
USGSO for a year prior to assuming a lead-
ership role or accepting a scholarship, and 
that they will not join a USGSO in the year 
following. Pending the outcome of the pol-
icy review, these matters may come before 
FAS again in the fall—an outcome most fac-
ulty members would probably like to avoid.
 vj.s.r. and jonathan shaw

 

Education, Ever More Online
HarvardX,  the online course initiative, has 
begun piloting the disaggregation of con-
tents—course videos, recorded lectures, 
illustrations, and exercises—so profes-
sors across the University can search them 
and incorporate them into their classroom 
teaching as of this fall. The HarvardDART 
(Digital Assets for Reuse in Teaching) tool 
thus makes it possible to repurpose material 
heretofore available only through full edX 
online courses—advancing the goal of ap-
plying discoveries from online teaching and 
learning, through the dozens of full cours-
es now in existence, to campus-based in-

struction in any of thousands of courses for 
which the content is relevant. It also yields 
more applications from Harvard’s extensive 
investment in developing and posting the 
online courses, which can easily amount 
to tens of thousands of dollars or more per 
new offering.

In other online developments, edX—the 
Harvard-MIT-led consortium and tech-
nology platform through which HarvardX 
distributes its online courses—in April 
launched a “Professional Certificate” pro-
gram for career-related courses created by 
companies and edX-affiliated universities. 
The programs, lasting two to six months 
(and thus shorter than MicroMasters, in 
which students begin online and then trans-
fer to on-campus instruction), are explic-
itly related to career applications. Among 
them are “Data Science for Executives” from 
Columbia, “Retail and Omnichannel Man-
agement,” from Dartmouth, and “Microsoft 
Professional Program in Data Science,” from 
Microsoft. Meanwhile, Coursera, a for-prof-
it competitor to edX, announced a plan to 

offer 15 to 20 online degree programs by the 
end of 2019, including master’s degrees in 
innovation and entrepreneurship, and in ac-
counting. Both ventures illustrate how on-
line programs are taking a more professional 
tilt, more oriented toward revenue (compa-
rable to HBX and HMX, from the business 
and medical schools; see harvardmag.com/
hmx-17 for additional details)—a mission 
distinctly different from HarvardX’s nonde-
gree, liberal-arts brief and its predominantly 
free distribution.

Taking market logic one step further, also 
in April, Purdue announced its acquisition 
of Kaplan University—the credential-issu-
ing operation of the Kaplan higher-eduction 
business, encompassing 32,000 students at 
15 campus locations. Purdue has announced 
that it intends to create a nonprofit, online 
university, operating under Purdue’s name, 
that focuses primarily on adult learners. 
About 85 percent of those Kaplan students 
are in fully online programs; the rest are in hy-
brid (online and classroom) settings. vj.s.r.

T H E  U N D E R G R A D U A T E

Our Memes, Ourselves 
by matthew browne ’17

I stare at  a stock photo on my Face-
book feed of a blond woman leaning 
over an infant, both caught in a de-
lighted gaze. The generic rendering 

of motherly bliss has been repurposed into 
a two-panel comic, with text Photoshopped 
on top. In first panel, the infant says “M-m-
m-,” and the elated mother reacts, “Oh my 
god! The baby! He’s saying his first words! 
Mama? Mom? Mommy?” In the second 
panel, the infant finishes: “McKinsey and 
Company.”

This is just one of the hundreds of images 
I come across while scrolling through Har-
vard Memes for Elitist 1% Tweens. HMFE-
OPT, as its users abbreviate it, is a Facebook 
group started in February that’s become a 
phenomenon on campus, one in a string of 
such groups cropping up at schools this year, 
from UC Berkeley Memes for Edgy Teens, to 
Brown Dank Stash of Memes for Unproduc-

tive Teens, to Yale Memes for Special Snow-
flake Teens. The groups are forums dedicat-
ed to sharing memes—a reference-heavy sort 
of humor that’s grown up on Internet social-
media platforms—related to each university. 
It’s essentially a big game of passing inside 
jokes back and forth, isolating quirks of col-
legiate culture and exploiting them for fun.

On-campus recruiting by financial and 
consulting firms is just one of dozens of pop-
ular targets in HMFEOPT. To scroll through 
the group is to wade through a swift current 
of allusions to all corners of Harvard life, 
from the particulars of swiping into certain 
dining halls, to the challenges of catching 
the Quad shuttle, to the seeming impossibil-
ity of getting a good night’s sleep. No school 
norm is safe from being identified as a trope 
and turned into a punch line. In the past, the 
only analysis you might get of a slice of Har-
vard life might be a conversation, in person 

among friends, or an op-ed in the Crimson. 
Now, an accompanying flood of memes adds 
another layer of commentary. By providing 
a space for people to share such observa-
tions, HMFEOPT has become the site of a 
new type of dialogue on campus.

This subculture of wry analysis has 
grown alongside concerns about how to 
create a school-wide dialogue on difficult 
issues. Generating such a dialogue is partic-
ularly difficult at Harvard, where students 
spread themselves thin across dizzying ar-
rays of commitments, academic and other-
wise, and social organizations tend to di-
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vide the student body into self-selected, 
like-minded groups. As a result, for better 
or for worse, HMFEOPT might be the clos-
est thing we currently have to a campus-
wide forum. As of this writing, the group 
has 27,463 members. (This exceeds the total 
College population because current group 
members can accept requests from any Face-
book user who wants to join.) It’s difficult to 
estimate exactly how many undergraduates 
use the group, but that total suggests that a 
large number do. Any of these thousands of 
members can post memes, making HMFE-
OPT a centralized, crowd-sourced trove of 
chatter that cuts across the student body.

While much of the content addresses 
inane topics, the group has also been a site 
for sharing memes about a slew of charged 
issues. Following the release of the final 
report of the College’s Implementation 
Committee for the Policy on Member-
ship in Single Gender Social Organizations  
(see harvardmag.com/usgso-implement-17), 
members seized on one particular sentence 
that proposed, as a theoretical alternative to 
final clubs and Greek organizations, a pro-
gram of College-recognized Inter-House 
Dining Societies: “Societies might set spe-
cial themes for some of their meals, purchase 
special desserts, invite special guests, eat in 
elegant attire, read Chaucer out loud, or any-
thing else they might enjoy.” The idea that 
Chaucer could compete with final clubs’ 
exclusivity and lavish parties was ripe for 
a meme encapsulating the feeling that the 
administration was out of touch with its 
students.

That day, students flocked to HFMEOPT 
to see how creative-
ly their classmates 
could spin the joke. 
Theories developed 
about dean of Har-
vard College Rakesh 
Khurana and his 
secret love of the 
fourteenth-centu-
ry poet. Never be-
fore had the cover 
of The Canterbury 
Tales been so heav-
ily Photoshopped. 
One popular post 
featured a mock 
text-message con-
versation between a 
student and Khura-
na about what was 

happening on cam-
pus that night. The 
student writes that 
he’s “heard about 
a couple things,” 
to which Khurana 
responds, “lol like 
a party with alco-
hol and music?” 
and then adds, 
“how about u slide into some elegant attire 
& read Chaucer out loud w me as we dine 
over HUDS food @ the dhall?” About 1,000 
people liked this meme. By my count, about 
20 other Chaucer memes that day received 
more than 100 likes.

By liking these memes, sending them to 
friends, commenting on them, and creat-
ing their own in response, HMFEOPT’s 
members were participating in an oblique 
discussion of campus politics, but it’s hard 
to tell where such conversations go. Yes, 
HMFEOPT’s inundation with Chaucer 
memes showed students that their class-
mates thought the administration was out 
of touch. But to what ends? The group seems 
to give its members the ability to ridicule the 
committee’s report only at a strange angle 
that revels in lunacy and doesn’t necessar-
ily translate to building a robust critique. 
This is what’s perplexing about HMFEOPT. 
Because so many people use the group, it 
remains tempting to think that the memes 
might represent the desired—if idiosyncrat-
ic—inclusive discussion about Harvard. But 
if HMFEOPT does represent a new forum of 
cross-campus discourse, it’s one fueled by 
hyper-ironic playfulness. Any criticism that 

has teeth is a fringe 
benefit.

Still, at least one 
aspect of memes 
makes me optimistic. 
Like all observational 
humor, they create a 
loop of recognition. 
The humor comes 
from being in on  
the reference—rec-
ognizing the trope 
that the meme iso-
lates. Memes work 
like old Jerry Sein-
feld bits that have 
you saying, “That’s so 
true” after he points 
out things people do 
on airplanes. In my 

experience, when a 
meme has sparked 
a more substantive 
conversation, it al-
ways circles back to 
how “right” a meme 
got it. Memes make 
different people 
aware of their com-
mon experience. If a 

meme takes a critical perspective on some is-
sue, it can bring opinions to the surface that 
individuals may otherwise have kept to them-
selves, thinking they were alone. Memes can 
be politically constructive when they amplify 
discussions in real life—though the thrust of 
the conversation tends to be about the joy and 
ingenuity of the humor.

If you follow  the group regularly, it’s 
hard to stop noticing, in real time, those mo-
ments it skewers. When a friend I haven’t 
seen in a while suggests that we grab lunch 
sometime to catch up and we never do, I 
think of the meme of a skeleton sitting on 
a park bench, captioned “Still waiting to 
‘catch a meal sometime.’” When the over-
bearing competition on campus starts to 
make me feel down, I think of the meme of 
the definition of “self-esteem” with the cap-
tion, “Since y’all Harvard kids know every-
thing, what’s this?”

To feel as if you’re often receiving your 
experience of the world through pre-digest-
ed tropes produces contradictory effects. 
It can make your experiences feel hollow, 
as if they don’t have the unique, authen-
tic imprint that you romantically imagine 
they might. But the memes are also popular, 
I think, because they generate the affirma-
tion that comes with being recognized and 
understood. Your reactions to the often ab-
surd conditions of life at Harvard are vali-
dated by other people who see some of the 
same things and feel some of the same ways.

Maybe paying attention to our tropes can 
work toward socially productive ends. But, 
at bottom, HMFEOPT demonstrates the 
dizzying effect of how mediated our lives 
are. Memes turn campus life into a sort of 
hall of mirrors: you recognize the things you 
do being recognized by other people rec-
ognizing them as things that other people 
do—and you get to laugh along with it. 

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow 
Matt Browne ’17 is waiting for the special concentra-
tion track in memetics.
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