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Abstract

Drawing on historical and theoretical accounts that treat satire as a mobile mode rather than

a fixed genre, | argue that a t i ppligcal sorientation cannot be predetermined: satire
habitually oscillates between restraint and license, enforcing norms and violating tifean

at once. Reframing satire in modal terms makes visible a neglected but consequential body of
visuatverbal textsfar-right memes. The analysis proceeds in four moves. First, it dismantles
liberal-essentialist narratives by recovegin sat i reds historical doubl
modal framewor k a dmalia crtukation. ©hirds ibsttuntes éafylst meme o s s
cultures as affective engines that create |
alienating opponet s , |l everaging ambiguity (Al ul z0)
strategic provocation of outrage. Finally, it identifies a recurrent vishetorical
programmed what | termdegenerative aesthetécsomprising pixel bleed, clashing fonts, crude
cropping, typos, and conspicuous cepgste traces. Far from mere amateurism, these formal
choices perform a studied unseriousness that complements ironic distancing: their very look
and feel, one of manifest shoddiness, in turn functions as a prophyladnstagecountability

(Ajust jokingo), even as it enables the norm
claims. Attending to this concatenation of affect and form clarifies hevigiair satire recruits,
polices boundaries, and coordinatésa e nt i on . |l thus redirect thi

satireo to fAwhat satire doeso under <contemp
aesthetics to their political affordances, and argue that understandirigtatrmemes as satiric

object® rather than as mere propaganda or n@s#uminates both their theoretical
intractability and their social danger.
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1. Introduction

For a brief stretch of the early twerfiyst century, scholars seemed unusually certain about
satireos political status. Looking out acr
programmesd from prominent U.S. instantiations, such®se Daily Showand The Colbert

Report to their many international coushh€ommentators inferred a general rule from a small
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sample: satire was essentially liberal, corrective, and good for democracy (see, e.g., Boler &
Turpin, 2008 pp. 384i 385; and McClennen & Maisel, 201@. 7). Hindsight, however, makes

that consensus look both parochial and fragile. As newly emboldeneidHamovements

spread across mainstream channels and digital networks during the 201@siltikated an
abundance of comedic forfisnoc k newscast s, parody newspape
right trolling (Sienkiewicz & Marx, 2023) that unsettled the easy alignment of satire with

liberal democracy. Ténearlier liberalessentialist and even celebratory narrative had failed,
understandably, to predistich a dystopiduture, but above all it had neglected the historical
plasticity of satire itself: its capacity both to enforce social norms in one gestute\aaldte

them in another.

Such a historically informed underesgagnendi ng
andlicensed as Jonat (2al18, pps 23t putditdallogving a long line of scholars
(e.g.,Paulson, 1967p. 18 Griffin, 1994, pp. 149150, also offers a clearemderstanding of
our own twentyfirst century moment. Importantly, faight satire, like allsatire, has the
capacity to serve these opposing functéiws restraint and of licenéesimultaneously. For
example, much faright satire is preoccupied with policing,restraining the supposedly giddy
excesses of a woke left; at the same time, and sometimes even within the same ehipgut, far
satire attempts tbcensecontentious and even excessiveright views. That licensing is not
merely for the supécial fun of it, but also to shiftfthesoal | ed AOverton wind
2018 p. 64) by, to some degree, normsi@lg once increasingly owdf-bound topics (such as
Holocaust denial, racism, misogyny, homophobia, and so on), and rendering them incrementally
and, at the very least, legitimate topics of fun and/or serious discussion.

This article proceeds from the fundamental recognition that satire can simultaneously serve
many masters. Rather than rehearse a misguided disatyre is inherently conservative or
inherently progressive | begin from a more durable premise following addine of literary
scholars who have abandoned the grand tsiegrihat had once shaped approaches to satire
more generally (Griffin, 1994; Phiddian, 2QX3aron, 201§ In the first place, satire is most
often best under st o motasasixehgema(aseé s abbirr agd) isdec
a modethe satiriccan travel across media (see, eBgicker, 2022b; Bullard2019; Greenbetg
2018; Griffin, 1994; Phiddian, 2013)nd does not on its own possess stable, necessary, or
sufficient featuresGondren, 2012p. 375; Hume, 2007 p. 303) that fix its politics in advance.

Such a reframing of satire matters, because scholars have tended to excliuglg far
humour online from broader discussions of s
Asatirico wer e c omretydedcaptive.rByt if satiré lag always toggted
between restraint and license, thenrfght memes are not a category error; theysargly a
contemporary instantiation of satiric practie@th deep historiedn pushing past unproductive
debates about s at gnsmgdhat fapight memeésare a type of datire,mve r e ¢ c
canthusarrive at much more pressing questions: What, exactly, are theifag imemélasrds
hoping to accomplish with these, the dankest of their satiric memes? Who are they for? And
what, precisely, are they supposed to be doing?

In the first place, affect plays a central role. Scholars such as Raul Pérez (2022) have shown

how racisthumourc an produce an fAamused raci al contem
and devalues otherBérez, 2022, d.1). Farright memes operate in similar ways: they generate,
precisely through shared humour, ,Ppc28)nmuni t i

sympathetic audiences while also alienating opponents. In this semseyris not incidental

but constitutive of faright digital politics,insofar as it both expresses and orgasa structure

of feeling. On the faright especially, this guiding affect operates via a cultivated ambdyuity

or fidl whlizcon provi des both plausible deniabil
boundary enforcement. Outrage, in fact, is partofthepd : one way to Aown a
theirearnest condemnation of something framelhaghablyunserious.
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To understand these dynamics, we need to look not only at affect but also at form. Scholars
have attended to memes through various critical lensesBeuglay & Downing, 2023; Kien
2019; Lankshear & Knobel, 2019; Lovink & Tuters, 2018; Lyons, 2@2%man, 2014) with a
particular attention in recent years to their role in and their intersections witghtiand ak
right discourses both online and off (e.g., Albreehtal, 2018; Fielitz & Ahmed, 2021).
Although this latter group of scholars hagmded to the role of humour and its ambivalences
in far-right culture, most researchers have treatedidgt memes themselves as unambiguous,
blunt objects, funny to some, perhaps, and deeply alienating to more than a few. As a result,
there has been gater interest in understanding the effects or afteribfeébese objects their
circulation online, their role in misinformation campaigns, and their consequences for real
world political action and (anti)democratic participatiothan in studying their fonal,
rhetorical, and visual operations (Kien, 201L.9pns, 2022; Schafer & Pailler, 2024).

| argue that their recurrent visual gramtharhat | call theirdegenerative aesthetidoes
crucial rhetorical work. Grainy screenshots, clashing fonts, sloppy crops, pixel bleed, typos, and
conspicuous coppaste marks all perform a kind of amateffrhandednessven when such
memes have been carefully and laboriously produced. Such aesthetic qualities dovetail with the
Aj 4 otki ngo def etawvisal and torenal levelmmesists that it should not be taken
too seriously. The semblance of unseriousness not only enables the circulation of extreme
content butlsoformalises thed&rr i ght 6 s recourse to plausi bl e

This article, then, advances four linked claims. | begin by dismantling the celebratory
orthodoxy that equated satire with |iberal v
(section 2). | then develop a modal framework for satire, whichldhmermit us tcanalyse
contemporary digitahumourwithout recourse to a liberal essentialism (section 3). | then apply
this framework to faright memes while emphasig the roles of affect, ambiguity, and lulz as
engines of recruitment and boundary riwdsection 4), before drilling down into fine
degenerative aesthetics as a complementary form of unseriousness that nonetheless permits
serious ideologicdbbour(section 5)

If we were totreat farright memes as satiras | concludethen we might come to a more
precise understanding of the functions of these humorous objects. As Nicholas Holm has argued,
h u mo aestbesic dimensions are intrinsically political, and we ought to pay attention to how
humour shapes our world and the way we perceive it. As Holm (21229 wr i t e s, f
aesthetic aspect of a téxits form, style, palette, rhythm, narrative, [and] strucducan do
political work [and] can intercede in the negotiation, contestation and distribution of.power
That is precisely what | propose in this essay, by studyinggar memes as a type of satire
that generally employs specific formal, visual, and rhetorical strategies to a variety of political
and affective ends, whether it is the reongnt of sympathetic onlookers or the politically
susceptible, on the one hand, or the alienat
other. In short, such a formal analysis of-fight memes as satiric objects has important
consequence®f our understanding of how such memes Wowkhy, in short, they have been
so effectivd and why they have proven both theoretically unwieldgsocially dangerous.

2. What do we talk about when we talk about satire?

One of the perverse consequences of the rise of mainstream, parodic newsmesgrarass
the 1990s and the early 20@0and most notablyrhe Daily Showand Colbert Reporin the
U.S., but alscCNNNNandFrontline (Australia),De Ideale WereldBelgium), This Hour has
22 MinutesandThe Rick Mercer RepofCanada)31 minutogChile), Al-Bernameg Egypt),
the Heuteshow (Germany), T h e We e k T Kiradia), ZWidag nriett LubacHhthe
Netherlands)Eating Media Luncl{New Zealand)SvenskaNyheter(Sweden);The Day Today
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