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ABSTRACT 

Internet memes cannot be manufactured by any one individual. These artifacts are best 

defined as bodies of work that manufacture and distribute meaning online. Internet 

memes persuade politically-motivated individuals to join and stay together using 

common memetic logics. Using Limor Shifman’s definition of an internet meme, Ryan 

Milner’s framework of memetic logics, and Laurie Gries’ new materialist research 

strategies, this thesis will examine the memetic definition and rhetorical transformations 

of Pepe the Frog – an internet meme that has undergone radical symbolic growth since its 

inception in the late 2000s. These transformations successfully constituted ideologies in 

several digital political communities. In turn, these digital places generated images that 

were circulated by political actors in social networks, producing unpredictable rhetorical 

associations as they spread. 

 

Key Words: internet memes, visual rhetoric, new media, Pepe, 4chan, reddit, social 

networks, rhetoric, community 
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INTRODUCTION: INTERNET MEMES, CONSTITUTIVE RHETORIC, AND 

POLITICAL COMMUNITIES 

 

 

This thesis explores how individuals use new media to communicate, constitute 

identities, establish networks, and affect political change. Specifically, it argues that 

internet memes are an underappreciated political currency in today’s networked society. 

The explosion of technological growth over the last three decades has made it possible to 

both form and exploit communities online. I consider the intersection of internet memes 

and presidential politics through the activity of two primary message consuming and 

constructing agents. The first, politically-motivated digital communities constituted by 

internet memes. The second, political campaigns that attempt to exploit the identifying 

power behind these internet memes. In general, this thesis targets how digitally-mediated 

political communities use internet memes to communicate and how political campaigns 

navigate these groups and their memes. 

In brief, this thesis examines the rhetorical power of internet memes in three 

ways: (1) by arguing that memes should be viewed as examples of constitutive rhetoric, 

(2) by examining the political communities that are constituted by these internet memes, 

and (3) by suggesting that political campaigns may find it difficult manufacture internet 

memes and that when they choose to appropriate the “lineage” of organically generated 

memetic content must be respected. 
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Ethos Statement 

A brief aside, if I am permitted, to establish my personal interest and ethos in the 

subject of both internet memes and culture, and American politics. I was born in 1991, 

the year of the internet’s transition from a military project – ARPANET – to a civilian 

World Wide Web. Then, about 620,000 computers were online (Ryan, 2010). Now, more 

than 287 million individuals in the United States are connected to the internet (“Internet 

Users by Country,” 2016). An internet culture developed out of this explosive user 

growth: digital images, videos, music, and text circulated among users who had 

connected to the Web, while communities formed around shared interests through 

mailing lists, chat rooms, and message boards. People began to naturally connect with 

each other using the digital tools they were given. 

My first experiences with this culture were searching websites for “game 

walkthroughs” – user-created text documents intended to guide other gamers through 

difficult levels. It was here that I first encountered ASCII art – character-based visual art 

– an artifact that spread among these documents, replicating and imitating each other in 

form and context. Images of video game personalities – Mario, Pikachu, Sonic the 

Hedgehog – were pictured through the letters and symbols of the English language. As 

each walkthrough’s author experimented with their image of the personality, they 

imitated art they had seen before and added their unique spin on the form. In other words, 

this was my first encounter with a memetic artifact that spread across a digital medium. 

These imitations – and their memetic label – continue to spread across the Internet. In 

2014, the Daily Dot called ASCII art on Twitter “the best meme of the year” (Fleishman, 

2014). 
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In the mid-2000s, I discovered the imageboards of 4chan. Let me first 

acknowledge that much ink has been spilled critically on the ethical concerns regarding 

these spaces. One writer described them as “[a] lunatic, juvenile community … at once 

brilliant, ridiculous and alarming” (Michaels, 2008). This collection of digital 

communities has served as ground zero for a number of cyberbullying incidents, social 

media hoaxes, and bomb threats (Dewey, 2014). At the time, I was a tumultuous teenager 

in a phase of life where the search for community is paramount to establishing one’s own 

identity. I was not alone. The website boasts 27.7 million unique page views a month 

(“Advertise - 4chan,” n.d.). 4chan (specifically the music and literature imageboards) 

presented several appeals that captured my interest. One of the primary methods of users 

identifying with others over this medium is the sharing of internet memes. 

Defining the Internet Meme 

The term “meme” was coined by Richard Dawkins in his 1976 book The Selfish 

Gene to refer to seemingly insignificant cultural units of transmission that spread from 

person to person by imitation. The word itself evolves out of the Greek mimēma, roughly 

translated as “something imitated.” As an evolutionary biologist, Dawkins saw a parallel 

between the replication of genetic material and the viral-like creation and distribution of 

cultural artifacts like melodies and catchphrases. Think of the word “abracadabra,” or the 

musical phrase “Shave and a Haircut,” and you’re engaging a (non-digital) meme. In his 

book, Dawkins compares the spread of a meme to the spread of a virus; both rely on 

imitation to reproduce and diffuse. In other words: “Memes spread through human 

culture, as genes spread through the gene pool” (New Directors’ Showcase, Saatchi & 

Saatchi, 2013). 
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Today, the most popular semiotic use of “meme” is in within the term “internet 

meme,” often used to describe amusing digital multimedia; mostly images and text 

generated and distributed across the Web by multiple individuals. Some memes are 

created explicitly with comic intent, like the images of “LOLcats,” which feature images 

of cats juxtaposed with text representing human behaviors and attitudes. Others pass 

sarcastic judgment, as in the “But That’s None of My Business” meme, which uses an 

image of Kermit the Frog sipping tea and text to criticize the actions of a group or 

individual. Like Dawkins’ original concept, these items replicate by imitating an original 

piece of multimedia, creating a corpus of humorous messages that range from simple 

jokes to biting criticism. 

To be clear, memetic texts are distinct from content commonly referred to as 

viral. Viral content is best defined as a single text, video, or image that is passed – 

unaltered – from user to user. Internet memes are instead collections of text, video, or 

images that are circulated in original materializations, though cognizant of the source 

material. Limor Shifman’s book Memes in Digital Culture (2014) makes a clear 

distinction between internet memes and viral multimedia, defining the latter as “a single 

cultural unit (such as a video, photo, or joke) that propagates in many copies,” while an 

internet meme “is always a collection of texts.” An amusing photo of a cat with its head 

stuck in a trashcan or a heartwarming video of a deer being rescued from an electric fence 

is sometimes labeled as viral if it spreads quickly enough among a large number of users. 

These multimedia examples, however, are not remixed and spread in the same manner as 

an internet meme is. A viral is merely passed from one networked account to another. A 

user who retweets one of these examples above is contributing to the speed and reach by 
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which this text spreads, but they are not contributing to the construction of a corpus of 

texts. The internet meme is almost exclusively a collection of these remixes. It is this 

collection that builds the community that a single viral image cannot. The “LOLcats” 

contribution to internet culture’s fascination with feline imagery (Alexander, 2011) is not 

a result of a single cat image that spread far and wide across networks, but a corpus of cat 

remixes that did. 

Because of this corpus, memes are natural vehicles for community construction. 

Users can invest their time and identities into creating remixes that will better define 

themselves and the community they are contributing to. For a real-world example of this 

constitutive effect, consider the “Kilroy was Here” meme – made popular with soldiers 

who served in World War II. With no explicit incentive to participate in the generation 

and dissemination of this image, why scribble it on the sides of military jeeps and on 

lavatory doors? One group of memetic scholars postulate that soldiers acted this way to 

join a community who “shared the joke.” (Bjarneskans, Grønnevik, & Sandberg, 1996) In 

this way, the act of reproducing the meme created an invisible bond with a community of 

“Kilroy writers.” 

Digitally, this bond is just as strong. Reddit has several communities constituted 

around the creation and distribution of internet memes. The “subreddit” MemeEconomy, 

which boasts over 210,000 followers, is essentially a forum for users to discuss trends in 

meme usage by satirizing the language and behavior of a Wall Street trader. Memes are 

“bought” when they are novel and humorous, then “sold” for a variety of reasons – 

including appropriation by marketing firms (/u/evilrustybob, 2017), use in mainstream 

media publications (/u/Gorge12666, 2017), or repeated uses on more popular social 



6 
 

media platforms like Facebook (/u/PrestonGGA, 2017). Unlike an actual financial 

market, no tangible currency is exchanged. Instead, this pseudo-financial tension between 

users reveals just how culturally relevant an Internet meme is – the cultural capital of 

some texts can rise and fall depending on how and by whom memes are deployed. 

This cultural capital is also visibly exchanged on Reddit political community 

/r/The_Donald, a subreddit established for the election of Republican candidate Donald J. 

Trump. Users on the subreddit are encouraged to generate and distribute memes that take 

a pro-Trump ideological stance. For example, a “smug Pepe” can be remixed to take an 

anti-Immigration position consistent with Trump’s platform [Figure 3]. This thesis 

focuses on similar remixes of the Pepe the Frog visual as constituting an ideological 

identity. The identity is so resilient that this subreddit established for the election of the 

candidate continues to thrive a year after the campaign concluded. 

A meme is also different from a trope or motif. All three are similar in their 

tendency to recur, but distinctive in the way they accomplish this. The word “trope” 

derives from the Latin tropus (Gk. tropos), meaning “a figure of speech” (OLD). It is 

commonly misused to represent any recurring element among texts, but since Aristotle’s 

time, the true meaning behind the term has been a way of presenting thought uniquely 

through linguistic manipulation. As an example, Burke’s four master tropes – metaphor, 

metonymy, synecdoche, and irony – are literary devices which play with the meaning of 

words. This thesis will not address these tropes, but it is important to understand the 

difference to position this author’s definition of a meme. A motif, meaning the “dominant 

idea or theme” in French, typically refers to an element that recurs within a single work. 

The popular musical phrase that recurs in Beethoven’s Fifth – the "short-short-short-
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long" – is a motif when it recurs at different points in the composition. When a colleague 

hums this "short-short-short-long" musical phrase to add dramatic flair to a real-world 

situation, they are adding (ephemerally, to be sure) to the corpus of Beethoven’s Fifth 

memes that exist. This collection of individual remixes is the major difference between 

the motif and the meme. 

Internet Memes as Constitutive Rhetoric 

It’s easy to understand internet memes as a meaningless genre of remixed media, 

as images simply distributed among digitally networked individuals as humorous 

critique. Media headlines like “16 memes that will speak to you if you have a thing for 

garlic mayo” (Jones, 2017) and “Let's All Be Thankful for These Amazing Thanksgiving 

Memes” (Hoffman, 2017) are so abundant that they could be considered a genre of 

modern reporting. Internet memes have remixed and repurposed virtually every topic and 

art form, from 60s and 70s children’s cartoons (J. E. Bromwich, 2017; Illuminati, 2017), 

to modernist poetry (Leishman, 2017), providing novel symbolic meaning to a new 

audience with each transmission. Examples of mass media messaging, alongside the slew 

of internet memes that we encounter every day, have conditioned the public to identify 

these images, text and videos as guileless. I argue that internet memes are, in fact, rich 

rhetorical artifacts, texts that produce a constitutive effect in their audience. 

Though internet memes could be defined as several media that circulate online, 

this thesis focuses specifically on those memes which manifest as static images. Images 

on social networks are commonly described as the most engaging form of media, one 

online metrics firm estimates that roughly 87 percent of interactions on Facebook begin 

with images (Ross, 2014). In addition, eye-tracking studies show that when online images 
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are relevant, readers spend more time examining them than they do reading 

accompanying text (Nielsen, 2010). Due to the immersive nature of the medium, internet 

memes that propagate via video may be more engaging than images, but due to the 

simplicity with which a static image can be remixed, the dominant form of internet meme 

remains the static image. This medium is so dominant, in fact, that some Facebook users 

have even converted static internet meme images into video – combining dozens of these 

items together – to increase digital engagement (Charles, 2017). 

Memes call political identities into being through identification. When a user 

posts an internet meme – when the imitation circulates online – users are hailed as 

subjects, and these subjects can either accept or reject, endorse or ignore, the ideological 

identity that an internet meme puts forth. As Kenneth Burke writes, “you persuade a man 

only insofar as you can talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, 

attitude, idea, identifying your ways with his” (Burke, 1969, p. 55). I argue that internet 

memes serve as points of identification and interpellation for a community implied by a 

constitutive visual. In brief, constitutive rhetoric refers to the ability of symbols to create 

or constitute a collective identity. This constitutive effect, as argued by Charland, 

introduces a collective subject, a transhistorical subject, and provides viewers with an 

illusion of freedom. Though I later explore these three conditions in greater depth, I 

briefly summarize them now. First, a collective subject refers to constitutive rhetoric’s 

ability to situate an individual into a subject that transcends traditional barriers between 

individuals and groups. Second, the transhistorical subject detaches itself from 

temporality by constituting a subject that exists apart from any historical, geographical, or 

social context. Finally, constitutive rhetoric provides viewers with an illusion of freedom 
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– freedom from previous subject positions. In the context of internet memes, this refers to 

the pseudo-choice that users have when deploying images in their digital communities. 

Once accepted, new constituted identities shape how people view the world, and this 

view must feel like an individual’s choice. 

Digital Communities, Constituted  

The most common way for internet memes to circulate online is via digitally 

mediated social networks. These networks are held together by, in-part, well-known 

digital platforms like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat. Less well-known 

platforms like Reddit, text/voice chat servers like Discord, and user-driven message 

boards also play a part. On platforms of both sizes, users generate, disseminate, and 

critique internet memes as a part of everyday discourse. Political campaigns are still 

adjusting to crafting messages and managing interaction with potential voters on social 

networks that circulate these messages. As one political writer pointed out about the 2016 

election: “This is Twitter’s third presidential race, and Snapchat’s first. Social media 

campaigns are still so new that even the basic ground rules for running them remain 

unwritten” (Hess, 2015). This thesis examines how rhetorical theory can help account for 

the formation of digital communities, and how the established notion of “rhetorical 

audiences” must now – as a result of the new media explosion – be understood instead as 

communities that share meaning systems through the circulation of internet memes. 

A notable example of when these meaning systems collide can be found in the 

circulation and transformation of “Pepe the Frog,” an anthropomorphic frog cartoon 

turned internet meme by digital agents on the digital imageboard 4chan. The impact of 

this meme on internet culture cannot be overstated; the magnitude of its materializations 
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is difficult to measure, but based on the claims of “Pepe collectors” on 4chan and reddit, 

this author would estimate at least several thousand remixes exist (/u/pepememequeen, 

2015). These materializations represent genres as diverse as facial emotions (happiness, 

sadness, violence); historical figures and entertainment icons (MLK, MarieLe Pen, 

Donkey Kong), historical and dramatic events (9/11, the Holocaust, the scene from 

Titanic where Jack holds Rose up at the bow of the ship), and even celebrated art forms 

(cubism, pointillism, 8-bit). However, this thesis is not concerned with proving the 

magnitude of Pepe as an internet meme, but instead with tracing the historical and 

rhetorical implications of the image. 

From 2008 to 2015, the meme was a corpus of images and videos that simply 

highlighted a user’s success in a task, juxtaposed with an image of Pepe and a speech 

bubble that read “feels good man” [Figure 1]. If an active 4chan, Reddit, or Twitter user 

engaged with one of these memes during this time, they would likely only see the meme 

as a joke that constituted Internet culture. By identifying with the ability to feel pleased 

with oneself (the original emotion behind Pepe), these users would then be in the position 

to spread the Pepe image they encountered as a sign they identify with it, or remix the 

image into a situation that is favorable to them. Looking ahead, they would see no 

political ideology in the image; they would recognize the Internet meme as an apolitical 

text. This apolitical, cybercultural identity is constituted by the signification of the Pepe 

image – in addition to a corpus of other memetic corpuses. 

As users on /r/The_Donald – a pro-Trump “subreddit,” – began to remix Pepe 

into ideologically-charged, political topics and communication modes – usually using the 

“Smug Pepe” face [Figure 2] – the previously harmless Internet meme arrived at an 
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intersection of internet culture and the 2016 presidential election. Users who were 

familiar with Pepe as a harmless joke were witness to a new strain of meme and were 

forced with a decision to either abandon Pepe as a symbol of internet culture or embrace 

the new form of meme. 

These meme-posting users congregated on /r/The_Donald and began contributing 

to a corpus of pro-Trump internet memes. Because Reddit’s primary function is as a 

content aggregator, these internet memes formed the basis of regular discourse on the 

subreddit. Users created, appropriated, and remixed a variety of old and new memes 

united by their political ideology. To successfully function as a user in this digital 

community, all content and comments had to identify with pro-Trump political positions. 

The subreddit /r/BannedFromThe_Donald satirizes the number of people who have self-

reported being expelled from the pro-Trump community for disagreeing with Trump 

policies, posting anti-Trump internet memes, etc. – all acts that go against the constitution 

of a pro-Trump community. As Reddit’s chief executive, Steve Huffman, told a New 

York Times reporter: “Everyone wants to have a sense of belonging … at some point, it 

becomes almost cult like” (Lagorio-Chafkin, 2016). 

Digital communities are not the only groups of individuals that use internet 

memes for rhetorical ends. Formal organizations have also begun to use these texts as 

persuasive messaging. Several universities have shown interest in using internet memes 

as a pedagogical tool, offering classes and establishing entire departments that use memes 

as launching off points for further discussion (Sabalburo, 2017; Stambler, 2017). Political 

organizations often attempt to capitalize on the symbolic power of internet memes, in one 
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case encouraging generation by opening a “worldwide competition for … pro-Israel 

memes” (Thompson, 2017). 

RQ1: Per Shifman’s definition, are Pepe the Frog images an internet meme? 

RQ2: Per Charland’s definition of constitutive rhetoric (1987), do politically-influenced 

internet memes like Pepe the Frog position a collective subject, a transhistorical subject, 

and provide an illusion of freedom? 

Political Campaigns and the Internet Meme 

Since 2000, American media commentators have been quick to label each 

nationwide presidential election cycle as the year that the Internet “won” the election: 

Howard Dean’s use of social networks for fundraising and organizing in 2004 (“How the 

Internet Invented Howard Dean,” 2004), Barack Obama’s use of social networks in 2008 

for fundraising and organizing (Anderson, 2008; C. C. Miller, 2008; Stirland, 2008), then 

again to secure the victory in 2012. Notice a pattern? The 2016 election was different. 

Before 2016, the internet was viewed by political researchers and campaign managers as 

a tool to mobilize and convert individuals into voters. Now, commentators are realizing 

supporters self-mobilize in these digital spaces, collecting around shared interests – 

which includes, but is not limited to – political topics like specific candidates and policy 

interests. In many of these digital networks, a powerful method of communication is the 

transmission of internet memes. As one alt-right commentator describes: 

Trump’s supporters have treated the campaign as one long trollfest. First 

Jeb, then Marco and finally Lyin’ Ted all stumbled and fell before the 

chaotic power of Trump’s troll army. Facing a hilarious combination of in-
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jokes, YouTube remixes, and Photoshop mashups, Trump’s opponents 

were subjected to non-stop ridicule from the cultural powerhouses of the 

web. (Yiannopoulos, 2016) 

Never has this cyberculture had such a profound involvement in American politics, and I 

would argue that its involvement is a veritable Pandora’s box – once part of the fabric, it 

is here to stay. Like the mobs in Scorsese’s Gangs of New York (2002), individuals online 

are uniting under common interests, hailed by visuals, and signaling to others that they 

identify with a group through the deployment of these visuals. These individuals are 

forming “digital mob” online. This idea owes much to Marshall McLuhan’s description 

of modern humanity as a “global village” (McLuhan, Fiore, & Agel, 1967/2005). For 

McLuhan, the world metaphorically shrunk with the rise of telecommunication 

technology. Information transfer – and as a result, message transfer – became unshackled 

from the constraint of time and space. For example, a lonely teenager in mid-west 

America could “join the mob” of a college student in South Korea with minimal 

interference from time zones or vast bodies of water – if they identified with each other. 

As discussed, internet memes offer an opportunity for this identification to take place. 

Despite their digital-mediation, human beings still drive online communities. Jean 

Twenge (2017), a generational scholar, insists on a new generational marker for children 

born after 1995, who “grew up with cell phones, had an Instagram page before they 

started high school, and do not remember a time before the Internet.” For these kids, 

“nearly all their leisure hours are now spent with new media” (Twenge, 2017, p. 51). I 

believe that this exposure to new media is shifting the way that we view communities. 

Individuals are now able to search for and integrate with each other in ways 
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unconstrained by familiarity and geography. Communities can quantify their population 

and engagement – sorting posts and comments that is instantaneously communities can 

be populated. In addition, though the base for a political candidate is diverse – including 

older citizens – these youth-driven communities generate and circulate images that 

receive rhetorical attention from the entire base, as demonstrated by the response to Pepe 

images in the third chapter of this thesis. 

If the 2016 presidential election proves anything, it is that both cultural and 

internet memes are not a simple rhetorical artifact for political communication teams to 

exploit in the interest of connecting with their audience. Naturally, this conflicts with the 

traditional political tactic of navigating the exigence of authenticity. Traditionally, to get 

a voting public to identify with your candidate, you create relational attempts wherever 

possible. Your candidate attends the BBQ festival to appeal to a demographic of rural 

farmers, your candidate reads to schoolchildren to appeal to a demographic of fathers and 

mothers. In performing these acts, candidates form a symbolic relationship with an 

identity they may not hold. The 2016 Clinton campaign’s attempts to identify with black 

and young voters were often met with scoff and derision: when she raised the roof at the 

Apollo (Holmes, 2016), when she admitted to a Northern Virginia crowd that she was 

attempting to find a way to get voters to “Pokémon GO to the polls” (Hansen, 2016), 

even when she admitted (confirmed as true) carrying around hot sauce in her bag for 

years – tapping into a popular Beyoncé lyric (Newkirk, 2016). 

This is a new world for political campaigns. Internet memes are a major genre of 

communication online. This thesis will end with a recommendation for political 

campaigns not to interrupt the “lineage” of internet memes. The most successful memetic 
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content – measured by engagement – during the 2016 election were memes originally 

created on political communities and distributed by these actors. Like the internet memes 

this thesis analyzes, political campaigns in the new media age must focus on 

collaboration over communication; interactivity over broadcasting. Several political 

communities base their memetic communication on visuals that have an established 

lineage – internet memes like Pepe the Frog 

RQ3: Can political campaigns effectively generate internet memes that constitute 

political identities? 

Literature Review 

This thesis builds on visual rhetoric scholarship by taking a rhetorical approach to 

understanding the persuasive influence of internet memes on political communities. To 

provide some theoretical foundation for the arguments that are developed, the project 

invites a literature review at the intersection of internet memes and political 

communication. To begin, some background of the academic work in visual rhetoric is 

helpful. 

Visual rhetoric 

To date, there has been no major study of the constitutive effect of internet memes 

on digital communities. Internet memes cannot be manufactured by any one individual. 

The images that form a corpus of work can, but it takes a network of diffused actors to 

authentically call an internet meme into being. There are no famous meme creators; no 

Banksy of the internet domain that scholars can critically examine. As a result, this thesis, 

in part, focuses on the digital communities that generate and spread these memes. 
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Contemporary visual rhetoric scholars have begun to pay attention to this, and as a result 

scholarship has moved through the popular technologies of the day; scholarship that 

originated with a fascination of photograph’s persuasive appeal has moved to understand 

dominant modes of visual communication online. This review of visual rhetorical 

literature will focus on three areas: (1) a brief overview of the intersection of rhetoric and 

visual culture, (2) a brief overview of contemporary visual rhetoric, and (3) the 

intersection of digital-visual rhetorical studies to underline the importance of internet 

memes and their persuasive outcomes. 

History and brief definition of visual rhetoric 

An understanding of internet memes as persuasive objects requires an 

understanding and theoretical grounding on visual rhetoric. As an academic field, rhetoric 

has long been devoted to the study of words and how they can influence or impact 

situations where they are sent and received. This field extends all the way back to the 

Ancient Greek concept of rhētorikē which invokes “…the civic art of public speaking as 

it developed in deliberative assemblies, law courts, and other formal occasions…” 

(Kennedy, 1994, p. 3). Though the cynic Diogenes may have held up a plucked chicken 

to challenge Plato’s definition of man as “that which stood upright on two legs without 

feathers” – an example of presenting a visual to persuade others – in these locations, 

words were the dominant mode of persuasion. 

In 1995, W. J. T. Mitchell argued for a “pictorial turn” in critical theory, 

necessitated by the view that “we live in a culture of images. … We are surrounded by 

pictures …” (Mitchell, 1995) This visual inundation is certainly true on the Internet, 

where individuals upload an average of 1.8 billion digital images every single day 
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(Eveleth, 2015). To be sure, many of these images are either private (closed circuit 

security footage) or non-persuasive public visuals (webcams). Others, however (like 

internet memes) do attempt to rhetorically produce change in any individual that may 

view or share it. Despite this universe of persuasive visuals, rhetorical theory still places 

great emphasis on texts as verbal byproducts – at large, these scholars are used to 

analyzing the written and spoken word. This is partly because of rhetorical theory’s 

foundation in words and speech, and partly because of the diversity of semiotic signs 

possible in visual images. Academic trends over the last 50 years have shifted this view, 

expanding rhetoric to include examinations of how visual objects like images, videos, and 

even monuments function to communicate meaning and persuade. This is the theory at 

the heart of visual rhetoric. As Diane Hope writes in Visual Rhetoric: A Reader in 

Communication and American Culture (2008), “Visual implies the cultural practice of 

seeing and looking, as well as the artifacts produced in diverse communicative forms and 

media,” while rhetoric refers to the “practice and theory concern[ing] persuasive 

symbolic actions.” 

Contemporary visual rhetoric 

Contemporary visual rhetoric scholarship has therefore labored to explain how 

visual texts persuade audiences through the symbolic meanings they explicitly and 

implicitly direct. Specifically of note for this study is the effect these visual texts have on 

the formation and management of identity and ideology. Scholars have examined how the 

photography of New York City slums in the 1880s normalized immigrant populations in 

the eyes of New York's bourgeoisie (Twigg, 1992), how magazine readers used President 

Abraham Lincoln’s photograph to argue for his superior moral character and elaborate 
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upon an Anglo-Saxon identity as an “American” one (Finnegan, 2005), and how the 

dissemination of an image of Emmett Till’s – a 14-year-old African American murdered 

in Mississippi in 1955 – mutilated corpse rhetorically “transformed the lynched black 

body from a symbol of unmitigated white power to one illustrating the ugliness of racial 

violence and the aggregate power of the black community” (Harold & DeLuca, 2005). 

Moving past static images, scholars have even examined how aesthetic choices 

made when constructing physical visuals like memorials (Blair, Jeppeson, & Pucci, 

1991), and museum exhibits (Dyehouse, 2011) “instruct” audiences in “events, 

individuals, places, and ideas that will be sacralized by a culture or a polity.” In other 

words, how these visual choices present rhetorical choices to individuals to make about 

topics; choices that call individuals together, constituting collective identities as a result 

of visual rhetoric. 

Digital-visual rhetoric 

As the number of visual texts available on the internet increase, so do the number 

of visual texts available for use in memetic communication. The technology with which 

to remix and imitate information is ubiquitous – the knowledge with which to manipulate 

these artifacts is already a cornerstone of web literacy. As soon as a child is given their 

first cell phone – and that age is decreasing (Chen, 2016) – they begin their mimetic 

education on platforms like Snapchat and Instagram – editing and remixing visuals to 

refine their message to others. It is likely no coincidence that this academic emergence of 

visual rhetoric coincides with an explosion of new media and the propagation of 

messages through these mediums. 
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Scholars across a variety of different disciplines have studied internet memes and 

their effect on digital populations. These studies often turn to the cultural powerhouses of 

4chan and Reddit for an analysis of how internet meme generation and circulation drives 

culture throughout the internet. Perhaps most relevant to this thesis is Pierre Bourdieu’s 

conceptualization of cultural capital to understand how internet memes creates 

“membership-based distinctions in web-based communities” (Nissenbaum & Shifman, 

2017). In these digital places, users who break norms related to the generation or 

circulation of internet memes – misusing a meme template, “forcing” a meme, etc. – 

receive condemnation from users that expose groups’ shared yet unwritten rules. These 

unwritten rules are the same ideas, attitudes, and feelings that drive the constitution of 

concrete identities online. 

Also of note are those articles that have examined the 4chan meme-complex 

shared by unique actors and networks of activists that are “born digital, have network 

structures, and engage in ‘digital image politics’” (Jarvis, 2014).  The activist collective 

of “Anonymous” attempts to affect political change by staging image events in 

cyberspace, bypassing the traditional media hegemony. As Jarvis explains, “Memes are 

important for Anonymous because they constitute the symbols and tactics shared among 

different networks of Anonymous” (2014). For this collective, these images signify 

participation and to motivate actants toward political ends. The constitutive effect of 

internet memes does not end at the edge of these digital places; memes can also constitute 

identities in non-digital communities. Researchers have examined the impact of internet 

memes circulation on offline LGBTQ collective identity (Gal, Shifman, & Kampf, 2016). 

By performing a content analysis on a corpus of memetic responses for the “It Gets 
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Better” campaign, Gal et al. examine how individual identities manifest in the ways 

participants both imitated and altered previous videos. Not only does this highlight the 

variety of mediums memetic communication can take, but it also establishes that 

individuals can constitute an identity – in this case affiliation with the LGBTQ 

community – through the generation and dissemination of internet memes. 

Community 

To arrive at an understanding of what constitutes an online community, we must 

begin with an understanding of what constitutes a physical community. The latter 

preceded the former for thousands of years, rightfully establishing itself as the de facto 

definition for the word. The advent of groups on the internet and it is necessary to 

carefully delineate the two before continuing. Though differences certainly exist between 

human groups organized digitally and groups organized physically, both genres of human 

organization are similar at least in their general structure and concept. 

Historical and theoretical comments on physical communities 

At its most basic, community is both a setting for human transformation and a 

fundamental human value. It is rare for human beings to operate in isolation for extended 

periods of time. Studies have shown that perceived social isolation is a risk factor for a 

multitude of negative effects, from poorer overall cognitive performance to more 

negativity and depressive thoughts (Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009). Thus, to survive and 

prosper, human beings form connections with each other. Sociologists who study the 

formation of society have established various boundaries and hierarchies with which to 

measure social organization: from dyads (the smallest social organization – just two 
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people) to larger groupings like communities and societies. As a value-laden term with 

such a vast range of historical weight, explanations, and definitions, much literature has 

been written attempting to define what constitutes a human, physical community. 

Sherry Turkle, in her book Alone Together (2017), suggests that physical 

communities are “constituted by physical proximity, shared concerns, real consequences, 

and common responsibilities” (pg. 239). In a review of psychological literature, David 

McMillan and David Chavis (1986) proposed a four-part definition for an individual’s 

sense of community: membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, and 

shared emotional connection. These concepts recur in interpersonal communication 

literature; all four are navigated through the exchange of symbols, mutual independence, 

and the search for meaning through communication acts. 

Historically, we know that the earliest human beings were hunter-gatherers that 

migrated, constantly adapting to new environments to survive. These humans formed the 

earliest social organizations: groups and bands of individuals united around a drive to 

survive. Our modern concept of physical community would be largely antithetical to the 

needs of these groups. These groups were likely intimate affairs, as “the most efficient 

subsistence economy occurs in groups of minimum size” (Walthall, 1998). Fewer people 

migrating means less energy expended in transition (packing up shelters, supporting sick 

and children) and longer resource durability. By examining ethnographic data on modern 

hunter-gatherer communities, researchers believe these groups may have averaged out to 

about 15 individuals when dispersed and 53 individuals when aggregated, with such 

groupings depending on seasonal conditions (Hamilton, Milne, Walker, Burger, & 

Brown, 2007). These numbers seem enough to apply a tenuous label of community on 
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these groups, but it seems more likely that the speed with which these groups migrated 

preclude any true formation of communal living. 

With food production techniques, these humans settled in the most habitable 

areas, limiting mobility and attaching symbolic meaning to spaces of living. Generally, 

the connection between place and space can be described as one of particular to general 

(Endres & Senda-Cook, 2011). In other words, a place is space with meaning. A group of 

hunter-gatherers on the move likely saw the world around them in general terms, as they 

migrated too quickly to attach meaning to the spaces they occupied. As settlement 

increased, these meanings settled, developing places and likely generating human notions 

of community. 

Theory on digital communities 

Can communities exist online? 4chan’s front page self-explanation reads “Users 

do not need to register an account before participating in the community.” Input prompt 

text in Reddit’s search field states “Find a community, post, or user.” In the wake of the 

Cambridge Analytica scandal, Facebook co-founder and CEO Mark Zuckerberg called 

the social network “a community of two billion people” (McLean & Wiener-Bronner, 

2018). Are these examples of terminology rhetorical? In other words, are we talking 

about community online, or are these persuasive uses of language to convince us that 

community exists when it does not? 

Maria Bakardjieva and Andrew Feenburg‘s paper “Community Technology and 

Democratic Rationalization” (2002) reviews much of the fundamental theoretical 

literature about how community is shaped in an internet medium. They conclude that the 
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four minimum technical conditions for effective online community are bounding, or 

forming closed online groups; tracking, or listing how far each participant has read in 

community discussions; archiving, or maintaining accessible records of community 

discussions; and warranting, or ensuring stable and (most of the time) genuine 

participant identities. However, this previous theoretical literature is slightly biased by 

studies of mailing list and newsgroup technologies. These descriptions may work well 

here, but the landscape has shifted considerably since then. It may not be advisable to 

constrain a definition of digital communities to concrete key terms, but rather to a more 

general function; one which corresponds well with the definition of a physical 

community. In this regard, these scholars do well to offer a definition of online 

community as “the formation of relatively stable long-term online group associations.” 

These stable group associations – this interdependence – is a crucial function of digital 

communities.  

Scott and Johnson (2005) reduce this definition even further: “An online 

community is simply one whose members interact primarily through computer-mediated 

communication-particularly in a Web environment.” However, they do allow for some 

crucial distinctions between physical and digital communities. The first is: “use of 

software such as reputation systems to augment members' abilities to filter through 

information, build personal connections, and affect collaborative or collective action.” 

Every digital community has programming which affects information retrieval and 

communication on the relevant platform. This programming affects interpersonal 

communication at multiple levels. For example, on some platforms like Reddit and 
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Twitter, individuals can view a complete profile of another user without entering into a 

single conversation. 

More importantly though, for the purposes of this thesis, is that the “software” 

that augments user’s abilities to filter information on digital communities can impact the 

perception of specific messages on these platforms. In other words, in digital 

communities, desirable messages may seem more desirable through a software’s 

influence. As a result of this influence, multimodal artifacts like internet memes may 

become the dominant form of communication on a digital platform – the “acceptable” 

way to communicate in these digital places. An evaluation of each specific digital place, 

4chan, Reddit, and Twitter, will have to be made to determine if such dominant mode of 

discourse prevails. 

Political communication in the age of new media 

To maintain focus, this thesis examines the rhetorical impact of internet memes as 

deployed during American presidential campaigns. Specifically, this thesis addresses 

internet memes generated and/or circulated during the 2016 presidential election. This 

scope requires an examination of research on new media and its effect on Presidential 

campaigns. 

New media 

The study of new media delineates a critical shift in thought about mediums consumers 

have interacted with since the 1980s. While the traditional concept of the medium was 

couched in tightly controlled broadcast spheres like television, radio and newspapers, 
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new media is characterized as “digital, interactive, hypertexual, virtual, networked, and 

simulated” (Lister, Dovey, Giddings, Grant, & Kelly, 2008).  

As a sign of the rapid and volatile nature of new media, early texts exploring the field 

tended to focus on characteristics of the technology over specific lists of what technology 

could be considered “new media.” These characteristics highlight the breadth and speed 

of information diffusion, establishing a precursor for two of the three characteristics 

Shifman (2014) identifies in viral and memetic diffusion: great speed and broad reach. 

“For better or worse, we will have to adjust to a world where more people communicate 

more often about more things more quickly than ever before” (Abramson, Arterton, & 

Orren, 1990, p. 9). 

The earliest studies of the internet’s influence on political campaigns focused on 

mobilization (Bimber, 1998). In the context of politics, mobilization is a general 

construct, but often refers to the stimulation of citizens to participate in political actions 

like voting or communicating with elected officials. Scholars studied the internet’s 

removal of economic barriers for grassroots activists (Bonchek, 1995). This illustrates 

that for these early scholars, visual rhetoric and identification effects on Internet 

communities were unexamined topics. Thus, an examination of these effects is crucial – 

especially as we move toward a more visually integrated society. 

Methodology 

Eric Jenkins (2014) notes that the “speed, scale, and shape of digital circulation 

pose numerous challenges for rhetorical methodology that seeks to analyze image-texts in 

context.” To solve this issue, he proposes a critical rhetorical shift from the actual to what 
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he terms the “modal.” Jenkins defines the mode as “collective, emergent phenomena that 

express the circulating energies of contemporary existence rather than re-presenting the 

interests of particular rhetors.” To analyze internet memes, in other words, requires a shift 

in focus from specific rhetors and audiences to collective phenomena, from 

representation to expression, and from the actual to virtual. 

Laurie Gries’ book Still Life with Rhetoric (2015) continues this train of thought 

by arguing for a new materialist approach to visual rhetoric. This direction places 

rhetorical transformation over the rhetorical situation – empirically discover how an 

image becomes rhetorical in divergent ways as it circulates with time, enters into new 

associations, transforms, and generates a multiplicity of consequences. This thesis uses 

Gries’ concept of iconographic tracking by applying it several materializations of the 

internet meme Pepe the Frog. Gries defines iconographic tracking as “a digital research 

method that accounts for the rhetorical transformation that images undergo as they 

circulate and become embroiled in various collective activities” (Gries, 2016). It is a 

methodological process specifically designed to analyze large datasets of visual images 

that circulate across digital networks. In Still Life, she uses this process to map out the 

ways in which Shepard Fairey’s famous Obama Hope image is remixed and spread 

through digital communities to achieve diverse rhetorical results. For example, Gries 

demonstrates how the image came into being, how guerilla-distribution tactics ensured its 

early potential, how admiration of its rhetorical potential constituted the Obama 

campaign around the terms hope and change, and how a fair use controversy accelerated 

its circulation.  
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Specifically, Gries separates iconographic tracking into four distinct sections: (1) 

data hoarding (collecting as much data as possible), (2) data mining (sorting through data 

and finding patterns, trends, relationships, etc.), (3) assembling a collection (organizing 

data), and (4) data analysis (zooming in on an image's composition, production, 

transformation, distribution, circulation, collectivity, and consequentiality). In her words, 

these four sections offer a way to track the “multiplicity of rhetorical contributions a 

single image makes during its lifetime” (Gries, 2015). 

In part, I apply Gries’ methodology to a rhetorical study of Pepe the Frog to 

uncover how the visual transformed from a symbol of 4chan/internet culture into a smug 

depiction of Donald Trump [Figure 4]. This process will also address the reaction of 

digital political communities to the circulation of this image on political campaign social 

networks [Figure 5]. To accomplish this, I “hoard” Pepe visuals and their attached 

commentary from three digital communities: 4chan’s imageboard /pol/, the subreddit 

/r/The_Donald, and Twitter posts. I then mine the findings for patterns that establish a 

constituted political identity, and sort them accordingly. Gries suggests data mining 

“often entails generating key terms, or tags, which function to make relationships and 

trends visible … tags that indicate different transformations in terms of form, media, 

location, genre …” (Gries, 2015, p. 111-2). For example, she uses tags to describe the 

manifestations of Obama Hope: “street art, political art, and so forth…” and folders to 

manage consequentiality: “Critique, Copyright Debate, Education.” She also encourages 

the use of Zotero, a popular reference tracker for establishing and organizing this data. 

Finally, Gries’ methodology calls for an analysis of Pepe’s transformation and 

distribution. This image of a cartoon frog was originally created by an American artist, 
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but collective activity and new media encouraged radical transformations of the image’s 

composition and consequentiality. In brief, Pepe transformed from a cybercultural icon 

into a political icon. These comments will argue that the circulation and consequentiality 

of internet memes is not a static rhetorical event, but an unfolding of meaning spanning 

multiple collectives across several years. There is no single agent, no single meaning that 

produces a single rhetorical effect with Pepe’s image. To understand Pepe the Frog in a 

new materialist sense, we must examine the material transformation of the image multiple 

– a term introduced by Gries to explain visual things with multiple versions, that maintain 

some sense of an identifiable whole but cannot individually go under a single name – and 

its effect on multiple assemblages. 

Chapter Preview 

This thesis is divided into three distinct areas of focus – subdivided into chapters 

– to examine the intersection of internet memes and their constitutive effect on digital 

political communities. The first chapter examines Milner’s (2016) framework for 

memetic logics. Once the framework has been established, I argue that Pepe the Frog – as 

an internet meme – conforms to this framework. Then, I demonstrate how these logics 

allowed for a radical symbolic shift in meaning for the internet meme. What originally 

was an apolitical, comical multimodal image multiple transformed and spread into 

several symbolically ideological image multiples. As the imageboard of 4chan is largely 

responsible for such a shift, I next explicate its history and function. The second chapter 

argues that internet memes rhetorically constitute distinct identities through the 

circulation of internet memes. The digital community of subreddit /r/The_Donald offers a 

clear case study of how political ideology can be constituted through the interpellation of 
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posted internet memes. The third chapter attempts to apply these first two chapters to a 

political situation by examining two rhetorical unfoldings during the 2016 presidential 

election and their effect on several collectives. 

 

NOTE: Some of the artifacts and text taken from these digital communities contain 

offensive images and language. I have done my best to avoid including upsetting material 

if possible. If the potential of such an encounter is disturbing, please do not read any 

further. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE ARTIFACT AND THE SOURCE(S): PEPE THE FROG AND 

4CHAN 

The digital circulation of Pepe the Frog as an image has generated a multiplicity 

of meanings and rhetorical consequences over time, and we can trace a rough outline of 

this internet meme’s meanings through key moments for the imaginary-at-large. In this 

section, I will attempt to trace the major rhetorical events in Pepe’s history by examining 

the history and transformation of the internet meme – from an unassuming comic book 

character into a politically motivated symbol. I begin by distinguishing the difference 

between key visual rhetoric terms that will appear throughout the thesis. To set the scene 

for Pepe’s memetic potential, I continue by clarifying and applying Ryan Milner’s logical 

memetic framework to the internet meme. Then, I offer a description of Pepe’s 

transformation, describing the collective responsible for Pepe’s first significant 

transformation, 4chan, in the process. 

Distinction between Visuals, Images and Pictures 

In Still Life With Rhetoric (2015), Laurie Gries makes important definitional 

distinctions between the terms “visuals,” “images,” and “pictures.” Throughout this 

project, I wish to follow and support her desire to stress the differences between these 

words in rhetorical scholarship. It is fairly common for visual rhetoric scholars to apply 

the term “visuals” to a number of image-based artifacts, but this creates a slight 

denotative issue that is easily resolvable with careful terminology. For Gries, the term 

“visual” is best used as an adjective to describe “that which we think we see” (pg. 9). 

Thus, visual is a quick shorthand for addressing any number of things perceived with 
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sight: signs, symbols, drawings, internet memes, colors. The visual is the realm of 

subjective vision. From the moment that you open your eyes in the morning, to the 

moment that you shut them in the evening, you encounter the world through thousands 

upon thousands of things visually. Walking through the city, you may see a few thousand 

faces, advertisements, or cars and depending on your level of attention and recall ability 

be able to call forth an image of a few of them at the end of the day. If you identify with a 

more rural setting, you may be able to recall an idyllic image of an old family home, or 

call up a vacation spot with a particular affect over you. What you are recalling – besides 

the emotional attachments to places and things like these – are images obtained through 

the visual sense. Using the term as a noun – to refer to specific representations of reality 

by calling these things “visuals” – blurs the line between this specific terminology, 

especially with regard to the terms “images” and “pictures.” 

To separate these two terms, Gries relies on W. J. T. Mitchell’s explanation that 

you “you can hang a picture but you can't hang an image.” For a visual example, you may 

be able to – right now – imagine the image of the Mona Lisa. It is probable that the 

picture you have in your mind of the famous painting is based off the painting which 

hangs in Paris’ Louvre. However, this image in your mind is abstract, and subject to the 

whims of experience, memory, and cognitive biases. As “the most parodied work of art in 

the world,” a number of early versions and copies of Leonardo da Vinci’s famous work 

exist that may subtly alter the image you conjure in your head (Lichfield, 2005). Factor in 

common recall fatigue and an individual’s unique adherence to certain aspects of the 

painting – one person may be captivated by the eyes, easily recalling their hazel color; 

another may be fond of the background, placing them in a position to recollect the sky, 
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cliffs, and bridge that flank the subject – and it quickly becomes apparent that an image is 

not necessarily always the same as a picture. Gries says that an image is “that which 

survives a picture's destruction,” while a picture is an image which “appears in a material 

support” (9). Returning to our example of the Mona Lisa, the image is the visual example 

you must imagine whenever you are not observing a picture of the painting, whether that 

picture is the actual painting hanging in the Louvre, a reproduction in a book, or a 

photograph on a digital screen. 

Memetic Logics 

Ryan M. Milner’s book The World Made Meme (2016) extends Shifman’s 

scholarship by providing a logical framework for the creation, circulation, and 

transformation of memetic content. These five logics describe the fundamental 

groundwork for memetic communication, describing the shifting sands of internet 

memes: multimodality, reappropriation, resonance, collectivism, and spread. I will briefly 

demonstrate their applicability by focusing on the previously mentioned Pepe the Frog. 

Using this internet meme as an explanatory case study, this section will address each 

fundamental logic. 

Multimodality 

Milner calls internet memes “just like the media landscape they populate … 

fundamentally multimodal” (Milner, 2016, pg. 23). By multimodal, he refers to 

“’technologies of representation,’ such as written language, image, audio, video, and 

hypertext” (24). As a digital medium, the internet blends these modes together almost 

effortlessly. With programs like Adobe Photoshop and Premier, individuals can combine 
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text with images and text with video with no support and little training. These people can 

then use internet mediums like 4chan, Reddit and Twitter to include hypertext alongside 

an uploaded image, essentially fusing multiple modes of communication together in a 

single post. This is important because, as Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen state, a 

multimodal text is one “whose meanings are realized” through one or more “semiotic 

codes” (2010, pg. 177). The more codes that are included in a single internet meme, the 

more meanings follow with it. More meanings mean a greater possibility that new agents 

identify with a meme’s constitutive rhetoric. 

The Pepe visuals in [Figure 6] and [Figure 7] demonstrate how memetic logic 

relies on multimodal forms of communication. The first image is a screenshot collected 

from a thread on /pol/ – a 4chan board for discussing and debating politics and current 

events. The original post (OP) includes both an image of CIA director Mike Pompeo, and 

the text “Damn Mike u fat” as he stands next to Tennessee Senator Bob Corker. Isolating 

this post (not necessarily memetic) alone demonstrates the multimodal power of the 

internet on a digital network like 4chan. In a single post – a few clicks – two distinct 

semiotic signs are intertwined for a viewer’s interpretation. 

This multimodal power expands when we introduce the Pepe the Frog internet 

meme and acknowledge the hypertext between all three posts in this thread. An 

individual may recognize Pepe in the final post, but miss the meaning behind the remixed 

picture. This Pepe visual includes the mask from Batman supervillain Bane as he appears 

in Christopher Nolan’s The Dark Knight Rises. This remix of Pepe is uploaded in an 

apparent attempt to support the hypertext between posts, where the uploader completes 

text began by the second user. What was a seemingly innocuous comment, “he’s a big 
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guy,” becomes an allusion to a strange and often parodied line of dialogue from Nolan’s 

film. In the film, a CIA agent asks the supervillain if his mask is removable. Bane 

responds that it “would be extremely painful” before the agent sarcastically interrupts 

with “you’re a big guy.” Bane concludes by confidently stating “for you.” This odd, 

sexually-driven juxtaposition is the driving humorous force behind both the Pepe visual 

and the accompanying text response. However, it is the multimodality of an internet back 

and forth like this that covers complex layers of meaning in a single interaction.  

The second picture depicts Pepe the Frog embracing “AFD-Chan,” an anime 

mascot of the Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) or “Alternative for Germany” political 

party (Broderick, 2017). It was taken from a 4chan thread written almost entirely in the 

German language. The picture’s literal German text underneath reads “everything is 

becoming good,” though the phrase is commonly translated to the optimistic “everything 

will turn out fine.” To extract meaning from the multiple semiotic signs present in this 

internet meme, an English 4chan user that would normally read the entire multimodal 

collage for meaning is forced to turn only to the familiar image of Pepe the Frog for 

meaning. The embrace between Pepe and AFD-Chan is a symbol of the ideological 

relationship between both groups, but it is this image’s deployment on 4chan, alongside a 

discussion of German politics that represents a blend of visual, textual and hypertextual 

modes that form the foundational memetic logic of multimodality. 

Reappropriation 

Milner’s second fundamental memetic logic – reappropriation – is a far more 

obvious logic for those familiar with internet memes. This logic obviously precedes 

digitally created and disseminated data. It is echoed in the often misquoted words of the 
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poet T. S. Eliot when he writes: “Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal; bad poets 

deface what they take, and good poets make it into something better, or at least 

something different” (Eliot, 1997). In pop culture, music genres like plunderphonics and 

instrumental hip-hop have taken these instructions to heart. Artists like DJ Shadow, The 

Avalanches, DJ Food, and MF Doom have all made albums consisting entirely of 

material taken from other records. However, art is not the only cultural item that relies on 

reappropriation. Scholars have studied how video games (Hong, 2015), film (Benshoff, 

2000), and architecture (Harrop, 2007) are all influenced by shifts in context. In all of 

these examples, reappropriation places preexisting meaning in a new context and 

situation to create novel texts full of new symbolic value. 

Reappropriation is familiar to its semantic cousin – “appropriation” – but with a 

slight difference. Where the latter refers to “dominant discourses, institutions, and 

industries tak[ing] from populist practices,” reappropriation refers to the inverse: “when 

public participants craft their texts by taking from those dominant institutions.” (Milner, 

2016, pg. 234). For example, when the previously mentioned music group The 

Avalanches released their 2000 debut Since I Left You, most of their estimated 3,500 

samples came from copyrighted musicians like Madonna, The Beatles and The Osmonds; 

copyrighted films like Club Med (Giraldi, 1986) and The Passenger (Antonioni, 1975); 

and a deluge of copyrighted spoken word recordings from golf instruction to sketch 

comedy (Brent, 2016). The symbolic meaning and associations of these original texts 

were created and protected by record labels, studio executives, and the artists themselves 

until The Avalanches – a group of Australian record collectors and musicians – 

reappropriated these meanings from these dominant institutions to create their own. 
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Though few memetic texts capture the scope of this illustration, this unique form of 

moving context from one artifact to another to create a new, shared text is a fundamental 

logic in memetic media. 

Milner’s logic works well to explain the genesis of internet memes. As this 

chapter covers later, the origins of Pepe the Frog, for example, rely on the reappropriation 

of an individual artist’s work. Where Milner’s logic falters, is the explanation of how an 

internet meme continues after the initial reappropriation. Pepe the Frog works off many 

different forms, incorporating innumerable semiotic signs that have been repurposed 

from their original intent, and this repurposing is not always taken from “dominant 

discourses,” so how can this be explained? For this, I turn to critical theory written on the 

topic of television. The most relevant theory here is Todd Gitlin’s idea of recombinant 

culture – a culture in which the process of making something that seems new is driven by 

combining elements of past successes – may nuance this logic somewhat, especially after 

the initial reappropriation has taken place. Early Pepe transformations included 

successful images like Pokémon [Figure 24], and the actor John Goodman [Figure 22]. 

While these images are “dominant” in the sense that their legal status is protected by 

copyright, it is really their success in the cultural imaginary that a Pepe remix is 

leveraging. In other words, when users create internet memes, they rely on cultural pieces 

that have proven their success in a visual culture.  

The Pepe visuals in [Figure 8] and [Figure 9] demonstrate how memetic 

communication relies on reappropriation and recombination for authentic composition. 

The first image combines several visuals that would be familiar to anyone acquainted 

with North Korea or its family-driven leadership, the Kim dynasty. The first is the 
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cartoonishly drawn background representing the country’s national flag. The second is 

the likeness of Kim Jong-il, leader of the country until his death in 2011, identifiable by 

the trademark glasses. Both of these visuals are reappropriations of culturally dominant 

iconography – the national flag and Kim’s likeness symbolize the political identity of 

both the country and leadership of North Korea. Here, these reappropriations take 

successful political symbolic meaning and give it a new purpose. What was an image that 

clearly stood for the political ideologies of North Korea – ideas and attitudes like 

Marxism-influenced Juche and isolationism – is repurposed to (in this case) humorously 

underline the plight of the Kim dynasty from a western perspective. The crudely drawn 

transformation of this particular Pepe image alters the anthropomorphized frog’s lips into 

a pitiable frown, a stark contrast to usual depictions of Kim Jong-il as either smiling or 

stoic. By mocking the original image of the North Korean leader, this representation – 

generated and circulated by any number of digital public actors – subverts the political 

power of a curated depiction. The successful reappropriation and recombination of this 

image shows that such manipulation is not only possible, but powerful. 

The second Pepe visual is notable for both its reappropriation and transformation 

of a preexisting internet meme – an image mocking Italian politician Massimo D'Alema 

[Figure 10]. This image shows the European leaning back in his chair, with a facial 

expression that resembles one’s surprise after hearing or seeing something shocking or 

foolish. As the attached figure shows, it is often used in multimodal online discussion to 

parrot this emotion. In this case, the reappropriated politician’s image has been 

transformed by the addition of Pepe the Frog’s face. To keep the image consistent, the 

artist has also outlined the body from the original picture. Again, this manipulation 
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underlines a shift in symbolic power, from D’Alema’s control over his image, to the 

media organization that is responsible for its genesis, to the digital actants responsible for 

its transformation. 

Resonance 

It is crucial to keep in mind that human beings are the driving force behind the 

generation and dissemination of internet memes. As such, this driving force is only as 

strong as a collective of individuals is inspired to make it. As Milner writes: “Media texts 

become memetic when they connect with enough participants to inspire iteration after 

iteration from a fixed premise” (Milner, 2016, pg. 29). A suburban, male-centric, 

hedonistic lifestyle in California inspired Matt Furie to bring Pepe the Frog into the 

comic book imaginary; the representation of this lifestyle likely appealed enough to mid-

2000s internet actors to circulate Pepe within their digital communities and transform 

Furie’s images enough to resonate with others. As Milner points out, however, “The 

nature of … resonance is difficult to articulate definitively or universally, as individual 

texts resonate with different people for different reasons” (pg. 29). A number of 

subjective interests could influence resonance potential; where one individual may see 

Furie’s Pepe as humorous and admirable, another may find the image of an 

anthropomorphic frog urinating with his pants around his ankles crass and contemptible. 

As a result, an individual’s unique attitudes influence whether or not an internet meme 

resonates among members of a community.  

In addition to particular attitudes, a meme’s ability to be understood also 

influences its resonance with individuals. To offer some boundaries for the 

comprehension of internet memes, Limor Shifman introduces the idea of meme literacy: 
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while some internet memes can be understood at face value, others require some amount 

of subcultural literacy, or “knowledge of the codes and norms developed in this meme-

based subculture” (Shifman, 2014, pg. 115). Early remixes of Pepe the Frog – 

specifically the “Feels Good Man” and “Feels Bad Man” forms – required little 

subcultural literacy to resonate. Many of these images were juxtaposed with personal 

situations, e.g., “I just found forty dollars on the street/Feels Good Man” or “You just 

proved my point to be horribly wrong/Feels Bad Man.” The text that accompanied these 

forms of Pepe – the text that spelled out whether the situation left an individual feeling 

positive or negative requires little subcultural literacy to comprehend. Put another way, 

the multimodal logic behind internet memes assists individuals with understanding 

personal situations juxtaposed with these images. This understanding drives the potential 

resonance of an image. These participants exemplify a point Roland Barthes made of the 

power of readers over authors Much of the time, users describe this connection in terms 

of humor, but memetic texts can connect in other semiotic ways as well. 

Collectivism 

Limor Shifman’s third definition of internet memes is that they are “circulated, 

imitated, and/or transformed via the Internet by many users” (Shifman, 2014, pg. 8). 

Gries, in her study of the Obama Hope visual phenomena, credits dynamic collectives for 

their ability to contribute to the circulation of actualized images. These concepts map 

well onto Milner’s fourth mimetic logic, collectivism. Shared collectives – one of which 

will be addressed in greater detail in the next chapter – are assisted in their initiatives by 

the ability of technology to remove time and space constraints.  
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Spread 

Internet memes would not be themselves without distribution, or what Milner 

calls spread, “the pervasive circulation and sharing of resonant media texts” (2016, pg. 

37). In a digital world, this spread is driven by networks that circumvent traditional media 

(mediators) institutional and cultural gatekeepers. The world of internet memes – what 

Milner calls a “participatory media ecology” – is driven by transformative 

reappropriation. This logic contrasts sharply with viral distribution. For a somewhat 

artificial example, imagine the growth of O. J. Simpson’s white Ford Bronco SUV police 

chase into a media moment: as Simpson’s lawyer held a press conference to plead with 

Simpson to turn himself in; as Los Angeles parents called children to tell them to turn on 

the news; as NBC interrupted game 5 of the 1994 NBA Finals to let anchor Tom Brokaw 

bring the drama into millions of American households. All these moments contributed to 

the viral growth of the O. J. Simpson chase narrative. As each point in time came and 

went, more Americans became tuned – both cognitively and in the technological sense – 

to the viral spread of this story. The point here is that in a few short hours, a narrative of 

O. J. running from the police circulated among individuals. This circulation is an example 

of an event’s spread, but it is decidedly a viral instead of a memetic one. In a 

postmodern/new media portend of memetic, participatory media, some onlookers of 

Simpson’s chase turned into groups of supporters and apologists. Some Los Angeles 

citizens – watching the coverage on their television screens – noticed that the chase was 

approaching an area nearby and ventured outside to participate in the event. For an 

example of digital memetic spread, it’s not hard to imagine that in a modern internet 

environment, individuals would generate a hashtag to circulate their personal experience 
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watching the chase (#ISawTheWhiteBronco, or #OJDidNothingWrong), or that an image 

of Pepe the Frog arresting O. J. Simpson would be generated by some collective and 

spread among social networks. If this hypothetical hashtag or image resonated with a 

collective, it could spread among users through threads, posts, and comments, holding the 

potential to influence cultural, political, and economic materialities. Both forms of spread 

may be accelerated by the lack of time and space constraints afforded them by the 

internet, but only memetic spread creates a corpus of individual texts around a body 

multiple. This style of spread creates a multiplicity of meaning around what seems to be a 

simple, single image. 

The Origins of Pepe 

Pepe the Frog’s public image began as a character in illustrator Matt Furie’s 

comic strip “Boy’s Club.” The Los Angeles-based artist recalls transforming several of 

his simple animal doodles into cohesive vignettes of apartment living: 

“…he’s just kind of an everyman frog, he lives with his three roommates, a dog, a 

bear and a wolf. It just kind of expresses early 20-something hedonistic lifestyle, 

of just hanging out, playing pranks on each other, eating pizza, partying, that kind 

of thing. A lot of bodily humor” (Serwer, 2016). 

Pepe’s first public appearance was digital; through simple drawings of the character on 

Furie’s MySpace page in 2005 (Collins, 2015). From 2006 to 2010, the illustrator 

released four physical collections of comics featuring all of the previously mentioned 

anthropomorphized characters. This initial print of pamphlets, published by 

Buenaventura Press, failed to have any significant impact on the comic industry, though a 

176-page compilation produced by Fantagraphics in May 2016 placed within top-200 

sales, likely a result of publicity stemming from the 2016 election (J. J. Miller, 2016). 



42 
 

Despite the lackluster sales, Furie’s creations offered young individuals a variety of 

images with which to identify. These comics broach a litany of topics and situations 

familiar to most millennials: Pepe is sickened by a “reaction video” [Figure 11], cries 

over his cell phone losing power [Figure 12], and zones out watching television 

commercials [Figure 13]. Even the form of the comics potentially appeals to a millennial 

audience, as characters occasionally break the fourth wall in a postmodern style, literally 

surfing between panels [Figure 14], or discussing the content of a frame below them 

[Figure 15]. 

Furie’s simplistic art style and sophomoric comedy eventually caught the 

attention of young users online. Though Pepe offers audiences a variety of different 

images to be remixed – the character cries, vomits, sweats, etc. – users gravitated toward 

a picture found within a specific panel. That panel is last in a vignette about Pepe 

urinating with his pants pulled down to his ankles [Figure 16]. In it, the frog is interrupted 

when a roommate stumbles unknowingly into the unlocked bathroom. The comic ends 

with another roommate mentioning he knows Pepe pulls his pants all the way down to 

urinate. His response: “feels good man.” This response properly aligns with Furie’s 

description of the “hedonistic lifestyle” his characters live. Not only do Pepe’s actions 

match those of a child, but as the apparent smile on his face indicates, his response is 

equally carefree and oblivious. Why did this specific panel resonate with individuals? I 

believe for two reasons: (1) the scatological comedy that makes identification with the 

comic easy for young people on the internet, and (2) the simplicity of the final statement, 

which – like the persuasive nature of a marketing slogan – is concise, widely applicable 

and memorable.  
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Toilet humor is a longstanding genre of comedy. High-grossing films like Austin 

Powers: International Man of Mystery (1997), Dumb and Dumber (1994), and Lethal 

Weapon 2 (1989) all feature bathroom humor in scenes for humorous effect. The U.K. 

charity WaterAid holds an annual “World Toilet Day” to raise funds for latrine 

construction in countries of need. The competition claims to find “Britain’s [favorite] 

toilet joke”i (Beaumont-Thomas, 2014). Even the earliest writings on toilets and related 

activities, handed down to us from the Romans, are described by one scholar as “often 

satirical” (Wald, 2016). However, references to excrement and excretion serve other 

sociological purposes as well. Scatological humor in Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s 

canons and letters emphasize the famous composer’s humanity and have led scholars to 

reevaluate the social function of musical play in eighteenth-century society (Buch, 2016). 

In addition, Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin spent time focusing on the literary 

trope of the grotesque body. The thrust of all this is that scatological humor is 

commonplace; a theme that also resonates with internet actors. 

The other appeal of this early Pepe the Frog comic panel is the concise and 

memorable nature of the catchphrase “feels good man.” Persuasion scholarship examines 

messages like these under the term “slogans” or “mottos.” In the comic, Pepe’s statement 

is a rationalization – an attempt to justify behavior or with logical reasoning. Robert 

Denton Jr. identifies this form of language as one role of slogans, while pointing out that 

“identification, reinforcement, and solidarity” can also stem from the use of such concise 

and memorable language (1980). The format of rationalization in this case: I perform this 

action (disrobing to urinate) because of a premise (it feels good). This is not, however, 

explicitly stated – so the exact language deployed by Pepe holds a potential to be applied 
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to other situations. In other words, what is concise and catchy for Pepe can be applied to 

other situations if it fits a similar rationalization framework. This memorable nature may 

have given the original comic the “legs” it needed to spread to collectives online. 

Like the iconic Barack Obama “Hope” poster designed by artist Shepard Fairey, 

which remixed an Associated Press photo of soon-to-be president, the original image 

only serves as a catalyst for the meme to follow. With Obama Hope, a number of 

individuals and collectives created innumerable memetic transformations and shared 

them amongst each other. Thus, assigning credit is a difficult task when users distribute 

internet memes. For Pepe, any technology that could transmit or receive distinct modes of 

communication could effectively serve as a method of transmission. A peer-to-peer 

instant messaging service could have transmitted Furie’s original comic, while a simple 

text message could invite a friend over to check out the image in question. However, in 

the interest of advancing scholarship of this internet meme, I will highlight two internet 

spaces which played a specific role in distribution. 

As a result of these two appeals, Pepe’s visual transition from print to digital took 

place in early 2008 in two types of internet spaces. The first, a number of Internet forums 

with focuses ranging from gaming to bodybuilding posted either Furie’s original comic or 

early memetic remixes under threads titled “Feels Good Man,” highlighting the 

memorable and identification potentiality of such a humorous line (HAY JOE, 2008; 

KGB_ate_myBread, 2008; MC_Ake, 2008). These early forum-reactions tended to focus 

on the humorous nature of the characters themselves, but – based on the somewhat 

esoteric nature of these forums – it is unknown if these spaces contributed in any major 

way to memetic transformation of the internet meme. Most sources, therefore, highlight 
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the importance of 4chan in the initial distribution of Pepe the Frog as an internet meme 

(Collins, 2015; “Feels Good Man,” 2009). Thus, a description of this community is 

necessary to understand its origins, and how these origins may have influenced the 

generation and circulation of internet memes like Pepe the Frog. 

4chan, the First Pepe Collective 

4chan has been called “one dark corner of the internet” (Betters, 2014), a 

“sprawling group of web forums” (J. Bromwich, 2015), and “the precursor to pretty much 

the entire internet as you know it” (Feinberg, 2013). Multiple media organizations have 

created brief videos (Mashable, 2014; The Telegraph, 2014) and essays (Associated 

Press, 2014; Barker, 2014; Schwartz, 2008) to explain the website’s history, users, and 

content. Reports cite 4chan as a harbor for school shooting suspects (Marans, 2015), full 

of racist language (Tait, 2016) and cyberbullying/harassment (Notopoulos & iexplorer, 

2016). Despite all this, the website’s impact on internet culture is undeniable. One writer 

labels it: “one of the most talked-about sites when it comes to launching new memes” 

(Brophy-Warren, 2008). A brief history of the site’s establishment, layout, and impact on 

internet meme generation and dissemination will follow. 

4chan history and layout 

In October 2003, 15-year-old Christopher Poole – under the pseudonym “moot” – 

used his mother’s credit card to purchase server space for “4chan.org” (Brophy-Warren, 

2008). Poole’s fascination with anime – Japanese animated media – drew him to digital 

communities that discussed and disseminated this art form. The economic value of such 

media is significant; that year the market traded 191.2 billion yen worth of content – 
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roughly 1.9 billion US dollars worth of media (Japan External Trade Organization, 2005). 

Poole was an active participant in these communities and wanted to create a unique place 

for people similar to himself. As he writes in an early blog post: “4chan is merely 

bringing to the table, what English speaking people have lacked for a while; a diverse 

community united around the simple thousand-line piece of PHP code that we call 

tagboard … the web-based English anime community” [Figure 17]. 

Three specific digital communities, “2channel,” “Futaba Channel,” and 

“Something Awful” stand out for their impact on Poole and on the eventual development 

of 4chan. Their development relies on memetic logics, as programmers for all three 

copied code from successful websites and each other, altering and improving pre-

established content to create their own digital space [Figure 18]. These actions are similar 

to the reappropriation and alteration performed by internet meme creators and 

disseminators. 2channel, a text-based message board, was created by a Japanese college 

student in 1999 (Katayama, 2007). The board is entirely in Japanese, and users are not 

required to register to post. This focus on anonymous communication is 2channel’s 

primary contribution to the development of 4chan. 

The domain of Poole’s other influence, Futaba Channel, is somewhat confusingly 

registered as 2chan.net. This online community imitates 2channel’s user interface but 

narrows its explicit content focus to Japanese animated media. This collection of boards 

was also entirely in the Japanese language. Futaba Channel is notable for adding and 

removing two features crucial to the eventual development of 4chan: adding the ability to 

upload pictures, and removing any archiving feature. Uploading digital pictures in the 

early 2000s was a novel feature, primarily due to storage constraints. Mobile technology 
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was a distant dream, and the hard drives of most users was no greater than 20 gigabytesii 

(Wilson, n.d.). As these constraints lifted – as technology markets released larger hard 

drives storage sizes at competitive prices – the storage and dissemination of digital 

pictures emerged as a possibility for the common user. Instead of an anonymous 

conversation operating through the communication mode of the typed word, users could 

upload visuals. The impact of Japanese animated media on this shift is obvious. On 

Futaba Channel, users discussed their favorite films, episodes, character and scenes in a 

way that the written word alone would fail to capture.  

This visual functionality and space constraint influenced the other major 

innovation of Futaba Channel, a lack of any archiving feature. Threads on 2channel are 

loosely indexed, and though the massive library of past threads proves a unique challenge 

for navigation, there is no appreciable time constraint on their existence. Futaba Channel 

image threads, on the other hand, were pruned often due to early server-side space 

constraints. Users could upload an image with each post, but after a time defined by user-

engagement, the thread and all images associated with it would be deletediii. This 

ephemeral style of communication meant that only the most popular images and text 

survived. A long rant about someone’s favorite anime character would only be preserved 

if it captured the imagination of the community. A humorous picture would similarly 

only be preserved if enough users decided it was worth downloading to their own hard 

drives. Even then, such a picture was not guaranteed to resurface, as a user that chose to 

save it may not be on the site or reading a thread where it could effectively be deployed 

again. 
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Poole was also an active participant on another bastion of internet culture, 

SomethingAwful (SA). Though SA is self-defined as a comedy website – curated 

humorous articles and images scale the front page – the forums are by far the more active 

section of the site, described by one writer as “…the best of its day: independent, 

original, and fiercely creative. It was also the worst: insular, exclusionary and, at times, 

vicious” (Wofford, 2017). Despite requiring forum users to pay a one-time registration 

fee of $9.95, the discussion hub maintains an active userbase of nearly 200,000 (Wofford, 

2017). At its zenith, SA was responsible for the generation and dissemination of multiple 

internet memes, including the Japanese arcade mistranslation of “All your base are 

belong to us” [Figure 19] and the hoax picture-meme “9/11 Tourist Guy” [Figure 20]. 

These three websites were the major influence for both 4chan’s structure as an 

imageboard and hub of visual rhetoric production and dissemination. The imageboard is a 

style of digital community that is similar to an internet forum, though a major difference 

is that users on the former technology may post completely anonymously; on most 

internet forums, registration constraints force rhetors to either adopt pseudonyms or 

register with their name. As the word implies, the focus of an imageboard is on images, 

though users may post text alongside images or forgo attaching an image once a thread 

has been created [Figure 21]. Unlike most social media websites, all threads are indexed 

in reverse chronological order. Each new post to an existing thread moves it to the front 

page of its designated board; moving inactive threads closer to the bottom of a board’s 

catalog. Each board has a unique thread limit, which means that an inactive thread – 

usually one that finds a hundred or so more active threads above it – will be pruned, i.e., 

locally bookmarked threads will refuse to load.  
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4chan’s first format only made space for two boards: /a/ or “Anime/General" and 

/b/ or “Anime/Random.” As of January 2017, 4chan features 69 boards, separated into 7 

high level categories (Japanese Culture, Video Games, Interests, Creative, Other, Misc., 

and Adult). All rhetorical artifacts gathered for this chapter are taken from /pol/, the 

“Politically Incorrect” board, unless otherwise stated. Though many of the image boards 

on 4chan circulate Pepe images for various reasons, /pol/ is – for obvious reasons – a 

hotspot for images that reflect the politicization of the internet meme. 

The Genres of Pepe 

The early memetic transformations of Pepe the Frog were mostly apolitical. In the 

early 2010s, the image of Pepe the Frog underwent a profound growth in symbolic 

meaning that included the political ideologies represented in the 2016 presidential 

election. A study of empirical data collected by the self-proclaimed “internet meme 

database” Know Your Meme (KYM) offers evidence to support this claim and help 

demonstrate a diachronic growth in the symbolic meaning of Pepe as an internet meme. 

A query of KYM’s database for the term “pepe” returns 100 results. Of these 100 results, 

only 19 actually feature Pepe-related imagery, and only 12 of these meme genres are 

considered “confirmed memes.” To aid researchers in relevance and notability results, 

KYM sorts internet memes into several classifications of importance: “Confirmed,” 

“Submission,” “Researching,” and “Deadpool” – the latter highlighting digital items that 

KYM researched and classified as illegitimate memetic submissions. To prove the 

memetic value of submissions, internet memes on KYM must identify five basic criteria 

to be considered confirmed memes: (1) viral spread, or a considerable number of 

“search results, social media mentions, forum posts;” (2) point of origin, or “proof that it 
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spread beyond its original subculture;” (3) derivatives/instances, or a “volume of spoofs, 

mashups, remixes, parodies, recontextualizations, and re-enactments;” (4) appearance in 

memetic hubs, or “websites and communities that have been made famous for spreading 

and culturing memes;” and (5) organic/forced, or “was the meme spread peer to peer or 

was it astroturfed?” (Menning, 2010).  

I describe these criteria to show how they align well with both Shifman’s 

definition of an internet meme and Milner’s memetic logics. The first, second, and fourth 

criteria align with Milner’s memetic logic of spread, and Shifman’s insistence that 

internet memes are  “circulated, imitated, and/or transformed via the Internet by many 

users” (Shifman, 2014, pg. 41). All confirmed internet memes in the Know Your Meme 

database must show a presence on a number of digital locations to prove spread. An 

individual who generates a number of remixes but uploads them to their corner of the 

web – their personal Facebook, Instagram, or Twitter account cannot achieve memetic 

success by force alone. Even a collective’s internet meme – a corpus of remixed media 

confined to a single board on 4chan or a particular subreddit – does not fulfill the 

requirements for spread established by KYM. As an internet meme that has transformed 

and materialized across years of online activity, appearing on multiple digital platforms 

and transcending digital space, Pepe the Frog and the genres that follow clearly fulfill 

these two criteria. The third criterion is similar to Shifman’s definition of an internet 

meme as “a group of digital items sharing common characteristics of content, form, 

and/or stance … created with awareness of each other,” and Milner’s logics of 

multimodality and reappropriation. There must be a recognizable corpus of memetic 

material to draw from – memetic because they offer multiple modes of semiotic signs that 
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rely on remix logics similar to those of reappropriation. Without this proven derivative 

body of work, a submission to KYM runs the risk of simply being a text that has 

circulated virally. In a new materialist sense, this means materializing in multiple digital 

places but never transforming into an example of true participatory media. The fifth 

criterion attempts to capture Milner’s logic of resonance. Astroturfing refers to “the 

attempt to create an impression of widespread grassroots support for a policy, individual, 

or product, where little such support exists” (Bienkov, 2012). Online, this attempt to 

create an impression operates in a similar manner. Whether for cultural capital, or the 

success of an argument, some individuals may attempt to “force” a meme’s 

materialization to influence others of its significance.  

Table 1 

Know Your Meme “pepe” query results 

KYM meme designator KYM “year” Total Collected Images 

Pepe the Frog 2008 356 

Feels Good Man 2008 103 

Feels Bad Man/Sad Frog 2009 446 

Smug Frog 2011 385 

Beta Uprising 2012 23 

Angry Pepe 2014 81 

REEEEEEE 2014 32 

Well Meme'd 2015 99 

Apu Apustaja 2016 144 

MonkaS 2016 15 

Note. This chart excludes two KYM categories on the basis that they do not constitute 

memetic corpuses, and that the pages themselves operate more as encyclopedia entries: 

the first, titled “Rare Pepe,” refers to the process of locally hoarding Pepe pictures and 

implying to others that one’s “collection” is more valuable than another’s; the second, an 

act of synchronicity titled “Shadilay,” refers to arguments made online highlighting 

visual similarities between 1986 Italian disco album artwork and Pepe the Frog. 
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The Transformation of Pepe 

As [Table 1] shows, the earliest record of the internet meme in the database is the 

original image and character Pepe the Frog, followed by both “Feels Good Man” and 

“Feels Bad Man/Sad Frog.” As previously mentioned, both of these memetic delineations 

are notable for their largely apolitical nature. A user motivated to transform the Pepe 

image – to generate a novel memetic text – or to deploy a previously created picture often 

did so to either participate in the resonant humor of the memetic corpus or to accentuate 

their voice in digital dialogue. Often, in a display of the power of multimodal artifacts to 

cleave and inspire novel transformations, the catchphrase of Pepe the Frog was the thing 

circulated. For example, a popular early remix – so popular that Furie admitted this was 

“his favorite Pepe” (Ohlheiser, 2016) – features only actor John Goodman’s face with the 

accompanying text “FEELS GOODMAN” [Figure 22]. It is likely that these early 

remixes were constrained by the technical difficulty of obtaining, learning, and operating 

image manipulation software. Though the well-known Adobe Photoshop was released in 

the early 1990s, the financial cost of obtaining such a powerful computer program – 

given as $650 for both the software and a license in 2006 (santikarn, 2006) – meant that 

early 4chan users had to be able to either afford the financial and temporal investments 

necessary to begin transforming images in Photoshop or look elsewhere for free 

alternative programs like GIMP (released 1996) or Paint.net (released 2004). These 

programs, while powerful, relied on pro bono developers and programmers to improve 

their open-source code and as a result were significantly less powerful than the tool 

developed by the team employed by Adobe (though these free tools have since 

progressed in leaps and bounds). The saying “Feels Good Man” continues to be deployed 
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without an accompanying Pepe image, as [Figure 23] shows. Here, an anonymous user on 

4chan’s video game board propagates a discussion of high-end gaming computers heating 

a person’s room by sharing his perspective. Though it is far below freezing outside, he is 

inside wearing light clothing. Here, the Pepe internet meme operates in two rhetorical 

ways: (1) it symbolizes the individual’s connection to the 4chan community and (2) 

confirms that the specific situation they are in is a positive one. 

For those who could digitally manipulate the image of Pepe the Frog, the oddity 

of Furie’s character quickly found a visual parallel in Japanese media franchise Pokémon, 

as early users reappropriated images of monsters from the popular trading cards and 

animated series [Figure 24]. These early reappropriations likely introduced the idea of 

adding color to Furie’s original black-and-white comic, resulting in the distinct green 

skin-tone and dark orange lips of the anthropomorphized frog [Figure 1]. This 

multimodal ability to both use Pepe’s catchphrase in other digital locations and transpose 

Furie’s drawing onto other images also likely influenced the development of “Feels Bad 

Man.” An important transformation with this genre of Pepe is the direct alteration of 

Furie’s image. In most materializations of this image, the eyes of Pepe have been closed 

slightly and his pupils angled downward. The mouth has been closed completely. This 

image often accompanied posts that reflected disheartening realizations. For example, the 

text “1998 was 20 years ago,” when accompanied by this image of Pepe, uses a 

multimodal logic to express both the fact that 20 years have passed and the sentiment that 

this is a bleak reality. More often, however, “Feels Bad Man” was used by the male-

dominated discourse of 4chan boards to express disappointment with relationship 

failures. Single users on the website could collectivize around the feeling of loneliness 



54 
 

that such an image represented. Narratives of failed romantic encounters, hopeless 

desires, and hopeless isolationism were frequently shared alongside the image. This genre 

of Pepe was so popular that an unknown user created a unique website just for it – 

feelsbadman.com – which consists solely of a bleak reflection of the sad Pepe image 

looking out a rain-streaked window. These materializations contributed to the bleak affect 

of “Feels Bad Man” as a rhetorical object that symbolized to others the gravity of an 

individual’s emotions, experiences, or attitudes. 

The Radicalization of Pepe 

In the early 2010s, a novel transformation of Pepe the Frog began circulating on 

4chan. The internet meme was no longer just Furie’s image deployed alongside user text, 

or a superimposition of Furie’s drawing on various characters and in various contexts. An 

unknown 4chan user, attempting to imitate the original image of Pepe the Frog, generated 

a new picture that is largely responsible for the radicalization of the anthropomorphized 

image. The image, which has since come to be known as “Smug Frog” or “Smug Pepe,” 

is a somewhat crudely drawn depiction of Pepe with several distinct alterations. The 

carefree smile of the original Pepe image transformed to a larger, closed grin. In addition, 

this form of the anthropomorphized frog holds his hand to his chin; a non-verbal behavior 

in humans that could be interpreted several ways, but in its juxtaposition with the grin, 

users found an impression of perceptive smugness. 

Before this memetic growth, as previously described, Pepe images were used to 

underline simple positive and negative experiences in online discourses. The smug 

transformation opened a new rhetorical possibility for digital actants. In the same way 

that a “My Face When… (MFW)” internet meme supposedly elides the poster’s 
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emotional state with the text they submit by including a reaction – or image of an 

emotionally descriptive person’s – face with it, the Smug Pepe transformation allowed 

users to express an emotion beyond that of simple good or bad. In the wake of this 

transformation, the image of Pepe began to become attached to more complex issues and 

arrogant conversations. The digital world of 4chan, as previously described, has been a 

place sympathetic to these topics and attitudes. The growth of Smug Pepe simply opened 

the internet meme up to these situations. 

The transformation of Smug Pepe also revitalized the internet meme, which at this 

point had been in circulation under the “Feels Good/Feels Bad Man” dichotomy for 

several years. Though there is obviously no explicit lifespan for an internet meme, the 

speed at which such images circulate constrain the length with which an image might 

resonate with a collective. From this revitalization came a host of more sarcastic and 

biting images: “Angry Pepe” features an apparently hostile version of the 

anthropomorphized frog, sometimes with the color red filtered over the image or a 

weapon added below the character’s face; “Apu Apustaja,” an purposefully poorly drawn 

imitation of the “Feels Bad Man” image that alluded to Finnish comics, often used to 

portray the behavior of an individual with an intellectual disability; and “Well Meme’d,” 

an ironic two-panel image of a blue-suited Pepe raising a glass and the accompanying 

text “HAHAHA GREAT POST! WELL MEME’D MY FRIEND!” used to sarcastically 

insult a poster’s unskillful or inappropriate deployment of another internet meme. 

In October 2015, media sources reported on an eerie connection between the mass 

shooting at Oregon’s Umpqua Community College and a 4chan board. Attaching an 

“Angry Pepe” holding a handgun to his digital post, an anonymous user wrote “Some of 
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you guys are alright. Don’t go to school tomorrow if you are in the northwest. Happening 

thread will be posted tomorrow morning. So long space robots” (Marans, 2015). 

“Robots” refers to the constituted identity with which posters on the /rk9/ board use to 

communicate with one another, while “so long space robots” alludes to the final scene of 

each episode of the anime Cowboy Bebop. The next day, 10 students – including the 

perpetrator – lay dead. Though police have contacted 4chan administrators before for 

leads on threatening messages, and even – in the case of David Kalac (“4chan killer 

surrenders after posting murder pics,” 2014) – made arrests, no known legal action was 

taken as a result of this message. The response from anonymous 4chan users was one of 

ironic surprise that the original post had manifested itself in the physical world. As one 

user put it: “THE MADMAN ACTUALLY DID IT.” This situation underlines an 

important rhetorical shift in the symbolic context of Pepe the Frog. Though this was not 

the first “Angry Pepe” to be generated and circulated, its materialization in the context of 

a mass shooting underlined a shift in meaning. 

In September 2016, the Anti-Defamation League – a Jewish non-governmental 

organization based in the United States – added Pepe to their official list of hate symbols 

(Mele, 2016). This list is maintained on the ADL’s website, and includes visuals like the 

Swastika and the Confederate Flag. The website admits that Pepe “…did not originally 

have racist or anti-Semitic connotations” but that this symbolic meaning had spread far 

enough to be considered hateful (“Pepe the Frog,” 2016). 

During the 2017 Berkeley protests, pro-Trump and right-wing activists clashed 

with anti-Trump protesters near the University of California campus. Several images of 

Pepe the Frog materialized in the protest signs, shields, and clothing of actants at these 
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events. One sign included an image of a “Feels Bad Man” Pepe drawn in marker, with the 

text “Green Lives Matter” around it, an allusion (and attempt to reappropriate) the 

international activist movement against systemic racism toward people of color (Decker, 

2017). From these materializations – and their media coverage – audiences drew a 

connection between the image of the internet meme and the ideology of the pro-Trump 

and right-wing protestors. The symbolic nature of Pepe the Frog, which began as a way 

for digital actors to spread humor and comment on a positive experience, had transformed 

into a radicalized symbol of several political ideologies. 

The “Death” of Pepe 

In May 2017, Furie included a new Boy’s Club strip in Fantagraphic’s Free 

Comic Book Day collection. The single page comic depicts three of the original 

anthropomorphic roommates standing over Pepe’s casket. One of the animals pours the 

contents of a flask directly onto Pepe’s face, while another appears uncertain about such 

an off-kilter act. It is a decidedly standard Furie comic; with the appearance of alcohol 

and the depiction of characters who violate norms, the humor of this comic matches the 

tone of those published more than a decade before. However, the death of a character was 

novel enough to distinguish it in the eyes of some readers. Critics quickly identified 

Furie’s strip as a response to the character’s appropriation by politically-motivated users 

(Johnston, 2017; Sanders, 2017). Like the writer of a broadcast soap opera, Furie 

possessed the artistic license to remove Pepe from the Boy’s Club cast; a symbolic 

gesture against the character’s reappropriation.  

However, the symbolic killing off of Pepe in Boy’s Club meant little to those who 

had reappropriated the character for their own means online. As one Twitter user wrote: 
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“yeah cos anybody who used the pepe frog meme knew he was a character in a comic 

(sarcasm)” (Comfort, 2017). For these users, the creator’s intent had no relevance to their 

meaning of the Internet meme. The symbol of Pepe the Frog – with meaning attached – 

seemed to trump the power of the creator. In a display of memetic defiance, other users 

remixed Furie’s final strip, adding zombie eyes to the casket Pepe (RARE PEPES, 2017), 

or sitting the character up and altering the face into a knowing wink (-Cesar, 2017). 

These messages sent a clear signal to Pepe’s creator: anyone and everyone possesses the 

ability to kill and revive the character. This feeling of power, emboldened by both a 

desire to keep an ideological position relevant and the logics of reappropriation and 

resonance that drive internet memes, was perhaps felt nowhere more strongly than the 

pro-Trump digital collective of /r/The_Donald. 
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CHAPTER TWO: A COMMUNITY CONSTITUTED: REDDIT’S /R/THE_DONALD 

“Thought you were praying to the resurrector/Turns out it was just a Reflektor” – Win Butler & David 

Bowie 

Now that we have explicated some of the logic behind memetic communication 

and established the genesis, transformation, and spread of a particular internet meme – 

Pepe the Frog – let us turn to an examination of how a digital community may use this 

image multiple rhetorically. This chapter first revisits how identification is theoretically 

necessary for rhetoric to function, then apply this theory to an understanding of how 

constitutive rhetoric forms collective identities online. These collective identities play out 

in online communities, where the potential of Pepe the Frog images carry symbolic 

ideological value that motivate users to act. Specifically, I examine key rhetorical 

moments for the subreddit /r/The_Donald, a pro-Donald Trump digital community on the 

socially-driven news aggregator Reddit. 

Revisiting Identification and Constitutive Rhetoric 

Two communication theories, identification and constitutive rhetoric, are crucial 

to the formation of identities through internet memes posted in digital communities. 

Warnick and Heineman’s (2012) book Rhetoric Online: The Politics of New Media lays 

the initial groundwork for “explor[ing] the possible ways in which social media might 

facilitate in the construction of certain audiences and identities” (pg. ix). They propose 

that apolitical social network platforms seek to identify with their audience, as well as 

shape and construct individual identities. Thus, we must examine how Burke’s (1950) 

theory of identification and Charland’s (1987) theory of constitutive rhetoric both remain 

relevant in an online environment, and using these theories as lenses, study how these 
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contexts offers unique advantages when seeking to understand the relationship between 

an individual and community identity online and the impact of internet memes on 

building this relationship. These two theories, briefly introduced before, will be revisited 

in greater detail below. 

Identification 

Kenneth Burke’s first use of the term “identification” in A Rhetoric of Motives 

(1950) is as a signpost to define the boundaries of the concept of rhetoric. The literary 

scholar admits his desire to “write a ‘philosophy of rhetoric’” (pg. xv) and with 

“identification,” he aims to show “how a rhetorical motive is often present where it is not 

usually recognized, or thought to belong” (pg. xiii). For the layperson (or the first-year 

graduate student), this admission may make sense. Rhetoric seems to be constantly and 

consistently defined with the act of persuasion; as explicit attempts to get someone to do 

or believe someone. Where does identification – the act of finding shared interests 

between individuals – fit in a rhetorical framework? 

The nature of identification is simple to understand, but the rhetorical 

underpinnings are trickier to define. To describe this nature, Burke explains, “A is not 

identical with his colleague, B. But insofar as their interests are joined, A is identified 

with B. Or he may identify himself with B even when their interests are not joined, if he 

assumes that they are, or is persuaded to believe so” (pg. 20). In other words, two distinct 

individuals may be joined through the process of identification if one perceives an 

analogous interest in the other. To provide two basic examples that illustrate these 

thoughts: if you like fishing, and I also like fishing, I may identify myself with you as a 

result of these shared interests. As a nuance, I may also see you wearing a fishing T-shirt, 
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or posting fishing-related internet memes on your social network and assume that we 

share interests, identifying with you whether or not your interest is true. 

Burke writes that this process of identification makes one individual 

“substantially one” with another (pg. 21). Both individuals are connected to – Burke’s 

language suggests some sort of fusion – each other through their shared interest. 

However, just because this substantial connection takes place does not necessitate a loss 

of self. As Burke writes of the individual who identifies: “…he is both joined and 

separate, at once a distinct substance and consubstantial with another.” To illustrate, if 

I’ve identified with you because you like fishing, I remain myself despite all the 

“common sensations, concepts, images, ideas, attitudes” related to fishing we may share. 

Burke calls this state of being yourself but sharing a salient identity with others – sharing 

a resolute bond – consubstantiality. This term is borrowed from Christian theology, 

which describes the three-in-one relationship of God the Father, God the Son, and God 

the Holy Ghost. For Christians, though they are of distinct origins, and have distinct 

interactions with human beings in literature, all three are “of one substance,” a substance 

identified as God. 

So, to return to our question: where does identification fit in a rhetorical 

framework? Both concepts support each other; both are necessary for each other to 

function. Burke states: “a speaker persuades an audience by the use of stylistic 

identifications; his act of persuasion may be for the purpose of causing the audience to 

identify itself with the speaker's interests; and the speaker draws on identification of 

interests to establish rapport between himself and his audience” (pg. 46). For the literary 
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critic, there is no separating persuasion and identification/consubstantiation in 

communication.  

The relationship between Burke’s notion of identification and consubstantiality is 

important for the rhetorical study of internet memes because it explains two things: (1) 

how individuals can identify with an internet meme if they perceive some similarity and 

(2) how these same individuals can retain enough of their unique identity to generate and 

disseminate these memes through digital communities. In online places like Reddit, 

identification’s role is to make members and potential members feel that they share 

common characteristics, interests, and values with each other and the community. These 

perceived commonalities may attract people to join a community in the first place, and 

they can foster ongoing commitment to the community once members have joined. This 

study is interested in the specific strategies and tactics of identification used to achieve 

this attraction and commitment to the community. 

Constitutive Rhetoric 

For this thesis, it is not enough to explicate how identification is realized as part 

of the persuasive process. To understand the relationship between internet memes and the 

three key digital communities highlighted, we must understand how identities are forged 

and advanced by persuasion in these digital places. To do so, I rely on Maurice 

Charland’s theory of constitutive rhetoric, as described in “Constitutive rhetoric: The case 

of the Peuple Québécois” (1987). 

Charland agrees with Burke that the persuasive process requires individuals to 

identify with each other but adds that it also constitutes or creates the very identities and 



63 
 

subject positions with which it is possible to identify in the first place. In his writing on 

identification, Burke never actually accounts for the formation of identity. As Charland 

writes, quoting an example from Burke: “If it is easier to praise Athens before Athenians 

than before Laecedemonians, we should ask how those in Athens come to experience 

themselves as Athenians” (pg. 134). In other words, if persuasion is easier when 

identification has taken place with one group over another, it must be determined why 

that is. To use a modern example, what makes someone who identifies as American 

experience themselves as Americans. For Charland, the answer is that rhetorical 

discourse generates these group identities. Instead of explaining how Athenians or 

Americans are constituted, Charland focuses on the identity of the Peuple Québécois, a 

group constituted for the people of Quebec as part of the quest for the province’s 

independence from Canada. 

This idea of constitution affecting identity was not a novel concept at the time – 

French philosopher Louis Althusser proposed such a process to explain how ideology 

(attitudes toward gender, race, and class) converted individuals (you, me, your friend) 

into concrete subjects (Americans, Christians, workers). Althusser called this process 

interpellation – the act of implicitly internalizing ideological values. This process argues 

that ideas you consider yourself holding (“I like fishing” or “I love my country”) are not 

inherently only yours but actually the process of society “apparatuses” presenting you 

with ideas to accept. These apparatuses are separated into two groups: Repressive State 

Apparatuses (RSAs) and Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs). The former group 

operates with explicit displays of violent punishment to make people comply. Althusser 

described “the Army, the Police, the Courts,” and “the Prisons” as examples of RSAs 
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(Althusser, 1972, pg. 136). The latter group is of greater relevance to Charland’s theory; 

with ISAs, ideology – not power or violence – is the force that instructs individuals to 

think. Because ideas do not carry the same force as displays of power, ISAs work more 

subtly to influence individuals than RSAs. Instead of a police officer knocking on your 

front door, asking if you’ve gone to work today for the good of your country while 

implying punishment if not (RSAs), Althusser argues that our identity as subjects is 

subtly shaped by a number of ISAs: the school, the family, the legal system, the political 

system, the media, and the arts. When we engage with these apparatuses, we engage with 

and reify attitudes, behaviors, ideas, perceptions, feelings and values under the auspice of 

natural, everyday living. For example, most American schoolchildren are explicitly 

taught the foundations of government – the separation of church and state, the branches 

of government – and must implicitly accept this as the guiding political force, but are not 

threatened with prison if they reject this ideology. In this way, the ISA of School 

interpellates individuals as American citizens. 

Charland’s contribution to rhetorical theory framed the process of interpellation to 

explain how persuasion played a role in identity formation. To argue for this constitutive 

effect of rhetoric, he explains that there are three ideological effects of constitutive 

rhetoric. The first ideological effect is the “process of constituting a collective subject” 

(pg. 139). As previously explained through Althusser’s writings on ideology, a collective 

subject requires an identification that transcends individual differences and interests and 

replaces them with collective interests. By identifying myself with Americans, and the 

collective interests that follow such an identification – distrust of certain foreign 

governments, concern for the national economic welfare – I constitute myself as a 
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collective subject. For citizens of a digital community, this collective subject is 

constituted by the explicit interests of the group they find themselves a part of. 4chan, for 

example, is a collection of different attitudes, behaviors, ideas, and feelings. It is not until 

users on this site are constituted by explicit calls to action and the posting of specific 

internet memes that they identify as a collective subject. On the subreddit /r/The_Donald, 

users explicitly refer to themselves as “centipedes,” often shorted to “’pedes” (Rose, 

2016). As I will demonstrate through rhetorical artifacts found on the subreddit, users 

constitute this collective subject through the posting of Pepe the Frog images that 

designate acceptable ideological positions for members of the collective identity. 

The second ideological effect is the “positing of a transhistorical subject” (pg. 

140), which Charland explains as the process of leading subjects to identify with those 

who came before them. This process solidifies that a collective identity exists now just as 

it has in the past. This is a commonplace persuasive appeal; what is happening now is the 

result of past actions. The weight of history can create an implicit belief that what is 

occurring in the present is concrete and positive. For Charland’s Peuple Québécois, their 

status as a transhistorical subject is established by the narratives of “eighteenth century 

settlers” who occupied the land before. The lack of space and time constraints on digital 

communities, as well as the curated presentation of information on these websites 

reinforce the creation of a transhistorical subject. The original memetic success of Pepe 

the Frog constitutes the origins of these communities. As an internet meme that circulated 

across topically diverse internet forums and generated innumerable unique 

manifestations, the symbolic meaning of the Pepe the Frog “Feels Good Man” memetic 

corpus provides a historical context for modern collectives to exploit. In other words, the 



66 
 

internet meme that grew alongside well-known, historically-proven internet memes like 

LOLcats and the act of Rickrolling – the meme that maintains a presence on social 

networks and collectives around the internet – relies on this appearance of historicity 

among younger internet actors to call forth a transhistorical subject. 

This transhistorical subject is also posited through explicit references in digital 

communities to past collective events. These references include previous “raids” – or 

successful group “trolling” disturbances – on other websites and physical manifestations 

of Pepe at political events (“Anon disturbs Hillary’s Pepe Rally,” 2016; Coyote, 2014), 

group recollections of Matt Furie’s attempt to “kill Pepe” on /r/The_Donald 

(/u/WeAreGonnaMAGA, 2018), and the reaction of these constituted subjects to the 

retweets of Pepe images by Donald Trump and Donald Trump Jr. (donaldjtrumpjr, 2016; 

Trump, 2015). When Pepe the Frog unexpectedly manifests in locations other than these 

collectives, the image appears to rhetorically transcend time and space. Users are given 

the impression that a multitude of events have led them to the identity they occupy now – 

that the Pepe image is a transhistorical symbol of their identity.  

Finally, the third ideological effect of constitutive rhetoric is the “illusion of 

freedom” (pg. 141) in which subjects believe they are free to act individually, when they 

are actually constrained to actions consistent with a collective identity that has been 

constituted for them. For actors in the digital community of /r/The_Donald, this is 

compensatory with the collective concept that Pepe can be molded to fit any form, any 

argument – that the posting of Pepe imagery is a powerful rhetorical tool to be wielded 

against foes in any way they see fit. As one user writes, “Pepe is a recursive meta meme. 

Pepe mocks the humourless, the ill intentioned, regressives, the blue-pilled repressed 
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masses … If you don’t get the joke, you are the joke. Pepe is freedom, nuance, humor, 

authenticity” (/u/DisrespectfulNipples, 2018). Of course, these digital actors are removed 

from the financial and spatiotemporal constraints of traditional media – their messages 

are free, immediate, and can be sent from mobile devices – but the belief that they are 

free to mold Pepe to fit any rhetorical need is the true “illusion of freedom” which aids in 

their constitution as ideological subjects. 

On /r/The_Donald, these three ideological effects arise from the posting and 

discussion of memetically generated and circulated images. To paraphrase Laurie Gries 

in her analysis of Obama Hope’s effect on collectives, Pepe the Frog “…indicates just 

how capable new media images … are in inducing a distributed network of people and 

technologies to assemble to work toward collaborative goals” (2015, pg. 200). We now 

turn to an examination of this distributed network. 

An Introduction to Reddit 

As one of the most popular websites in the world, Reddit, a media aggregator and 

discussion forum, offers a robust target for the study of digital communities. According 

to Alexa.com, Reddit is the eighth most visited website globally and the fourth most 

visited website in the United States as of June 20, 2017. The site itself boasts over 45,000 

active communities – or “subreddits” – and roughly 274 million unique visitors a month 

(“Audience and Demographics,” n.d.). In the interest of clarity, I offer a brief overview of 

the website and its main features. 

Founded in 2005 as a website that “highlighted the most shared links” 

(Fiegerman, 2014), Reddit serves two primary functions. The first is media aggregation. 
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Users can begin a discussion “thread” on the website in two ways, either by submitting 

links to pre-existing content on the Internet or creating an original text post in any 

subreddit. These threads are viewable by anyone who visits the website, though visitors 

must create an account to comment. The second primary function is community building. 

When Reddit introduced the ability to create subreddits in 2008 (Fiegerman, 2014), the 

website firmly differentiated itself from a chorus of other aggregators. Subreddits are 

distinct digital communities, with users defined by distinct, registered pseudonyms that 

symbolically represent the interest of the community. If you're interested in technology, 

you go to /r/technology. If you're a fan of the hit TV series Game of Thrones, you might 

spend most of your time in /r/gameofthrones. Each subreddit has a set of rules to be 

followed and a culture of in-jokes, popular users, and stylistic choices. Moderators – 

users with the ability to delete comments and threads – may also change the appearance 

of a subreddit, further solidifying the connection between users. 

Reddit has several communities constituted around the creation and distribution of 

Internet memes. The subreddit /r/MemeEconomy, which boasts over 210,000 followers, is 

essentially a forum for users to discuss trends in meme usage by satirizing the language 

and behavior of a Wall Street trader. Memes are “bought” when they are novel and 

humorous, then “sold” for a variety of reasons – including appropriation by marketing 

firms (/u/evilrustybob, 2017), use in mainstream media publications (/u/Gorge12666, 

2017), or repeated uses on more popular social media platforms like Facebook 

(/u/PrestonGGA, 2017). Unlike an actual financial market, no tangible currency is 

exchanged. Instead, this pseudo-financial tension between users reveals just how 
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culturally relevant an Internet meme is – the cultural capital of some texts can rise and 

fall depending on how and by whom memes are deployed. 

Not all digital places on Reddit rely on internet memes to drive their community’s 

attitudes, ideas, and feelings. For example, the most popular Buddhism subreddit 

(/r/Buddhism) explicitly states in their sidebar the #1 rule of the subreddit is “no memetic 

images,” explaining, “In an effort to ensure this subreddit remains primarily focused on 

generating good discussion on Buddhism, submissions consisting of only images with 

text, particularly popular memes, will be removed or locked at mod discretion.” The 

insinuation here is that the circulation of internet memes offers no dialectical value; that 

the telos – or purpose – of internet memes is not discussing the truth of opinions but 

persuading others to take some position. Some other subreddits have begun to explicitly 

parrot this belief, including discussion-based /r/AskScience and popular TV community 

/r/TopGear (/u/ba17888844m, 2016). However, the digital community we will examine 

next, /r/The_Donald, not only allows the posting of internet memes, but embraces their 

distribution. 

/r/The_Donald, the Second Pepe Collective 

 With over 500 thousand subscribers, /r/The_Donald (T_D) finds itself among the 

top-150 subreddits in terms of audience, but #3 in terms of thread generation, 

commenting and visitation activity (“redditlist.com - Tracking the top 5000 subreddits,” 

n.d.). This flurry of activity is ideologically one-sided. A sidebar on the subreddit 

describes the community as “a never-ending rally dedicated to the 45th President of the 

United States, Donald J. Trump.” Users that repeatedly disagree with pro-Trump 

positions in threads and through comments are promptly removed from the community. 
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Another subreddit, /r/BannedFromThe_Donald, was created with the purpose of giving 

those forcibly removed, or “banned,” a voice. The audience for this digital community, 

over 27 thousand followers, reveals an unyielding ideological valence. This idea is 

further confirmed by the sixth rule on T_D, which reads, “This forum is for Trump 

supporters only. If you have questions about our president, our way of thinking or other 

discussion questions, post on r/AskThe_Donald, where we will gladly answer. This forum 

is NOT for that.” 

 T_D is a hub for conservative memetic communication and content. When a 

photograph of Emma González, a survivor of the mass shooting at Marjory Stoneman 

Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, went viral, the subreddit was one of the major 

hubs for the circulation of a manipulated picture appearing to show González tearing up 

the U.S. Constitution (Horton, 2018). The image [Figure 25] was reappropriated from a 

Teen Vogue story about young activists (González, 2018). In the real image, González 

rips apart a shooting target. Another multimodal thread title on the subreddit read, 

“Emma Gonzales, wearing the flag of an authoritarian communist nation. Makes sense, 

they both hate an armed citizenry” (/u/KeepMarxInTheGround, 2018). The attached 

picture shows González wearing the flag of Cuba, as her father migrated from that 

country to the United States. Threads like these are frequently upvoted and commented 

on, promoting the spread of disinformation – that which is false and deliberately created 

to harm an individual, group, or subject – and malinformation – that which is based on 

reality and used to inflict harm – by algorithmically situating it at the top of the main 

subreddit page for more users to engage with and circulate. The same day as the T_D 

post, actor Adam Baldwin tweeted the doctored image to 270 thousand followers 
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(Mezzofiore, 2018). Though false, the memetic image that resonated within a digital 

community spread fast with the help of such popular actors. 

 Pepe the Frog is another memetic image that frequently recurs on T_D. For all of 

2016 and most of 2017, a popup featuring Smug Pepe’s image and the accompanying 

text, “Click Pepe to Subscribe and Unlock Voting” required registered reddit users to 

subscribe to the subreddit before disappearing [Figure 26]. The politicization of Pepe 

motivated original artist Matt Furie to file a DMCA takedown against the administrators 

of the digital community (Gault, 2017). That same day, in response, T_D users posted 

dozens of threads mocking Furie’s legal move with titles like “Fuck Matt Furie, WE own 

Pepe” (/u/NorthJersey908, 2017), and “Matt Furie threatens to sue Reddit if they don't 

censor Pepe. Let's trigger Matty!” (/u/[deleted], 2017). Nearly all of these threads 

included images of Pepe the Frog. The former includes a simple Smug Pepe [Figure 27] 

with the bold identity pronouncement, “WE HAVE THE MEMES.” The latter includes a 

novel Pepe/Trump hybrid with the text “SHH NO TEARS ONLY MEMES NOW” – 

itself a memetic reappropriation of another, unrelated internet meme. These memetic 

reactions to Furie’s legal positioning constitute a firm collective identity. 

T_D’s constituted identity is not confined to digital spaces either, as Virginia 

assistant principal Eric Hauser demonstrated in mid-2017. The educator-turned-author – 

through the assistance of Christian and conservative publisher Post Hill Press – released a 

children’s book titled “The Adventures of Pepe and Pede” (2017). The protagonists of 

this publication are clearly influenced by material circulated online; the image of “Pepe” 

in Hauser’s publication is a simply drawn frog with a blue shirt as other Pepe images 

online and the image of “Pede” is a purple representation of the collective identity of T_D 
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users. In Hauser’s book, both characters live on a farm called “Wishington” and contest a 

bearded alligator named “Alkah” (Wootson Jr., 2017). The narrative of the story aligns 

with the ideology of the subreddit – in this case, an ideology constituted in part by the 

distribution of Pepe images against career politicians and Muslim immigrants.  

For example, a highly upvoted thread, “Pepe enjoying ‘The Storm.’,” 

(/u/LA_Trump, 2018) includes an image [Figure 30] of a blanketed Pepe smiling wryly at 

his laptop as a nuclear blast occurs outside. The rhetorical position here is that Trump’s 

actions have caused upheaval in Washington on a nuclear scale, and the constituted 

identity of T_D supporters can sit safely inside and continue to post without fear. Specific 

anti-government actors are also implicitly endorsed and commented on with memetic 

images. The thread, “There's been a critical shortage of Based Sheriff Pepes in recent 

days. Make sure to buy it while it's still rare!” (/u/HispanicPatriot, 2016), includes a 

picture transforming Pepe with former Milwaukee County Sheriff David A. Clarke Jr., 

who once called the federal government a “bureaucratic nightmare” (Dupuy, 2018). 

Anti-immigration sentiment is offered through offensive stereotyping and ironic 

criticism through the posting of Pepe. A multimodal T_D post reads “PEPE hereby 

nominates pork as the national breakfast meat of the United States! I second it” 

(/u/n0w0y, 2018). This ironic call for political action is an allusion to the taboo of pork 

consumption for those who follow Islamic laws. The thread implicitly leads individuals 

to identify as a collective subject – a group proud of politically-motivated appeals against 

those who identify with the religion of Islam. The posting of Pepe – both the image and 

the subject who “nominates” – is a rhetorical call to readers to identify with the proposed 

ideological stance. Unfortunately, this contestation of those who follow Islam by 
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constituted T_D users frequently relies on malinformation, a product of rhetorical 

positioning. When Matt Furie won a legal case against Hauser, forcing him to donate all 

proceeds from the sale of his book to the Council on American-Islamic Relations, T_D 

users rhetorically framed the ruling as support for terrorist activities. One user posted, 

“SAD DAY FOR PEPE: Cucked Little Nazi Fascist Bitch Matt Furie Get's ‘Adventures 

of Pepe and Pede’ Pulled From Shelf's, GIVES PROFITS DIRECTLY TO ISIS 

SUPPORTERS” (/u/ApexWebmaster, 2017). 

These constituted ideological positions are inextricably connected with the 

symbolic meaning of a political campaign; in this case, the meaning dictated by the 2016 

presidential campaign of Donald J. Trump. These campaigns are not passive collectives; 

occasionally, they make messaging decisions that create a storm of rhetorical activities. 

The next chapter will examine some of these rhetorical effects through the lens of digital 

collectives. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE CAMPAIGN: RECOMENDATIONS FOR POLITICAL 

COMMUNICATIONS IN A HYPERMEMETIC WORLD 

Presidential campaigns are rhetorical quests. Candidates “run” for office, “battle” 

for position in their party’s primary, “fight” contests in “battleground” states, and tread 

the “path to 270” electoral votes. Like the narrative of most quests, an individual is 

motivated to begin a political campaign and often, to succeed, must constitute a 

supporting group by communicating this motivation to and with others. Examining public 

presidential campaign messages as communication that constitutes identities to support a 

rhetorical quest clarifies the process of such a large undertaking. These constituted 

identities guide individuals in their ideas, behaviors, and feelings. Citizens choose a 

candidate to vote for, but this act is not the sole or final one. Politically-motivated 

individuals also make decisions to follow the campaign, decide how to participate in this 

quest, assess their political priorities Votes serve an important political purpose, to be 

sure, and attempting to pin voters down to a single issue or demographic is an important 

method of revealing their motivations. This thesis, however, argues that internet memes 

are an emerging vernacular in modern culture. As technology erodes the power of 

traditional media sources, that void is filled by a grand network of individual nodes. 

Modern presidential campaigns have adapted to the rise of social networks; future 

presidential campaign must adapt to the rise of a participatory language of internet 

memes. 

Limor Shifman (2014) argues “we live in an era driven by a hypermemetic logic, 

in which almost every major public event sprouts a stream of memes” (pg. 4). Not only 

do internet memes circulate more quickly than before, but they operate as a vernacular 
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for some individuals online. This thesis has described some memetic logics that frame 

that language and shown how the language of internet memes can constitute concrete 

identities online. This chapter will examine the ramifications of life in a hypermemetic 

society for political actors by examining rhetorical choices made by the 2016 presidential 

campaign of Donald J. Trump. These choices, framed by the internet meme Pepe the 

Frog, resulted in different rhetorical outcomes depending on the perspective of unique 

collectives. The chapter closes with specific recommendations for presidential campaigns 

that are cognizant of the participatory nature of new media. 

The Trump Cases 

On October 13th, 2015, then presidential candidate Donald Trump manually 

retweeted – a somewhat frowned-upon process on the social networking site of copying 

and pasting another user’s tweet as your own – a version of Pepe the Frog on his account. 

That same day, users on the subreddit /r/FellowKids – a subreddit devoted to lambasting 

media that “tries too hard” to connect with young audiences – noted this tweet and 

responded with a range of emotions. Some were disheartened (“I don't want to live 

anymore”), some were impressed (“This probably is the least cringeworthy instance of an 

old out of touch politician ingratiating himself to a niche/youth/pop-culture community 

I've ever seen...”), some showed disbelief (“I can't check this at work. Is this real? Did the 

actual Trump tweet a fucking meme?”), and some saw it as an opportunity to share their 

own memetic reappropriations (“Are we sharing our Trump Pepes now?) (/u/lulzmaker, 

2015). The Twitter handle responsible for the spread of this particular Pepe even 

materialized in the comments section, posting an enormous collage of 4chan user 

reactions and a link to an archived 4chan thread, revealing the user’s grasp of the 



76 
 

significance of this image event (“/pol/ - JEB BTFO - Journalists Are Waking Up 

Edition,” 2015). A thread on the subreddit /r/4chan received over two-thousand net 

upvotes and called forth similar reactions (/u/jonadio, 2015). 

This file has since been removed from Trump’s account, but several copies of the 

original retweet remain, circulating across the internet. The retweeted picture is clearly 

meant to blend the likeness of the politician with the established internet meme; 

specifically, the image KYM designates “Smug Pepe.” Trump’s distinctive blonde 

hairstyle is juxtaposed with the green skin tone of Pepe, while the pose behind a podium 

with the presidential seal includes a hand raised to the chin – a gesture typical of the 

“Smug Pepe” genre. Thus, the retweet dipped into a far more radicalized version of the 

Pepe visual then if it had made use of an earlier form. 

Traditional media reactions to the specific event that had excited so many digital 

agents was admittedly light (Resnick, 2015). It is likely that the popular imaginary had 

yet to encounter the image of Pepe. As a result, it passed beneath most media 

organization’s standard for coverage. However, the response in political spaces online 

was different. Many pro-Trump digital communities were in their infancy, so the 

response is best measured via the medium the message was originally transmitted in. The 

top reply – or direct tweet response – as determined by Twitter’s retweet/like algorithm 

reads: “This is possibly the greatest tweet of 2015 and you don't even know why” 

(Downs, 2015). This response underlines the rhetorical significance of a presidential 

candidate spreading a long-running internet meme – one beginning to circulate in the 

popular imaginary with racist connotations – on their personal Twitter account. Though 

T_D was a relatively new subreddit, some threads and comments reflect an early 
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constituted nature of his digital supporters through the act of posting internet memes: 

“Theres no stopping the Trump train. Its fueled by our keks and lols” (/u/[deleted], 2015). 

On Twitter, those who identified against Trump viewed the post in a manner similar to 

/r/MemeEconomy – that the post was a lame or – to borrow an internet term, cringe-

worthy – attempt at identification: “Just when you thought pepe couldn't get anymore 

annoying…” (@Snortingbacon, 2015) and “if you weren't convinced this country would 

go to hell if trump were president, here he posts himself as a pepe frog” (@doctornk, 

2015). 

The negative reaction to Trump’s Pepe post is likely a result of user views that the 

meme was appropriated. Recalling Milner’s logic of reappropriation, internet memes are 

constituted when they reappropriate content from dominant institutions and cultural 

practices. In the fledgling pro-Trump community T_D, however, users expressed support 

for the posts. Because many of these users are familiar with the transhistoric nature of 

Pepe; it is possible that these users viewed the post as a form of reappropriation – as if 

Trump himself had taken Furie’s image, remixed it, and contributed the result to the Pepe 

memetic corpus. The nature of new media, as a medium removed from interpersonal 

communication, intensifies this feeling of ambient intimacy – or a feeling of connection 

or closeness between individuals united through digital social networks. This concept of 

intimacy is distinct from a traditional feeling of closeness because technology removes 

time and space constraints, creating an experience where users you may never have met 

in person seem familiar as a result of their public messaging. For example, when rapper 

and producer Kanye West tweeted, “I hate when I'm on a flight and I wake up with a 

water bottle next to me like oh great now I gotta be responsible for this water bottle” 
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(Stopera, 2017), users who received that message identified with the sentiment as if it 

was related directly and privately to them, instead of in a removed manner, or one 

befitting the public-facing, mass communication technology of Twitter. Generally, 

ambient intimacy describes the feeling of closeness with any node in your digital network 

– Kanye West for example – as a result of repeated exposure to their public facing 

messages on social network platforms. This intimacy can result in a rhetorical outcome, 

as users repeatedly identify with and are publicly exposed to seemingly private subject 

positions. As one scholar writes: “While ambient intimacy signifies the accelerated 

blurring of public and private, it is also convenient shorthand for the nature of rhetoric, 

which ambiently carries intimacy through tone” (Pfister, 2014, pg. 129). This tone 

communicates the appearance of sharing in the constituted identity of /r/T_D. 

It is unknown whether or not Donald Trump understood the potential such an 

image possessed when he made the decision to spread it to his followers. As mentioned, 

much of Pepe’s association with white nationalist and anti-immigration ideology took 

hold of the public imaginary in mid-2016. To fully understand the image’s potential, 

Trump (or an advisor) would have to be an active participant on pro-Trump digital 

communities. There is no evidence that the president’s media consumption extends 

beyond traditional media sources like television. Regardless of his intent, the image’s 

materialization on the presidential candidate’s social network signaled to online 

supporters a form of acknowledgement. The tone of the message traveled. For these 

users, Trump’s retweet was an endorsement of their online activity; a sign that the 

“Trump train” was indeed fueled “by keks and lols.” The resonance of this internet meme 
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is no longer ascribed to its humorous quality, but to the political position it seems to have 

obtained. 

 In September 2016, Trump’s son Donald Jr. also uploaded a similar Trump/Pepe 

hybrid to his personal Instagram account. With over a million followers, Donald Jr. does 

not command the mammoth social network presence of his father, but the post garnered 

over 10,000 likes and several hundred comments in a short amount of time 

(donaldjtrumpjr, 2016). The picture reappropriates advertising material from the 2010 

action film “The Expendables” and transforms the film’s title to “The Deplorables,” a 

reference to Hillary Clinton's recorded comment about half of Trump supporters. The 

reference itself followed memetic logics as it resonated with a userbase which 

reappropriated the phrase and spread it through internet memes like the one above and 

physical gatherings like the 2017 DeploraBall, hailed by its website subtext as “The 

biggest MEME ever” (“DeploraBall 2017,” n.d.). Donald Jr.’s posted internet meme, 

however, combines multiple semiotic signs to create meaning; a viewer may form 

associations with the Deplorables, Pepe the Frog, and/or individuals associated with the 

Trump campaign. The picture superimposes multiple faces on the bodies of the film’s 

actors – including Donald Jr, Donald Trump, Mike Pence, Rudy Giuliani, Chris Christie 

and Ben Carson. Donald Trump is given prominence at the front of the pack, though the 

Trump/Pepe hybrid is situated directly to the right of Trump – clearly occupying a 

position of importance in the team dynamic. 

The next day, press reaction to this social networking post was highly critical. In a 

number of digital articles, most media organizations highlighted the connection between 

Pepe and users in both physical and digital spaces who used the cartoon to promote anti-
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Semitic and racist ideologies. Vanity Fair ran the headline “Donald Trump Jr. Shares 

White Supremacist Meme” (Nguyen, 2016), NBC News reported “Trump Adviser, Son 

Post Image of Trump’s ‘Deplorables’ Featuring White Nationalist Symbol” (Vitali, 

2016), and The Hill wrote “Trump Jr. and top supporter share White nationalist image on 

social media” (Firozi, 2016). Few, if any, media reports identified the internet meme in 

their headlines, choosing instead to circulate the attention-grabbing headline describing 

Donald Jr.’s actions. In an effort to distance himself from the controversy, the 

campaigner later told a reporter: “I've never even heard of Pepe the Frog. I mean, bet you 

90 percent of your viewers have never heard of Pepe the Frog … I thought it was a frog 

in a wig. I thought it was funny. I had no idea there was any connotation there” (Gass, 

2016). Regardless of whether he was aware of the implications of his upload, the 

rhetorical storm that followed his digital action symbolically connected him with racist 

connotations of the internet meme. 

Reactions in pro-Trump digital communities were markedly different. As one 

T_D thread title put the excitement: “HOLY SHIT! DONALD TRUMP JR 

SHITPOSTING WITH OUR MEMES ON FACEBOOK” (/u/Extravaganza, 2016). 

Shitposting is an ironic term of endearment in some digital networks, referring to the act 

of consistently posting mildly amusing but worthless material to online discussions. The 

most upvoted comment on the thread reads, in a moment of self-congratulations, “We are 

basically the internet.” 

The genesis of this particular Pepe remix can actually be traced to a thread from 

/r/The_Donald reacting to a YouTube recording of Clinton making her infamous 

“deplorables” speech. Out of the many comments, one redditor motivated by the 
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opposition’s remarks, writes: “We need a photoshop of The Deplorables, like the 

Expendables, but with Trump, Farage, Pence and co shopped in” (/u/edmund_barton, 

2016a). An hour later, the same user created a new thread, titled “THE DEPLORABLES” 

(/u/edmund_barton, 2016b), featuring a picture similar in form to the one uploaded by 

Donald Jr., but with text that does not match the original movie font and with different 

heads – Wikileaks editor Julian Assange and right-wing British politician Nigel Farage – 

superimposed on the bodies of the original actors. More interesting is the original choice 

and placement of the Pepe image in this upload. This author uses the more popular and 

menacing “Beta Uprising” form of Pepe, placing him in penultimate right position of the 

lineup. 

Recommendations to Political Campaigns 

These case studies describe the rhetorical effect of two political groups, citizens 

and campaigners, on one another as a result of internet memes circulating across social 

networks. In both these examples, a member of the Donald Trump presidential campaign 

created a situation in which a Pepe the Frog image transcended the boundaries of its 

original network, materializing in other collectives and unfurling symbolic meanings 

throughout. 

The goal of a political campaign is to construct meaning around your candidate. 

Traditionally, media organizations have carried messages that achieve these goals to 

citizens with the power to vote. The emergence of social networks has eroded that power, 

allowing distinct political communities to coalesce online. The power of media 

organizations to shape meaning is beginning to wane. It still exists, as the case studies 

above demonstrate; Vanity Fair, NBC News, and The Hill still possess the rhetorical 
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power to draw an explicit connection between a political campaign and iconography with 

racist connotations. However, this meaning construction precedes the campaign. As 

demonstrated in the first chapter, the transformation and growth of Pepe the Frog is a 

massive one. Multiple meanings have attached themselves to this image multiple, and 

while some meanings have faded, others are more relevant. Trump Jr.’s comments that he 

had no knowledge about connotations surrounding the image he found online reflect 

more than a willfully ignorant attitude about internet memes. It reflects attitudes about 

digital and memetic literacy that will hurt political campaigns as logics like 

multimodality, reappropriation, and collectives grow in digital places. 

This cultivation and circulation of digital and memetic literacy often falls to the 

social media manager of a campaign. These managers are responsible for managing 

communication with the public using messages disseminated on popular social 

networking platforms like Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. Though they are often 

tasked with “staying on top of trends,” reactions to these trends are often reactionary. As 

one manager puts it, “You never know what to expect, especially when dealing with 

online content … A fun hashtag might pop up and, if appropriate, we find ways to 

respond and share our content” (Torpey, 2016). This method of meaning construction 

may work for public-facing hashtags, where the symbolic can be more easily navigated. 

However, as our explication of Pepe the Frog has shown us, digital communities are 

constituted by specific images, offering social media managers an opportunity to get out 

of the viral business of hashtags and popular video by explicating the symbols circulated 

by these organically formed digital communities.  
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Social media managers must instead promote memetic literacy through a careful, 

new materialist assessment of digital communities, their constituted subjects and the 

materializations they generate on their own. An understanding of these organically 

created meaning structures provides managers with the knowledge they need to identify 

and be identified with so that they can constitute individuals under their own political 

ideology. In the case of the Trump campaign’s use of Pepe above, both uses of the image 

rallied digital communities toward political action, though the 2016 deployment by 

Donald Jr. tapped into a growing association of white-nationalism and hatred. A 

competent social media manger should be able to explain the symbolic nature of memetic 

images like these and be able to account for the communities in which they developed in. 

Social media managers must strive to be more than just individuals who hunt for the 

latest trends. They must themselves join the “digital mobs” that generate and circulate 

these internet memes, as a researcher for their candidate.  

A Tentative Conclusion 

 The image potential of Pepe the Frog is literally mind-boggling. Pokemon, Kim 

Jong-il, John Goodman, even an Italian politician have found their likenesses 

manipulated by memetic transformation. Still, these are just some of the images 

transformed by the power of Pepe as an internet meme. As stated in the thesis 

introduction’s ethos statement, my association with Pepe is personal. In the years that I 

have lived on the internet, I have seen the image of Furie’s anthropomorphized frog 

transform from a go-lucky cartoon to a symbol of white supremacy. This thesis is an 

attempt to empirically trace that symbolic shift through the eyes and keyboards of digital 

actors on 4chan and Reddit. 
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 At the same time, life on the internet is more than just Pepe the Frog images. 

Memetic communication online is represented by long-running visual messages like the 

Rickroll, recurring modes like the image macro, and shifting genres as normalized as 

attention-grabbing cooking videos on Facebook. These examples are well-known to 

frequent users of social networks, but communication literature is only beginning to 

account for their spread and transformation. These visual things surround us online, they 

are curated for us by algorithms that supposedly learn from us and feed us – like a magic 

mirror – what we want to see, they are circulated by the groups we participate in online, 

they persuade us into building meaning online by identifying with ideological positions. 

We must begin to build and test theoretical frameworks that define and account for these 

visual things that seem to have a life of their own. 

 As an emerging interdisciplinary theory, new materialism challenges our attitudes 

toward and relationships with matter by forcing us to acknowledge that matter – visual 

things like internet memes – is transformative. Pepe the Frog, for example, is now (April 

2018) known by many to carry the connotations of white supremacy, isolationism, and a 

heap of other hatreds. The image multiple acquired these symbolic meanings through 

circulating; through a process of participatory spreading that behaves more like an event 

than an artifact. Traditional rhetorical attitudes would ask researchers to stabilize such a 

slippery image in a specific context for the purposes of an empirical study. These 

attitudes view rhetoric as something that has already happened; a synchronic view: 

impacting a limited audience in a limited section of time. The impact of internet memes 

transcends its generation; multiple genres, modes, and collectives are affected in 

multiples ways. Understanding the vitality of an image multiple like Pepe the Frog allows 
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us to understand how it enters into something more like a material relationship with 

individuals and collectives than a persuasive appeal.  

Still, no matter the theoretical underpinnings, rhetorical scholars may also ground 

themselves by explicating the persuasive nature of messages. At the very least, the study 

of internet memes as messages that persuade must be extended past explicit digital 

communities. Communication on larger popular social networks like Facebook and 

Twitter during (and after) the 2016 presidential election has shown that the algorithms 

that guide the transmission of messages struggles when responding to visual rhetoric. As 

one technology writer describes: “Facebook has seen photos of NFL players altered to 

show the athletes burning the US flag, lies claiming that people could vote by sending a 

text, and misleading captions that turned harmless pictures into flash points for political 

discord” (Ng, 2018). A study of the logics that structure genres of visual rhetoric may 

hold the potential for structuring better algorithms in digital places that are not guided by 

community norms. 
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FIGURES 

 

Figure 1. A colorized version of “Feels Good Man,” an early Pepe the Frog, retrieved from a bodybuilding discussion 
board (34sleeveman, 2009). 

 

Figure 2. A "Smug Pepe" image from the early 2010s (“Original | Smug Frog,” n.d.). 
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Figure 3. A "Smug Pepe" image remixed with French political candidate Marine Le Pen to take an anti-immigration 
stance 

 

 

Figure 4. A "Smug Pepe" remix incorporating Donald Trump (“Donald Trump | Smug Frog,” n.d.). 
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Figure 5. One of two retweets from Donald Trump’s Twitter account featuring a remixed Pepe image (Trump, 2015). 

 

 

Figure 6. Portion of a /pol/ thread between three unique individuals. 
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Figure 7. A picture depicting Pepe embracing “AFD-Chan,” an anime mascot of the AfD or the “Alternative for 
Germany” political party. Taken from a /pol/ German thread. 

 

 

 

Figure 8. A 4chan post reappropriating the image of Kim Il-sung. Taken from a thread on the imageboard /pol/. 
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Figure 9. A 4chan post reappropriating the image of Massimo D'Alema. Taken from a thread on the imageboard /pol/. 

 

 

Figure 10. The original photograph of Massimo D'Alema that inspired an internet meme. Taken from Know Your 
Meme. 
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Figure 11. “Pepe’s reaction” (Furie, 2016, pg. 63) 
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Figure 12. Untitled strip from Boy’s Club (pg. 155) 
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Figure 13. Untitled strip from Boy’s Club (pg. 55) 
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Figure 14. Untitled strip from Boy’s Club (pg. 64) 
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Figure 15. Untitled strip from Boy’s Club  (pg. 47) 
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Figure 16. Untitled strip from Boy’s Club (pg. 42) 
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Figure 17. The first true blog post on 4chan. The blog feature was later moved from text on the frontpage to another 
section of the website. Taken from oldweb.today. 

 

Figure 18. A comparison of 4chan and 2chan’s thread features. Taken from Funnyjunk.com. 
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Figure 19. Scene from the introduction sequence of SEGA video game Zero Wing. Taken from knowyourmeme.com 

 

 

Figure 20. Original “9/11 Tourist Guy” picture 
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Figure 21. An example of a typical 4chan “thread,” taken from the /mu/ (music) board. The original post requires an 
image, but contributing posts do not, as illustrated by the text-only third response. In this thread, the “OP” – or 
original poster – asks users to “name a goofier trio” than popular hip-hop group Migos. The first response, just a 
picture of popular slapstick comedians The Three Stooges, and the third contributor’s agreement with this sentiment, 
demonstrates how off-topic contributions are not discouraged. This laissez faire attitude encourages generation and 
dissemination of internet memes. 

 

 

Figure 22. An early memetic remix of text from Furie’s original drawing. Image taken from Know Your Meme (Chaoshi, 
2009). 
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Figure 23. An example of an apolitical “Feels Good Man” post without the accompanying Pepe image, retrieved from 
4chan’s video game board. 

 

 

 

Figure 24. A created collage of “Feels Good Man” and Pokemon character transformations. The “Slowpoke” 
reappropriation (left) is taken from Know Your Meme. The “Blastoise” and “Bulbasaur” reappropriations are taken 
from a 2009 post on a “magic mushroom” message board (I AM SWIM, 2009). 
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Figure 25. A collage of two pictures of Parkland survivor Emma González. Taken from CNN (Mezzofiore, 2018). 

 

 

Figure 26. The front-page of /r/The_Donald for most of the 2016 presidential campaign. Taken from VICE (Gault, 
2017). 
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Figure 27. A memetic response to Matt Furie’s cease and desist order. Taken from /r/The_Donald (/u/NorthJersey908, 
2017). 

 

 

Figure 28. A memetic response to Matt Furie’s cease and desist order. Taken from /r/The_Donald (/u/[deleted], 2017). 
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Figure 29. An image from “The Adventures of Pepe and Pede.” Taken from the Washington Post (Wootson Jr., 2017). 

 

 

Figure 30. A Pepe image featuring a nuclear blast. Taken from /r/The_Donald. (/u/LA_Trump, 2018).  
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APPENDIX 

Miscellaneous Style Considerations 

Writing academically about the internet is difficult, partly because the academy is still 

struggling to adapt, but partly because the technology shifts so frequently that static 

forms like text are outpaced. This section addresses some of the relevant challenges I 

faced when writing my thesis, and the decisions I took to address these challenges.  

The internet as a proper noun 

Throughout this thesis, I will observe the lowercase “internet” vs. the slightly more-

common American uppercase form “Internet.” The discussion about which form to use is 

so hotly contested that a Wikipedia page is dedicated to the debate. I join a host of news 

and media publications that have already made the switch, and I believe the New York 

Times states it most succinctly when they say: 

In some ways, uppercase “Internet” was always a bit of an anomaly, since it is not 

really a proper noun comparable to a company name or an official place name. 

The term internet (short for internetwork) described any linked network of 

computers, so the capital “I” served to distinguish the global network from other 

internets — a pointless distinction now, since “internet” is rarely used anymore in 

the generic sense (Corbett, 2016) 

Formatting forum/imageboard citations 

It isn’t uncommon for academics to cite non-academic sources as they write. Newspaper 

articles, TV episodes, and music recordings are examples of texts that have challenged 

academic citation practices. As internet use grows, and internet sources become more 

necessary to include in articles and essays, academics are adapting to cite common 

artifacts like anonymous imageboard posts, Tweets, and YouTube videos. Some of these 

citation issues with new media artifacts have been resolved, but others have not. For 

example, Reddit posts pose some citation issues. Obviously, these posts need to be cited 

so that other scholars may rely on a quick description of the location and author of a post. 

However, with regard to a comment on a Reddit thread, what “title” should be cited? The 

text of the comment or the text of the thread title? The former is more specific, but 

redundant; the latter seems more appropriate, but may add information that distracts from 

the specific citation. 

Google searches to resolve these citation concerns are less than helpful. In the absence of 

any The “Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association, Sixth Edition” 

does recommend that writers “include the same elements, in the same order, as [they] 

would for a reference to a fixed-media source and add as much electronic retrieval 

information as needed for others to locate the sources [they] cited” (Association, 2010, 

pg. 187). I have attempted to follow these guidelines throughout this thesis as closely as 

possible. 
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i 2014’s finalist: “For Christmas last year I got given Sudoku toilet paper. It’s useless. 

You can only fill it in with number ones and number twos.” (Beaumont-Thomas, 2014) 
ii For comparison, the latest iPhone to be released – the iPhone X – comes in two storage 

options, 64 or 256 gigabytes (Smith, 2017). 
iii Otherwise known as “404'd,” an allusion to the Hypertext Transfer Protocol (HTTP) 

standard response code which indicates that a connection has been made with a server, 

but said server could not return the requested content. In this case, it indicates that an 

imageboard is working, but the thread has been purposefully deleted. 

                                                            


