
 
Wiswell 1 

Kendra Wiswell 
05/09/2017 
WRIT 3577W 

The Evolution of Memes 

Memes are something of a phenomenon. They are a means by which individuals around 

the world may briefly connect with one another through comedy and bond through a shared 

experienced. Memes have historically been utilized by those who are a part of the counterculture 

society or those who have been considered social outcasts. Providing a sense of camaraderie to 

individuals who may otherwise be alone, memes became a beacon of strength and a place of 

belonging for a subset of the population. In recent years, however, memes have begun to pop up 

in mainstream culture. For example, in a school classroom, on a Facebook news feed, and even 

in the 2016 Presidential Campaign. The question then becomes, what has changed about the 

rhetoric of memes? That is to say, why has it suddenly become appropriate-- and even 

encouraged-- to employ memes in education and politics? In this paper I will attempt to explain 

this shift by studying the evolution of memes, analyzing the rhetorical devices used in memes, 

and speculating as to what purpose memes will serve in the future. I will achieve this through 

discussing the works of Marwick and Leigh, compiling a slideshow presentation of the memes 

discussed in this paper, and hypothesizing as to how the rhetorical devices of memes will be 

further transformed in the future. At the end of this paper, I will prove that memes have evolved 

as their creators have aged and that memes have been instrumental in coping with the trials and 

tribulations of millennials. Going forward, memes will be further integrated into daily life and 

they will be used to communicate and educate about difficult topics like mental health, sexual 

and gender identity, and domestic abuse.  
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To preface, let us define “meme”. There are many different conceptions of what exactly 

is a meme; my personal definition is that a meme is a relatable, cultural, or humorous reference 

or experience shared via a digital medium. Another definition comes from psychiatrist Hoyle 

Leigh, author of Genes, memes, culture, and mental illness : toward an integrative model. He 

defines a meme as “memory that is transferred or has the potential to be transferred” (Leigh 91). 

By this definition, memes are shared experiences to which many different people may relate. 

Notions of shared experiences appeal to the rhetorical device called pathos, the rhetorical appeal 

that incites an emotional response. Early memes, created by users of websites like 4Chan and 

Reddit, included a common character to represent certain types of memes. One such character 

was the trollface. To troll means to bother or tease someone on purpose in order to illicit a 

reaction from that person. Other historical meme characters include the Socially Awkward 

Penguin, the Forever Alone Guy, and the Challenge Accepted Guy. While early memes were 

used as a purely comedic instrument, present day memes serve a variety of purposes. Memes 

may provide comedic relief for stressful or undesirable situations, such as a student coming to 

school when they are ill. Additionally, a new branch of memes has emerged called 

“wholesomemes”. These memes are meant to inspire others and encourage self-care and 

positivity. Oppositely of wholsomemes are memes rhetorically appealing to an audience by 

utilizing self-deprecating humor. These memes appeal to audiences through pathos as well, but 

via a darker channel. These types of memes are found to be appealing despite their negative 

rhetoric because they are an outlet for those who are struggling with mental health issues. 

Memes, even self-deprecating memes, can make difficult topics more palpable. Leigh describes 

this process as “memes enter[ing] our brains in the form of sensations” (112). Even if the 
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feelings towards oneself are particularly negative, it is comforting to know that they are shared 

feelings by other people close to one’s own age. By studying the history of memes, it is possible 

to see that memes have evolved into more targeted, specific shared experiences. Rather than a 

single character being used repeatedly in the similar types of situations, memes now entail text 

posts being placed over the top of a variety of images, often for very specific instances. The 

messages of these memes vary on both ends of the spectrum of “darkness”; memes may be pure 

and wholesome, fairly neutral about an experience that is relatable, or about depression and 

feeling worthless.  

Why has this evolution of memes occurred? I hypothesize that memes have transformed 

to serve the purposes of the millennials as the generation has aged. Sociologist Alice Marwick 

claims that the “late 1990s [was] the advent of memetics” (Marwick 12). The theory of memetics 

being in 1976 with Richard Dawkins’ book The Selfish Gene. The term memetics simply 

describes the sudden influx of memes on the internet. Millennials, individuals born from the 

years 1982-2004, have created meme culture on the internet. In the late 1990s, when the oldest 

millennials would have been approximately 16 or 17, memes served purely “selfish” and 

comedic purposes. Early memes, such as the Hamster Dance, would be a type of inside jokes 

between a few members of the population who had internet access and subscribed to meme 

culture. As millennials aged and started taking on different responsibilities, such as work and 

college, memes provided an outlet for the day-to-day frustrations and challenges associated with 

increasing maturity. Meme characters like the “Lazy College Senior” reflect the mental 

exhaustion many students feel towards the end of their formal education. Today memes serve a 

broad spectrum of purposes, as was discussed previously.  
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Where will memes go from here? I suspect that memes will continue to serve increasing 

intensive purposes. By this I mean that I believe memes will be a means by which heavy topics 

may be discussed. Memes will be used in schools and universities to more palpably facilitate 

discussions surrounding sexual assault and mental health. I believe that memes will also be used 

in healthcare to discuss some conditions like anxiety, ADD/ADHD, autism, etc. Memes may be 

used to help friends of families of these patients understand how to be accommodating of these 

conditions. I imagine that memes would be most useful in elementary and middle schools 

because children feel more comfortable learning from brief, tangible images rather than ominous 

presentations given by frightening adults. 

Memes have aged with their creators. I believe that we will continue to see memes being 

used to serve the purposes of the millennial generations and future generations as well. They will 

be further integrated into mainstream society in order to educate, facilitate important 

conversations, and provide mental health services. Memes will eventually move from selfish and 

comedic purposes to more strategic and meaningful purposes. I suspect that there will still be a 

wide variety of uses for memes and that they will still be comedic, but overwhelmingly they will 

be more instrumentally used. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Wiswell 5 

Works Cited 

Börzsei, Linda. "Makes a Meme Instead: A Concise History of Internet Memes." New Media  

Studies Magazine, Utrecht University. N.p., n.d. Web. 05 May 2017. 

Leigh, Hoyle. "Psychiatric Diagnosis: Toward a Memetic–Epigenetic Multiaxial Model." Genes,  

Memes, Culture, and Mental Illness (2010): 165-80. Springer. Web. 5 May 2017. 

Marwick, Alice. "Memes." Sage Journals 12.4 (2013): 12-13. American Sociological  

Association. Web. 5 May 2017. 

 

 

 


