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Dada Data and Digital Collage

Of all the new forms of digital art, the digital 
collage demands the least from the viewer. I 
have in mind work that specializes in remix-
ing the debris of online culture. It splices 
together snippets of computer games, glitchy 
graphics, online memes and status updates. 
Often, these collages are videos that can be 
shown on YouTube, but they work equally 
well on a high-definition screen in a biennale 
setting. Their significant differences notwith-
standing, the works of Ryan Trecartin, Jen-
nifer Chan, Jon Rafman, the DIS Collective, 
Helen Marten, and Cory Arcangel all fall into 
this category.

These frenzied works mimic the bom-
bardment with “content”, which seems typical 
of the life we inhabit in that spectral space 
between the laptop, the phone and the tablet. 
Jennifer Chan’s videos combine anime clips 
with comments from 4chan and Reddit; Jon 
Rafman’s displays are engorged with gamified 
sex and violence; Helen Marten’s installations 
present a slick but incomprehensible jumble 
of catchphrases and images. The egregious-
ly high-paced, high-pitched videos of Ryan 
Trecartin were probably the first to define 
this discombobulating aesthetic, the technical 
term for which should probably be “mind-
fuck”. This kind of art has sometimes been 
described as “post-Internet art”, but I find the 

Dada Data,  
the Alt-Right and the  
Sacrifice of Scepticism

Vid Simoniti

My understanding of postmodernism does  
not extend to the idea of a world with no coherent  
explanation of differential social power or advocacy  
of ways to right the imbalance. 

—Martha Rosler, Post-Documentary, Post-Photography?
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prefix “post” confusing here, so I will stick to 
“digital collage.”

As I said, these works are cerebrally  
undemanding. In their collaging mode, they 
replicate that addictive mania of scrolling 
through Facebook, playing Candy Crush, swip-
ing on Tinder, fast-forwarding on YouTube, or 
clicking through tabs containing news, emails, 
clickbait and pornography. On some rather ba-
sic, dopamine-based level, such rapid perceptu-
al and affective change is mesmerizing. 

While the digital collage style of art is now 
ubiquitous (the 9th Berlin Biennale in 2016 was 
perhaps the most comprehensive overview of 
such work), it is hard to say what its critical 
potential might be. Perhaps it is that by disinte-
grating our online experience into an even less 
coherent mess, these works show us the price 
we pay for our entertainment. To make this 
argument, we may borrow from the title of one 
recent digital collage, Jake Elwes’ work Dadada 
Ta (2017). 

Elwes’ video, which can be seen on You-
Tube, edits together footage of mega-entre-
preneurs like Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos. In the 
video, each of them is simply saying a string 
of very large numbers (“one trillion”, “two 
billion”, “billions and billions”). To allude to 
Dada in the title is to point, presumably, to the 
similar collage and photomontage techniques 
that Berlin Dadaists like Hannah Höch and 
Georg Grosz utilized to lampoon the decaying 
society of the Weimar Republic. Dada bitterly 
mocked the corrupt culture of its time by liter-
ally cutting it up (as in Höch’s collage Cut with 
the Dada Kitchen Knife through the Last Weimar 
Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch in Germany). And 
similarly, we might say, the digital collagists 

of today show us the mindlessness of our own 
time.

The worry, of course, is twofold. Firstly, that 
our online lives are mindless is something that 
by now we all already know. But secondly, the 
challenges that were facing the original Dada-
ists are quite different from those facing the 
would-be Digital Dadaists today. The original 
Dadaists created acerbic nonsense at a time 
when a nationalistic Europe flattered itself with 
delusions of coherence and with grand narra-
tives of imperialist expansion. By contrast, the 
most powerful servant of the political forces 
that we should fear today, as I am about to sug-
gest, is precisely the incoherence of our online 
lives. Our online lives are already, if not quite 
Dada, then certainly gaga.

The Sacrifice of Scepticism

Artists like the ones discussed above have not 
been the only content producers to utilize the 
mind-scrambling power of digital collaging.

In 2015, a video called “With Open Gates: 
The Forced Collective Suicide of European 
Nations” was uploaded onto YouTube. It soon 
got taken down due to copyright infringement 
(it used a copyrighted music track), but not 
before it amassed half a million views and got 
endorsed by the far-right blog Breitbart.  
Copied to other servers, it then went viral, 
spurred by the panic following the November 
2015 Paris attacks. The video is a collage of 
different scenes of public unrest. The openly 
racist voiceover describes these scenes as an 
“invasion” of Europe by non-Europeans. It also 
contains anti-Semitic suggestions, and airs 
the view that the refugee crisis was a Jewish 

conspiracy.
This harrowing video (unsurprisingly) 

relies heavily on irrelevant footage and false 
data. It shows, for instance, footage of Islamists 
chanting on a train in Paris in 2010, and an 
altercation between ISIS supporters and Kurds 
in Hamburg in 2014. It then misleadingly asso-
ciates such clips with the 2015 migrant crisis. 
Indeed, writers at Vice media and on Reddit 
forums have traced each clip to debunk the vid-
eo. As important as such efforts are, however, 
attempts to disprove such neo-fascist propagan-
da ultimately also show how the truth, in such 
digital collages, ultimately does not matter.

The unimportance of facticity in such 
content can be even more clearly seen on 
another example of neo-fascist digital collage, 
the alt-right meme. This aesthetic form is the 
strange spawn of anonymous, geeky forums like 
4chan and Reddit, as these became increasingly 
infiltrated by the alt-right and other reaction-
ary ideologies. (The genealogy of this form has 
recently been brilliantly expounded in Angela  
Nagle’s book Kill All Normies. The Data & 
Society Research Institute in New York has also 
recently published a concise report about such 
memes.) 

Pepe the Frog is a typical example. This 
cartoon character initially stood for an expres-
sion of that jokey randomness, typical of online 
communication. It then became increasingly 
used to assert some political allegiance, ranging 
from support of American President Donald 
Trump to brutal endorsements of KKK and the 
Holocaust. The cornerstone of this rhetoric was, 
of course, ironic ambiguity. Is the anonymous 
maker who decorates Pepe with a swastika 
really supporting murderous racism, or are they 

joking, playing it for lulz? One cannot argue 
with a joke on the toilet wall.

This ambiguous relationship to truth in 
alt-right discourse is by now well-known, and 
often described by that buzzword “post-truth 
politics”. Yet, “post-truth” is a broad term, and 
encompasses phenomena as diverse as Trump’s 
tweets, Facebook echo chambers, prevarications 
in the Brexit campaign, and a video like “With 
Open Gates”. Some important academic work is 
now disentangling these phenomena, including 
in political theory (Cass Sunstein), philosophy 
(Rae Langton), and social psychology (Sander 
van der Linden). 

Here I offer, in a much more modest way, a 
few observations on the role that truth might 
play in just one of these phenomena: in the 
specific rhetoric of alt-right digital collages, 
like Pepe the Frog memes and the “With Open 
Gates” video. To do so, we may begin by distin-
guishing between three types of disinformation 
which have been accorded some philosophical 
attention in recent decades. These are: lies, bull-
shit, and simulacra.

Back in 2005, Harry Frankfurt usefully 
distinguished the term “bullshit” from lies. The 
lie wears the mask of truth: the liar attempts to 
convince you of something. Someone who bulls, 
however, speaks without any regard to truth. 
Their aim is instead to simply impress or win al-
legiance; and they do so by talking freely about 
something on which they have no expertise. 
The liar is a conniver who carefully weighs her 
words; someone who bulls is just a cynic, and 
she will say whatever rubbish will get her ahead. 
In that sense, Nixon lied about Watergate and 
Clinton lied about the Lewinsky affair. Trump’s 
ramblings on China, Mexico, or climate change, 
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by contrast, are bullshit rather than merely lies. 
To point out that he is wrong does not damage 
his credibility, because the point was not to 
convince anyone in the first place.

“Simulacrum” is Jean Baudrillard’s preferred 
term for disinformation, and simulacra can also 
be contrasted with lies. Simulacra are copies 
without originals. These are the fantastic mirages 
of advanced capitalism—Santa Claus, Disneyland, 
music videos, adverts—images, which corre-
spond to nothing in particular. Baudrillard’s key 
claim, of course, is that “Disneyland is presented 
as imaginary in order to make us believe that 
the rest is real.” As we flick through television 
channels, or as we today scroll through online 
media, the images supplied by the CNN or 
by the Disney Channel all coalesce within the 
same, hazy, irrelevant dream. We can no longer 
properly distinguish between these; everything 
becomes infotainment. When Baudrillard 
provocatively claimed that the Gulf War did 
not take place, his message was (in part) that in 
an age when simulacra dominate, claims about 
what really happened no longer make sense to 
us. 

These terms might be useful in describing 
various bits of the “post-truth” political land-
scape. Distinct kinds of disinformation lurk 
within it. Where the rhetoric of alt-right digital 
collages is especially interesting (and worry-
ing), however, is that none of these terms quite 
describe what is going on.

Like lies, “With Open Gates” deceives its 
viewers; unlike lies, however, it does not pretend 
to be reasoned inquiry. Like bullshit, alt-right 
collages are devoid of argument, but they are 
not cynically indifferent to what its audience 
ends up believing. The author of “With Open 

Gates” cares deeply about his twisted, xeno-
phobic worldview. Like simulacra, the alt-right   
videos and memes correspond to nothing in re-
ality. But, unlike simulacra, they do not seek to 
make their audiences into passive, entertained 
spectators. Indeed, they demand something 
from them: a belief, an allegiance, an action. 

In other words, what is curious about this 
new rhetoric is that it is both very serious and 
clearly violates the standard rules of truth-seek-
ing political discourse. “With Open Gates” is 
a blatant lie; the Pepe memes endorsing the 
Holocaust blatantly break a political taboo. These 
new forms of disinformation are therefore not 
simulating truth (lies), avoiding truth (bullshit), 
or rendering truth unintelligible (simulacra). 
What it is that they do to truth, then? It seems 
to me that they ask the viewer to sacrifice any 
pursuit of truth. Or, to put the point more 
precisely, the proper meaning of these images is 
ritualistic. In accepting such images, the viewers 
proclaim that they have surrendered their right 
to sceptical inquiry. Their loyalty to the political 
cause is so great that they sacrifice this one right 
to their cause, which belongs to them as mem-
bers of the political system and as individuals 
capable of critical thought.

This dynamic is reflected in the comments 
section of the websites that host such content. 
As we have all come to expect, the conver-
sations around such divisive content hardly 
ever consist of patient arguments and mutual 
rebuttals. Instead, they consist of outpourings of 
vitriol in both directions, and threats of violence 
directed at those who want to enter the debate 
too earnestly. 

Much more remains to be said, of course. 
But I would argue that a similar sacrificial 

attitude towards sceptical inquiry exists across 
the political spectrum, not just on the alt-
right. This may be a controversial remark (a 
similar claim is made by Nagle in her book). 
True, this rhetoric is seen at its most ruthless 
in the extremist, alt-right digital collages such 
as I described above. But a similar logic can 
also be detected in the recent phenomena of 
no-platforming and twitter-shaming, dear to 
some agents who describe themselves (to my 
mind mistakenly) as belonging to the political 
Left. Here, too, one is asked to declare one’s 
allegiance to the cause, by giving up one’s  
capacity to inhabit critical public discourse. 
Of course, there are real limits to free speech 
in a democratic society and there is a substan-
tial debate to be had as to where those limits 
are. What I do think is a new, pernicious de-
velopment, however, is something more spe-
cific: the culture of emphatically expressing 
one’s allegiance to a political option by pub-
licly sacrificing the right to sceptical inquiry. 
The memes are not just a case of passions 
running high, they are a deliberate attempt 
to brutalize public discourse in the name of a 
(corrupt) higher aim. While this rhetoric cur-
rently characterizes the alt-right movement 
above all, we should be deeply worried about 
it engulfing the entire political culture.

Digital Art and Scepticism 

In the light of these developments, the “digital 
collage” approach to digital art, which I de-
scribed above, are inadequate. While the col-
lages of Trecartin, Rafman, Marten, and others 
might have (critically) reflected the stupidity 
of our online lives, it is time to stop ironically 

luxuriating in that experience. Stupidity is no 
longer the only problem with online culture. 
The new, strange, alt-right rhetoric is calculat-
ing, not just stupid. 

It is an open question whether, and how, 
politically minded digital art today should offer 
a counterweight to these developments. My 
thought for now is merely that blithe, infan-
tilizing, anything-goes relativism of the digital 
collage is not up to the task. More clever, more 
patient, more sceptical forms of art are needed.

In the present exhibition, each artist speaks 
eloquently of their own work, and it is not my 
intention to impose such a reading upon them. 
But it strikes me that there is a different, quieter 
sensibility at work in this exhibition, one that is 
a far shot from the bombastic digital collages of 
recent years. 

Ferreira’s war photographs, imperceptibly 
modified, call on us to doubt rather than affirm 
what we see. Lozano-Hammer’s work  
untiringly scans the visitors’ faces, searching for 
the students kidnapped in the Guerrero state 
in Mexico. Ogilvie punishes online memes for 
their virality, casting them into the old-fash-
ioned medium of pottery. Forensic Architecture 
scrupulously reconstruct scenes of violence to 
achieve a more factual picture.

Slowly, dispassionately, assiduously rumi-
nating on facts and principles may be the most 
counter-cultural position that one can occupy 
in the digital world today.


