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PREFACE

GEERT LOVINK

Critical meme research is confronted with a challenge. While there’s an overproduction 
of global case studies that map the once unknowable and invisible, a theory shortage is 
looming. The little amount of speculative theory generated in this current decade tends to 
focus on Hegelian totality, preferring grand vistas over hermeneutic details. INC already 
noticed this in 2021, during the production of the first Critical Meme Reader. This second 
Critical Meme Reader attempts, once again, to overcome the theory deficiency, all the 
while sensing that even more work needs to be done. Global meme production is at an 
all-time high; there’s an unprecedented demand for cynical relief, a rush to get that split-
second sense of freedom. The normless and rootless user swarms enjoy their nihilist 
me-moments. Memes, fulfilling their task to satisfy the cultural needs of the frustrated 
multitudes, have become a permanent hype. The meme genre is a symbol of cultural 
stagnation that is simply refusing to fade away. While memes are claimed to create an 
ironic distance from the boring every day, we also register cases in which memes have a 
direct political impact in terms of anticipation, preparation, and organization. Think of the 
January 6, 2021 storming of the American Capitol, the topic of Meme Wars, a brand-new 
publication investigating just that.

We still do not have the right visual literacy skills to understand the image and its workings. 
We’ve all learned how to interpret ‘content’, but the images themselves are crying out to 
be heard. The highbrow-lowbrow debates come and go, and have been going on for at 
least seven decades. The apparent lack of visual theory was noted before, for instance in 
the field of comics studies. So then, are memes the next sign of the ‘impoverishment’ of 
public culture? And if not, shouldn’t we spend more time and resources on studying the 
memefication of everything? Is there a danger looming that theory is withdrawing from 
the present scene? Can we please, once and for all, overcome the distrust of popular 
amusements? There is little to expect from a media studies discipline that is stuck in the 
data mud. While Zizek is being associated with Hollywood, could Gen Z public intellectuals, 
able to analyse the deep affect layers of memes, please stand up?

Children of the deconstruction are having fun with memes. But let us also take some steps 
forward and start developing a non-academic interdisciplinary futurology. The challenge 
ahead will be to design audio-3D meme formats for the not equally distributed ‘para real’ 
future that is already inhabited by some. Current meme culture is a collective celebration of 

‘format nostalgia’, longing for the Web2 days of JPEG-image boards and sparse connectivity. 
But how will this sentiment of the online billions play out inside game worlds and metaverse 
environments? Forget 4chan and Reddit. Can TikTok-videos be given an ironic turn? Let’s 
hear more about the audio memes. This is a quest for shadow design. How can cultures of 
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ambivalence, reflection and wit thrive in an environment dominated by planetary mental 
control, devastating geopolitics, identity apartheid, and other enclosures?

A thriving public internet would benefit from a sophisticated, a-moral understanding of the 
informal, dark side of mainstream channels. What’s at stake here is the prediction of the 
mood of the masses, which can be measured so much more precisely than in the days of 
questionaries and polls. Right now, powerful institutions and corporations are preventing a 
meaningful encounter between intellectual engagement with memes and meme producers, 
leaving the vibe check to social media marketers. We need to overcome this: critical theory 
should glow up, yassify itself, and direct channels to both users and producers of memes. 
Critical reflections need to design direct feedback loops into the techno-social imaginary.
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