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ABSTRACT 

 

 
Internet memes are one of the latest developments in the image genre, growing directly 

out of the digital age. Andrew S. Ross and Damian J. Rivers, in 2017, analyzed how the 2016 

election memes functioned to delegitimize the candidates that they represented. I am taking this 

idea one step further, positing that Internet memes not only delegitimize, but are an important 

way that identities are constructed for the individuals they depict. Thanks to the Internet, the 

distribution, circulation, and repetition of words, images, and other forms of communication are 

more readily available, and can happen on a much larger scale than communication prior to the 

digital age.  

Focusing on the 2016 election memes of Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton, this work 

aims to study how the characteristics of a meme, combined with social media and the digital 

circulation, work together to construct realities for their viewers, and consequently, identities for 

the individuals they depict. To investigate this, I analyzed four sets of memes from this election 

cycle – two for each of the major party candidates – against Kenneth Burke’s theory on 

terministic screens, which suggests that reality is constructed through language in a process of 

selection, reflection, and deflection. I believe the same thing happens with images. Through 

analyzing these sets, I believe I have come to a better understanding of what identities were put 

forth by the images representing these individuals, and how those identities represent “the 

reality” of how people understood the candidates. I then explore what it means that these ideas 

were circulated via social media as memes.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND LIT REVIEW 

 

 
1.1 Memes: Definition 

 

In 1976, Richard Dawkins coined the term “meme” in his book The Selfish Gene, in which, 

meme was defined as “a unit of cultural transmission, or a unit of imitation” (Dawkins, 192). 

This has to do with mimetics and early human habits and how the ability to imitate others helped 

to develop a better society. For example, once a human knew how to build a fire, others could 

replicate the movements through imitation, and also acquire the skill. It was culturally 

transmitted through imitation. This definition worked within the framework of behavioral 

ecology, and applies very generally to our current use, but is not what most people today would 

understand as an Internet meme.  

In 2014, Limor Shifman defined the “internet meme” as “(a) A group of digital items 

sharing common characteristics of content, form, and/or stance, which (b) were created with 

awareness of each other, and (c) were circulated, imitated, and/or transformed via the Internet by 

many users” (Shifman, 41). We recognize them as funny pictures and videos that circulate via 

social media site. They often have a common theme, and they often reflect current events. 

Anyone with access to the Internet can create them, initiating an aspect of audience participation 

about which Wiggins and Bowers first talk.1 Most importantly, they make use of an image that 

people can easily attach a meaning to, or create a context for. Any image can be taken and 

reinterpreted based on the framework provided through changes made. For this project, I focus 

specifically on memes that are text-image based, meaning that both the image and text change 

                                                 
1Wiggins, Bradley E. and G. Bret Bowers. “Memes as genre: a structurational analysis of the memescape.” New 

Media & Society Vol.17, Issue 11, 2015. 
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and carry meaning as part of the communication. This contrasts with other memes I could have 

chosen in which the image remains the same, but the wording changes throughout the set.   

 

 

1.2 A Short History 

 

Memes are the continuation of a long standing tradition of meaning making through 

manipulated images for rhetorical purposes. In looking at memes, it is important to see the 

history out of which they grow or from which they are remediated. The most famous is the 

editorial cartoon, which is part of a family of graphic images that also includes comic strips, 

comic books, and animated films.  

Editorial cartoons, such as comic strips, are able to bridge fact and fiction, as their most 

overt intent is entertainment, while at the same time referencing real events or social issues (see 

Figure 1). While they may not regularly be accompanied by news stories, they often address 

recognizable people, events, and issues. Editorial cartoons illustrate ideas through exaggerated 

images. Figure 1.1 attempts to illustrate how ignorant many voters are to what they’re candidates 

represent, and how it is similar to blindly picking a name out of a hat. Figure 1.2 depicts a person 

being strangled by taxes and debt servicing, illustrating the common idea that these pressures can 

be suffocating. Figure 1.3, which depicts a cartoon version of Donald Trump, with a caption that 

indicates that the creator believes that Trump stands for greed. All of these piece together 

opinions and a drawn reality to create an image that conveys meaning.  

Janis L. Edwards further defined a subgroup of editorial cartoons that carried certain 

rhetorical and visual aspects into what she referred to as the “visual ideograph.” The visual 

ideograph, as defined by Edwards and colleague Carol K. Winkler, utilizes “symbolic import of 

the total visual form” which “becomes abstracted, creating a new perception or concept that is 
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grounded in the original meaning, while transcending it” (Edwards and Winkler, 296). These are 

complex images that require a cultural understanding of the famous original image whose form is 

being abstracted and placed within a new context for rhetorical purposes (See Figure 2). The 

image needs to be detached enough from the original that the revisions give it new meaning.  

For example, in Figure 2, the two images play off of the famous painting of Adam and 

God on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. This is one of western culture’s most recognizable 

works of art and appears on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel painted by Michelangelo. This 

image encapsulates God’s role in creating humanity and is a bedrock principle of Christian 

theology. This grandeur is then carried when the image is manipulated, first to show that man 

does not seem to have time for god (Figure 2.2), and again in the next image (Figure 2.3), where 

god is replaced with Ronald McDonald. There are multiple culture-specific references here that 

the audience has to be aware of in order to interpret the message put forth in the visual 

ideographs. For the grand effect of these specific images, the audience would have to be aware of 

the original paintings in the Sistine Chapel. They would likely have to be a part of a culture 

where technology has become an essential part of life in order to understand the second image. 

For the third image, they would have to know who Ronald McDonald is, and be able to 

recognize him. They would have to be a part of this time where fast food is under heavy criticism 

for health reasons. Below are examples of each of these image genres.  
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Figure 1: Editorial Cartoons 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Visual Ideographs 

Figure 1.1 Figure 1.2 

Figure 1.3 

Figure 2.1 Figure 2.2 

Figure 2.3 
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Figure 3: Memes 

Memes function similarly to visual ideographs. A visual ideograph, by nature of what it 

is, carries meaning because it imitates a well-known image that already had an original intent and 

purpose. They function within cultures because the audience has to recognize what image is 

being replicated in order to understand the meaning behind a visual ideograph. They need an 

understanding of the context of the original image, and the meaning behind the manipulations in 

the ideograph, in order to then overlay the ideas, and understand what rhetorical implications are 

being put forth.  

Memes also function within cultures. They are frequently manipulated to fit current 

events and ideas that are circulating in a country, even when utilizing older images. They cycle 

Figure 3.1 Figure 3.2 

Figure 3.3 
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in and out with what is going on in the news and culture of a country. Visual ideographs, on the 

other hand, continue to carry meaning every time the iconic image is replicated and manipulated.  

Ideas in a meme are also, debatably, more effectively spread, because where editorial 

cartoons and ideographs were displayed or distributed to an audience, memes are a folkloric 

genre,2 meaning they are created and circulated by the public. Who first created a meme is fairly 

irrelevant once it takes off. Editorial cartoons and ideographs always have a single creator, and 

one that generally stamps their name on the work.  

The visual ideograph also does not rely on captions to supply information and functions 

solely on visual components. The same cannot be said for the meme, which is able to add 

captions to relay information, while also making use of other manipulation techniques such as 

putting images next to each other, combine multiple images, and editing elements of the image 

used.  

Although there is a decent amount of research on image genres, less has been written on 

the topic of memes specifically. The work that most resembles the focus of this project is that of 

Andrew S. Ross and Damian J. Rivers, who wrote on how memes functioned to delegitimize the 

presidential candidates of the 2016 election. This is very similar to my work, but we differ in that 

Ross and Rivers are looking specifically at delegitimization of the 2016 candidates – Donald 

Trump and Hillary Clinton – through Internet memes that are employed to criticize, deride, and 

mock the selected candidate. They use Van Leeuwen’s framework3 for analyzing discourses of 

legitimization from the inverse-negative position, for analyzing delegitimization. I am using 

Burke’s theory of terministic screens to study how memes don’t simply function to delegitimize 

                                                 
2 See interview with folklorist: Blank, Trevor J. (2014). “Understanding Folk Culture in the Digital Age: An 
interview with Folklorist Trevor J. Blank, Pt. 1.” Interview by Julia Fernandez. Library of Congress, June 30.  
3 See: Van Leeuwen, Legitimation in discourse and communication, 2007. 
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a person, but can actually work toward constructing their identities altogether. Ross and Rivers 

posit internet memes as “creative device[s] which facilitate the potentially viral communication 

of one's own political beliefs” (Ross and Rivers, 1). This viral communication of ideas is the 

main point of overlap between our works. I posit that, through repetition and circulation, they 

construct certain realities for the consuming audience in which entire identities are constructed 

for the persons they depict.  

 

1.3 Memes, Social Media, Circulation, and Repetition 

  Regardless of the type of image – cartoon, ideograph, or meme – one important feature of 

contemporary political images is their capacity for circulation through social media. Circulation, 

which is often conflated with delivery, is manifested in the easy forwarding or endorsement of 

images through social media. James E. Porter distinguishes between delivery and circulation: 

“Digital distribution refers to rhetorical decisions about the mode of presenting discourse in 

online situations … [whereas] … circulation is a related term that pertains to how that message 

might be recycled in digital space” (Porter, 214). In other words, delivery is about sending out 

messages by a distributer, but circulation is about recipients of that communication distributors 

themselves. If that process happens repeatedly, the message has an exponentially larger potential 

audience through delivery alone.  

In writing this, Porter was talking about spreading pdf’s of his own work, but his words 

on distribution vs. circulation are still applicable for memes. No longer do people see this type of 

content only in the paper, as with editorial cartoons, or in exhibits and galleries as with other art 

forms. Circulation is inherent to a successful meme. Memes are mostly spread via social media 

sites, which have a “share” option: The essential circulation feature that enables the audience to 
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not only receive information from a distributer, but spread it to as many people as they choose. 

Based on how large a person’s audience is on various social media platforms, an individual can 

potentially spread a piece of information to hundreds of thousands of audience members in 

seconds, who in turn can spread it further with a few clicks. This circulation aspect is what really 

pushes memes to be seen. As Porter puts it, information can now spread exponentially thanks to 

the Internet.  

The audience can also participate by manipulating the images to make their own jokes, 

before sending the information out again. Through this, memes partake in a folkloric process, 

meaning that memes are created by the community and not authored by a single user (Voolaid 

and Laineste, 32). The lack of an author to credit for the work, along with the fact that memes are 

generally created with humorous intent, allows these artifacts to make claims without facts, and 

without accountability or consequence when the information is incorrect. 

Another important factor in the life of memes is repetition. Memes are already known for 

recycling the same images, but past that, they frequently revolve around the same ideas. Entire 

meme sets can be composed in which every image is different, but the idea put forth is the same. 

On social media, people are able to “like” things that they enjoy, and basically ask that they see 

more content like this, or remove something from the screen in front of them by hitting the “X” 

in the corner, and flagging content they do not want to see. Through features like these, opinions 

that they want to see less of can be filtered out, and vice versa, they may see more content that 

involves ideas they find appealing, or already agree with. This provides even more opportunity 

for variations of the same ideas to present themselves over. This, on its own, starts to create a 

divide in what realities people are living in, through what content they see.  
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2.1 Terministic Screens  

The phrase “terministic screen” was originally coined by Kenneth Burke, who defined it 

as “a screen composed of terms through which humans perceive the world, and that direct 

attention away from some interpretations and toward others” (Stob, 131). Burke goes into detail 

about this, saying that, “Even if any given terminology is a reflection of reality, by its very nature 

as a terminology it must be a selection of reality; and to this extent it must function also as 

a deflection of reality” (Burke, 45). It means that word choice says more than the words on their 

own, because inherent in their presence is the non-use of other words, that would have different 

implications. Further, the choice of certain words over others reflect things about the person that 

chose the word as well. Burke came up with this theory in regards to language systems, and 

seeing the world through words. I believe that images function in a very similar way. I propose 

that images, by their nature, also select a focus, reflect certain ideas and values, and in turn 

deflect other ideas and values, leading to something like a visual terministic screen.  

I believe these screens are created when memes concerning a person or topic are widely 

circulated within a short amount of time. The difference though, is that Burke’s definition has to 

do with terms and vocabularies, which perhaps have a more solid and lasting screen. I believe the 

screens that result from images are much more impactful, but short term. The image genre of the 

meme often has a period of popularity in which the same image will appear frequently across 

multiple platforms. Both the images and the ideas go out of circulation though, as more recent 

news and new memes take their place, casting them into the category of shared memory4 and out 

of public consciousness.  

 

                                                 
4 For more, see Nicoletti, L. J. Writing the Visual: A Practical Guide for Teachers of Composition and 

Communication, Parlor Press, 2008, P. 51 – 69.  
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CHAPTER 2: METHODS 

 

For this project, I am going to analyze memes that were widely circulated during the 

2016 election cycle. I will have four sets: two about Hillary Clinton and two about Donald 

Trump. Each set will have four memes, all of which share a common theme, which is a defining 

characteristic of memes. Every meme I have chosen are an image-word combination in which 

both are vital to the meaning of the memes and the reality constructed by them. I will analyze 

each set through the framework Kenneth Burke has set for terministic screens, looking for what 

each image chooses to select, reflect, and deflect, through a visual and textual analysis. I will 

then posit what overarching themes these memes communicate, especially as they relate the 

identity constructed through the meme.  

I will explore what it means that these ideas were being circulated via the Internet, and 

via memes specifically. This means analyzing how various characteristics inherent to the meme – 

social media, circulation, repetition, humorous genre, and timing (based on current events and 

the news cycle) – contribute to constructing identities for individuals depicted, and in turn, 

realities for the audience.  
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CHAPTER 3: ANALYSIS 

 
3.1 Analysis: Trump’s Hair 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1      Figure 4.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

   

 

Figure 4.3      Figure 4.4 

 

Figure 4: Trump’s Hair 

Figures 4.1 through 4.4 are all memes that refer to Donald Trump’s hair. This has become 

one of his most prominent visual features and is frequently a subject of jokes and comments, 
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along with the orange hue of his skin. Memes on the subject often compare his hair to various 

inanimate objects. 

 

Selection 

Using Burke's theory of terministic screens, I will analyze how each set of memes selects, 

reflects, and deflects rhetorical content. Since selection is the first feature of terministic screens, 

we might ask what this set of memes selects as its primary focus. The running theme in this set is 

Donald Trump and his hair. Each image depicts Trump’s hair is flying in strange directions when 

he is not looking at the camera. In all of these photos, he is wearing a black suit with a button-

down shirt and a tie. In most cases, this type of dress indicates that he was trying to look nice for 

something, but all of these memes imply that he failed. All four of these images play with the 

idea of whether or not this was intentional. Figures 4.1-4.3 seem to imply that Trump’s 

disheveled hair was intentional and they mock his decision. Figure 4.4 states that his messy hair 

is unintentional, and claims that his appearance displays his lack of ability to govern because he 

can’t control his own hair.  

 Figures 4.1-4.3 also have another image side-by-side with the bad picture of Trump, as a 

way to give more context for what the joke is. In Figure 4.1, the image of him is directly next to 

an image of a person working with a lawn blower, implying that it looks like this is the person 

that styled his hair, based on what his hair looks like in that picture. The average person does not 

visit a hairdresser every day and so this meme implies that Trump had his hair styled this specific 

way for a special event. In figure 4.4, he has a scowl on his face, and is looking to the side. He 

looks like he may be mentally criticizing something he sees, which makes it ironic that the meme 

is criticizing him and perhaps draws the viewer to do it too.  
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Figure 4.3 actually utilizes the same image of Trump as Figure 4.1, but this meme 

compares his hair to that of a Troll Doll. A Troll Doll is a type of plastic kids doll with furry up-

combed hair depicting a troll. The caption on this meme suggests that we have never seen Trump 

and a troll doll in the same room. This is an off-handed way of implying that the two entities 

depicted are actually the same person, and that is why you can never see them in the same room. 

In this case, the other entity is the Troll Doll. The meme is ridiculous in its claim because, past 

the fact that this is not a human being, there is no reasonable explanation for why we would see 

Trump and a Troll Doll in the same room. He was running for office, so it makes sense that most 

of the photos that circulate are of him behind a podium or attending a public event of some sort. 

The meme gets outlandish, because that is what makes it true- that we technically have not seen 

him and this doll in the same room.  

Figure 4.2 is, like Figure 4.1, plays on the idea that Trump’s messy hair is intentional. 

This meme compares Trump’s hair to the silk on an ear of corn. The caption asks, “Who wore it 

better?” This is often something that pop journalism asks, but usually with two images of girls 

wearing the same dress. These comparisons attempt to shame the one that does not look as good 

in the same dress. The joke in Figure 4.2 is that both Trump and the ear of corn have this pattern 

in common. It puts him, once again, on the same spectrum of comparison as something very non-

human (first the doll, now an ear of corn). The fact that this image is not posed – he is looking 

down and away instead of at the camera, he looks like he may have been talking to someone and 

was mid-sentence, his eyes are closed – attempts to code this image candid, as if by catching him 

off guard, we got to see his natural state.  

 Figure 4.4 is the one meme that really gets at an idea that the others only imply. It is not 

typically presidential for someone to have unruly hair, and this meme is playing on that. It runs 
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with the idea that this was not on purpose, and says he is incapable doing what he intends. The 

first three images used were very close up around his head, putting emphasis on his head and 

face rather than the surrounding area. In contrast, Figure 4.4 leaves a good amount of space 

around Trump’s head. This allows us to see that he is in an outdoor setting, where we can assume 

there was probably wind. We see someone else’s shoulder in the bottom right of the image, 

which means that he is with someone else. The camera angle and setting seem to imply that he 

could be giving an interview (it’s a landscape photo, with good lighting, where he is centered, 

looking off at the right angle), or talking to someone, but either way he is in more of a public 

setting, in which he should act professional because he is running for office.  

 The caption in Figure 4.4 says, “Wants to control the country[,] can’t even control his 

hair.” This caption states that in order to be successful on a large scale, a person should also be 

able to exhibit ability on a small scale. It plays off the use of the word “control” to say that he 

cannot control a small aspect of his daily life like his hair, so he must be incapable of controlling 

the country. The meme implies that he is incapable of doing what he intends.  

 

Reflection 

 The last section broke down what these memes selected to focus on, but further what is 

being reflected as well. This includes, more than anything, what the creator wants to focus on. 

For every topic, there are a variety of aspects available as a potential focus. In regard to Donald 

Trump, the topics of memes that feature him range from his appearances in films to his multiple 

divorces. However, the memes presented here focus on his hair. It is a small and silly aspect to 

focus on, but his hair is apparently something that he loses control of so frequently that people 

were able to make a series of memes out of the multiple examples. It is debatable whether or not 
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someone’s hair and appearance says something about their work habits and what type of person 

they are. These memes of Donald Trump, however, all indicate that the creators and viewers 

believe they, in a funny way, do indicate something about his character.  

In regards to intention, there is no way for him to win in this situation. Either it was 

unintentional and apparently displays his lack of ability to control something, or it was 

intentional and just looks silly and nonpresidential. His hair altogether seems to be the mistake, 

but these images freeze the few moments when his hair is unruly. This situation reflects a 

community that wants to see him in a bad light, choosing to highlight the worst moments and 

complement those moments with these specific ideas. 

 

Deflection 

 Lastly, according to Burke, if things are selected and reflected, then other things are in 

turn deflected. This refers to all the things that this image leaves out because it simply can’t 

accept all possible viewpoints at once. By selecting to focus on silly, non-presidential images of 

Trump, what is deflected is any indication that he can be posed and presentable. By looking 

toward the ridiculous, this set deflects from anything that may present him as reasonable or 

normal. Most obviously deflected is any situation in which his hair is in a more composed 

manner.  
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3.2 Analysis: The Clinton Affair 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.1       Figure 5.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.3                 Figure 5.4 

 

Figure 5: The Clinton Affair 

While Trump’s first meme set focused on a physical feature (his hair), the first meme set 

I have chosen for Hillary is not actually about her, but is rather an attack on her through the 

highly publicized sexual relationship between her husband Bill, who was president at that time, 

and Monica Lewinski. This was a very popular point of ridicule in regards to Clinton, and 

Figures 5.1-5.4 all demonstrate this.  
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Selection 

As with the first set of memes, to analyze the images featuring Hillary Burke’s concept of 

the terministic screen, we must first ask what these images are selecting as their focus. Burke 

claims that by selecting these realities, we get rid of others because we don’t have the capacity to 

accept all possible viewpoints at once. In this set, the running theme is that they all, in one way 

or another, refer to an incident in which Hillary Clinton’s husband, Bill Clinton, cheated on her 

while he was president of the United States. He was president from 1993 to 20015, and the affair 

with the White House intern Monica Lewinsky lasted from 1995 to 1997, coming to light in 

1998. He made a television speech in which he says the now famous words, “I did not have 

sexual relations with that woman.”6 It came out later that he did indeed have sexual relations 

with Lewinsky, and that that included in oral sex in the oval office.  

Of the 4 memes, Figures 5.1-5.3 include images of Hillary Clinton, and Figure 5.8 is an 

image of Monica Lewinsky. All the images of Clinton are close-ups that leave little space around 

her head. Figure 5.1 is an image of Clinton where it seems she is happy and laughing in response 

to someone inside the room she is in. She has her mouth open and is looking across the picture to 

the left. She is wearing a grey pantsuit with a tall collar, and big, circular studs in her ears. She 

has pink lipstick here. The caption says “Jokes on her[,] if she wins[,] she’ll have to sit at the 

desk Monica sat under.”  

The next image, Figure 5.2, actually brings attention to two different things about her. It 

is an image of her behind a microphone, likely at a speaking engagement. She is wearing dark 

colors, her hair is very put together, and her gold earrings are prominent. Her wrinkles are 

                                                 
5 Wikipedia contributors. "Presidency of Bill Clinton." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free 

Encyclopedia, 6 Mar. 2018. Web. 24 Mar. 2018 
6 Wikipedia contributors. "Clinton–Lewinsky scandal." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free 

Encyclopedia, 23 Mar. 2018. Web. 24 Mar. 2018 
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noticeable here. She is mid-speech, and has her eyebrows up, in an indicative way. The caption 

says “I did not have textual relations with the server.” This is making a reference both to her 

professional history, in which she is accused of having deleted important, classified emails7, and 

her personal history, in which her husband cheated on her. It changes two words from the 

statement Bill Clinton made years earlier about “having sexual relations with that woman,” to 

make that reference.  

The third meme in this set, Figure 5.3, is a picture of Hillary Clinton, once again mid-

sentence. She is in a blue pantsuit, and you can see the outline of a necklace. Her hair is well put 

together, as usual, but her wrinkles are terribly prominent here. It is an angled photo looking at 

her from the left, so she is looking to her side, but in the image, she is looking out of the frame 

and at the viewer. It causes certain wrinkles to appear that wouldn’t usually, because of the way 

she is holding her head. The caption says “Hillary outsources all jobs[.] It’s true, ask Monica.” 

The last image here is actually an image of Monica Lewinsky, the White House intern 

that Hillary’s husband cheated on her with. She is posed for a camera and is sitting and smiling. 

Her lips are taut, and her face looks very young next to Hillary Clinton’s. She is in what looks 

like a red dress, with her hair short, framing her face. Her smile looks snarky and smug. This is 

likely a photo of her from back when the incident took place, and not as she was during the 

election cycle. Lewinsky is 44 now, but she was 22 when the incident took place. This meme is 

selecting to focus on her youth from before, with this image where Lewinsky looks young and 

very put together, compared to all the images of Hillary where her lack of youth is prominent. 

The caption says “Good luck Hillary[,] don’t blow it.” It looks like she is addressing the viewer 

                                                 
7 Wikipedia contributors. "Hillary Clinton email controversy." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The 

Free Encyclopedia, 23 Mar. 2018. Web. 24 Mar. 2018 
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with this statement. The verb “to blow,” is a slang term for oral sex, which is referring back to 

her affair with Clinton’s husband.  

 

Reflection 

 In selecting these images and the realities they present, the meme creator has also 

reflected experiences and viewpoints that are being put forth as true. Realities accepted in this 

photo include Hillary Clinton as a leader that would outsource jobs, a scandal where she deleted 

emails, and her husband’s affair as something that should follow her professional career. These 

images accept a reality where it’s clear as daylight that Hillary lies. Figure 5.2 makes this notion 

clear while also including her husband’s affair. It uses her husband’s exact words from when he 

was lying about having an affair with an intern. Because he was lying, we can expect that this 

caption, manipulated to fit her situation and refer to emails, is meant to be taken as a lie. The 

meme does this while also making reference to her being cheated on though, which is 

ridiculously unrelated to the situation at hand. It is presenting her as a liar alongside her husband.  

 Figure 5.3 depicts an image and text that deal with Hillary Clinton outsourcing jobs. This 

is an issue that American people care about – their jobs not being taken away – so most 

candidates say that they will not only keep jobs in the U.S., but create more. This particular 

meme is calling her a liar by saying that she will outsource jobs, and then referring to the 

situation with Lewinsky as if it stands as proof. It reflects that participants and creators 

seemingly believe that performing sexually was a part of Clinton’s job as a wife. “Wife” is not a 

job title though and does not have a set job description. Further, Figure 5.3 twists the scandal to 

say Clinton simply gave the job to someone else, instead of what came out as Bill Clinton 

cheating on his wife. This creates a reality where no matter what, it is Hillary Clinton’s fault that 



20 

her husband cheated on her. Either she gave the job to someone else or underperformed herself. 

Those are the reasons presented in these memes.  

Figure 5.4 depicts Lewinsky telling Hillary Clinton not to “blow it.” “Blow” is the slang 

term for performing oral sex, but to “blow it” is also a phrase meaning “don’t mess up.” It’s akin 

to a backhanded congratulations because it assumes she is doing well in the campaign and should 

not mess it up. All of these images do refer to her professional career but do so while also 

bringing up the fact that she was cheated on. Figure 5.1 implies that even if she were to win the 

presidency, it would be a loss because of this reminder that she was cheated on in the form of the 

desk she would work at. It is selecting to focus on the fact that she was cheated on, even in this 

situational world where she becomes president of the United States. All of these reflect an 

audience that seemingly wants to blame her and see that she is in the wrong. She is known for 

always attempting to act in a very controlled manner, so these situations in which things go 

wrong work in a very undermining way. The audience asserts that it was absolutely in her 

control, and she simply didn’t act well.  

 

Deflection 

 By selecting these specific realities, other realities are also deflected here. These are 

realities automatically denied by taking on our own reflections. Burke says that “deflections 

could be something that we choose not to accept because it disagrees with our views and 

beliefs.” This set of images acknowledges that Hillary is a professional woman but undermines 

her authority with the actions of her husband. They refer to her history as a politician, and these 

emails that people believe she deleted, but while still making reference to her husband’s 

infidelity.  
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All these images deflect a reality where Hillary is her own person, and in which her 

husband’s wrongdoing – which arguably wronged her the most – has nothing to do with her 

professional and political career. They deflect a reality in which she is just a normal human, 

attempting to run for office as a legitimate candidate. These images deflect a reality where she 

does not suffer because of her husband’s actions. Further, it seems that all of these memes are 

operating under the belief that a man would only cheat on a woman if she failed to keep him 

interested. This belief within itself deflects the idea that cheating can be a moral failure on the 

man’s part and not the woman’s fault at all.  
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3.3 Analysis: Contradicting Trump 
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Figure 6: Contradicting Trump 

 

 This second set of memes about Donald Trump have to do with how he seemingly, 

frequently contradicts himself. People joke often about how he seems to flip flop on every issue, 

saying things both in-favor-of and against the same things. This ranges in topic from opinions on 

foreign populations to general comments about political figures.  
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Selection 

 

This third set of memes chooses some of the contradicting or less sensible things that 

Donald Trump has relayed as its focus. Throughout his campaign, the public has been able to 

pull many video clips of Trump giving statements where he seemingly contradicts himself. In 

Figure 6.1, he looks like he may be saying something funny. In this meme, Trump is speaking 

publicly, behind a podium, and is mid-sentence, but looks like he may be smiling. The lines on 

his face follow that of an upside-down triangle, and the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes imply 

he is speaking in a gleeful way. He is pointing outside of the frame, and it appears as if it is at the 

viewer. He has a suit and blue tie on. Unlike the memes discussed earlier, in this image, Trump’s 

hair seems done. The caption says, “If I had a dollar for every time Donald Trump said 

something stupid, I would have a small loan for a Million dollars.” This is referring to when 

Trump said that he started his business with only a “small loan for a million dollars.”8 This 

meme is implying that Trump’s quote was a stupid thing to say in itself because a million dollars 

is not a small amount.  

Figure 6.2 utilizes a very unflattering image of Trump. Oddly enough, this face was not 

captured in a candid moment. Instead, Trump made this face during a speech on purpose, likely 

to illustrate his words. There is a visible mic, as he is behind a podium at a speaking engagement. 

He is wearing a suit and a red tie, and his skin has more of an orange tint here- something people 

frequently make fun of. It seems like he is acting like he’s choking on something. He has both 

hands on his chest, near his neck, with index and thumb curved upward as if grasping for it. He 

has his tongue out, and his eyes look crossed, like he is making a silly face on purpose. He looks 

like he could be mockingly trying to cough something up, which makes it the perfect image for 

                                                 
8 Diamond, Jeremy. “Donald Trump describes father's 'small loan': $1 million.” Cnn.com. CNN Politics, 27 Oct. 

2015. Web. 24 Mar. 2018 
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this caption. It says, “When you start choking on the garbage coming out your mouth.” The 

implication is that a lot of what he says is garbage.  

In Figure 6.3, Trump looks as if he was talking, but this is not a photo from mid-speech. 

His eyebrows are creased together, and his chin is flexed upward so it looks like his lips are 

puckered, and both sides are angled down. His hair looks like it usually does, like it’s thin and 

fluffy and sitting on his head. He seems to have a sort of confused and concerned look. He is in a 

black suit and blue tie. The angle makes it seem like this is a television interview, so he is 

speaking, but not to an audience directly in front of him. It is a landscape photo in which he is off 

center, looking directly at something in front of him that is out of the frame and in the same 

position as the viewer. In this image, a combination of these different visual factors make it look 

like he does not quite know what is going on in this situation. His facial expression resembles 

that of a child when they are asked about something they do not know the answer to so they 

shrug their shoulders and nod their head. The caption says, “Claims he can turn the economy 

around[,] went bankrupt four times.” This is referring to his claiming bankruptcy four times9. 

The implication is that one has to be good with money to turn the economy around, and that 

someone that claims bankruptcy four times is not good with money.  

Figure 6.4 looks like another image from an engagement where Trump spoke. He 

frequently makes very emotive facial expressions during his speeches. In this one, he is mid-

speech, and it looks like you could imagine spit spraying out at you from the way he is speaking. 

It looks like he is saying something with the letter “F,” as his bottom lip is directly under his top 

teeth, but his top lip is up, and shows some teeth. His lips curve downward at the edges. His chin 

and wrinkles are prominent in this photo. The image is a square shape; a close-up on his face. 

                                                 
9 O’Connor, Clare. “Fourth Time's A Charm: How Donald Trump Made Bankruptcy Work For Him.” Forbes.com. 

Forbes, 29 April, 2011. Web. 24 Mar. 2018 
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His eyebrows, in all four images, are disheveled in the same way as his hair, in that this is 

probably how he intentionally kept them, but they don’t look too kempt. It is an unflattering 

image of him, but also one in which he seems to be attempting to look scary or menacing. The 

caption says “Says he's going to destroy ISIS[.] Too scared to speak in Chicago.” This is 

referring to how he would not speak in Chicago while he was speaking around the country for 

his campaign10.  

 

Reflection 

 

In selecting these images and the realities they present, the creators and viewers have also 

reflected experiences and viewpoints that are being put forth as true. In Figure 6.1, the focus is 

on how Trump’s words seem to contradict each other, but it is a matter of opinion. The meme 

jokes that if the a person were to get a single dollar for every time Trump said something stupid, 

they would have a million dollars, because he has said that many stupid things. It is also making 

reference to when Trump called a loan of million dollars a small loan. Whether or not this is a 

small loan is an opinion, but it is true that the average person does not consider this a small 

amount of money in general. The meme is implying that what he said about a million dollars is 

one of those stupid things that he has said. Figure 6.2 clearly reflects the idea that the words 

coming out of Trump’s mouth are garbage, as it implies he is choking on his own garbage. It is 

along the same lines as Figure 6.1, where the implication is that he says a good deal of stupid 

things.  

                                                 
10 Quote: “On March 11, 2016, the Donald Trump presidential campaign cancelled a planned rally at the University 

of Illinois at Chicago (UIC), in Chicago, Illinois, citing "growing safety concerns" due to the presence of thousands 

of protesters in and outside his rally.”  
Source: Wikipedia contributors. "2016 Donald Trump Chicago rally protest." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. 

Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 18 Oct. 2017. Web. 24 Mar. 2018 
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Figure 6.3 and 6.4 both juxtapose Trump’s words against actions that seem contradict 

them. In Figure 6.3, the image makes him look weak, in a childlike manner, like he can’t do what 

he wants to. This goes with the caption “claims he can turn the economy around[,] went bankrupt 

four times.” It reflects the idea that someone that wants to turn the economy around should know 

how to handle money, and that he doesn’t, because otherwise he would not have declared 

bankruptcy four times. These things are not directly related, but they have the similar theme of 

money management. In Figure 6.4, the meme utilizes an image where he seems like he wants to 

be scary and taken seriously. The caption undermines this though. It says “Says he’s going to 

destroy ISIS[,] too scared to speak in Chicago.” This reflects the idea that you have to be 

something of a fearless person to defeat ISIS, or at least someone very brave, and that he is not 

this person. It also reflects the idea that Trump did not speak in Chicago because he was scared, 

and deflects that it could be for any other reason.  

 

 

Deflection 

 

This follows right into what things are deflected as a result of the selections and 

reflections in this set. Deflected is a relatable and consistent Donald Trump, one who seemingly 

does not contradict himself. In this set, his words and actions in totally separate situations are 

placed in a way that seem to contradict. This is an idea that people heavily pressed on throughout 

the campaign. During the election many quotes and videos circulated of him in which his words 

or actions contradict previous statements he has made11. Sometimes these could be many years 

apart, but when these things are next to each other, it presents him as someone that flip flops, and 

                                                 
11 Kruse, Michael and Noah Weiland. “Donald Trump’s Greatest Self-Contradictions.” PoliticoMagazine.com. 

Politico Magazine, 5 May, 2016. Web. 24 Mar. 2018 
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deflects that he may just be a person that grows and changes naturally, or who changes their 

mind as new information is presented. 

This set also deflects a version of Trump that is relatable since the average American 

probably would not believe a million dollars to be a small amount of money. Contextually 

though, this may be a small amount of money. The average person may know about student 

loans, mortgages, or other personal loans, in which case a million dollars is a large amount of 

money. Trump, however, had a business loan. It’s a lot of money, but the context is one of which 

the average person won’t have personal knowledge. By presenting him as someone that says 

dumb and contradicting things, these memes also deflect that he may be knowledgeable on 

certain topics. By selecting and reflecting this version of Trump that seems to be in constant flux, 

this set deflects any idea that he may know what he is doing in some situations.  
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3.4 Analysis: Crooked Hillary 
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Figure 7: Crooked Hillary 

 The most criticism in regards to Hillary Clinton had to do with her actions from the time 

when she was the Secretary of State. There are many memes and jokes about her deleting certain 

official documents and correspondences, that should have otherwise been available. This lead to 

the development of this idea that she is an untrustworthy person, is a liar, and things she is above 

the law. Figures 7.1-7.4 are all memes that refer to her as this type of person  
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Selection 

This last set of memes includes images that select to focus on the controversy concerning 

Hillary Clinton and her classified emails. Figure 7.1 uses an image of Clinton where it looks like 

she is winking and smiling. There are visible wrinkles on her neck, but it isn’t an unflattering 

image. Her hair is short as always and flows behind her ears, and she has a big, statement 

necklace on that is very visible in this photo of her, along with the beginning of what is probably 

a green pantsuit. The background behind her is very much blurred out, with some sparkling 

lights in one corner. Her cheeks are prominent, and the corners of her mouth curve very far 

upward. She seems gleeful, and like she may be laughing about something. It doesn’t look like 

she would say anything menacing, but maybe secretive in this photo, in a gossipy kind of way. 

The caption says “I came here to delete emails and destroy America[,] and I’m all out of emails.”  

 Figure 7.2 contrasts from Figure 7.1 in that it is a very unflattering image of Hillary. It is 

unclear whether she is sitting or standing. You can see the American flag behind her, from what 

seems like an upward pointed angle, so perhaps she is standing. She has made a dramatic face 

that looks like it is a reaction to something. Her eyebrows are up high, and her chin is to her 

chest. Her eyes are looking off to the side, and she has her lips pressed together, like she has 

something to say, but instead will react to the thought being in her head. Her wrinkles are very 

emphasized in this image. She is wearing a blue top with what looks like ruffles near the neck of 

it, and a black suit jacket over it. Her hair is tied back and looks very flat. She looks like she’s 

making the face that kids make when they know someone is about to get in trouble and it isn’t 

them. The caption says, “I had the perfect meme for this[.] Hillary deleted it.”  

 Figure 7.3 looks like a still capture of a moment from one of her speeches. You can see 

what looks like the out-of-focus faces of an audience behind her. She is very clear in contrast, 
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and is pointing out of the photo, at the viewer. She looks like she may be saying something 

accusatory. Her mouth is open wide enough that you see both the top and bottom teeth, and 

space in between, in almost a horse-like manner. Her eyes are squinting as a result of her mouth 

pushing everything upward on her face, including her cheeks. Her eyebrows look like they are 

converging, and a wrinkle shows in between them. Her hair is short and flows behind her ears, 

and she looks like she is wearing a suit. She could be attempting to say something serious, but 

the image also comes off a bit silly because of the slight details of her facial expression. The 

caption says “If you “never sent or received anything classified[,]” then what in the hell did you 

do for 4 years as secretary of state.” 

 The last image in this set, Figure 7.4, looks like an image of her sitting at a conference. 

There are other people sitting in similar chairs in rows behind her. She has papers on the desk in 

front of her, but her phone is in hand. Her face looks like it is relaxed, in a non-posed way, like 

this really is a candid image. Her lips are a flat line, with a slight curve downward at the edges. 

Her cheeks are not high here, and instead go downward with the rest of her face. It looks like she 

is indoors, but she has sunglasses on. Her hair looks slightly longer in this image, as it falls on 

her shoulders. She has a statement necklace on, and a suit jacket with flowers on it. She looks 

like she is reading something on her phone. This works with the caption, which is only “Delete” 

(x15). The implication is that she is deleting things on her phone.  

 

 

Reflection 

 

 By selecting to focus on these things, certain values are reflected as well. Instead of 

looking at any of the numerous things she may have done well throughout her political career, 

these images focus on one of the scandals of her time as Secretary of State. Hillary’s email 
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scandal is an issue that many people disagree on, so these images also take a stance on that issue 

while pointing at it. In Figure 7.4, the caption only says “delete” over and over, as if narrating 

her actions. These images choose to put her forth as a liar, and as someone that does not want 

what is good for America (according to Figure 7.1 at least). It reflects that the community 

engaged with creation and participation with this meme finds her to be conniving, dishonest, and 

generally an untrustworthy person. It is as if she really wants pure destruction, like an old school 

movie villain.  

 

Deflection 

Lastly, by selecting and reflecting a combination of things, certain things are deflected. 

This set seems to deflect the idea that Hillary Clinton may be an honest and good candidate that 

wants what is best for America. It would not quite make sense to want to lead a country into 

destruction, but we could certainly point to historical situations in which it seems like that was 

the intention. Deflected are any ideas that may lend credence to the belief that she would lead to 

a better future for the U.S.  

 

 

3.5 The Overarching Themes 

 

Donald Trump 

It seems that there are a couple of emerging themes within the Trump memes, but overall, 

they seem to all support the same idea: This man does not fit the profile of a president. The first 

set is all about how he can’t seem to keep control of his hair and makes him look silly. The 

second set has to do with things that he has said and done that seem contradictory. Many of these 
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images emphasize situations where he does not appear composed, and as Ross and Rivers 

claimed, these memes delegitimize him as a candidate.  

What’s interesting though is that the elements that these photos emphasize to ridicule him 

also demonstrate what certain people liked about him: that he seemed like a normal human 

being, and like anybody else, which is an incredible leap for someone with his background of 

financial and social privilege. He did not know how to always come off as composed, he acted in 

strange ways on stage, and his words were not off a script. He was not a trained politician, and 

many people liked that. He was seen as relatable for not being a politician, but he is still a 

millionaire, and not at all like the average American. Still, he came off as more genuine than the 

careful and crafted images and words of Clinton, who is obviously associated with the political 

dynasty of her husband. These images, in their attempt to ridicule him, reflect his inexperience 

and position outside the political realm, and reinforce something that his followers already 

appreciated about him. This perception of normality was based on knowledge on the political 

realm, and the political games people play, in which case, like the average American, he didn’t 

quite know about all that was going on. He sold himself as an “everyman” on this basis, despite 

leading a very non-typical life, and this idea of normality was reinforced through these images 

that attempted to ridicule him. 

We have an idea already instilled in our minds of what a president is supposed to look 

like, and through these images, we see the ways he does not fit the profile. What differed is how 

people interpreted that information. Some believe the president is supposed to have an air of 

grandeur, where others were not turned away by these images at all.  
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Hillary Clinton 

The theme of Hillary’s meme sets is that she is conniving and untrustworthy. The first set 

has to do with how she is the wife of Bill Clinton, who cheated on her. There seems to be some 

implication that something must be wrong with her, because he cheated and went for another 

woman. In this set, all of her accomplishments are somehow undermined by the fact that she was 

cheated on. The second set makes it seem like she thinks she is above the law, and can lie to 

everyone while breaking whatever rules she wants. These put forth an idea of her in which she 

seems like an old school, diabolical villain who does everything for herself at the expense of 

others. In the same way that Trump’s strength and weakness was demonstrated all at once, so 

was Clintons. One big strength of hers was that she had spent many years within this political 

realm, and really seemed to understand every aspect of it. This is demonstrated through her 

composure in these images. The more put together and crafted she was, the less relatable she 

became. The memes reinforced this separation. For people that had grown to mistrust politicians, 

her experience supported the idea that she would know the ins-and-outs of how to break rules 

without getting caught. Her background in politics worked both for and against her, depending 

on who was interpreting it.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 

 

Ross and Rivers, in their work, have already put forth how these election memes function 

to delegitimize the candidates. Building off of this, these images also seem to put forth entire 

identities for these individuals, through content that selects, reflects, and deflects certain ideas 

about said individuals. Through analyzing these four sets of memes, we’ve put together some of 

what ideas were being circulated about these candidates from the 2016 election cycle. All of the 

memes seem to, in one way or another, support certain overarching themes that represent these 

candidates. Trump comes off as dim-witted and non-presidential where Clinton comes off as 

intelligent, but diabolical and untrustworthy. These analyses were only of the text-image 

components of a meme though, so I’d like to now explore what it actually means that these ideas 

are being spread via memes with all the characteristics and elements specific to the genre. This 

requires a break down some of the characteristics that are essential to memes.  

 

A Simple and Humorous Genre  

 

 Because memes are often perceived as humorous, they are perhaps not taken as seriously 

as other genre’s that communicate political information. But even as jokes, they pose false and 

destructive information, and if/when someone is bothered by that, they get to fall back on being a 

joke. Their simplicity is what makes them the perfect vehicle for spreading ideas. These memes 

are only an image and an accompanying caption. Information on people and current events are 

transported to an audience and consumed in seconds. Viewing memes is unlike reading articles 

to gather information; one does not set aside the time to read them. Their humorous nature makes 

the participation whimsical and natural. Consuming this information does not require an effort 
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and falls into the leisure time instead, where people are disarmed and less likely to react 

negatively or feel attacked by the information presented. If the viewer disagrees with the 

information they can ignore it, it’s only a joke. And when the ideas presented are a little 

discomforting, they get past the usual defenses against false information because people don’t 

take them seriously. That is how their simplicity easily carries ideas to the audience, and plants 

them in mind, then reinforces them through repeated exposure to images that contribute to the 

same overarching ideas about a person or topic.  

 

 

Social Media, Circulation, and Repetition 

 

Popular memes spend their active periods traversing various social media platforms. This 

fluidity is enabled by their simplicity and contained nature. Some are created as images, but 

others start out as tweets or Facebook posts with attached images. These are then screen-capped 

into images and join other memes on Tumblr, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 4Chan, Ifunny, 

Reddit, and other media sites, on which people have the option to like, share, and comment on 

these images, efficiently engaging with them.  

 A popular meme is, by definition, heavily circulated. Users of these various platforms are 

all well exposed to this image genre, but what ideas they are presented with are based on whether 

they respond positively or negatively (hit like vs. ask to not see this type of content anymore) to 

an idea. They will see even more of the content that they already agree with, and less of the 

things that they disagree with. The content is already biased based on who the user chooses to 

associate with, but through this constant process of preferential sorting, the platforms learn what 

images the user is most likely to respond positively to, and attempts to shows image after image 

that all putting forth related ideas and beliefs.  
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This is how the visual terministic screen is formed: through repetitive exposure to images 

that all carry ideas in support of a single overarching message and all in a very short period of 

time. It poses the person and the idea next to each other, and it does so repeatedly, until the 

association is made and held within the subconscious. Regardless of whether or not the 

information is accurate or representative of the people the memes depict, they construct an 

identity that is very much present in the public consciousness. The ideas become the person. 

When image after image poses a woman as villainous, non-law abiding, and a threat to the ideals 

one stands by, somewhere in the subconscious sits the idea that the other person must be better. 

When image after image poses a man as incompetent, ridiculous, and a threat to the ideals one 

stands by, somewhere in the subconscious sits the idea that the other person must be better. 

Which side one relates to depends more or less on what matters are more personal to them and 

which candidate offends those personal matters. 

Which set of images a person is most exposed to is based on who they are friends with on 

social media platforms, as well other social factors, such as background, area, and even class. 

Social media websites save information on all of these things so that they can more accurately 

gauge what ideas a person will want to see.12 The sites then filter out other content, instead 

repetitively presenting those that agree with the users ideals, creating something like an echo 

chamber that is constantly becoming more and more polarizing (one impact of this could be that 

becomes very difficult to communicate with people that don’t function from behind the same 

terministic screen). Luckily, memes are constantly slightly altered, and in the political world, that 

makes them at least somewhat removed from what used to be the same slogan slapped onto as 

                                                 
12 See latest issue with Facebook sharing this information, and much more, to the political consultancy group 

Cambridge Analytica: Bodoni, Stephanie. “Facebook Scandal a ‘Game Changer’ in Data Privacy Regulation.” 
Bloomberg.com. Bloomberg, 7 April, 2018. 
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many surfaces as possible. The audience no longer realizes that they’re seeing the same things 

over and over, or when they do, they don’t mind it, because it’s humorous.  

 

Kairos 

One of the characteristics of text-image meme’s is that they generally function in cycles, 

going in and out of popularity with news and current events. Kairos is a classical Greek word 

meaning the most opportune and decisive moment for something.13 This is not actually 

something meme-specific, but something that can work coherently with memes. We’ve already 

been through all these different things about memes that make them so efficient for spreading 

information: they are simple, they’re humorous and disarming, they circulate via social media 

and traverse the various platforms, and via a circulation model instead of a distribution model, 

they’re altered enough that people aren’t bothered seeing the same ideas presented over and over.  

Within the context of political memes specifically, because of the nature of what they 

depict, the perfect time and place for something to occur is a powerful tool. If someone wanted 

to use social media to effectively spread an idea through memes, they could put out memes on a 

topic with just enough time to circulate efficiently, but not so much that the memes fall out of 

public awareness altogether. There can be an opportune time for a meme set to be introduced. 

Within politics, for example, the memes of Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton, and the 

terministic screens created by those memes could have a great impact if they were introduced 

just the right amount of time before the election. This is speculation though, and this train of 

thought implies tenacious or cohesive creators, and not the folkloric process that we discussed in 

                                                 
13 "Kairos." Merriam-Webster.com. 2018 Merriam-Webster.  
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the introduction. On the other hand, a genre in which the process is seen as folkloric, while a 

population works very intentionally to put forth certain ideas, is another very powerful tool.  

 

A Real World Situation 

In January of 2018, Twitter released the information that “more than 50,000 Russia-

linked accounts used its service to post automated material about the 2016 U.S. election.”14 That 

means 50,000 accounts that existed to spread certain content. Even if these accounts only 

interacted with each other, the content they put forth would go viral. To go viral means that a 

piece of content spreads rapidly via the Internet. Inherent in this is efficient circulation within a 

short amount of time, and the repetitive culture created by social media platforms. There is no 

mention of what information was being spread, but through this exploration of what it means for 

an idea to be spread via a meme, we see can piece together how the repetitive presentation of an 

idea may be enough for it to leave an impact. What seems harmless here, as with memes, ends up 

playing a larger role than one would initially expect. 

 

The Election Memes 

 Through analyzing the text-image combinations of the 2016 election memes, we are able 

to piece together some ideas that were spread about the candidates that were circulating at that 

time. As Ross and Rivers claimed, they do indeed delegitimize the candidates, but through 

analyzing that delegitimization within the settings and characteristics provided by the meme, we 

come to a better understanding of how these memes actually go further than that and create their 

identities altogether. By showing images of Trump repeatedly say things that seem dumb and 

                                                 
14 See: Swaine, Jon. “Twitter admits far more Russian bots posted on election than it had disclosed.”  
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contradicting, a reality is constructed in which he seems entirely made up of that nature. The 

same happens when all the images of Hillary repeat that she is untrustworthy. These candidates 

are reduced to what identities are present in the images associated with them, and no longer 

taken as complex, multifaceted people. All their better qualities were deflected away from the 

audience. The memes instead put forth identities for them made up of the most negative things 

that could be spotlighted, regardless of whether they were true or representative.  
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

 
 Memes are a genre of images, often with written text, that are easily delivered and 

sometimes get massive circulation through audiences on social media. They are simple in nature, 

but it is important not to discount their influence for exactly that reason. These text-image 

combinations become content on social media and can circulate quickly within a short 

timeframe, traversing various media platforms. Their accessibility and humor make them ripe for 

circulation through like/share/comment features on these websites. They frequently have to do 

with the news and current events, but present information humorously, which often disarms the 

audience. Further, this humor gets the audience to spread the content themselves, utilizing an 

exponential method of delivery for the information it contains, rather than a delivery distribution 

model. This method of delivery, plus the invitation for audience participation through 

manipulation of the image, makes memes a generally folkloric genre, so the audience assumes 

that it is other audience members that have created the images they see.   

Through the environment that social media platforms create, and the inherently repetitive 

nature of memes, the same few ideas are presented over and over. There is enough variation to 

keep the audience interested, but not so much that idea supports a different overarching theme. 

These overarching themes are what I was looking for in my analysis of the election memes. I 

analyzed two sets of memes that depict Donald Trump, and two sets of memes that depict Hillary 

Clinton. Through analyzing the colors, settings, angles, and other visual aspects; how those 

elements interact with the text; and what cultural events or happenings that text captions were 

bringing into the picture, I’ve put together an idea of what overarching ideas these memes are 

supporting. Those ideas put forth identities for the two individuals that they depict. I then placed 

those ideas within the context of how memes function within social media, to show how the 
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repetition, circulation, simplicity, humorous genre, and fluid travel between platforms make 

memes an influential way of spreading ideas. The interaction of these various elements 

demonstrate how memes can construct realities for their audience members by creating 

terministic screens. A visual terministic screen is created when ideas are spread via images, in 

which certain ideas are put forth through selection, reflection, and deflection of certain beliefs 

over others. This screen represents the reality within which an individual is functioning, and 

through which they view the world. This project has worked to explore how memes can create 

these terministic screens, and some of the implications of that.  

Once accepted that this genre is an efficient method of spreading information in a way 

that does not require any fact, or connection to truth, it should not be ignored. Anyone can put 

forth their personal opinions and hope that they are picked up and go viral, spreading that 

opinion to a great population via the Internet. Perhaps this, along with their simplicity and 

efficiency, are actually what could make them a very useful rhetorical genre. In the right time 

and place (Kairos) memes have the ability to spread an idea quickly and efficiently using the 

meme’s exponential model of delivery and disarming nature (through a simple visual and 

humor).  

Memes construct realities of the identities for the individuals they depict, which I 

examined through terministic screens. They do this by repetitively bringing to light certain 

aspects of a person, while casting aside any negating information. They do this light-heartedly 

and often without fact. The constructed identity become a reality, not necessarily because the 

ideas are real, but because people believe them. Through the use of terministic screens, we can 

see that memes create both representative identities for the individuals depicted, and realities for 
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the viewers who internalize those representations of identity. Because memes construct realities, 

we should continue to research them as a genre and the functions they play in public discourse.  

 Further research on memes could define how memes function rhetorically and define how 

their text-image relationship invites participation on the part of the viewer. Further research on 

memes could also test their influence on audiences through the participation of test subjects in 

which viewers are actually asked questions about candidates after viewing memes, so that their 

answers could be matched against some of these theories of interpretation. We could also 

conduct research on the various, non-political types of information spread via memes and their 

implications. This project describes how memes construct realities for viewers as analyzed 

through the lens of terministic screens. I argue that repeated exposure to simple and humorous 

images of a candidate at the right rhetorical moment can shape identity formation that audience 

members will internalize. I posit that this can happen with whomever the images depict, and 

whatever ideas they put forth about said individual. Memes are an impressive rhetorical device 

overall, and one that should be studied further.  
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