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Well, if you had a very long cat, reaching from New York to Albany, and you trod on its tail in New York, it would throw out a wail in Albany. That’s telegraphy; and wireless is precisely the same thing without the cat.

—“Headquarters Notes,” The Commercial Telegraphers’ Journal, ed. Frank B. Powers, vol. 22 (April 1924): 143
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INTRODUCTION

Some time ago, I read through ten years’ worth of the New York Times best-seller list and noticed a strange phenomenon. Over the previous ten years—from December 17, 2006 to December 17, 2016—fifteen nonfiction books about dogs had been on the New York Times best-seller list, altogether spending a total of 118 weeks on the list.1 During the same period, exactly one best-selling nonfiction book was about a cat. It was on the list for two weeks.2

That dogs can anchor best sellers is not surprising. (By now, even those who have not read Marley and Me directly have read it by osmosis.) What is surprising is how many of them they anchor, especially in light of the undisputed sway that cats hold over the World Wide Web. While dogs have been quietly dominating the world of print, users of the internet have cast their vote—again and again, in the form of millions upon millions of image macros, emojis, memetic videos, and eight-bit Nyan Cats bobbing across the screen—for the cat as the mascot of the digital world. Dogs are from books, cats are from bytes. How has this come to be the case?

The triumph of cats on the internet is a measurable fact; but it is also a myth, a signifier that carries remarkable force in the marketplace of attention. Lolcats, the most famous of internet memes, have become an industry in their own right, producing endless merchandise in the form of T-shirts, posters, mugs, and books—even a Lolcat Bible. Indeed, Lolcats arguably invented the popular concept of the internet meme, and for many internet users—especially “digital immigrants,” or people who were already in adulthood when they began to use the internet—they constitute the entire experience of internet memes. At the time of this book’s writing, most of the celebrity animals on the internet are cats; famous cats online include Maru, Curious Zelda, Hamilton the moustache cat, Venus, Colonel Meow, and the late Lil Bub and Grumpy Cat.3 Grumpy Cat had merchandise, a movie, and friends in high places: when she passed, the worlds of new media and old media mourned alike.

The invocation of the cat as the mascot of the internet—the internet’s “spirit animal,” as the Washington Post said in 2014—can be used, and often is used, as a free-floating signifier.4 The poet Kenneth Goldsmith’s book Wasting Time on the Internet (2016) has an image of a kitten on its cover, though the book doesn’t mention cats once.5 The publisher understood when selecting the cover that the public would understand the symbol without explanation.6 The Economist and the New York Times have likewise used images of cats to illustrate articles about the internet that mentioned cats fleetingly, if at all; cats simply provided a shorthand, a symbol for new media that even the newspapers’ old-media readerships would be able to understand.7

In a 2013 article in Foreign Policy, Ben Smith, the editor-in-chief of BuzzFeed News, used a similar shorthand to make a point about the web and the future of journalism: “When I came to BuzzFeed at the end of 2011, some wondered why I would jump from the hard-news hub Politico to a site best known for its appreciation of Ryan Gosling and discerning taste in cat pictures.” Here, the phrase cat pictures signifies the frivolous side of the internet; the phrase is meant to be a trifle demeaning—a jab, for the benefit of readers who think serious ideas must have serious expression, at the shallowness and pointlessness of much of the content to be found online. New media can accommodate both serious work and pointless leisure, Smith assured his readers: “So don’t make the mistake of thinking that just because the social web is full of cat pictures, great journalism is dying.”8

The advertising slogan of Reddit, a popular social news site, is “Come for the cats. Stay for the empathy.”9 Journalists regularly repeat the joke, “As we all know, the internet is made of cats.”10 BuzzFeed ranks contributors according to a metric that it calls “cat power.”11 (For a time, the metric appeared beside every contributor’s byline in the form of a ranking of one to five cats, represented by images of celebrity cats such as Grumpy Cat, Lil Bub, and Colonel Meow.) The BuzzFeed website explains: “As you know, the internet is powered primarily by cats, so your Cat Power on BuzzFeed is an official measure of your rank in BuzzFeed’s Community. The more you are featured and the better you get at making awesome posts, the higher your Cat Power will be.”12

That BuzzFeed circulates about the same proportions of cat and dog pictures makes no difference to the phrase’s significance; indeed, we might measure the cat’s power as a symbol of the internet precisely in the distance between its usage as a market-facing symbol of the internet—used in cover illustrations; in titles; in journalistic ledes; in knowing throwaway references—and the quantifiable realities that increasingly fail to back up the tacit claims of that usage.

Consider an experiment at Google’s bleeding-edge X-Lab in 2012: researchers performed an experiment in “deep learning” to determine whether a computer could learn to recognize shapes and concepts without first being fed training data that had been labeled with those shapes and concepts. Researchers used three concepts to test the computer’s neural network: a human face, a human body, and a cat.13 (The experiment was successful; after looking at 20,000 randomly chosen video thumbnails from YouTube, the neural network generated a Shroud-of-Turin-like digital image of an average cat face for use in recognizing cats. “We never told it during the training, ‘This is a cat,’” one researcher told the New York Times. “It basically invented the concept of a cat.”)14 The fact that Google researchers, given a colossally ambitious AI, decided that one of the first things the AI should learn is how to recognize cats says a lot about geek culture and the social norms of the internet age.

Traditional media institutions have taken notice of geek culture’s embrace of cats. In 2005, the New York Times declared, “Cats are the Web’s it-animals. They’re everywhere.”15 In 2013, CBS News ran a television news story, titled “Cat videos take over the Internet, marketing world,” that repeated an unverifiable statistic from the pet food company Friskies: “Fifteen percent of all internet traffic is connected to cats.”16 That same year, an advertising agency announced, in a satirical video, that it was opening a division dedicated to cat videos. “Everything is moving towards cat videos,” the video announces. “By 2015, cat videos are going to represent 90% of the content on the World Wide Web. That’s proven results.”17

These trends have prompted serious media scholars to devise theories about the internet that are also theories about cats. The civic media scholar Ethan Zuckerman describes his most widely cited argument about censorship and participatory media as the “cute cat theory of digital activism.” (In one of the paper’s subheaders, he declares, tongue-in-cheek, “The Internet is Made of Cats.”)18 In 2011, Kate Miltner, a graduate student at the London School of Economics—now a notable media scholar—wrote a master’s thesis on Lolcats.19 In 2015, the Museum of the Moving Image in New York City held an exhibition, curated by the brilliant Jason Eppink, on “How Cats Took over the Internet.”20

The rise of what Wired magazine has called “the online cat-industrial complex” becomes even more puzzling when viewed against the dog-industrial complex of print media.21 I regarded this dissimilarity, at first, as evidence that my prejudices against cats—I am a lifelong dog owner—were valid. Why shouldn’t books, which are, if not better than digital communication, certainly more considered, more thoughtful, demanding of greater commitment, flourish under the Dog Star? Books are machines of longue durée, immersing the reader in forms of attention so sustained that they can emulate real experience. In their famous loyalty, dogs likewise give us an experience of sustained attention. But as I fell deeper into the world of cats on the internet and internet cats, I came believe that the question of how cats came to dominate the internet is more profound than it first appears.

A Unified Theory of Cats on the Internet is the first book to explore the history of how the cat came to be the undisputed mascot of the internet. The book has a rough chronological structure, with each chapter exploring specific topics that track with the history of the cat as an instrument of what Dick Hebdige, borrowing from Umberto Eco, termed “semiotic guerilla warfare.”22 The argument that runs through the book’s many episodes is that the study of internet cats, as an extension of the study of communities that shaped the world of digital computing, can tell us much about how culture shapes, and is shaped by, technology. Westerners have used cats for centuries as symbols of pathos, anger, and alienation. The communities that helped to build the internet, whose members construed themselves as outsiders who worked against the mainstream, made snark and alienation a part of their identity. Because communication drives so much of the internet, from the microlevel of symbol processing to the macrolevel of media platforms, the history of internet cats is entwined with the social and technological history of the internet at large.

For the purposes of this book, perhaps the most significant aspect of that history is what now seems self-evident, yet once seemed counterintuitive: that the internet’s functions are social. “One of the surprising properties of computing,” the Harvard Business Review reported in 1986, “is that it is a social activity.” Organizations that gave employees computers had found that people wanted to use the new technologies to chat, tool around, and pursue generalist questions, not specialist answers: “People usually perceive computers as special-purpose tools for calculations and data storage. But where we have studied computers—in companies and educational organizations—people tend to use them as a general-purpose tool to gather and distribute information and to talk with others.”23

Cats are a symbol of pointless online sociability; so the reason that we needed a symbol of pointless online sociability—that its prevalence came as a surprise to all who had “for so long heard about the coldness and impersonality of the computer”—is worth keeping in mind.24 From the 1970s to the early 1990s, most research on computer-mediated communication focused on the utilitarian question of whether computers enabled groups in the workplace to carry out tasks more easily. To the bafflement of researchers, the answer was often no.25 One of the very first books on computer-mediated communication, The Network Nation (1978), offers an early glimpse, among the serious work sent over bulletin-board systems on corporate intranets, of the practice, nigh ubiquitous today, of being off-task while online: quips and personal chitchat; funny poems on topical subjects; off-topic, circular, unwinnable arguments; outbursts of obscenity; identity experimentation under pseudonyms; and the circulation of amusing pictures, for instance ASCII art of reindeer to celebrate Christmas.26

As The Network Nation notes, computer messaging, which lacks personal cues such as body language and facial expressions, puts barriers in the way of humor, emotional expression, and social exchange.27 But users of ARPANET and other early computer networks evidently found joy in these things, and they put considerable free labor into developing spaces and discourses amenable to them. Early on, mailing lists began to appear on ARPANET that focused on science fiction, wine tasting, and other amusements that could hardly be defended as research.28 The universities that hosted ARPANET’s servers tried to suppress these mailing lists and failed. Frivolous sociability, startling to early observers of computing, became a major force driving the development of the internet: not an epiphenomenon, but a root cause. After all, users liked and wanted it; and since computers, as machines that imitate other machines, are changeful and changeable, the history of digital computing has always arisen, above all, “from the histories of the groups of practitioners who saw in it, or in some yet to be envisioned form of it, the potential to realize their agendas and aspirations.”29

Internet cats, as a symbol of these agendas—belated as a symbol of frivolity, but timely as a symbol of japoniste techno-modernity, youth-culture rebellion, cyberpunk aggression, and the weirdness and transgression that once seemed to mark internet culture as an authentic space that was separate from the mainstream—reveal how the communities that adopted networking technologies in advance of the general public helped to establish aesthetic values and social codes that endured in internet culture. They also reveal how, as the general public adopted networking technologies, those early communities sought to raise boundaries between themselves and the newcomers who started to threaten, by their numbers, to dominate new media.

The term unified theory is tongue-in-cheek. We can no more unify the frivolity, rebellion, weirdness, and transformative work that takes place on the internet than we can capture the sea in a net. If anything, this book spins a unifying thread from its attention to social division. As historians have shown, major trends in computing have often come, not from mainstream institutions, but from subcultures, countercultures, and upstart startups.30 An account of internet culture that attends to the history of the idea—now outdated—that a meaningful divide separates the internet from the mainstream can help us to better understand distinctive phenomena that have emerged from the internet, like trolling and memes. It can also help us to better understand how a medium for specialized work, which users adapted to become a medium for sociability, could be adapted still further to become our major delivery system for weirdness. This book investigates that history via the semiotics of online felines, seeking, along the way, to reveal hidden narratives of prejudice, in-group socialization, and cross-cultural identification on the web.

Some initial caveats and a confession.

First, the caveats: this is not a book about cats, but rather a book about the internet. The text gives very little space to the offline lives of cats, and a great deal of space to such themes of new media studies as mediation, participatory culture, and hacker aesthetics. When I began the research for this book, I took a teetering stack of books about cats out of the library of the College of Veterinary Medicine at Cornell University. (“I have a cat,” the library circulation clerk told me. “My friends keep telling me to make her internet famous.” Then she showed me a picture of the largest cat I have ever seen.) The books were not much help, it turns out, for understanding internet cats. By contrast, reading about Japan, Silicon Valley countercultures, punk music, and the sociological concept of boundary maintenance helped a great deal.

Nor does this book account for every cat that has ever won fame on the internet. If I have left out your favorite internet cat, I apologize; I hope this book may nevertheless help you to better enjoy the Niko or Remy or Rolf or Tingeling or Zelda who lights up your digital life.

As a historical commitment, this book tends to emphasize the lagging edge as well as the cutting edge of high-tech culture. Some of the events I chronicle took the shape they did only because the spread of a new technology was gradual, not immediate. Trolling would not have arisen in the forms it did had the internet not reached the general public years, sometimes decades, after it reached more tech-savvy communities. Meme culture would not have arisen in the forms it did—and cats would not have been at its neo-pop center—had hardcore internet users not built underground, members-only subcultures on hacker forums, image boards, and elsewhere. The narrative in this book relies on an approach to the history of technology that attends to the staggering of early and late adopters, since such staggering can have significant cultural effects.

Another theme of this book is that the internet does not merely chronicle cultural events. Cultural events can change the internet at political and even technological levels. Google Images came about because Jennifer Lopez wore a revealing dress to the Grammys in 2000, which created a demand for image-based searching that Google couldn’t ignore.31 Lopez’s dress was an event in the history of the internet. YouTube started on the path to what it has today—a natural monopoly over user-generated video—in part because, two days after the platform’s public launch in December 2005, Saturday Night Live released a hip-hop video, “Lazy Sunday,” that seemingly everyone wanted to share with their friends. Bootleg copies of “Lazy Sunday” constituted many people’s first experience of YouTube; according to one narrative of YouTube’s rise, they helped to carry the platform past a tipping point of market penetration early on.32

Cats don’t have a monopoly over participatory internet culture as YouTube (nearly) does over internet video. Rather, as Ethan Zuckerman suggests, internet cats resemble long-established web protocols—like the network protocol HTTP, which allows computers to exchange messages for the display of web pages. In most everyday usage, HTTP has been replaced by the more secure network protocol HTTPS, but HTTP is still around, forming the foundational structure of the World Wide Web. Although the explicit identification of cats with the internet is, as this book will show, fairly recent—it dates only to around 2005—by now cats may be, as they say, baked into the internet’s operations. For the extremely online, cats have become a basic part of cultural literacy—a signifier, in Miltner’s term, of the internetty, or the internet understood as a culture unto itself—while for the rest of the internet’s users, cats belong to the suite of online rituals that we perform even if we have forgotten their origin. For the rest of the internet’s users, cats belong to the suite of online rituals that we perform even if we have forgotten their origins.

Next, the confession: when I started looking into internet cats, I was a self-avowed cat hater. I used to enjoy ribbing cat owners for keeping companions who (it seemed to me) didn’t hold up their end of the bargain. It was an easy posture to take on social media, offering the pleasure of expressing a strong opinion without the risk of expressing an opinion on an important subject. And I had a lot of evidence to work with. Do you see cats carrying little barrels of brandy up mountains to aid lost travelers? Do you see cats herding sheep, protecting cattle, leading the blind, aiding search-and-rescue teams, sniffing out bombs, carrying messages, chasing down suspects, warning off intruders, collecting balls at tennis matches, comforting sick children in the hospital, or pulling drowning sailors from the waves to the shore? No, you don’t. My image of dogs corresponded with the works of the painter Edwin Landseer, where dogs are heroes, friends, and mourners; my image of cats corresponded with the works of Salvador Dali, where cats are the useless clocks melting over the furniture.

But then, while researching this book, I took in a cat to foster. A year later, I have to report: I’ll grab it, I’ll buy it, I’m finally sold. I finally understand what cat people have always been talking about.

Well, I was always a late adopter.




1

THE SEMIOTIC HISTORY OF GRUMPY CATS

One of the notable internet trends of 2015 entailed people making videos of cats being scared by cucumbers. It turns out that cats instinctively fear snakes, which cucumbers resemble—so if you surreptitiously put a cucumber near a cat and wait for the cat to notice, you’ll be treated to a nice little freak-out.

The trick is cruel, of course; as animal experts warned, it stresses the cat out.1 So does cat breading, an internet trend that started in 2011 that entails poking a cat’s face through a piece of bread and taking a photograph of the result.2 The spectacle of feline suffering, be it fright or anger, as a form of entertainment is a long tradition, and it shows no sign of fading in the digital age. The tragic cats of the Twitter account “Black Metal Cats,” where images with captions make cats seem to ponder grim, depressing thoughts, can seem like a postmodern update on the old convention in Western painting by which cats signified the Devil, witches, the uncanny, the predatory nature of evil (and by which therefore a cat’s distress, the panic of a black cat fleeing from the Annunciation, is cause for joy).3

Of course, despair is not all we deal out to cats online. Lolcats—a genre of image macros that popularized the concept of the internet meme—often show cats presiding happily over boxes, bubbles, and cheeseburgers. Nyan Cat, an animated character that has become something of a mascot for internet culture, packs the accessories of goofy fun into a single package: he’s a cat with a pop tart for a body who flies to a loop of whimsical music, shedding a rainbow contrail. Still, internet cats tend to channel a dark emotional spectrum, even when we use them to represent ourselves. Grumpy Cat gives a face to our snarky comments; Black Metal Cats brood without end, like a teenager listening to a playlist of sad songs on repeat; Lolcats get annoyed, long to be alone, suffer from lack of sleep, and have bad hair days, just like us. Cats can’t win: when they’re alien to us, they suffer to fuel malicious joy, and when they’re projections of us, they suffer to be relatable.

How, by comparison, do we treat dogs on the web? A comparable genre of video—never at the white-hot core of internet fame, but a reliable slow boiler—is the scene of a wagging dog welcoming a soldier home. Or a dog jumping out of a gift box at Christmas, or a dog leaving the pound for a “forever home,” or a dog participating, clueless but elated as ever, in a marriage proposal—always happy dogs, always partners in the events of human life. By common consent, people on the internet find the suffering of dogs not funny, but deeply upsetting. I used to visit an internet forum dedicated to the television series “Game of Thrones”; it was not unusual to see people comment that the deaths of direwolves are the most painful moments of the show to watch. You can find a movie website—titled Does the Dog Die?—whose entire purpose, when it started, was to give visitors a single piece of information about any film: whether a dog in the film dies. No equivalent website exists for cats; indeed, popular cinema has made a trope of killing and injuring cats for comic effect.4

In his famous essay “The Great Cat Massacre,” Robert Darnton details the long history of making cats suffer as a form of entertainment: we have tossed them into bonfires, hanged them as effigies, held mock trials before putting them to death, and yanked their tails to make “rough music.”5 Darnton conducts a careful semiotic analysis of a strange event in 18th-century Paris, an event, he argues, that can only make sense to moderns if we examine it through semitransparent layers of meaning: a ritual massacre of cats by the apprentices working in a print shop. Darnton traces the symbolic connections that gave this spectacle meaning for the participants: the cats signified, all at once though with the looseness of symbol, witchcraft, the Devil, sexual taboo, the master’s household, and the master’s wife. The savage ritual “was meant simultaneously as a trial, a gang rape, a rebellion of the workers against their boss, and a carnivalesque kind of street theater, which the workers later repeated in the form of pantomime.”6

The semiotic connection between cats and evil spirits goes back to the Middle Ages.7 The same goes for the connection between cats and women’s sexuality. The pun that associates cats with women’s genitals dates to at least the 15th century and spans several languages, Darnton writes: “Le chat, la chatte, le minet mean the same thing in French slang as ‘pussy’ does in English, and they have served as obscenities for centuries.”8 The cover of Darnton’s book displays a painting by François Boucher, “La Toilette” (1742), in which a woman extends her leg to put on a garter. Below, a cat playfully sprawls between her legs—a not-so-subtle symbol that the woman is sexually available.9 (This punning motif—a cat for a woman’s sex—also appears in English pictures: William Hogarth’s series “A Harlot’s Progress,” for example.)

So strong were these iconographic traditions that the appearance of either a cat or a dog in the same painting could point its meaning in opposite directions. The nude woman in Titian’s painting Venus of Urbino (1534) need not fear our disrespect: a dog sleeping at the woman’s feet symbolically assures us that her desire is wedded to fidelity, guarding her against the possibility that her favors might be fickle or for sale.10 Yet Édouard Manet’s painting Olympia (1863)—which replicates Titian, with a similar nude reclining in a similar composition—scandalized its first reviewers at the Paris Salon of 1865, who seemed not to notice its connection to Titian but commented, again and again, on the cat that Manet painted at the woman’s heels. In fact, the cat dominated the reception of the painting, which thus seemed to be an image of female promiscuity, as the art historian John Moffitt writes: “Owing to an inflammatory combination—leveled female Olympian gaze coupled with an aroused black cat—the general public took all the painter’s imagery collectively to explain (according to a much later popular song) ‘that’s why the lady is a tramp.’” The public often referred to the painting as Venus au chat noir.11 Or again, if viewers saw a dog in a painting of Christ, they had no doubt that the dog was aligned with Christ: an emblem of his constancy, warmth, and wit.12 By contrast, a cat in a painting of Christ signified the Devil as surely as a serpent would.

Folklore extended the idea of cats as agents of trouble. In European folklore, cats have often featured in tale types that warn that the world is full of danger and trickery. For example, in “Death of an elf (or cat)”—tale type 113A in the Aarne-Thompson Uther Tale Type Index, a classification index of Indo-European folktales—a man is walking home one day when he hears an instruction: “When you get home, tell them Grimalkin is dead.” The man recognizes neither the voice nor the name, but when he gets home, he complies with the order and announces that Grimalkin is dead. Upon hearing his words, his household cat leaps up and shouts, “Then I am king of the cats!” The cat then vanishes up the chimney, never to be seen again by his former owners.13

This tale type includes variations in which a troll or elf serves in place of the cat. As one folklorist argues, cats, trolls, and elves are interchangeable agents for the story’s purpose. The lesson of the story is that we must keep watch for malevolent spirits nearby; the man who delivers the message does not expect that his cat will start talking or that trolls live in his home.14 Even in tales where cats help humans, the cat often succeeds through trickery and cunning. In tale type 545 (“the cat as helper”), which we now call “Puss in Boots,” a girl or boy who inherits only a cat ends up, through the cat’s contrivances, the owner of a castle and the betrothed of a prince or princess. Here, the cat behaves as no animal could: he moves easily in the human social world—indeed, asks for human clothing as his only request—and through social intrigue acquires for his master a genteel, class-conscious happy ending.15 Like the King of Cats, he is a malevolent spirit hidden in the home; but in this instance, he is a malevolent spirit working for us, not against us.16

In short, Westerners have long found cats “good to think with,” in Claude Levi-Strauss’s phrase, and especially to think about the boundary between the mundane world and the world of spirits. The systems that people cultivated for negotiating the dangerous cultural boundaries which cats helped to define ran from folklore to mass entertainment to the ordinary precautions that one might take while caring for a household cat. In the 17th century, an animal expert warned that “the familiars of Witches do most ordinarily appear in the shape of Cats, which is an argument that this beast is dangerous to soul and body.” Since cats were of practical use for hunting mice, he advised that “with a wary and discreet eye we must avoid their harms, making more account of their use than of their persons”: that is, put them to work, but keep an emotional distance. These were soteriological precautions: precautions concerning the safety of one’s soul.17

We no longer massacre cats for entertainment, but even today, the torment of cats in fiction is acceptable sport, as one critic observes of tropes in Hollywood films: “When a dog dies, it’s a touching and deeply personal moment for the character. We feel their pain. When a cat dies, it’s a hilarious joke played for laughs.”18 It’s not hard to see the tragic cats of Black Metal Cats, for example, as a postmodern, no-cats-were-harmed-in-the-making-of-this-tweet update on an old tradition. When in 2016 the word pussy became unexpectedly a political keyword, the media quickly capitalized on the double meaning of the word: the New York Daily News printed the word in enormous letters on its front page, obscuring the middle letters with the seemingly astonished faces of cats.19 The visual pun was a recognition that the word’s connotation of sexuality, its coloring of obscenity, and the low esteem in which popular culture has held the pussy, so to speak, are tied together.

TITS OR GTFO

One of the first recorded instances of mass trolling on the internet was an attack on a forum for cat lovers whose regulars were mostly women. That the women of the cat lovers’ forum could seem like outsiders to be pushed from the internet was the outcome of a complex series of gender reversals in the history of computing.

The shift to digital computing changed the gender dynamics of computing as a field; it also had far-reaching effects on the culture of the internet. In the early 20th century, many computers were women; the term computer was a job title, referring to someone who worked as a human calculator.20 Vannevar Bush, in his seminal text “As We May Think” (1945), envisioned the digital computers of the future as large, powerful machines at which human computers (“girls”) would perform data entry: “Such machines will have enormous appetites. One of them will take instructions and data from a whole roomful of girls armed with simple key board punches, and will deliver sheets of computed results every few minutes.”21 One of his colleagues suggested, waggishly, that we measure computing power in kilogirls, with one kilogirl representing a thousand hours of human work.22

During the period of ARPANET’s creation and growth in the late 1960s and early 1970s, most of the users of digital computers were professors or military employees, which also meant that they were male. In the early years of the internet’s availability to the general public, users made much of its image as a male space. “There are no girls on the internet,” ran a common maxim online. If a user revealed herself to be female, she could expect a barrage of messages demanding that she post topless pictures: “Tits or GTFO.”

Yet the culture of internet insiders was itself a culture of the alienated, marginalized, and rebellious. By the late 1970s, legislators had enough awareness of computer networking to assign public networks to FCC authority, but, as The Network Nation noted, they doubted that networks would attract the interest of lay citizens: “[T]he conception of ‘public’ currently used by most regulators and legislators is business and government use, and it is not yet conceived that the ‘general public’ or ordinary citizens will be a market for such systems and that regulations or laws in the public interest should facilitate this.”23 Still, ordinary citizens like the members of the Homebrew Computer Club, which began meeting in a car garage in 1975, were already building a grassroots community of hobbyists who tinkered with home computers and piggybacked on phone lines to connect to networks like Usenet and the Whole Earth ’Lectronic Link (WELL). These tinkerers identified as part of the counterculture, promoting a hacker ethos—a belief that freely exploring information systems would make the world a better place—that ultimately derived from the congenial, obsessive student culture at MIT.24

The lay citizens who ran IRC servers, Multi-User Dungeons, and forums on Usenet and the WELL of necessity donated their own funds, equipment, and labor to the cause. This meant they were, largely, hobbyists—and often enthusiasts with passions that the ordinary world couldn’t satisfy, but the networked world could. For a time, the “single largest source of income” for the WELL was a conference for fans of the Grateful Dead, who invested substantial capital and technological expertise so they could chat with fellow niche enthusiasts.25 Deadheads helped to underwrite the early internet.26

Over the decades that followed, the identity repertoire of computer geeks embraced many transformations: hacker, science fiction nerd, fantasy nerd, hippie, Deadhead, X-phile, gamer, otaku, Apple fanboy, fanfic writer, techno-libertarian. Yet a consistent theme was a sense of alienation from the mainstream. Then as now, the repertoire of high tech mingled with repertoires from American nerd culture. At MIT, hackers worked on model railroads and built a science-fiction computer game called Spacewar!; when some of them split off to the Stanford AI Lab, they created a lab culture based on high fantasy (influenced perhaps by the crunchy, woodsy ambience of the West Coast): they built a fantasy computer game, named their conference rooms after sites in Middle Earth, and programmed the lab printer to print in Elven lettering.27 One point of these practices was to be other, and at that, proudly, defiantly other; and if that was the message, then a range of idioms could serve equally well for its delivery, from fantasy to punk to the psychedelic counterculture.28

INTERNET INSIDERS

Internet denizens choosing an abject, alienated, catty animal as their symbol is no more a paradox than punk rockers giving themselves a name that referred—as punk did—originally to prostitutes and later to men in the military who did low, contemptuous scut work.29 Cats can be a symbol of the repulsive, in part because of their association with women. But the countercultural, antiestablishment ethos of the grassroots internet resonated with symbols that aimed to repel.

Nowhere was that ethos more evident than in underground hacker communities, whose members—then as now—portrayed themselves, and were portrayed, as the white-hot center of high tech. A 1990 study of the “computer underground”—that is, bulletin boards devoted to hacking, phreaking, and other “deviant” cyberactivities—observed a spectrum of symbols and practices meant to communicate alienation and revolt.30 User handles on these boards tended to fall into consistent categories: names that suggested fantasy heroes (Dragon Lord, Ultimate Warrior, Unknown Warrior); names that suggested nihilist antiheroes (Black Avenger, Death Stalker, Storm Bringer); names that incorporated the colors black and red, presumably for their vibe of masculinity and danger; or names that played on references to fantasy, popular culture, or tech (Ellis Dea, Hitch Hacker, Phelix the Hack, Rambo Pacifist). When users formed collectives, they often chose group names with a similar vibe: The Legion of Doom, The Masters of Deception. They gave their bulletin-board systems names like Dragonfire, Forbidden Zone, PHBI, Phreakenstein’s Lair, Shadowland, Sherwood Forest, and The Vault.31 Such names were deliberate provocations, chosen, in Levi-Strauss’s term, as “things to whiten mother’s hair with.”32

Scholars who wrote about the computer underground in the 1990s often described it as “postmodern.”33 However, we might more accurately describe it as punk.34 Like postmodern style, the style of the punk subculture was disrespectful, self-reflective, self-aware, ironic, constantly at play, keeping meaning in motion by mixing elements from unlike categories. (In hacker culture, these categories included, for instance, magic and technology, outcast and hero, and apocalypse and victory.) Punk’s famous “do it yourself” ethos, which encouraged activities like crafting, clothes-making, music-making under independent labels, and even squatting and shoplifting in order to achieve creative and economic separation from mainstream institutions, cohered with the hands-on, self-reliant ethos of hacker culture.35 The high schoolers staying up late on underground bulletin boards may not have had ready familiarity with poststructural theory, but the music subculture that had come of age in the 1970s and 1980s was available to every kid with a record player. And punk, despite its surface despair, was forward-looking. From a punk perspective, the past was dishonest, the present was desolate, but the future had possibilities. The future was science fiction.36

“The hacker ethic,” as Steven Levy terms it, is morally neutral, or even good insofar as it takes care to leaven freedom with responsibility. Its tenets stress self-sufficiency and mistrust of institutions: skills matter, not credentials; authority is bad and decentralization is good; computers want to be accessible by anyone; information wants to be free; computers are instruments of art; computers can improve the world.37 Yet the public tended to view the ethos of hackers as careless anarchy, as hackers well knew. The inhabitants of hacker boards celebrated antiheroes because some of them were engaging in criminal activities (e.g., pirating), but also because they were frustrated that the media portrayed hackers almost exclusively as criminals.38 Nonconformity can be a matter of principle, or an effort to épater la bourgeoisie, or a defiant exaggeration of the perception that one is a misfit. Or it can be all three.

This subculture no more defined the boundaries of the wired counterculture than did the hippies of the Homebrew Computer Club, but it provided the counterculture’s sharpest edge and its most thrilling characters. Not for nothing was cyberpunk the new dominant genre for stories about the future: Rick Dekkard trudging through a dirty neon city; Henry Case building his own tech to wage asymmetrical warfare against corrupt institutions; Neo Anderson in military boots and black leather; the Lone Gunmen falling into the company of a female hacker with an anarchistic ideology and dramatic fuck-you punk makeup.39

Perhaps the online world would have come to absorb, in any version of history, the hostile behaviors that we have come to watch out for: flaming, trolling, bullying, shots fired in the dark.40 But the feeling of exclusivity that belonged to the early internet, the sense that it belonged to insiders who knew the secret codes, meant that hostility played a role early on as a gatekeeping measure for cyberspace. If someone on a forum asked a question that seemed to give him away as a newcomer, he was flamed and given fake assistance; the language on the forums was deliberately aggressive, trip-wired with slang shibboleths and laced with obscenities—part of the message being, get out if you can’t take the heat.41 Even the user handles were meant, in part, as a repellant to outsiders.

Of course, not everyone on the internet was a member of the Legion of Doom. But using the internet required some technological savvy: before the World Wide Web simplified online navigation, users had to navigate using keyboard commands, and they needed to know the phone numbers of the servers that hosted the pages they wanted to view. Well into the 1990s, cyberspace, to use a term that has dropped sharply in popularity with the dissolution of the internet’s boundaries, was a magic circle. It required users to develop specialized forms of mastery, and in exchange it offered young men, in particular, a protected space in which to enjoy alternative forms of companionship, authority, status, even masculinity.42 They were outsiders, but they were outsiders who were part of something great.

The belief that this community was under threat prompted the emergence, in the 1990s, of the earliest forms of trolling—and, incidentally, the first symbolic use of the cat as a weapon in the battle over internet culture.
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THE GREAT LOLCAT MASSACRE

In the early 1990s, commercial entities began taking over the networked world, previously the semisecret domain of hackers, hippies, and hobbyists. Since the 1980s, personal computers had been growing steadily more user-friendly, and the World Wide Web, which Tim Berners-Lee first promoted on Usenet in 1991, gave the internet an easy point-click interface. America Online, CompuServe, Prodigy, and other commercial internet service providers started to sell prepackaged internet connection services, finally recognizing that the time-wasting of internet users had commercial possibilities.

As internet usage spread into the mainstream, general-readership books about “cyberspace” began to appear in bookstores: Dave Barry in Cyberspace (1996), Deeper: My Two-Year Odyssey in Cyberspace (1997), My Tiny Life: Crime and Passion in a Virtual World (1998). These books usually made a point of emphasizing the weirdness of cyberspace—you can find a video of an exploding whale!—and the writer’s naïveté about technology.1 You didn’t need specialized knowledge to get online; indeed, new users often made a show of their lack of knowledge when navigating this world. People wore shirts that read, “Roadkill on the Information Superhighway.”2

This influx seems to have put the boundary maintenance of old communities online under new stress. In his book on exploring cyberspace, John Seabrook describes finding a peculiarly combative tone in much of the talk online. “There is something brutal and predatory about much of what goes on on the Internet,” one of his acquaintances said. “There is a kind of smart-ass style one must either learn to ignore, or capture and exploit for one’s own purposes.” More experienced internet users suggested to Seabrook that that the hostile atmosphere reflected, in part, a reaction against the swarms of newbies entering the forums. One woman he knew, a biologist, wrote to him:

There is an air of preestablished hierarchy there—if you’re new to the Net, or even to a particular group on the Net, you don’t belong a priori. As a woman, I have encountered an additional barrier; the net is heavily male and women who want to play with the big boys either have to be ultra tough-talking—“one” of the boys—or else play off as coy, charming, “little-ol-ME?”-feminine. (Even geeks have fantasy lives, I suppose.) Or use a male-neutral alias with no one the wiser.3

She added, “For more than a decade these guys had their own secret tin-can-on-a-string way to communicate and socialize, as obscure as ham radio but no pesky FCC requirements and much, much cooler. But then the Internet—their cool secret—started to get press. . . . Imagine these geeks, suddenly afraid that their magic treehouse was about to be boarded by American pop culture. It was worse than having your favorite obscure, underground album suddenly appear on the Billboard charts.”4

In 1993, an event took place on the Usenet newsgroups that brought together many of the themes that drove early internet culture: the clash between “the internet” and the mainstream, the use of hostility as a form of boundary maintenance, the precarious status of women online. The term that inhabitants of Usenet used for this kind of event was invasion: the regulars of one Usenet board descended, en masse, onto another board, posting flames and troll messages.5 The target of the invasion was a Usenet forum called rec.pets.cats, the regulars of which were largely women; the event was harrowing enough in its intensity, and troubling enough in its implications, for media scholars and journalists to chronicle its course and effects.6 In disrupting a community of cat lovers, in describing in gruesome detail the torture and execution of cats, the agents of this “invasion” were mounting a protest against the use of the internet by those unlike themselves—which also entailed an attack on femininity, propriety, and dull domesticity. In the scale of the internet’s history, the invasion of rec.pets.cats was a minor event. Nonetheless, as an early act of mass trolling whose agents were self-conscious of its status as such, this event offers a view of the processes by which trolling transformed from a niche form of boundary maintenance to a form of harassment endemic to the internet at large. It also affirmed the enduring power of the cat as an instrument of what Darnton calls “symbolic aggression.”7

In this instance, the hostile force in the invasion was the forum alt.tasteless. In 1990, Usenet administrators had created alt.tasteless as a quarantine board; that is, people who were too disgusting or troublesome for newsgroups like rec.humor were directed to alt.tasteless, where they could exchange dead-baby jokes without bothering civilians.8 Quarantine boards are still in use today on Facebook and other connective-media platforms, where forums sometimes have split-off forums where users post content too tasteless for the residents of the main forum.9 Computer game companies are also rumored to use them.10 However, as the story to follow demonstrates, quarantines have limited effectiveness when trolls work together in groups. (The capacity of trolls in groups to overcome institutional barriers to trolling suggests a reason to conduct more studies of group trolling.)11

Within a few years, alt.tasteless had some 60,000 regular readers, as the board’s FAQ reported.12 Contemporary observers seemed to take for granted that most of those readers were male. Certainly, parts of the board’s culture suggested a male readership. The readers of alt.tasteless loved to post disgusting facts to gross each other out, and some of their favored gross-out “facts” relied on imaginative ideas about female anatomy.13

In 1993, the regulars of alt.tasteless decided to find another newsgroup to invade. Because their mass trolling campaign was an act of boundary maintenance, they had to choose a group of victims who were pointedly unlike themselves. A writer for Wired magazine who discussed the event soon afterward understood the gender dynamic at play in their choice, although he communicates this dynamic only implicitly, through choice phrasing:

One night last summer, the boys on alt.tasteless were feeling, well . . . if it were a Usenet group it might be called alt. restless. Maybe they were getting bored with each other. Maybe they craved the sensation of saying something really gross, and getting a Big Reaction. You know, something sisterly, like EEEEEEEEWWWWW GROOOOOSSSSS! You never get that kind of response on alt.tasteless.

Someone—no one remembers who—suggested invading another Usenet group. A Usenet panty raid! The suggestion was well received by other a.t.’ers. But whom to raid? After much discussion, a likely target emerged:

Rec.pets.cats.14

In 1993, the cat had not yet become, in the phrase of journalists, the “spirit animal” of the internet at large. Nonetheless, the choice of cat lovers as targets for this early act of mass trolling was not entirely coincidental. Rec.pets.cats, which dated from 1991, was a forum for trading stories, questions, and tips about cats. The forum’s regulars were mostly women, as Stephanie Brail notes. They also happened to be, for the most part, newcomers to the internet and “light” (that is, merely occasional) internet users. They visited Usenet to look up information and to chat with other light users, but not for much else.15 Wired cited a longtime poster in rec.pets.cats as saying that “many of the people in rec.pets.cats are not what you’d describe as typical computer people. We have a lot of unsophisticated users in this group. Many people are steered to the group when they are dealing with the grief of losing a pet, for instance.”16

For the agents of the invasion, part of the joke—the “metonymic insult,” in Darnton’s phrase—may well have been the opportunity to play on the cultural trope of the “cat lady”: out of touch, ineffectual, undesirable, unable to sustain human relationships and so, to replace those relationships, enamored with pets to the point of obsession.17 The trope is old: cat owners have a history in popular culture that reaches back from the crazy cat lady to the witch. Stories from the time of witch trials of witches giving suck to their familiars, fawning over them, used the excess of intimacy to evoke disgust, as Barbara Rosen notes: “The element of affection in the alliance, which, on the Continent, took the form of surrender and worship, and bestiality with demons, was in England expressed by the cozy, slightly perverted relationship of a lonely poverty-stricken woman to her pet animal.”18 For the apprentices in Darnton’s cat massacre, part of the humor that enlivened the proceedings was the symbolic portrayal of the master’s wife as a witch, a portrayal enabled by her keen affection for her cat, la grise.19

The “panty raid” took the form of spamming the newsgroup with troll posts, which initially posed as serious queries from cat owners. One poster asked what he should do about his cats when he brought dates over, describing their bowel problems and sexual habits in excruciating detail. Another asked how he could kill his girlfriend’s cat without her finding out. When the regulars of rec.pets. cats took the bait, the trolling escalated. Invaders posted queries about cooking cats, advice to kill cats with “multiple .357 copper-jacketed hollowpoints,” advice to nail cats to boards, and “articles about topics such as vivisecting the cat and having sex with its innards.”20

In keeping with the practice, borrowed from alt.folklore.urban, of posting shibboleths in or under a troll post that would alert insiders to the prank being played but leave a “trout” in the dark, the trolls in the cat newsgroup sometimes left clues by giving their (imaginary) cats names that corresponded to slang words in their own newsgroup for sexual acts or genitalia.21 As with slang terms in ordinary language use, the purpose of these clues was to “form a sociolinguistic barrier within which insiders identify themselves through passwords” that outsiders find unfamiliar.22 This is a behavior that trolls from our own time share, since, as Whitney Phillips has persuasively argued, memes serve as passwords for the users of forums like 4chan, establishing the terms of a shared mental world and its signifiers: “recognizing a meme, remixing a meme, referencing a meme, even simply referencing a meme [helps] to fortify the troll space’s . . . subcultural borders.”23 Her emphasis is the sense of triumph that trolls gain by using shared terms from their subculture as weapons against mainstream culture, as when trolls trick mainstream journalists into reciting memes unknowingly. Shibboleths, too, extend the work of boundary maintenance, highlighting the difference between those who understand a term and those who do not.

Another feature that the trolls in the cat newsgroup shared with present-day trolls was a readiness to escalate past the point of mere ridicule. One woman from the cat newsgroup—who took the post about killing a girlfriend’s cat seriously and wrote to the police—became the subject of “death threats, hate mail, and harassing phone calls.”24 Another woman, a software engineer, began receiving death threats: “I got mail from people telling me that they wanted to cut me up with knives, that they were going to tie me up and watch me squeal like a pig,” she told a reporter. “I got one message where the guy had enclosed my work address.”25

BOUNDARY MAINTENANCE

In the years since what we might anachronistically call the Great Lolcat Massacre—anachronistically because Lolcats, a major subject of the next chapter, would not emerge on the internet until 2005—the label trolling has widened to accommodate many communities, platforms, and behaviors. Few platforms online can claim to have never experienced troll activity; trolls have vandalized Wikipedia pages; flooded Twitter, Facebook, Tumblr, and YouTube feeds with abusive comments; flagged Kickstarter pages for removal; slaughtered their own allies in multiplayer games; and organized distributed denial of service (DDoS) attacks against websites, often focusing on targets who were women or members of other minoritized groups.26 This is a wide and varied field of activity, and its oft-competing elements highlight an issue that scholars have long struggled with: how to define trolling as a practice.27 A long historical view can help to establish the concept of boundaries as an important part of that definition. Across communities and platforms today, trolling behaviors continue to assert and, so to speak, militarize the boundaries between in-group and outgroup populations in the digital world.

We can even recognize, in hindsight, that the concept of boundaries has been an important component of trolling since the earliest years of the practice. In 1997, the internet scholar Michele Tepper published a study on what was then the novel practice of “trolling,” or writing incorrect information online with the hope of being officiously corrected by other internet users.28 In her article, she takes the stance of a cultural anthropologist documenting an obscure phenomenon that will likely fade as time passes and the internet changes. At the time, few could have suspected how important a phenomenon trolling would become in mainstream culture, both on and off the internet.29

Tepper documents the emergence of trolling in the early 1990s in a specific Usenet newsgroup, alt.folklore. urban.30 This newsgroup, which its regulars called AFU, was devoted to discussing urban legends and confirming or disproving their veracity. (Today, this work is the purview of the website Snopes.com. It may interest readers to know that the two creators of Snopes.com got their start on AFU, where “snopes” was the username of one of the pair.31 He was, Tepper writes, one of “the two most notorious trollers in AFU.”)32

Usenet forums were far from the only sites of malicious behavior on the early internet, of course. In 1993, the journalist Julian Dibbell discussed sexual harassment in online text-based virtual communities in his famous article “A Rape in Cyberspace.”33 Spamming, flaming, and other terms for online grievances were familiar parlance by that time.34 But the origin of the specific verb troll, and with it the now obsolete noun troller (today superseded by the noun troll), is worth noting for the clearer view it offers of how the motivations and self-conception of early trolls informed the motivations and self-conception of other hostile online actors, who carried the term trolling to other platforms and adopted it with pride as a label for their own behavior.

The practice of trolling arose within AFU because, although the newsgroup had a strong community of regulars, its purpose meant that new people often came in with inane questions or urban legends that the regulars had seen many times and long since disproved. Regulars replied to particularly egregious newbie posts with even more egregious misinformation. They also began putting up ridiculous posts meant to catch newbies as soon as they arrived. (Newbie: “You remember incorrectly. Jamie Lee Curtis was NOT in Star Wars. That was Carrie Fisher.” Troll: “Ridiculous. Carrie Fisher is much too small and slight to carry that heavy hairy suit around all day on the set.”)35 The term trolling was meant to reference a method of fishing by letting a line drift with bait.

As Tepper explains, trolling on AFU initially required subtle irony—an ability to mimic the officious, pedantic tone of the know-it-all:

In trolling’s Usenet incarnation, the hook is baited with misinformation of a specific kind: if it is at first glance incorrect, and at a second or third glance comically incorrect, in a deliberately comic way, it’s probably a good troll. . . . Trolling requires a certain amount of verbal dexterity . . . and like puns, trolls are also most successful if delivered deadpan: “Al Capone, who played the heavy on so many Abbott and Costello movies, died decades ago, so I doubt he’s on The Untouchables.”36

When snopes trolled a forum discussion about errors in Star Trek (he cross-posted to both AFU and the hierarchy of forums under rec.arts.startrek), his complaint—about a spaceship throwing a shadow—got the tone just right: “Hello? Are there any technical advisors working on this show? Do they really think that objects cast shadows in a vacuum? I know zip about physics, but even I could spot that one.”37 His mimicry of internet pedantry is spot-on.

Trolling was a method for the newsgroup to reinforce its values and guard the community against outsiders, Tepper argues: “It serves the dual purpose of enforcing community standards and of increasing community cohesion by providing a game that all those who know the rules can play against those who do not. It works both as a game and as a method of subcultural boundary demarcation because the playing pieces in this game are not plastic markers or toy money but pieces of information.”38 The newsgroup prided itself on the ability to get information right; it also prided itself on its own history as a community. People who came in and made noise without knowing that history or doing basic research were therefore punished. “The corrector, being outside of the community in which trolling is practiced, believes that he is proving his superiority to the troller by catching the troller’s error, but he is in fact proving his inferior command of the codes of the local subculture in which trolling is practiced.”39

Indeed, AFU regulars dropped hints that a troll was a troll by using code words that the “trout” being baited would not recognize. “This ignorance is highlighted within AFU by the group custom of noting in the message header that the post is a troll; acceptable notations include ‘troll,’ ‘llort,’ and, as an AFU in-joke, any variation on the phrase ‘Phil Gustafson scooped up from lake, scuba gear and all, dropped on forest fire.’”40 (The phrase refers to an urban legend that, presumably, AFU members grew tired of seeing reposted by newbies who did not know it had long since been debunked.) As we have seen, the invaders of rec.pets.cats engaged in the same practice when they dropped shibboleths that, on their own forum, were crude slang.

On AFU, trolling functioned explicitly as a form of boundary maintenance, having, as it did, the immediate purpose of identifying outsiders and singling them out for the community’s ridicule. At the end of a trolling session on AFU, the troll might post an acronym, “YHBT. YHL. HAND” (“You Have Been Trolled. You Have Lost. Have A Nice Day”), that, as Tepper notes, “in its very unintelligibility mocks the catch’s outsider status.” (AFU regulars joked that the acronym should be “WAFU, YN,” or “We’re alt.folklore.urban, you’re not.”)41 In its function as a form of boundary maintenance, the practice of trolling illustrates the importance, for self-identified internet insiders, of maintaining an identity separate from that of the world at large.

As a technique for policing the boundaries of a community of self-identified internet insiders—in the initial instance, that of an internet newsgroup—trolling was quickly understood to be adaptable for use in other communities, even though the performative stance that it relied on, the stance of the condescending, confident, and thoroughly incorrect self-appointed authority on a given subject, was perhaps especially recognizable in a community dedicated to adjudicating urban legends, internet rumors, and what came, much later, to be described as “fake news.” The AFU forum’s FAQ discouraged trolling in other newsgroups—“if you must troll, bear in mind that trolling outside of AFU is pretty weak”—but people did it anyway. One AFU regular who wrote in favor of trolling other forums described the members of those forums as “foreigners” and “the filthy masses.”42 By these lights, trolling is what you do to outsiders, to foreigners, to filthy casuals, regardless of where you may find them online; you use it to punish them for not being insiders and to play a secret game of inclusion with your own community.

Perhaps those who shared this insider perspective already foresaw what some onlookers missed, which is that trolling would continue to thrive even as most obvious “outsiders” online, namely novices to the “Internet Superhighway,” faded as a presence in the online world. Writing in the late 1990s, Tepper suggested that trolling would soon die out as a practice, since the population of internet users was growing so quickly that the mainstream should soon overtake the internet’s old subcultures: “As the promise of the Information Superhighway continues to gain in popularity, more people with little previous background in computing are thrown into a preexisting culture with rules they might not understand. As Usenet continues to change, trolling will probably become less and less effective as a community-formation technique.”43

More than two decades later, we can see that the opposite happened. Trolling became a familiar practice in every corner of the internet; in the process, it became more vicious, less purposeful, and less artful—an undirected attack on anyone who belonged (in the infinitely flexible phrase) to the filthy masses. Though scholars express uncertainty as to whether trolling is an established norm of behavior online, they concede that in gaming communities, at least, players are expected to treat encountering trolls as a normal experience: “It is clear that trolling is considered a negative phenomenon, but it is also an expected phenomenon, a ‘rite of passage.’”44 The invasion of rec.pets.cats, which was a self-conscious act of group trolling, represented an early example of this kind of harassment. In tearing apart a community of cat lovers, in describing in gruesome detail the torture and execution of cats, they were mounting a protest against the use of the internet by those unlike themselves. A team-building blitzkrieg. A panty raid.

Ultimately, the cat massacre that took place on Usenet in 1993 can usefully be seen as an event that the agents who brought it about purposefully made exemplary. The cultures of trolling that later grew and flourished in the forums of Something Awful and 4chan borrowed more from the playbook of alt.tasteless and similar communities than from the more temperate, even artful, trolls of alt.folklore.urban. But an understanding of the reactivity to outsiders that these communities shared can help us to better appreciate what was at stake in the Lolcat Massacre and similar events. The pranks that constituted early trolling were not, as some scholars later suggested, acts of undirected aggression, chaos, or trickery, but rather represented a purposeful game that, like the semiotic warfare of early hacker communities, sought through aggression to police boundary regions in the online world.

Just to be clear, I am not suggesting that hacker communities on the early internet belonged to the same population as trolls; only that the feeling of exclusivity that belonged to the early internet, the sense that it belonged to insiders who knew the secret codes, meant that boundary maintenance, the identification of in-group members and rejection of out-group members, was a major concern of communities of self-identified insiders, of which the behavior of both hacker communities and early troll forums offer potent examples.

The event also extended a long tradition of finding recreation in the ceremonial rejection of people who could be associated with cats, though the identity of those people has changed many times over the centuries: heretics, papists, cuckolds, witches, women, and others. Given punk culture’s propensity for choosing identity markers that belong to low and vilified domains—as I have noted, even the word punk originally meant a sex worker, a bad woman—perhaps it was only a matter of time before a community of self-identified internet insiders chose these weird, wayward animals as their mascot.




3

EXTREMELY ONLINE FELINES

Few new-media practices have spread through the world entire at the moment of their creation. When I was in college in the 2000s, I traded emails regularly with a friend in another state. We never once exchanged memes, because we didn’t know they existed. Already, down in the seventh circle of the internet, memes—a term that refers to a genre of internet content, especially image macros, or images with superimposed captions, that is meant to be revised, remixed, and shared—had arisen in an imageboard subculture whose roots lay in anonymity, participatory culture, remixing, and dark humor.1 But they were still underground; my friend sometimes sent messages that gave text captions to pictures of cute animals, but she came up with this practice, an imitation of captioned postcards and newspaper photographs, on her own. Years later, when memes finally caught the attention of the world at large, they permanently changed internet culture. And with them came the endless summer of the cat.

This chapter explores the significance of cats in the subcultures that helped to set down the social protocols of Web 2.0. The communities that laid the social foundations of meme culture saw themselves as inhabitants of the periphery as opposed to the mainstream; the ascendance of the cat as the mascot of the internet relied on a view of the internet as a snarky, alienated alternative to the mainstream. These communities included many Americans who were fascinated with Japanese culture, which further drove the popularity of cat memes on their boards. Lolcats, the image macros that introduced meme culture to the mainstream, ultimately derive, through 4chan, from the Japanese forum 2chan; meme culture itself has deep roots in japonisme.

THE IMAGEBOARD SUBCULTURE

In 1999, Hiroyuki Nishimura, a 22-year-old entrepreneur in Tokyo, created a bulletin board named 2channel. Within a few years, it had become the most popular website in Japan. Nishimura modeled the board after an earlier bulletin board, Ayashii World (“Strange World”), which ran on Usenet from 1996 to 1998 and devoted itself to tech-underground pursuits like hacking. The mainstream success of 2channel was the result of good timing combined with a suite of social and technological protocols from Ayashii World that emphasized anonymity and freedom.2 “It’s become one of the few places where Japanese people can say exactly what they feel without concern for decorum or propriety,” Wired magazine later said of Nishimura’s site. “On 2channel, anyone can start a thread and anyone can post—there’s no need to register or log in and no Web handles. There are no censors, no filters, no age verification, no voting systems that boost one thread or comment over another.”3

Discussion threads on 2channel run heavy on snide remarks, juvenile banter, slang, and inside jokes, many observers have noted.4 Notably, for our purposes, 2channel popularized the use of internet-born images as local inside jokes and local mascots: predecessors of memes. On text-only bulletin boards, these images consisted of ASCII art. Many early 2channel memes were ASCII representations of cats, which the board’s users gave distinctive names and personalities. Following what became the fundamental moves of play in meme culture, users would copy-paste these figures from one location to another, in the process adding or changing elements—for instance, adding the speech caption itte yoshi, or “get lost.”5

A bulletin-board aficionado writing in 2004, after 2channel had become established as Japan’s most popular website, described some of the board’s more popular figures:
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Mona, a mixture of a cat and a bear; the informal mascot of 2channel.
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A cat named Giko (or Giko-neko, meaning “Giko cat”); migrated to 2channel from another bulletin board.
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Fusa-Giko, or “wooly” Giko: a fuzzy cat.
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Shii, a female cat in a box.
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Onigiri, a cat with a rice cake on his head.
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Fusa-Mona, or “wooly” Mona: another fuzzy cat.
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A cat named Nida; understood to be a version of Mona from Korea. Users often pasted in ASCII art of knives and guns attacking this character.
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A cat named Morara, a playmate of Mona’s.
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A character named Hikki, of unknown species; represents “depression.”
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Zonu, a dog; represents “unaccountability.”6

The cats of 2channel extended an antique fascination with cats in Japanese culture.7 In Japan, shopkeepers and restaurateurs commonly place figurines of cats with beckoning paws, called maneki-neko, at their doorways for good luck. Cat colonies are often allowed to live near Shinto shrines, and Buddhist tradition says that cats were once entrusted with guarding scriptures from mice. According to folklore, cats can bring good or bad fortune at will, and the unfortunate person who kills a cat will be reborn with bad luck for seven lifetimes. During the Edo period, owners supposedly killed their cats when the cats turned seven, lest the cats take on demonic features and turn on their owners.8

Magical cats have abounded in Japanese media for centuries (as in the anime Sailor Moon, where cats serve as supernatural guardians). In the 18th century, artists who depicted the “floating world” of Tokyo often included cats in their images, gazing out of windows or playing at the feet of ladies; one historian writes, “It is hard to find an artist of the period who didn’t sneak a cat in somewhere.” In 1842, when new laws came down that outlawed prints of kabuki actors and geisha, artists began to sell, as a clever workaround, prints of cats wearing clothing and living it up as actors, geisha, and other denizens of the floating world. The artist Utagawa Kuniyoshi became especially famous for a corpus of prints that suggested that Tokyo’s nightlife concealed a secret society of supernatural shapeshifting cats.9 Today, these images have inspired dozens of news pieces about antique “Japanese Lolcats.”10

Even the kanji, or character, for cat has origins in the supernatural. During the Asuka period, or around the mid-6th to the mid-7th centuries, stories began to circulate about a demonic creature called the mikeneko (creature with three colors of fur), which could be identified by its “fiery eyes.” In rural areas, people told stories of catlike creatures who walked on two legs; of felines that could fly, known as kasha, shameless thieves of bodies from cemeteries; of enormous felines with two tails, known as nekomata, that hunted travelers in the forest. In the Japanese language, the word neko came to indicate cats; mikeneko now means “calico cat.”11

Incidentally, the word emoji, a term that refers to a single-character pictogram in a digital message, derives from the Japanese words e (“picture”) and moji (“character”).12 In the English-speaking world, emojis are a fairly recent phenomenon, having become standard on Apple devices in 2011, on Windows devices between 2012 and 2015, and on Android phones in 2013. In Japan, consumers could use emojis starting in the 1990s, when the telecom provider NTT DoCoMo made them available on internet-connected cell phones. The first set of emojis, 176 in total, included a whiskered, smiling cat.13

In 2003, Christopher Poole, a 15-year-old coder living in upstate New York, decided to create an English-speaking version of 2channel and its imageboard spinoff, 2chan. When he browsed these sites, he had to follow the pictures, since he spoke no Japanese—but he liked what he saw. Poole wanted a site, like 2chan, that would update constantly with new content; as for the tone, he hoped to emulate the eclectic grotesqueries of sites like 2chan, Futaba Channel (another Japanese bulletin board), and Something Awful, a website that both lampooned and celebrated the weirdest, nerdiest, most outrageous content that could be found on the web.14 Collaborating with a programmer he had met on the forums of Something Awful, he combined new software with code he cabbaged from Futaba Channel to build the imageboard 4chan.net. Poole first advertised 4chan on a Something Awful forum, for anime enthusiasts, called Anime Death Tentacle Rape Whorehouse.15

The name of that forum was a joke, of course: a parody of the outside world’s perception of anime fans and of the excesses that anime fans knew lurked on some of their boards. It also reflected the comedic style of Something Awful, and indeed the comedic style of many other web communities in its wake, from 4chan to Weird Twitter to Vine: whimsical, snarky, despairing, grotesque, self-reflexively obsessed with the lowest-energy state of new media.16 The appeal of Something Awful, a former administrator of the site told a journalist, was its comedic attention to the worst of internet culture—for instance, essays in the voice of a character who was “a parody of a really shitty teenager who was just getting on the internet for the first time, being really adamant about all of his shitty opinions.”17

On the other hand, the phrase anime death tentacle rape whorehouse is . . . a lot. The shock humor that prevailed on this forum and others like it—including, in time, the forums of 4chan—functioned, in part, as a form of gatekeeping: if you didn’t like the jokes, you didn’t belong there. The house style of Something Awful—especially the site’s main page, which set the tone for the forums—caught the attention of a specific demographic, as one onlooker noted: the “dark, esoteric humor proved popular among a certain set—typically young, typically male, often though not always left-leaning.”18 The style of humor on 4chan likewise proved attractive to a specific demographic: young, male, rebellious—and, as the years passed, increasingly to the right, as political events forced a growing divide between the left and right sides of libertarianism within the United States.19

POST SOME FUCKING CATS! IT’S CATURDAY!

Although 4chan began as a community for enthusiasts of manga and anime, it soon became a place to exchange images and chatter relating to current events, food, origami, “otaku culture,” mecha (robots), paranormal phenomena, Pokémon, technology, television, video games, and many other subjects. (And pornography. A lot of pornography.)20 As an imageboard, it trafficked primarily in images; and as a community designed for fans, it nurtured forms of media consumption that, as scholars of participatory culture have extensively shown, differed from the forms of reading that academic criticism enshrines.21 On 4chan, anime fans could find bootleg copies of shows; share obscure content; trade fan theories; discuss lore; or share original artwork, costumes, or writing.22 They imported many images directly from 2chan, along with certain conventions for recycling and remixing content.

Finding exact dates in 4chan’s history can be a challenge, since the site does not save old content and the Internet Archive does not crawl its pages. But sometime around 2005, 4chan’s /b/ (“random”) board started a weekly tradition of posting cute cat pictures on Saturday, a tradition that users called “Caturday.” Part of the humor of Caturday came from the contrast between cute cats and the board’s “usual stream of gross-out content.”23 The weekly posts that inaugurated Caturday threads were often aggressive and profane, as though to suggest that only a shield of hostility could protect the posters from the tender aura of the pictures: “CATURDAY. Post some fucking cats!” “CATURDAY, BITCHES.” “IT’S CATURDAY. Yiff in hell, furfags.”24 (The threads that followed were equally coarse.)

In 2006, the community began to circulate cat pictures in the form of image macros. A set of conventions for these image macros fell into place: the captions are in the first person (that is, the cats supposedly write the captions themselves); the captions use phonetic spelling (since most cats lack a formal education); and the captions use a garbled dialect that 4chan users, always ready to stretch a joke, continually regularized, so that today—for instance—we can say with the authority of a linguist that Lolcats, like children, “over-regularize” the endings of irregular verbs. (The plural of eat is eated, not ate.)25 Someone gave this genre of image macro the name Lolcats, and the name stuck. (“LOL” is a texting abbreviation meaning “laughing out loud.”)

Cole Stryker sums up the appeal of Lolcats as follows: “Here’s the idea: A humorous photo of a cat accompanied by a caption written in a pidgin English derived from rushed IM speak. The stupidly funny broken English coupled with the inherent cuteness of the cat images made for a viral phenomenon. Lolcats were dumb, catchy, and approachable enough that anyone could pick up on the humor after seeing a few.”26

In the early days, when Lolcats circulated mostly on 4chan, Fark, and Something Awful, they tended to use edgy or raunchy humor. One popular meme showed a cat peering down from a missing ceiling tile, together with the caption, “Ceiling cat is watching you masturbate.” Really, anything that produced humor by setting raunch against cute had good odds for success on these sites, Lolcat or no. Another meme that took off on Fark was an image of two Domo-kun (monsters that serve as mascots for a Japanese television station) chasing a kitten, with the caption, “Every time you masturbate, God kills a kitten. Please, think of the kittens.”27 (When I was in college, one dormitory had an all-male hall that students had nicknamed “the monastery.” Residents of the monastery wore T-shirts that bore the same image of two Domo-kun chasing a kitten, now with the caption, “Another one bites the dust.”)

Why Lolcats should become the best-known meme on the internet—a meme familiar even to internet users who don’t know what memes are—is a question worth asking because that very popularity suggests that significantly different demographics find something relatable, or at least legible, in the meme’s sensibility. One part of that sensibility is the pairing of cuteness and aggression, which the genre retained though it lost its raunchiness outside of the communities in which it began. Another part, which has likewise remained consistent across the many platforms and communities that circulate Lolcats, is the constructed language of Lolcats (“lolspeak”).

The premise of lolspeak is that cats have picked up English but only superficially, so they use phonetic spelling and make errors common to speakers who haven’t learned the language’s irregularities; but, more than this, that cats are internet addicts who are fluent in the slang and in-jokes of new media. Some observers describe lolspeak in terms of “rushed IM speak”: the lexicon of slang, abbreviations, and common misspellings that people use when sending texts and instant messages (you becomes u).28 Others note the presence of idioms from hacker boards and gaming communities (haxxor, pwn, teh).29 I also suspect that, in its odd phrasing and improper syntax (especially its improper subject-verb agreement), lolspeak riffs on the new-media genre of Japanglish: the stilted translations from Japanese that the users of Fark and 4chan encountered while growing up in toys, anime, and video games. The brand name Game Boy is deliberate Japanglish, as are Walkman and Hello Kitty.30 Memorable examples of accidental Japanglish have become internet memes: for instance, “A winner is you,” from the 1987 game Pro Wrestling, and “All your base are belong to us,” from the 1992 game Zero Wing.31

COOL JAPAN

In fact, Japan provided many of the aesthetics, the cultural politics, and the social traditions that made the cat, for Western digerati of the early 21st century, such a resonant and relatable sign. In the final decades of the 20th century, Japan had fascinated observers in the West as the symbol of an alternative modernity. In the 1980s, when many users of 4chan and Something Awful had been children, Western visions of the future registered fear and awe at what politicians described as the “Japanese miracle”: an extraordinary rate of economic growth, sustained year after year, accompanied by global domination in the manufacture of automobiles and consumer electronics. Japan had become a superpower not through military might, but through technological and economic dominance, as Douglas McGray, who created the phrase “Gross National Cool,” remarked.32 In Hollywood films set in the future, which increasingly drew on the new genre of cyberpunk, references to Asia abounded: Alien (1979), where the spaceship that carries the heroes is the property of a Japanese corporation; Blade Runner (1982), where the hero eats at a sushi stand, bathed in a color that one of the film’s employees called “Asian Blade Runner Blue,” while, high in the city above, a video billboard displays the smiling face of a geisha; The Matrix (1999), where characters face off in anime-style fight scenes and move through vertical showers of source code that blend numerals with kanji.33 If Paris had been the capital of the 19th century, Tokyo was the capital of the future.

During these years, Japan also produced a growing share of the popular culture of young Americans. Americans grew up playing Japanese video games (Mario Brothers, Resident Evil, Street Fighter); watching anime television shows (Sailor Moon, Transformers) and live-action shows that refigured Japanese predecessors (The Mighty Morphin Power Rangers); reading manga (Inuyasha); buying Japanese collectibles (Hello Kitty); and using Japanese electronics (Nintendo Gameboy, Sony Playstation, Tamagotchi, Walkman). Many of these properties expanded across multiple media verticals, pioneering the practice, now ubiquitous in American popular culture, of transmedia storytelling.34 Pokémon, which started as a video game in 1996, had by 2000 become “a media-mix empire of Game Boy game, comic, cartoon, movies, cards, and toy merchandise.”35 Even after the Japanese economy softened in the 1990s, Japan’s domination of American media continued to grow.36 In 2002, the New Yorker published a cover image that made redundant a decades-long critical discussion of “techno-orientalism”: a woodblock-style illustration of a Japanese woman wearing a kimono made of Pikachu pelts, using earphone wires to decorate her traditional high-bun hairstyle, and brandishing a fan made of mobile phones.37

In fact, these media properties were a subject of Japanese foreign policy.38 Drawing on a heavily cited article that McGray wrote for the journal Foreign Policy in 2002, which argued that Japan could sustain its position as a superpower even during an economic recession through the “soft power” of its cultural influence (what McGray called Japan’s “Gross National Cool”), Japan’s government instituted a policy, termed “Cool Japan,” of promoting the export of Japanese popular culture.39

To this day, internet culture in the United States registers an enthrallment with Japanese popular culture that some observers have called japonisme, a term that refers to a rage for Japanese art that took over the art world in England, France, and the United States in the late 19th century.40 Japonisme in American web communities has left profound marks on the aesthetics of computer culture. One such mark is a preference for simplicity in design, argues Christine Yano, who notes that we can find in both centuries-old Japanese illustrations and contemporary icons such as Hello Kitty a style of depicting faces, known as hikime-kagihana, that entails “abstracting a face through shorthand stylistic symbols”—which artists developed to help the viewer identify with the subject, or perhaps to allow the viewer to project onto the subject a range of emotions.41 The repertoire of simplicity to which this style belongs, she argues, joins traditional Japanese art with “computer-mediated and text-messaging practices of kaomoji (emoticons).”42

Another such mark is a fascination with visual idioms that foreground two-dimensional space—idioms which abound in anime, manga, and early video games. For example, the popular internet character Nyan Cat, which an American twentysomething created in 2011, uses a two-dimensional style as part of its riff on Japanese pop idioms. (Nyan Cat, which grooves to the music of the virtual singer Hatsune Miku, takes its name from the Japanese word nya, the equivalent of meow.)

Readers interested in Japanese analyses of these idioms should check out the Japanese Neo Pop movement of the 1990s and Takashi Murakami’s “Superflat” movement of the 2000s, which, in dialogue with the Cool Japan policy, played with the forms of consumer pop culture in order to critique them.43 Taking cues from American pop art, the artists who contributed to these movements riffed on the way that global consumer culture made Japanese culture (in the term of the media scholar Koichi Iwabuchi) odorless: reproducible, remixable, universally consumable; “Something that could be copied the world over, and everybody could like.”44 In his “Super Flat Manifesto” (2000), Murakami described flatness in terms of the simplification entailed in merging cultural spheres, repackaging cultures for the global marketplace, or creating universally usable digital interfaces: “One way to imagine super flatness is to think of the moment when, in creating a desktop graphic for your computer, you merge a number of distinct layers into one. . . . I would like you, the reader, to experience the moment when the layers of Japanese culture, such as pop, erotic pop, otaku, and H.I.S.-ism [cheap travel to the West], fuse into one.”45 Later, he wrote: “So what is ‘super flat’? The words denote a flattened surface, the working environment of computer graphics, flat-panel monitors, or the forceful integration of data into an image. The flat reality left when Pop fizzled; a flattened, self-mocking culture.”46

THE EMPIRE OF CUTE

The aesthetics of contemporary internet culture include several strands which often weave together. One is weirdness—what the meme scholars Whitney Phillips and Ryan Milner call “the presumption of the weirdness of digital content,” which they connect, with no further explanation, with the commonplace saying that “the internet is made of cats.”47 Another is what the media critic Nick Douglas calls “internet ugly,” a defiantly lo-fi style of content that nostalgically evokes older media, uses hasty creation as a point of pride, and perhaps carries a residue from the aesthetic of punk zines—an aesthetic that Dick Hebdige calls an “overwhelming impression of urgency and immediacy, of a paper produced in indecent haste, of memos from the front line.”48 A third is cuteness—and this strand, the proliferation of cute kitties, sparkly unicorns, and big-eyed selfies, shares important themes with the legacy of punk in the hacker underground. For youth culture in Japan is as saturated with cute style as American youth culture is saturated with punk style; like punk style, cute style is political.49 Cute style in Japan, as one scholar explains, figures childhood as counterculture, rebellion as a state of play:

Cute style is anti-social; it idolizes the pre-social. By immersion in the pre-social world, otherwise known as childhood, cute fashion blithely ignores or outrightly contradicts values central to the organization of Japanese society and the maintenance of the work ethic. By acting childish, Japanese youth try to avoid the conservatives’ moral demand that they exercise self-discipline (enryō) and responsibility (sekinin) and tolerate (gaman) severe conditions (kurō, kudō) whilst working hard (doryoku) in order to repay their obligation (giri, on) to society. Rather than working hard, cuties seem to just want to play and ignore the rest of society completely.50

Westerners rebel by acting like teenagers; in Japan, one rebels by acting childlike. For this reason, the American internet’s embrace, as part of its “millennial japonisme,” of Japan’s culture of cute fits the countercultural politics that already pervade the world of new media.51

The forms of cuteness that the internet embraces—for example, Grumpy Cat and Lil Bub, internet-famous cats with physical deformities—often correspond more precisely with the Japanese aesthetics of kawaii than with the Anglo-American aesthetics of cute.52 (Kawaii is a notoriously complex word, but for our purposes we might translate it as “vulnerable and cute.”53 One magazine has called it “the most widely used, widely loved, habitual word in modern living Japanese.”)54 Figures that viewers identify as kawaii often exhibit a flaw that complicates their beauty and deepens their impression of vulnerability. Physical disability, for instance; or they might be “socially deformed,” as with the Neo Pop artist Nara Yoshitomo’s images of angry, angsty, maladjusted little girls.55

WEIRD JAPAN

If the trope, common today among both media scholars and lay internet users, that online spaces are cauldrons of “transglobal weirdness,” reflects (in part) the celebration of Japanese media on American internet forums in the 1990s and 2000s, that celebration also framed Japanese media in terms congruent with a belief that online spaces should be weird.56 Representations of Japan often emphasized the weirdness of Japanese culture: sometimes this trope entailed imagining Japan as an exotic alternate world, and sometimes it entailed an “ironic consumption” of texts—as cheesy—that seemed fanciful or absurd in their racial otherness.57 For the members of extremely online communities, who used a shared media language to constitute themselves as a population distinct from others, circulating images of Weird Japan served, in part, to signal membership in an imagined community of weirdos.

The Americans who passionately circulated Japanese media often described themselves as otaku. American nerds borrowed the term from Japan, where it arose in the 1980s as a derisive term for young men obsessed with anime, technology, and video games; in the West, otaku came to mean someone obsessed with Japanese pop culture, or indeed with Japanese culture at large.58 Despite the term’s unfavorable connotations in Japanese media, Westerners took it up, one scholar notes, as “a badge of honor among fans.”59 The media scholar Matt Hills suggests that Western otaku chose their derisive label deliberately to celebrate their status as outcasts and misfits.60

One of the first celebrity animals on the internet became a celebrity largely because of the trope of “weird Japan.” In 2001, Syberpunk, a little-known English-language personal blog that focused on gaming and movies, posted several images of a rabbit with odd items balanced atop his head: bread, a teacup, dorayaki (which resemble pancakes). The rabbit’s name was Oolong; the images came from the blog of the rabbit’s owner, Hironori Akutagawa of Hokkaido.61 The rabbit went viral, in a term new to the web.62 As the Syberpunk blog was barraged with traffic from people looking for pictures of Oolong, the blog’s writer posted angrily about how much money he suddenly had to pay for server costs, then took down the pictures of Oolong and told visitors to go elsewhere, then closed the blog and reopened it as a “repository of all things strange and uniquely Japanese.”63 The new site’s homepage featured an image of Oolong.

Oolong, in the meanwhile, moved through the new stations of internet fame: a nom de meme (“Pancake bunny,” “Oolong the pancake rabbit”); a mention in the New York Times; rebirth as an image macro with a snarky caption: “I have no idea what you’re talking about . . . so here’s a bunny with a pancake on its head.”64

THE LOLCAT EMPIRE

On January 11, 2007, a user posted a meme to Something Awful showing a fat gray cat with an open-mouthed look of happy anticipation. It bore the caption: “I Can Has Cheezburger?” The style of the meme—the cat, the broken English, the Impact font—drew upon 4chan’s Caturday festivities.65

A woman in Hawaii named Kari Unebasami sent the meme from Something Awful to her friend, Eric Nakagawa, to cheer him up after a bad day. He liked it so much that he started a blog dedicated to replicating the joke: a one-stop shop for cats with captions. The blog was so popular that when Nakagawa hotlinked an image from the website of a computer maven named Ben Huh, keeping the image digitally connected to its server of origin, the traffic from Nakagawa’s site caused Huh’s server to crash.66 Huh tracked down Nakagawa and contacted him to tell him to stop, and to make the story short, they went into business together.

The site’s visitors—ordinary civilians who found Lolcats appealing but were in no way prepared to visit 4chan to find them—created, submitted, followed, and shared images of Lolcats as a form of playbor. Eventually Huh bought the site, seeing potential for purr-izontal spread. “The blog was already hugely popular,” the historian William Stryker writes, “but Huh spun the thing into a network of meme-oriented blogs that had the sort of numbers major newspapers would envy, with the flagship site achieving over ten million daily hits.”67

Yet Lolcats, having caught the attention of the general public at precisely the moment that the general public decided to learn about memes, remained a core symbol with which the public made meaning of the web’s new ways of making meaning. Bookstores sold Lolcat treasuries, Lolcat self-help books, and a Lolcat translation of the Bible.68 A Lolcats musical appeared off-Broadway.69 Dozens of newspaper and magazine articles that set out to discuss the world of memes started by discussing Lolcats, presumably because general readers would have seen them.70 “If I come across someone who’s never heard of Internet memes,” Stryker writes, “the first thing I usually say is, ‘Have you ever seen Lolcats?’ That’s because it’s not only the biggest thing to come out of 4chan, it’s the undisputed biggest Internet meme.”71

In 2011, Kate Miltner, the author of a master’s thesis on Lolcats for the London School of Economics, found that many of the users who frequented the forums on I Can Has Cheezburger—they referred to themselves as “cheezfrenz”—were “older women” who found the forums to be a community for those who (as one said) “want to be nice, want to be happy, want to give support, want to smile.”72 They shared more cat memes with family and friends, they said, than with strangers on the internet; the in-joke intimacy of meme culture could reinforce real-life companionability. Even so, for these users, too, cats could channel a dark emotional spectrum: Lolcats allowed Miltner’s subjects “to laugh at their own foibles, but also express emotions that might otherwise be seen as ‘unacceptable’ for any number of reasons.”73 The image macros on the Cheezburger network show cats brooding over cups of coffee, yowling at unwanted company, and struggling with window blinds while complaining (via text overlay) about marriage.

Perhaps the semiotic sadness of cats, the dark themes they make available to us, is the feature that enabled Lolcats to make the leap from underground internet subcultures to the internet community at large—to be the butt of a joke that many demographics of internet users understood and found to be funny.74 We like dogs to be simple and find depictions of dogs that are not happy and loyal disturbing; we allow cats to be complicated—grumpy, goofy, imperious, moody—because we have learned that it’s acceptable to take pleasure in their displeasure.

When Lolcats went mainstream, the communities that created Lolcats responded with scorn. One meme lord whom Miltner interviewed said the Lolcat trend ended, as far as he was concerned, once his mother started sending them.75 In 2008, Something Awful ran a satirical article titled “Internet Cats Are a Hoot and a Half,” a parody of an out-of-touch middle-aged woman who had just discovered Lolcats. The supposed author, a woman named Luann, writes, “Anybody who reads my column knows that I love two things equally above everything else, even chocolate: my husband Darryl and cats. Kitties. Cutie babies. Whatever y’all want to call them they are the light of my life.” She continues:

Socrates I think said that laughter is the best medicine, but when y’all are havin’ the sorta Monday I am having then laughter can be in short supply. Thankfully, I have found a cure that brings plenty of laughs and it turns out it also helps with one of the other issues I discussed . . .

“Lolcats” it’s called. That’s short for Laughing Out Loud Cats. No, the cats aren’t the ones laughing, but you will be!

A Lolcat is what you get when you take a picture of a cat (or sometimes other animals!) making a funny face or getting into all sorts of mischief. Then you put a funny message in “Lolcat speak” onto the image. It’s sort of like baby talk and it is really funny. It’s the way a cat might talk if he or she could!

Since part of the joke is that Luann enjoys “Laughing Out Loud Cats” without knowing of their history in terrifying internet subcultures, she recommends ICanHasCheez burger.com and Lolcats.com as the main “places on the Internet for you to get Lolcats.” She closes by remarking that a reader of her column sent her a video that she expects will be as much fun as Lolcats—which the readers of Something Awful would recognize as a video of an accident that brutally damages a man’s rectum: “A Luannatic has e-mailed me something called ‘1guy1jar’ and I am really looking forward to checking that one out. If it’s a whole lot of fun and a whole lot of funny, you can be sure Luann will bring it to you.”76

From the satire’s point of view, Luann would be more justified in enjoying funny pictures of cats if she did it according to the traditional methods: by dropping into 4chan, browsing a Caturday thread, and writing comments like “remain hidden, faggot” and “kill it with fire.” Or by posting a Photoshopped transformation of Happy Cat in a Photoshop thread on Something Awful. But performing the ritual of meme creation without being in the priesthood—writing in “baby talk” without learning the intricacies of lolspeak—affronted the mastery that meme lords had achieved through immersion in the web’s in-jokes.77 And enjoying a meme outside of its original ecosystem threatened the distinctive identity belonging to self-identified internet insiders, even if the basis of that enjoyment was similar for every audience: the way that cats can channel both happy and angry messages, can represent both the alienated self and the alienated other.

By now, however, the cat was out of the bag. In the participatory culture of Web 2.0, cats proved to be a joke with staying power: a symbol of internet culture that in a single picture, GIF, or six-second video could tap into a cascade of stereotypes about the online world: its weirdness, the antisocial reputation of its denizens, its love of cuteness, its love of cheesiness, its japonisme, its nostalgia for media from the 1980s and 90s, its superficiality, its anger, the terrible things we share about ourselves online.78

PURR-TICIPATORY CULTURE

In 2018, a girl named Emilie Chang posted to a cat appreciation group on Facebook a picture of a veterinarian’s weight chart for cats, with the chunkiest cat given a new label that said, “OH LAWD HE COMIN.”79 The meme went viral on Twitter and, following the “memetic logics” of participatory culture, quickly began to inspire new creations and mashups based on the image and phrase.80 A Twitter user posted a photo of a strutting chunky cat with the caption, “i can feel he comin in the air tonight / oh lawd.”81 (This tweet went viral, too.) Another Twitter user posted a photo of un gros chat strutting past the Eiffel Tower, with the caption, “Oh lawd il vient.” An artist on DeviantArt, a portfolio site for user-generated art, posted a digital painting of an enormous cat, apparently based on the cat in the “comin in the air tonight” tweet, standing astride a mountain range, his whiskers level with the clouds.82 New-media scholars such as Henry Jenkins have, since the 1990s, discussed the transformative texts that fans make of mainstream media properties—fan art, fan fiction, fanzines—but this was fan art of a tweet. It was a signal that participatory culture had, to borrow a conceit, entered its Baroque period: perpetually referential, with each text leading to others which led to others still, disorienting in its subversion of the idea of a dominant text, frame, or interpretation.83

When the Harvard Business Review described social activity, in 1986, as a “surprising property of computing,” it meant to describe people’s inclination to waste time as an unwelcome side effect of computer networks in the business world.84 In the decades after, that inclination would prove to be one of the most socially transformative—and monetizable—aspects of the new technology. Internet cats not only helped to label the social internet, in all its weirdness, its hostility, and its “memetic processes,” but also, by joining the internet at large in a shared canonical formulation, a shared symbol that different online cultures could send and receive across their boundaries, provided a key term for discussing the social internet, participating in it, and negotiating the boundaries within it.85 In the case of the meme “OH LAWD HE COMIN,” memetic iterations of the phrase on Twitter began to attract criticism because the phrase is African-American Vernacular English and many of the people using it were not African Americans. On December 18, 2018, the Monterey Bay Aquarium in Monterey, California, tweeted a photo of a chunky otter with the caption, “Abby is a thicc girl/What an absolute unit/ She c h o n k/ Look at the size of this lady/ OH LAWD SHE COMIN/ Another Internetism!” The tweet went viral; but the delighted remarks of commenters and reposters soon gave way to a serious conversation about the corporate Twitter account’s appropriation of slang (thicc) and syntax (“she comin”, with its copula deletion) from African-American communities. The aquarium apologized for the tweet the next day.86

As Adrienne Massanari writes, discussions of participatory culture in both academia and the media have often “exaggerated the democratic potential and minimized the actual contradictions that it embodies.” The offline and online communities that produce and circulate the texts of participatory culture do not work as unmarked agents within an unmarked knowledge-commons but rather construct themselves, as we have seen, with and against other communities.87 The democratic openness of participatory platforms to admit new contributions from any quarter, or to allow different quarters to borrow content from each other, can set off turf wars, as when the denizens of Something Awful derided, through Luann, the spread of Lolcats into parts of the internet that the general public frequented (and, by extension, the spread of the internet into the homes and offices of the general public). Or again, this openness can devalue the distinctive idioms of minoritized groups, for instance by causing a real-world language variant to seem, to those without much exposure to it, like just another instance of the internet’s weirdness. (Recently, the Alan Turing Institute published a study of the website Urban Dictionary that entirely ignored the website’s origins in, and extensive use of, the slang lexicon of African Americans. To the European scholars who wrote the study, the language of Urban Dictionary evidently sounded “informal, unfamiliar,” internetty, but did not suggest a real-world speech community.)88

Ultimately, the canon of internettiness for which internet cats serve as the figurehead continues to inform the development of the internet as a social institution. On the microlevel, it helps to sustain the political subtleties of participatory culture and what Burgess and Green call the “rich mundanity” of its conversations.89 Political and social ideas often circulate online under the cover of idle chatter, such as memes, selfies, funny videos, comment chains, and reposts with new captions—a phenomenon that Melissa Harris-Lacewell, in a book on black public spaces that deserves to be updated for the age of Black Twitter, calls “the politics of everyday talk.”90 When, for example, I post an image of a woman in a hat with the caption, “When you have a nice hat,” and a friend shares it with the caption, “When a guy at the party explains your dissertation to you”—how insincere, with this caption, the woman’s smile looks!—the friend is telling an idle joke and also hooking the image into feminist discourse. When Tumblr users encourage each other to list their preferred pronouns in order to normalize the experiences of trans people, when 4channers mount a prank to associate the hand sign for OK with the white power movement, when a Twitter user calls attention to a post on We Rate Dogs that changed a dog’s name to “George” from the Arabic “Kanan” and sets off a debate on whitewashing, we encounter the lie in the conceit that wasting time online consists of empty discourse.91 The President of the United States followed, for a short time, a cute-kitten account on Twitter called Emergency Kittens (apparently until someone told him that everyone could see which accounts he followed); had he continued to follow the account, how much time would have passed before the cute kittens took on, or were scrutinized for evidence of, political undertones?92

On a larger scale, the emerging canon of internet culture, like all canon formation, reflects a determination to create order out of a crisis of changing institutions. It has allowed people to set a pedestal under participatory culture and to celebrate its new values.93 Consider Nyan Cat, the japoniste kitty that launched a thousand memes. After the image first appeared on the internet, viewers transformed it into a GIF, then into an animation with a Japanese electro-pop soundtrack. Others took it from there:

Dozens of alternate animations and parodies were created. A bunch of musicians independently covered the song with piano, guitar, and Japanese lute. There’s a dubstep remix. There’s a video of a guy on an exercise bike dressed up as Nyan Cat, pedaling to the music. There is a Nyan Cat flash video game. Between the image parodies, video mashups, audio remixes, games, and other references, the flying cat with the Pop Tart body is a memetic sensation with tens of thousands of iterations—and it’s only been viral for a month, as of this writing.94

Some ten years later, I can report that Nyan Cat is still going strong. In 2011, as a “hack,” students at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology mounted a giant artwork of Nyan Cat in the institute’s main lobby.95 The institute’s administration reinstalled the hack in the main hallway of the humanities building, where it remains today. In the MIT Media Lab, the Center for Civic Media has adopted as an unofficial logo a picture of Nyan Cat in the style of the cover of an O’Reilly technology book, which Lorrie LeJeune, the center’s assistant director and a former cover illustrator for O’Reilly, drew for a lark. The enshrinement of the meme at a major institution for technology research is meant to legitimize and celebrate certain values of participatory culture, such as whimsy, weirdness, the wisdom of crowds, the multiplication of authorship through memetic sharing, and transformative media engagement.

Can we connect the representative products of participatory culture with the technologies that sustain it, as scholars such as Alvin Kernan have done for print culture?96 The cyberlaw scholar Jonathan Zittrain argues that we owe the extraordinary innovations of modern computer and networking technologies to their “generativity,” or their openness to any new contribution, such as third-party software, that follows certain basic rules.97 Burgess and Green build on his lead to argue for the value, in participatory culture, of “cultural generativity”: the openness of platforms like YouTube to many uses, kinds of content, forms of play, which has resulted in a proliferation of content on those platforms.98 So, too, we can identify generative online formats—and generative community cultures, as when a community builds higher-order levels of play atop a platform’s ground rules by establishing tacit rules for the creation of good content. Like the rules of tic-tac-toe, which enable 255,168 potential games, or the rules of chess, which enable a number of potential games that exceeds the number of atoms in the universe, or the rules of the sonnet form, which have generated an unending library of sonnets, the combination of openness and constraint that governs memes has helped to make them a common currency online, enabling a tremendous number of possible moves. When, in 2010, the technology writer Clay Shirky called Lolcats “the stupidest possible creative act,” he meant to praise the creative possibilities of even such a simple collaborative practice: the Lolcat format adheres to rules, which creates game-like conditions and therefore stimulating challenges, and the spread of Lolcats to every corner of the web demonstrates the productive potential of the spare time and energy of internet users (even if Lolcat creators, he thinks, aren’t spending these well).99

Some time ago, when I opened a book about internet culture published in 2009, a foldout poster fell from the pages: a “family tree of internet cats.”100 In truth, the book didn’t include much material on cats; the editors assumed that readers would get the joke, no explanation needed. The poster inspired the chapter that follows: on examining it, I realized that many of the internet cats we now know by name, and indeed the model of internet cat celebrity they represent, did not exist at the time of the family tree’s creation. So I created a historical model (and, contra Clay Shirky, I believe this is the stupidest possible creative act to have arisen from the internet) of the Three Lives of Internet Cats.

The next chapter follows that timeline from the start of the web to the present day. The chapter draws substantially on the curator Jason Eppink’s exhibition text for “How Cats Took over the Internet,” a 2015 exhibition at the Museum of the Moving Image in New York City.
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THE THREE LIVES OF INTERNET CATS

The history of internet cats can be divided into three periods: 1995–2004 (the webcam and personal blog era); 2005–2011 (the meme era); and 2011–present (the celebrity cat era).

1995–2004: WEBCAMS AND PERSONAL BLOGS

At the very end of the period 1995–2004, the earliest Web 2.0 platforms arrived on the web, as did meme culture in earnest. Catchphrases, jokes, practices like “the dozens,” buzzworthy websites like Hampsterdance.com: all of these can be considered memes that predated Web 2.0 and, in some cases, the web. However, the self-aware internet culture of meme production and circulation arose in a later stage of the web’s development. (The philosopher Ian Hacking’s concept of dynamic nominalism, which contends that when we create new categories, we change our behavior in order to enact the meanings of those categories, suggests that we behave differently around catchphrases and their kin once we learn to call them memes. Classic meme templates did less to change internet culture than did the organizing concept of a meme.)1

At the beginning of this period, the web was, for many users, an unfamiliar place. We may find one index of this unfamiliarity in the omnipresent beige background of web videos from this period; not used to performing for faceless crowds online, people overwhelmingly chose the safety of anonymous blank walls.2 But if performers found webcams unsettling, audiences found them fascinating. For a time, the most famous webcam on the internet was the Trojan Room Coffee Cam, which the Cambridge University Computer Laboratory brought online in 1991, and which showed a regularly updated image of the coffee pot in the lab’s Trojan Room. Presumably its purpose was to let Cambridge researchers know when fresh coffee was ready, but it became famous because it seemed so random and arbitrary—because it assimilated so readily into the idea of the Weird Wide Web.3

For cat lovers, the biggest webcam on the internet was “KittyCam,” which was devoted to watching the office cat, Kitty, of an advertising agency in California. The camera took a single stationary image every two minutes, and Kitty only appeared when she ambled in front of the stationary camera, but this was good enough for the public.4 In 1998, KittyCam received over one million hits—big numbers for the time.5 The webcam’s administrators told journalists that they were surprised at the scale of the public’s reaction: visitors often returned to the website to see updates several times daily, and some even visited town to see Kitty in person.6 In a shrewd example of horizontal integration, the advertising agency, JointSolutions Marketing, developed KittyCam into a branch of the firm, selling Kitty merchandise and using Kitty to help promote the firm’s move into digital ventures. The KittyCam website started to post “diary entries” written in the voice of Kitty. (“KITTY’S DIARY . . . Thanksgiving is over, I had some turkey! Yummy! Now I’m looking forward to Christmas. Guess what? I just received my first Christmas gift! Thank you to Dave and Mel from England.”) It also hosted a mailing list, a space where fans could exchange digital greeting cards, and an FAQ page that answered questions like “Why have a KittyCam?”:

Why not? Seriously, if people continue to visit KittyCam every day, is that not reason enough? On average, about two thousand people visit KittyCam every day. This makes her as popular as the average jazz band, novel, or public-access broadcast. More importantly, KittyCam has developed an online community of fans for whom it plays some part in their lives. Recently, we received a letter from a woman who spends most of her time caring for a bed-ridden husband. She called KittyCam her “window on the world” and appreciated the link it provided her to a cat thousands of miles away.7

In 1997, a couple in Massachusetts, Karen and Paul Watts, created a website called Pet of the Day, which, drawing from reader submissions, ran a photo and short feature every day about a pet (birds, cats, dogs, fish, snakes, and the rest), and which became one of the web’s most popular animal sites.8 In 1998, they siphoned off some of the content into a sister site, Cat of the Day.9

As images from this period show, early on, the iconography of internet animals differed from the iconography of internet animals today: less cute, less weird, less anthropomorphic—just dull, domestic pictures of household pets. Personal branding—the impulse to give one’s pet a thematic “hook” (the cat is French, or grumpy, or easily startled, or impossibly fluffy), to use professional photography, to seek out visual elements that make images “pop”—is conspicuous by its absence.

Angry Cats

Given that snark and aggression have been defining postures on the internet since before the World Wide Web, it was inevitable that some websites about cats would absorb the snark, and that snarky websites about cats would capture the attention of the public. In 1998, a game designer named Cliff Bleszinski inaugurated a photography contest, called the Cat Scan Contest, in which people emailed him photographs of cats lying on scanners.10 He hosted the entries on his personal website. “He’s gotten more than 50 submissions,” the Wall Street Journal reported just before the contest’s original deadline. “They range from a surprised-looking little grey kitten to an unrecognizable clump of yellow-and-white fur that covers the entire viewing area. One contestant submitted an image of a large, plaid stuffed cat. Another would-be entry was prefaced by a question: ‘My cat died three years ago and it’s buried in the backyard. Do you take dead-cat scans?’ Mr. Bleszinski does not.”11

The contest caught the media’s attention because its weirdness fit a familiar angle of news stories about the internet. The contest also had an obvious hook in its cruelty. Holding a cat on a live scanner risks harming the creature’s eyes, “to say nothing of their psyches,” said the Post, “after being sandwiched between a scanner’s cover and bright lights.” The possible danger to the cats gave the media a controversy to write about, and it didn’t seem to dampen the pleasure that most people took in the pictures; it may indeed have sharpened the pleasure, following the Hollywood principle that cats in peril are funny.12 Bleszinski posted new submissions for years after the original contest.

In 2000, a new website, bonsaikitten.com, became the object of widespread indignation, curiosity, and suspicion. The site provided instructions for trapping kittens inside glass containers and shaping them to fit their contours, thus creating living art objects. “Just as a topiary gardener produces bushes that take the forms of animals or any other thing,” said the supposed author of the site, “Dr. Michael Wong Chang,” “you no longer need be satisfied with a housepet having the same mundane shape as all other members of its species. With Bonsai Kitten, a world of variation awaits you, limited only by your own imagination.”13

The site attracted worldwide news coverage, most of which noted that the site was a hoax.14 The real author, a graduate student at MIT, reached out to news organizations to let them know that he had made up the idea of “bonsai kittens” and faked the pictures on the website. But word-of-mouth is a powerful force, and the site fueled visceral reactions with its gruesome accounts of body modification (bone shaping, feeding tubes, muscle relaxants) and pictures of kittens in jars. Pet lovers and animal rights groups, including the American Humane Society, sent angry letters and contacted politicians. The FBI served MIT with a subpoena requesting the site’s subscriber information.15

Did the hoax have a point? Was it satire? The site’s author told journalists that the answer was yes, but the message he described was inconsistent: the site satirized the devotion of cat lovers; the site satirized “the human belief of nature as a commodity.”16 One journalist, placing Bonsai Kittens in a common genre with the Cat Scan Contest, argued that the site simply aimed to provoke and that the provocation was the point, the in-joke that distinguished those who understood internet culture from the squares who didn’t get it: “These websites proudly display the hate mail they receive. The asocial, pseudo-rebellious geek culture that inhabits so much of the internet thrives on notoriety. One person writes in Cat Scan’s guestbook, ‘Sick? Pretty much. Cruel? I think so. Wrong? Definitely. But mostly, you just have way too much time on your hands.’ The internet is a vast playground for those with hours to squander and a predilection for tasteless humor.”17

In 2000, a Microsoft employee named Alex Lebedeff, after sustaining injuries in an assault “with extreme prejudice” from his pet cat, created a website called My Cat Hates You. The site, which gave captions with evil thoughts to pictures of Lebedeff’s cats, quickly took off, as a colleague who helped manage the site noted on its “About” page: “I think it was within a week that alexal@ microsoft.com had become a miasma of evil cat images sent by an international audience; these were hundreds of people he did NOT know. Nor did he know how they found the site in the first place. But the internet being what it is, who could expect less?”18

The phrase “the internet being what it is” refers, not to the axiom that cats do well on the internet—this was not yet a memetic phenomenon in 2000—but rather to the axiom that people on the internet like to waste time and trade cruelties. My Cat Hates You was a cornucopia of petty cruelty; a review of the site’s archive gallery shows cats of every description paired with captions that role-play villainy with obvious relish. (“Aleister hates you because you’re an idiot. He can hospitalize you in one bite. He’s done it before, and he can do it again.” “This cat hates with such a hot hate, she can’t even stand to be in the house when dorks come over. There are some loser-cooties that can’t be licked off or hocked up in a hairball.”)

Although this site predated cats’ takeover of the web, it helped to pioneer the practice of repackaging a digital brand for print. By 2004, you could buy two books based on My Cat Hates You, as well as several kinds of calendars.19 This kind of screen-to-page remediation has come to be the preferred path for the creators of viral web phenomena. Jonny Sun has a book; Humans of New York has a book; Awkward Family Photos has a book; We Rate Dogs has two books; Lolcats have multiple books. A book in print is still a powerful sign of arrival for the flagbearers of new media.

Other cat ephemera on the internet during these years: in 2002, Rathergood.com, a weird-news aggregator blog in the vein of Fark and Something Awful, released a Flash animation in which kittens rocked out to Top 40 music, which became a hit. In 2003, internet users started circulating pictures of their cats with objects balanced on their bodies; one commenter described the fad as “Cat Buckaroo,” or “the magical art of placing various objects on a sleeping cat and seeing who can get the most on before the cat wakes up in a disgruntled mood and slouches off.” In time, the fad spawned websites like Stuff on My Cat (2005) and Cat Stackers (2010).20

The Infinite Cat Project

If you take interest in the history of hardware, I suggest you check out the Infinite Cat Project. In 2003, a participant on an Apple web forum took a picture of his cat (named Frankie) examining a picture of himself on a computer screen. He made the image still more recursive by putting the new picture on his computer screen, getting his cat to look at it, then taking another picture. He uploaded the result to the forum, and the concept took off: forum users took pictures of their cats looking at new iterations of the image on their home computers. They helpfully labeled new images with the names of the featured cats, so that you knew, a few turns in, that you were looking at an image of Tiger watching Farrusko watching Skinny White Boy watching Peaker watching Brit watching Plien watching Eunheui watching Datsa watching Tasha watching Duma watching 99 watching Snowball watching Hawkeye watching Copper watching Fritz watching Zoot watching Abby watching Frankie watching Poozy watching Frankie watching Sammy watching Frankie.21 Finally a web designer named Mike Stanfill created a website to host the project in perpetuity, which he called the Infinite Cat Project.22

As of this writing, the website records 1,823 photos of cats looking at cats. As Jason Eppink notes, the website is also an exhibition of the changes in home computer technology that have taken place since 2004. As you move back through the timeline of cats, you see slender notebooks transform into enormous boxes. (Stanhope wrote a post in 2004 that acknowledged that many computer users did not own digital cameras. He advised, “Just use a normal, film-type camera and when you get your film developed have it saved to a CD, a very inexpensive process nowadays. Then choose the best picture off the disc and email a copy to me.”)23

Frank the Cat

A final cat tale can help to round out this period: that of Frank the Cat, who has a claim to the title of first celebrity cat on the English-speaking internet. In January 2002, a tabby named Frank was hit by a car in Cambridge, England. Good Samaritans found the injured cat and brought him to a veterinary hospital, where vets repaired his broken pelvis. Frank’s owner wanted to thank the cat’s anonymous rescuers, so he set up a webcam (at the address cathospital.co.uk) that showed a continuous video of Frank’s recovery, on the chance that the site would attract their attention.24

Frank became an unexpected viral celebrity. Within a few weeks of the site going up, more than 500,000 people had seen it; by the middle of May, some 12,000 unique visitors logged in every day. By the year’s end, the site had more than four and a half million visitors.25 “The response has been overwhelming,” Frank’s owner told a journalist. “But everyone loves a cuddly animal and the fact he is defenseless and injured probably adds to his appeal.”26 Yahoo selected the site as one of the top websites of 2002. Letters and get-well cards poured in.

The Good Samaritans got in touch with Frank’s owner. I preserve their names here: Alex Whan and David Hawes.27

2005–2011: THE MEME ERA

The New York Times was an early print outlet to recognize the power of cats as a symbol on the web. In 2005, an article titled “Internet’s Best Friend (Let Me Count the Ways)” proclaimed the cat to be the web’s favorite animal: “On the Web you’ll find the Infinite Cat Project but no Infinite Dog. My Cat Hates You is big on the Web, but there is no site named My Dog Hates You. . . . Cats are the Web’s it-animals. They’re everywhere.”

Ultimately, the article argued that cats, surly and solitary as they are, resemble internet users—and that we find mystery and fascination in the inner lives of cats, whereas the inner lives of dogs are not nearly so mysterious.28 Whether netizens are truly catlike is unprovable—the argument of this book is that their affiliation with cats is cultural, not natural—but it is true that people want to scrutinize the inner lives of cats more than they do dogs. I once asked Mary Salvig, a curator at the Archives of American Art who combed mountains of archival materials to prepare an exhibition of artists’ paintings, drawings, and photographs of their cats, whether artists tend, in correspondence, to treat their dogs differently from their cats. Yes, she said: “Cats are the subject of a lot more thought for artists. They expend a lot of space telling stories and writing about their cats. They want to explain what they think the cat is thinking.”29

Yet the Times article does not mention the indelicate spaces, like 4chan, Something Awful, Fark, and Rathergood, that provided the sources of the web’s new fascination with cat content.30 These sites created the members of the “family tree of internet cats” that fell out of my library book. This is to say they created memes: reproducible, reconfigurable, made for a repetitive remix economy that operates by circulating shifting repetitions of the same thing.

From the perspective of the 2020s, what is notable about the famous cats of the meme era is they don’t have names. There is no Maru, no Grumpy Cat, no Lil Bub, no Venus, no Zelda. Instead, they have labels, like Happycat and Long Cat, and each cat exists as a single image.

Thus (and here I refer to the family tree of internet cats) Happycat begat Lord Happycat, who begat Pope Happycat I, who begat Holy Kitty. And Happycat begat Ceiling Cat, who begat Medieval Ceiling Cat, who begat Emperor Cat and Bodybuilder Cat. And the sons of Emperor Cat were Egypt Cats, Tubcat, and Star Wars Cats, who begat Robot Cat. And Happycat begat Drill Cat, who begat Popcorn Cat, who begat Limecat and Scared Kitty. Forsooth the sons of Limecat were Lemoncat and Orangecat. The sons of Lemoncat were Moon Cat and Fish Bowl Cat. And the son of Orangecat was Fat Cat, who begat Fire Cat, Lovely Kitty, Tankcat, Corncat, and Tilt Wet Kitty. And Tankcat begat Breadcat; and Breadcat began to be mighty in the earth. Tilt Wet Kitty begat Guess Who Cat, who begat Longcat, and Longcat of Love, and Monorail Cat. And Longcat begat Looooooooongcat, and to Looooooooongcat was born two sons: King Pimp Cat and Scanned Cat. Fire Cat begat Wig Cat and Devil Cat, who begat Tacgnol, who begat Tactrohs and Internet Cat, who begat Tech Support Cat, who begat Invisible Bike Cat and Evil Cat, who begat Crazy Eyed Cat, Hissy JelliBelli, and Smiley Cat, who begat Patriotic Cat and Pirat Cat, who begat Screamin’ Steven and Goodbye Kitty, who begat Amused Cat. And I have only referred, by this point, to a small portion of the cats in the family tree’s branches.

I doubt this tree is a perfect record of generational descent. (Why wouldn’t Tacgnol, which is Longcat backwards, descend from Longcat?) But it doesn’t mean to be accurate. It means to playfully reinforce the association between cats and the internet and also to emphasize, through the structure of a family tree, the iterative, expansive character of the meme economy. We like the classics, but we also need novelties to show that we’re au courant. Only an insider knows Invisible Bike Cat when the meme is fresh, and only an insider knows when Invisible Bike Cat is over.

At around the same time that Lolcats became a hit on 4chan and Something Awful, a meme called Advice Dog began to circulate on these sites: an image macro of a Golden Retriever with a ditzy look, with captions that deliver conspicuously poor advice. (“WALK ON RED. PEOPLE CAN’T SEE YOU.”) Advice Dog inaugurated a long chain of animal memes: Business Cat (“CANCEL MY 3 O’CLOCK. I NEED TO WATCH THIS BIRD”), Anxiety Cat (“HAVE TO EMAIL A DOCUMENT. CHECK 12 TIMES THAT IT’S THE RIGHT FILE”), and Courage Wolf (“WHAT DOESN’T KILL YOU IS GOING TO DIE”).31 Advice Animals appeal to the desire to explain what an animal is thinking, though the explanation, in this case, is simply that the animal thinks what we think. When artists in earlier days sent pictures of their pets in their letters, Salvig says, the pets were meant, in part, to represent an aspect of the artist. The animals of Advice Animals channel us in a more obvious way. Additionally, animal memes take the quintessential internet genre of the alienated animal past the classic Lolcat model, in part as a way of asserting knowledge of internet culture. I’m so sophisticated that I don’t have to use a cat meme; I can use a sloth meme instead.

Cat Videos

2005 was the year that YouTube came to the internet. As it happens, the platform’s creators, Steve Chen and Chad Hurley, demonstrated the platform’s potential to investors by showing a test video of Chen’s cat hunting yarn. (They got funding, and in December the platform went public. Less than a year afterward, Google bought the platform for some $1.65 billion.)32 A 2018 book by Kevin Allocca, the Head of Culture and Trends at YouTube, measures the virality of YouTube videos—Rebecca Black’s “Friday,” for instance—by comparing them with the “aggregate of cat video viewership.” He never explains why he uses cat videos as his yardstick for virality. He doesn’t need to; he understands that readers will get the joke.33

Chen and Hurley expected that people would use YouTube mainly to share home videos, which is why the test videos they used for the platform were mundane slices of life: a cat batting at yarn, a trip to the zoo. As it happened, people had bigger ideas for the site. They choreographed elaborate dances and lip-synching routines; they overlaid normal videos with dramatic music and effects; they created animated sketches; they launched serialized, increasingly professional-looking video diaries; they shared bootleg clips from television. They also shared cat videos, but the biggest performers in this category often had the same semiprofessional touch. The earliest cats to go viral on YouTube—Maru, a Japanese cat who does adorable things with boxes; “Surprise Kitten,” a kitten who responds to tickling with human gestures of delight; “Keyboard Cat,” a cat who seems to play an electronic keyboard; “Henri, le Chat Noir,” a series in which a cat broods while a voiceover drops surly aperçus in a French accent—were not caught in ordinary moments, but rather had gimmicks, dramatic overlays, professional-level videography, or special effects.34

In 2012, the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis inaugurated a tradition called the Internet Cat Video Festival, an annual daylong event in which crowds gathered to watch a selection of internet cat videos on a huge outdoor screen, and to see the Walker Center give a “Golden Kitty Award” to a video creator of the public’s choice. The winner was Will Braden, the creator of “Henri, le Chat Noir.” He received, as a trophy, a maneki-neko figurine with the kanji character for “Fortune” on its belly.35

Braden later told a documentary team, “It’s hard for me to think about the Henri videos as, like, super high art. I mean, they’re meant to just be silly, and to a certain extent, just to be a parody. And they’re a different kind of cat video. But at the same time, if people weren’t so into cat videos, then no one would be interested in ‘Henri.’ If I had made ‘Henri’ with a bunny, no one would have cared.”36

2012–PRESENT: CELEBRITY CATS

Since around 2012, celebrity cats have defined what one writer calls “the online cat-industrial complex.”37 The most famous internet cats to emerge in recent years have names: Colonel Meow, Garfi, Grumpy Cat, Hamilton the Hipster Cat, Lil Bub, Mao, Maru, Nala, Princess Monster Truck, Pudge, Remy, Rolf, Sam Has Eyebrows, Shironeko, Snoopybabe, Venus, Waffles, and Zelda, among many, many others. The YouTube Partner Program, which helps content creators to monetize their channels, distinguishes between comedy partners, music partners, and “cat partners,” among others. Reportedly, YouTube has over a hundred cat partners in Japan alone.38 More and more cat owners are creating YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram accounts for their pets, hoping to win fame and fortune through follows, likes, and shares. The most famous cats are worth fortunes; many of them have the same manager, Ben Lashes, who negotiates advertising, merchandise, and media tie-ins on behalf of his feline clients.39

In a certain respect, the rise of celebrity cats answers a question about internet economics that economists and media theorists have been debating for decades. That question is whether the internet will flatten the playing field so that a few superstars no longer reap most of the consumer demand in a given area. Chris Anderson, the editor-in-chief of Wired magazine, gave this idea its most famous articulation in his 2006 book, The Long Tail: Why the Future of Business Is Selling Less of More.40 There, Anderson argues that the web’s new content production and distribution channels will enable consumers to buy narrower niches of products, less popular but more to their individual tastes. (The narrowing demand for niches constitutes the long tail.) Netflix, Apple’s iTunes, and YouTube represent long-tail businesses in the sense that they allow users to find and purchase items that aren’t nearly popular enough to appear in brick-and-mortar stores.41 As the web matures, he argued, many markets that now operate according to the principles of what economists call a blockbuster economy will switch to economies governed by the long tail.

More recently, Anita Elberse, a professor at Harvard Business School, has shown that the rise of new content production and distribution channels on the web does not mean that old rules cease to apply. Data show that consumers have not changed their behavior online: “As demand shifts from offline retailers with limited shelf space to online channels with much larger assortments, the sales distribution is not getting fatter in the tail. On the contrary, as time goes on and consumers buy more goods online, the tail is getting longer but decidedly thinner.”42 In fact, in the digital marketplace, blockbusters are more important than ever: although the long tail is lengthening, in the sense that unpopular items are finding buyers, blockbusters are gaining a larger proportion of total sales. The reasons for this are, first, that casual buyers prefer blockbusters, which they feel they can trust; and second, that even while using the borderless, anonymous internet, we still rely on recommendations from friends. Popularity begets popularity.43

We might therefore view the rise of celebrity cats as an inevitable extension of the maturing of the web as a marketplace. The Pareto Principle suggests that 20 percent of the cats online should get 80 percent of the attention; and while the work of checking this projection must be left to a heroic quantitative analyst at some future date, we can at least say that the social media channels of superstars like Grumpy Cat and Lil Bub have subscriber counts that vastly dwarf those of channels belonging to the large number of would-be celebrity cats out there. To give a sense of the internet cat landscape in the year 2020, I will mention a few of the web’s celebrity cats here.

Maru and the Musashis

By the numbers, Maru is the most famous cat on the internet. In 2016, he won a Guinness World Record for the number of times that videos of a single animal had been viewed on YouTube—more than 325 million at that date. Born in 2007, Maru is a Scottish Fold cat—soft, chubby, and fond of sitting in boxes. Maru is a champion at sitting in boxes: he dives into deep boxes, he lounges in long boxes, he squeezes into teeny boxes.44 Although Maru doesn’t make public appearances, he has starred on Japanese commercials, and you can buy an array of Maru-branded calendars and books.45

A writer for Wired magazine, Gideon Lewis-Kraus, attempted to meet Maru in 2012. Ultimately, he had to write what journalists call a “write-around”—a profile in which the writer never meets the subject—because Maru is closely guarded and shrouded in secrecy; even her owner’s location is unknown. “Maru’s supervisory documentarian is named Mugumogu, but beyond that fact, hardly anything is known about her,” he wrote:

When I write Maru’s US book publicist—you read that right—it turns out that she knows no more than you or I. The publicist loops in Maru’s US book editor, who offers to pass along some interview questions to Mugumogu’s Japanese agent, who could have them translated, answered, and sent back. . . . A few days later the publicist writes back: Impossible. I’m welcome to write to the Japanese agent, she says, but I should know that not even the agent knows who Mugumogu is; her correspondence all goes through Maru’s Japanese publisher. . . . I commence months of fruitlessly obsequious email courtship with Mugumogu but ultimately to no avail.46

Though he could not get in touch with Maru, he did talk with another group of internet-famous cats, the Musashis. The Musashis are a “cat band,” and they are just one of many cat bands on the internet. In 2007, their owner, a sound engineer and musician, used audio clips of his five cats meowing to create a cover of “Jingle Bells,” which he put on YouTube to advertise his professional skills. YouTube Japan featured the video on its homepage; then YouTube featured the video on its global homepage. Before long, the video had more than a million hits.47 The Musashis made a deal with a company called Stardust Promotion to produce music and video content: the Musashis meowing “Auld Lang Syne” for mobile phones, the Musashis meowing with pop stars, the Musashis meowing the theme song for a network TV drama.48 The Musashis also got a book deal. Naturally.

Lil Bub

In 2011, Mike Bridavsky uploaded photographs of his new kitten, Lil Bub, to Tumblr. He had rescued the kitten from a feral colony earlier that year, as she clearly had special needs. (Bub’s jaw was underdeveloped and she lacked teeth, which meant that her tongue perpetually stuck out. Her eyes were unusually large for a cat. Lil Bub passed away in 2019, but for most of her life, her health was reportedly good.) The photos quickly migrated to Reddit and from there to Buzzfeed.49 By 2012, Lil Bub was the subject of adoring journalistic coverage.50 Today, at a brick-and-mortar store in her hometown of Bloomington, Indiana, you can buy Lil Bub mugs, postcards, tote bags, T-shirts, and stickers, among other merchandise—which is also available on the web. She starred, from 2013 to 2014, in “Lil Bub’s Big Show,” a web series with high production values in which Bub “interviewed” celebrity guests. She headlined in the documentary Lil Bub & Friendz, which premiered at the Tribeca Film Festival in 2013; the film won the Tribeca Online Festival Best Feature Film. And, of course, she had a book.51

“She’s the most photogenic cat in the world,” Bridavisky, who seems like a chill guy, says in Lil Bub & Friendz. “So I take a picture, and I put it on Tumblr. And people started responding to it. It’s like, whoa, and then people I don’t know are sending me messages. One is that she looks so different, but is still cute. So it’s, like, challenging what the standard is for cuteness, or, you know, it’s okay to be different and still be appreciated. And then, out of nowhere, suddenly all this awesome stuff started happening.”52

The documentary, like Lil Bub’s web series, makes the surprising choice to present Lil Bub in the frame of science fiction. (“Deep within the far reaches of the universe, in a galaxy not yet known to us humans, lived a tiny and complex creature, Lil Bub. One day, Bub decided to leave her planet and venture off into the darkness of space. This is her story.”) This origin story plays on her alien looks and the ease she has with travel, Bridavisky says.53 It also sets genre expectations for her audience; her fictional frame is like that of the title character of the novel The Little Prince (1943), which is to say that it’s science fiction but also a fairy tale. Lil Bub’s success—that is, the amount of love she found in the world—plays, in this frame, as the fairy-tale device that J.R.R. Tolkien called eucatastrophe: for a disabled feral kitten, life should be brutal and short, but against all odds, it isn’t. The devotion and imagination of her owner helped to make her such an appealing character, though he treated his share of his cat’s fame with wry skepticism.

“I don’t understand how Mike hasn’t found love from this yet,” one of Bridavisky’s friends says in Lil Bub & Friendz. “All these girls are commenting on Gawker about you, how hot you are. I know u don’t like to be in the spotlight here, but it is true.”

“I dated this girl for a short period of time,” Bridavisky replies. “And she’s like, ‘I told my mom about you. I told her that you own a recording studio and you have a famous cat.’ And her mom said, ‘Yeah, not that guy.’”54

Grumpy Cat

In 2012, a young man named Bryan Bundensen posted to Reddit a picture of a cat named Tardar Sauce, whose markings gave her a permanently grumpy look. The post was titled, “Meet Grumpy Cat.” Responses flooded in: “Why are you so grumpy cat you don’t even pay taxes, get a fucking job.” “I want a subreddit of just grumpy cats.” Someone posted an image macro of the cat’s face with the caption, “I HAD FUN ONCE / IT WAS AWFUL.” (The joke was taken from a comic by the Canadian artist Kate Beaton.)55 A commenter later replied in the thread, “I bet you didn’t know how viral this cat would be in 5 months.”56

The cat’s image rose quickly to the top of a subreddit called Advice Animals, which curates images in the Advice Animals genre that 4chan created. It spread rapidly to other parts of the internet, while Bundensen (the brother of Tardar Sauce’s owner, Tabatha Bundensen) fanned the flames by posting new images to Reddit: “Good morning from Grumpy Cat!” “The Daily Grump | October 11.” “Grumpy Cat and Pokey.” “Tard the Grumpy Cat Returns.” Finally, the cat reached such a level of virality that the siblings presumably realized that they had a brand. The cat’s photos were deleted from Imgur (a photo-hosting site associated with Reddit) and started to be hosted on www.grumpycats.com.

Like Lil Bub, Grumpy Cat (the cat’s stage name) had visible disabilities but good health. She had feline dwarfism, which, combined with an underbite and fortuitous coloring, gave her the permanent appearance of a scowl. Her appeal to internet users was concrete and immediate. When her owner held a question-and-answer session on Reddit, a commenter wrote:

This isn’t a question and I feel like it’s kind of a weird thing to say, but I want you to know how much Grumpy Cat means to me. I just started working two full time jobs and I’m generally tired and cranky all the time. My fiance knows that when I’m in a mood (which is often these days) referencing grumpy cat will always make me smile. Sometimes he texts me pictures of grumpy cat throughout the day when I’m at work. Also when I’m being particularly unpleasant, he calls me ‘grumpy cat’ which, again, always kind of makes me smile.

Another commenter wrote, “First comment ever/delurking to proclaim my love for this cat. I don’t even like cats. I’m allergic to cats. But Grumpy Cat appeals to my soul.”57

As Grumpy Cat’s fame grew, her owner began selling merchandise and got her a monetized YouTube channel. The cat’s scowl adorned baby bibs, calendars, car decals, coffee mugs, keychains, pillows, office supplies, pajamas, plush animals, slippers, shirts, and socks, among other merchandise. She was the face of Friskies.58 She had her own brand of “coffee drink.”59 In 2014, she got a movie, Grumpy Cat’s Worst Christmas Ever.60 (In an instance of perfect casting, Aubrey Plaza provides Grumpy Cat’s voice.)

These days, internet fame looks the same as regular fame, as Ben Lashes remarked to a filmmaker when talking about a trip that Grumpy Cat made to New York City:

People on the streets of New York were swarming around everywhere that we went because we had to walk from place to place. We had some people that would walk by and then just freeze and be like, ‘Oh my gosh, is that—is that Grumpy Cat? No effin’ way!’61 And one girl walking up, she’s like, ‘Oh my gosh, is it really Grumpy Cat?’ She started hyperventilating and jumping up and down. She had tears in her eyes. It was like John Lennon was right there back to life. It was totally insane. Grumpy Cat is totally the next big cat.”62

Grumpy Cat passed away in May 2019. She was publicly mourned the world over.

Curious Zelda

What is it like to be the owner of a famous cat? Recently, I interviewed Matt Taghioff, the owner of a cat named Zelda who has (at the time of this writing) more than 190,000 followers on Twitter.63 Taghioff, then a 32-year-old customer service manager living in Beckenham, Kent, was eager to stress that Zelda is not, so to speak, what he does for a living. “I’m not framing Zelda as my work and enterprise,” he said. “It’s an incredibly pure account. It was bred out of being a side hobby.”

“There are plans to write a book,” he added—publishers and literary agents had been reaching out to him.

Zelda is a cat whose eyes, which bug out a little, seem to wear a perpetual expression of surprise. She has black-and-white markings that accentuate the expression. From some angles, she resembles an ink painting of a frog from the Edo period; from others, she resembles Beaker from the Muppets. Like many cat accounts on Twitter, Zelda’s account (@CuriousZelda) uses the first person in the captions that accompany the images; but unlike many such accounts, Zelda’s does not use baby talk or lolspeak. Instead, the captions offer explanations for why she looks surprised (“RUN FOR YOUR LIVES. SOMETHING ORDINARY IS ABOUT TO HAPPEN”; “Suddenly, it dawned on me that I had been naked my whole life”).64 Or “she” describes the havoc she is about to wreak upon her home, which you are free to imagine is also your home (“There’s no such thing as scratch resistant”; “Today, I will mostly be reducing the value of our home”).65 Or she takes flights of whimsy, imagining that she has been folded like laundry (“Always leave your Zelda in the folded position”) or that her pupils are huge because they signal a fully charged battery (“Please be careful not to overcharge your Zelda”).66

Sometimes she expresses her thoughts as poetry:

See a housefly

So discreet

Tiny war cry

Then I eat67

I thought I saw my nemesis

I sensed he was around

In truth I had imagined it

And yet I stood my ground68

Scratch the sofa

Claw the bed

Tear the curtain

Still get fed69

Zelda’s subscribers are a doting and enthusiastic community. They send pictures of their own cats. They offer new explanations for why Zelda looks surprised. They create Zelda fan art.70 Taghioff has even received proposals of marriage from strangers on Twitter.71

Taghioff adopted Zelda from a rescue shelter in 2014. “I went to a charity, the Mayhew rescue shelter, to look for a black cat,” he said. “Zelda was the one and only cat I met that day. After a short but intense staring match, she came over to me and was incredibly loving.”

The shelter had feared that her bug-eyed look would scare off potential adopters. The online adoption ad for the tuxedo cat read, “Don’t be put off by my spooked expression.” As she became accustomed to living in a flat with a human roommate, she grew less skittish and more confident; but her expression never changed.

“When friends visited, her expressions were always a talking point,” he said. “There’s so much going on in her eyes, and you can come up with so many reasons or things for her to be startled about. I had a lot of friends and colleagues at work who encouraged me to put her face on the internet.” He registered a Twitter account for Zelda in 2015 and started tweeting in early 2016.

Our impulse to project narratives onto her helps to account for her appeal, he suggested: “Cats have this remarkable way of drawing our attention and getting us to make way for them in some way, make allowances for them. They have a sense of entitlement as they sprawl across the doorway. Dogs have an immediate availability that seems easier to read.”

On Twitter, he started his project with the goal of making her seem as alive on the screen as he could. He learned a few tricks from studying other internet cats. “One of the things I always thought while looking at cats and memes online is: I wish I had this cat in my life,” he said. “I make believe that she’s not just appearing on Twitter, she’s in their homes. Trashing their homes, zooming around their living rooms, sleeping on their stairs. People welcome that, because they want Zelda in their lives.”

As for his choice not to use baby talk, “It’s kind of been a conscious decision and having a feel to it,” he said. “Early when Zelda was on Twitter, she misspelled some words. I think she has learned from interacting with her audience. She’s still impulsive, as revealed in her questionable behaviors. But she has a lot of time on her paws to think. So it doesn’t make sense to me that she would use babyish language.”

Zelda’s audience also contributed pieces to her back-story, he said: “For instance, that she drinks a lot of coffee, and that she’s a creature that can see through time and see the end of the world.” (Having spent time looking through Zelda fan art and postings, I can report that the Zelda lore is deep.)

Zelda’s subscriber count rose slowly, then quickly. Now and then, the count would get a boost when someone posted pictures of Zelda to Imgur or Reddit. In 2017, as she passed 24,000 followers, journalists began to write stories about the account. One day, his uncle texted him to share the news that “Curious Zelda” was a quiz selection on a radio quiz show on BBC2. Book publishers started to reach out to him: “They see from Twitter that there’s a good opportunity to transfer to a book,” he said. (The book The Adventures of a Curious Cat: Wit and Wisdom from Curious Zelda, Purr-fect for Cats and their Humans came out from Sphere Books in 2019.)

At the time that I spoke to him, that’s where he was: weighing his options and figuring out what direction to take. The book would happen, he said, but he hoped to maintain the account’s purity. “Twitter doesn’t have a natural way of monetizing,” he said. “I started the account because I saw something fun to do. Not to advertise products and do partnerships. She really has her own kind of personality. She doesn’t just quote and promote for the sake of it. She’s clearly a very thoughtful kitty.”

THE PURR-AMID OF SUCCESS

In a 2000 article, the literary critic Franco Moretti argued that literary genres ultimately arise, not from writers or from cultural arbiters, but from audiences.72 Moretti begins by citing a model, by the economists Arthur De Vany and W. David Walls, of the blockbuster economy of the movie industry. As De Vany and Walls note, the movie industry is carried by its hits, with 80 percent of the box office going to 20 percent of the movies in theaters. The problem is that nobody can reliably predict what makes a hit. Filmgoers produce hits by recommending films they like to others, creating an “information cascade” of recommendations begetting recommendations; but the fact that filmgoers like a film is sometimes a surprise to everyone involved. (“Film audiences make hits or flops and they do it, not by revealing preferences they already have, but by discovering what they like,” De Vany and Walls write. “When they see a movie they like, they make a discovery and they tell their friends about it; reviewers do this too. This information is transmitted to other consumers and demand develops dynamically over time as the audience sequentially discovers and reveals its demand.”)73

Moretti argues that the literary marketplace works the same way. But literary scholars may be able to explain, in the case of the literary marketplace, what economists are not obliged to explain about the film marketplace: namely, which formal devices appealed to a given audience at a given time, inspiring the information cascade. In the case of detective stories, for instance, literary scholars may note that most detective stories published in the day of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle did not have the features of what is now the “classic” detective story: material clues, visible to though unnoticed by the reader, that lead the detective to his conclusion. Even Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories did not always have these features. But many of them did; and readers liked and recommended Doyle’s stories over the stories of his rivals in the detective genre, until finally Sherlock Holmes was the figure of the fictional detective par excellence.74

Observers of our own time have already begun to make guesses, and good ones, about what formal features the people of the internet like in celebrity cats. They like cuteness, which cats with babyish features and unusually large eyes have to a special degree. They like vulnerability, which they can easily read into the visible disabilities of Lil Bub and Grumpy Cat or, for that matter, the startled look of Zelda. They like what the poet John Keats called negative capability: Grumpy Cat inspires us to supply endless explanations as to why she is grumpy, never giving us the shallow satisfaction of a definite answer. And they like, it seems, an element of weirdness. Bub flies around in a spaceship; Zelda can see the end of the world; the cats of Black Metal Cats expose the eerie lurking in the everyday. Listening to the music of the Musashis, Lewis-Kraus says he finds something appealing in its alien quality, which “is hard not to read as the kind of netherworldly incursion that used to get cats set ritualistically on fire.”75




EPILOGUE

Late Adopter

When I started work on this book, I was Not a Cat Person. But I try to be thorough, so once research was underway, I reached out to a shelter in Brooklyn and asked to foster a kitten.

The shelter chose a small black kitten. I put him in my apartment’s bathroom, at first, so that he couldn’t hide where I couldn’t find him. When I started to pet him, an immense purr rose and filled the little room, vibrating off the walls. I felt like I was using echolocation. Aaron Purr, I thought, and that was that.

“You know what the problem is?” My father asked that day by phone.

“What?” I asked.

“You’re going to keep the cat.”

“I’m not,” I said, and explained why for the next ten minutes.

As the days passed, I posted updates on Facebook:

Dog and kitten are curled up together.

Now Victor is imitating the cat. Cat does something, Victor tries to do it.

More imitation: cat grooms cat; Victor tries to groom cat.

Dog and cat are cuddled up again. I don’t want to breathlessly live-blog this relationship, but here we are.

Kitten’s favorite place to nap is on the desk by my computer. I guess this is okay for the time being.

The cat has earned my respect. But that doesn’t mean my loyalties have changed.

Finally, I told my father on the phone, “I’m going to keep the cat.”

“Surprise, surprise,” he said.

Aaron Purr will never be a Twitter star or an Instagram glamour-puss. He hates having his picture taken and stalks away if I bring a camera near him. If I may project human traits onto him, he is deliberate, reserved, and thoughtful.

It’s humbling to like a cat after spending so much energy complaining about them. I’ll go further and say, since Victor can’t read, that I’m probably a cat person. I foster kittens regularly these days, and they are very much present as characters in the home: goofy, gentlemanly, shy, sly, imperious; amusing companions during solitary work. I’ve learned more about how to read feline body language, and it turns out that cats are full of emotion.

Having been reminded so pointedly that I can’t predict the turns in my own life, I should refrain, I think, from pretending that I can say much about the future of the internet. Yet we can likely be confident that whatever turns the internet takes, the tubes will remain cat-shaped: frivolous, subversive, cute, mean, and weird, with communities of users fighting endless battles over the imaginary heart of the web, and with play and politics in perpetual mutual reinforcement.
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