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Abstract

This paper examines the recently emerged multimodal artefacts commonly known as 
Internet memes in the light of the new literacies that are rapidly emerging in the digital age. 
Attention is paid particularly to the most popular type of Internet meme – image macros – 
with Joseph Ducreux as a model meme, analyzing and demonstrating their features as well 
as their correlation with the theoretical framework of new literacies. The paper includes a 
brief introduction to the theory of new literacies in relation to Internet memes followed by 
a description of memetic selectivity, distribution, classification and the linguistic and non-
linguistic peculiarities of this phenomenon that expand the traditional notion of literacy.
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1. Introduction

The digital domain of the Internet seems to be causing a gradual paradigm shift in 
the perception of literacy by virtue of its multimodal, networked, and hyperlinked 
character (Coiro, Lankshear, & Leu, 2008; The New Literacies Research Team, 2007). 
The Internet has introduced new online reading comprehension skills that redefine 
the traditional concept of literacy. It is argued that a proficient offline reader does not 
necessarily equal a proficient online reader; additional background knowledge or a 
new set of skills is required in order to be a successful online reader (Henry, 2006; Leu, 
Kinzer, Coiro, & Cammack, 2004). In other words, traditional print environments 
require a relatively small set of reading comprehension strategies and skills, while 
online environments require not only traditional skills of reading comprehension, 
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but also new types of knowledge to effectively locate, critically evaluate, synthetize 
and communicate information on the Internet (Coiro & Dobler, 2007). 

This paper views the new skills and strategies as an aspect of the new literacies. 
Approaching the issue from a sociocultural perspective based on social practices, 
Colin Lankshear and Michele Knobel define these new literacies as “new socially 
recognized ways of generating, communicating and negotiating meaningful content 
through the medium of encoded texts within contexts of participation in Discourses 
(or, as members of Discourses)” (4). Their perception of discourse with a capital 
‘D’ draws on Gee’s concept of Discourse, including socially recognized ways of 
using language (reading, writing, speaking, listening), gestures and other semiotics 
(images, sounds, graphics, signs, codes), as well as social practices (ways of thinking, 
behaving, clothing, eating, etc.) within a specific group (cf. Gee 1990, 1992). They 
further argue that the ‘new’ is constituted by new technical stuff and new ethical stuff. 
Firstly, new technical stuff refers to the digital technologies which allow people to 
produce, share, and interact with a meaningful content combining images, sounds, 
texts, and videos through a digital code rather than material print. Secondly, it 
enables people to build and participate in literacy practices that involve new ethical 
stuff – different kinds of values, sensibilities, norms and procedures etc. compared 
with those that characterize conventional literacies. 

Considering that new literacies emerge alongside the new technologies, it is 
generally assumed that “[i] new skills, strategies, dispositions, and social practices 
are required by new technologies for information and communication; [ii] new 
literacies are central to full participation in a global community; [iii] new literacies 
regularly change as their defining technologies change; and [ix]  new literacies are 
multifaceted and benefit from multiple points of view” (Leu, Coiro, Castek, Hartman, 
Henry, & Reinking, 2008).

Internet memes are the product of the new technologies and they have only 
recently been developed and accepted as “having descriptive and explanatory power 
with respect to cultural development” (Knobel and Lankshear 2). Therefore the main 
objective of this paper is to examine Internet memes and verify whether they can be 
included within the scope of the new literacies in agreement with the four preceding 
assumptions. To reach a conclusion, the paper analyzes 33 Internet memes gathered 
from various social media websites and communities in order to demonstrate their 
linguistic as well as non-linguistic properties that locate them in the territory of 
the new literacies. These websites and communities include: 9gag.com, icanhas.
cheezburger.com, memegenerator.net memebase.com, memestache.com, imgur.com, 
reddit.com, and the “random /b/” sub-forum of 4chan.org. 

2.  Selectivity

The term ‘meme’ was coined by the evolutionary biologist and philosopher Richard 
Dawkins (1976) with the intention of explaining the flow and flux of culture. 
Dawkins’ meme represents a unit of cultural transmission or imitation contriving 
a spontaneous expansion, variation and replication of human ideas (192–195). 
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Despite the fact that Dawkins introduced this concept almost forty years ago, it has 
been reapplied in our digital age so as to describe “a piece of culture, typically a joke, 
which gains influence through online transmission” – known as Internet memes 
(Davidson 122). 

Dawkins establishes three major factors determining the ‘success’ of particular 
memes in view of their inherently imitative nature. He argues that a successful meme 
can be identified by a strong core idea remaining intact despite numerous variations 
(fidelity), characterized by a rapid replication (fecundity), with a sustainable replication 
pattern on a long-term basis (longevity) (194). Despite the fact that any text, image, 
sound, animation, video (and their combinations) can become a successful Internet 
meme, this paper surveys only the most prevalent type of Internet meme – image 
macros – consisting of an image with a superimposed text. The term ‘macro’ has been 
derived from computer science where it refers to a short sequence of characters (i.e. 
an input sequence) that automatically triggers a predefined procedure (i.e. an output 
sequence). However, macros in terms of Internet memes represent a (predefined) 
core idea or pattern that is replicated. In Dawkins’s terms, an image macro becomes 
successful when it is rapidly and widely replicated while preserving its core idea for 
long enough to be recognized by a larger audience. Joseph Ducreux (JD) memes 
represent a good example.

Joseph Ducreux was an eighteenth-century French artist known for his unorthodox 
style of portrait paintings. Interested in physiognomy, Ducreux tried to capture the 
personality of his subjects through facial expressions (Jeffares 1). Eventually, his self-
portrait Portrait de l’artiste sous les traits d’un moqueur (Self-portrait of the artist in 
the guise of a mocker) has become popular as part of an Internet meme in which 
gangster rap song lyrics are paraphrased in, and juxtaposed with, elevated and 
archaic English, which provides an interesting challenge of decoding the corrupted 
lyrics back into to the original form. Its first appearance featured a reinterpretation 
of the opening lyrics “Fuck bitches, get money” by Notorious B.I.G. from his single 
1995 Get Money (fig. 1). Subsequently, the meme has spread beyond revamping rap 
lyrics and inspired remakes of other memes (figs. 2, 3) and parts of popular culture 
(figs. 4, 5, 6) featuring the core idea of combining playfulness and refinement.
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As Ducreux memes imply, Internet memes are fonts of creativity in a form of 
visual entertainment based on the use of humour, rich intertextuality, atypical 
juxtapositions, and topicality. The humour seems to be directed by moral relativism, 
as most Internet memes appear to completely ignore any moral or ethical codes. 
Similarly, Konstantineas and Vlachos claim that in the field of Internet memes 
“we encounter the attitude ‘for teh lulz’” [for laugh], a phrase that suggests an 

Figure 1. JD; “Fuck bitches, 
get money” (Notorious 
B.I.G.)

Figure 2. JD; Forever Alone1 Figure 3. JD; Soon2

Figure 4. Hipster3 JD; “I 
was making self-portraits 
before it was cool”

Figure 5. JD; “Why so se-
rious?”4

Figure 6. JD; “Who let the 
dogs out” (Baha Men)
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unconditional and unbounded tendency towards bantering about issues considered 
off-limits due to seriousness or compassion. “Based on that point of view, there is 
no image of pain, illness or misfortune that deserves to remain immaculately above 
a humorous scope” (4). In other words, the sense of humour employed by memes 
is not only unrestricted to the boundaries of what is considered appropriate, but it 
also encompasses controversial issues that involve immoral, malicious, or even harsh 
aspects (figs. 7, 8, 9).

      

     

The humorous element is frequently articulated through cross-references to popular 
culture and/or other memes on a textual as well as visual basis revealing multiple 
layers of intertextuality. For example fig. 10 features Vincent Van Gogh’s self-portrait 
with the face of the famous singer Gotye placed onto his ear. Gotye’s makeup and 
facial expression are captured from the performance of his song Somebody That I 
Used to Know, whose lyrics clearly refer to Van Gogh’s self-mutilation. As Shifman 
argues, intertextuality is one of the focal qualities of internet memes which “often 
relate to each other in complex, creative, and surprising ways” (2). This is apparent 
in fig. 11, which is a reinterpretation of the quote “One Does Not Simply Walk Into 
Mordor”7 constituted by “Y U No guy”8 and the catchphrase “shut up and take 
my money.”9 Considering the nature of Ducreux memes, intertextuality seems to 
be the basic idea, e.g. “hatred originating from disreputable gentlecolts is going 
to continually persist” (fig. 12) illustrating two layers of intertextuality; firstly, the 
text is a reinterpretation of the catchphrase ‘haters gonna hate’ showing disrespect 
for offensive remarks usually addressed to a person, animal, celebrity or cartoon 
character caught in a conceited pose; and secondly, the term ‘gentlecolts’ (i.e. 
gentlemen in ‘pony-speak’) as a substitute for ‘haters’ reinforces the connection with 
the popular children’s television series My Little Pony. 

Figure 7. Successful 
Black Man5 

Figure 8. Almost Politically Correct 
Redneck6

Figure 9. JD; “Bros 
before hoes”
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In addition to intertextual references, Internet memes often use anomalous 
juxtapositions which significantly contribute to their success. Some memes 
deliberately highlight the incongruity between two or more elements to “deepen the 
ridicule associated with the incongruity by presenting even stronger juxtapositions 
suggested by the original photo […] or to diminish the initial incongruity by 
repositioning the character in a more appropriate context” (Shifman 90). The first 
instance is well illustrated by the Disaster Girl meme (fig. 13) juxtaposing a smiling 
girl with a burning house in the background, which intensifies the incongruity. 
Conversely, the incongruity decreases with the juxtaposition of the Overly Attached 
Girlfriend meme (fig. 14) and the seal of the National Security Agency (NSA) in the 
context of illegitimate surveillance (cf. Macaskill and Dance). In the Ducreux memes 
series the juxtaposition usually highlights the contrast between contemporary ill-
mannered or vulgar conduct and an archaic aristocratic image, even though the 
presentation of characters in a new, less unexpected context may occur as well, for 
example when the reinterpreted contemporary catchphrases or lyrics are juxtaposed 
with antique objects instead of the standard background (fig. 15).

     

Figure 10. “You didn’t 
have to cut me off ” 
(Gotye) 

Figure 11. “Why don’t you simply 
shut up and take my money”

Figure 12. JD juxta-
posed with My Little 
Pony character; “Hat-
ers gonna hate”
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Figure 14 illustrates topicality as another important factor contributing to the success 
of certain memes since it exploits a worldwide attention-grabbing event to underline 
and boost its own core idea. A considerable number of Internet memes – particularly 
image macros – have adopted the same strategy. They can be produced and spread 
in a very short time, which allows them to respond quickly to diverse subjects of 
public attention such as political controversies, natural disasters, celebrity scandals, 
terrorist attacks, etc.; for example, fig. 16 shows the 2011 Egypt protests employing 
Internet memes. Furthermore, they can even be utilized in advertising (fig. 17). 
Using the term ‘crisis meme’, Sean Rintel explains that especially these memes draw 
their power from “a combination of timeliness, timelessness, and seriality […] in 
the heat of an emergent social crisis, which is new but also another instance of a 
crisis that has been experienced before” (12). Another study by Ryan Milner deals 
with Internet memes in relation to the Occupy Wall Street Movement and public 
participation and shows how memes are employed in political discourse as part 
of public commentary. In accordance with Rintel, he arrives at the conclusion that 
“Public perspectives on OWS were articulated vibrantly through meme. Participants 
employed multiple modes of communication and means of argument. Participatory 
media networks like 4chan, reddit, Tumblr, the Cheezburger Network, and Canvas 
were mobilized during OWS, weaving tapestries of political commentary” (2387). 
As far as Ducreux memes are concerned, the topicality is partially maintained by 
revising predominantly fashionable lines and catchphrases. However, figure 18 
shows that Ducreux memes reinterpret not only contemporary content, but also 
popular texts unaffected by the passing of time or changes in fashion.

Figure 13. Disaster Girl10 Figure 14. Overly Attached 
Girlfriend11 superimposed 
on NSA seal

Figure 15. JD; “Fuck the 
Police”12
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3.  Distribution

If we consider cultural evolution as the continuous development of culture based on 
the natural selection of cultural traits, then memes are cultural replicators instigating 
the transmission of cultural traits. According to Heylighen and Chielens, the 
transmission strongly resembles an epidemic of an infectious disease: “the carrier of 
a certain idea, behaviour or attitude directly or indirectly communicates this idea to 
another person, who now also becomes a carrier, ready to ‘infect’ further people” (2). 

They introduce a four-stage replication cycle with the last stage followed by the 
first, thus closing the replication cycle; unsuccessful memes are eliminated in each 
stage. In the first stage (assimilation), a meme infects a new host by entering its 
memory, which means it must be noticed, understood and accepted by the host. 
The second stage (retention) corresponds with the process of storing the meme in 
an individual’s memory. In the third stage (expression), the meme is successfully 
retrieved from memory in order to be communicated to other individuals. The 
fourth stage (transmission) marks the transfer of the expression to another individual 
through a sufficiently effective medium (Heylighen and Chielens 10‒11).

The Internet appears to be an immensely efficient conductor of memes. Bearing 
in mind Dawkins’ fidelity, fecundity and longevity as fundamentals of effective 
memetic transmission, the conditions of the digital environment are more than 
promising. Fidelity is secured by manifold copying options, which are unparalleled in 
comparison with other media. Fecundity is supported by numerous meme-generators 
capable of generating countless copies every day. And finally, Internet memes enjoy 
high longevity by means of “archives, mirror sites and hypertextuality” (Knobel and 
Lankshear 14). The basic and most frequent vehicles for the transmission of Internet 
memes include emails, blogs, forums, social network websites (e.g. Facebook, 

Figure 16. Y U NO guy; 
“Mubarak, why don’t you  step 
down” 

Figure 17. Success Kid13; “Tim 
just realized his parents get 
HD channel at no extra cost.”

Figure 18. JD; “Twin-
kle, twinkle, little 
star, / How I wonder 
what you are.” (Jane 
Taylor)
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Twitter), and instant massagers (e.g. ICQ, AIM, Windows Live Messenger).
Despite the growing interest in this phenomenon, many aspects of internet 

memes are not yet fully explored. Although some non-academic web sites such as 
knowyourmeme.com, memedump.com or memebase.com have managed to track the 
origin and evolution of famous memes, the dynamics of memetic spread have not 
yet been clarified. According to research on the temporal dynamics and infectious 
potential of 150 famous Internet memes, it is estimated that “the majority of 
currently famous Internet memes spreads through homogenous communities and 
social networks rather than through the Internet at large” (Bauckhage 49). In fact, 
homogeneity seems to be the subsequent result of memetic transmission within the 
communities, as claimed by Granovetter: 

… ideas may penetrate from other such groups via the connecting medium 
of weak ties. It is a seeming paradox that the effect of weak ties, in this case, is 
homogenization, since my emphasis has been the ability of weak ties to reach 
out to groups with ideas and information different from one’s own. The paradox 
dissolves, however, when the process is understood to occur over a period of time. 
The ideas that initially flow from another setting are, given regional and other 
variations, probably new. (215‒216)

Undoubtedly, 4chan is one such community. It represents one of the most 
influential anonymous image boards (i.e. a type of internet forum based primarily 
on posting images and their subsequent commentary). From all of its sections, 
the most (in)famous is probably the random /b/ sub-forum where people try to 
“shock, entertain, and coax free porn from each other” (Douglas n. pag.). As a part 
of rigorous research, Saklofske concludes that “it is the place to go if you want to 
witness unbridled misogyny, racism, objectification, hatred, stupidity and spectacle. 
However, this is only a limited catalogue of /b/’s contents. Less apparently (and 
also less frequently), I have also witnessed heartfelt emotional exchanges, political 
debates, empathy, sympathy, feminism, egalitarianism, justice, and creativity” (3). He 
adds that the exceptionality of 4chan also lies in its limited preservation of content; 
only 11 pages of message posting are maintained for each forum (4). Moreover, 
considering the fact that the web site has 22.5 million unique visitors per month 
(Ingram n. pag.), the content is inherently volatile and subject to constant change. 
This creates a very fruitful seedbed of successful Internet memes, not only due to 
the substantial number of visitors and their active participation but also due to the 
highly competitive environment. 

4. Classification 

The rapidity of memetic replication creates immeasurable diversity which makes any 
categorization of memes rather difficult.  This paper shows two approaches to their 
classification. The first classification, by Elan Moritz, establishes general categories 
on the basis of content and form. The second classification, by Knobel and Lankshear, 
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deals specifically with Internet memes and introduces a provisional topology based 
on replicability. 

Moritz defines five distinctly different categories of memes: linguistic (L-memes), 
having syntactical, grammatical and semantic attributes employed in language-
based interactions; visual (V-memes), which are integrally connected with two- or 
three-dimensional visual representations (such as patterns on moths and butterflies, 
designs on Persian rugs, or international road sign symbols) and which depend 
on activity in the ‘visual’ senses; musical (M-memes), which depend on auditory 
senses and cannot be faithfully described via either L-memes or V-memes (e.g. bird 
and whale songs, symphonies, popular tunes); procedural/behavioural (B-memes), 
representing complex cultural entities; and complex (C-memes), which incorporate 
L, V, M, and/or B memes into a complete whole (such as a live Broadway musical or 
ballet performance) (n. pag.).

Moritz’s classification can be applied to Internet memes so as to characterize the 
interplay of these categories which results in their multimodality. The basic form of 
a single image (V-meme) might be enriched by elements such as texts (L-memes), 
sounds (M-memes), behavioural units14 (B-memes) and thus create complex memes 
(C-memes) such as image macros (LM-memes), animations (LVB-memes), or music 
videos (LVMB-memes). 

Knobel and Lankshear attribute the success of certain Internet memes to their 
multimodal character, which they perceive as an instrument to facilitate their 
replication. Based on research of 20 memes, they distinguish memes “that have high 
fidelity replication and are passed on more or less intact, from those memes where 
ideas are conveyed through mutating or remixed meme vehicles that both replicate 
and build on the original meme vehicle” (14):

 

LINGUISTICS AND TRANSLATION STUDIES



63

Figure 19. A provisional meme typology by Knobel and Lankshear
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Their classification proves that high fidelity is not a necessity for successful memes. 
Static memes with high fidelity are represented mainly by memes reflecting the social 
and political sphere, which do not permit any major deviation from the original 
pattern which could distort its core idea and render it meaningless. On the other 
hand, remixed memes marked by low fidelity are often based on virtually unlimited 
forms of humour. These memes are constantly developing from the original pattern 
and their evolution serves as a catalyst for fecundity. 

As previously stated, multimodality seems to be an almost indispensable trait of 
internet memes, regardless of the level of fidelity. Knobel and Lankshear conclude 
that 19 out of 20 memes in their study appear to be multimodal “even where a meme 
begins as a single image (e.g., Dog Poop Girl, the Lost Frog meme), additional 
texts, images and even sound or animations tend to be added to enhance the 
meme’s contagious qualities” (14). In this way, Knobel and Lankshear’s classification 
corresponds with Moritz’s. Although Moritz introduces a general classification of 
memes, his categorization includes complex memes which directly correlate with the 
multimodal character of Internet memes according to Knobel and Lankshear.

5. Language 

Language is a crucial constituent of memetic interaction – not only because it 
conveys a meme through conversations, publications, or any social interaction in 
order to spread from one host to another, but also because it provides means to create 
a new meme or modify any of the already existing memes. Moreover, if we take into 
account the Internet’s status as a global, electronic and highly interactive medium, the 
possibilities of employing as well as reshaping any language are virtually unlimited; 
in fact, a language might be altered to the extent that it is barely recognizable in this 
environment.  

In his book Language and the Internet, David Crystal attempts to scrutinize 
the impact of the Internet on language in the light of the growing concerns about 
its standards and creativeness being diminished. By analyzing a range of graphic, 
phonetic, phonological, orthographical, grammatical, lexical and discourse features 
of the Internet language (i.e. Netspeak), he assumes that “the phenomenon of 
Netspeak is going to ‘change the way we think’ about language in a fundamental way, 
because it is a linguistic singularity – a genuine new medium. […] As a new linguistic 
medium, Netspeak will doubtless grow in its sociolinguistic and stylistic complexity 
to be comparable to that already known in traditional speech and writing” (238‒239). 
Furthermore, Crystal also stresses the influence of Netspeak even outside the Internet: 
“the arrival of new, informal, even bizarre forms of language extends the range of 
our sensitivity to linguistic contrasts. Formal language, and other kinds of informal 
language, are seen in a new light, by virtue of the existence of Netspeak” (242). The 
testimony of the 4Chan founder, Christopher Poole, during the trial of David Kernell 
(cf. Cooper), seems to be a sufficiently illustrative example of Netspeak colliding with 
the austere and traditional language of the court room. Poole was asked to explain 
numerous Netspeak terms such as ‘rickroll’, whereupon he answered: 
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“Rickroll is a meme or internet kind of trend that started on 4chan where users - 
it’s basically a bait and switch. Users link you to a video of Rick Astley performing 
Never Gonna Give You Up,” said Mr Poole. (13)
..................................................................................................................................

“And the term ‘rickroll’ - you said it tries to make people go to a site where they 
think it is going be one thing, but it is a video of Rick Astley, right?,” asked the 
lawyer. / “Yes” / “He was some kind of singer?” / “Yes.” / “It’s a joke?” / “Yes.” (27)

As the testimony suggests, the term ‘rickroll’ was coined by the Internet users to 
describe a phenomenon scarcely explicable outside the boundaries of the Internet. It 
seems that Internet memes have adapted some features of Netspeak; in fact, several 
popular overlapping subcategories of Netspeak can be distinguished in the analyzed 
memes, namely Leetspeak, Lolspeak, and Textspeak.

Leetspeak or 1337speak originated from hacker subcultures for the purpose of 
encrypting certain messages and secretly sharing illegal software and pornographic 
material without alerting the language filters.  Its further development is associated 
with the emergence of online multiplayer games, which provided the main impetus 
for a new lexicon. Eventually, the use of Leetspeak was extended to message boards 
and IRC channels which, paradoxically, made it no longer the strictly exclusive 
language of a private subculture due to its popularity among outsiders – referred 
to as “n00bs” or “newbs”, derived from the word “newbie” (Flamand 18‒23). The 
most distinctive feature of Leetspeak is its replacement of Roman letters by an 
alternative alphabet composed of ASCII characters, which results in one or multi-
letter homoglyphs (fig. 20). Another characteristic feature is the suffix ‘-z0r’ added to 
strengthen the meaning of a particular word, with the exception of the ‘-ck’ ending 
where the consonant cluster is omitted and ‘-xor’ or -xxor’ is added instead, such as 
hacker kitten in figure 18 (i.e. hack to hax0r). Besides these features, Flamand also 
mentions arbitrary capitalization (e.g. “You aRe the UberhaxXxX”), nominalization 
without any morphological transformation (e.g. “You are [the] win”), adding the 
definite article or the prefix ‘über-’ to a gradable adjective (e.g. “This game is the 
awesome” or “This game is übercool”) to intensify a certain constituent of a sentence 
(23‒33). Interestingly, the leetspeak subculture is often associated with one of the 
oldest Internet memes – “All Your Base Are Belong To Us.” The catchphrase comes 
from the poorly translated introductory cut scene of the Japanese video game Zero 
Wing released in 1989 (fig. 22). Its rediscovery a decade later made it a sensation. 
Since the Time magazine labeled it as “geek kitsch” humour (Taylor 4), the phrase 
has appeared in a number of other video games and now “regularly appears in news 
or political reports in the broadcast media or the blogosphere, and is used to describe 
clumsy, heavy-handed take-over bids for positions of power and the like” (Knobel 
and Lankshear 7).
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Figure 21 also displays several features of LOLspeak. LOLspeak or Chanspeak 
first appeared on 4chan in the mid-2000s during ‘Caturday’ - a tradition of posting 
images of cats with intentionally misspelled text (i.e. LOLcat) on Saturdays (Lefler 2). 
The most frequent typographic errors of LOLspeak occur in words spelled with the 
letter z instead of s together with non-standard representations of vowels based on 
their common pronunciation (eye dialect). There are also deviations from standard 
conjugation where the subject I is usually followed by is/z or are and has/z instead 
of ‘have’. As for the syntax, Lolspeak often employs recurring syntactic patterns. For 
example:

•   subject + can + has + noun phrase - (fig. 23) 
•   noun phrase + subject + has + pronoun - (fig. 24)
•   (I’m) + (in) + noun phrase + verb + noun phrase - (fig. 25)

     The playful style of LOLspeak has not gone unnoticed outside the Internet. In fact, 
a whole LOLspeak translation of the Bible was contrived by a collaborative effort of 
numerous anonymous contributors through a wiki-based website, Lolcatbible.com, 
set up by Martin Grondin, who eventually published the printed version in 2010 
(Grodin 2). Lolcats also inspired LOLPERA, an unique opera in LOLspeak composed 
solely of LOLcats, which “goes beyond Lolcats-influenced things, though, digging 
deep into the social significance of the Lolcats, turning seemingly innocuous refrains 
such as ‘I has a bukkit’ and ‘no mor badz’ into existential quandaries, and making 
one cat’s love of ‘cheezburger’ into a metaphor for religious dominance throughout 
history” (Bennett n.pag.).
   

Figure 20. Scum-
bag Steve15; “Uses 
library computer, 
steals all the letters 
from the keyboard”

Figure 21. Lolcat; “Hacker kitten 
is on your computer, guessing 
your weak passwords”

Figure 22.  The opening cut 
scene from Zero Wing

LINGUISTICS AND TRANSLATION STUDIES



67

     

Textspeak or txtspk has been developing through cell phone text messaging, 
particularly through Short Message Services (SMS) since the 1990s. Its use was 
encouraged by a relatively low number of characters per message and the difficulty of 
typing on small keypads. Textspeak eventually emerged in an effort to make texting 
faster, and its principles have been adopted by Internet-based communication such 
as email or instant messaging (Thurlow 5). Internet memes seem to have also adopted 
certain features of Textspeak, such as over-punctuation (fig. 26) and shortening in the 
form of clipping (e.g. “bro” in fig. 27), acronyms (e.g. “OMG” in fig. 26), contractions 
(e.g. “TXT” in fig. 28), and letter homophones (e.g. “u” in fig. 28). 

David Crystal maintains that Textspeak has influenced many writers, who have 
attempted to extend its potential through classical forms such as novels or poems. 
Contrary to many voices condemning Textspeak as a bane of the English language 
(cf. Baron 176), Crystal asserts in his article 2b or not 2b that “it is merely the 
latest manifestation of the human ability to be linguistically creative and to adapt 
language to suit the demands of diverse settings. There is no disaster pending. We 
will not see a new generation of adults growing up unable to write proper English. 
The language as a whole will not decline. In texting what we are seeing, in a small 
way, is language in evolution” (n.pag.). Textspeak is similarly viewed as a feature of 
computer-mediated communication (CMC) by Segerstad, who assumes that “text-
based CMC also shows evidence that the system and norms of written language are 
in the process of being developed and adapted to meet the constraints and provisions 
of means of expression and situation, as well as to suit the communicative wishes 
of the users” (2). Posteguillo et al. assert that new spellings found in CMC are not 
something unprecedented: “Digital technology has diffused the use of respellings 
and orthographic principles which were in previous use in vernacular literacy 
practices including trade names, children’s transitional ‘creative spelling’ and graffiti” 

Figure 23.  The first 
LOLcat; “Can I have 
cheeseburger?”

Figure 24.  LOLcat; “Christmas 
spirit / I have it”

Figure 25.  LOLcat; “I’m in 
your couch / stealing your 
change”
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(3). Moreover, they add that “users are variably deregulating spelling and making 
idiolectical choices in relation to purposes, audiences, their own literacy identities, 
technological constraints of the form/their own technoliterate competence” (4).

   

     

All of the three outlined subcategories of Netspeak appear to be in sharp contrast 
with Ducreux memes. Their innovative and minimalistic patterns differing from 
Standard English represent the exact opposite of the archaic and grandiloquent 
language of these particular memes. 

The antiquated character is attained by the frequent use of pronouns from the Early 
Modern English period such as “thy” (figs. 18, 29, 30), “thou” (figs. 5, 31, 32), “thee” (fig. 
32) and “thine” (fig. 32) as well as forms of the verbs have (“hath” in figs. 6, 34), do (“doth” 
in fig. 30), and be (“art” in fig. 5). Some of the other verbs are marked by the archaic 
suffixes, e.g. the excrescent second-person singular –(e)st (e.g. “lookest” in fig. 31) and 
third-person singular –eth (e.g. “shareth” in fig. 30 and “looketh” in fig. 34). Additionally, 
fossilized phrases such as “hither and thither” (fig. 29) or “to and fro” (fig. 32) and archaic 
spelling of certain words (e.g. “shew” in fig. 29) also contribute to this notion.

Another distinctive feature of Ducreux memes is the replacement of simple words 
or phrases by rather obscure and/or long-winded expressions so as to hide the original 
meaning, e.g. “male colleague whom doth shareth my blood” instead of bro (fig. 30) 
or “in the very foreseeable future” instead of soon (fig. 3). Some of the expressions 
differ from the original only in the shades of meaning, e.g. twinkle and “sparkle” (fig. 
18) or tell and “impart” (fig. 33), while others differ significantly due to a particular 
specification or association, e.g. money and “silver” (fig. 29) or pocket and “pouch” 
(fig. 29). Furthermore, the whole syntactic structure is sometimes altered during the 
reinterpretation, e.g. by shifting sentence constituents (fig. 30), by omitting sentence 
constituents (fig. 34), or by adding sentence constituents according to contextually 
retrievable elements (fig. 6). As a result of this practice, most of the reinterpretations 
are rather puzzling and therefore challenge readers to decode the original text.

Figure 26.  Annoying Face-
book Girl16

Figure 27.  Come At Me Bro17 Figure 28.  Y U NO 
guy; I text you / Why 
don’t you text back!?”
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Despite the effort to create a notion of an elevated language, Ducreux memes 
occasionally employ informal, nevertheless old-fashioned expressions, e.g. “chum” (fig. 
33), “gallivant” (fig. 32), or “britches” (fig. 34). It is also the incorrect spelling and pronoun 
forms that distort this notion, e.g. “down-gyvied” instead of down-gyved (fig. 31), “thy 
ankles” instead of thine ankles (fig. 31) or “thy identity” instead of thine identity (fig. 18).

    

   

Figure 29.  JD; ”Got money 
and you know it / Take it 
out your pocket and show it 
/ Then throw it like / This a 
way, that a way” (Lil Wayne)

Figure 30.  JD; “Interesting 
story bro, tell it again”18

Figure 31.  JD; “Lookin’ like 
a fool / With your pants on 
the Ground” (Larry Platt)

Figure 32. JD; “Never gonna 
give you up, / Never gonna 
let you down / Never gonna 
run around and desert you / 
Never gonna make you cry, 
/ Never gonna say goodbye 
/ Never gonna tell a lie and 
hurt you” (Rick Astley)

Figure 33.  JD; a variation 
of “Interesting story Bro, 
tell it again”

Figure 34.  JD; “When I walk 
in the spot, this is what I see 
/ Everybody stops and they 
staring at me / I got a pas-
sion in my pants and I ain’t 
afraid to show it” (Gordy 
and Gordy)
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6. Conclusion

The theoretical framework for the new literacies outlined in the introduction is 
based on four assumptions: that they necessitate (1) new components of cognitive 
and social competence, (2) a participatory nature on a global scale, (3) perpetual 
consistency with their defining technologies, and (4) multifarious composition with 
varied interpretability. 

The key features of Internet memes outlined in this paper clearly indicate that 
their idiosyncratic and peculiar character would render them almost unfathomable 
to any newcomer or outsider (i.e. an offline reader) as illustrated by Ducreux memes. 
Furthermore, it demonstrates how the influence of Netspeak pushes the textual 
elements of certain memes to the edge of legibility, let alone comprehensibility. In 
other words, the ability to produce, decipher, understand and enjoy most of the 
Internet memes requires new skills, strategies, dispositions, and social practices – 
this corresponds with the first assumption. 

In addition to visual and textual features, this paper also reviews some concepts of 
distribution and classification of Internet memes that point to their highly contagious, 
varied and unstable character as a result of the virtually unlimited means of creating 
and altering them by a virtually unlimited number of people. This confirms the 
second assumption, since Internet memes enjoy global collaboration. Moreover; 
these means of creating and altering memes are regularly expanding in parallel with 
the development of new technologies; implying that Internet memes change as their 
defining technologies change, hence the confirmation of the third assumption. 

Finally, Ducreux memes seem to be a testament to the creativity and ingenuity of 
Internet memes by virtue of their unbounded humour, multilayered intertextuality, 
bizarre juxtapositions, and topicality. In this regard, the multifaceted and 
multimodal character of Internet memes offers manifold possible viewpoints as well 
as standpoints, in accordance with the fourth assumption. 

It thus appears that Internet memes do indeed fit the theoretical framework of 
the new literacies, even though this paper illustrates only their most distinctive 
features. Although only future research will reveal all the consequent implications, 
this paper has attempted to provide a degree of insight into the pervasive nature of 
this phenomenon which might hopefully contribute to the understanding of how 
memes work in general.

Notes
1 The Rage comic character, also known as Rage Face, expressing lonesomeness. 

Rage comics are a poorly drawn series of web comics usually portraying common real 
life experiences with humorous punch lines. 

2 An image macro featuring a menacing figure, usually an animal, plotting something 
suspicious.

3 In the context of Internet memes, “hipster” is a pejorative term used to describe 
a nonconformist wearing thick-rimmed glasses who desperately avoids mainstream 
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culture, claiming to have done something ‘before it was cool’ or something that ‘you 
have probably never heard of ’.

4 A popular catchphrase from the movie The Dark Knight (2008) used as a response 
to seriously-minded remarks.

5 An image macro featuring a well-dressed black man with a top caption introducing 
some Afro-American stereotype which is subsequently rendered harmless by its bottom 
caption.

6 An image macro featuring a shirtless man with a mullet hairstyle who is portrayed 
as sincere and open-minded but unwittingly adherent to stereotypes.

7 A famous quote from the movie Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring (2001). 
The expression “walk into Mordor” is usually replaced by another expression depicting 
the activity or situation in the image.

8 The Rage comic character expressing an outburst of anger and frustration.
9 A popular catchphrase from the animated television series Futurama used to 

express endorsement for some commodity or idea. 
10 An image macro featuring a smiling little girl usually juxtaposed with a burning 

house in the background with a caption implying that she orchestrated the calamity. 
11 An image macro featuring Laina Morris performing a parody of Justin Bieber’s 

single Boyfriend (2012). Her extremely clingy and tenacious lyrics as well as her 
appearance made the video outstandingly popular throughout most social networking 
websites and consequently inspired image macros with superimposed texts describing 
an obsessive stalker-like girlfriend (Moreau n. pag.). 

12 Also known as the name of N.W.A’s single Fuck tha Police (1989) with inflammatory 
lyrics intensifying the tension between law enforcement authorities and young inhabitants 
of black neighbourhoods in the USA due to racial profiling, which culminated in the 
1992 Los Angeles riots (Stephens 31‒33).

13 An image macro featuring a baby at the beach with a caption suggesting that a 
situation is going better than expected.

14 In behavioural analysis, the main three conceptual units for behaviour include 
an if-then unit illustrated by the stimulus and response formulations; a holistic unit 
illustrated by Kantor’s interbehavioural field; and an AB-because-of-C unit illustrated by 
Skinner’s three-term contingency (Moxley 17).

15An image macro featuring a young man in a coat wearing a brown cap sideways 
with a caption related to unethical behaviour usually connected with criminal or 
immoral activities.

16 An image macro featuring a flabbergasted countenance of a teenage girl with 
a caption of attention-seeking, annoying and mostly unimportant Facebook public 
activities. 

17 A confrontational catchphrase signalling that one is ready to fight if necessary.
18 A sarcastic catchphrase used to remark on tedious or implausible anecdotes, forum 

posts, comments etc.
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