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Alienation


1. 

Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) &

The Work of Art in the Age of Its 
Mechanical  Reproduction 
(1932)

Benjamin outlines  functions of reproduction:
2
 Degradation

 Constructio

 “To perceive the aura of an object we look at means to invest it 
with the ability to look at us in return

 Photographing a work of art distances the observer from its 
physical space; the aura withers

 Focus shifts to value that is gained through circulation: 
exhibition valu

 Film, unlike a work of art, has no original physical state or 
presence

 Reproduction is its own beginning 



This is [kind of] non-cynical 
alienation

*The film actor generates their 
humanity  in front of  the same 
technology  that corrodes 
other media 

[value]
[camera]
[painting]

Hito Steyerl
“High cultural value”


Centralized dissemination

Clear ownership and 
authorship

Gatekept

Low Resolution

“Low cultural value”

No clear ownership or 
authorship — (illicit) 
bootleg of Rich Image

Decentralized 
dissemination

Not gatekept

High Resolution

Rich Image Poor Image

Hito Steyerl

In Defense of the Poor Image

“the alienation of mediated selfhood [surveillance, 
diaspora]” vs. “the collective being[/consciousness] 
of blackness” should mean that “the internet is a 
prime condition for black culture to thrive.”





Aria Dean

2016

Rich MemePoor Meme,

“...formations like Black Twitter now foster 
connections and offer... intense moments of 
identification... the most concrete location we 
can find for this collective being of blackness is 
the digital, on social media platforms in the form 
of viral content — perhaps most importantly, 
memes.”



 Black Subjects 
featured


(Skai Jackson is <14 

in this image)

2. Online Imagined Black 
English* 

Blackness signaled through 
vernacular appropriation



*Manuel Arturo Abreu


3. Visible disparities of 
uncompensated creative 
labor


(Chewbacca Mom’s ~$500,000 
worth of paraphernalia)

3 patterns of  meme circulation

The scale and speed of image circulation now means they function as an international currency

“...regarding images as a global resource (which they are) and working toward global image justice, 
including the redistribution of image wealth between the global North and global South.”



He quotes art historian Irene Winter:


David Joselit, After Art [2012]
The internet and its methods of circulation exist 
both in the abstract and physical

*Servers are real objects, but memes are one example of its mutability



 reproduction and 
circulation expands the spacial dimension of content 

[you no longer have to be at a museum to see a work of art]


re: alienation

Memes, in a way, deny the rationalization of the post-industrial world yet 
imagining a utopian use of the web/utopia presupposes a concrete 
understanding of our reality—everything might appear in its reified, static form 
to sense it must change—how do we face this outlier mutation?



From Benjamin, to Steyerl, to Dean, to Price & others

In this way, it is made concrete as it occupies space, reified



“memes — even when produced by black users — cannot be viewed as 
objects that once authentically circulated in black circles for the enjoyment of 
the black collective but instead are always already compromised by the 
looming presence of the corporate, the capitalist.”




Blackness as a meme as a poor image
memes move alongside violent content 
with the same virality and frequency

white gaze/users circulate black joy and 
black death in the same digital space 

“...there may be some power in the readily made, 
readily unmade, ever shifting, ever 
distributed meme — power in a “poor image” that slips 
through borders for those of us who are heavily 
policed, whom the state and other forces would like to 
make fixed.”

Memes will never be liberatory 
circulating on corporate platforms

their mutability could be

But

Seth PriceAria Dean

aka Why Are 
Memes Not Art

Seth 
PriceDispersion!!!

Conceptual Art

Distributed media

Conceptual Art

Distributed media

Conceptual Art

Distributed media

Conceptual Art

Distributed media

Conceptual Art

Distributed media

Global Circulation
David Joselit, After Art (2012)

The scale and speed of image circulation now means they function as a tainted, international currency

“...regarding images as a global resource (which they are) and working toward global image justice, 
including the redistribution of image wealth between the global North and global South.”

He quotes art historian Irene Winter:


Appropriation Questions
Appropriation

Questions??

Inversion of image hierarchies?

Consequences and/or moral 

or political implications of 

appropriating poor images? 

“Fake” poor images? Eg 

corporate memes/

commodity fetishism

Alienation (vs circulation) – 

can art remove itself from 

the system completely? 

Works of art circulating like non-art?

Radical 

potentiality of 

the poor image?


