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Abstract: After its peak in popularity, TikTok has become one of the preferred platforms for

users of all ages and cultural backgrounds. Due to its extremely accurate and personalized

algorithm, the application has generated a phenomenon that allows us to explore new

horizons in the formation of online communities. With the implementation of sounds, users

can find profiles of other users with whom they share more than a single interest. By using

someone else’s voice in a lip-sync or an acting scenario, users can connect on the basis of

broader life experiences, shared feelings, or other references. Consequently, certain sounds

are more likely to be used by similar users, creating various subgroups based on repeated

topics, such as experiences of queerness. In Spain, queer TikTok has become a space for

activism and for sharing personal stories of resilience. Currently, the main representative

of non-binary identities in national media is Samantha Hudson, a multidisciplinary artist and

performer known for their controversial lyrics and out-of-context social media content. One

of Samantha’s singles, “Por España,” released on the National Day of Spain, or Día de la

Hispanidad, in 2021, uses deep-rooted national imaginary to depict a rise in extreme-right

militancy linked with an increase in homophobic and transphobic aggression in Spain. Part

of this song, in which the artist refers to Spanish dictator Francisco Franco with subversive

lyrics that pay homage to people killed in the Spanish Civil War, became one of the most

popular TikTok trends among the national LGBTQ+ community. The videos under the sound

Rap al Caudillo feature normative moves from other dance challenges in the mainstream

heterosexual spheres of the app to enhance the powerful lyrics as a way of reclaiming space

not only on the platform but also in Spanish national culture and imagery. Moreover, this

article aims to show how the trend epitomizes Generation Z humor. In sum, this article

proposes an analysis of the impact of Hudson’s “Por España” and the subsequent TikTok

trend that evidences the impact of internet culture in Gen Z’s humor and empowerment.
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Objectives and Methodology

As a general user of TikTok and consumer of queer content on the app, I have

been able to experience the generally safe space that the online community

offers to relate to other users on the basis of deeply personal experiences of

gender and sexuality. The knowledge shared there by the creators and users

who interact in the comments section became key in my own process of self-

exploration. Having lived this firsthand, I find it important to share my online

experience and to give more insight on the construction of communities on

TikTok involving music by dissident artists. In this light, the main purpose

of this article is to understand the impact of Samantha Hudson’s song “Por

España” on the younger generations and how the trend created around it

became a space for the queer community to use key assets of the platform in

order to perform activism.

The methodology used for this study is mainly qualitative, as I will focus on

the cultural context of the song and trend, as well as the reception among the

general public. For this purpose, I draw from the methods of Juan Bermúdez’s

proposed “E3thnography.”1 In his work, Bermúdez reinforces Christine Hine’s

idea of an “Embedded, Embodied and Everyday experience [of] the E3

internet”2 to propose a new conception of ethnography that considers the

experience of music in the digital space as more than just interaction with a

screen. Instead, as he suggests, there are far more elements that have agency

in the process of creating, sharing, consuming, and interpreting the piece (see

Bermúdez in this Issue). Therefore, my analysis departs from the idea that

physical and virtual spaces are not separate but contribute together to the

process of musicking.3

Accordingly, this study proposes, first, an approach to the original song and

its complexity as a piece of activism in a context of rising extreme-right

beliefs in Spanish society. Once I have carefully considered the background

information, I will delve into an examination of the trend through my

perspective as consumer, before drawing final conclusions. For the last
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section, I have selected four videos from the Rap Al Caudillo trend on TikTok

on the basis of the popularity of the profiles, their following, and the overall

impact of their video. During this process, it was also important to find

TikTokers who portrayed the trend in diverse ways, whether through their

acting or the setting of the video, so as to present a wider perspective on the

different interpretations and reactions to Hudson’s song.

An Introduction to TikTokandOnlineCommunities

Social media features encourage unique ways of relating to other users

online, as is the case with Instagram stories or hashtags on Twitter. Although

most of these are shared across platforms, TikTok has introduced a new

system for building communities with the “Sounds” option. Sounds work

similarly to hashtags, as viewers can click on the name of the sound at the

bottom of the video to be taken to a new page, where all clips using the

same sound will appear. This means that new dynamics have emerged in the

phenomenon of becoming viral, as well as new opportunities to connect with

like-minded people through shared experiences. According to TikTok, “Sound

is the universal language of TikTok that sparks global trends, inspires endless

creativity, and unifies communities around the world.”4 Further, Serrano et

al. add that “for many videos, the music serves as part of a dance routine,

a lip-syncing battle, or as the backdrop for a comedy skit. However, sound

can also function as a story builder and can be used to deliver a precise

message.”5 As we can see, sounds also carry a meaning and construct a

shared narrative, usually established through a trend. On TikTok, a trend

is the association of a sound with particular video content, whether it be

choreography, certain gestures while lip-syncing, or the portrayal of a given

scenario to share personal stories on a specific topic.

Unlike hashtags, which are usually specific to only one interest depending

on the broadness of the terms used, sounds may appeal to very distinct

communities and even be shared across groups, each of which will give it a

nuanced meaning by adapting the narrative and video performance to their

mutual experiences. Once these have reached a certain level of success

on the app, typically measured by user engagement through comments,

likes, and shares, the trend is considered to be established. Thanks to

the algorithm, trends are key to establishing online communities that are
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not based solely on an artist or a product, as is more likely to happen on

Instagram. Instead, TikTok subgroups are built around distinct references

that allow users to create a shared culture. For this, the app’s algorithm

works with another essential feature of TikTok, the “For You” page, which

has become a key component of the platform’s experience. As Herrman

observes, “The most obvious clue is right there when you open the app:

the first thing you see isn’t a feed of your friends, but a page called ‘For

You.’ It’s an algorithmic feed based on videos you’ve interacted with, or even

just watched.”6 Furthermore, analyzing the relation between this page and

communities on the app, Messner claims that

this algorithmic curation centers the purpose and function of TikTok
around the individual user’s consumption of content. This contributes
to a broader phenomenon on the For You page: the formation of
online communities, or “sides,” of TikTok. There are many different
types of communities on TikTok, each centered around a topic, and
each encompassing a wide variety of characteristics that are particular
to themselves. These communities produce and share content that is
unique to their own experiences. This content includes the medium of
sound.7

Moreover, Dunja Nešović shares in an article her experience on TikTok as a

queer woman. Regarding the finding of a lesbian community on the platform,

she says:

The re-using of the sounds encourages lip-synching, which affirms the
norm of performance on the platform. Moreover, it also allows for the
proliferation of memetic content, which in turn affirms the cultural and
social context of the content creators and consumers. As the sounds can
be re-used by a multitude of users, they become a social, or a vernacular
affordance, since in some cases certain sounds reflect specific ideas
or identity communities on TikTok that appropriate those sounds for
individual and cultural expression.8

As she mentions, there are multiple communities on the platform based on

the content they share. These communities may be more or less stable

depending on what they have in common (see Merlin, and Burkart in this

Issue). For instance, a group of users that connected by following the latest

details on the missing submarine that attempted to visit the remains of the

Titanic formed a community that lasted the few days until the case lost

mediatic impact. However, we could consider that the core community that

was already united by their interest in the Titanic was a more stable unit that

existed before the incident and remained together after the impact of the
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submarine accident. This space is known as TitanicTok, a word created by

adding the suffix “-tok”—in reference to the app—to the name of the subject

that unites the users, a common process for naming core communities

on the app, as evidenced by BookTok or QueerTok. It is evident that the

rapidly changing nature of online spaces is reflected in the app, making these

communities vastly variable in content but also more likely to be volatile.

However, it is important to note that these are not exclusive to TikTok but

are shared across platforms.9 Most creators on TikTok also generate content

for other platforms, such as Instagram or YouTube, in personal profiles that

are usually linked to their TikTok accounts, which makes it more likely for

communities to stabilize. What is particularly interesting here, however, is

the way narratives are constructed in an app that favors short audiovisual

content and thrives on novelty. As artist Bo Burnham describes in his song

“Welcome to the Internet” (2021), “Could I interest you in everything? All of

the time / A little bit of everything / All of the time / Apathy's a tragedy / And

boredom is a crime / Anything and everything / All of the time.”10

In order to answer this question, I will focus on Spanish QueerTok, a greatly

diverse community in which activism is particularly prominent, mostly due

to the exponential growth of anti-trans content seen among other groups,

from trans-exclusionary feminists who deliberately target trans creators to

streamers who make repeated homophobic remarks in front of millions of

viewers. One of the main figures of queer activism in national pop culture is

Samantha Hudson,11 a multidisciplinary artist and performer known on social

media for their out-of-context content. She has also appeared on different

spaces of mainstream TV, from chat shows to reality shows like MasterChef

Celebrity, becoming one of the only representations of non-binary identities

in Spanish media. It is for this reason, together with her usual comedic yet

powerful tone, that many of her statements have gone viral in national queer

spheres, making her one of the main voices of national QueerTok trends. One

track received outstanding praise among LGBTQ+12 communities inside and

outside TikTok following its release and the release of its music video. The

song “Por España” will be the focal point of this study, as its impact online was

unprecedented.
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“Por España,” the New Queer National Anthem

and Its Cultural Background13

Written by Papa Topo as the soundtrack to the film ¡Corten! and first published

on October 12, 2021, National Day of Spain, the single “Por España” (In the

name of Spain) quickly became celebrated in queer spaces, given its critical

and vindicative tone and its use of deep-rooted national imagery. Proof of

this is the fact that various drag performers used the song in their shows on

the day of the release. In Candy Darling, a queer bar in Barcelona, I had the

opportunity to see drag artist Jourdan Mcdaniel performing a lip-sync to the

song with the message “paguen la deuda colonial” (pay the colonial debt) on a

prop. Other examples of the song’s popularity are some of comments on the

music video uploaded to the artist’s YouTube page on the day of the release.

User @angelasegura1099 says, “This is not a song, it is a manifesto. How lucky

are we to have such a brilliant brain. You are wonderful”14 (posted in 2022).

As for its release, it is not by chance that the artist chose this date, seeing

as the National Day of Spain is heavily associated with the values of the

Francoist regime (1939–1975), still upheld today by nostalgic nationalist

parties and National Catholic groups. Día de la Hispanidad is a bank holiday

in which the country commemorates the arrival of Columbus in America.

The festivity has long been used by right-wing parties and extreme Catholic

groups to publicly uphold fascist and Francoist symbols under the premise of

celebrating Spanish national culture. David Marcilhacy explains that it “had

an exceptional assimilating ability, which allowed [the regime] to agglutinate

and articulate disparate values that constituted the ideological foundations

of the Francoist regime: all through the dictatorship, it was the best support

of a nationalist cult that celebrated precisely the homeland, the nation, the

pure race, the empire and Catholicism, ingredients of National Catholicism.”15

This has created a rather tense atmosphere in which many anti-racist groups

and activists use their platforms and organize demonstrations every year to

shed light on the reality of colonialism, its past devastation, and the present

abusive links that Spain still has with the colonies. Esther Mayoko Ortega

writes in an article for Pikara Magazine that Spain “can only be understood

[as white] through a narration that has denied and ignored the operation of

homogenization and ‘racial hygiene’ executed from 1492 on in the [Iberian]

peninsula.”16 Furthermore, she states that “the black or Afro-descendant

population received the systematic obliteration of our bodies’ presence,
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which also revealed the implication of the Spanish Kingdom in the trade of

African people, by kidnapping and enslaving them since the beginning of the

sixteenth century.”17

The concept of Hispanicity or Spanishness, related to the idea of a national

belonging and a national identity, is the focus of the song’s criticism, as it is still

currently used by conservatives to create social hierarchies of Spanish-ness

according to one’s adherence to traditional, conservative values of the regime.

Through satirical and extremely complex lyrics packed with references to

Spanish history, the artist claims back traditional symbols appropriated by

fascist and Catholic nationalist groups, like folklore music. Moreover, Hudson

also reclaims the Spanish identity that has been denied her and others for

being queer in the song. In this regard, Ion Goikoetxea mentions in his study

of Hudson’s music video the artist’s intention to criticize extreme-right notions

of Spanish patriotism by summarizing her own words in an interview prior to

the release of the song.

[Samantha Hudson] focused on identity politics, namely the political
strategies related to the Spanish identity carried out by extreme-right
and neofascist parties who call for a patriotic sentiment, the sentiment
that everyone belongs to the same territory but that, at the same time,
fixes certain items to determine who is excluded from being a true patriot
or a true Spaniard: feminists, the LGBTQ+ community, right-wing voters,
etc. Therefore, she denounces the exclusionary nature of these Spanish
identities, since they ignore many Spanish citizens who do not abide by
[their] established canon of normativity.18

This criticism is present throughout the music video, from which we can

extract key frames that perfectly depict the reality of conservative values in

Spain through irony. The first image is shown on figure 1, in which we can see

Samantha surrounded by a group of four other drag performers. All of them

are well-known drag artists in Spain—from left to right, Gad Yola, Hornella

Góngora, Sergio Satanassa, and Venedita Von Däsh—who present different

and diverse images of queerness. The artist that I want place emphasis

on, nonetheless, is Gad Yola, dressed in a dotted yellow dress (arguably

reminiscent of traditional sevillana dresses) over a shirt with the word castiza.

This term was used in colonial times to refer to the child of a Spanish colonizer

with a “mestizo/a”, a person of mixed Indigenous and European ancestry.

With time, the word started to be used as a symbol of purity and belonging to

the idea of a Spanish race.19 Therefore, it is clear that her presence is a claim

for her belonging as a Spanish citizen despite the racist threats that she must
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endure on a daily basis.

Figure 1: Samantha Hudson surrounded by a group of four other drag
performers in the music video “Por España” (screenshot)

After the presented scene, Samantha and her group enter a recreation

of the bar Don Pepe, known for its decoration with fascist symbols, like

pre-constitutional Spanish flags or pictures of dictator Francisco Franco

(1892–1975). Once their presence has been acknowledged, a fight erupts

between Samantha’s crew and the men who were on the premises. This is,

once again, extremely meaningful, as the fact that dissident people—more

specifically, migrant drag artists—are the ones receiving pain in this scenario

clearly alludes to their vindication at belonging to Spanish society despite

being marginalized and continuously targeted. As this scene plays, the lyrics

of the song call in a brilliant play of irony for violence to be exerted: “Oh for

Spain / Make me suffer in the name of Spain / Cause me pain in the name of

Spain / Get rowdy with me for Spain / Give me martyrdom with unmeasured

pain / To me and the ones of my kind / Give us pain in the name of Spain,”20

the chorus claims. At this instance, the pain is received “in the name of Spain,”

evoking the idea of the transmutation of pain. Those who can bear the pain

and move forward can claim Spanish-ness. It is clear, then, that Hudson and

her fellow drag artists are assuming the position of martyrs in an allusion to

the notion of suffering and the worship of pain associated with Catholicism,

very present in Spanish culture. What is more, this pain is clearly eroticized

in the images shown in the video, as well as in the lyrics and the tone of
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the singer, reminiscent of a sexual tension between extreme-right and fascist

men and the gay men and trans women whom they feel so outraged by (“I’m

the fag you dream of”21).

Following up on this idea, sexual tension is drawn particularly towards the

image of dictator Franco, as there are many instances in which Hudson

appears in intimate situations with him. The image of the dictator in the

video represents an ideology that still lives on in Spain through fascist and

National Catholic groups, but also in a system that has been deeply impacted

by a fascist and imperialist past. An example of this can be found on the next

key frame, shown in figure 2, in which Samantha is dressed in a traditional

gown and uses bullfighting material with the colors of the Spanish flag as a

headdress.

Figure 2: Samantha dressed in a traditional gown (screenshot of “Por España”)

This image is particularly impactful, given that the artist evokes a scenario in

which she is alone with Franco while she performs a private show in a rather

flirty manner. Moreover, the lyrics playing over this scene are an original

version of a good-night prayer, edited to say “four corners to my bed / four

angels that keep me safe / four bars to my window / and I wait for you on all
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fours”22 over a copla sound. As can be seen, Hudson makes a clear statement

by using traditional symbols, both with the clothes and musical choice, at

a time when she is seducing the dictator as he watches her with a certain

expression of desire. However, it is Hudson who symbolically has the power

by appearing with a bullfighter cape, insinuating that she can fight him like a

bullfighter does the animal.23 After this intimate moment, the video cuts to

a dance interlude that plays bakalao music, a type of electronic dance music

that originated in Valencia, Spain, in the 1980s and became the sound of a

generation that used parties and nightlife as a way of freeing themselves from

routines and looking forward to a democratic future after the repressions of

the dictatorship, before the music style was appropriated by Nazi groups.24

The culmination of this scene returns to the private show scenario. There,

the video offers yet another powerful instance of how the artist uses irony

to denounce the anti-LGBTQ+ values upheld by the regime and inherited by

conservative parties and neofascist groups. As shown in figure 3, Samantha

shoots dictator Franco in a sort of poetic justice image immediately after

singing “Against the wall, come shoot me / In the name of Spain, daddy / Make

me look pretty / Make me look charming / In a ditch.”25

Figure 3: Samantha Hudson mata a Franco ”por España”, en su pasodoble
contra la lgtbifobia | Europa FM

Samantha shoots dictator Franco (screenshot of “Por España”)
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During the civil war that preceded Franco’s dictatorship in Spain, many

executions took place. They were targeted toward those who did not uphold

the Francoist values, including queer people, among many others. The

bodies of the people killed by Francoist troops were buried in ditches, and

no information was given to the families. Still today, many deaths have not

been accounted for and families are seeing their efforts wasted, as they

receive no answer in their quest to find the remains of loved ones and

cannot properly grieve for them. Moreover, the law against “the lazy and

the miscreant” (ley de vagos y maleantes), passed in 1933 to control—and

consequently persecute—homeless citizens and migrants was modified in

1954 by the regime to include queer people, who faced up to five years in

medical institutions or even prison. This law was not completely abolished

until 1995. Hence, the fact that Samantha, an openly trans non-binary person

dressed in a traditional gown, is executing Franco sends a clear message

of rejection to a regime that remains alive in the ideology of contemporary

political parties, but it also represents the rage of many citizens who are

made to feel as though they do not belong in Spanish society, as perfectly

summarized in the above quotation by Goikoetxea.26

One final image from the video stands out for its critical and moving quality.

It is shown in figure 4.

Figure 4: Final image (screenshot of “Por España”)

After Hudson shoots dictator Franco, a sevillana starts playing as the

soundtrack to an impeccable depiction of the current Spanish political
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situation. In the background, the parking lot that appeared during the

bakalao interlude shows a brutal fight between all the characters in the

video: the group of trans women, the men from the fascist bar, the group

of people from the electronic dance scene, and dictator Franco. Hudson

appears wearing nipple covers in the form of the Osborne bull, a symbol

associated with fascist-nationalist ideologies, as well as a tight thong and high

heels. She is also waving a Spanish Republican flag, a symbol of resistance

against the Franco regime and fascism in general, imitating the action of

a bullfighter. While maintaining eye contact with the camera, Samantha

approaches Franco and tosses the flag over his face, all the while singing

“Look at the caliber, Paco / Oh, One, Great and Free,”27 a phallic reference that

maintains the aforementioned sexual tension between the two characters

and also paraphrases the Francoist motto used as propaganda for their

project of a nation that upheld colonial, conservative, and Catholic values

in reminiscence of imperialist times (One, Great and Free). In addition, the

outburst she leaves behind is extremely indicative of today’s social context.

Military forces appear as a threat to the trans group, as do the other men and

a new group of cis women holding a poster that reads “Boys have penises,

girls have vaginas,” a slogan from the extremist Catholic group Hazte Oir, with

which some feminists have allied. This link emerges from a trans-exclusionary

movement within feminism which has been especially notorious in Spain as

a response to the proposal of a new trans law, which will grant fundamental

rights to minors and propose new bureaucratic processes to de-medicalize

transitions.28

In view of this context, Hudson becomes a symbol of resilience as the song

ends. The last image we see is of her gazing intensely at the camera before

the credits roll in to the sound of her distinct laugh. This choice is, once

again, not a coincidence. As mentioned, the tone of the song is satirical,

yet the message is quite pungent. It is precisely a trans person performing

in drag that is able to release this piece, since the performance seen on

a non-normative body is often not regarded as serious. Therefore, a drag

queen, a travesti, can use a performative license to send a subversive message

because it is not understood as anything other than comedy.29 It is Hudson’s

position as both martyr and prophet, as well as the reclaiming of space

within national imagery, that has made of this song an LGBTQ+ anthem and

a cathartic product. The fact that the response of the audience at concerts

and queer clubs when the song plays is a collective chant, as I have been
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able to experience firsthand, only further proves that the song has become

a cornerstone for the community that has allowed listeners to channel fear

and anger in view of the increasing homophobic aggression and the rise of

the extreme right in a space where they feel safe. This catharsis does not

only exist in physical spaces but also online. One of the most popular trends

on Spanish QueerTok during the months of October and November 2021 was

the Rap al Caudillo trend, created around an extract of “Por España.”

Rap al Caudillo Trend: Reclaiming Space on TikTok

Paco, Paquillo, sexy Caudillo / You’ll be my bishop and I’ll be your altar-boy /
I’m your slave, I’m your submissive / Leash me up and take me to Mass / I’m
not boring, make me a noose / With the necklaces, the necklaces of your wife
/ I love your eaglet lots and lots like jelly tots / In the name of Spain, Paco /
You make me horny / Against the wall, come shoot me / In the name of Spain,
daddy / Make me look pretty / Make me look charming / In a ditch30

This is the section that user @begaywithgirardi31 chose for their sound,

which later became part of a major trend on TikTok. Writing “the best part

of the national anthem” over the video and with the caption “what a rush

#porespaña #[rainbow flag] #samanthahudson #lgbt #nonbinary,” this user

uploaded the bakalao section of “Por España” and registered it as a sound

that was then used in 1,998 other videos.32 Although the reason for this

choice could be merely aesthetic, I believe there to be two main reasons for

its popularity. On the one hand, we are seeing an increase in the use of

electronic dance music in mainstream music, which makes it more likely that

young listeners will to relate to it. In Spain, for instance, pop star Aitana Ocaña

organized a tour of clubbing sessions in early 2023 to promote her new album,

Alpha. Moreover, directors Javier Calvo and Javier Ambrossi released an eight-

episode show called La Ruta in November 2022, available on Atresplayer

Premium, about the culture around bakalao music, also showing a growing

interest in the scene and its cultural impact. On the other hand, it is also

undeniable that the ironic, yet provocative, lyrics have played a major role in

the viralization of the segment. In just a few lines, the artist manages to touch

on various controversial topics that have affected Spanish society in the last

several years.

The lyrics chosen for the trend start by mentioning the relationship between

the singer and the dictator (Caudillo), depicted as a bishop. While it is evident
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that there was a strong link between the Francoist ideals and the Christian

Church, these words are, in fact, a reference to the sexual harassment scandal

in Spain. For decades now, many people have come forward to share their

personal stories on the abuse they suffered during their time studying at

religious institutions, in which adults, all linked somehow to the Church,

approached children in predatory ways, even inflicting physical and sexual

abuse on them. Following this, the song goes on to provoke the dictator

by mentioning a noose made with the necklaces of his wife. Carmen Polo,

Francisco Franco’s wife, became known as “the necklace woman” (la collares),

given her love for pearl necklaces, which she mostly took without paying from

shops all around the country. This line precedes what seems like a playful

scene in which the artist invites Franco to engage in a sexual encounter.

However, this playfulness continues with an innuendo about the dictator’s

body in which his phallus is identified with the eagle that represented

Francoism. Then, a seemingly innocent popular expression reminiscent of an

innocent love (“I love you lots and lots like jelly tots”) is turned into a different

love declaration. In the last lines, the singer changes the foolish, playful tone.

In a much more ardent manner, the artist asks the dictator to make love to

her in a violent way and, most importantly, in the name of Spain, recurring

once again to the idea of suffering to claim national belonging. Finally, the

verse culminates with Hudson demanding in a highly ironical sentence to be

shot and buried in a ditch by her lover. What is more, the powerful image

in the music video makes this section stand out even more. As described

above, following this interlude, Hudson appears in an intimate moment with

the dictator dressed in a traditional dress, wearing bullfighter's weapons as a

headpiece and dancing seductively for him. At the end of the scene, when the

singer addresses Franco after singing the first part of the section to him, she

asks him to kill her while making a reference to the mass killings of people

who did not represent his idea of Spanishness, including LGBTQ+ people who

were shot and had their bodies carelessly thrown into ditches. Before Hudson

has even had time to finish singing, she is shown shooting the dictator in a sort

of poetic justice image that is followed only by a moment of silence and the

last piece of folkloric music.

After the TikTok sound was created, a few people started uploading their

own videos lip-syncing to it, mostly to show that they related to the lyrics,

as users @soctontu and @virgleo did.33 A few days later, creator @odcary234

uploaded a video with choreography that displayed dance moves commonly
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used in many TikTok dance challenges. It was then that more profiles imitated

the dance routine in their own videos, shaping the popular trend and thus

creating a community around a sound that users felt close to while having a

sense of safety and inclusion. Regarding the choreography, I am particularly

interested in the moves chosen by the original creator, who selected dance

steps from mainstream TikTok trends, mostly associated with heterosexual

spaces. As Laura Cervi exposes, most trending dance routines follow the

same aesthetic: “almost entirely choreographed from the hips up, with the

dancer staying in one place.”35 She also mentions one of the key aspects of

dance, which involves direction. She observes that contrary to other styles

of dance, in which diagonals, for instance, are a central part of the routine,

dancers on the app must be facing forward toward the camera and thus do

not usually change their spatial focus. Furthermore, since most videos do not

show the creator’s entire body, dances concentrate on arm movement and

are heavily reliant on facial expression.36 Some of the most popular dance

moves on the app include the “woah,” “when a dancer makes a quick, small

circular motion with his/her fists and leans into a freeze position when the

beat drops,”37 or the “dice roll walk,” when a user takes a step forward while

mimicking a dice roll with one hand by their hip.38 These had barely appeared

on a notorious Spanish QueerTok trend before, most videos consisting of lip-

syncing or performances of specific scenarios sharing personal experiences.

By including influences from other mainstream spheres, often associated

with heterosexual trends that tend to be overly sexual, the choreographer

manages to subtly reclaim space in an online culture that is being created and

of which queer people are part, just as Hudson reclaims a sense of belonging

to national folklore imagery for queer people. Moreover, these overly sexual

moves are taken out of their original heterosexual context and inserted into

a sound like that of “Por España,” including dancing to lines that reference the

singer becoming intimate with dictator Franco. This only further highlights the

subversive aspect of the song and the catharsis experienced by the audience,

who also use TikTok videos to channel their frustrations with a system that

has allowed fascist and National Catholic groups to rise and pose a threat to

their identity and gender expression, or even because it is simply a fun and

easy way to connect with other LGBTQ+ users who have become part of a

community by participating in the trend. An example of this can be found in

@hugoarcones’s video, which shows him doing the dance routine with the

words “for those who played the Spanish anthem in class and are fans of
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Franco, for you [pink heart emoji]” over the image.39

The seemingly light-hearted tone of the dance in combination with the

complexity of the lyrics and their subversive undertones led to many

complaints alluding to an alleged lack of consciousness of the dictatorship’s

context. For example, creator @joanrafart, known for his activism on the app,

used the sound as background to a video of him answering a comment that

read, “what would happen if I made a song against la veneno40?? Or any other

person of the lgbt [sic] AAAAH okay.”41 Similarly, user @lucirodritt uploaded

a video with the comment, “I am sure that if all republicans who died [during

the civil war] listened to this, they would switch to the nationalist side.” This

video was then deleted, after the creator received multiple comments and

duets from queer people like @bollokinki, who said in their video, “tell me you

didn’t understand the music video without telling me you didn’t understand

the music video.”42

These complaints were made mostly by conservatives who do not seem

to understand the need for reclaiming space within national folklore or

current online culture, but also by people who do not fully grasp the pungent

nuances of the song. As music journalist Fernando Navarro mentions, “ ‘Por

España’ is pure provocation ahead of the advance of the Spanish extreme

right and amidst a social atmosphere in which hate speech and homophobic

aggressions are proliferating.”43 This same idea is brought up by Hudson

in the article, who states, “This song would make no sense without its

consequences. Provocation is useful for revealing that there is still a long

way to go,” to which she later adds, “without a shadow of doubt, the goal

is to provoke the reaction that highlights that fascism remains alive.”44 To

counter this, I propose a brief study of TikTok’s use of irony, mostly influenced

by Gen Z’s humor, a key component to making this debate more complex.

Although humor on digital spaces is not new or exclusive to TikTok and

Generation Z, as a great part of the irony and satire displayed on the app

has notorious links to the meme culture of the 2010s, it is interesting to

analyze how younger generations apply these references through their own

lens in order to obtain a more complex vision of trends happening in an app

used mostly by teenagers.45 According to Trevor Boffone, “the app is largely

synonymous with Generation Z, or so-called Zoomers, given that teenagers

and young twenty-somethings were the first community to adopt TikTok en

masse. They continue to be the platform’s trendsetters, dictating TikTok’s

larger, mainstream culture.”46 Regarding TikTok’s comedy, Chloe Partlow and
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Patricia Talarczyk propose absurdism as a form of humor that allows Gen

Zers to cope with the uncertainty of their future following the economic crisis

they lived through growing up, together with the threat of climate change and

other social crises that they are still enduring.47 Denisova, who understands

TikTok humor as an extension of meme culture, makes a particularly fitting

remark on the reactions to this trend. She argues that “those who are

unfamiliar with the rules of digital discussion and styles of the internet slang,

or possess limited awareness of the broader socio-political context, may

consider memes meaningless.”48 This is, to my belief, one of the key reasons

why people who criticized the content of the trend may have disagreed with

the videos. Still, one may wonder what exactly these rules that operate in the

app and that lead to such a style of comedic videos are. I believe that Spanish

YouTuber Ter’s new meaning of the concept of performance could be useful in

answering this question. In her words, “A performance consists in channeling

one single emotion in the most intense way possible in order to make a point,

without nuances or disclaimers. It’s taking an idea all the way through to the

end and being fully committed, while simultaneously feeling detached from

the idea.”49 This is exactly what users have done with the selected fragment

from Hudson’s song. They have taken the irony from the lyrics and applied

a coat of Gen Z humor, which they then channel through a seemingly fun

and cheerful dance published on their profiles, without the need of adding a

disclaimer any nuances in the description of the video.

In addition, the YouTuber follows up on her idea of irony according to Gen

Z in another video, in which she specifically mentions the use that younger

artists have made of Catholic symbols and how internet culture has helped

us find new meanings to traditional imagery. She suggests, “For me, and I

think for many people of my generation, [Catholic symbols] have acquired a

completely new, but not less profound, meaning. We have turned Catholic

iconography into emojis.”50 Taking this new meaning of emojis closer to the

study of “Por España” and the Rap al Caudillo trend, it becomes evident that

the detachment that allows Ter’s idea of performance to surface does not

imply disregard for a traumatic past context, like a dictatorship, but rather a

different way to connect with it. Users @pabsperez and @lacuchillos51 appear

together in a perfect example of how turning fascist or religious iconography

into TikTok characters, like Ter’s mention of emojis, is not simply an attitude

of mockery. Instead, it is a way for a generation that did not live under

those circumstances to connect with the past from their own perspective
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as queer people who today live in a reality deeply influenced by a fascist

past. Furthermore, the YouTuber also touches on how relating to historical

or religious characters is yet another form of relating to and resignifying

symbols that are deeply rooted in national culture. In the same video, while

talking about Spanish trap artist La Zowi, she says that “with this mentality,

the patience of the Virgin Mary is completely equivalent to the patience of La

Zowi when her crush doesn’t call her.”52 For users, taking on the role of the

martyr present in the song therefore becomes an opportunity to momentarily

embody the ideas of resilience and resistance in order to symbolically claim

their space and feel as though they belong in QueerTok, a community of like-

minded others.

Conclusions

Social media and internet culture have shaped new ways of relating to others

and, more importantly, of creating communities. With this study, I have

aimed to provide a complex account of online communities and how they

are forged through TikTok performance. As described, the unique “Sounds”

feature plays a key role in the way people relate to each other and establish

links with each other. The narrative function of Sounds, which allows users to

associate certain ideas and experiences with a fragment of a dialogue or song,

is essential to the understanding of trends. These can be understood as the

ritualization of a performance53 in which all users reproduce the same video

to share their personal stories, which allows groups of people to connect

with each other and, as a result, to form online communities based on their

particular interests and even their identities, as happens on QueerTok. In

Spain, Papá Topo and Samantha Hudson’s song “Por España” became the

center of a new trend, named Rap Al Caudillo. As explored throughout the

study, the artist’s rejection of conservative values associated with traditional

Spanish culture and the reclaiming of a sense of belonging to national society

and imagery serves as relief for queer people who share experiences of

fear and rejection. This was also paralleled on TikTok through the trend,

where conservative and trans-exclusionary creators started to share false

ideas related to queer people. Furthermore, the trend has received immense
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criticism from both users and non-users of the app, who claim that the dance

routine is insensitive toward victims of Francoism. In contrast, different

ideas of humor have been presented with the aim of explaining how younger

generations have modified meme culture together with satire and camp. By

using bold analogies and expressing themselves in a seemingly uninterested

and provocative manner, young people have found a way to externalize their

anxieties through the irony of memes.

While this study was limited to the analysis of one specific trend, I find it

would be useful to expand the ideas developed here to other mainstream

trends across TikTok subgroups. Similar studies have already been provided

by scholars like Trevor Boffone, who has published multiple excellent works

on TikTok and its functioning. By further analyzing TikTok content as

an extension of meme and internet culture, we would be able to better

understand the limits of humor among the younger generation so that we

can hear their voices and understand their activism. Although it is true that

not all sections of TikTok use humor in favor of social justice, it is important to

remember that the world as we know it is becoming less physical and more

hybrid every day. This means that online trends—and by extension, online

activism—do not always remain on apps and platforms, and they can achieve

real impact in other non-online spheres. As Tandon et al. correctly point

out, “social media has not only helped in exploring various ways of engaging

with the political discourses but also in terms of sensitizing people at a more

personalized level through social networks.”54
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