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POP CULTURE AND SOCIAL RESISTANCE: FROM 

MEMES TO MOVEMENTS 

On how digital cultural expressions—especially memes, viral videos, 

fan cultures, and hashtags—become symbolic tools of protest, 

critique, and mobilization in the digital age. 

 

 

I. Introduction: The Digital Agora 

• Definition of pop culture and its evolution in the digital era 

• The democratization of cultural production: from media consumers 

to cultural producers 

• Thesis: digital pop culture as an instrument of social critique and 

resistance 

II. Theoretical Foundations 

• Gramsci’s concept of hegemony and counter-hegemony 

• Adorno and Horkheimer: the culture industry and mass 

manipulation 

• Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model and subcultural resistance 

• Foucault’s notion of discourse and power 

• Linking classical cultural theory to digital practices 

III. The Rise of Digital Pop Culture 
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• The transition from television to platforms (YouTube, TikTok, 

X/Twitter, Instagram) 

• Memes as a form of participatory communication 

• Internet subcultures: fandoms, remix cultures, and digital tribes 

• The algorithmic shaping of attention and virality 

IV. Memes as Political Discourse 

• Memes as visual rhetoric and symbolic weaponry 

• Case studies: 

o Hong Kong protest memes (Pepe the Frog as symbol of 

resistance) 

o U.S. “Black Lives Matter” digital activism and meme 

mobilization 

o Indonesia: “Omnibus Law” protests and meme-driven critique 

of policy 

• Humor, irony, and absurdity as political tools 

V. Hashtag Activism and the Formation of Digital Movements 

• The power of hashtags as organizing tools (#MeToo, 

#BlackLivesMatter, #ReformasiDikorupsi) 

• The logic of virality and collective identity 

• Weak ties, networked publics, and connective action (Bennett & 

Segerberg) 

• Limitations: performative activism, attention fatigue, and 

cooptation 

VI. The Aesthetics of Resistance 

• Visual storytelling and the semiotics of digital protest 
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• Pop art revisited: from Warhol to Instagram filters 

• Digital collage and remix as acts of subversion 

• Case: artivism in Southeast Asia and global South 

VII. The Political Economy of Memetic Culture 

• Who profits from resistance? 

• The paradox of commodified dissent 

• Platform capitalism and the monetization of outrage 

• Resistance within the logic of neoliberal media 

VIII. Pop Culture, Identity, and Global Solidarity 

• Representation of gender, race, and marginalized voices 

• K-pop fandoms as transnational activism (e.g., support for 

democracy in Myanmar) 

• Digital empathy and moral contagion 

• The new cosmopolitanism of networked resistance 

IX. From Memes to Movements: Transformation and Impact 

• How symbolic resistance translates into structural change 

• Case: Arab Spring, Greta Thunberg’s climate activism, Indonesian 

youth digital movement 

• Hybrid activism: online symbolic protest + offline mobilization 

• Measuring impact and sustainability 

X. Critique and Future Directions 

• The ambivalence of digital resistance: from radical critique to 

shallow trends 

• Surveillance capitalism and censorship 
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• AI, deepfakes, and post-truth challenges to activism 

• The need for ethical digital citizenship and cultural literacy 

XI. Conclusion: Culture as a Battlefield of Meaning 

• Reclaiming agency in a mediated world 

• Pop culture as pedagogy and politics 

• The dialectic of cooptation and creativity 

• Toward a future of conscious, participatory resistance 
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Reflective Section — Humor as Hope: The Ethics of Digital 

Resistance 

By Rudy C. Tarumingkeng 

 

1. Introduction: The Subversive Power of Laughter 

Humor, long considered a form of entertainment or a coping 

mechanism, has emerged as a subtle yet potent form of social critique in 

the digital age. When memes, parody videos, or satirical posts circulate 

online, they do more than amuse — they challenge authority, disrupt 

narratives, and provide spaces for collective reflection. 

In an era of surveillance, polarization, and ideological rigidity, humor 

becomes a moral act of defiance — a form of ethical resistance. 

Laughter, in this sense, is not escapism but engagement; not indifference, 

but awareness. 

As the philosopher Henri Bergson once observed, laughter corrects 

social rigidity — it restores vitality to a system growing mechanical or 

oppressive. In the digital age, that rigidity is often found in algorithmic 

echo chambers, in sanitized corporate communications, or in the solemn 

language of propaganda. Humor pierces through such artificial 

seriousness, humanizing resistance and allowing dissent to flourish 

under the guise of play. 

 

2. Humor as a Form of Ethical Speech 

Humor operates as what Mikhail Bakhtin called the carnivalesque: a 

reversal of hierarchies where the powerless mock the powerful, and the 

absurd reveals truth. In digital culture, memes democratize this reversal. 

A witty image or ironic caption can reach millions — transcending 

borders, censorship, and fear. 
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Ethically, this form of communication reclaims agency. When ordinary 

citizens use humor to interpret and critique power, they assert the right 

to participate in the moral discourse of society. Yet, this freedom must be 

exercised responsibly. 

Ethical humor punches up, not down — it exposes arrogance, injustice, 

and hypocrisy, but it does not demean the vulnerable. 

Thus, the digital citizen faces a dual obligation: 

• To laugh in resistance, not in cruelty. 

• To mock systems, not people. 

• To reveal hypocrisy, not to deepen division. 

Humor, when guided by empathy and moral clarity, becomes a language 

of solidarity. 

 

3. The Dual Edge of Digital Irony 

While humor can liberate, it can also desensitize. The postmodern irony 

of online culture sometimes collapses into cynicism — a sense that 

nothing is sacred and no change is possible. In this nihilistic mode, 

memes become empty signs, stripped of ethical intention. 

This raises the moral question: When does humor enlighten, and when 

does it erode meaning? 

A society addicted to satire risks mistaking ridicule for reform. The ethical 

challenge, therefore, lies in restoring purpose to irony — transforming 

mockery into mindful critique. 

Philosopher Hannah Arendt warned that totalitarian systems thrive on 

the collapse of meaning. When laughter is weaponized as distraction or 

derision, it becomes complicit with the very forces it once opposed. 

Hence, the ethics of digital resistance demand discernment: humor must 

illuminate injustice, not trivialize it. 
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4. Digital Empathy and the Playful Commons 

In online activism, humor builds community. Shared laughter becomes a 

playful commons, where strangers connect through recognition of 

shared struggles. The viral meme mocking a corrupt leader or unjust 

policy fosters not only critique but also belonging. 

This collective joy is not naive optimism; it is hope enacted through 

creativity. It resists despair by transforming fear into laughter and 

isolation into participation. In authoritarian or repressive contexts, even 

small jokes become symbols of moral courage — tiny acts of freedom 

coded in irony. 

For example, during the 2019 Hong Kong protests, demonstrators used 

meme humor (like the re-appropriated “Pepe the Frog”) to unify diverse 

groups under one expressive banner. What appeared humorous on the 

surface carried deep ethical resonance — laughter as both shield and 

sword. 

 

5. The Aesthetics of Hope 

Hope, in the context of digital resistance, is not naïve belief in progress 

but the moral insistence that meaning can still be created amidst chaos. 

Humor, paradoxically, becomes the most human expression of that 

hope. It allows individuals to reclaim agency, to turn powerlessness into 

performance, and to transform pain into poetry. 

Every viral joke that critiques injustice is a fragment of a larger ethical 

mosaic — one that testifies to the enduring capacity of humanity to 

imagine better futures, even in 280 characters or a looping GIF. 

This aesthetic of hope links laughter with moral imagination: the ability 

to see beyond cynicism, to believe that critique can coexist with 

compassion, and to affirm that joy itself is a political act. 
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6. Ethical Reflections: Toward a Code of Digital Humor 

A reflective framework for ethical digital humor might include the 

following principles: 

Ethical 

Dimension 
Guiding Question Desired Outcome 

Empathy 
Does this humor uplift or 

degrade? 

Humor rooted in 

humanity 

Integrity 
Is it truthful, or does it spread 

falsehoods? 

Humor as moral 

honesty 

Purpose 
Does it challenge injustice or 

merely entertain? 
Humor with social intent 

Respect 
Who is the target — power or 

the powerless? 

Humor that resists 

cruelty 

Hope 
Does it inspire reflection or 

reinforce apathy? 

Humor that sustains 

belief in change 

Such a framework aligns humor with moral responsibility. In this sense, 

laughter becomes a civic virtue — a disciplined yet joyous act of 

conscience. 

 

7. Conclusion: Laughing Our Way to Freedom 

Digital culture, with all its memes and satire, reveals an enduring truth: 

even in the most surveilled, commodified, and polarized societies, 

people will find creative ways to resist. 

The meme may seem trivial, but its laughter echoes ancient traditions of 

wisdom disguised in folly — the fool speaking truth to the king, the 

jester revealing the limits of power. 
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In the ethics of digital resistance, humor is hope weaponized by 

imagination. 

It teaches us that resistance need not always roar — sometimes, it smiles. 

Through laughter, the powerless reclaim voice. Through irony, they 

expose the absurdity of domination. And through play, they remember 

what it means to be free — to remain human in the age of algorithms. 

 

Reflective Closing Thought: 

“In every meme that makes us laugh at injustice, there lies a whisper of 

conscience — 

                                             a reminder that humor, too, can be holy.” 

 

 

Extended Reflection and Discussion: Humor, Ethics, and the Digital 

Struggle for Meaning 

By Rudy C. Tarumingkeng 

 

1. Humor as Moral Imagination in the Age of Algorithms 

In the landscape of digital modernity, humor performs a dual task — it 

critiques while it consoles. When the world appears too polarized, humor 

reintroduces proportion; when ideology grows totalizing, it restores 

perspective. This is why humor is not the absence of seriousness but its 

highest form — a mode of moral imagination that allows society to 

confront fear without surrendering to despair. 

Digital humor, especially in the form of memes, functions as a moral 

dialogue between the individual and the system. A meme can mock 

surveillance states, corporate hypocrisy, or political corruption — yet it 

also invites laughter, which momentarily breaks the emotional paralysis 
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of outrage. In doing so, humor transforms moral fatigue into renewed 

awareness. 

As Theodor Adorno warned in Minima Moralia, modern individuals risk 

being reduced to passive spectators of their own alienation. But humor 

reclaims that passivity by turning observation into participation. The 

meme creator becomes an ethical provocateur, reconfiguring the media 

landscape into a space of shared meaning. 

 

2. The Pedagogy of Satire: Learning Through Laughter 

In many ways, digital satire serves an educational purpose. When 

oppressive systems mask inequality through bureaucratic language, 

humor re-translates it into accessible terms. Consider the Indonesian 

memes mocking the Omnibus Law or the “#ReformasiDikorupsi” digital 

campaigns: they combined humor, design, and activism to make 

complex legislative debates emotionally resonant. 

This phenomenon can be described as “critical pedagogy through 

laughter.” 

Humor allows society to learn without shame. By laughing at power, 

people learn about power — its pretensions, contradictions, and 

vulnerabilities. This is a democratization of knowledge: the people 

become philosophers without realizing it, using satire as a form of civic 

education. 

As Paulo Freire might reinterpret it in the digital age: to meme is to 

“name the world” — to reclaim language from those who use it to 

obscure truth. 

 

3. The Ethics of Viral Emotions 

Every meme or humorous post participates in an economy of emotion. 

Likes, shares, and retweets are not merely digital interactions; they are 
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forms of affective labor that shape collective sentiment. In this sense, 

digital humor wields emotional power — and thus ethical responsibility. 

A critical question arises: Is digital humor an expression of care or 

cruelty? 

When satire targets the privileged, it amplifies justice; when it mocks the 

marginalized, it mirrors oppression. The line is delicate, and yet it defines 

the moral worth of humor. 

Philosophically, this recalls Emmanuel Levinas’s idea of the face of the 

Other: to encounter the Other — even online — is to bear responsibility 

for their dignity. The ethics of digital resistance demand that even in 

ridicule, the human face must not be erased. A just humor recognizes 

pain even as it provokes laughter. 

 

4. Humor and Collective Healing 

There is also a therapeutic dimension to digital humor. In societies 

burdened by trauma, corruption, or disillusionment, humor becomes a 

communal therapy. It helps people endure reality without succumbing to 

nihilism. This is particularly evident in Indonesia, where political memes, 

satirical YouTube channels, and parody accounts have become safe 

outlets for expressing civic frustration. 

This form of digital catharsis resembles what Viktor Frankl called the 

defiant power of the human spirit — the ability to choose one’s attitude 

even under constraint. Humor allows communities to confront power 

with dignity rather than despair. In this way, laughter becomes not 

merely an escape from suffering but an act of transcendence — a means 

to affirm humanity amid the absurdities of modern politics. 

 

5. Humor, Power, and Counter-Hegemony 
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Following Antonio Gramsci, every culture sustains itself through 

hegemony: the silent consent of the governed to the worldview of the 

rulers. Yet humor disrupts this consent. It introduces dissonance, irony, 

and play into otherwise controlled narratives. 

The subversive meme, therefore, is a micro-act of counter-hegemony. 

It challenges the dominant discourse by reframing power through 

absurdity. The oppressor becomes the clown; the people become the 

storytellers. 

But such resistance faces a paradox: as soon as a meme gains popularity, 

it risks being co-opted by the same media systems it criticizes. 

Algorithms monetize dissent. Corporate brands mimic activism. Humor 

becomes content, and rebellion becomes advertisement. 

Hence, the ethics of digital resistance require continuous vigilance: to 

laugh without being consumed, to critique without being commodified. 

 

6. The Ambiguity of Memetic Irony 

Modern irony is a double-edged sword. It protects individuals from 

dogmatism, yet it can also erode sincerity. Many young digital citizens 

use humor to express political fatigue — joking about climate anxiety, 

corruption, or existential dread. This “ironic detachment” allows them to 

cope, but it may also deepen apathy. 

The challenge, therefore, is to transform irony into insight. 

Rather than mocking everything, digital culture must rediscover what is 

worth defending. Ethical resistance does not end in laughter; it begins 

there. True humor is not cynicism — it is critical hope. 

As philosopher Terry Eagleton wrote, “The opposite of hope is not 

despair but presumption.” To joke is to admit imperfection — and thus 

to remain open to renewal. 
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7. The Theology of Laughter: Joy as Defiance 

From a spiritual and philosophical lens, humor carries eschatological 

significance. In many traditions, laughter is sacred because it signifies 

liberation from fear. It is the sound of the soul recognizing the absurdity 

of evil and the endurance of goodness. 

In this sense, humor becomes an act of faith in humanity. 

When a meme exposes hypocrisy or human folly, it participates in a 

moral narrative larger than entertainment: it declares that truth still 

matters, even if it must be whispered through jokes. 

To laugh at injustice is to affirm that justice is still imaginable. 

To share a humorous post about corruption or inequality is to affirm 

solidarity in struggle — to say, “We see, we care, and we are not alone.” 

Thus, digital humor becomes a theology of presence: a reaffirmation of 

life, community, and meaning in a fragmented world. 

 

8. From Humor to Hope: The Dialectic of Renewal 

Hope is not a passive emotion but an active discipline. It requires 

courage to believe that laughter can still change the world, even when 

cynicism appears more fashionable. The act of creating or sharing 

humorous resistance content is itself a moral gesture — an insistence 

that expression is still possible, that imagination still matters. 

In this dialectic, humor becomes the seed of renewal: 

• It begins with awareness — recognizing absurdity in power. 

• It moves through connection — sharing that recognition with 

others. 

• It culminates in transformation — turning laughter into organized 

empathy and action. 
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Every viral post that critiques injustice but ends in hope is a form of 

cultural alchemy — transforming pain into play, frustration into insight, 

and isolation into solidarity. 

 

9. Discussion Points for Deeper Inquiry 

1. Humor and Responsibility: 

o How can individuals ensure their digital humor contributes to 

justice rather than cruelty? 

o Can moral humor be taught in schools or integrated into 

civic education? 

2. The Boundaries of Freedom: 

o When does satire cross into defamation or disinformation? 

o Should there be ethical “codes” for political memes, or does 

that contradict freedom of speech? 

3. Humor as Social Glue: 

o How do shared jokes create a sense of national or cultural 

identity in a divided society? 

o In what ways do global memes erase or reinforce local 

cultural nuances? 

4. Faith, Philosophy, and Laughter: 

o Can humor coexist with reverence? 

o How might religious or moral traditions reinterpret laughter 

as a sacred act of resistance? 

5. Hope in the Post-Truth Era: 

o In an era of deepfakes and cynicism, can humor still serve as 

a moral compass? 
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o How might AI-generated satire challenge or support ethical 

digital discourse? 

 

10. Concluding Reflection: Laughing Toward Tomorrow 

In the vast digital agora, humor has become the people’s language of 

protest — concise, creative, and contagious. A meme can spread faster 

than a manifesto, and laughter can humanize truths that statistics 

cannot. 

But the ultimate test lies not in virality but in virtue. Humor must remain 

accountable to empathy and truth. It must remember that laughter is a 

form of love — love for truth, for justice, and for one another. 

To laugh ethically is to resist despair. 

To laugh together is to rebuild community. 

And to laugh in the face of oppression is to proclaim, however softly: 

“We are still here. 

We still care. 

And we still believe the world can be better — 

even if, for now, we must begin with a joke.” 

 

Final Moral Insight: 

Humor, when born of conscience, becomes the most profound expression 

of human hope. 

It is the smile of freedom in the face of fear, 

and the whisper of wisdom disguised as laughter. 

 

Copilot for this article: 



Rudy C Tarumingkeng:  Pop Culture and Social Resistance - From 

Memes to Movements 

 

19 

ChatGPT 5 (2025). Access date: 9 October 2025. Author’s (Rudy C 

Tarumingkeng) account. https://chatgpt.com/c/68e71573-4b0c-8321-

a84f-c2cd1030a76b  

https://rudyct.com/cv.pdf
https://rudyct.com/cv.pdf
https://chatgpt.com/c/68e71573-4b0c-8321-a84f-c2cd1030a76b
https://chatgpt.com/c/68e71573-4b0c-8321-a84f-c2cd1030a76b

