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CHAPTER 3

Not With a Bang But a Tweet: Democracy, Culture Wars,
and the Memeification of T.S. Eliot

Melanie Walsh and Anna Preus

It was still unclear whether Donald Trump would be re-elected President of the United
States on the night of the election, November 3, 2020. Even by morning, key swing states
like Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania were too close to call. Because of the COVID-
19 pandemic and the unprecedented number of mail-in ballots, the outcome of the elec-
tion would remain unclear for another three and a half days. In the meantime, the world
watched, waited, and tweeted.

As early ballots rolled in, Twitter (X) users of all ideological stripes made fluctuating
predictions about the election’s outcome. When a few swing states seemed to tip toward
Trump, a user named @CausticPop gloomily joked, “This is the way the world ends / Not
with a bang but with a WI/MI/PA,” a joke that was retweeted more than 5,000 times.>
Hours later, another user struck an even stronger chord with the same apocalyptic

A Caustic Pop
@CausticPop

This is the way the world ends
Not with a bang but with a WI/MI/PA

9:16 PM - Nov 3, 2020

3,753 Retweets 851 Quotes 20.6K Likes 219 Bookmarks

Figure 3.1 Twitter user Caustic Pop quips on the evening of the 2020 election: “This is the
way the world ends / Not with a bang but with a WI/MI/PA.” Twitter (X). November 3, 2020.
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pun — “And this is the way it ends. / Not with a bang but with a WI/MI/PA™ — garnering
more than 26,000 retweets and more than 100,000 likes.

The thrust of this viral tweet, as the aptly named Twitter (X) account @JokesExplainer
went on to explain in the replies, is that the state abbreviations “WI/MI/PA” resemble the
final word in the famous lines, “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a
whimper.” What the Twitter (X) account did not explain is that these lines are nearly 100
years old and come to us from the conclusion of T.S. Eliot’s 1925 piece “The Hollow Men,” a
five-part, free-verse poem that offers a grim vision of barren landscapes and empty human-
ity, closing with the somber lines:

This is the way the world ends
This is the way the world ends
This is the way the world ends
Not with a bang but a whimper.®

“The Hollow Men” reimagines a scene from the third canto of Dante’s Inferno, which depicts
“a desolate plain” where “a horde of souls” perpetually roam, unable to enter either heaven
or hell.® In Eliot’s hands, this scene becomes “a modern limbo,”” a dry, dreary wilderness
populated by “hollow,” “stuffed” men, whispering words as “quiet and meaningless / As
wind in dry grass / Or rats’ feet over broken glass,” as souls pass by them into “death’s other
Kingdom.” At the end of the poem, Eliot connects this human emptiness to a bleak forecast
for the end of the world. Since the poem’s publication, these striking lines have often been
interpreted as a prophetic comment on the decline of Western civilization and frequently
invoked in print and popular media to comment on perceived moral failures in society and
politics.

When Eliot died in 1965, the New York Times claimed in his obituary that these lines were
“probably the most quoted lines of any 20th-century poet writing in English.” According
to our study, they may be among the most memed lines, as well. Through a computational
analysis of data from Twitter (X), we found that more than 350,000 posts have referenced or
remixed Eliot’s lines “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper” since
the beginning of the platform’s history in 2006. While some of these posts cited Eliot directly
(around 7%), most did not.’ In many cases, the phrase has seemingly evolved from a clearly
authored quotation into a common idiom or turn-of-phrase, where it is unclear whether users
know that the phrase comes from T.S. Eliot or even that it comes from a poem. Linguists refer
to this kind of construction as a “snowclone™—a fixed phrasal template, often with a cultur-
ally salient source (e.g., a quotation from a book, TV show, or movie), that has “one or more
variable slots” into which users insert various “lexical substitutions.”" Beyond the “WI/MI/
PA” jokes, there were indeed thousands of other tweets and retweets that referenced Eliot’s
words in relation to the 2020 US presidential election—“The end of the Trump presidency ...
Not with a bang but with a desperate attempt at a prosecution avoiding whimper,” quipped
actor and director Rob Reiner.”? There were also thousands of tweets that commented on vari-
ous other political elections and crises around the globe,”* and thousands of tweets that used
the lines in various other silly, serious, and unexpected ways: “Not with a bang but a gender



Not With a Bang But a Tweet: Democracy, Culture Wars, and the Memeification of T.S. Eliot 65

Gizmodo >
@Gizmodo

This is the way the world ends. Not with a bang but
with a selfie stick for your butt. gizmo.do/1L3NTov

10:32 AM - Jan 7, 2015

248 Retweets 108 Likes

Figure 3.2 Design and technology website Gizmodo advertises a novelty product by
repurposing Eliot’s lines: “This is the way the world ends. Not with a bang but with a selfie
stick for your butt.” Twitter (X). January 7, 2015.

reveal,” “Not with a bang but with a selfie stick for your butt,” “Not with a bang but with a
bunch of millennials who don’t know how to mail things.”*

While social media has provided a new space for contemporary poets to share their
work with a global audience (consider, for example, Rupi Kaur’s success on Instagram), the
widespread memeification of Eliot’s words makes clear that the canon too is alive and well
on the internet. On new digital platforms, the words of historical authors circulate alongside
those of living writers, and they take on new life as users adapt and apply them to contem-
porary events and trends. In this chapter, we discuss the circulation of Eliot’s most famous
lines on Twitter (X), considering what makes these words so amenable to being memed

and what connection this contemporary circulation has to the lines’ original meaning and
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to Eliot’s broader artistic and political vision. We begin by offering a brief account of the
poem’s initial reception and increased usage in the years following the Second World War.
We then turn to its recirculation on social media, discussing uses of the poem’s closing lines
on Twitter (X) between 2006 and early 2022. While references to the poem vary widely, we
focus on two prominent political uses of the phrase: 1) cases where users invoke it to warn
about the state of modern democracy, often from the left side of the political spectrum,
and 2) cases where they use the phrase to critique political correctness, “cancel culture,”
and non-normative identities, often from the right side of the political spectrum. We also
draw out how contemporary uses of the phrase retain roots in Eliot’s own poetry, politics,
and place in modernist history. Not unlike social media users, for example, Eliot was well
known for his allusive style and treated past poetry, popular media, and widely read texts
as his own creative material. Additionally, his stance on politics and culture often had reac-
tionary undertones (and sometimes overtones) that resemble the twenty-first-century cul-
ture war conservatism that we observe in the tweets.

While we attend to the significance of these literary and historical throughlines and to
the particular generativity of Eliot’s poetic language, we also want to emphasize the essen-
tial role that both social media users and the Twitter (X) platform have played in the lines’
recirculation. As Limor Shifman insists, “human agency should be an integral part of our
conceptualization of memes,” because memes fundamentally rely on the “technological,
cultural and social choices made by people.”™ It is people, after all (along with perhaps a
few bots), who elect to take up Eliot’s poem and make it their own, who decide to insert his
phrase into this or that conversation, who choose to reshare and amplify it with their own
audiences. Eliot is dead, social media users are alive, and they use his poem in ways that
both align with and cut against the grain of its original meaning. They fold Eliot’s poetry
into their own agendas, using the lines to advocate for justice and political harmony as well
as to spread hate and to cause harm. The technical affordances of Twitter (X) as a social
network, and its economic structure as a corporation, also necessarily shape the circula-
tion of Eliot’s words, and they shape our ability to study them, too. This fact became all too
clear in October 2022 when Elon Musk took over as Twitter’s CEO. Within months, Musk
not only rebranded the platform as X, but, more consequentially, he also introduced tech-
nical and policy changes that fundamentally altered the platform and that gutted the aca-
demic research program that enabled us to study this phenomenon in the first place.' Even
more relevant to this piece, as we will show below, Musk himself also tweeted Eliot’s famous
phrase, circulating it to his millions of followers and further establishing its apocalyptic
tone as being in concert with Twitter’s prominent doomscrolling, troll-baiting chorus.

Most broadly, what we seek to show is that social media platforms—even with all the
limitations that their corporate structures entail—are spaces where dead poets and living
people come together to construct new meaning from old words, a pastiche of recycled lit-
erary texts knit together with the news, political commentary, jokes, clichés, and everyday
expressions of worry, hope, and hate. Such collaboratively authored texts resemble, in many
ways, Eliot’s own vision of poetry. He argues in his famous critical essay, “Tradition and
the Individual Talent,” that the words of dead writers persist in the words of the living, and
he claims that though we often praise writers for their individuality and innovation, “if we



Not With a Bang But a Tweet: Democracy, Culture Wars, and the Memeification of T.S. Eliot 67

approach a poet without this prejudice, we shall often find that not only the best, but the
most individual parts of his work may be those in which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert
their immortality most vigorously.”"” This is a striking claim to consider in the context of
Eliot’s social media recirculation, since it seems to prefigure the kind of immortality that his
own poetic lines have achieved. Eliot goes on to argue that,

No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his apprecia-
tion is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists ... you must set him, for
contrast and comparison, among the dead.

We accordingly seek to deepen our understanding of a contemporary Twitter (X) meme by
setting it in relation to the dead poet who authored its original source material, and we seek
to deepen our understanding of Eliot by considering the thousands of living people who
speak (and tweet) his lines anew each day.

3.1 The Origin, Rise, and Repudiation of Eliot’s Prophecy

It is curious that the concluding lines of “The Hollow Men” are probably Eliot’s most widely
circulated, considering that the poem is less well known than his other major works, in
particular “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” (1915) and The Waste Land (1922), and
considering that it received a lukewarm reception when it debuted. Eliot first published
“The Hollow Men” just three years after The Waste Land took the literary world by storm.'®
While the piece shares The Waste Land’s sense of alienation and fragmented style, it made
significantly less of a splash when it initially appeared in print. “The Hollow Men” was
first published in its entirety in Eliot’s Poems: 1909-1925," and although it was the only
new piece included in the collection, contemporary reviewers tended to ignore it, choosing
instead to focus on Eliot’s controversial, often difficult style and the formidable reputation
he had already established for himself as the foremost modern poet. While an early reviewer
of the collection acknowledged Eliot’s clout, for example—“It is said that Mr. Eliot has done
more to influence and mould modern poetry than any other poet...”—he also panned the
poetry itself: “Mr. Eliot, to be quite frank, I do not understand. I read what are probably the
simplest of his poems again and again, and I could not for the life of me tell you what I have
read.”?® It is striking that this collection, which contains poetic lines still regularly spoken
and shared by thousands of people every day, received so little attention upon its initial
publication.

Early scholarly responses to “The Hollow Men” were also somewhat tepid, consistently
relating the poem back to The Waste Land. F.R. Leavis, for example, characterizes “The
Hollow Men” as developing “certain elements” of The Waste Land in “a kind of neurasthenic
agony.”*! Leavis’s analysis of “The Hollow Men” kicked off an ongoing conversation about
the relationship between it and The Waste Land.?* By the time this conversation was taking
place, however, Eliot had moved on. “The Hollow Men” was the last new major poem that he
published before his conversion to Anglo-Catholicism in 1927, which catalyzed a significant
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Texts Referencing T.S. Eliot's
"Not with a bang" in the HathiTrust Digital Library
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Figure 3.3 This chart shows a steady increase in the number of texts in the HathiTrust Digital
Library referencing T.S. Eliot’s lines from “The Hollow Men” across the twentieth century.

shift in his style. When Eliot was interviewed about “The Hollow Men” years later (in fact
just days before his seventieth birthday), he noted that he no longer liked the poem and
that it represented “a period of extreme depression.”* He even explicitly disavowed its final
lines: “When asked whether he would still write his famous prophecy, (‘This is the way the
world ends, not with a bang but a whimper’), Mr. Eliot admits that he would not.”** Eliot’s
repudiation of the poem’s conclusion stemmed from its inevitable association with nuclear
warfare, which had not been invented when he originally penned the lines. Additionally,
he claimed that he was no longer sure whether the world would end with either a bang or a
whimper: “People whose houses were bombed have told him they don’t remember hearing
anything.”® Eliot, it seems, was not prepared to answer for the way his words took on new
meaning in the nuclear, post-World War II era.

In spite of Eliot’s own ambivalence about the poem and the way it was interpreted in
relation to contemporary political events, references to the closing lines rose rapidly in the
years following the Second World War. We searched for references to the phrase “Not with
a bang” in the corpus of twentieth-century texts available in the HathiTrust Digital Library,
which includes books, periodicals, academic papers, and government documents from the
advent of print to the present. This reception data shows that in the years following World
War II, citations of the poem grew steadily and began to pick up even more across the six-
ties and seventies. Between 1965 and 1975, for example, there were almost 2,000 texts that
used the phrase represented in HathiTrust’s database, including evangelist Billy Graham’s
popular polemic, World Aflame (1965);* poet Jetf Nuttall’s influential exploration of six-
ties counterculture, Bomb Culture (1968);*” and prominent news anchor Walter Cronkite’s
commentary on the state of society, Eye on the World (1971).?® Because the distribution of
the HathiTrust collection becomes more uneven after the eighties, we focus on the period
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pre-1985, but we believe the overall pattern suggests that the phrase continued to gain popu-
larity across the twentieth century.”

3.2 TrackingT.S. Eliot on Twitter

While the recirculation of Eliot’s lines after the Second World War was significant, uses
of the phrase began to take on more diverse forms and to circulate more widely in the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Journalists writing for both national and local
newspapers have, for example, consistently used Eliot’s lines to punch up their prose. “The
great Siberian natural-gas pipeline affair seems to be coming to an end not with a bang
but a whimper,” opened a 1982 New York Times piece about American sanctions against
the USSR, which had hindered the construction of a 3,000-mile European gas pipeline and
were slowly petering out.’® Forty years later, a Milwaukee Record journalist lamented the
city’s continuing COVID restrictions with an adaptation of the same lines: “This is how it
ends, Milwaukee. Not with a bang, not with a whimper, but with two and a half more weeks
of an unenforceable mask mandate that many Milwaukeeans are completely unaware of.”**
(Interestingly, the linguistic concept of the “snowclone,” which neatly describes the evolu-
tion of Eliot’s lines, was, from its inception, closely tied to its employment by “lazy journal-
ists and writers.”*? More recent scholars have, however, steered away from such negative
connotations and accusations.®) Search for “not with a bang but a whimper” on Google
Scholar, and you’ll find dozens of academic articles that prominently include the phrase
in their titles, with subjects ranging from organizational design to open data, and from
earthquake science to HIV testing.** Eliot’s lines have also been quoted or creatively cribbed
in movies spanning from Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979) to Christopher
Nolan’s Tenet (2020), as well as in TV shows like 30 Rock, Mad Men, The Big Bang Theory,
and Doctor Who, among many others. The bestselling “party game for horrible people,”
Cards Against Humanity, has also featured “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang
but with ” as one of its infamous fill-in-the-blank cards since 2011.

The transformation of Eliot’s poem into a popular, playful word substitution game is
a fitting literalization of the way the quotation is often employed as a “snowclone” or a
meme,” where internet users propose and share numerous creative substitutions for the
words “bang,” “whimper,” or “world,” and where they contort and twist the syntax in other
inventive ways. The rise of the internet and social media has indeed enabled even wider
audiences to quote, share, and manipulate Eliot’s lines, and this textual manipulation is par-
ticularly popular on Twitter (X). Twitter (X) is, of course, not the only or the most impor-
tant social media platform, and Eliot’s words have also been circulated on other platforms
like Reddit, Facebook, and 4chan. But Twitter (X) is a prominent public space for political
discourse and for cultural creativity—especially textual creativity (in contrast to the audio-
visual creativity more prominently on display on platforms like TikTok)—which makes it
a valuable place to study poetic lines commonly deployed in political contexts and reimag-
ined in endless textual permutations. Additionally, in 2021, Twitter (X) made all of its data
available to researchers for free, a gesture that had not been matched by other platforms.
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Unfortunately, in 2023, after Elon Musk took over as the company’s CEO, Twitter’s free
research program was shut down.** However, at the time that we conducted our research,
Twitter (X) data was a unique, convenient resource that allowed us to quantitatively track
the circulation of Eliot’s lines and to compile an archive of the many thousands of posts that
have referenced them. This data-driven approach to understanding contemporary literary
reception also builds on our previous work and emerging trends in the fields of digital
humanities and cultural analytics, led by scholars like Micah Bateman, Lisa Mendelman,
and Anna Mukamal.”

Drawing from more than fifteen years of Twitter (X) data, we found that Eliot’s lines
have been circulated as much as some of the most famous lines in literary history and dis-
tinctly more than comparable poems that have received more hype in the press as uniquely
viral poems, namely William Carlos Williams’s 1934 poem “This Is Just to Say.” To compile
our data, we collected all publicly available tweets that included a quotation or variation of
Eliot’s “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper,” including the com-
mon misquotations “This is how the world ends” and “Not with a bang but with a whimper”
or “with a [fill-in-the-blank].”*® This search returned a total of 351,666 tweets and retweets,
which makes the circulation of Eliot’s lines roughly on par with the popular Shakespearean
phrases “all the world’s a stage” (380K tweets) and “all that glitters is not gold” (317K) and
with variations of Robert Frost’s lines “Two roads diverged in a wood, and I— / I took the
one less traveled by” (305k tweets). Eliot’s lines are less commonly cited than old proverbs
like “This too shall pass” (3M) and “an eye for an eye” (1.6M), and less cited than the popu-
lar titular phrase from Maya Angelou’s poem “Still I Rise” (725K). But the lines are more
commonly cited than Dylan Thomas’s “do not go gentle into that good night” (318K), Walt
Whitman’s “I contain multitudes” (308K), Jane Austen’s famous Pride and Prejudice open-
ing “It is a truth universally acknowledged...” (177K), and Emily Dickinson’s “Hope is the
thing with feathers” (144K), and more than lines from popular contemporary poets like
Amanda Gorman (189K) and Rupi Kaur (22K), as well.

Table 3.1 Popular literary quotations on Twitter (X)

Source/Author”’ Year Text # of Tweets
with Text

Persian Sufi poets 1000-1270 | “This too shall pass” 3M

William Shakespeare’s | 1603 “To be or not to be” 2M

Hamlet

Hammurabi’s Code/ ~1750 BC | “An eye for an eye” 1.6M

Bible

Maya Angelou’s “Still | 1978 “Still T rise” 725K

I Rise”

Alfred Lord 1850 “Tis better to have loved and lost / | 550K

Tennyson’s “In Than never to have loved at all”

Memoriam A.H.H.”
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Source/Author® Year Text # of Tweets
with Text

Charles Dickens’s A 1859 “It was the best of times, it was the | 506K
Tale of Two Cities worst of times”
William Shakespeare’s | 1623 “All the world’s a stage” 380K
As You Like It
T.S. Eliot’s “The 1925 “This is the way the world ends / | 352K
Hollow Men” Not with a bang but a whimper”
Dylan Thomas’s “Do | 1951 “Do not go gentle into that good 318K
not go gentle into that night”
good night”
William Shakespeare’s | ~1596 “All that glitters is not gold” 317K
The Merchant of
Venice
Walt Whitman’s “Song | 1855 “Contain multitudes” 308K
of Myself”
Robert Frost’s “The 1915 “Two roads diverged in a 305K
Road Not Taken” wood, and I—

I took the one less traveled by”
Amanda Gorman’s 2021 “If only we’re brave enough to see | 189K
“The Hill We Climb” it / If only we’re brave enough to

be it”
Edgar Allan Poe’s 1845 “Quoth the raven” 187K
“The Raven”
Jane Austen’s Pride 1813 “It is a truth universally 177K
and Prejudice acknowledged”
Emily Dickinson’s 1891 “Hope is the thing with feathers” | 145K
Willliam Carlos 1934 “This Is Just to Say,” “I have eaten 110K
Williams’s “This Is / the plums / that were in / the
Just to Say” icebox”
e.e. cummings’s “[i 1952 “i carry your heart with me” 72K
carry your heart with
me (i carry it in]”
Gwendolyn Brooks’s 1959 “we real cool” 34K
“We Real Cool”
Rupi Kaur’s Milk and | 2014 “l am a museum full of art” 22K

Honey




72 EXPRESSIVE NETWORKS

We also compared Eliot’s lines with lines from Williams’s “This Is Just to Say,” which
has attracted perhaps the most attention as a poetic Twitter (X) meme and received cover-
age for its virality in Slate, Vox, and Buzzfeed, among other outlets.** When interviewed
in a 2015 Intelligencer piece, literary critic Stephanie Burt claimed that Williams’s poem
is potentially well suited for memeification because it is short, widely recognizable, and
contains “simple and striking” language that is close to casual speech and lacks regular
meter and rhyme, making it more available for amateur parody.”' Eliot’s lines share some
of these key qualities—namely, they are widely recognizable, contain simple and striking
language, and lack regular meter and rhyme, making almost any substitution for the words
“bang” or “whimper” either fitting, funny, or dramatically discordant. While “The Hollow
Men” is longer than “This Is Just to Say,” a clear allusion to it can also be created in very few
words—simply stringing together the clauses “not with” and “but with” can call up Eliot’s
apocalypse. However, the lines do not resemble casual speech, and the two authors had
different stances on poetry and popular audiences. Burt connects Williams’s memeifica-
tion to the populist streak in his poetry, noting that he “really wanted to take poetry out
of the hands of the Pounds and Eliots, with their classical references.” Eliot, of course,
remains a symbol of poetic elitism, and “The Hollow Men” certainly contains the kinds of
classical references that Williams eschewed, but Eliot’s famously extensive use of allusion
also extended to popular culture and contemporary texts. For example, the epigraph to
“The Hollow Men” combines a quotation from Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, “Mistah
Kurtz—he dead,” with a phrase commonly spoken by children on Guy Fawkes day, “a penny
for the old guy.”” And just before the ominous ending of “The Hollow Men,” Eliot includes a
permutation of a popular nursery rhyme, “Here We Go Round the Mulberry Bush,” substi-
tuting the familiar mulberry bush for the desert-like “prickly pear,” almost like the Twitter
(X) users who would make similar substitutions in his own lines one hundred years later:
“Here we go round the prickly pear / Prickly pear prickly pear / Here we go round the
prickly pear / At five o’clock in the morning.” The phrase “Not with a bang” seems to itself
be an adaptation of a line from Harvard professor George Santayana’s essay on Dante in his
book Three Philosophical Poets (1922): “and it all ends, not with a bang, not with some casual
incident, but in sustained reflection, in the sense that it has not ended...”* Throughout this
closing section, Eliot also repeats a truncated line from the Lord’s Prayer: “For Thine is the
Kingdom / For Thine is / Life is / For Thine is the.” While Conrad and Santayana represent
academic and literary sources, nursery rhymes and prayers are communal forms meant
to be spoken aloud, repeated, and collectively remembered, and these qualities rub off on
Eliot’s ending, giving it a memorable, idiomatic feel that contrasts the classical allusions
and may contribute to its historical popularity. These fragmentary, pastiche-like elements
of Eliot’s writing both resemble and lend themselves well to twenty-first-century reimagin-
ings, whether he would have endorsed them or not.

When we examine just how widespread tweeted allusions to Eliot’s “This is the way
world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper” are, we can see that references have steadily
increased since the platform launched in 2006. They have climbed from around 5,000 total
tweeted references (including both tweets and retweets) in 2010, when the platform reached
a critical mass of 100 million users, to a high of 70,000 tweets in 2020. And they were consis-
tently referenced more than 25,000 times a year every year from 2016 through 2022. During
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Tweets Referencing T.S. Eliot's
"This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper"
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Figure 3.4 This plot displays a gradual rise in the number of tweets referencing T.S. Eliot’s
lines from “The Hollow Men,” with sharp spikes in December 2018, November 2020, and
November 2021.

this time period, there were three significant surges of “not with a bang” memes, all three of
which corresponded to political events: the US presidential election in November 2020, the
conclusion of the Republican probe of the FBI in December 2018, and Australian prime min-
ister Scott Morrison’s comments at the COP26 climate summit in November 2021. These
concentrated tweet responses neatly represent a consistent use pattern that we observe in
the tweets, which is that Eliot’s lines are often invoked to bemoan the fall of democracy
as a result of inaction or small, ineffectual action, mostly tweeted from the left side of the
political spectrum. We also tracked an almost opposite application of Eliot’s lines, which
is to ironize the gravity of an inconsequential event, or what is presented to be an incon-
sequential event: “this is the way the world ends / not with a bang or a whimper / but with
‘deeply-offended-by. ™ By contrast, this move was often deployed by users from the right
side of the political spectrum, especially to condemn more progressive responses to issues
like racism, sexism, colonialism, or political incorrectness. The lines were essentially used
as a poetic condemnation of “snowflakes,” the common slang term used to malign liberals
and progressives as overly fragile and easily offended.

3.3 “Not With a Bang But a Bing Bong”: Empty Rhetoric and the Downfall
of Democracy

Often Twitter (X) users invoked Eliot’s prophecy to express worry about the demise of
democracy and to critique centrist or conservative political figures, and the two most prom-
inently disparaged political figures in the dataset were former US president Donald Trump
and former Australian prime minister Scott Morrison. When Twitter (X) users invoked
or remixed the lines in relation to Trump’s presidency, “the world” of Eliot’s prophecy
was often equated with US democracy, and the “whimper” that would lead to its end was
equated with Trump or one of his actions. In some cases, the fateful action that Twitter (X)
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users plugged into the lines’ final syllables was a serious infraction, if still somehow a subtle
one. For example, in December 2016, Twitter (X) user @hazydav shared a reimagining of
Eliot’s words above a split-screen image of Vladimir Putin and Trump speaking into cell
phones, representing the leaders’ November 2016 phone conversation and rumored alli-
ance: “Apologies to TS Eliot ... this is how the Republic ends - not with a bang but a whis-
per...”¢ In other cases, “the whimper” was framed as something silly or ridiculous, and the

Q Alan Grayson
( @AlanGrayson
This is the way the world ends. This is the way the
world ends. Not with a bang, but with a bing bong.

6:05 PM - May 3, 2016

4,099 Retweets 147 Quotes 6,962 Likes 7 Bookmarks

Figure 3.5 Twitter user and former Democratic Congressman Alan Grayson shares an
image of Donald Trump saying “bing bong” along with this Eliot-inspired joke on the eve-
ning of the 2020 election: “This is the way the world ends. This is the way the world ends.
Not with a bang, but with a bing bong.” Twitter (X). May 6, 2016.
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reimagined prophecy suggested that US democracy might collapse not because of Russian
collusion but because of something stupid and small, like Trump’s terrible haircut—“not
with a bang but with a comb over™—or his nonsensical public speaking style—“not with
a bang but a bing bong.™® The “bing bong” zinger, first shared by former Florida congress-
man Alan Grayson and subsequently reshared more than 4,000 times, was a reference to a
2015 Republican Party keynote speech that Trump had given, in which he criticized Hillary
Clinton and Jeb Bush for being controlled by lobbyists and made puppeteer motions while
saying the words “bing bing bong bong bong bing bing.” A video clip of Trump making
these bizarre noises went viral and became emblematic of his rhetorical style.

The second biggest surge in the entire corpus of “This is the way the world ends / Not
with a bang but a whimper” tweets was the result of a single viral tweet from December 2018,
a tweet that was about Trump but did not mention him directly. The tweet did directly lam-
bast other US politicians, though, and it was even tweeted by a US politician: Adam Schiff,
the California congressman who would become chairman of the House Intelligence com-
mittee only a month later. On a Friday afternoon in December 2018, just after Christmas
and just before New Year’s, Republican congressmen Bob Goodlatte and Trey Gowdy, who
were both on the verge of retirement, announced that their year-long probe of the FBI
had concluded. This probe was an investigation of the FBI’s 2016 investigation of Hillary
Clinton’s emails and of Trump’s potential collusion with Russia. “This is how the House
Republican effort to undermine [Robert] Mueller by ‘investigating the investigators’ ends.
Not with a bang, but with a Friday, buried-in-the-holidays whimper, and one foot out the
door,” Schiff tweeted, receiving almost 14,000 retweets and also inspiring quotations of the
tweeted Eliot reference in newspaper headlines.*” As Schiff’s application of the phrase indi-
cates, Eliot’s lines are sometimes used not to herald the apocalypse but to highlight a par-
ticularly disgraceful ending to something that in turn reveals a broader sense of collective
failure or moral decline.

This emphasis on shameful endings is also clearly on display in tweets surrounding the
2020 US presidential election, the most prominent period of Eliot quotations and parodies
in Twitter’s history. Often it was the famously bad-at-losing Trump himself who was framed
as leaving office with a whimper, which was implied to be a subdued, humiliating disap-
pearance rather than an honorable transition:

Donald Trump has barricaded himself in the White House, hasn’t been seen in public today,
hasn’t tweeted in several hours. He had Eric handle his press conference. So far Donald
Trump is going out not with a bang but with a whimper.*

The US democracy was not the only democracy of concern in these tweets, nor was
Trump the only political leader who was prophesied to cause global catastrophe. There were
also references to Brexit,” Russian aggression,* and South African elections.”® But the most
prominent flurry of Eliot-inspired political commentary outside the United States related
to condemnations of Australian prime minister Scott Morrison. Most of the tweets that
referenced Eliot’s lines and criticized Morrison were tied to a single bombastic article from
November 2021, titled “Scott Morrison: Not with a Bang, but a Whimper” and authored by
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a snarky Australian political commentator who goes by the pseudonym Ronni Salt. The
only place Eliot’s words appear in this takedown is its clickbaity title, but they are the seven
words that shoulder the most meaning: “not with a bang but a whimper” is presented as the
self-evident precis of the piece, a clear verdict on Morrison and his weak leadership. In the
article, Salt criticizes Morrison’s lackluster showing at COP26, the United Nations Climate
Change Conference, and while there are no direct allusions to “The Hollow Men” in the body
of the piece, her characteristically scathing style seems inflected by Eliot’s poem, echoing its
emphasis on hollow leadership. In one quip popular among Twitter (X) users,** Salt character-
izes Morrison as a “suit full of lies,” calling up Eliot’s “stuffed men” wearing “deliberate dis-
guises.” In another popular quotation from the article,*® Salt seems to mirror Eliot’s emphasis
on absence—"“Shape without form, shade without colour, / Paralysed force, gesture without
motion™—by similarly presenting concepts shown to be devoid of a meaningful essence
through the repetition of the word “without.” She claims that Morrison’s government is char-
acterized by “statements without truth, spending without probity and promises without deliv-
ery.””® Lastly, when she imagines the future of Australia under his leadership, she describes it
in terms much like the “dead,” “cactus land” that Eliot portrays in “The Hollow Men™:

He’s the do-nothing Prime Minister who insists on staying in charge, not to lead us to a bet-
ter Australia, but to drag us into his own shrunken version of the place; a smaller Australia,
one that has dried and atrophied itself down to meet his own limited expectations.”

Eliot’s depiction of the hollow men reverberates through Salt’s takedown of Morrison
and through quotations from the article recirculated by Twitter (X) users in the weeks fol-
lowing its publication. But since Salt does not cite the poem directly, these references were
usually shared without clear links to Eliot. This detachment of the poetic lines from Eliot
himself is noteworthy because the popularity of the quotation in political discourse is in
many ways at odds with the poetic reputation he established during his lifetime. Eliot was a
darling of the New Critics, and his poetic success was tied to the fact that his writing worked
well with a trendy form of literary analysis that placed value on the unity of individual
literary objects removed from their social and political contexts.®® As a critic, Eliot also
aligned his perspective with this “apolitical” approach, arguing in The Use of Poetry and the
Use of Criticism (1933) that a poet should not “meddle with the tasks of the theologian, the
preacher, the economist, the sociologist, or anyone else.”™!

Eliot’s insistence on approaching poems as aesthetic objects separated from the condi-
tions in which they were written is symbolized perhaps most famously by his efforts to
ensure that the first Bollingen Prize in Poetry would be awarded to Ezra Pound in 1949.
At the time, Pound’s reputation was defined by his support for fascism and his vicious and
vocal antisemitism, and he was incarcerated at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital after having nar-
rowly escaped trial for treason for his support of Benito Mussolini, the leader of Italy’s fascist
party.®* Moreover, the piece honored with the prize, The Pisan Cantos (1948), was explicitly
political, opening with a lament for Mussolini and his mistress Clara Petacci. Following
this “tragic” depiction of Mussolini, Pound notably revises the closing lines of “The Hollow
Men” for the post-WWII era, addressing his old friend Eliot directly by his youthful nick-
name, “Possum’”™ “yet say this to the Possum: a bang, not a whimper, / with a bang not with
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a whimper...” Pound’s inversion of Eliot’s phrase in a poem in which he justifies his com-
mitment to a dead fascist dream is striking. And equally striking is Eliot’s tacit endorsement
of this usage through his advocacy for the poem in purportedly apolitical terms. Despite its
controversial content, The Pisan Cantos was selected to receive the Bollingen Prize at Eliot’s
urging, sparking an intense backlash that played out for weeks in the pages of literary and
political periodicals.®* Pound’s reference to Eliot is one of the first clear manipulations of
the famous phrase in print, and while twenty-first-century social commentators and left-
leaning Twitter (X) users have tended to use “not with a bang but a whimper” to critique the
actions (or inaction) of centrist or conservative political figures, the phrase also maintains
this longstanding history of advocacy toward anti-progressive ends.

3.4 “Not With a Bang ... But With a Woke”: Progressive Threats and the
Decline of Culture

The other clear throughline we saw in the Twitter (X) data was indeed this use of Eliot’s
apocalyptic prophecy as an anti-progressive, conservative affront, though this time it was
re-crafted for the twenty-first-century culture wars, and the “whimper” of the prophecy was
often equated with some aspect of liberal or progressive politics. The use of Eliot’s phrase
as such a politically motivated dig is exemplified in the Twitter (X) history of author Joyce
Carol Oates. The 83-year-old Oates has long been known as a prolific and accomplished
writer, with a National Book Award and fifty-eight published novels to her name, but today
she is also known as a prolific and sometimes offensive tweeter. @JoyceCarolOates has pub-
lished more than 148,000 tweets during her ten-year Twitter (X) tenure, sharing a steady
stream of ideas and observations that have been described as “fantastically strange” and
“consistently derided.” In a 2016 Literary Hub essay, “Is Joyce Carol Oates Trolling Us?,”
Eric Thurm explored her sometimes funny and sometimes out-of-touch tweets, arguing
that “most of her bad tweets have come from a position of near-total cultural insensitivity,
whether in addressing the supposed ick factor of Asian diets ... casually insulting Islam ...
or assuming that women aren’t harassed in neighborhoods that are rich and white.”® Being
overly sensitive is, in fact, one of the cardinal sins that Oates condemns and consistently
pokes fun at throughout her tweets. And this sensitivity is the centerpiece of the Eliot adap-
tation she tweeted in October 2017, which was retweeted 350 times:

this is the way the world ends
this is the way the world ends
not with a bang or a whimper
but with “deeply-offended-by™”

This reimagining of Eliot’s prophecy, especially when read within the context of Oates’s wider
tweet oeuvre, suggests that culture is in decline because young liberals—the voices implied
to be “deeply-offended-by”—are curbing free creative expression through their fragility. The
phrase “deeply-offended-by” is not only the punchline of this particular parody but a running
bit in Oates’s body of tweets, where she has used the words “offended” or “deeply offended”
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ﬁ Joyce Carol Oates
@JoyceCarolOates
this is the way the world ends
this is the way the world ends

not with a bang or a whimper
but with "deeply-offended-by"

10:28 AM - Oct 20, 2017

236 Retweets 89 Quotes 927 Likes

Figure 3.6 In this post, Twitter user and fiction writer Joyce Carol Oates uses Eliot’s
lines to decry cultural-political oversensitivity: “this is the way the world ends / this is
the way the world ends / not with a bang or a whimper / but with “deeply-offended-by.”
Twitter (X). May 6, 2016.

literally dozens of times. In one revealing tweet, she explicitly stamped the phrase “deeply
offended” with #CultureWar: “Why be only just ‘offended” if you can be ‘deeply offended’?
#CultureWar™® In another, she more specifically aligned the phrase “deeply offended” with
the “young-left,” while also denigrating this group’s political ambition compared to older
generations: “young activists of 1960s risked their lives for civil rights in Mississippi; young-
left now searches for reasons to be ‘deeply offended’ in classrooms.”™ In other cases, Oates
directly connected the phrase to claims of racism and colonialism made by marginalized
groups. After tweeting about the fact that certain sports mascots feel like “hate speech” to
Indigenous communities, she replied to her own tweet and asked: “Yet, someone is likely to
be ‘deeply offended’ by virtually anything. How to assess, adjudicate? What of ‘freedom’?””°
Tweets like these have rightly provoked outrage among Oates’s Twitter (X) followers and
the literary community, and her incorporation of “deeply offended by” into “not with a bang
but a whimper” is emblematic of a widespread pattern of use of Eliot’s lines. Liberal snow-
flakes, cancel culture, and social justice warriors are often the butt of “not with a bang but
a whimper” jokes, sometimes in ways that are astonishingly on-the-nose: “This is the way
the world ends, Not with a bang and not with a whimper, But with a woke.””* This kind of
deployment of Eliot’s words can sometimes be expressly aggressive and hateful. For exam-
ple, in one explicitly transphobic and homophobic case from early 2022, a Twitter (X) user
named Ian Miles Cheong, who has been described as a “minor flunky of the bygone MAGA
cultural revolution,””* shared a parody of Eliot’s lines along with a video of Sam Brinton,
who was speaking about their campaign to stop gay conversion therapy. The video had
been published years earlier, when Brinton worked for the Trevor Project, a crisis support
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organization for LGBTQ youth. Brinton later went on to work for a nuclear waste start-up
company and, in February of 2022, they were hired by the Office of Nuclear Energy of the
US Department of Energy, making Brinton possibly “the first gender fluid person in federal
government leadership.””> However, this landmark hire also became a lightning rod for con-
servative outrage, and it was picked up by tabloid-esque, right-wing outlets that excessively
scrutinized and vilified Brinton’s personal life. This is the hateful vein in which Cheong
shared his Eliot parody:

This person (identifies as genderqueer with they/them pronouns, his kinks are animal sexu-
ality and “gay uncle” BDSM) is now in charge of overseeing America’s nuclear power plants.
This is how empires end. Not with a bang, but with whatever the hell this is.”

In this tweet, Cheong casts Brinton in a bizarre fictional pastiche of Eliot’s lines to literal-
ize the prejudiced idea that people with non-normative gender and sexual identities will
somehow destroy America. The contorted phrase—“Not with a bang, but with whatever the
hell this is”—dehumanizes Brinton, referring to them not with the personal pronouns that
Cheong derided earlier in the tweet but with demonstrative pronouns that are normally
reserved for objects.

It is worth noting that Elon Musk, who became Twitter’s CEO in October 2022, has
replied to and openly agreed with dozens of Cheong’s reactionary tweets, and Musk has
even used Eliot’s “not with a bang but a whimper” in reactionary ways himself. When
Cheong claimed that it was time to stop appeasing “activists” on Twitter, for example, Musk
replied to him directly and affirmed: “You're right.””® In another instance, Musk asked his
followers, “What do you think of the culture war?” to which Cheong answered: “A single
ideology dominates and silences the rest, branding everything it disapproves of as ‘violence’
and a ‘threat to democracy.’ Criticism of wokeness is ‘stochastic terrorism.” Only one nar-
rative is allowed to prevail and it is promoted by the media.” “Accurate,” Musk replied,
confirming this right-wing perspective of the culture wars. Journalist Luke Winkie has
claimed that Musk and Cheong are “perfect bedfellows” and argued that their public social
media relationship solidifies Musk’s role as a “fringe, sideshow mouthpiece for the Lauren
Boebert wing of the GOP.””¢ In 2021, Musk himself even used Eliot’s phrase to draw atten-
tion to what he has claimed is the most urgent threat to humanity, “population collapse” or
declining birth rates—an even more dire issue, he has insisted, than climate change, which
both demographers and scientists flatly refute.’”” In response to a tweet about women hav-
ing fewer children, Musk exclaimed, “This is a major problem! Between civilization ending
with a bang or a whimper, this trend suggests the latter.””® He later followed up with the
double-entendre joke, “Due to lack of banging, civilization might ended [sic] with a whim-
per!” and linked to a news article that reported that sales of adult diaper sales might soon
surpass sales of baby diapers. (He repeated this joke in a 2023 interview with Tucker Carlson
on Fox News and in a 2024 interview at the Milken Institute Global Conference.”) This
sexualizing, masculinist rhetoric, used to bolster an argument that population decline is a
more urgent problem than climate change, is yet again emblematic of the phrase’s anti-pro-
gressive uses. What’s more, because it was tweeted by the man who would become Twitter’s
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i s Elon Musk & 2
e @elonmusk

Due to lack of banging, civilization might ended with a whimper! Adult
diaper sales growth is much higher than baby diaper sales growth.

reuters.com
Diaper rush: conquering a $9 billion market no one wants to talk about

The time may not be far off when more adults need diapers than babies as the
population grows older, potentially a huge opportunity for manufacturers of ...

12:46 PM - Jul 14, 2021

245 Retweets 116 Quotes 2,777 Likes 36 Bookmarks

Figure 3.7 Future Twitter (X) owner Elon Musk jokes in response to a Reuters news item
detailing the $9 billion market for adult diapers. Twitter (X). July 14, 2021.

CEO and, many would argue, its most prominent troll, this kind of use is further elevated. It
is clear that Eliot’s phrase can be made easily harmonious with sensationalizing, right-wing
social media rhetoric.

The right-wing bent of “not with a bang” allusions is more subtle, yet still clearly present,
in other cases. For example, the actor James Woods, a conservative and long-time supporter
of Donald Trump, shared a seemingly harmless parody of Eliot’s words that nevertheless had
reactionary undercurrents and inspired explicit racism, xenophobia, and anti-progressive
attacksin its thousands of retweets and replies. Woods tweeted the exact quotation from “The
Hollow Men”—“This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper”—along
with a screenshot of a social media post (possibly from Snapchat) that showed a Starbucks
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James Woods &
@RealJamesWoods

"This is the way the world ends
Not with a bang but a whimper."

7:35 AM - Sep 29, 2017

3,375 Retweets 542 Quotes 8,803 Likes

Figure 3.8 Actor James Woods uses Eliot’s lines from “The Hollow Men” to caption a
photograph of a Starbucks cup that says “Cark”—the result of a mistake by a Starbucks
employee who had attempted to spell “Marc with a ‘c.” Twitter (X). September 29, 2017.
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coffee cup with the word “Cark” scrawled onto it and with overlaid text that read, “I said
my name was Mark with a ‘c’...”*° The implied joke is that a Starbucks employee must have
misunderstood that the “c” of the speaker’s name should have come at the end of their name
(“Marc”) and not the beginning (“Cark”). On the surface, this tweet seems to fall under the
umbrella of silly Eliot parodies, memes that ironically dramatize minorly unfortunate events
by suggesting they would bring about the end of the world. But in the replies, many Twitter
(X) users took the post more seriously. They imagined that the Starbucks employee in this
scenario was young, non-English speaking, or an immigrant, prompting them to condemn
millennials as the worst educated, most mentally unstable generation, to bloviate about
the dangers of illegal immigration, and to criticize the $15 minimum wage, a well-known
liberal platform (presumably because a $15 wage would be undeserved for such poor service).
Are Twitter (X) users who craft reactionary remixes of Eliot’s words tapping into the
conservative overtones of his poetry and politics? Is there something within the lines them-
selves that make them especially amenable to being used as a weapon in the contemporary
culture wars? Or are the lines simply so widely applicable that they can be put toward all dif-
ferent kinds of ends? It is difficult to answer these questions, but it is also difficult to ignore
how contemporary uses of the lines align with some of Eliot’s own expressed politics. For
example, in his published 1933 lecture, “After Strange Gods,” Eliot states outrightly:

The population should be homogeneous; where two or more cultures exist in the same place
they are likely either to be fiercely self-conscious or both to become adulterate ... reasons
of race and religion combine to make any large number of free-thinking Jews undesirable.**

Though Eliot later tried to keep this piece out of print, this casual expression of extreme
antisemitism, which was made in the same year the Nazi party took control of the German
government, is illustrative of the kind of views Eliot held—views that, of course, had an
influence on his poetic writing and reception, even as they shifted over the course of his
life. Eliot aligned himself with a hierarchical worldview, as illustrated in his famous self-
description as a “classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and anglo-catholic in religion.”®
Twitter (X) users who used “not with a bang” to signal the downfall of democracy tended to
align their perspectives with established authority structures as Eliot did, lamenting the fact
that a political newcomer like Trump could so completely upend the norms of American
political life. By contrast, those who employed the phrase to criticize progressive cultural
ideals seem to come from a different perspective in relation to systems of cultural authority.
Yet by lamenting what they see as the imposition of political correctness by an oppressive
liberal culture, they nevertheless reinforce dominant cultural narratives about the central-
ity of white, European and American, heteronormative identities, much like Eliot did.
When lifted out of the context of the poem, the demonstrative “this” and subject of
Eliot’s closing lines—“This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper”—is
of course left ambiguous, and yet conservative connotations seem to persist within the lan-
guage itself. The phrasing of the lines implies a negative change in relation to a better past,
and the onomatopoeic final words—“bang” and “whimper”—are distinctly gendered, with
the forceful, masculinized “bang” replaced by the weakened, feminized “whimper.” Even
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when Twitter (X) users swap out these specific words, the overall language often retains the
implication that an enervated, ineffectual contemporary society has supplanted a stronger,
masculinized one. Even a silly tweet like “Not with a bang but with a selfie stick for your
butt” implicitly blames a product that is symbolic of feminized vanity for social decline.
Eliot, of course, traded in similar themes in much of his early poetry, depicting a deca-
dent and impotent modern society, often in feminized terms. And though Eliot’s name has
largely dropped out of the social media conversations that include his lines, it is striking to
see some of these poetic views persist.

3.5 Not With a Bang But a Dataset for Future Study

The many ways in which “Not with a bang but a whimper” was invoked on Twitter (X) between
2006 and 2022 point to its far-reaching appeal and adaptability. Though we have focused on a
few prominent use patterns here, the range of situations in which the quotation was invoked
is dizzying. We also saw Eliot parody tweets shared in reference to COVID vaccines, hardcore
pornography, the video game Halo 3, the 2020 Tokyo Olympics, the UK’s National Health
Service, and the season 6 finale of television show Dexter. While we do not have the time or
space to explore this complete kaleidoscopic variety, we have decided to share a dataset that
includes unique identifiers for the Eliot-inspired tweets that we collected for this study (which
can be used to retroactively access the public tweets via the Twitter API).*® We hope that our
analysis and this dataset both inspire and enable further exploration of how the words of dead
poets intertwine with those of contemporary producers, how canonicity operates online, and
how pieces of poems break away and flow through new digital environments.

At the end of his essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” Eliot reiterates the importance
of a mutual relationship between poets of the past and of the present, claiming that in order to
succeed, a poet must live “in what is not merely the present, but the present moment of the past”
while also remaining conscious “not of what is dead, but of what is already living.” We can see
that social media platforms provide a clear index of living language and a space where the pres-
ent and present moment of the past commingle. While in some ways the meaning of T.S. Eliot’s
words has shifted wildly from its original context, in other ways it has impressively maintained
association with spiritual emptiness, moral bankruptcy, and societal decline. These adaptations
and echoes of Eliot’s original poem, which was itself built from the words of earlier authors and
from shared communal language like nursery rhymes, prove that the collaborative project of
poetry continues on digital platforms, even if in unexpected and uncharted ways.
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