
Internet memes as the means of propagating new ideas and concepts

Nikola Stanojčić, II-2, XIV-a beogradska gimnazija, Beograd
                                    Mentor: Branislava Grubišić, profesor engleskog jezika u       osnovnoj školi "Rudjer Bošković", Beograd






12

Table of Contents
Abstracts	3
Introduction	4
Research & Research Process	6
Phase I - Observation	7
Phase II - Information gathering	8
Phase III - Data correlation	9
Conclusion	11
Literature	12


Abstract
Internet memes are one of the most exciting phenomena of modern day culture. Ideas and concepts propagated throughout the World Wide Web via a plethora of websites (such as imageboards, forums, social networks and the like) and incredible speed, they have become one of the hallmarks of the new internet era. The purpose of this work is to discover whether internet memes are a good means of propagating new ideas and concepts over the internet in a directed fashion, as in "on purpose", or are they too chaotic and random to be any useful.
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Apstrakt
Internet meme su jedan od najinteresantnijih fenomena moderne kulture. Ideje i koncepti prenošeni preko brojnih veb sajtova (kao što su imidžbordovi, forumi, društvene mreže i slično) neverovatnom brzinom, one su postale jedan od obeležja nove internet ere. Svrha ovog rada je da otkrije jesu li internet meme dobar metod propagiranja novih ideja i koncepata u direktnom maniru, ili "namerno, sa svhrom", ili su previše haotične i nasumične da bi bile od koristi. 
Ključne reči: internet, meme, veb sajt/veb stranica, informacija, razmena, nasumičnost, brzina
Author's notice: Currently there is no clear consensus on the Serbian translations or pronunciations of the words "imageboard" and "meme". As such the author has seen it necessary to use their plural forms "imidžbordovi" and "meme". 
 (
Pic. 1. - The original "I can has cheezburger" picture which spawned an entire line of funny cat pictures no commonly known as "lolcats"
 [6]
)[image: ]

Introduction

The term "internet meme" is used to describe a concept or idea that spreads via the internet. [1] The word "meme" itself was coined by Richard Dawkins in his book "The Selfish Gene" published in 1976, as "a unit for carrying cultural symbols and behaviours which can be transmitted through imitable phenomena". [1] Dawkins argued that cultural ideas can be copied between people, similarly to genes. [1,2] Instead of being inherited in our DNA, memes are transmitted from one mind to another. [1,2] In other words, the term "meme" applies to a much broader area of cultural information, symbols and behaviours than the term "internet meme" due to the fact that internet memes are restricted to ideas and concepts being spread via the World Wide Web. 
An internet meme can be a variety of things:
· video clips (humorous or otherwise popular video clips spread mostly via video sharing websites such as youtube and metacafe - popular examples include: "Star Wars Kid", "Charlie bit my finger", "Leek spin", "Nyan Cat" and the like) [3]
· websites (various popular websites, usually small in scope, such as shock websites - websites explicitly aimed at provoking, shocking, and invoking controversy)
· phrases (funny and popular phrases which are often used by internet users in various situations - one of the most popular examples is "All your base are belong to us", a phrase based upon a poor localisation of the Japanese game Zero Wing) [3]
· images (either edited or unedited images spread mostly via imageboards, meme-oriented websites and blogs, the most notable example being LOLCats - pictures of cats usually involving funny captions with purposefully bad grammar) [3]
· parodies (imitative works "created to mock, comment on, or trivialise and original work, its subject, author, style, or some other target, by means of humorous, satiric or ironic imitation" [1] - one of the most notable examples being "Hitler reacts to...*insert*" - a short scene (from the 2004 film Downfall) in which Adolf Hitler launches into a fury after realising the war is truly lost - adapted with the use of subtitles for any number of situations calling for an "angry response" while still retaining the original audio in German) [3,4]
· jokes (somewhat of a meta category, a "joke" can be any meme considered to be humorous - one of the most notable examples being "Rickrolling" - a hyperlink seemingly relevant to a popular topic at the time that usually leads to the Rick Astley 1987 music video "Never Gonna Give You Up" - people "falling for" this are considered to have been "rickrolled" [1,3]


Probably the most important characteristic of internet memes is their uncanny ability to spread at a truly alarming rate. Internet memes can gain world wide popularity in a matter of days, even hours, and that is where their value as the means of purposefully conveying new ideas and concepts truly shines. Due to their incredible speed of transmission from "person to person" or "website to website" their potential for marketing a new product, raising awareness about a certain topic or the spread of a new idea is seemingly unlimited. A good example would be the 2006 film "Snakes on a Plane" which suddenly attracted attention a year before its planned release and before any promotional material was released, only being mentioned on a number of internet blogs and websites. [1] Inspiring a huge number of fan-made trailers, parodies, posters, fan fictions and the like, the film was a commercial success, grossing over 62 million dollars by the end of its theatrical run [1], in no small part thanks to its sudden internet popularity.
However, another important characteristic of internet memes is their absolute unpredictability. Anything can become popular over night, and disappear just as fast. There is no "hard science" on what becomes a meme and what doesn't, and blunt attempts to force something into becoming a meme usually end up in disaster. [2] A perfect example of this at work would be the "Milhouse is not a meme" meme. "Milhouse is not a meme" is a paradoxical statement and a well-known debate on the imageboard site 4chan about what makes an internet meme and what doesn't, using "The Simpsons" character Milhouse Van Houten as an example. [4] Since the birth of the debate on 4chan in 2005, the phrase has been typically used to describe something of annoying and recursive nature. [4] Often referred to as a forced meme, Millhouse's predicament is a prime example of how direct and intentional creation of a meme can be disastrous. On the other hand, Milhouse has still achieved some degree of popularity due to the fact of him being used whenever someone tries to "force a meme into existence". Nevertheless, such anti-popularity is a very big hindrance if an attempt is made to propagate an idea or concept in a careless, tactless manner. As soon as the internet ("the internet" here being referred to as a collective consciousness of all internet users) discovers someone trying to force something into a meme, it's over. 
Internet memes can be created by anyone, and appear anywhere on the internet, with some places "creating" or "birthing" more memes than others. One of the oldest and most influential websites in this area is 4chan.org, an English imageboard website started in 2004, and its "Random" /b/ section, where members are free to post, talk about, and do whatever they feel like doing - literally everything except explicitly illegal actions. It is this complete chaos (and mostly because of it) that memes flourish as they do on 4chan. Other notable websites are funnyjunk, reddit, tumb1r, 9gag, somethingawful, the icanhazcheezburger network, etc. More on each individual website is explained in the ”Research & Process" section - "Phase 1 - Observation".


According to Jamie Wilkinson, co-founder of KnowYourMeme.com, and online database that documents internet phenomena and tracks their popularity, there are three essential rules any successful meme should obey [2]:
1) A good meme is easy to copy - a successful internet meme is something easily transferrable from one person to another, which can be easily parodied, and expanded upon.
2) A good meme is something that can be appreciated on multiple levels - a successful meme usually has more than one special characteristic that makes it appealing to personally enjoy and spread to other people. A good example of where one sees this are viral videos - most popular ones don't "just" have good music or good visual content - they either have both, or something else as well: funny comments, method of presentation, captions, etc.
3) A good meme is not a "fake" - as explained on the subject of Millhouse a few paragraphs above, this is arguably the most important rule a meme should follow. The internet community is extremely adept at finding out what is "fake" and what is not. Things that are "trying too hard" to become memes often end up forgotten in a very short amount of time or gain huge amounts of negative popularity. Because of this, people setting out to artificially (non-spontaneously) create memes have to approach the subject with great care, or end up with a wasted project. 


Research & Research Process
For the purposes of this work, my research process was kept concise and exclusively focused on internet memes rather than the broader spectrum of information that "regular" memes represent. Research of the subject itself was divided into three key phases:
1) Observation
2) Information gathering
3) Data correlation


Phase I - Observation
As a regular visitor of websites whose users produce and share internet memes on a daily basis, I've had lots of opportunity to observe and formulate my own opinions based on more than six months of dedicated observation of such an interesting subculture/community.
Websites included in this process are as follows:
· www.funnyjunk.com - a picture-based internet website where users can upload and share content. Compared to other sites included in this process, funnyjunk has "its own culture" of sorts. Users of the site often stay loyal to it and keep coming back to it, despite a certain number of gripes which seem to have served as topics of debate - such as the ever-present problem of "reposts" - reposting old content as one's own (OC - original content) expecting positive feedback. Some users view this practice with disgust, some practice it, and some do not mind, as long as genuinely funny content is being reposted. Another interesting thing about funnyjunk is its users' interconnectivity. Due to having a smaller user base compared to other meme-centric websites, most of these users have a degree of communication with each other on a user basis (users can add other users as friends and socialise). Users share views, stances, and preferences up to the points where the site can be considered to have its own culture.
· www.4chan.org - (from the on-site description: "4chan is a simple image-based bulletin board where everyone can post comments and share images."). 4chan is arguably one of the most influential websites where memes are concerned. Its /b/ (random) section is a true novelty on the internet. Users are free to "be random" as in, post and talk about nearly anything. Because of this "randomness" and the sheer number of users participating, 4chan is known as the "birthplace" of a large number of very successful internet memes. Being an imageboard website, most internet memes created here are of the "image" variety. Users often edit existing images and create new ones, and often those images are shared on other websites, beginning the process of "making something into a meme". However, 4chan is also notorious for having a much darker side, which shall only be mentioned in this work, so as to not get off-track. The "randomness" of /b/ has users occasionally post extremely disturbing content, and as such, user discretion is highly advised.
· www.9gag.com - 9gag is a good representative of "mainstream" internet culture - users who approach the internet casually, and "just for fun", as evidenced by the website's motto. The word "mainstream" is used here to signify the sheer number of users of the site and its popularity in other "mainstream" internet websites (most notably facebook). Similar to funnyjunk, users have a connection to the site, however with less interpersonal communication. 9gag's most important trait is its apparent infamy with "non-mainstream" parts of the internet. Most other meme-centric websites, especially 4chan, see it as a place where all (internet) memes go to die. The 9gag/internet conflict has proved to be quite the interesting subject of observation.


· www.youtube.com - the world's most popular site for sharing videos, youtube has had a very important role in shaping and creating internet memes as we know them. A sizeable portion of internet memes from all over the internet are represented on youtube in one way or another, and the site serves to further their popularity. Youtube can also be describes as the "stepping" stone between mainstream culture and the rest of the internet, the tow having almost nothing in common other than visiting youtube. 
Influential websites used in this research but not frequently visited by the author are as follows:
· www.facebook.com - as mainstream as mainstream gets, facebook is a social network acting as the "pinnacle" of mainstream internet. People from all over the world, even the ones who barely use the internet, visit facebook to connect with friends and acquaintances. Nevertheless, as a website with an enormous number of active users per day, it is important in the distribution process of internet memes, albeit whether its influence is bigger than youtube's is open to debate.
· www.knowyourmeme.com - already mentioned in the introduction, knowyourmeme is an online database which documents internet memes and tracks their popularity. During the length of this research it has served as a reliable source of various information, such as the origins of many memes (helping pinpoint from which site most memes had originated) and otherwise hard-to-find-elsewhere data on certain memes (notably the "Milhouse is not a meme" meme mentioned earlier in this work).
· www.memegenerator.com - as the name implies, a website where users can create new memes and generate different variations of existing memes, it was used to make a number of images in this work

Phase II - Information gathering
Contrary to the first, this phase was mostly focused on gathering data from outside sources, articles, websites, etc. Due to the subject being extremely "young" (with the earliest examples of internet memes dating as far as 1996, but only in the early to mid-2000s did memes become influential enough to warrant further study) a suitable number, or any number of literary works on the subject could, regrettably, not be found. unsurprisingly though, due to the subject being completely focused on the internet. In this section short descriptions of significant findings from certain sources shall be put forth:
· the BurrellesLuce september 2011 newsletter article - this article dealt with the ways of how to use internet memes in one's marketing or PR strategy. According to the article, one must take four important factors into consideration: having a purpose (making a marketing meme special and memorable), making use of popular trends (because traditional marketing messages and methods do not translate well into memes), letting memes develop naturally (not forcing them in any way, due to the internet having an extremely low tolerance level for such things), empowering and engaging one's community (pretty much self-explanatory, giving one's target audience a chance to participate themselves in the process). [5] This article was intended to offer some advice on how to create meme-based marketing campaigns without forcing it and using subtlety to obscure one's target goal (the advertising of a product, for example). It proved integral to the final conclusion of my research.
· the Stone Crossing Solutions article on understanding internet memes - an article similar to the previous one, it tries to help marketing professionals get a sense on how to use internet memes properly in their marketing projects. It mostly served to validate information from the BurrellesLuce article as most of the advice and information match.
· Focus magazine article on internet memes - a very comprehensive article on internet memes, it has provided much needed data on certain aspects of this work, most notably the "three rules a good meme should obey".
· The Selfish Meme: Our Online Evolution - an extremely comprehensive article from the Department of Internet Studies of Curtin University, this article dealt with memes as a broader means of transmission and their relation to internet memes. While most of it was beyond the scope of this work, it server to cement some of my personal findings and conclusions. 

Phase III - Data correlation
The most fundamental phase of the three, this phase included correlation of data from outside sources (phase II) and personal opinions, information and observations (phase I). In this phase, findings were extrapolated from all available sources, and correlated into a distinct set of findings.
During the course of this process, several important findings were extrapolated:
· users of the internet - the most important thing one must keep in mind when looking at the users of the internet is that they, in fact, are their own special brand of culture, even while not being geographically connected. Social interactions and sharing information on the internet has just as much weight as interaction in the real world, although certain aspects of both ways of communication (on- and offline) may seem alien when compared to one another. The most notable difference being the functional anonymity the internet provides. In short, any person can present themselves as someone else on the internet, and it is this that gives internet-based interactions even more potential for further research. On the topic, however, it is evident that the internet community is extremely heterogeneous and while is can appear chaotic and disorganized (it is a known fact that many users are known to use insults as a normal means of communication via the internet), any attempt made again the community or the internet itself just shows how powerful that disorganised mass of people is. A lot.


· memes and success rate - when it comes to purposefully creating memes, one must keep in mind what are their odds of success. As previously mentioned, there is no real indicator as to which meme becomes successful or not. However, in accordance with the three rules of a good meme [3] and professional input [5], one can improve their odds of success greatly by staying true to those bits of advice. As one of the most memorable examples of a good purposeful meme, I would like to mention the extremely successful series of advertisements called "The Man Your Man Could smell Like", created by ad agency Wieden+Kennedy for Old Spice, a prominent American brand of male grooming products. [1] The campaign centres around the eponymous "Man Your Man Could Smell Like", played by actor Isaiah Mustafa (referred to as Old Spice Man or Old Spice Guy), addressing the viewer in confident, rapid-fire monologues which promote the benefit of using Old Spice Products. [1] Nonchalantly progressing through various locations, situations and/or activities, and typically featuring a surprise ending, whilst constantly maintaining eye contact with the camera, the advertising campaign was a resounding success. [1] These adverts were easy to copy (in the form of a short video), appreciable on multiple levels (audio and visual components, humour, and acting), not a fake (very unique, these adverts were surprisingly innovative). They had a purpose (the purpose being advertisement of a product), made use of popular trends (by being innovative and unorthodox), were left to develop naturally (no attempt was made to "advertise the advert" over the internet) and empowered and engaged one's community (the adverts generated a lot of parodies, spoofs, and tributes, spontaneously spreading the original message). The last important thing to mention in this section is that popular advertisements on the internet are very often, if not always, in video form. Image-based meme-centric websites usually raise certain brand awareness on their own through humorous content for no good reason except that the site users consider that product to be special. A good example of this would be Nutella, a popular chocolate hazelnut spread by Italian company Ferrero. While there are not any particularly popular advertisements of Nutella on the internet, users themselves mention Nutella often, commenting on its taste and quality in a positive manner.
· negative popularity - the most peculiar phenomenon I have run during my research, negative popularity of certain internet memes is a significant thing to mention. The best example of this phenomenon would be the infamous music video "Friday" by aspiring teen pop singer Rebecca Black. The record label ARK Music Factory was contracted by Black's mother to have the single and music video put out as a vanity release. After being put up on several websites, the music video went viral and generated an insane amount of negative attention. Despite the overwhelmingly negative sentiment of nearly everyone on the internet, "Friday" the video received over 167 million views on youtube and in a few months over 2 million downloads on iTunes, an online music store. [6] Black herself was named "Choice Web Star" at the 2011 Teen Choice Awards in August 2011, and has since released several new music videos. [1] Such negative popularity has made her internationally (in)famous but has also helped her start her music career. Whether she actually becomes successful after such a "fiasco" remains to be seen.
Conclusion
Internet memes are one of the most interesting phenomena of the XXI century. Their potential as carriers of cultural information across the globe is unmatched by anything short of worldwide media coverage, helping in the creation of a geographically unbound cultural entity - the internet culture. Unrestricted by place, only by internet connection, the internet has become an entity of its own in this new Information Age. When looking at its potential for propagating new ideas and concepts over a large number of people, one sees internet memes as being staggeringly powerful. However, the incredible randomness of the internet and its users have rendered deliberate creation of memes, deliberate, conveyance of new ideas and concepts a tricky approach at best. People attempting to create memes for commercial purposes should take care to take all factors into consideration, and not blindly rush and make something that is popular with a random test group, thus adhering to "regular" business practices. The internet is anything but regular. One could also surmise the internet as a high-risk, high-reward environment where miracles DO happen, one just has to be careful about their approach.
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