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Abstract

• Millennial humour as epitomized in meme formats is often characterized by surreal 
randomness, and the juxtaposition of signifiers with no apparent connection or 
meaning. Whilst there are obvious continuities with surrealism, postmodernism 
and indeed modernism itself, the rapid viral spread of memes today might seem 
to produce an attitude of indifferent laughter or indeed total lack of affect 
concerning contemporary tragedies. Memes concerning the coronavirus have 
brought this phenomenon into sharp relief. This paper questions what 
it is about meme formats that create this sense of Jameson’s pastiche 
as blank parody, or depoliticized lack of affect, whether it is related to the meme 
format or content  or the context of meme production and distribution. I go on to 
consider whether we can understand it in the same tradition as the modernist 
rejection of grand narratives in the wake of two catastrophic wars, or whether the 
concept of metamodernism can better adapt these ideas to contemporary culture.



Memes as 
postmodernism

Memes as 
‘(post)modern folklore’ 
(Shifman 2014, 15) is 
by now a fairly well-
established position 
both academically and 
in the popular press.

Elizabeth Breunig for the Washington Post, 
2017



Features

• anti-foundationalism

• hyperstereotypes/clichés

• extreme self-consciousness and ironical self criticism

• extreme intertextuality in form of radical-eclecticism,
• remixing and appropriation/recontextualization; and humor in 

form of exaggerated irony, sarcasm, parody, and satire

• extreme-referentiality and incongruity (Brunello 2012, 10-11)

•

•



Jameson: directionless irony and 
‘blank parody’

• Disappearance of the subject – universal practice of pastiche

• Parody without an object

• Directionless irony

• Waning of affect
• Surfaces replace depth model of meaning

(Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 
1991)

•



'Irony only has emergency use. Carried over time, it is the voice of 
the trapped who have come to enjoy their cage.' This is because 
irony, entertaining as it is, serves an almost exclusively negative 
function. It's critical and destructive, a ground-clearing. Surely this 
is the way our postmodern fathers saw it. But irony's singularly 
unuseful when it comes to constructing anything to replace the 
hypocrisies it debunks. I find gifted ironists sort of wickedly funny to 
listen to at parties, but I always walk away feeling like I’ve had 
several radical surgical procedures. And as for actually driving cross-
country with a gifted ironist, or sitting through a 300-page novel full 
of nothing by trendy sardonic exhaustion, one ends up feeling not 
only empty but somehow . . . oppressed (Wallace 1997, 67).

See also J.G. Ballard’s 1974 Introduction to the French edition of 
Crash, on the ‘death of affect’.



r/coronamemes





20th 
Post/modern 
analogues

• Surrealism
• Theatre of the Absurd
• Existential comedy
• Kafka, Dostoevsky, Brecht etc



Context collapse, digital replicability and 
the fetishized gaze: Phillips and Milner

‘The tools available for vernacular expression online easily lend themselves to the flattening 
of political, emotional, and interpersonal nuance into memetic granularity’ (2017, 120).

‘Often at the heart of this difficulty is context collapse, which digital media scholar Jessica 
Vitak describes as “the flattening out of mutual distinct audiences in one's social network, 
such that people from different contexts become part of a singular group of message 
recipients’ (83)

‘Extract[ing] a specific image or few-second video clip means that one is able to reduce any 
event to a quick visual punchline. This in turn allows one to sidestep the fuller political, 
historical, or emotional context’ (120)



But is this necessarily the case?

• Top Reddit corona 
memes are explicitly 
political and spark 
long discussion 
threads 

• May be more 
applicable to YouTube 
and Tumblr due to 
formal pastiche 
effect/flattening built 
into site design





Alternative: the metamodern meme 
(Coutre 2019)
Timotheus Vermeulen and Robin van den Akker, in “Notes on 
Metamodernism,” explain the structure of feeling of 
metamodern thought, particularly in terms of the art it 
produces: “[metamodernism] is characterized by the 
oscillation between a typically modern commitment and a 
markedly postmodern detachment” (2). In other words, 
metamodern thought oscillates between sincerity and irony 
(2019, 4)
It is a way of thinking that pokes fun at itself while still 
embracing the idea that there is meaning to things […] 
metamodernism does not lose track of the idea that there 
may be meaning in the world, but unlike modernism, it does 
not try to definitively state what that meaning may be (5)



This hypothesis 
explains the 
popularity of memes 
on citizen and 
governments 
behaviour, as well as 
those connecting 
corona memes to 
earlier art



The same but  
meta

We cannot…return to 
aesthetic practices 
elaborated on the basis of 
historical situations and 
dilemmas which are no 
longer ours (Jameson 1991, 
44)



Metanarrative/
mininarratives
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