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Meme, Medium, and Class—Aninda Rahrnan

A meme 1s a medium, a content, a format,
and an aesthetic. A meme is these four
things, isn’t it? If you break down form or
format, you get syntax. A meme has a syntax
—1like in generative language, where
linguistic structures can be broken down
into noun phrases and other kinds of
phrases. So, what exactly do we mean when
we say “‘meme”? We cannot fully explain 1it,
or perhaps nothing can be explained as a
single thing. It’s multidimensional. From
which point do you recognise something as a
meme?

Now, if we think of meme as a medium, then in this
medium idioms survive. An ecosystem of idioms. Once
upon a time, idioms survived in people’s speech: the
wings of ants appear before the rain, the louder the
thunder, the less the rain etc. etc. proverbs were long
used in oral culture. But by the 1990s in Bangladesh,
idioms had become a graveyard of dead expressions, an
artificial way of speaking. When citizens spoke in idioms
on stage or in plays, no emotion was evoked. It seemed
like a senseless blazer. For instance, in the middle of a
play someone says: the more it roars, the less it pours. In
a 19th-century drama this was acceptable, but in a 20th-
century video fiction, it no longer worked. Why? Because
people were already shifting these idioms out of living
speech—storing them in textbooks, in grammar books.

BUT THAT STORAGE SHIFTED AGAIN
AROUND THE 2010S, WHEN SOCIAL
MEDIA USE SPREAD, WHEN COMPUTERS,
MOBILES, SMART DEVICES, AND IMAGE
SHARING BECAME EASIER. IDIOMS FOUND
A KIND OF REHABILITATION THERE. THE
SAME HAPPENED IN TELEVISION
DRAMAS. WHY WAS HUMAYUN AHMED
SLIGHTLY DIFFERENT HERE? BECAUSE IN
HIS DRAMAS THE CHARACTERS DID NOT
SPEAK IN THE IDIOM-HEAVY STYLE OF
WEST BENGAL. HIS CHARACTERS AND
PLOTS DID NOT CONTINUE THE TRADITION
OF A DEAD IDIOMATIC LANGUAGE.
HUMAYUN AHMED CREATED A
DISCONTINUITY.




Idioms or proverbs are also didactic summaries, like Aesop’s
fables. But whether you know Aesop or not is not really the
point, is it? The interesting part is that the dialogues of
Humayun Ahmed’s dramas-and older Bengali dramas too-
survive today because they entered meme culture. A film or
drama must find relevance in its contemporary medium,
which today means entering Instagram, TikTok, the
algorithm-one way or another.

So, survival depends on relevance. But memes do not always
need to retain a connection with their original context. For
example, someone who has never seen a Truffaut film might
share a meme from it to express a personal condition-
something not present in the original film. That’s a Derridean
“deferred meaning.” The original meaning is deferred. But in
the case of Humayun Ahmed, the memes remain closely tied
to the original. Faruk in the original drama is still Faruk in the
meme. That closeness gives Humayun Ahmed his solidity.

This is where chains of meaning,
self-reflexivity, and self-
referentiality come in. In Humayun
Ahmed’s texts, the original work,
the memes, and the fandom bubble
resemble the cinematic universes
of superheroes. There’s a kind of
self-awareness—like breaking the
fourth wall, speaking directly to the
audience. Think Deadpool, Fleabag;
even some Bengali films do this, or
soliloquies in theatre.

But not every meme requires prior
knowledge. Sometimes memes act
as cultural capital—tokens
accumulated or circulated. Feluda
memes work within one group,
Zizek memes within another. This is
an exchange of cultural capital. Yet
the difficulty of understanding
some memes is hot an essential
feature of meme itself—just as
watching football does not require
knowing who plays in PSG or the
Bundesliga. The game can be
enjoyed at a basic level. But when
football knowledge is made
exclusive, it creates hierarchies.
Similarly, some memes demand
entry requirements.
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Still, exclusivity does not always mean hegemony. A
private club can be exclusive, but it becomes
hegemonic only when it bars entry to “Indians and
dogs."” By contrast, if Indians or dogs create their own
club, that's exclusivity without hegemony. So, a
football meme page, for example, might not be
hegemonic—it's not necessarily claiming superior
cultural capital, just a kind of coolness. The problem
begins when cultural capital is used hierarchically.
Specialised memes—medical memes, geek memes,
insider jokes—functioned once in message-board
communities. They are exclusive but not necessarily
hierarchical. Yet hierarchy creeps in, as with Bengali
spelling. Mispronunciation or misspelling gets
mocked, creating stratification. Doctors' meme pages
are more widely followed than house painters’ meme
pages, because doctors already carry social status.
There, exclusivity and hierarchy overlap.

CLASS ANTAGONISM PLAYS A ROLE. THE
BOURGEOISIE OF BANGLADESH—AND OF ANY
SOCIETY—ARE DEFINED BY CLASS ANTAGONISM.
MEMES TOO RISK BECOMING BOURGEOIS
LITERATURE. AFTER ALL, LITERATURE ITSELF
HAS LONG BEEN BOURGEOIS LITERATURE, HASN’T
IT?

Exclusivity can also be
purchased. The superhero
movie universe, for example,
demands investment—cinema
tickets, Netflix, torrents, data.
Without access to these, one
cannot always understand the
memes. This creates
merchandise and by-products
of a brand. In this sense, some
may dismiss all memes as
“commodity literature.”
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A MEME, WHEN ENTERING INTO ANOTHER
KIND OF CLASS, DOES IT CARRY THE
APPROVAL OF THAT OTHER CLASS OR NOT?
SINCE THOSE WHO COME FIRST IN CLASS DO
NOT LIKE BANGLA CINEMA. BECAUSE IN
THOSE FILMS, UNEDUCATED HEROES COME
FIRST IN CLASS, DON'T THEY? SO TO THEM IT
BECOMES A MATTER OF LAUGHTER. A DEEP-
SEATED CLASS ENVY, RIGHT? FROM THERE
THEIR LAUGHTER COMES.

And what is the laughter about? That in
Bangla cinema a world is shown which does

not really match with the real world of the rich.

A rich man’s world separate from the
audience’s own. Chowdhury Sahib with pomp
and grandeur, wearing gowns and all that,
descending staircases, chandeliers, glitter.
Fabricated. A mockery. The actual
Chowdhurys laugh about this—that the poor,
people of lesser taste, imagine us in this way.
But the poor have no time to give a damn
about this. He just wants to watch the play, the
play of the rich man’s house. He has never
placed CCTV cameras inside a rich man’s
house to see it. This 1s his aesthetic, it comes
according to that sense.

The poor man’s version of the rich is
not cultural. Perhaps not educated,
not refined, not subtle. Vulgar. Cringe.
Not very cool. That too exists.
Whereas the actual Chowdhurys of
reality or the high-taste middle class
laugh at Bangla cinema’s
appreciation.

Like, take the example of Jatayu.
Jatayu’s memes have their origin in
Satyajit Ray himself, don’t they? That
character. Now, why is he the butt of
jokes? Feluda laughs at Jatayu. Jatayu
makes up names of books that are
funny, right? Names with alliteration—
like Zanzibar Zamjamat.



So Satyajit Ray himself does this in Feluda.

Joto Kando Kathmandute, Gangtoke Gondogol. But
when Satyajit Ray does it, it is not funny. When
Jatayu does it, it is funny. Why? Because here he is
poor—poor in terms of cultural capital—and he is
fiddling with the ornaments of literature and
aesthetics that belong to the rich. Poor meaning, in
terms of cultural capital, he is poor, has no
knowledge, little learning, has to go to Feluda with
mashai mashai to learn things, makes mistakes,
blunt-nosed, a less sophisticated local man.

So, access is tied to hierarchy.

Take the example of
Ananta Jalil's English—
people laugh at it. But
theY don’t Iaugh at the

ish many

statesmen The same
person who laughs at
Ananta Jalil's
pronunciation perhaps

does not laugh at others’
bad English.

580&%&@ (Fofes v)



ﬁi“@wmiwiamﬂ

(% A+

Also, brilliant graphics.

Is there any printed version?
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1w Care Reply 2@8
s
'Tﬁ “hhitt_pdfs I'm able to read since | have
= normal vision, but thiS is genuinely an accessibility
\.K concern. Thanks for listening and considering this
oot suggestion from a place of care. Keep up the great

\\Q work!



