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Proposed Research

	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	How do contemporary figurative oil painters to express the collective affect behind the doomer meme?

	 
Background & Context (approx. 500 words)


	
Doomer is a term used in internet culture to describe a particular mindset or subculture characterized by feelings of pessimism, disillusionment, and hopelessness about the future. They often perceive societal problems such as economic instability, political corruption, and environmental degradation as insurmountable, leading to a sense of pessimism or fatalism (Dripta Sarangi, 2023). The term Doomer first appeared in 2008 in online communities discussing oil depletion and societal collapse, with early Doomers resembling Doomsday Preppers (Jason Ray, 2010). By 2018, the term had evolved into a widely recognized meme, originating on the anonymous imageboard 4chan. In the wake of the global economic recession, political conflicts, and the COVID-19 pandemic, a growing sense of pessimism spread among younger generations (Kristina Schellinski, 2021). Many individuals expressed these negative emotions through digital platforms, where the internet acted as a catalyst in aggregating and amplifying these sentiments, contributing to the spread of the Doomer meme and its eventual emergence as a cultural phenomenon.

On one hand, the deterioration of the social environment has given rise to the emergence of the Doomer meme. With the intensification of environmental crises, political unrest, and economic inequality, many young people feel a sense of despair about the future. The pressure from societal issues has led them to develop a pessimistic view about both personal and social futures. This meme reflects the sense of powerlessness and pessimism about the future that characterizes this generation. On the other hand, young people are accustomed to expressing themselves on the internet, where online communities amplify these sentiments. The internet and social media provide platforms for young people to express their emotions through memes and online communities. The Doomer meme is a product of this cultural phenomenon, where groups form identity by sharing common emotions and viewpoints, reinforcing collective pessimism and disappointment about the future.

The growing significance of internet memes in shaping identity has been a subject of existing research. Studies have highlighted how memes serve as a medium for identity exploration among younger generations. For example, in the article Zoom Memes for Self-Quaranteens: Generational Humor, Identity, and Conflict During the Pandemic, the author reveals how young adults used memes to express their frustration and disappointment with older generations who downplayed the seriousness of COVID-19 during the pandemic (Aronson and Jaffal, 2022). This study underscores how memes not only reflect young people’s negative attitudes toward older generations but also enhance their sense of identity. Furthermore, the article Humor in Historical Memory: From an Anecdote and Caricature to an Internet Meme explores how internet memes combine public collective memory with popular culture, shaping public attitudes toward specific historical events (Artamonov, 2021). These studies provide valuable insights into how memes influence the identity formation of younger generations by shaping collective memory.

However, there is still a lack of research on how traditional mediums, such as oil painting, can similarly reflect the collective memory of young generations born after the 1990s, particularly in relation to the Doomer meme and digital subcultures. By addressing this gap, this study will contribute to a deeper understanding of how contemporary figurative oil painting can reflect collective memory and generational identity, particularly in the context of digital and subcultural phenomena like the Doomer meme.

The research attempts to explore whether the collective affect behind the 1990s-born youth, represented by the Doomer meme, can also be expressed through traditional media outside of internet culture. This leads to the consideration of Symbolism, an art movement that emerged in the late 19th century. Symbolism in painting expresses emotions, thoughts, and spiritual experiences through symbols, rather than direct imitation of external reality. It emphasizes subjectivity and inner experience, opposing the realistic and naturalistic imitation of the objective world (Goldwater, 2018).

In terms of narrative style, Symbolist painting shares certain similarities with contemporary figurative oil paintings that convey Doomer-like emotions. The research article "Symbolist Landscapes: The Place of Painting in the Poetry and Criticism of Mallarmé and His Circle" introduces the works of poets and critics related to the late 19th-century French Symbolist movement, such as Mallarmé, Kahn, and Jarry. The article also emphasizes how visual arts can serve as a means to convey deep emotions and abstract thoughts, aligning with the Symbolist spirit of evoking rather than depicting reality (Kearns, 1989). Symbolist painting does not attempt to present a mimetic reality to the viewer, as traditional figurative oil painting did, but instead evokes associations through metaphor. For example, the German Symbolist painter Franz von Stuck, whose works, though figurative and based on mythological subjects, differ greatly in narrative from both classical and realist traditions. He used mythological figures as metaphorical symbols to convey the unease and anxiety felt by people in his era (Meij, 2016). In "Lucifer," as a symbol of the fallen angel, his posture of solitude and angry gaze suggest a profound reflection on the existence of freedom, which is similar to the "absurdity of existence" in existential philosophy (Camus, 2013). In "Head of Medusa," Stuck turns Medusa into a symbol of emotional fear—fear of self-destructive power and deep unease about an unknowable fate. This symbolic expression of emotion is similar to the use of symbols in contemporary oil paintings with Doomer-like emotions.

In my own work, elements such as amusement park slides, balloons, and futurist-style buildings appear. These elements are connected to a recent art style called Dreamcore. Dreamcore originated from a supernatural section of the anonymous chat board 4chan, where users shared a series of images intended to evoke discomfort and nostalgia. Although Dreamcore is not directly related to the Doomer meme, the reasons for their popularity share some similarities. Young people feel disillusioned with the present reality and wish to escape back to a warm childhood, but that childhood is forever lost, transforming into a nightmare (Wu, 2022). Both the Doomer meme and Dreamcore share a common point: they turn concrete images into emotional vessels, allowing the viewer to resonate internally through the image.

By symbolizing elements of reality, they avoid directly depicting it, guiding the viewer to uncover deeper meanings behind the work through their own understanding. This narrative approach not only enhances the universality of the work but also enables the image to resonate across different cultures and eras, offering space for emotional and philosophical reflection.

From a social constructivist perspective, comparing the historical contexts of the emergence of Symbolism and the Doomer meme reveals that both reflect common human emotions during specific historical periods, particularly reflecting on identity and societal dilemmas. The research article "Decoration and Symbolism in the Late Works of Odilon Redon" focuses on the French painter Odilon Redon to explore the development and characteristics of Symbolist painting (Yoder, 2017). Symbolism emerged in the second half of the 19th century, during a time when the Industrial Revolution in Europe caused significant changes in social structures. The modern life brought by industrialization and urbanization made people feel alienated and anxious. At the same time, rising European nationalism and unstable political situations created a tense atmosphere before the war. This collective anxiety was a response to the societal crises of that time. Symbolism used figurative oil painting as a medium to express metaphorical emotions and philosophical reflections. Similarly, can the collective affect behind the Doomer meme also be expressed by young artists through figurative oil painting? My research aims to identify how this collective affect, present among young figurative painters, may be expressed and categorized as a new style and characteristic of figurative oil painting. Furthermore, it seeks to argue that this contemporary figurative oil painting approach is an innovation of the traditional medium of figurative oil painting.

Most existing studies on the Doomer meme, from an epistemological perspective, focus on quantitative analysis. For instance, the study Internet Memes Often Form Cohesive Networks conducted a quantitative analysis of 1,013 meme instances, including videos, images, and texts, to explore the structural patterns of internet memes (Segev, Villar, & Fiske, 2015). Another article, Are Memes Selfish? How Internet Memes Reflect Crisis–Covid-19 Pandemic in Israel, collected the 25 most liked memes from the two largest Facebook groups in Israel during the COVID-19 pandemic, totaling 597 memes. Through quantitative and qualitative analysis, the study concluded that meme culture effectively reflects the state of society and the challenges it faces (Laor, 2023). These articles provide valuable data support for my research. However, my focus is on exploring how the collective affect behind the Doomer meme influences the work of young figurative painters. Rather than simply quantifying their online spread, my research delves into the meanings behind the Doomer meme and the works of young figurative painters.

Interpretivism, as an epistemological approach, holds that knowledge comes not only from quantitative data but also from the interpretation and understanding of complex cultural phenomena. Therefore, I will employ qualitative research methods, such as visual analysis and semiotic analysis, to interpret the works of young figurative painters. This will allow me to gain a deeper understanding of young people's existential dilemmas and anxieties. In contrast to previous studies on the Doomer meme's birth and spread in online subcultures, my research takes an interdisciplinary approach to uncover the collective affect behind the Doomer meme and merge it with oil painting. This research aims to fill the gap in the exploration of artistic creation in the digital age, advancing the understanding of the relationship between cultural identity, artistic forms, and social dilemmas.










	
Aims and Objectives (approx.. 250 – 500 words)  

	
Aims

This research aims to explore the integration of traditional oil painting with the narrative structures of the modern internet era. Traditional representational oil painting, which is often associated with grand narratives, has gradually lost relevance in representing the lived experiences of contemporary individuals (Craig Staff, 2019). As a result, this medium is often overlooked by contemporary artists. By focusing on the fragmented narratives of contemporary life, this research seeks to re-establish oil painting as a relevant medium for expressing the ideas and experiences of today’s digital age. This will provide new insights for artists in selecting suitable media for their themes and encourage innovation in the artistic expression of figurative oil painting.


Objectives 

To explore the relationship between identity exploration in online subcultures and the collective memory of the post-1990 generation, using the Doomer meme as a key example, through a literature review approach.

To analyze the figurative oil painting practices of artists born after 1990 using semiotics, visual analysis, and autoethnography, while gaining insights into their real-life contexts and inspirations through interviews and documentation.

To compare the creative contexts of contemporary figurative oil painting by young artists with those of historical figurative works, such as symbolism painting, that share themes similar to Doomerism.

To summarize and evaluate the narrative methods used by young artists in their figurative oil paintings, assessing their significance in reflecting the collective memory of modern groups.


	Proposed plan of work including timetable 

	

	Planned Development (e.g. submission of form, completion of chapter, submission of thesis)
	Target Date

	Submit PG1 and PG2, develop research plan and framework 
	 January 2025

	Research design, literature review and methodology writing
	 March 2025

	Conduct interviews and case studies with selected artists born after 1990 to collect preliminary data
	April 2025

	Analysis of interview data and personal oil painting practice
	  July 2025

	
Literature and comparative research: 

Analyzing the similarities and differences in emotional and thematic expression between Symbolist oil paintings and contemporary figurative oil paintings that convey Doomer emotions.
	 
September 2025

	
Write the first draft of the research findings
	  
November 2025





	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	
This research employs a qualitative, autoethnographic method combined with visual analysis, semiotic analysis, semi-structured interviews, and archival research to explore how young painters use the medium to express the collective affect behind the doomer meme, from a constructivist and interpretivist perspective.

Disciplinary Orientation / Approach
The research is grounded in both social constructivism and interpretivism, which are two key philosophical perspectives in qualitative research. From a constructivist viewpoint, the process of acquiring knowledge goes beyond individual cognition and is deeply shaped by collaboration and mutual understanding among people. Knowledge and meaning are co-created through social exchanges and common cultural contexts, rather than being simply received from the surrounding environment (Adams, 2006). Viewing through the lens of social constructivism allows for a clearer understanding and analysis of complex social phenomena, such as collective affect, identity, and collective memory, within the context of the doomer meme. In the digital age, the doomer meme reflects both individual emotions and thoughts, while also showcasing significant social construction traits. Exploring this phenomenon through the social constructivist framework helps reveal its underlying social and cultural influences. 
Interpretivism, rooted in the ideas of philosophers like Kant, emphasizes understanding individual actions and beliefs by exploring the meanings and context behind them. It highlights the role of personal perception and interpretation in the research process. This methodology is grounded in the subjective understanding of human behavior, suggesting that an individual's experiences and background shape their perspective and interpretation of the world (Ryan, 2018). From an interpretivist approach, the study focuses on exploring the meaning of phenomena while also providing a comprehensive analysis of their relationship with social contexts.This dual perspective allows for a deeper understanding of both individual and collective experiences, which is crucial to this research.

Methods in my research
To achieve the research aims, the following methods will be used:

Autoethnography is a qualitative research approach that focuses on self-analysis within its social context, enabling researchers to examine their personal experiences and link them to broader cultural background (Farrell, Laura ; Bourgeois-Law., et al., 2015). This method allows me to position myself as a subject within the research. It will be used to explore my personal reflections as a young painter engaging with the doomer meme and its collective memories within the younger generation through oil painting. This includes maintaining a research diary to record the challenges I face, the sources of the figurative elements in my paintings, and my attitude toward various historical events throughout the project.

Visual analysis and semiotic analysis will be combined and applied in this study to examine the function and symbolism of each element in my oil painting practices. The research article "The semiotics of landscape design communication: towards a critical visual research approach in landscape architecture" points out that in the field of visual design, such as landscape architecture, people are increasingly paying attention to the cultural attributes reflected behind the visual expressions of the design itself. This requires researchers to employ visual analysis and semiotic analysis to explore the social and cultural context behind the visual content and understand its deeper meanings (Raaphorst et al., 2017). By using these methods, the research aims to explore not only the visual characteristics of the artworks but also their deeper cultural and symbolic meanings. The process is broken down into two key steps. First, I will focus on the formal elements of the paintings, including color, texture, and artistic influences, and identify how visual choices contribute to the expression of isolation and anxiety. Second, I will analyze the symbolic meaning of the visual elements in my creations, exploring how these elements reflect collective memories and contemporary existential themes, such as those found in the doomer meme.

Semi-structured interviews will be used in this research. These interviews will be conducted with young painters who have incorporated internet subcultures, including the doomer meme, into their oil painting practices. The aim of these interviews is to analyze their perspectives on identity and the role of oil painting in digital culture.

Archival research is a method that involves consulting historical documents, archives, and data records to gather information (Tesar and Arndt, 2019). It will be conducted to explore the historical development of the doomer meme on the internet, providing evidence to explain how the formation of the doomer meme also reflects a process of self-identity exploration among younger generations.
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	Facilities and resources available for the investigation: please indicate if you expect to need any special resources

	
1. Required Facilities

Libraries: The academic resources of the Guangzhou Academy of Fine Arts library, as well as other art-related literature and materials, are essential for the research.
Institutions and Galleries: The primary approach will be to contact domestic and international art spaces and galleries online to gather materials related to young artists' creations and exhibitions.

2. Permissions

At present, access permissions for relevant facilities and resources have not yet been obtained. Applications are in preparation, and it is expected that the necessary permissions will be secured during the early stages of the research.

3. Travel Requirements

Locations: As the interview subjects are not yet finalized, travel may be required to multiple locations within China for in-person interviews. The specific destinations will be determined after the interviewees are confirmed.
Duration: Each trip is expected to last 1–2 weeks, with a total of approximately four trips.
Funding: All travel expenses will be fully self-funded.

4. Fieldwork and Interviews

Interview Plan: The primary interview subjects will include students or graduates of the Guangzhou Academy of Fine Arts who prefer using figurative painting as a means of expression. Additionally, some young artists who have signed with art spaces or galleries will be interviewed online, with no restrictions on their nationality.

Interview Design and Ethical Approval:
The interview framework has been preliminarily completed, focusing on topics such as artists' creative motivations, the choice of figurative painting as a medium, and their interpretations of ‘Doomer Meme’ culture.

The application for ethical approval is currently being submitted to the university. Written consent from interviewees will be obtained before the interviews, and their privacy and data security will be strictly protected.
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