HAYKOBI 3ATTUCKU Cepisi: @inoso2idHi Hayku Bunyck 1(208)

UDC 378,147:81'4
DOI https://doi.org/10.32782/2522-4077-2024-208-13

LEXICAL FEATURES OF INTERNET MEMES

JIJEKCUYHI OCOBJIUBOCTI IHTEPHET-MEMIB

Havrylenko K. M.,
orcid.org/0000-0001-9474-1990

Candidate of Pedagogical Sciences, Senior Lecturer,
Department of English for Engineering No 2,
National Technical University of Ukraine

“Igor Sikorsky Kyiv Polytechnic Institute”

Chugai O. Yu.,

orcid.org/0000-0002-2118-8255

Candidate of Pedagogical Sciences, Associate Professor,
Department of English for Engineering Ne 2,

National Technical University of Ukraine

“Igor Sikorsky Kyiv Polytechnic Institute”

Internet communication systems, apart from traditional verbal means, use non-verbal means such as emoticons,
GIFs, and memes. Internet memes have become an integral part of online culture, and their lexical features play an
important role in their growing popularity. They are combinations of images and text, which spread quickly as a
simple text that changes.

The description of the term meme can be found in available studies by different authors as a synthesis of updated
meme concept characteristics. Memes are still related to Dawkins' definition, but they have some special properties
due to their mode of transmission and speed of replication. With the expansion of computer communications and
the rapid growth of Internet forums, chats, blogs, and social networks, the term meme was coined as a new form of
Internet communication.

The paper studies such aspects of memes as the evolution of vocabulary, which reflects changes in modern
languages. The number of statements regarding the lexical nature of memes as an element of Internet language
development makes it possible to consider different interpretations of the meme concept including studying the
examples of memes including melodies, ideas, symbols, phrases, images, etc. we suggest that the concept of text
can be applied to the description of Internet memes as a lexical element.

The language of internet memes is frequently a coordinated reflection of current dialect patterns and may
incorporate slang, language, and indeed recently made words and expressions. It is vital to note that the lexical
highlights of internet memes are closely related to a certain period. Interpreting these references is significant
in understanding and re-creating memes. Internet memes frequently use special phonetic structures, which may
incorporate unusual words and expressions, or alter existing expressions.

The lexis of memes is an interesting phenomenon for studying as a part of the development of language and
online culture, which highlights the language capacity of constant alterations and adjustments.

Key words: abbreviations, fixed expressions, internet meme, language-image-texts, lexical, LOLspeak,
metaphors, orthography, properties of internet memes.

Cucremu [HTepHET-KOMYHIKaLli1, OKPiM TpaAuLiIHHUX BepOaTbHUX 3ac001B, BUKOPUCTOBYIOTH HEBEpPOAIbHI,
Taki Ak cmaiiau, GIF-¢aiinu Ta Mmemu. Y cTarTi 3a3Ha4aeThCs, 10 IHTEPHET-MEMH CTaJIM HEBiJ €MHOIO Yac-
THHOIO CYYacHOi OHJIAMH-KyJITYpH. IX JIeKCHUHi 0COGIMBOCTI BilirpaloTh BaskJIMBY POJIb y 3pOCTAHHI MOTY-
JISPHOCTI IIUX YHIKaJIbHUX HOBOYTBOPEHB, IKi MOXKYTh OyTH y BUITIA1 KoMOiHanii 300paxens i TekcTy. Bonn
YacTO CTAIOTh BIPYCHUMH U IIBHAKO IOUIMPIOIOTHCS SIK IMIJK 1/a00 MPOCTHI TEKCT, 1 K1 MIBUJKO BHUI03Mi-
HIOIOTBHCSL.

Omnuc TepMiHAa MEM MOXHA 3HAHTH B 06araThbOX JOCHTIPKEHHAX PI3HUX aBTOPIB SIK CHHTE3 OHOBJICHUX Xapak-
TEPUCTUK KOHIEMIii MmeMy. [IOHATTS MeMiB MOXOAUTh BiJl BU3Ha4YeHHs J{OKiH3a Mpo O10JIOTIYHY CTPYKTYPY, sKa €
BIPYCHOIO i IIBUAKO PO3MOBCIO/KY€ETHCS, ajie IHTEPHET-MEMH MArOTh IEBHI BIACTUBOCTI MOB’A3aHi 31 criocoOoM
nepenayi Ta MBUAKICTIO pernTiKaiii.
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3 pO3IIMUPEHHSAM KOMIT FOTEPHOT KOMYHIKAIIi1 Ta IBUIKUM 3pOCTaHHIM iHTepHET-(QOpyMiB, 4aTiB, OJIOTIB i COIIi-
AIBHUAX MEPEXK 3’ SIBUBCS TEPMiH Mem SIK HOBa (opMa CITUTKYBaHHS B [HTEpHETI. Y CTaTTi JOCTIKYIOTHCS JIEKCHYHI
BJIACTHBOCTI MEMIB TIOB’s13aHi 13 3araJIbHUM PO3BUTKOM BOKAOYJISIpY, SIKWH BiJToOpakae 3MiHH B 3araJILHOMY PO3BH-
TKY Cy4acCHHMX MOB 1 € IIIKaBUM SIBUIIIEM JIJISl TOCJTIJPKEHHS IHTEPHET-JIIHTBICTUKOIO.

Benuka KiTbKiCTh TOCIIPKEHB MO0 JIEKCHYHOT IPUPOIU MEMIB SIK €JIEMEHTa PO3BUTKY MOBH [HTEpHETY J103BO-
JIsSi€ PO3MIISTHYTH PI3HI IHTepIpeTaIlii KOHIIETIii MeMiB, BKIFOUAlOYX BUBUCHHS MTPUKJIAJIB MEMIB, TAKUX SK MEJIOIIT,
inei, cuMBoIH, (hpa3u, 300paKeHHS TOIIO. Y POOOTI MU PO3IIISLIAEMO MOKITUBICTh 3aCTOCYBAaHHS TOHSTTS TEKCTY
JIO OITHCY IHTEPHET-MEMIB SIK JICKCHYHOTO €JICMEHTA.

MoBa iHTEpHET-MEMIB YaCTO € Y3rOHKCHUM BiJI0OpaKEHHSIM IMOTOYHUX JIalICKTHUX MOJIEIICH 1 MOXKe BKITIOUaTH
CJICHT, JIiaJIeKTHi Bipiallii, a TAKO)XK HEIIOJaBHO CTBOPEHI cjioBa Ta Bupaszu. CIij 3a3HAYUTH, 110 JEKCHYHI 0COOIH-
BOCTI 1HTEpHET-MEMIB TICHO TIOB’s13aHi 3 IIEBHUM ICTOPHYHHM IepiogioM. BHBYCHHS WX ICTOPUYHUX YMOB PO3-
BHUTKY MEMIB € BOXKIIMBOIO JUUISI 1X PO3YMIHHSI Ta BIATBOpEHHS. [HTEpHET-MEMHU 4acTO BUKOPHCTOBYIOTH CIICIlialbHi
(hOHETHYHI CTPYKTYPH, SIKI MOXKYTh MICTUTH HE3BHYHI CJIOBa Ta BUpa3u ab0 3MiHIOBATH iICHYIOU1 BUPA3H.

Jlekcrka MeMiB € IiKaBUM ()EHOMEHOM JUIsS BUBUEHHS SIK CKJIaJIOBA PO3BHUTKY JIHTBICTUYHOI Ta OHJIAHH-KYJIb-
TYPH, SIKHH TIIKPECIIOE 3AaTHICTh MOBH J0 MOCTIHHUX 3MiH 1 KOPUTYBaHb.

Kurouogi ciioBa: abpesiatypu, hikcoBaHi BUpa3H, iHTEpHET-MEM, MOBa-300pa’keHHA-TEKCT, ekcuka, LOLspeak,

metadopu, opdorpadis.

Introduction. The rapid development of Internet communication has revolutionized the pace of
language evolution. Changes that would have taken decades or even centuries in the past now occur
in a matter of weeks or months. This dynamic virtual landscape has opened up endless possibilities
for playing with language. One particularly prominent manifestation of this is the collaborative cre-
ation of Internet memes. According to M. Knobel and C. Lankshear, an Internet meme is the swift
dissemination of concepts through the use of text and images [13].

The users of forums, web pages, blogs, social networks, etc. developed their own communica-
tional system, which enables them to share their ideas, thoughts, and jokes much more creatively than
in the conventional ways of communication. The internet-communicational system except traditional
language uses non-verbal ones such as emoticons, GIFs, memes, etc. Memes are a part of the online
culture presented as image and text combinations or plain texts, which are rapidly spreading and
changing in the way.

Internet memes have become an integral part of online culture and their lexical features play a key
role in their growing popularity. Their catchy images and ironic jokes often become important cul-
tural phenomena. One interesting aspect of memes to study is their lexical evolution, which reflects
modern language changes.

Analysis of recent research and publications. The meme concept was created in 1976 by
R. Dawkins in the book The Selfish Gene, where he defined it as "the unit of cultural transmis-
sion" [8]. Nowadays, we can find the concept of memes practically everywhere on the internet relat-
ing to different kinds of images, jokes or popular trends.

The term meme has changed and can be found in the present research by different authors as a
synthesis of characteristics of the updated concept of meme. Due to the expansion of computer com-
munication and the exponential growth of Internet forums, chats, blogs and social networks, the
concept of meme was coined as a new form of Internet communication. The meme is still related to
Dawkins’s definition but features some special characteristics due to their way of transmission and
speed of replication.

D. Sperber describes memes as two main kinds of cultural replicators associated with the human
mind — the internal mental representations, such as beliefs; and the external public representations,
such as paintings. He also defines a third representation type of cultural representation, as a combina-
tion of the public and mental representations within a social group [21, pp. 24-33].

Psychologist S. Blackmore stresses that the main role of imitation is meme replication and adds the
notion of an interactor as the entity that interacts with the environment, carries the replicator inside
and protects it [3, p. 5]. D. Dennet, defines a meme as the name of any item of cultural evolution and
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adds three variations. [10]. M. Olesen developed the idea of a meme on theories of communication
and defined a meme as any form of cultural phenomenon that can be copied from one mind to another
[16, p. 71].

B. Buchel described an internet meme as an idea, a thought, or a concept which can be passed
between minds. It can be anything from a catchy tune you adopt unwittingly, which you keep hum-
ming subconsciously through a slogan from a commercial to intricate and abstract ideas of grand
design or the Big Bang [4, p. 18]. A. Kulkarni regards an Internet meme as a medium of promotion
which can reach a wider audience in a short span of time [14, p. 13].

The number of descriptions of the meme’s lexical nature as an element of internet language devel-
opment allows a variety of interpretations of the meme concept, which have to be studied.

The aim of the study. In the article, we study the lexical features of internet memes as a unique
phenomenon that actively influences the development of modern language and online culture.

Presentation of the main research material. Memes were described by R. Dawkins as elements
transferred consciously or unconsciously from person to person [8]. An example of a meme might be
a melody, an idea, a symbol, a phrase, a picture, etc. In his book, Dawkins defines three properties of
memes: longevity (the amount of time the replicator can live and/or reproduce itself), fecundity (the
rate of copies being completed), and copy-fidelity (the precision of copies).

Internet memes originated on the Internet as a quick way of spreading cultural symbols and ideas
and have their roots in Internet culture, beginning with the first online forums and communities. A lot
of memes have their origins in culture, politics, or social phenomena, and they are closely related to
modern events. Starting as simple pictures with text, memes have evolved into complex concepts that
include images, phrases, and even videos. This process goes with lexical changes, which begin to
denote certain ideas and concepts.

A meme arises as a unity of information replicated through different types of communication
and requires a channel and an agent for transmission. Its time of existence is variable and its reach
depends on the time structure and the channel of transmission. Its success depends on the social con-
text, it can stay or be ignored, and it can be adapted by other social contexts [5]. Content-wise, they
usually consist of offbeat news, websites, catchy phrases, images, or video clips. Internet memes are
inside jokes or pieces of knowledge, which many people understand [1].

The key features of memes are variation, selection and retention according to Blackmore. Memes
practically never replicated in the same way twice. Some memes draw attention, are remembered and
propagate in the media, while others fail to get copied at all. Some features of the original meme are
retained or imitated by copying or learning [3]. Internet memes have become one of the most impor-
tant ways to express emotions on social media. Compared with text-only communication, communi-
cation becomes more expressive and vivid when Internet memes are incorporated [6].

In descriptions of internet memes as lexical items a conception of text can be applied. This may
include any form of language (written or spoken), pictures, gestures, face work and other semiotic
signs [22, p. 116]. The most important criterion to define a text in media semiotics as well as in lin-
guistics is coherence, which is semantic relations among single units of a text [9]. Humour or irony
might play with the incongruity of what is anticipated and what occurs and might be a challenge
for the recipient to reconstruct the underlying coherence. It is not only a text-inherent property, but
also a cognitive operation of selecting and categorizing information [11, p. 448]. In meme com-
prehension, the recipients are used to humorous meme adaptations that violate their conventional
expectations.

Internet memes represent language-image-texts that can include cultural or political images and
usually the basis is the image is mostly recontextualized by language [17]. Memes are an ideal combi-
nation of image-based and linguistic communication, where visual communication has become even
more important. It has to be emphasized that this kind of meme type can be understood as a multi-
modal artefact. It is only through collective use that the artefact becomes an Internet meme [17, p. 33].

101



Bunyck 1(208) Cepisi: ®PinonoziyHi Hayku HAYKOBI 3ATTUCKU

Memes are usually simple and can be of low quality. They can be single or multimodal and often
contain short texts or other images, which can be anything from movies, TV shows and debates, pho-
tos of celebrities, animals, etc. In their textual part, they can contain fixed phrases created in a specific
style, or non-fixed text. The texts are usually short; they can sometimes be one single word, a caption,
or a dialogue.

The textual part of the memes has unique linguistic features that make it compelling for modern
linguists who study the language in memes, the (in)voluntary mistakes that are made, the sentence
structure (in)correctness, the orthography, the abbreviations, the linguistic patterns, etc. The language
of internet memes is often a direct reflection of current language trends and may include slang, jar-
gon, and even newly created words and phrases. It is important to note that the lexical features of
internet memes are closely related to a certain period. The original meme will be subject to numerous
changes, which will lead to a huge number of variations spreading very quickly. The short lifespan of
internet memes makes them a valuable source of information about social processes that usually take
decades or centuries. They contain some references from popular culture, politics and religion, refer-
ences specific to a certain region and from professional fields, which require an impressive amount
of knowledge to be understood. Decoding these references is crucial in understanding and re-creating
memes.

Heylighen has identified criteria, which might increase the chances of memes spreading. They
can be divided into three different classes: objective criteria, which refer to the object of the meme,
subjective criteria referring to the host who assimilates and remembers the meme, and intersubjective
criteria referring to the process of transmission of the meme between its hosts [12].

Internet memes have a significant impact on language practices contributing to the development of
new vocabulary, spreading of slang expressions and the creation of unique language entities. Internet
memes often use unique linguistic constructions, which may include new words and expressions,
or modify existing expressions. They can also play with grammar and punctuation to create their
language style. These features spread quickly and influence generally accepted language norms. In
addition, memes are often used to convey certain sociocultural connotations, which make them an
important tool for intercultural communication.

One of the most interesting and challenging areas of study for memes is language changes. Dia-
chronic linguistics studies changes that occur over centuries. The information obtained in this way is
usually scattered and difficult to structure. Internet memes provide a unique opportunity to see lan-
guage changes occur over shorter periods. K. Shubeck and S. Huette found that “linguistic features
appear to be enough to predict meme transmission success without any information about social net-
work structure” [20]. D. Freytag found that the assumption of spreading and popularization of a meme
is a process of social interaction and corresponds to a diachronic system of lexical meme derivation [6].

In a communicatively oriented typology of meme analysis by L. Shifman, there are three constitu-
ents: form, content and position, where the form of a meme is a state perceived through the senses,
the content is an idea expressed, and the position is the author’s point of view to the readers [19]. The
language of internet memes performs several functions, including communicative, social and cultural
and is a means of conveying information, establishing social connections and developing an identity
in an online environment.

This creativity is also reflected in memes as the authors often create their own words, use meta-
phors, slogans and fixed expressions, make intentional swaps between lexical items, employ associa-
tive techniques etc. The linguistic creativity becomes apparent when the meme authors use their own
rules for word order and spelling. These rules often do not correspond to the rules of the Standard
English. This is so-called LOLspeak or deliberate misspelling, writing words with different letters
than the original spelling. Interestingly though, that even if the words are spelt differently, they sound
the same as the original ones when read aloud. LOLspeak also includes misspelt verb forms and
strange word reduplication.
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Texts in memes rarely follow standard language rules. Another important linguistic feature is
abbreviations, which are used in memes to convey meaning in as few words and/or symbols as pos-
sible. One of the best-known linguistic features of memes is the (un)intentional language mistakes
in the texts. A deliberate misspelling might be made to give some new and often catchy effect to add
humour.

As a rule, all Internet memes can be characterized by specific linguistic features, such as word
transformations, the use of non-standard spelling, grammar and punctuation, as well as puns on words
and expressions. These features make memes recognizable and relevant. Compared with emojis which
are restricted to a fixed size, Internet memes are more expressive and of a great variety. Some research
try to bridge the gap between vision and language by studying internet memes represented not only
by texts but also by images [23].

The lexical development of Internet memes is connected with changes in the meaning of words
and phrases. For example, the word #roll originally meant a person whose purpose was to irritate
other members of the Internet community. However, in the context of memes, this word has taken on
a new meaning, indicating an ironic or provocative participant in a discussion. The analysis of the
Internet memes can specify which of the meme elements are subject to modification. The linguistic
part of this Internet meme traditionally includes analyzing the text structure, use of expressive means
(ideophones or which meaning is related to the sound, mimetics, sensory means, etc.), and deliberate
or unintentional absence of punctuation.

Accept changing the meaning of already existing words and expressions, Internet memes also
contribute to the creation of new lexical units. These may be expressions incomprehensible to an
outside observer, but become popular due to their uniqueness and ability to cause laughter among the
community.

The application of the example of specific Internet memes is a confirmation of M. Paradowski’s
theory about the life cycle of a meme. Having appeared, the meme spreads primarily through social
networks. Sometime later, a meme might become so popular in the media space that large online news
portals and network companies can start using it [18].

The lexical features of Internet memes have a significant impact on linguistic culture. They dem-
onstrate the ability of language to adapt to new contexts and express new ideas. Due to memes, cer-
tain expressions become widespread, highlighting the influence of online culture on language devel-
opment. Internet memes provide an excellent basis for studying Internet communication. Moreover,
memes can be singled out into a special genre and permit to study of the evolution of language.

Conclusions and prospects for further research. The language used in Internet memes is a unique
phenomenon that actively influences the development of modern languages and online culture. Under-
standing the linguistic features of Internet memes permits one to understand current trends in com-
munication and culture. Their distinctive traits are unique to their own type, which fosters the creation
of novel modes of Internet meme sharing and replication. The lexical evolution of Internet memes is a
fascinating phenomenon that reflects the dynamics of language and culture. Not only does it contribute
to online culture, but it also demonstrates the ability of language to constantly change, adapt and give
valuable material for further studying of the lexical features of Internet memes in their development.
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