions, moods, and depicting him
engaging in different activities. Before long, Pepe achieved popularity outside of 4chan.
Years later, in the midst of the 2016 US presidential election campaign period, variants of
Pepe began to appear depicting alt-right symbolism and imagery. In September 2016, the
Anti-Defamation League added Pepe to their database of hate symbols, following a string

of incidents where memes bled into reality (ITathaway 2016),

Facebook defines hate speech as «a direct attack against people— rather than concepts
or institutions— on the basis of... protected characteristics: race, ethnicity, national origin,
disability, religious affiliation, caste, sexual orientation, sex, gender identity and serious
disease.» Indeed, there is much interest in eontrolling the dissemination of hate speech on

social media (Kiela, Firooz, & Mohan 2005; Lee et al 2021),

t An image that is used in order to express one’s reaction, similar to an emoticon.


https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hate-speech/
https://www.vice.com/en/article/qkw97d/pepe-frog-creator-matt-furie-talks-zine-history
https://mattfurie.com/
https://mattfurie.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Boys-Club-1-Matt-Furie/dp/B001MJXDF2
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-37493165
https://www.adl.org/education/references/hate-symbols/pepe-the-frog
https://www.dailydot.com/unclick/anon-4chan-pepe-hillary-clinton-speech/
https://transparency.fb.com/en-gb/policies/community-standards/hate-speech/
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2005.04790.pdf
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2108.06207.pdf
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Central to the notion of hate speech is the idea that words don’t simply describe the
world, but sometimes, they actually do things to the world. In the case of hate speech, the
contention is not only that words can sometimes bring about harmful consequences, but
that in some cases they, in and of themselves, constitute harm to individuals (McGowan 2009,
389-90). «Speech acts»— and «acts speak»— so says Catherine McKinnon (1996, 22-3), whose
examination of pornography as a form of hate speech starts by questioning the separation

of speech from action.

Building on this, feminist philosophers have turned to speech act theory as a natural
theoretical apparatus for the analysis of hate speech (MacKinnon 1996, 301121 Langton 1993, 297).
Drawing on concepts from Austin’s framework, Langton characterises pornography as a
kind of speech act. The very same concepts, I submit, can also be used to analyse usages of

the Pepe meme as a kind of speech act.

Definition Pornography Pepe the Frog

An utterance (whether said The pornographic film itself
(Langton 1993, 296)

Locution out loud or conveyed by An instance of Pepe
yeam p

other means; Austin 1962, 94)

Verdictive (ranking, Va]uing,

. . . blacing) and exercitive .. ..
Hlocutionary | The intended action(s) that [ 5 Verdictive or exercitive

(Conferring or divesting of

act the utterance constitutes . . (McGowan 2009, 392)
powers and rights) (Austin k
1967, 152-6; Langton 1993,
. The actual effects of the - . Normalising racist or
Perlocutionary . Silencing women (Langton .G .
force utterance, whether intended ) otherwise bigoted ideas
. T , 32 .
or unintended 993327 (Smith 2019, 316)
L . Pornographers are taken to
.. Criteria that must be met in - .
Felicity be authorities regarding Memes are taken to be
.. order for the speech act to be ) i i
conditions women’s societal status innocuous.

successful

(Langton 1993, 312)

The above points, I conclude, constitute a sufficient prima facie case for the treatment of

memes as a form of speech. I will now turn to philosophical accounts of memes.


https://www.adl.org/sites/default/files/styles/max_650x650/public/images/combating-hate/hate-on-display/c/pepethefrog-2.jpg?itok=5f49ktgW
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Overton_window
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00048400802370334
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00048400802370334
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1.4 Philosophical perspectives

To date, very little philosophical attention has been paid to memesz. In this respect,
Evnine’s seminal essay The Anonymity of a Murmur (2018) provides a useful foundation for
the further philosophical study of memes. Herein, I introduce his key concepts, and 1

identify the parts of his groundwork on which the present thesis builds.

Evnine calibrates his approach to the question «What is a meme?» by recognising that
the kind of question posed («What is an F?») admits of both ontological and conceptual
readings (idem). A conceptual reading asks for an analysis or a definition of an F, while an
ontological reading simply asks which things fall under the category F. Evnine also notes
that the word «meme» is used in two different ways in common parlance (idem. 312). The
first sense— meme as «common content» (memecc)— refers to a set of norms that are
shared across instances of a meme (idem. 506-7), some kind of overarching «thematic
template» (¢f. Cross 2017). The second sense— the meme instance (memey)— simply refers to
the individual variations on a meme template (i.e., specific image macros). This is not
unlike how the word «play» is ambiguous between a theatrical production («cUncle Vanya>

is my favourite play») and its performances («I'm going to see a play tonight»):

memecc memeil

«The Pepe meme has been declared as a hate symbol.» «I sent you that meme.»

Putting the two readings of the «What is an F?» question together with the two senses of

meme yields four questions. Evnine’s own responses are best understood as answers to the

2 As of 2022.01.16, a PhilPapers scarch for «Internet memes» with quotes turns up just 16 results. Searching for Internet
memes without quotes turns up 1000+ results, but these include hits for just Interner and just memes. Similarly,

searching for memes turns up many results, but the vast majority of these concern Dawkins sense of meme.
g p y jority


https://philpapers.org/s/%22internet%20memes%22
https://philpapers.org/asearch.pl?sqc=&filterByAreas=&searchStr=internet+memes&showCategories=on&onlineOnly=&freeOnly=&publishedOnly=&sort=relevance&proOnly=on&newWindow=&langFilter=&filterMode=keywords&categorizerOn=&hideAbstracts=&format=html&start=50&limit=&jlist=&ap_c1=&ap_c2=
https://philpapers.org/asearch.pl?sqc=&filterByAreas=&searchStr=internet+memes&showCategories=on&onlineOnly=&freeOnly=&publishedOnly=&sort=relevance&proOnly=on&newWindow=&langFilter=&filterMode=keywords&categorizerOn=&hideAbstracts=&format=html&start=50&limit=&jlist=&ap_c1=&ap_c2=
https://philpapers.org/s/memes
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-37493165
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question «What is a meme?» from different angles (Vulliamy 2022)— the initial outlines of a

theory of memes:

memecc memerg
Meme as common content (~meme types) Meme instance (-meme tokens)
memecc-Ont memer.Ont
Ontological «A meme is an abstract artefact made out of ~ Evnine refrains from giving an ontological
What things that fall norms.» account of meme instances because meme

under F are instances can take on various forms (e.g.,
images, actions, words, styles...), both digital

as well as physical.

Conceptual memecc-Con memer Con
A dcfmmo‘n or «M is a memecc IFF M is made, as part of «M is a memey IFF M is an instance Ofa
analysis of the memographic practice, out of norms for memecc.»

concept I producing things as part of that memographic

In 2.1, T will extend the ontological characterisation of memecc and memey by drawing
on Wollheim’s type/token framework from the ontology of art. For the present, I will focus
on conceptual accounts of memes. The conceptual definition of a meme instance (memey-
Con) is secondary to that of a meme as common content (memecc-con; Fyvnine 2018, 315).
memecc-Con, in turn, comes down to whatever memographic practice turns out to be.

1.41 Tt takes a village

Memographic practice

At present, all we have is a panoramic understanding of memographic practice.
Memographic practice goes over and beyond the mere consumption and production of
memes. Memographic practice spans «a meta-level of activity in which... image macros are
discussed, commented on, upvoted, downvoted, criticised, collected, replied to in kind,
and so on» (Evnine 2017, 305). Memographic practice is not monolithic. Just as there is no one
artworld for Danto, but rather many different artworlds, so too are there myriad
neighbouring, nested, and intersecting «memographic practices» (Fvnine 2017, 305), any

number of which may be inhabited by a given individual at once (Cross 2017).

10
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Much work remains to be done to characterise memographic practice beyond this very
general vista. Vulliamy (2022) and Evnine (2022) identify 6 properties which are distinctive of
memographic practice:

Use of images &/or text: The prototypical form of the meme is the image macro (see §1.22),

Digimliry: Most memes; exist as files on computer systems.
Appropriation: In most cases, memes; are made by exploiting existing media, much like
found Collagc (Vulliamy 2022),

Anonymity: Ncarly all memes; bear no mark of authorship. The idcntity of a meme’s

creator is seldom known.

Ephemerality: Memes are generally not made to arrest the attention or to be remembered

(Vulliamy 2022).

Soylistically resembles other memes: While a memetic aesthetic alone is not sufficient for
somcthing to be a meme (Evnine 2018, Vulliamy 2022)) similarities in terms of form and content

may well suffice to qualify otherwise borderline cases as memes (Vulliamy 2022),

These 6 properties are interrelated. For instance, it is in virtue of being digital objects that

memes can be appropriated and that they CXhlblt an ephemeral nature.

1.5 Thesis & plan

At this point, I shall take stock. I began (§1.1) by first introducing memes by giving an
overview of their cultural impact. I then specified (§1.2) the focus of my thesis— image
macro-type memes. Afterward, | gave basic motivations for analysing memes as art (§1.31)
and as speech (§1.32).

The objective of this thesis is to carry out an ontological and epistemological analysis of
memes. Despite their cultural and political significance, memes have not been the subject

of philosophical attention (§1.4). Yet, as shown by Frankfurt’s study of bullshit (1956) and

11
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Anderson and Lepore’s examination of slurs (2013), the philosophical analysis of mundane

concepts— those that we often take for granted- can be illuminating and transformative.

It is my hope that the present work will motivate further philosophical study of memes
and develop points of juncture between disparate philosophical subdisciplines
(epistemology, philosophy of art). Building off of §1.3, I will pursue these aims by
developing the analysis of memes first, as art, and then, as speech:

[I. MEMETIC ONTOLOGY [ begin with an investigation into the ontology of memes qua works
of art. I draw upon Wollheim's type/token framework (1965) from the philosophy of art in
order to explicate the dual meanings present in the colloquial usage of the word «meme»
and to build on preceding ontological accounts of memes (Evnine 2018, Vulliamy 2022), By
contrasting memes with interpretive works of art, which exemplify a type/token
ontology, I draw out signiﬁcant differences between the mediums. These differences,
which arise from the peculiar features of meme communities, strain the type/token

distinction. I conclude that the ontology of memes requires a dedicated approach.

[1T. MEMETIC TESTIMONY I draw on the notion of testimony in order to make sense of
epistemic interactions invoiving memes. The rcsuiting concept, memetic testimony,
speaks to a largely unrecognised positive epistemic dimension of memes— how memes
might be epistemically edifying. T apply the concept of memetic testimony to 2 cases and

anticipate an Objcction concerning testimonial justification.

IV. MEMETIC FUTURES [ conclude by outlining future research directions.

12
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[I. Memetic Ontology

2.1 Forms of life, forms of art

imésis. Meme'. Imitation. Art imitates life— so says Plato (Republic 5952-608b). While

Plato’s preoccupation was moreso the cognitive merits of art, one might wonder
whether his observation also applies to the various forms that art takes. The ontology of
art is the metaphysica] study of artistic objects, such as works of art (Curric 2o11). At first
glance, such pursuits may appear to be abstract theoretical trifles, far removed from
ordinary concerns. But this initial impression could not be further from the truth. On the
contrary, in studying the ontology of art, we are studying our forms of life with a focus on
certain kinds of things that we create. And not just any things— but creations which
command a special value in our lives. An ontology of artwork, then, tells us something
about the kinds of things we make in the pursuit of beauty, truth, or simply for the sake of
art itself.

Accordingly, the aim of the present investigation is to disclose the contours of our ways

of relating to each other and to the world. In trying to understand what kind of objects

works of art are, we are trying to understand to what exactly we are referring when we talk

I Etymo]ogically, «meme» derives from the Greek word mimos («pfpoq»; Lidell & Scorr 1940), which means something

close to imitation (Pappas 2020),

13
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So I had this experience
the other day, and I'm
telling you, that thing

about artworks. We are also studying the I¥  was sensory!

way we talk about those things and the And I kept saying,
I'm not even a
subject! I'm an
object! You gotta
stop redefining my
ontology!

practices associated with them.

Memes provide an interesting focal

Of course, eventually it turned out quantum
mechanics is true. Bay was I embarassed.

point for such an investigation because of

their rapid and extensive penetration into

numerous cultural and political spheres (above, unknown source). In the course of their
conquest, they have given rise to entirely novel modes of individual and collective
expression and interrelation (Rignev 2010)— what Evnine and others have termed
«memographic practice» (Fvnine 2018, 305: Vulliamy 2022: §1.4), In this chapter, I demonstrate
how the unconventional aspects of memographic practice give rise to significant
ontological differences between memes and works of art in other mediums. In order to
showcase these curious properties, let’s revisit Pepe the Frog (61.32). Pepe’s birth as a meme
is the story of the birth of all memes (Cross 2ory, ialics mine):

«Initially, a user <seeds> the meme by posting some image or images online. Other users,
in viewing these initial images, abstract a structure which thcy can continue in much
the same way that one can continue a sequence of numbers once one has discerned a
pattern in the initial sequence. In the case of Pepe, the meme likely began when a user
on 4chan posted an image of Pepe saying <feels good man> as response to a request for
justification of their behavior. Other users began using the image in similar ways. It was
at this point that the meme emerged as a pattern implicic in the activities of this community of
users; competent users familiar with instances of the meme would be able to generate new

instances consistent with the practices of the community.»

Here we find the first peculiar feature of memes: what Evnine calls the meme instance
(meme) precedes any common content (memecc) there might be (2018, 310). How is this

possible? I will elaborate on this and two other noteworthy properties of memes in §2.4.
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As variations of Pepe proliferated (above; <Rare Pepe Watermarle), he eventually found his
Wway into more mainstream memetic discourses (Perry 2014), Pepe’s adoption by «normies»2

inspired resentment among his subaltern forebears (Cross 2017):

«Members of the original communities out of which Pepe emerged took umbrage with
the meme’s new popularity and—likely out of a desire to troll mainstream internet
users—began to associate Pepe with racist themes. Over time, their campaign worked.
Pepe was taken up by white supremacists and those on the so-called <alt-right> on

Twitter, Reddit, and other social networks.»

So began the war for the heart of Pepe (Kiberd 2015, Klee 2016: Swinvard 2019). In 2016, creator
Matt Furie launched a campaign, #savepepe, in order to reclaim Pepe from his ale-right
associations. Ultimately, however, Furie found himself powerless to turn the tide. Seven

months later, Furie killed off the character in a comic strip (below lefe: Romano 2017).

FREE HONG KoNg
X

2 Derogatory term for casual Internet users.
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And yet, Pepe lived. In 2019, Pepe took on a new status as an icon of hope for activists in
Hong Kong protesting police brutality and proposed legislature that would enable China
to extradite political dissenters (above right; AFP 2019: Ko 2019), Today, Pepe has mostly shed his

political connotations, and continues to live on in many Internet circles (Marcobello 2022),

We sometimes speak of works of art as having a «life of their own» (Adorno 1963, 37, ¢f Tan
2017, 10-1). But nowhere else is this as true as in the case of memes. IfPepe has lived, Pepe
has lived many lives. This marks a second puzzling feature of memes: no other kind of
artwork has ever demonstrated this remarkable capacity to undergo shifts in the very core
of its being (§2.42).

The intrinsic provisionality of memes itself leads to a third mystery— how meme usage
can be rule—governed at all (§2.43). If memes are so radicaﬂy open ended, as Cross says
(2017), how can there be right and wrong ways to use a meme? After all, it is not the case

that anything goes in the case of memes.

To be clear, I do not claim that each of the aforementioned features is entirely unique
to memes. The uniqueness of memes rather consists in both their exhibiting all of these
characteristics and the extent to which they exhibit these characteristics. In the next
section, I turn to Wollheim’s influential type/token distinction (1968) as a point of
comparison between memes and existing art forms. Namely, I assess Wollheim'’s dichotomy
as a means Ofbuilding on existing work on memetic ontology (Cross 2017; Evnine 2018; Vulliamy
2021), Thinking of memes as types and tokens not only brings to the fore important
similarities between memes and existing art forms, but also allows for connections to be
drawn to the existing literature on the ontology of art. While Wollheim’s distinction serves
to clarify certain aspects of memetic ontology, its usefulness is limited by certain salient

disanalogies between memes and interpretive arts (the paradigm use case for Wollheim’s
g P p g
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dichotomy). The speeiﬁc ontological idiosyncrasies of memes thus warrant an independent

investigation into their nature.

.2 Wollheim on types & tokens

The diversity of artistic media raises interesting questions about what the identity of a
work of art consists in. For some forms of art, the answer seems straightforward:
Michelangelo’s David just is that lump of marble— and nothing else (sce, .o Fine 2003). But
for other forms of art, such an identity theory raises more questions than it answers (Paul
20105 Currie 2011), Which is the physieal object that is identical to a symphony or to a dance?
If a play is a work of art, are individual productions of the play also works of art in the
same sense? Is MacBeth simply just the sum total of all concrete realisations of MacBeth, or

is there something more?

Wollheim'’s approach to such questions regards works of art in certain mediums as
abstract types rather than physical objects (Wollheim 1968, 64-72). Such an artwork is an
abstract structure, in that it is constituted by a set of generic relations between elements
(idem, 50). This abstract structure can be concurrently and variously realised in concrete
token instances. On this note, two points bear emphasis. Firstly, the kinds of things that
we usually chink of as types are human inventions with which we can correlate some set of
instances (Wollheim 1968, 52): the Union Jack, Chianti, Brutalist architecture... Second, what
distinguishes types from universals or classes are the intimate relations between types and
tokens (1968, 50: WolterstorT 1975, 121-2). This is evident from how we speak of types— as if they
were themselves tokens (albeit of some distinction; Wetzel 2016). We say, with equal facility,
that a performanee is bombastic and that the symphony of which it is a realisation is

bombastic (Wollheim 1968, 54: nb. Wolterstorft 1975, 122-3),
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Interpretive works of art (e.g., plays, songs, dances) exemplify this characterisation,
although some non-interpretive works of art might also be plausibly construed as abstract
types (e.g., novels). I will refer to artwork kinds that exhibit this ontological character as

«Work—types», as in, works that are types.
2.21 Artistic practices shape artistic ontology

The relationship between type and token is essentially hierarchical. The abstract
structure of a work-type is inherently normative- the very same properties which
constitute a work-type’s identity also provide correctness conditions for something’s being
a token of that type (Wolterstortt 1975, 140; Cross 2017). From this it follows that tokens can be
more or less well-formed instances of the type (Wolterstorft 1975, 129). Such discussions are
variously framed in terms of the «faithfulness» or «authenticity» (Kivy 1995 Bicknell 2015,
54-50) of a token instance. This hierarchical relationship is most evident (but not unique to)
those work-types which are accompanied by «work-notations» (Nanicelli 2o Davies 2021),
These formulaic representations of an artwork’s abstract structure offer a public means of
governing (aiong with other factors; Wolterstoft 1975, 139-41) whether something qualiﬁes as

an instance of a specific work (Cross 2017);

Work-type Type Token Work-notation
Symphony Score
Play A performance Seript
An abstract structure
Dance Choreography
Novel A book N/A
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To be speeiﬁc, the work-notation itself does not determine what it is to be a token of a
given work. This is rather given by the abstract structure, of which the work-notation is a
public representation. The work-notation merely provides epistemic access to the abstract
structure. This follows from the non-identity of the abstract structure and work-notations:
if I burn the only remaining script of Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya, I have not destroyed Uncle
Vanya— although it may now be impossible to realise any further productions of it

(Wolterstorfl 1975, 118-9; ¢f. Thomasson 2003, 273).

The presence of work-notations in some mediums but not others prompts questions
about what exaetiy counts as a token. Consider two ways ofdoing poetry (Wolterstorft 1975,

118):

Work-type Type Token Work-notation
Written poem A printed text N/A
An abstract structure
Spoken poem A recital A printed text

What this shows is that there can be no general theory of what it is to be a token (Wollheim
1968, 53). Different mediums are predicated upon distinct practices whose forms vary
depending on the materials, methods, and technologies that they involve (idem. 56). These
differences give rise to ontological contrasts between various mediums (Wolterscorfl 1975, 116),
For instance, we typically regard songs as types, performances as tokens, and sheet music as
work-notations. Applying the same logic to novels would yieid the result that novels are
types, readings are tokens, and books are work-notations. This would not reflect the way we
speak about novels— in common English parlance, books themselves are understood to be

tOkGl’lS Of ti’lC HOVCI typGS.
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But even the medium (itself a contested concept; Caroll 1996, 1-74) does not conclusively
determine the ontological status of works within it. Arguably, total musical improvisations
(i.c., those which are not merely improvisations on a theme) are neither types nor tokens
(Wolterstortt 1975, 1215 Hagberg 2000; Bertinetto 2012, 109). One cannot therefore Specify which is
the type and which is the token without making reference to the wider artistic context in

which works are produced and underscood (¢f Wack 20210),
2.3 Meme types & tokens

The case for a Wollheimian treatment of memes is motivated by three observations.
First, like concertos and novels, memes are human inventions with which we can correlate
some set of instances. Second, philosophers of memes have converged on the idea of
memes as abstract. On Cross’ account, memes in one sense are «abstract structures of a
particular kind» (2017). Evnine, similarly, regards memescc as abstract artefacts composed
of— inter alia— thematic, affective, narratological, or aesthetic norms (2018, 307-9.315). Third,
the semantic relation between type and token is at least as intimate in the case of memes if
not moreso than it is in the case of concertos and novels. Not only can we naturally say
both that a memer and the corresponding memecc are funny, but, moreover, the very same

word «meme» is used to denote both these senses (Evnine 2018, 309-10).

Applying Wollheim’s type/token dichotomy to memes, then, gets at something very
close to Evnine’s distinction between memecc and memey (ibid), and Cross’ opposition
between thematic templates and instances (2017). Meme types are abstracts templates for

the generation of meme instances. Like songs or plays, meme types are abstract structures

3 Importantly, on this account meme types are not abstract owing to their digitality. Rather, meme types are abstract
in the same sense as symphonies and novels— neither here nor there. Strictly speaking, meme types themselves are

only digital insofar as digitality can be predicated of meme tokens (¢ Wollheim 1968, 54),
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(ibid): a meme type consists in a set of generic relations between constituent elements (below:

Her 2017),

| Améter
les violences
policieres

Interdire
de

les filmer

3 TOKENS OF THE HOTLINE BLING MEME TYPE This meme type has a simple
structure— it simply indicates a preference in the top-right panel and a
dispreference in the bottom—right panel. (Clockwise from top left): a preference for
pirating movies rather than paying for subscription services such as Netflix (Souza

2016):

bl

spotted at a protest against police brutality in Paris, November 2020 («stop
pOliCC brutality»/«prohibit ﬁlming [acts of pO]iCG brutality]»; miggazquuez zoz()); a

cat’s pI’CfCI‘Cl’lCC to sleep on your keyboard instead this own bed (Foster 2018).

But what are these constituent elements? Some memeticists take these constituent
elements to be things that go into the composition of an image macro: images,
narratological structures (Nacua 2018), font choice (Edwards 2015), filters (Matsakis 2017), ete.

These elements need not be of equal importance in determining the identity of a meme,
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nor need their priority relative to other elements be held perfectly fixed through time.
Others, however, take a more subtle analysis. As previously mentioned, Cross and Evnine
take memes to be abstract objects made of norms. As concerns memes, the relevant norms
are ways of using images, fonts, filters, etc. to inspire certain feelings or tell certain kinds
of stories. This latter approach accommodates the vagueness of norms governing the
proper usage of memes. This is best seen in the proliferation of Pepes (62.1) and the
resulting concept of «rare Pepes». Part of Pepe’s success is due to users creating numerous
different variations of Pepe— not being beholden to the original image. Users even
developed a [facetious| notion of scarcity which would in turn motivate others to create

their own Pepes (below, <Rare Pepe Watermarks),

File: 1426696951365 .png (394 KB, 598x590)
Anonymous 03/24/15(Tue)21:17:12 No.17347293 P 2217247487 >>17348856

atermarking your rare pepes

| Anonymous 03/24/15(Tue)21:26:48 No. 17347487 »
>>17347293 (OP)

thats not rare

| Anonymous 03/24/15(Tue)21:29:03 No.17347532 B >»17347597

a pepe that has been posted before

rare
Imao
| have 15 mint condition rare pepe pics on my flashdrive that's inside my safe.
| could buy and sell your whole family if it was on the open market

| Anonymous 03/24/15(Tue)21:32:05 No.17347597 P >»17347635

>>17347532
Watermark it and post

| Anonymous 03/24/15(Tue)21:33:55 No. 17347635 P >>17347655
>>17347597
Watermark it
ruins the artistic expression that is the pepe pic
post it

ruins it's value

you don't understand RPPE (Rare Pepe Pictures Economy)
Pepe, therefore, is not a specific image, but a visual likeness and a personality. This can be

further explicated in terms of implicit norms— e.g., the usage of Pepe typically conveys

some degree of self-deprecation and a shameless embrace of what is conventionally
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considered to be bizarre or ugly (Nagle 2016; Milligan 2019, 31). There is much more to say about

the proper usage of memes— I will revisit this topic in §2.313.

As can be seen, Wollheim's type/token theory presents a promising framework for the
ontological study of memes. In the first place, it gives an account of memes as social
objects— thus situating philosophical work on memes in a well-developed literature. By the
same stroke, it also affords connections and comparisons to the ontological study of other
forms of art. In the next section, I undertake this task, turning up important differences
between memes and other artwork kinds that are standardly analysed as types and tokens.
Although this is not surprising (62.21), it does underscore the need for a dedicated
exploration of the ontology of memes— much like how the ontologies of music and film
have spawned their own independent research programs (Levinson 1980; Sparshore 1988, 188-396;

Wood 2001),

2.4 Memes beyond types & tokens

We are thus now in a place to revisit the three distinctive properties of memes I
mentioned in the opening vignette about Pepe the Frog (§2.1):

1. ONTOLOGICAL PRIORITY: Meme tokens tend to chronologically precede the meme type.
2. RADICAL OPEN-ENDEDNESS: Meme types are able to undergo substantial changes n

thCiT COrce ¢ssences.

3. PARADOXICAL NORMATIVITY: Despite (2), meme usage is still rule-governed.

These features, | contend, cannot be accommodated within the theoretical resources of
Wollheim’s framework— which is at most a starting point for an art-philosophical

investigation of memes.
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2.41 Ontological priority

Which came first, the type or the token? This is often an ambiguous matter (Wollheim
1968, 53) that, at best, varies on a case-by-case basis. Perhaps sometimes a novel is finished
when an author feels a sense of completion with the manuscript— thus, the type comes into
[complete] being simultancously with the first token. The question is even further
complicated by improvisational forms of art (Bresnahan 2015); which have led some authors

to reject the type/token framework in such cases (Hagherg 2000 Bertinerto 2012, 109),

In the case of memes, it does seem that there is a distinctive, although peculiar
chronology: the token comes first (Cross 2017; Evnine 2018, 310,315-6). How can this be? How
could a book precede a novel, or a song come into being not at the same time as, but after
its first performance? A clue to this puzzle may be found in the convergence of
memeticists. Giselinde Kuipers notes that «Like the jokes and stories of oral culture,
Internet jokes have no authors (unless everyone is an author)» (2002). Simon Evnine says
that memes are «art without artists» (2018, 311). What did they mean? Suppose that meme
types are, after all, like interpretive works. If the creator of a song is a composer, who is the
creator of a meme type? Here, another significant difference begins to emerge. In the case
of memes, individuals produce tokens, while communities produce types. The first Pepe was
but a token— Pepe the meme (which is not identical to Pepe the fictional character, Matt
Furies creation) did not exist until other users began to produce and use this likeness in

accordance with emerging norms (§2.1; Cross 2017; Evnine 2018, 315),
2.42 Radical open-endedness

As previously elaborated, Wollheim’s type/token framework entails a one-way direction
of fit: tokens ought to conform to the type, but not vice versa. By contrast, the direction of

fit between meme types and tokens is less straightforward, to say the least. This is first of
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all hinted by the conspicuous absence of memetic work-notations. Unlike in the case of

music or drama (where scores and scripts are available), there are no recipes for meme-

making (Cross 2017). Not even the progenitor tokens of a meme type need be prototypical, as

can be seen by the unpredictable trajectory of Pepe the Frog. Were formulaic

representations of the abstract structure of memes to exist, however, they might look like

this: (Zharova 2018, right). This example does explicate and give instructions for how to create

an instance of the Hotline Bling meme. But, far from being an

instructive template for individual authors, this specimen Negative

(Ironically)
serves no purpose other than to comment on the

memographic practice itself (¢/ Nacua 2018, Her 2018), This is not

Positive

a work-notation— it is just another token, a self-referential
(Ironically)

anti-joke whose punchline is the formulaic structure of

Hotline Bling memes (i.c., its own formulaic structure).

Of course, there exist other work-types which also lack work-notations. Novels, for
instance, lack work-notations because they are not needed for the way that people usually
interact with novels. Similar reasons underlie the absence of work notations in memes.
Memes typically have a comedic intent (Vulliamy 2022). Barring professional comedy, we
generally make jokes spontaneously and understand them intuitively. To explain and to
deconstruct a joke is to do violence to it. Given the nature of the medium, it is thus
unsurprising that there exist no work-notations.

The lack of work-notations in memes is notable because it reveals an instability at the
very core of memes. In this respect, memes depart from novels and other work-types that

also lack work-notations. With few exceptions, most Work—types are static entities—

sometimes even inviting Platonic analyses (c.¢.. Kivy 1983). It is one thing for a work’s own
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abstract structure to be vague; it is another to allege that that structure literally undergoes
changes over time. Certain popular adaptations may come to redefine the work itself.
However, it is more plausible that what has been altered in such cases is merely the work’s
publie veneer, rather than the intrinsic structure itself. Furthermore, even if some
defensible examples of the latter could be furnished, they would amount to nothing more
than an odd minority- far from a substantive counterexample to the present point. The
fact that there are examples of covers being more Widely known than their original

versions does not establish that songs are intrinsically provisional artwork kinds.

On the other hand, it is well-known that memes are prone to undergoing profound and
abrupt changes in form, content, and connotation in the course of their circulation on
social media (§2.1). In doing so, they routinely subvert the hierarchy that is typical of
Wollheim’s dichotomy. In the case of memes, the token instances can, and often do push
back— recursively altering the abstract scructure. The war for the heart of Pepe was not just
a war over Pepe’s public image— it was a battle to decide what Pepe, essentially, stood for.
Pepe was and is both Competitively and collectively authored— by everybody from pop

stars to white supremacists, from normies to the habitually online.

This exceeds Wollheim’s predictions about the relationship between types and tokens.
According to Wollheim, any property that can be predicated of a token can be predicated
of the type (1968, 54). In the first place, this claim runs aground of obvious counterexamples
(Wolterstorfl 1975, 122-3). More importantly, however, it’s clear that the way in which meme
tokens reflexively change the meme type is more than just a case of the predicates of the
token being true of the type. It’s rather a matter of the type itself becoming something

different than it was at a previous time— coming to possess properties which it did not

erstwhile possess.
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Cross (2017) explicates this feedback effect in terms of the unparalleled open-endedness
of memes as work-types. An interpretive work is open-ended to the extent that it permits
interpreters to take creative liberties in executing an instance of a work. The notion of a
cover accommodates the artistic license with which a musician can approach an existing
song while still remaining a token of that song. An artwork that leaves little to no room
for interpretation— one which provides strict conditions for tokenship— is fixed. As
previously mentioned (§2.21), Work—types are inherently normative. What’s common across
all work-types, including memes, is that the correctness conditions regulating tokenship
are vague and circumstantially negotiated. What is exceptional in the case of memes is that
the correctness conditions themselves are thoroughly provisional. But what makes memes
so open-ended? Moreover, if memes really are so open-ended, how can there be any

question at all about the proper and improper usage of memes?
2.43 Paradoxical normativity

Memes are remarkably open-ended, but this does not imply a corresponding degree of
creative liberty on the part of the individual meme-maker. The creative avenues available
to the individual meme-maker remain relatively rule-governed: they can only depart so
much from the meme type at a given time while still producing a token of that meme. The

real power to inﬂuence the meme type liGS at the 1€V€1 Of the Community.

The open-endedness of memes is a result of their being collectively authored. Memes, as
a medium, have a decisively participatory nature (Shifman 2014, 72-3; Milner 2016; Luong 2017). It
is in virtue of this participatory nature that memes are fundamentally open-ended. At the
same time, it is by distributed tribunal (not any definitive template) that meme types
regulate their token instances. What does this mean? While performing arts always involve

a [more or less] clear distinction between the roles of the creator and the realisers (e.g., the
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playwright and the performers), there is no such differentiation when it comes to memes.
In other words, there is no creative hierarchy when it comes to meme types. The meme type
is emergently builc up through the tokens that are produced and differentially circulated
(Cross 2017). It arises from what subsequent meme authors converge on in producing their
own iterations (ibid). The author of a progenitor meme is ultimately just one voice in the
construction of a meme type: neither Matt Furie nor the individual who made the first

Pepe meme hold any special auctorial privilege.

In this respect, memes bear an affinity to oral traditions— myths and folklore such as
Aesop’s Fables, The Arabian Nights, and the Illiad (Parry 1971 Toohey 1992). However, although
oral traditions might also be collectively authored, there remain several key differences.
Most importantly, as work-types, oral traditions are much less open-ended than memes.
The transmission of folk tales is characterised by a continuity of both form as well as
content: | have not retold the Illiad if T have only conveyed my own story in dactylic
hexameter. It is unclear whether the same can be said of memes. This is because, as Evnine
argues, what is at the core of memes is not any particular content but simpiy ways of‘using
images and text (Evnine 2018, 307-9). Of course, in most cases, there is a strong continuity of
images used. However, even this is not necessary, as can be seen in the proliferation of Pepe
tokens. This is evident in the ethos of meme-making. As Vulliamy observes (2021), memes
are rarely made to be remembered. Even when a meme token «goes viral», and is shared
many times over, there is no pretension of achieving a place in some canon of meme
tokens. The memetic canon, if there is such a thing, is a canon of meme types— not tokens.
and the types are individuated by nothing other than the norms that constitute them (Cross

2017, Evnine 2017, 313).
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2.5 Forms of memeing, forms of memes

How 771CI'HOg1‘dP/1iC [71‘L1C[i(‘(’ S/ldlDCS memetic OH[O[OS\'

As in other areas of philosophy, few things are certain in the ontology of art. That said,
philosophers seem to have achieved a consensus on two issues. Firstly, it is widely
recognised that works of art differ in their ontological character. Paintings and drawings
seem most amenable to material constitution accounts, while songs and dramas seem more
like types. Yet even within the latter sort of artwork kinds— what I have called work-types—
there is tremendous diversity. Some Work—types have work-notations, while others don’t.

Sometimes, a token of a poem is a written text, while at other times, it is a recital.

What makes each Work—type unique? It is in this regard that we find the second point of
consensus in the ontology of art. Philosophers tend to agree that the unique ontological
character of different work-types arises from our many practices and forms of life. The
innocuously simple term «art» encompasses an exceedingly (and inherently) heterogencous
body of diverse methods, materials, technologies, and histories. As such, it is not at all
surprising that we would observe differences between the ontological character of

different arcwork kinds (§2.21).

This is no different in the case of memes. Like other artwork kinds, memes present
certain ontoiogicaiiy puzzling features— here, I have discussed ontoiogicai priority, radical
open-endedness, and paradoxical normativity (§2.4). Each of these features are the result of
the unique ways in which people interact with each other using memes— in other words,
memogmphic practice (Evnine 2018, 305). The idiosyncrasies of meme communities and
memographic practice underlie the ontological differences between memes and other
forms of art. [f we are to understand memes, we must look to meme communities and

memographic practice. This is not oniy true in the case of memetic ontoiogy. As [ will
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show in the next section, the consequences of memographic practice also extend to

memetic epistemology.
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[1I. Memetic Epistemology

3.1 Is a memetic epistemology possible?

ught implies can: just as in ethics, our responsibilities as cognisers are
circumscribed by our cognitive capacities. Technology, being a salient way of
extending our cognitive capacities (Russell 1959, 91 Clark & Chalmers 1998: Goldman 1999, 161-5),
thus becomes of prime interest to epistemology. A memetic epistemology is not only
possible, but necessary. The Internet presents numerous epistemically novel situations
(Goldman 1999)— among them the unique epistemic challenges posed by memes. From the
effects of search engine persona]isation (Goldman 2008; Simpson 2012; Miller & Record 2013) to the
rise of automated Wikipedia editors (de Laat 2015), the modern Internet user faces various
epistemic challenges that lack any «IRL» parallel (Miller & Record 2016, 1947: Lynch 2017; Smart
2018). Perhaps many of these issues can ultimately be explained in terms of more worldly
epistemic problems. Even so, the question would remain: are our current epistemic strategies
well-equipped for the online world?
In this chapter, I argue that the specific challenges provided by memes not only demand

new solutions but also necessitate revisions to our «offline» epistemology. I will develop

! Acronym for «in real life».
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and defend a notion of memetic testimony in order to characterise the unique ways in
which we gain knowledge through memes. In the preceding chapter, I argued that memetic
ontology cannot be understood without reference to memographic practice. Many of the
ontoiogicai idiosyncrasies of memes arise from the unique features of meme communities.
In the same way, a proper understanding of memetic testimony will invariably require
recourse to the notion of an epistemic community. This, however, is nothing new. The
notion of an epistemic community (Zollman 2011, 338 & 2013; Vihimaa 2013; Reijula & Kuorikoski
2019) or a «<knowledge economy» (Greco 2016) has been previously discussed in non-virtual
contexts (sce also Assiter 2000, Anderson 2012), Having outlined the social epistemological

foundation for the present chapter, I shall now turn to introducing testimony.
3.2 Testimony

Testimony, in the most general sense, refers to a kind of process by which we gain
knowledge from other people on the basis of> what they say (Green 2021 Leonard 2021, In what

follows, I introduce two central philosophical issues of testimony:

1. Is testimony a matter of transmission or generation of knowledge?

2. What is needed for a testimonial belief to be justified— and hence, to be able to qualify as knowledge?

3.21 Transmission vs. generation

The orthodox view construes testimony as a kind of transmission that occurs between
two parties: a speaker and an audience. The speaker possesses an epistemic good, which
they can pass to an audience much like how a coin can change hands (¢f. Lackey 1999, 471, Of

course, unlike this coin metaphor, the difference is that the speaker remains in possession

> One comes to hold a testimonial belief in virtue of what the speaker has said, not mereiy by observing what they
say. If you attest, in a baritone voice, that you have a baritone voice, it is not the content of what you said but the

way that you said it which primariiy leads me to believe that you have a baritone voice (Audi 1997, 420),
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of the epistemic good even after having passed it on. Transmission theories oftestimony
answer to the intuition that the speaker’s own knowledge state sets an upper bound for
what an audience might gain from testimony (Gelfere 2018).

By contrast, recent generative models of testimony (Lackey 1999: Greco 2016) reject this
object—based paradigm (Zagzebski 2001, 247; Elgin 2006, 200) in favour of a novel analysis of
testimony. On these latter views, an audience can come to know that P on the basis of a
speaker’s attestation even if the speaker does not have knowledge that P. This can be so if
the speaker asserts P without believing it (Lackey 2008, 48-53; Graham 2006), or if they believe
that P and assert P but lack justification (Goldberg 2005). Generative views of testimony
dissociate the epistemic roles of knower and testifier: one can be a reliable knower, but a
poor testifier, or fail to know yet succeed at giving testimony (Lackey 2008, 37-72). As such,
generative theories of testimony accommodate cases where defeaters intuitively seem to be
non-transmissible (Lackey 1999; Gelfert 2018),

3.22 Reductionism vs. non-reductionism

The issue of testimonial justification concerns what it takes for a true belief acquired on
the basis of a locution to be able to qualify as knowledge. In chis regard, there are two
opposed camps (reductionism vs. non-reductionism), within which can be distinguished
positions of increasing extremity (local vs. global). According to reductionists, testimonial
justification requires that the audience has positive independent (non-testimonial) grounds for
believing in the reliability of the testimony (Hume 1748, §10, at 74). This might consist in, for
instance, my memory that the last time you reported to me that it was raining, you were
right. This would be an example of local reductionism— the view that testimony is justiﬁed in
case these the audience has positive independent grounds for believing in the reliability of

the specific report (Fricker 1995, 404). Alternatively, one might think that something scronger
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is required. Global reductionists hold that testimony is justified in case the audience has
positive independent grounds for believing in the reliability of the process of testimony
(i.c., testimony as an epistemic source; Coady 1992, 82 ¢f. Gelfere 2010). This sort of view reduces
testimonial justiﬁcation to a matter of‘perceptual, rational, phenomenal, and/or memorial

justification (I.conard 2021); there is nothing special about testimonial justification.

Against both of these factions, non-reductionists hold that testimony is justiﬁed just in
case the audience lacks any reason to doubt the reliability of the testimony (Reid /171764,
chpt. 6, §24. a1 96): Burge 1993, 472). This does not mean that there must be no defeaters
whatsoever. If there are any, it is enough that they are accounted for (Lackev 20062, 4-5)— but
beyond that, nothing else in the way of positive independent grounds for believing in the
reliability of the speaker (local non-reductionism) or of the process of testimony (global
non-reductionism) is needed. As such, non-reductionism simpliciter necessarily imposes
weaker demands on testimonial justification than reductionism simpliciter (1ackey 2006b, 163;
Gelfere 2018). Accordingly, the local non-reductionist, but not the local reductionist, would
grant that testimonial beliefs gained on the basis of assertions from a complete stranger
are justified even when there are no positive non-testimonial grounds to believe in their
reliability, so long as no undefeated defeaters are known to the audience (mutatis mucandis

for global reductionism/non-reductionism).

Reductionism Non-reductionism
Tescimonial justiﬁcation requires... ... positive non-testimonial grounds for ... the absence of any reason to

believing in the reliability of... doubt the reliability of...
Local . ..

Local reductionism Local non-reductionism

[}16 Spca}cfr.

Global i . i ..

: Global reductionism Global non-reductionism

... the process of testimony.
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The reductionist and non-reductionist positions are motivated by different intuitions
regarding testimonial justification. Reductionism is above all compelled by the worry that
non-reductionist justification permits audiences to be irrationally gullible (Fricker 1994, 127-8;
Lackey 2006b, 179): if testimony is only justified by presumptive but defeasible right (Fricker
1994, 125), then it would seem that all manner of dubious speech would qualify as
testimonial knowledge. On the other hand, non-reductionism aims to accommodate the
impression that much of our knowledge is gained through testimony (Coady 1992, 82; Fricker
1995, 401-4; Insole 2000, 44): too restrictive a requirement on testimony would yield the
unhappy result that we have very little in the way of testimonial knowledge, and that
entire domains of specialised knowledge (e.g., historical, technical) would simply be

rendered unattainable.
.3 Memetic testimony

Undoubtedly, there are many ways to carve up the main issues in the philosophy of
testimony. For instance, certain mixed theories of justiﬁcation may not fic neatly on the
spectrum between reductionism and non-reductionism (e.g., Lackey’s dualistic distinction
between speaker testimony and hearer testimony; 2006, 178-9: 2008, 176-95: ¢f. Faulkner 2000,
586-7). Nonetheless, my aim was to sketch a topography of the main debates in testimony as
they are typically construed. To this end, what matters most is that the picture I have
presented captures most philosophers’ views. The results of this reconnaissance offer
speciﬁc points of connection for my introduction of memetic testimony.

It is my view that testimony offers the most compelling account of how we attain
memetic belief and knowledge. This is because the way in which memetic belief and

knowledge is attained exhibits general features thought to be central to testimony. When
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we acquire memetic beliefs and knowledge, we acquire them (1) from other people (2) on
the basis of the memes that they produce and share (their memetic locutions— see §1.32).
As I shall argue, the epistemic analysis of memetic beliefs involves the very same factors
that are implicated in the analysis of testimonial beliefs.

But is memetic testimony a matter of transmission or of generation? Under what
circumstances are beliefs gained from memetic testimony justiﬁed— it ever? I shall
undertake each of these questions in turn. I will go about this by presenting and discussing

two examples of memetic testimony which each fulfil local reductionist standards— cases (1)

and (2) below:
The acquisition of testimonial knowledge...
Transmission Generative
... requires, inter alia, that the ... does nor require that the spcukcr
speaker knows that P. knows that P.
Local reductionism
.. the audience has positive non- 1 2
Testimony is testimonial reasons f:or believing in the
justificd reliability of the speaker.
just in case... Local non-reductionism
... the audience lacks any reason to 3 4
doubt the reliability of the speaker

Before proceeding, some methodological points bear emphasis:

Given that the main obstacles for memetic testimony concern whether or not it can
be accommodated within the standard philosophical framework oftestimony, I
shall above all be concerned with whether testimony is a matter of transmission or
generation and what exactly testimonial justification consists in. In order to focus
on these issues, I shall providc Cxamplcs where the content of testimony is true, and
determine whether, this being the case, memetic testimony can be analysed as

testimony.

These two issues (transmission vs. generation, reductionism vs. non-reductionism)
4

are conccptua]ly indcpendcnt of each other. Endorsing either transmission or

generation does not entail a commitment to either reductionism or non-

reductionism. For this reason, I shall treat each issue in turn, apart from the other.
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Why local reductionist standards? In the first place, g]obal reductionism and non-
reductionism are regarded by many to be untenable because they run aground of
the aforementioned (§3.2) issues of; respectively, scepticism about testimonial
knowledge ((‘A‘ild»\ 1973, 154-5; Fricker 1995, 401-4; Gelfert 2018) and irrational gullibihty
(Fricker 1994). In any case, such worries are not speciﬁc to my project. The case can
be made for or against global stances on justification entirely without reference to
memetic testimony (or any other subtype of testimony for that matter; Fricker 1994,
134.136). Herein, I undertake to defend only those aspects which are unique to
memetic testimony. Secondly, as previously mentioned (§3.22), reductionism of any
sort entails a stronger justiﬁcatory burden than non-reductionism of any sort
(Gelfere 2018), Tt cherefore follows that any example that passes muster on the local
reductionist account also satisfies, a fortiori, local and global non-reductionist

standards.
With that said, I shall now present the examples of memetic testimony.

3.31 The queen & the drone

Scientific Methodposting is a Facebook group of 35,600 members where memes with a
broadly scientific content are shared. Many of the memes are moderately technical in
subject matter— hitting a sweet spot between esotericity and intuitiveness. In this example
(Bers; below, Anugrah 2021), a participant has shared a meme where a queen bee character

propositions a worker bee:

. Aziz Anugrah » Scientific
Methodposting

21h- &
Well, Audrey?

Babe, it's 4pm.
Time for
suicide sex.

Audrey you're a biologist is this

funny

oD 1.005 9 réponses
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The testimonial implicature here is:

S. Reproduction in bees is a suicidal act for the drone.

As it happens, the meme (<BEE>) does make a true claim about the mating behaviour of
honeybees. At the moment of climax, the drone's endophallus is shot into the queen’s
reproductive tract. The force of ejaculation causes the abdomen of the drone to rupture,

killing the drone (Hadley 2020).

Speciﬁcs aside, suppose after encountering BEE [ form the belief that S. I form this
belief on the basis of having come across BEE while scrolling on my phone. Is my belief that
S justified? In this case, local reductionism requires positive independent grounds for the
reliability of the claim that S. To this end, we might start by noting the fact that the post
has attracted over a thousand reacts, the majority «<haha» (@) reacts. I might infer from
this that there is something to the content of the meme after all- that a biologist such as

«Audrey» WOllld ﬁl’ld tl’liS meme funny.

On what basis is such an inference justified? Memes in such contexts function as inside
jokes. Inside jokes are a kind of humour which exploit an epistemic disparity between
individuals among an audience (Hurley, Dennerr, & Adams 2011 267): you either get it or you
don’t. For instance (below: unknown sources; ¢f. Moore 1925):

When your mate says

it's impossible to have epistemic access to a mind-

independent external ord

this'is'so niche to those whg i
tudy phil hy but k -
Shuasydpefin(its:ls riaduheZlee =2 = |
; g ,»4-,'

that man is the basis of his]
entirelagenda. /
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Inside jokes serve an important social function: to reinforce an ingroup/ outgroup
distinction (¢f. Yus 2019). But they can only fulfil ¢his function by striking a delicate balance
between esotericity and intuitiveness. The success of an inside-joke is determined by the
Complexity of the content it can convey while still remaining just out of grasp of unwitting
members of the audience (Hurley, Dennerr, & Adams 2011, 267). Thus, humour is correlated with

cognitive content.

Indeed, much of the meme culture in Scientific Methodposting and other related groups in
the Academebook network on Facebook (Zharova 2021) is characterised by this kind of
humour. But this need not be the only source of support for my belief that S. Having long
lurked in these corners of Facebook, I may well have come across other memes which are
similarly technical in content. Perhaps I have even corroborated some of these by checking
them against independent sources (c.g.. Hadley 2020 & Moore 1925 for the previous examples). Thus
would have at least two separate inferential (positive, non-testimonial) grounds for
believing in the reliability of BEE: (1) the inference from inside-jokes and (2) my induction
from previous independent corroboration. Of course, such a case is far from conclusive—
but when is justification ever really conclusive? What matters here is that a defensible,
though not bulletproof case can be made for local reductionist testimonial justification in
this example of memetic testimony.

We may now turn to the matter of transmission and generation. Given the academic
nature of the group, it is entirely possible that the person who posted BEE knows that S.
This would qualify the present example as an instance of testimonial transmission. But

perhaps they didn’c- scrolling up, you come across another meme (Warren 2021);
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When you’re dumb as hell, dropped out of high
school, have done nothing with your life, and
have absolutely no knowledge of science
whatsoever, but you joined a Facebook group
called “Scientific Methodposting”

This meme casts doubt upon the hypothesis that the original poster of BEE («<OP»)- the
«speaker» in testimonial terms— really knew that S. But it would not necessarily
undermine the previous justiﬁcatory account, since it defeats neither of the two inferential
bases for my belief that S. The OP’s not knowing that S does not undermine my inference
about the cognitive content of BEE from the nature of inside jokes on this instance—
although it may undermine the justificatory contribution of this principle on a subsequent
occasion. Furthermore, the OP’s not knowing that § has nothing to do with whether I am
justified in inferring the correctness of beliefs that I gain from memes similar to BEE given
a history of independent corroboration. This latter justificatory basis has nothing to do
with whether the speaker in a given testimonial interaction really has knowledge. Actually,
the fact that I have actually independently corroborated S by consulting another source
(Hadley 2020) further strengthens this inductive basis. If it is true that the OP did not know
that S, then this particular interaction would seem to turn out to be a matter of
generation. Regardless of whether OP did or did not know that S, what is important for
present purposes is that I have made a basic case showing that memetic testimony is
possible, that it can take the form of either transmission or generation, and that local

reductionist justificatory standards are achievable in such cases.
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3.32 Be kind, rewind

This second example (V115 below lefe, Sonovie 2022) comes from VCR: VHS Collectors

Resource, a Facebook group of 9,300 members.

—
L—~. VCR: VHS Collectors Resource
< ‘%) - 24 mars - Q
’é hey don't know

that I am a severely
at-risk form of media
and without immediate
action and digitization
it is very possible

that entire decades
worth of audiovisual
heritage (particularly

home movies, which
provide invaluable
insight into daily
\ life) will be lost

= or indeed may
already be lost due
to poor storage

conditions because

of the perceived
durability of cassette
based media)

I
Pk ] ]

[[b J'aime C] Commenter A) Partager

O w7

1.114 partages

VHS is a token of the I wish I was at home playing video games/They don’t know meme type,
which depicts an introverted individual trapped in their thoughts while at a party. Here

are two token examp]es (over; <What do You see...», urmomlolroasted 2020).

The testimonial content of VHS can simply be read off:

V. «I [VHS] am a severely at-risk form of media and without immediate action and
digitization it is very possible that entire decades [sic] worth of audiovisual heritage
(particularly home movies, which provide valuable insight into daily life) will be lost—
or indeed may already be lost due to poor storage conditions because of the perceived

durability of cassette-based media».
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anna!!!!!
@urmomlolroasted

| wish | was at home

( ==\ = .
‘.)({\:_;/] playing video games. é

+ 5~ The music is too = They don't know I'm
loud Y¢ - by mildly popular on left twitter

My feet hurt i \‘ 4 _)\‘ "‘\

I'm hungry \‘|

f{///’;} /

\ [
J
=)

M‘J(/ﬂﬁ );\

9:26 PM - Nov 28, 2020 - Twitter for iPhone

=y

In this case, as well, the testimonial content is plausibly true. The durability of VHS tapes
is estimated to be between 10-25 years, depending on storage conditions (Hilton 2019, Elliote
2020). Given that VHS use has sharply declined since the adoption of DVD in developed
countries in the early 2000s, it is in fact entirely likely that much media that has been
recorded on VHS, including home video, has already begun to degrade. Suppose now that I

form a belief that V on the basis of VHS. Is my belief that V justified?

My own knowledge of VHS as a storage medium is limited to my usage of it (1) as a
non-professional consumer and (2) as a child. My status as a novice with regard to the
subject matter of V means that I have lictle in the way of positive non-testimonial grounds
for believing that V. This raises the initial question of whether I have a presumptive right
to believe that V- whether there are any potentia] defeaters which I ought to take into
account. In this regard, I cannot imagine what potential defeaters might undermine my
belief that V. I have no reason to suspect that the poster is being disingenuous. In the first
place, V'is entirely consistent with my background knowledge that VHS is in fact a disused
analog storage medium. Although very general, this connection nonetheless constitutes a

weak positive independent ground for believing in the reliability of VHS. In the second
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piace, VHS bears no hint of the elitism that is occasional to the discourses of aficionados.
Unlike BEE, VHS has no comedic intent. In fact, VHS subverts the standard narrative of the
They don’t know meme type: in contrast to the other token examples, VHS contains no self-
deprecating humour. Instead, the personiﬁcation of the storage medium within the image
as an individual who has been forgotten at a party serves as a poignant metaphor for the
real-life situation described by the locution. Where BEE plays on the epistemic gap between
members of the audience for comedic effect, VHS is frank and evocative. This is completely
in line with the differences in subject matter between the two cases. VCR: VHS Collectors
Resource is a hobbyist community organised around a rather niche interest. The group is
both smaller and more specialised than Scientific Methodposting. Thirdly, the small size of
the community suggests that the group members, including the OP, are likely to all be
enthusiasts. Being enthusiasts, they may well have expert knowledge of the long-term

durability of VHS cassettes

These considerations, I believe, provide several positive independent grounds for
believing in the reliability of VHS. Yet, even prior to enumerating these, there did not
appear to be any glaring defeaters. So even had I never engaged in this reflection, my belief

that V might still have been justified on local non-reductionist grounds.

.4 No justification objection

Given what’s been said earlier about memes, one might grant that BEE and VHS
constitute bona fide instances of memetic testimony, but still maintain that memetic
testimony is at most a severely limited phenomenon occurring under highly specific and
unusual conditions. While it is plausible that people’s beliefs are influenced by the

memes they consume, it is unlikely that many of these encounters meet popular
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standards for testimonial justification. Not only might the audience actually lack positive
non-testimonial reasons to believe in the reliability of the speaker, but, on top of this,
there appear to be plenty of potential defeaters to testimonial justification in the case of
memes. This is because of three properties of memes and meme circulation, which I shall

discuss in turn:

1. Anonymity
2. Rampant misinformation

3. Virality is not veritistic

3.41 Anonymity

A distinctive feature of memes is their anonymity (Vulliamy 2022). Rarely, if ever, is there
any indication of the author’s identity in a meme— and when there is, the information that
can be gleaned from this is often insufficient, or, in the worst case scenario, misleading. Of
course, this is also assuming that meme audiences put in effort to independently verify the
content of the memes they consume. If there is such a thing as memetic knowiedge that is
gained through testimony, it must be an exceedingly rare phenomenon occurring only
under special circumstances. Such conditions are all but assuredly uncharacteristic of most
peopie’s interactions with memes. The overwheiming majority of memetic beliefs are
acquired in conditions where the audience has little to no positive reason (whether non-
testimonial or testimonial) to believe in the reliability of the speaker. As such, the local
reductionist testimonial standard for justification is unlikely to be met except in very

particular situations.

It’s not just that the anonymity of memes makes it difficult to independently verify
their content. There is reason to think that anonymity constitutes a prima facie reason to

doubt their content outright. Some research links anonymity in online commenting to
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measures of poor discursive quality (e. g, offensive 1anguage, typographical errors, all—caps

typing; Fredheim, Moore, & Naughton 2015). 'This is all the more concerning given the absence

of accountability mechanisms, the extensive reach potential, and the difficulty of purging

epistemically pernicious content (Levmore 2010, 53).

3.42 Rampant misinformation

If this isn’t enough, the foregoing examples of memes being used in large-scale

propaganda and disinformation campaigns must surely give significant pause to any

attempt at a non-reductionist defence of memetic testimony. The problem, in the case of

COVID-19 and vaccine scepticism, has gotten so bad that Facebook, since August 2020,

automatically appends warnings with links to further resources to any post which

mentions either COVID or vaccines (including images, below; Savage 2022, cooldudepics 2022, Statt

spread

misinformation On my way to get tested
| for the same iliness
I'm vaccinated against

More About This Post
@ This post mentions COVID-19

or more info and reso

D-19 Information

@ originally from healthyscience.com

Registered less than 5 months ago

@ First shared June 2020

Continue

Go Back

This is nothing new: the problem of misinformation on social media has been debated for

at least nearly a decade (Constine 2014). Facebook, in particular, has drawn intense and

sustained criticism for its role in propagating misinformation (with the related

consequence of exacerbating political polarisation; Bakshy, Messing, & Adamic 2015). Worse still,
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the social media company has been accused of antagonising research efforts aimed at
analysing the spread of misinformation (Edelson & McCoy 20214, 2021b), Tes attempted solutions
have been panned as half-measures and in some cases have backfired (NewsWhip 2019). Many
critics are pessimistic— some conc]uding that misinformation is an ineliminable aspect of
social media in general (Bernal 2018),

3.43 Virality 1s not veritistic

Even from afar, it’s plain to see that social media is teeming with epistemic hazards.
These issues are further Compounded by worries about how memes circulate: while the jury
is out on what exactly makes memes go viral (Berger & Milloman 2or: Shifman 2014, 65-97), what
is evident is that it’s not anything to do with their epistemic merits. Thus, potential
defeaters abound. Even a vague awareness of these issues is enough to cast the entire
notion of justified memetic testimony into question— and the individual user surely bears
the responsibility of possessing at least such a vague awareness, if not more. In conclusion,
memetic knowledge, if it is even possible, is the exception rather than the rule. This is
because the ways in which we acquire and update our beliefs through memes all but

categorically fail to meet non-reductionist justificatory standards.

O Reply

This three-pronged critique takes the form of a sceptical argument: it posits potential
defeaters, and concludes from these defeaters that knowledge in a certain domain
(memetic-testimonial knowledge) is not possible. In this way, objections are raised against

both local reductionist and local non-reductionist attempts at justiﬁcation:
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Local reductionism Local non-reductionism

. Positive non-testimonial grounds for Absence of reasons to doubt the speaker’s
Requirement L b S 1
believing in the speaker’s reliability reliability
The anonymity of memes makes it The anonymity of memes, the prevalence
difhicul, if not impossible, to establish of misinformation transmitted by
the speaker’s reliability. memes, and the fact that virality is not
Defeater . . .. .
driven by epistemic virtues constitute
prima facie reasons to doubt a speaker’s
reiiabiiity.

Like sceptical arguments, however, the present critique plays fast and loose with context.
Epistemic justification aiways presupposes a context; it does not make sense to speak of
justification in the abstract. What matters to justification depends on the content of the
testimony and situational factors. In the local reductionist case, this means what kinds of
evidence can suffice for believing in the speaker’s reliability. In the local non-reductionist
case, this means what counts as a defeater in the first place and whether one has a duty to
be on the lookout for defeaters (Goldberg & FHenderson 2006). Prior to accepting the sceptical
conclusion about memetic testimony, we should first consider: Is the sceptical worry itself
justified in the first place? And if it is, then can the alleged defeaters be overcome? 1 shall accept
that the sceptical worries are warranted. That being said, I do not believe that they are
indefeasible. In what follows, I shall outline strategies for circumventing the sceptieai
conclusion, thus ensuring the possibility of both local reductionist and local non-

reductionist justifications of memetic testimony.

3.51 Local reductionism

In the first piace, anonymity in itself need not lead us to conclude that memetic
testimony must fail to meet local reductionist justificatory standards. It is true that a
speaker’s identity is often one of the most direct ways to ascertain their reliability with
respect to the content of cheir testimony. That being the case, speaker identity is neither

the only measure of speaker reliability, nor is it always relevant. Obviously, there are many
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features of speaker identity that can have nothing to do with their reliability with respect
to a given attestation (e.g., one’s race need not have anything to do with their reliability as
a crime informant; Fricker 2007).

In many ordinary cases of testimony— such as when I ask a stranger the time on the
street— one is not acquainted with the sources of testimony- and, moreover, the identity of
the speaker may make little difference to their reliability. In such cases, we reiy on
alternative means of ascertaining their credibility. We search for positive non-testimonial
justification by being attentive to our interlocutor’s appearance and the setting of our
exchange (where relevant)- by «monitoring» proxy indicators of speaker reliability (Fricker
1994, 149-50). Suppose | am trying to find my way in a hospital. I approach someone who is
wearing a lab coat and ask them for directions. Despite not knowing who they were, I have
positive non-testimonial reasons to take their testimony to be reliable. If there are
epistemic peers in the vicinity, we might also appeal to them for testimonial corroboration

of the speaker’s credibility, or simply observe how they regard the speaker.

We can and do apply many of these same strategies when we navigate online spaces.
Suppose I come across a meme while browsing a Facebook group. In trying to establish the

reliabi]ity of the speaker, with whom I am unaequainted, I might ask questions such as:

What is the context of interaction?

If the relevant context is a Facebook group, for instance— what are the goals of the

group— is it a group for academic discussion or is it a group for sharing humorous memes?

How do other people participate in this context? Are there often trolls in this group? Is the

group actively moderated?

In both online and offline testimonial interactions, there are almost always some surrogate

measures of speaker re]iabiiity. Very often these include clues about the aspects of the
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speaker’s identity which pertain to their attestation (e.g., the lab coat in the hospital
example, whether someone who posted a meme is new in the group or a longtime

member).

But of course, it is only in the minority of cases that we are usually confronted with the
original author of a meme. Most of the time, there are unknowable degrees of separation
between us and the original creator of a meme. But is this really that different from how
we form beliefs in offline contexts? Clearly not— there is nothing in the idea of testimonial

knowledge that precludes third-, fourth-, or fifthhand knowledge (Fricker 2002, 378).

It's not only that anonymity in itself does not rule out the possibility of positive non-
testimonial justification. Moreover, neither does it constitute a defeater. This it because
there are many cases where anonymity can actually provide justificatory support for a
testimonial belief. For better or for worse— anonymity may help to make possible
discussion about difficult topics (Connolly. Jessup, & Valacich 1990, 699). Many of these
discussions may not even get off the ground unless if individuals feel that they can speak
without fear of retaliation. Indeed, Fredheim, Moore, and Naughton found that de-
anonymising commenting on Hufﬁngton Post news articles precipitated a shift in
engagement «from politicised to blander topics» (2015, 1), Anonymity may contribute
towards justification to the extent that one’s testimony can be taken to be unfiltered or

unfettered from duress.

Furthermore, anonymity can help to mitigate bias. In some cases, knowing the speaker’s
identity can provoke audience-side prejudices, which surely constitute defeaters for the
conclusions they draw from the testimonial interaction. Because anonymous testifiers are
typically presumed to be on an epistemic par, credibility deficits (Fricker 2007, 28) rarely

beset anonymous testimony. As such, anonymity is crucial to epistemic diversity (Frost-
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Arnold 2014, 70) and epistemic justice (idem, 16-17). Where anonymity supports epistemic

diversity and epistemic justice, it may also be of justificatory value.

This is not to deny that identity (Code 1981) and credentialed expertise (Picrson 1994);
Martini 2019) routinely make a difference to the epistemic evaluation of a speaker’s claims—
quite the contrary. The upshot as concerns testimonial justification is this: the design of
epistemic spaces (whether online or offline) requires a careful balance of anonymity and
accountability mechanisms (Frose-Arnold 2014, 723, 76-8). This balance in turn determines how
one goes about establishing a testifier’s reliability— including the significance of speaker
identity in a given scenario. While one can never be entirely certain that others will abide
by the conventions of a given epistemic space, this worry is by no means unique to meme

communities.

If the above arguments are correct, then we can have positive non-testimonial grounds
for taking speakers to be reliable, whether they are the original meme authors or simply
reposting memes from elsewhere. To be sure, whether this is so will have to be judged ona
case-by-case basis. Ultimately, the objection from anonymity is not only too pessimistic,
but, moreover, it glosses over the sophisticated ways in which we triangulate speaker
reliability when direct information about their identity is unavailable. In this regard, the
preceding cases BEE and VHS provide tentative directions for how to engineer spaces that

promote the dissemination of knowledge.
3.52 Local non-reductionism

As concerns local non-reductionism, the question at hand is whether (1) the prevalence
of misinformation transmitted by memes or (2) virality not being driven by epistemic
virtues necessarily disqualify beliefs gained through memetic testimony from being

justiﬁed. (1) implies that any given memetic testimony might contain some degree of
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misinformation (whether wilful or merely through negligence). (2) draws attention to the
fact that memes are typically shared for reasons not having anything to do with
truthfulness; instead, their propagative success is driven by their humour or other non-
epistemic factors. If (1) and (2) do constitute defeaters, then individuals cannot be

presumptively entitled to beliefs gained from memes.

The response to this sort of worry is simple: one— or even many— bad memes do not
spoil the bunch. The possibility of testimonial knowledge is not foreclosed by either the
pervasiveness of inaccuracy and misinformation in speech and text (Coady 1973, 155) or the
experimental evidence of cognitive biases favouring the attention, encoding, and recall of
certain kinds of information (Gervais & Henrich 2010, Berl ec al 2021). Likewise, whether (1) or (2)
pose live threats to presumptive testimonial justification must be determined in sicu. The
notion of an «online space» is not univocal (Magnus 2009). There is no one online space, even
on a given platform (Cardon & Pricur 2013). The memes I have previously examined originated
from specific meme communities with their own epistemic cultures where (1) or (2) may
not pose any threat. These are not isolated cases— they comprise a sizeable portion of what
has been called «Academebook»: a loose network of over 1,100 meme

pages and groups3 on Facebook with broadly academic subject
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spaces may offer a blueprint for how to design online g"’c\@ S
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matter (right; Zharova 20212). As has been alluded to, the

epistemic culture on Academebook is sui generis— such

epistemic spaces & how to promote positive epistemic

engagement wi th memes.

3 As of May 2021, estimates for the community size of Academebook ranged from 5.3-44 million unique users. For a

methodological discussion of obstacles to estimating community size, see Zharova 2021b.
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IV. Memetic Futures

4.1 Pepe the Frog 1s dead; long live Pepe!

he study of memes draws on the resources of several philosophical traditions. From
ontology to aesthetics to epistemology to philosophy of language, there is much ground

to break. In this final section, I would like to outline several directions for future research.

4.11 Art & ontology

- Furie’s Pepe is dead; Pepe the meme lives. Some memes, like Pepe, are more open-
ended than others (Cross 2017). It is perhaps in virtue of this that Pepe was able to be
so successful as a meme. Is Pepe the meme like a fictional character, but without
canonicity?

- A picture is worth a thousand words— an image macro, even more. Because of their
multimodal nature, memes seem to be able to efficiently convey immense amounts
of information (right). This evocative potential, as well as other congenial features
such as their anonymity, have put to good use by underrepresented minorities
(Dahanayake 2018), In what ways could memes be used for cultural & political critique

& hermeneutical epistemic justice?

- The cognitivist debate in the philosophy of art concerns the cognitive or epistemic
value of works of art. Assuming that works of art can & do have epistemic value
raises the question: what kind of epistemic source are works of art? As I have
argued, memes toe the line between art & speech. Could the notion of memetic

testimony lend support to one of artistic testimony (Luong 2022)?
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4.12 Memetic epistemology

Testimony 1s one side of a coin; the other side involves negative forms of epistemic
interactions such as bullshitting (frankiure 986) & lies. Can these two sides be

integrated into a general theory of belief acquisition & updating?

A memetic epistemology should not rule out the possibility of emergent epistemic
differences between levels of analysis. As a paradigm, social epistemology does not
merely consist in extrapolating the principles of epistemology simpliciter beyond the
level of the individual. It’s not just that certain issues of epistemic concern can only
be studied from a level of analysis that focuses on groups. Certain aspects of social
cognition may be entirely invisible from the ground level of the individual (e.g., the
wisdom of crowds effect; Surowiccki 2004), & which defy the general principles that can
be drawn at this level. The concept of Mandevillian intelligence, for instance, refers to
a kind of collective cognition which is predicated upon the cognitive shortcomings of
individual members of a group (Smart 2017, 4171). This radical notion is inspired by the
theory that individual cognitive faults (e.g., forgetting, distorted recall) can have
prosocial effects, in turn enhancing group fitness (idem, 4173). Similarly, collective
cognitive performance might benefit from certain epistemic vices on the part of
individuals (gﬁ Bordieu 1975; Kitcher 1990; Reijula & Kuorikoski 2019), Apart from
accumulating experimental evidence, there is also emerging philosophical work on
the value & function of epistemic vices in an epistemic community (Driver 1989;
Eckstrand 2019; Frost-Arnold 2020: Astola zoz1; Bland 2022: Peters 2022). What kinds waemergent

epistemic patterns might arise from memetic circulation?

4.2 Future memetology

I would like to bring this thesis to a close with my favourite memes. The American
Chopper meme type brieﬂy gained traction in Apri] 2018 before fading away into relative
obscurity. Each of the below tokens summarises a contemporary debate in a different
academic field, complete with citations (The fourth example does not even have text— it
only has citations.). Effectively, one could use any one of these memes as a micro-syllabus,

as a guided introduction into a contemporary academic discourse.
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I believe in the educational value of memes & their awesome potential for individual

expression. It is my hope that future work on the philosophy of memes will help us to

better understand how to live with memes.

Anthropology is a means of
reproducing the "Orient" for '
the Western observer!

(see Said 1979)

here is still valuable knowledge
o be gleaned from classic
ethnographies and our encounters
/ those encounters (Jackson 2017
7

r

knowledge which is
inseparable from the powe
dynamic producing it

we can decolonize
anthropology! or work

with interlocutors to mend
problems of representation

without ch in
material conditions is liberal politics |
serving only the colonizer
(Coulthard 2014, Tuck&Wang2012) |

Cities represent the dialectic of human potential,
constrained and suffocated by the logic of

capit . The radical left needs to affirm the
Right to the City, and urbanism must be rooted in
a Marxist-Humanist dialectic [Lefebure, 1968]

—

Cities are concentrations of
exploitable people and capital,
ed.

ted in
capitalist exploitation above all
else [Castells, 1972]
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portance of consumption
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An analysis of city-regions demonstrates that
urban form is primarily determined the
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industry, with other aspects of urban form
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Walker, 1989]
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