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PANDEMIC HUMOUR ON THE WEB

The therapeutic effect of humour has been especially prominent in numerous online 
memes that thematise the pandemics and the changes in the everyday lives of people 
around the world. The research part of the paper analyses a corpus of internet memes 
thematising COVID-19, which appear in the form of images without text or images ac-
companied by text. Memes are approached from a pragmatic point of view and the key 
question is answered of whether every meme is a performative – because in addition 
to a humorous overtone, internet memes are often an expression of parody, irony and 
critique of the new events and circumstances. The analysis of the context, i.e. the knowl-
edge and experience that the recipients have and share with the sender of the message, 
leads to the conclusion that the common, global experience with COVID-19 ensures that 
memes and their message are understood on a supranational level. One of the aims of 
the paper is therefore to analyse the context as a basis for the emergence of (pandemic) 
memes. There are two key bases: first, everyday life, i.e. the pandemic as a starting point, 
in which other everyday situations are embedded – work, schooling, shopping, dress-
ing, politics; second, the intertextual and intermedial basis, on which two backgrounds 
are distinguished: a) the influence of popular culture (films, computer games, celebrities 
from the entertainment industry, etc.) and b) the influence of tradition (literature, his-
tory, art…). The analysis will also include various forms of memes and (in)dependence 
of image and text.

Keywords: humour, irony, memes
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1. Introduction

The years 2020 and 2021 will be remembered globally for the COVID-19 pan-
demic. As a result of lockdown, isolation and quarantine, the Internet and so-
cial networks have become a kind of virtual agoras where everyone can express 
his/her opinions, views, protests, agreements and disagreements and reactions 
to everyday events. The seriousness of the time of the pandemic gave rise to 
numerous humorous texts1 that responded to everyday life - the new normal. 
By serving as a collective defence mechanism for the sake of “mental hygiene” 
(Dundes 1987), humour can transform sources of negative experience and/or 
emotion (such as anxiety and fear) into sources of positive emotion, bringing, at 
least temporarily, psychological relief (Martin 2007). As a coping strategy (Mar-
tin 2007), connection strategy (Linstead 1985) and solidarity building (Demjén 
2016) in the stressful time of the pandemic, humorous reactions (texts, imag-
es, memes, GIFs, videos, etc.) have been an integral part of social networks on 
a daily basis, which confirmed the social relevance of humour2. Research has 
shown that humour is a means of alleviating the psychological effects of stress, 
difficulties and challenges (Martin et al. 2003), and that „self-directed humor 
styles predict emotional responses to COVID-19, specifically stress and hope-
lessness, and in turn predict engagement in protective behaviors. Results from 
a sequential mediation analysis supported our hypotheses. First, to the extent 
that people have a self-enhancing humor style they perceived less stress and 
hopelessness associated with COVID-19 and as a result reported engaging in 
more protective behaviors. Second, people higher in self-defeating humor style 
showed the opposite pattern; they perceived more stress and hopelessness due 
to COVID-19 and thus reported engaging in less protective behaviors.” (Olah 
and Ford 2021: 1). The effect of humour at the time of the pandemic has been 
the subject of many studies, most of which have confirmed the positive effects 
of humour3 from different points of view. The therapeutic effect of humour has 
been particularly pronounced in numerous online memes that have thematised 

1  Humour has been the subject of reflection since ancient times, from Plato and Aristotle, 
Cicero and Quintilian, all the way to contemporary linguistic theories and analyses within 
the framework of pragmatics, sociolinguistics, cognitive linguistics and discourse analysis. 
For an overview of philosophical reflections on humour throughout history, as well as an 
overview of linguistic theories of humour with a rich bibliography, see Attardo (1994, 2008).

2  Meyer (2000) describes four main functions of humour in communication: identification, 
clarification, enforcement, and differentiation. For an overview of the functions of humour, 
see Hay (2000).

3  Research has confirmed that black humour can also have psychotherapeutic value and pre-
vent self-destructive intentions of patients with suicidal character (Lecher-Schwartz 2017).
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the pandemics and the changes in the daily lives of people around the world. In 
addition to humorous overtones, online memes are very often an expression of 
parody, irony and criticism of emerging events and circumstances. According to 
the theory of speech acts, irony is most often used to express implicit criticism 
and is understood as a communication strategy by which the speaker says one 
thing and thinks the opposite, and it is up to the interlocutor to find out what 
it is (Schwarz-Friesel 2009: 223)4. In relation to politeness theory, every ironic 
statement intends to criticize, and the content of such a statement is a verbal 
act of endangering the face, i.e. the public image of oneself that is considered 
in communication (Brown and Levinson 1987: 263). Given the elements of hu-
mour and irony, this paper will analyse Internet memes on the topic of the COV-
ID-19 pandemic.

2. Memes

The term meme comes from the Greek word mimos, mimeme meaning ‘imitation’. 
It was introduced to the science of evolution by the theorist Richard Dawkins 
in his book The Selfish Gene (1976) when describing cultural transmission, hu-
man behaviour, cultural evolution, and the development of society5. Based on 
the theory of evolution, Dawkins developed the idea of cultural transmission 
and cultural evolution, and called the basic unit of transmission meme - an anal-
ogy to the concept of gene – understanding both concepts as replicators. Unlike 
genes, memes are cultural replicators that imitate ideas, thoughts and concepts. 
Thus, meme is the basic unit of cultural transmission, and memetics is a theory 
that seeks to explain cultural diversity, behaviours, phenomena and institutions 
inherent in human society by selecting and replicating memes (struna.ihjj.hr). 
Theorists believe that memes evolve by natural selection, similar to Darwin’s 
theory of biological evolution, the processes of mutation, competition, and vari-
ation. Memes are passed from person to person and change, accidentally and/or 
intentionally, thus developing a culture. Common features of memes are longev-
ity, fecundity and copying-fidelity (Dawkins 2016): longevity shows how strong 
the idea of   the meme itself really is, fecundity is an indicator of the speed at 

4  For more on communication value and the role of irony, see Palašić (2015).
5  ‘’We need a name for the new replicator, a noun that conveys the idea of a unit of cultural 

transmission, or a unit of imitation. ‘Mimeme’ comes from a suitable Greek root, but I want 
a monosyllable that sounds a bit like ‘gene’. I hope my classicist friends will forgive me if I 
abbreviate mimeme to meme.* If it is any consolation, it could alternatively be thought of as 
being related to ‘memory’, or to the French word même. It should be pronounced to rhyme 
with ‘cream’”. (Dawkins 2016.)
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which the meme can multiply, and copying-fidelity refers to how long an indi-
vidual meme can survive. There are three important features that a meme must 
meet in order to be considered a replicator (Blackmore 1999: 14): variation (each 
meme changes during transmission), selection (some memes are more interest-
ing and remembered longer, while some memes do not even multiply) and reten-
tion (persistence of at least one part of the meme). One of the features of memes 
is their joint spreading – some memes spread together with other memes, and 
such groups are called coadapted meme complexes (Dawkins 2016) or memeplexes 
(Blackmore 1999), and their feature is that they support and strengthen each 
other: “The essence of any memeplex is that the memes inside it can replicate 
better as part of the group than they can on their own.” (Blackmore, 1999: 20). 
Furthermore, research has shown that the general theory of memetics can be 
applied to the description of internet memes (cf. Buchel 2012). Internet memes 
appear in various forms: video, image, text, image accompanied by text, GIF, 
etc.; they spread very quickly (on social networks, blogs, forums, e-mail, Viber, 
Messenger, SMS, and other forms of electronic communication). In addition to 
transgressing social and cultural boundaries, memes are very often humorous 
imitations of reality (Buchel 2012: 30). Shifman (2014: 14) defines them as “a 
group of digital items sharing common characteristics of content, form, and/or 
stance, which were created with awareness of each other, and were circulated, 
imitated, and/or transformed via the internet by many users.” Three important 
factors contribute to the spread of memes: humour, intertextuality and incon-
gruity (i.e. incompatibility in the arrangement of the constituent elements of an 
object, event, idea, social expectations and so forth, with the normal expected 
pattern), and humour often emerges due to the violation of such expectations 
(cf. Knobel and Lankshear 2007). In addition to being very popular and very 
widespread on the Internet,6 COVID-19-themed online memes have been the 
subject of scientific studies by many authors around the world. For example, 
Chlopicki and Brzozowska (2021) describing Polish pandemic memes, identify 
humorous mechanisms behind the sophistication of such memes and the cultur-
al memories of absurd socialist times that they embody in comparison to absurd 
COVID-19 times. Sebba-Elran (2021) describes Israeli COVID-19 memes and 
the construction of a collective response to risk mainly as culturally specific but 
also as instances of the world-wide reaction, i.e., as global phenomena. Fiadota-
va (2021) reports the case of a Belarusian soccer club’s ironic fandom evolving 
into a more sincere fandom with shared sensibilities, again using memes as key 
evidence, showing the clear trend of this medium replacing, or even having re-

6  Lindloff (2002: 249) explains four basic features of the Internet as a suitable environment for 
memes, namely digitization, synchronization, interactivity, and hypertextuality.
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placed, the canned joke. Advancing the concept of multimodal voicing as a tool 
for describing user-generated online humour. Dynel (2021) describes the hu-
morous COVID-19 mask memes. Predojević (2021) describes the humorous dis-
course of pandemic memes as virtual surrogates of disaster jokes.

3. Methodology

Although Internet memes take different forms (video, picture, text, picture ac-
companied by text, GIF etc.) the compilation of the corpus for this research was 
restricted by two criteria: first, only the memes in the form of a picture with 
or without text have been considered (therefore, the memes in the form of a 
text without picture or a text accompanied by emoticons, or videos were not 
analysed). The second criterion is thematic – we considered only the memes the-
matising the COVID-19 pandemic. Examples have been collected since March 
2020 from a number of websites, social networks (Facebook, Instagram) and 
various other forms of electronic communication (Viber, Messenger, WhatsApp, 
e-mail, SMS and MMS). The language criterion was not taken into account in 
the selection, and memes containing texts in Croatian and English were includ-
ed in the corpus. The corpus eventually included 500 Internet memes with the 
theme of COVID-19 – although this is by no means their final number. Given the 
described features of memes, as well as the characteristics of the Internet as a 
medium, questions arise as to whether memes can be an effective form of com-
munication, or how we can be sure that others (apart from the sender/creator of 
the meme) will understand the meaning and message of the meme. Previous re-
search has confirmed that Internet memes are a prominent way to communicate 
on the Internet, that the use of Internet memes makes communication on the 
Internet more understandable and more predictable for its users (Buchel 2012: 
62) and that Internet memes are “ultimately about some expression of affect 
or emotions, such as rage, anger, joy, and excitement in reaction to real-world 
events’’ (Denisova 2019), but also that not every meme is equally understanda-
ble and performative: “Different meme genres involve different levels of literacy: 
some can be understood (and created) by almost anyone, whereas others require 
detailed knowledge about a digital meme subculture” (Shifman 2014: 100). One 
of the aims of this paper is therefore to check whether this also applies to the 
memes in which the image is not accompanied by text. From a pragmatic point 
of view, therefore, the basic question arises: is each of these memes a perform-
ative (Austin 2014), that is, whether in each meme, apart from humour, it is 
possible to recognise expressions of irony and criticism of the new events and 
circumstances. In this paper, we investigate the answer to the posed question 
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in relation to the context, i.e. the knowledge and experience that the recipients 
have and share with the sender. When it comes to pandemic humour and memes 
thematising the situation with COVID-19, it is the common, global experience 
that ensures understanding of the memes and understanding of the message, 
at a supranational level. One of the aims of the paper is therefore to analyse the 
context as a basis for the emergence of (pandemic) memes. There are two key 
bases: first, everyday life, i.e. the pandemic as a starting point, in which other 
everyday situations are embedded – work, schooling, shopping, dressing, poli-
tics; second, the intertextual and intermedial basis, on which two backgrounds 
are distinguished: a) the influence of popular culture (films, computer games, ce-
lebrities from the entertainment industry, etc.) and b) the influence of tradition 
(literature, history, art…).

4. Research

As already mentioned, the research included memes combining image and text, 
as well as memes in the form of images without text. The analysis will first focus 
on the context as the basis of meme creation (everyday life, i.e. the pandemic, 
as well as the intertextual and intermedial basis with the influence of popular 
culture and tradition), and then the relationship between text and image with 
respect to the pragmatic function of performativity will be analysed. The star-
ting point is the assumption that each meme is a performative, that is, that each 
meme unites a humorous element with the expression of irony and criticism of 
the newly emerged pandemic situation.

4.1. Contextual basis

The basis for the emergence of pandemic memes consists of two basic contexts: 
the first refers to the new everyday life, i.e. the pandemic, and the second refers 
to popular culture and tradition, and is shaped by the processes of intertextua-
lity and intermediality. In Figure 1, we present examples of memes whose con-
textual background is everyday life.
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Figure 1. Memes with everyday life as a contextual background

Memes in which the newly emerged everyday life is the starting frame of 
reference for a performative effect include everyday situations such as going to 
work (e.g. masonry tools in the living room, a teacher in a protective suit and 
mask, a hairdresser with an umbrella as a protective suit), schooling (various on-
line learning situations, older people sitting at school desks), shopping (memes 
with toilet paper and stockpiling of food and other groceries), clothing (memes 
with masks and protective suits), politics (memes on the political and social sit-
uation in Croatia and the world). Memes with a political background contribute 
to public debates on socio-political issues and provide insight into current social 
and political issues (cf. Huntington 2016): e.g. the meme with two identical pic-
tures of the Croatian city of Požega depicting an empty city without people – the 
text on the first picture reads Požega before corona, and the other reads Požega 
during corona; the performative effect of this meme is pronounced, the humor-
ous tone is diminished because of the prevailing role of criticism of the social and 
political situation in the city and in the Republic of Croatia. When it comes to 
memes with politicians, the performative role is also strongly emphasized - for 
example, the former US President Trump is ridiculed in almost every meme by 
the accompanying texts, and the performative function of criticizing his policy is 
strongly emphasized (e.g. When you’re the doctor but the village idiot is giving med-
ical advice; Tested positive for moron-a-virus; When he says lost lives are acceptable to 
keep stock market up, he means you. You personally should die so he’ll lose less money; 
A shot of Hydroxychloroquine, line & salt right before bed... I’m not a doctor! But what 
do you have to lose?), while the Russian president Putin is being portrayed as an 
untouchable world leader, and the performative role of the memes is directed 
at criticising his way of ruling (e.g. Putin has stated: Russian citizens have 2 op-
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tions: stay home for 15 days or in jail for 5 years. Statement is over.; Give Jeff a cold 
Corona with a lime; Coronavirus? Kill the person who has it; Corona virus was made 
in an American lab to help fight the trade war with China. A thin layer of Russian oil 
applied to the skin will protect you). The local politicians and the political situation 
in Croatia, which reflects both social awareness and the state of the economy, 
have also not been spared criticism (e.g. memes with a picture of the Minister 
Beroš, who has grown quite old, with accompanying texts Iduća 2-3 tjedna su kl-
jučna ‘The next 2-3 weeks are crucial’ and Ukidamo karantenu! ‘We are abolishing 
quarantine!’; memes with the pictures of the former Croatian president Kolinda 
Grabar-Kitarović and the texts What do you mean I must no longer hug people??? 
and When I said that we will work from home via the Internet, you did not believe me; 
the meme with a picture of Minister Božinović and the text Extraordinary news 
from headquarters: Cafés and restaurants are opening ... but just to ventilate!).

As already explained, one of the factors contributing to a faster and greater 
spread of memes on the Internet is the feature of intertextuality, and it relates 
to referencing to popular culture (cf. Knobel and Lankshear 2007). Numerous 
well-known motifs and characters appear in the memes based on popular cul-
ture – actors, singers, other celebrities from the entertainment industry, films, 
animated films, computer games, etc. Figure 2 shows examples of memes whose 
contextual background is popular culture.

Figure 2. Memes based on popular culture

Memes based on popular culture have a more pronounced humorous role. 
Such memes very often appear with the same picture and different text: for ex-
ample, memes with a photo of Chuck Norris, memes with motifs from the movie 
Lord of the Rings, from the Harry Potter movies, memes with the characters Yoda 
and Baby Yoda, as well as many memes with Darth Vader and the Stormtroop-
ers from Star Wars who, because of their original masks they wear in the film, 
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are the ideal pictorial background to ironize the pandemic reasons for wearing 
masks: Come to the dark side, we have masks and respirators; Be like Darth Vader: 
wears a mask, doesn’t visit his son and daughter, socially and emotionally distant, 
follows orders; Your teacher took your phone? Mine took my legs; Darth Vader wore 
mask in public before it was cool. Knowledge of the image template itself (i.e. a 
motif from popular culture - e.g. an actor or a character from a film or series) 
is not crucial for decoding a meme, but greatly enhances the performative role: 
e.g. the meme showing the character Thor at full strength in the first image and 
the accompanying text Day 1 working from home compares with the visibly ne-
glected Thor in the second image with the accompanying text Day 5 working from 
home – for decoding the meme and the performative effect the recipient does not 
need to know the pictorial/cultural background (the image of the neglected Thor 
comes from the movie Avengers: Endgame, and the recipient of the meme who 
is familiar with the story of Thor will more easily identify with the meme). Also 
interesting are examples of memes featuring Tom Hanks and Anthony Hopkins. 
The performative effect of these memes requires a greater degree of knowledge 
of the cultural background (book and film), or characters from the films alluded 
to: Tom Hanks perfectly embodied the character of Forrest Gump, so the meme 
with the accompanying text And just like that I got the coronavirus will achieve its 
full performative function if the recipient knows the film template and recogniz-
es the character of Forrest Gump with his specific facial expression and manner 
of speaking. In another example, with the accompanying text When the food runs 
out, we’ll still have each other the recipient must recognize the character of Han-
nibal Lecter from The Silence of the Lambs in order for the text to fulfil its true 
performative role. Also interesting are memes with a film background in which 
well-known lines from films or their paraphrases are used as text templates, and 
the connection with the pandemic is usually contained in the introductory text. 
Such is the case with the character of the American president from the film Inde-
pendence Day, to which the accompanying text is an original line from the film: 
We will not go quietly into the night, we will not vanish without a fight, we’re going 
to live on, we’re going to survive! The link to the pandemic is provided by the title 
text: The covid-19 invasion, which using the motif of invasion connects COVID-19 
with the aliens attacking Earth in the film. Due to the title text, the meme plays 
a performative role, but knowing the cultural background will enhance its effect.

There are also many memes having a contextual background rooted in tra-
dition – well-known works of art, motifs from literary works or well-known 
historical events and people. In Figure 3, examples of memes whose contextual 
background is tradition are presented.
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Figure 3. Memes based on tradition

Memes having as a template a well-known work of art often do not have an 
accompanying text because an artistic modification with a pandemic motif (e.g. 
mask, social distance, piling up food and other necessities, ...) is sufficient for 
a performative effect. For example, the recipient does not necessarily have to 
know Munch’s painting The Scream or the famous Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa in order 
for the meme to have a performative effect – modifying the image by adding 
toilet paper and a protective mask ensures a performative effect. Similarly, the 
self-portrait of Van Gogh to which a mask has been added - an additional effect 
is ensured by knowing his life story and the fact that the famous painter cut off 
his ear, which will explain why the mask hangs from one ear and is not worn 
properly.

4.2. The relationship between image and text

Our analysis has shown that memes can function even without the accompany-
ing text. Such examples are less frequent, and in them the image alone ensures 
performativity. Such memes are decoded without problems because they contain 
motifs from the everyday life – most frequently those are masks, disinfectant, 
protective suits, syringes, etc. – which can be seen on Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Memes without a textual template

Memes without accompanying text are very often related to new everyday 
living conditions, especially those related to the protective mask (e.g. a snow-
man with a mask, a boy hiding math test solutions in a mask, men with masks as 
underwear, etc.). Memes with masks often show different objects that serve as 
masks, so the main factor in achieving performativity is the incongruity (contra-
diction, incompatibility) of the relationship between the elements that make up 
the meme and the common and expected meanings of these elements: instead 
of the usual and expected (medical or cloth) masks, people carry a CD (labelled 
‘antivirus’), brassiere, canister, diving mask, plastic bag, sanitary pad, dishwash-
ing sponge, glass lid, bacon mask and other items.7 In addition to memes with 
masks, textless memes with a motif of toilet paper and disinfectant are also 
common. Memes without accompanying text appear with a background from 
popular culture (e.g. the Pawn Stars documentary show) as well as traditions (e.g. 
a motif from Michelangelo’s fresco The Creation of Man from the ceiling of the 
Sistine Chapel; modifications of famous works of art by adding pandemic motifs 
in Figure 3). Motifs on memes without text are in themselves recognizable and 
suggestive, so the accompanying text is not necessary to recognize the message 
and achieve a pragmatic effect – humour and irony.

A much larger part of the corpus consists of memes in which the image is 
accompanied by text. Some of these memes could work without the text, but the 
added text enhances pragmatism and the performative effect. Some memes could 
work without the accompanying text, as shown by the examples in Figure 5.

7  On memes thematising mask wearing during COVID-19 pandemic, see Dynel (2021).
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Figure 5. Memes with text that could be omitted

The first two examples were created on a traditional, artistic basis – the sculp-
ture of Michelangelo’s David and da Vinci’s painting Mona Lisa are famous works 
of art, and their modifications give a pragmatic effect of humour and irony. Both 
examples could be decoded without the accompanying text. The first example 
alludes to the consequences of the pandemic (quarantine and weight gain), and 
by naming both the original and the copy – David and Covid – the pragmatic 
role is strengthened and performativity is further enhanced by sound matching 
of names. The second example can also work just as well without the accompa-
nying text because the (gas) mask was added to Mona Lisa as the main prop of 
the pandemic time; by renaming it Corona Lisa the meme further emphasizes its 
performativity. The other two memes are examples from everyday life that use 
pandemic details (improvised face masks, and protective suits during romantic 
courtship) to point to the emerging global situation that is being criticized. The 
added text (When you run out of masks and you have to go out; Dating in 2020 be 
like) enhances the performative effect.

The main part of the corpus consists of memes in which the image is accom-
panied by text. A smaller number of these memes are those in which the text 
alone would have the same performative effect without the accompanying im-
age, as shown by examples on Figure 6.

Figure 6. Memes with images that could be omitted
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The above examples could work just as well without the accompanying im-
age. However, the image together with the text makes a whole which is visually 
more attractive, making the pragmatic effect stronger. Memes with the image of 
Chuck Norris are very popular, and in them the same photography of the actor 
often functions as a background for different texts. Thematically, each meme 
with this well-known actor is based on the idea of his strength, invincibility and 
indestructibility, to such an extent that such memes are mostly illogical and ab-
surd: e.g. Coronavirus, if you come to the USA, you’ll have to survive Chuck Norris; 
Covid-19 is researching a cure for Chuck Norris; Chuck Norris doesn’t contract the co-
rona virus, the corona virus contracts Chuck Norris; Scientists discover Chuck Norris’s 
tears cure Covid-19. Too bad he never cries; Breaking news: the corona virus has come 
down with a case of Chuck Norris; Corona virus washes its hands after it meets Chuck 
Norris; When Chuck Norris sneezes, the corona virus buys toilet paper; Chuck Norris 
caught the corona virus, but he felt sorry for it so he let it go. Therefore, the memes 
with Chuck Norris have a more pronounced humoristic role with the pandemic 
background, while the criticism of the newly emerged pandemic everyday life 
are absent. Such memes realise the autotelic humour (Dynel 2021: 190), which 
implies a humorous play for its own sake.

Most of the corpus consists of memes whose parts – the image and the text 
– form an inseparable whole and the image itself, as well as the text without the 
image, have no performative effect (Figure 7).

Figure 7. Memes in which the image and the text form an inseparable whole

As selected examples show, the integrity of the meme by the means of com-
bining image and text contributes to its performativity. The text itself without 
the accompanying image is stylistically and functionally neutral, and the image 
itself without the accompanying text does not have the desired pragmatic effect. 
The dependence of image and text is even more pronounced in memes whose 
textual part contains language play – neologisms, semantic shifts, modifica-
tions, etc. (cf. Vásques and Aslan 2021). The image background enhances decod-
ing, and in some examples it is indispensable because the humorous overtone is 
achieved by perceiving the whole consisting of image and text.
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Figure 8. Memes with language play

The linguistic response to the altered living conditions at the time of the coro-
navirus pandemic has increased the number of neologisms that arise on a daily 
basis. Neologisms inspired by the pandemic are very interesting and diverse in 
terms of form, and some of them could function without the accompanying im-
age, e.g. What is the name of a Croat who is gaining weight at home? Domagoj (= dom 
‘home’ + gojiti se ‘to gain weight’); coronasutra (= Kama Sutra), virus wars (= Star 
Wars); moron-a-virus (moron + virus), brablem (bra + problem). Most neologisms 
without an image background would be more difficult to decode, e.g. normabella 
(= Normabel + Nutella – a picture of a jar of Nutella with a new name), padne-
mija (= padnem i ja ‘I fall too’ – alludes to ‘pandemic’), koronfil (= korona + karan-
fil ‘carnation’ – the picture shows a carnation flower with a mask). Neologisms 
arise from both linguistic rearrangement and sound matching, e.g. Jel’ Covidio to 
more? (= Je li tko vidio to more? ‘Has anyone seen that sea?’), Da li ste za raženi? 
Nisam zaražen ‘Would you like rye? I’m not infected’; Croatia will give in to the 
measures, and here is when: (picture of a bathtub – based on the homography 
of the Croatian adverb kada ‘when’ and kada ‘bathtub’); Ovogodišnje putovanje 
na Bali ‘This year’s trip to Bali’ (picture of a girl sitting on a hay bale – Croatian 
phrase na Bali means literally ‘on a bale’). Memes with a contextual background 
that is popular culture very often have a well-known line in the textual section, 
whose performativity is provided by adding a pandemic motif or modifying the 
text with a pandemic motif, as in Figure 8 with the title text Game of Thrones 
coronavirus edition. The image alludes to a scene from the Game of Thrones se-
ries and the character of Hodor (real name Walder), and a performative effect 
is achieved by a linguistic modification of the original text explaining the name 
(Hold the door. Hold door. Hodor) vs Wash your hands. Whas yu han. Washu han. 
Washuan. Wuhan. Wuhan. Wuhan.

5. Discussion

One of the fundamental features of the Internet memes is multimodality, which 
is manifested in different ways. First and foremost, memes are most frequently a 
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combination of a textual template and an image.8 As has been shown by the anal-
ysis, there are fewer memes which realise the performative effect with just an 
image without the accompanying text, and such memes mostly contain a recog-
nisable pandemic motif – protective masks and suits, which gains importance in 
memes created on the basis of tradition (e.g. memes with a modification of well-
known works of art – Mona Lisa or The Creation of Man). Apart from the form 
of memes and the interrelationship between image and text, multimodality is 
also manifested in the choice of contextual background (different forms of me-
dia as background – film, series, literary/film character, works of art), whereby 
very often intertextuality and intermediality are manifested. This is particularly 
pronounced in memes based on two templates: e.g. the meme with the Russian 
president Putin and the scene from the movie Avengers combines the political 
background (everyday life) with popular culture (film) in Figure 9: the character 
Thanos accompanied by a recognizable line I am inevitable is contrasted by Putin 
with the text I am Vladimir Putin. As we have already noted, full knowledge of the 
contextual background is not crucial for meme decoding and the performative 
effect, but it certainly greatly contributes to it. A recipient who does not know 
the story of Thanos, the inevitable space villain who destroys worlds and makes 
half of humanity disappear on Earth will find it harder to decode the meme. 
However, the modification of the image part in which Thanos’ head was replaced 
by a coronavirus image contributes to the decoding. This ensures a performative 
effect regardless of the contextual background. The multimodality of memes can 
also be observed in relation to variations of memes with the same image tem-
plate, and such examples of memes are described in the literature as memeplexes. 
In many examples, the verbal joke in the image macro is at least partially in-
comprehensible without background contextual knowledge. This has also been 
confirmed by our research, although a pandemic motif (pictorial or linguistic) 
always facilitates decoding. Examples of pandemic memes that appear as me-
meplexes as their image template most often have motifs from popular culture – 
scenes and characters from movies or series and famous actors, e.g. memes with 
Chuck Norris (which can realise the performative role even without a picture 
template) or with a familiar line such as Brace yourself (from the Game of Thrones 
series) or I am inevitable from the movie Avengers (Figure 9).

8  Memes which are in the form of text only, often contain emoticons, which can be understood 
as the image template enhancing the performative effect of the meme.
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Figure 9. Memes that function as memeplexes

As the examples in Figure 9 show, multimodality is also a feature of memes 
that function as memeplexes because they can also connect different contextual 
backgrounds, and their link is a pandemic – pictorial or linguistic – motif. The 
popularity and prevalence of popular culture as a basis for the pandemic memes 
is explained by Buchel (2012: 54-55) by its wide reach and coverage, its simplici-
ty or sometimes even outright naivety and great abundance of production: pop-
ular culture serves as one of the reference systems for recipients which they can 
use to express themselves, which will be understandable to others as well and 
which will be the basis for mutual understanding, comprehension and bonding. 
Furthermore, Buchel (2012: 55) holds the view that “the general knowledge of 
the reference frame of the meme can be one of the deciding factors in deciding 
whether the meme will successfully propagate or not.” However, in pandemic 
memes this is not necessarily the case – as we have already stated, the success 
and the performativity of a meme is ensured by a pictorial or linguistic pandemic 
motif. In any case, the performativity of pandemic memes is confirmed in all the 
observed examples, and the difference is in the stronger or weaker emphasis on 
the humorous or ironic/critical tone.

6. Conclusion

The memes thematising the COVID-19 pandemic are very popular, and the con-
textual basis on which they rest can encompass every aspect of human life – 
from everyday activities (e.g. leaving the home in the time of lockdown, way 
of dressing, spending your free time, doing housework…), going to workplace, 
schooling, politics, popular culture, artworks, historical events etc. The contex-
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tual basis, even when the meme does not contain a textual part, is not crucially 
important for the decoding of the meme because the performative role is, in the 
first place, ensured by the pandemic motif, which can be in the pictorial or the 
textual part of the meme, and exactly this shared pandemic experience makes 
performativity, especially the emphasis on humour and irony, possible on a su-
pranational, global, world level. That is why one of the reasons for the popularity 
of memes in general is the ease with which they are decoded. The popularity and 
the prevalence of memes is also manifested in autoreferentiality, i.e. the fact 
that memes themselves are becoming the theme, e.g. Brace yourself – coronavirus 
memes are coming.
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Pandemijski humor na internetskim stranicama

Terapeutski učinak humora osobito je do izražaja došao u brojnim internetskim memo-
vima kojima se tematizirala pandemija i promjene u svakodnevnom životu ljudi diljem 
svijeta. U teorijskom dijelu rada najprije će se objasniti pojam mem, a onda i obilježja 
internetskih memova na temelju dosadašnjih istraživanja (Buchel 2012, Dynel 2020, 
Chlopicki and Brzozowska 2021, Sebba-Elran 2021, Fiadotava 2021). U istraživačkom 
dijelu rada analizira se korpus internetskih memova koji tematiziraju COVID-19, a koji 
su oblikom slika bez teksta ili slika popraćena tekstom. Memovima se u radu pristupa 
s pragmatičkoga stajališta te se odgovara na ključno pitanje je li svaki mem performa-
tiv – jer osim humorističnog prizvuka internetski su memovi vrlo često izraz parodije, 
ironije i kritike novonastalih zbivanja i okolnosti. Analizom konteksta, odnosno znanja 
i iskustva koje primatelji imaju i dijele s pošiljateljem poruke, zaključuje se da zajednič-
ko, globalno iskustvo s bolešću COVID-19 osigurava razumijevanje memova i shvaćanje 
poruke, i to na nadnacionalnoj razini. Jedan je od ciljeva rada stoga analizirati kontekst 
kao podlogu za nastanak (pandemijskih) memova. Pri tome se izdvajaju dvije osnovne 
podloge: prvo, svakodnevica, tj. pandemija kao polazišni okvir u koji se uklapaju ostale 
svakodnevne situacije – posao, školovanje, kupovina, odijevanje, politika; drugo, inter-
tekstualna i intermedijalna podloga na kojoj se razlikuju dvije pozadine: a) utjecaj popu-
larne kulture (filmovi, računalne igrice, poznate ličnosti iz zabavne industrije i dr.) i b) 
utjecaj tradicije (književnosti, povijesti, umjetnosti...). Analiza će obuhvatiti i različite 
forme memova te (ne)ovisnost slike i teksta.

Ključne riječi: humor, ironija, memovi


