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Reflective preamble: humorous discourse 
as rhetorical weapon

Research questions: is a socioethical point of view necessary 
when dealing with humour proliferated by digital memes 
that target vulnerable groups/ communities/ minorities? Is 
there a risk that some parts of the humorous discourse could 
degenerate into rhetorical weapons that can incite to hatred 
and discrimination? What represents responsible digital 
behaviour when using humour on social media and when 
minorities and/or people in vulnerable situations are targeted?

Humour, a purely (inter)human feature2, along with all its 
textual and visual avatars (satire, irony, sarcasm, different 
types of humour - verbal, non-verbal, paraverbal, staged/
interpreted or unintentional, situational humour, burlesque, 
refined etc.), becomes the authority for multi-facetted socio-

cultural micro and macro discursive practices. In the past 
half of the century, we have witnessed the importance of 
entertainment and infotainment. Both are based on humour 
and represent the safest and most marketable method of 
gaining ratings.        

A recent example of a controversial meme that has gone 
viral  in the Romanian public space, was the one that sparked 
numerous lively debates regarding the behavioral ethics of 
public, influential figures. Vladimir Tismaneanu, a well-known 
Romanian intellectual3, has liked and shared on his personal 
Facebook account, a racist meme that targeted the Roma 
ethnic minority. The image represented a few crows sitting on 
a fence, while the text was ridiculing a Romanian town with 
an important Roma community that has been targeted before. 
Words like crow, crows are visual elements that point to skin 
color and they are part of a derogatory racist lingo used by 
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some Romanians, when referring exclusively to the co-living 
Roma ethnic group4.

Tismaneanu’s choice of sharing this meme has generated 
strong reactions and has prompted Romanian internet users, 
most of them intellectuals, journalists, writers, influencers, 
N.G.O.-employees and regular users, as well as mainstream 
and alternative media, to take a stand against his action, 
criticizing his gesture of liking and sharing a racist meme 
in a country like Romania, where hate-speech towards the 
Roma minority is present and periodically intensified. “The 
fact that this joke has been endorsed by a public figure, even 
if for seven minutes, shows that racist humour is still part of 
mainstream, sometimes in its most atrocious form.”5 Although 
Tismaneanu has deleted the meme, shortly after posting it, 
and has presented repeatedly public apologies, the internet 
has generated critical reactions caused by his reprehensible 
gesture that was considered racist. Vladimir Tismaneanu 
was also fined by the national Council for Combating 
Discrimination.6

Mutatis mutandis, this situation somehow reminds us 
of the tragic episode at Charlie Hebdo and encourages us 
to reflect on the conjuncture between freedom of speech 
and responsibility, as well as on the ethical implications 
that seemingly harmless but, in reality, potentially hostility 
generating humour, can have.

Regarded as a product of social interaction (V. Raskin, 
1979, 1985; M. Angenot, 1982; van Dijk, 1997; G. Declercq, M. 
Murat, J. Dangel, 2003) discourse as public and social practice 
becomes subject and object of pluriperspectival analyses, a 
heterogeneous and polyphonic territory, that can be explored 
multi and interdisciplinary, variously blending with linguistics, 
anthropology, the sociology of communication, philosophy of 
language, study of mentalities, imagology etc. Regarded from 
a foucauldian standpoint as a “body of knowledge,” discourse 
reveals, beyond, form, “the transmitted message with all the 
social connections that can be established from it.”7

The discourse of memes cannot make an exception from 
this approach. Accordingly, the humour of memes functions 
as a trigger factor for social dialog, specific to the paradigm 
of multi-directional communication, many-to-many (Castells, 
2002; Kilian, Hennigs & Langner, 2012; Taecharungroj, 
Nueangjamnong, 2015). “In order to explain how images 
can be used to create arguments, many scholars rely on the 
audience’s understanding of contextual and cultural norms of 
seeing to suggest how claims can be enthymematically derived 
from images.” (Hahner 2013) 

Our approach insists predominantly on the interactional 
and social (of socialization, by default) nature of internet 
memes “built on the act of remixing, which is a recurring 
practice in online participatory cultures,”8 trying to hit 
the soft spot of potential repercussions and socio - ethical 
reverberations. Moreover, as the viral phenomenon, associated 
to digital behaviour, reflects an unprecedented emphasis on 
the dimension of reception/ interpretation/ reaction of online 
contents like memes, which, once launched in the virtual 
space, become common goods that can be used whimsically, 

miscellaneously, unpredictably, often surpassing the initial 
intention of their creator(s), through the variations of form, 
through intertextual diversity and adiacent themes.

The relevance of reception  - perfectly measurable - is given 
by the two levels of the reactions ‘likeability and shareability’ 
(Mills, 2012; Taecharungroj, Nueangjamnong, 2015). To that 
end, a research on the poliphony of humour, that also takes 
into consideration controversies triggered online, analyzes, 
amongst others, the debates and radical positions generated 
2011 by a series of short funny videos called “Shit girls say.” 
These apparently harmless parodies have generated a 
diversified media outcome  (both from the standpoint of the 
object of derision and the digital formats - memes, videos, 
gifs),  that has circulated online. In this case we have a theme 
that is very prone to parody -  the lingo of modern girls -  that 
quickly becomes a pretext for sensitive adjacent themes like 
racism or sexism, with obvious consequences, that are visible 
in the often radical positions and engagement of users.9

Assessing the humour of memes -  understood as persuasive 
discourse with a functional - interactional stake, but also as an 
expression of popular creativity and freedom of speech - in 
an ethical dichotomous manner of good and evil seems out 
of place. A first observation arises: apart from the fact that 
the reception of meme humour is linked to personal taste, 
education, cognitive and cultural factors etc., the qualification/
evaluation of their content/message from an ethical point 
of view reflects on communities. Usually, reactions against 
memes that aim at vulnerable groups of people emerge when 
a part of the public opinion reacts, linked together by common 
values (in Tismaneanu’s case inclusion, non-discrimination, 
the protection of the vulnerable, essentially principles based 
on human rights). This part of the public sees this type of 
humour not as an exercise of freedom of speech, but as an 
irresponsible gesture towards the vulnerable, the marginalized 
and the ones who need protection. 

We can also observe that humour receives ethical values 
in the public space (facts like who is the person making or 
sharing the joke, how notorious is this person, the subject, 
the recipients, the purpose, the context of the joke, how 
appropriate the joke is in certain contexts (illness, death, 
physical pain) are important). The answers to these questions 
can provide the measure of conscience and responsibility in 
the public space, especially in a society that promotes human 
rights and political correctness.

Many authors, starting from the antique, have been 
preoccupied with the psycho-social aesthetical and ethical 
layers of humour, proving that creative laughter (ridiculing, 
derision, imitation, caricaturization etc.) aimed at those 
in power, has had and still has a symbolical punishing and 
healing potential, by revealing and combating political and 
social flaws. From comedy to pamphlet, caricature to political 
satire, from media parodies to stand up shows or funny-ironic 
Youtube videos, humour has always held the role of a soft 
critical instance. 

In a somewhat similar fashion, the discourse of memes, 
especially those that cover controversial political, social, 
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religious themes, acquires new layers of meaning through 
satire, irony, parody, caricatures, just like the concentrated 
and enthymematical humour10, while giving visuals (images) 
an unprecedented platform.

Reflecting on the socio-ethical implications of memes 
(researchers11 are highly interested in the link between memes 
and politics and/or ideology), we ask ourselves what happens 
when the target of the memes are neither the powerful, the 
politicians, the influencers nor general human flaws, but 
disadvantaged/underprivileged groups of society.

The humour of digital memes and 
the mechanisms of reception

Understood initially as a particular form of non-bona fide12 
communication, but also as “prepared fictional jokes”13 or 
as tendentious jokes14, the connection between internet users 
and memes derives from their connection to fictional written 
or spoken humour, similar to old anecdotes. In other words, 
a meme is, for the majority of internet users, a visual joke (a 
description of a real or imagined situations but with a certain 
degree of truth, as the ground zero of reference), condensed, 
based on imitation/simulation, juxtaposition and comparison 
of all the avatars of intertextuality. Composed usually of an 
image and a short text, the success of memes comes from 
the double dimension of entertainment, almost infotainment 
(especially with political memes) with the engagement inside 
a given community. If humour can easily become a vector 
of solidarity, it can also accentuate the segregation between 
communities.15

Pragmatically speaking, fictionalizing real situations in 
order to transform them into derisible micro-narratives 
revolves around two conclusions, according to Attaro: “a) 
humor in non-cooperative although, b) this violation of the 
C(ooperative) P(rinciple) may be used for communicative 
purposes.”16 Co-participants in the act of communication, 
those who make/share the joke and those who receive, remix 
and promote it, enter a space of deformed realities, based on 
pre-established conventions. These realities are imagined and 
converted in a collective conversational pretext.              

Constructing and deconstructing meaning. “The humor 
cooperative principle has nothing to do with truth, and 
introducing possible worlds into this context will be 
tantamount to engaging in a loose and largely valueless 
metaphorical extension of an alien term.”17 

A recent study, from the field of communication sciences, 
identifies and analyzes textual attributes that amplify 
the polysemy of media humour, creating a (partially or 
totally) applicable taxonomy that can also apply to digital 
humorous content. The study identifies six features of 
discourse: “narrative-valence discrepancies, un-stereotypical 
stereotyping, debatable personality traits, self-deprecating 
humor, intertextuality, and centrifugal multimodality.”18 The 
last two are typical for internet memes.

Studying social phenomena associated with the evolution 
of communication technologies reveals inexhaustible 

human capabilities and disponibilities to join collective and 
collaborative actions,  which involve the production, reception, 
creative co-participation, dissemination, remixing and 
replication of humorous productions. Until now, no medium 
was able to create such an outburst of popular creativity, 
like the collaborative internet and web have managed to do. 
Regarding memes, researchers are interested primarily in the 
political ones, noticing the remarkable persuasive potential 
they have had in all recent election campaigns. 

“For at least 100 years, scholars have sought to understand 
how media content influences people, particularly in 
political contexts. Despite the wealth of knowledge 
produced in this line of research, it is important to note 
that user-generated content could differ from traditional 
media content in terms of effects on viewers. Research 
has demonstrated that people use memes to contribute to 
public conversations about political events going on in the 
world around them (Milner, 2012; Milner, 2013; Shifman, 
2014).”19

One of the most relevant aspects regarding the discourse of 
humour and implicitly internet memes refers to the accessibility 
of the message. In the semiotics of communication, when 
focus shifts from the intention to signify to the interpretive 
efforts of the addressee, Metz notices  - in regard to cinematic 
images - that “the interpretation of a visual message is not 
tributary to an intrinsically polysemy of the image, but to the 
hesitations of the reader. Not the image is polysemic, but the 
viewer.”20 

Metz’ assertion is a perfect match with advertising images 
but also with the enthymematic  iconology typically found in 
the humour of memes. Ambiguity, the subtlety of the message 
as well as the context that has generated that particular joke, 
all render the understanding of this message difficult and 
challenging. 

In order to encode the message of a digital meme, we 
need to employ a visual approach similar to the one used in 
advertising, semiotics and the iconic rhetoric (Barthes, 1964; 
Eco, 1982; J. M. Adam şi M. Bonhomme, 1997, Joly, 1998; Groupe 
μ, 1992), zooming in on cultural and linguistic competences of 
the receptors, even more so, considering that the advertising 
and marketing industries use memes on a large scale21 (Kate 
M. Miltner, 2018, 424). For example, a visual metaphor is 
a rhetoric figure that is extremely exploited, both in the 
advertising discourse (positively), as well as in the discourse 
of memes (including the derogatory one). The conclusion that 
“The more competent the consumers, the more likely that they 
will be able to cope with complex visual structures and take 
advantage of rich possibilities for inference”22  is perfectly valid 
for visual internet memes.

Hostility behind humour, discriminatory derision and 
responsible digital behaviours. Conclusions

If researchers from the field of education, political and social 
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sciences underline the subversive role of humour in general 
and memes in particular, when focussing on freedom of 
speech but also as a form of activism or manifestation of 
wanted political and democratic aspirations, regarding the 
effects of the same type of discourse, when oriented towards 
vulnerable groups, the research is very scarce. Nevertheless, 
there are recent concerns for the consequences of the use of 
digital humour against vulnerable groups, like, for example, 
the immigrants23. Other types of discrimination can be 
escalate and maintained using memes.24

That’s why we consider that research on the effects of 
digital humour on the public perception of vulnerable and 
disadvantaged groups deserve to be encouraged. We insist 
on the idea that mass exploitation of the discourse of memes 
that rely on degrading stereotypes and bias depreciative and 
dehumanizing messages through positive reactions is not 
harmless but, on the contrary, contributes to the perpetuation 
of descrimination and marginalization of the targeted 
vulnerable groups. In these situations, the amusement is 
not innocent, as it hides hostility, feelings of superiority 
and vindictive intentions. That’s why the responsibility of 
creating, co-participating and disseminating certain types of 
content, as is the case with fake news or the use of AI, belongs 
exclusively to the user who has to (self)evaluate his behaviour 
also in terms of repercussions.25 

It is crucial to reflect on the discriminatory potential of 
memes, especially when an important part of mass media is 
responsible for the constant damage and loss of credibility 
of the image of minorities and vulnerable categories. The 
LGBT community has suffered and suffers from a mostly 
simplifying and negative media representation (especially in 
the tabloids) that has, over time, considerably contributed 
to failures regarding integration, inclusion, acceptance 
and understanding. Ten years ago, Trans Media Watch has 
published the results of a report stating “that transgender 
people are amongst the most vulnerable and misunderstood 
of all communities in the UK.” 26 The report shows the opinions 
of the transgender community about their portrayal in media, 
in which 70% said that portrayals of transgender people 
in the media were either negative or very negative27. One of 
the media practices that has an important contribution to 
hostility is “the creation and sustainment of a climate of 
ridicule and humiliation,”28 either through vexing titles or 
through tendentious ways of using pronouns and other terms; 
the manner in which online media portrays a vulnerable 
community can be found in the comment section of that 
particular material, where hate speech reactions (insults, 
offenses, threats etc.) are encouraged and accepted. We have to 
add that it is difficult to establish a clear line between critical 
discourse that disturbes, shocks or offends, while remaining 
within the boundaries of freedom of speech, as it serves a 
public interest and the discourse of hatred that incites to 
violence, encourages or justifies hatred based on intolerance 
and represents an abuse of rights. The line between these two 
types of discourse is sometimes difficult to see and can be 
easily crossed.29

Regarding social media, the participatory phenomena and 
the heterogeneity of the backgrounds of users have generated 
also favourable premises for establishing an online community 
with a voice that can be heard and in which vulnerable groups 
of especially young users can experience solidarity, as they 
can communicate useful information, life experiences and 
shed light on the problems they encounter and also provide 
solutions for them. Unfortunately, online media is also a 
place for radical groups, movements or content that promote 
transfobia.30

Similarly, a recent GLAAD31 report regarding the image of 
trans people in TV productions on networks like CBS or FOX 
reveals that anti-transgender slurs, language and dialogue 
was present in at least 61% of the catalogued episodes and 
storylines. 

Admitting that public perception is (de)formed by the media 
and amplified by social media, a legislative but also socio-
mediatic episode like the Transgender Bathroom Debate32 has 
generated a new pretext for creating and sharing anti-trans 
or transphobic memes, four years ago. The subject is briefly 
and neutrally presented on the reknowed platform Know 
your memes: “The Transgender Bathroom Debate refers 
to the controversial LGBT topic of discussion on whether 
transgender people should be legally entitled to access 
public bathrooms that correspond to their respective gender 
identities, rather than their biological sex.”33

All anti-trans memes on knowyourmeme, uploaded under 
the title The Transgender Bathroom Debate (and those who 
are not connected to this legal context) that have circulated the 
internet during the peak of this debate (2016),  convey hostile 
and degrading visual and text messages, based on common 
stereotypes associated with transgender people: non-
appartenance to the “normality” of sexual binarity, deviant 
behavior, prostitution, the endangerment of others, unpleasant 
physical ambiguity; two of the memes have especially attracted 
our attention because they are emblematic in their hate and 
discrimination generating discourse. The first one, which 
was also the subject of a media debate we will discuss later 
on, depicts an overweight trans woman in raunchy clothes, 
wearing a very short, unflattering and revealing T-Shirt; the 
garments she wears on her lower body are also skimpy and 
indicate the attire of sexual workers. The high-heels, the pink 
bag and pink lace garter on her left ankle, over black stockings 
are details that visually reinforce a comic-degrading image 
that applies to the whole community; thus, this  reshaped 
person becomes a fictional character prone to public derision. 
Apparently contrasting the image, the text message states: 
“Let him in! To the restroom with your daughter or else you’re 
a narrow minded, judgmental, unloving, racist bigot who 
needs to die!”, imperatively simulating an urge to accept the 
pseudo-reality of the image.

In this case, the message relies on the persuasive power 
of double statement, similar to irony. The performative 
counterstatement actually activates the message in 
correspondence to the hostile intention. The opposite of what 
is said is true, in this case translating into: “Exclude him, you 
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have no reason to feel guilty for it!” Other visual paratextual 
elements, like the background, the color combination and 
the chosen font also transmit aggressivity. The text is written 
in white all caps on a black background and the final verb 
“DIE” is written in red and is followed by three exclamation 
points. This detail is crucial when taking into consideration 
that reading online is actually a rapid scanning of texts and 
images, favorizing visual memory. Thus, the association of the 
person (persona non grata) and the verb “DIE” can be instantly 
achieved and fixated after just one reading. 

We have to point out that sharing this meme in April 2016 has 
led to the termination of ESPN baseball analyst Curt Schilling. 
His termination was accompanied by a statement from ESPN 
that deemed his behaviour, as an influencing public figure, as 
intolerable.34

The second meme that, in this case, directly and clearly 
illustrates aggressivity, disregard and exclusion depicts the 
drawn silhouette of a young person (potentially transgender), 
viewed from behind, who looks at two public restrooms, one 
designated for females and the other one for males. Under the 

female sign we can read “GET YELLED AT” and under the male 
sign “GET BEAT UP”, in all caps. The message of this kind of 
meme doesn’t require encoding, if the context of the debate is 
familiar. The image attributes to the transgender person the 
role of an unwanted intruder, for whom there are no options 
except for verbal and physical aggression. Besides the two 
blatantly offensive impulses (the female being just apparently 
defensive), the two statements initiate stereotypes about 
the vulnerability of women and the male pseudo-rightful 
aggressivity. 

A simple Google search reveals that this meme, very 
present on social media (on networks, platforms, forums), 
has been retrieved by some press outlets like abc, pinknews, 
huffpost, buzzfeednews etc., being used as an illustration 
for journalistic materials that described hostility towards 
transgender people.35

(In order to not further contribute to the dissemination 
of potentially discriminatory and hate speech inducing 
imageries, we have chosen not to include the anti-transgender 
memes we are referring to in this article).
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