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CRITICAL MEME 
 

Introduction 
In addition to facilitation discussion together your working group will be responsible for creating what I'm 

calling a "critical meme." These are original images that critically engage a selected idea from the readings in 

some way. Consider the Wikipedia definition of a meme: 

 
A meme is "an idea, behavior or style that spreads from person to person within a culture." A meme acts 

as a unit for carrying cultural ideas, symbols or practices, which can be transmitted from one mind to 

another through writing, speech, gestures, rituals or other imitable phenomena. Supporters of the concept 

regard memes as cultural analogues to genes in that they self-replicate, mutate and respond to selective 

pressures. 

 

With these "critical" memes our goal is to create new visual memes that can be reproduced and spread in digital 

culture that critically engage ideas from the intellectual history we are tracing in our class on imagination. Many 

memes online are comical and focus on popular culture. Ours need not be comical (though they can be if they 

are also critically so), and our focus is instead on writers who have inquired into the nature and value of human 

imagination and artworks.  

 

Details 
This is an experiment. There is no real precedent for this kind of assignment that I know of. Consequently, there 

are no universally helpful techniques or standard instructions for how to go about this assignment: it is 

irreducibly a problem for your imagination. Furthermore, it asks you to think in ways you are most likely not 

used to in a college setting. 

 The task is to identify some specific idea, judgment, or problem in a self-selected passage of the text and 

comment on it through the image in some purposeful way. 

 The goal is to provoke viewers into reflecting on the source material in a new way. 

 The images should include text in some way. This text can be a caption that frames the viewers’ attention, 

but it can also be incorporated into the image. 

 These images are due midnight of the day before the class session in which we will discuss the material you 

choose to produce a meme on. 

 They should be emailed to me (schenold@uw.edu) as an attachment using the following file naming 

convention: “groupX_lastname.jpg,” where “X” is your group number and “lastname” is the last name of 

the author of the text on which your meme is based. So, for example, “group5_hobbes.jpg” 

 

Suggestions 
There are several strategies that I can think of in approaching this task, though these are by no means the only 

ones: 

 Explication. If your selected passage or idea is very complex, you may want to focus on representing it in 

such a way that clarifies it through spatial arrangement, schematizing relationships or mapping 

dependencies. 

 Re-contextualization. You may want to represent the material in a new context, thereby revealing unseen 

problems or possibilities. 

 Critique. You may want to represent an inconsistency, irony, failure or other problem you apprehended in 

the material. 

 Extension. You may want to extrapolate or radicalize an idea to show its absurdity or reveal implications of 

its logic. 

 Connection. You may want to represent new connections or applications for an idea, either in relation to 

other texts in the class our your everyday life. 



CHID110 / The Problem of Imagination 

 

Evaluation 
Good critical memes are polished images that show care in design and effectively focus the reader’s attention 

on something specific in the source text (an idea, a term, a relationship, etc.). They are provocative of new 

thinking while also demonstrating understanding of the source material. Less successful critical memes are not 

very focused (trying to convey too many ideas or relationships in the image) and poorly designed (show little 

care in arrangement or concern for readability). The may simply represent visually what is conveyed in the 

source text without providing any means for thinking beyond it or demonstrate much imaginative engagement. 
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