
1. Introduction 

The term ‘meme’ was coined by the evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins and has been 

appropriated several times by other fields, such as academia and digital culture (Wiggins and 

Bowers 2014). In 1976, Dawkins used the term to describe the cultural evolution – as 

opposed to biological evolution – of humans. A ‘meme’ refers to a cultural unit or idea that is 

replicated and spread from person to person for its own survival purposes (ibid.). An example 

of this would be catch phrases or fashion – if these are not replicated, i.e. if people stop using 

them over and over again, they die out.  

In recent years, a form of the meme has become popular on the Internet. Typically, Internet 

memes are distributed across various social media platforms every day (ibid.); they are seen 

as a fun and relatable medium that can be shared easily with others, thus connecting people 

from all over the world. It can take multiple different formats, such as images, videos or text 

(Oxford Dictionaries).  

 

2. Types of Memes 

 

Generally speaking, every image, video, phrase, etc. that goes viral, i.e. that “spreads 

quickly and widely on the Internet through social media and e-mail” (Collins Dictionary), 

can be seen as a meme. Because the Internet constantly grows and ideas are spread so 

easily, Internet memes often happen suddenly and accidentally. 

 

- Image Macro: An image macro is the combination of an image and text. Often, the 

images used go viral, and individuals can add their own text to them. Each image has 

a specific purpose and the added text underlines said purpose. Examples: Bad Luck 

Brian (2012), The Most Interesting Man in the World (2007) 

 

- Images: Plain images without text on the picture can also be memes. These are often 

used on Twitter and Facebook as reaction pictures, with captions that fit the purpose 

of the image. Examples: Salt Bae (2017), Stock Photography (2012)  

 



- Gifs/Videos: Moving images (gifs) as well as videos can become memes too. Often 

there is no text to accompany gif or video memes; they communicate their purpose on 

their own. Examples: Chandler from Friends dancing (2012), Rickroll (2007)  

 

 

3. Communicative Aspects 

According to Shifman (2013), memes have three dimensions – content, form and stance – 

that people can use to imitate and, additionally, spread. These three dimensions also help to 

define memes (the medium as well as the term) more specifically. 

1. Content: includes both ideas and ideologies conveyed by memes 

2. Form: the physical form of the meme, perceived through our senses (visible + audible 

dimensions)  

3. Stance: refers to the communication that memes can convey 

All three dimensions can be replicated and shared; Internet users can decide for themselves 

which of the dimensions or qualities they wish to imitate.  

Stance, furthermore, can be broken down into three sub-categories: 

- Participation Structures: who is entitled to participate, and how 

- Keying: the tone and style of communication 

- Communicative functions: Jakobson (1960) defined six different functions of 

communication: 

o Referential: This function describes the context of communication, a situation 

or an object. Memes are always used in specific contexts (e.g. to express 

annoyance or happiness) and relate to a certain situation. 

o Emotive: The emotive function describes the speaker’s feelings and internal 

state, e.g. what they think of a certain scenario. As for memes, they often 

express the user’s emotions; this is especially true for reaction images (which 

can be plain or image macros), which are used to react to certain situations. 

o Conative: This function is related to the addressee, who is directly engaged by 

the speaker.   

o Phatic: This function is used to establish, prolong or discontinue 

communication, e.g. greetings or small talk. 



o Metalingual: The metalingual function is used to describe the language itself 

and allows the communication partners to agree on a certain code, e.g. 

definitions. 

o Poetic: This function solely focuses on the artistic and aesthetic construction 

of a language; it is often used in advertising or for slogans. 

As an example, the image macro The Most Interesting Man in the World will be analysed in 

terms of its communicative functions – not all of them relate to every meme, which one has 

to be aware of when analysing Internet memes from a communicative perspective. The meme 

itself consist of a picture of the actor Jonathan Goldsmith, which was taken from an 

advertisement for beer, and two lines of text, one at the top and one at the bottom, completing 

the image macro. 

• Metalingual: It can be said that most users agree on the code of this meme, i.e. the 

phrasing, which is always “I don’t always X, but when I do, I Y.” 

• Referential: Most of the time, The Most Interesting Man in the World is highly 

referential, meaning that it relates to the user’s context and life circumstances. For 

instance, it is used to describe a successful situation in the user’s life – e.g. passing an 

important exam – in a humorous way. Working from this example, the text on the 

image macro would read “I don’t always take tests, but when I do, I get an A” or 

something of the like.  

• Emotive: Related to the previously mentioned function, The Most Interesting Man in 

the World also often describes the user’s feelings at the time they use the meme. Not 

only does this meme depict successful events, but can also be used to express 

embarrassment or other negative emotions. 

• Phatic: Just like most other memes, The Most Interesting Man in the World can be 

used to establish or prolong communication. For instance, other users may inquire 

about the original user’s intention after they share the meme and ask questions about 

their life or congratulate them for their success. 

 

 

 

 



4. Conclusion 

In conclusion, Internet memes can be seen as tools to communicate on social media. Users 

are able to share and connect through Internet memes, making them a valuable new medium. 

Through various communicative functions, memes can convey messages that are often only 

understood by users who are part of a certain community, or users that catch a reference to 

another cultural phenomenon. Although Internet memes have become an important medium 

in online communities, it is important to note that, as is the norm with other trends, many of 

them vanish after only a short period of time, and only some memes persevere throughout the 

years, such as the Rickroll or The Most Interesting Man in the World. Ultimately, Internet 

memes are a new, humorous way to communicate on social media that are not only to be 

considered in an informal context but are also a valuable subject in academic circles. 
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