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ABSTRACT 
 

 Memes represent the dominant concept of online participation in the current digitally 

expedited world. They condense complex facts and communicate the message in a succinct 

manner. They are now playing an important role in online political debates, cultivating 

netizens to be politically active and well-informed. In Pakistan, the use of memes has 

become one of the top trends in terms of online communication. However, the impact they 

could bring on politics is a neglected concept in Pakistan. This research intends to 

investigate the effects of exposure to political memes on creating political awareness, 

online political participation, and political segregation among people. A survey has been 

conducted to meet the purpose of the study. Therefore, a sample of 176 participants from 

all across Pakistan was selected using the simple random method technique of sampling. 

All the participants were reached via an online questionnaire to assess the effects of 

political memes on the audience. Cronbach’s alpha test was used to ensure the reliability 

of the research tool, and correlation analysis was used for statistical interpretations. Based 

on the theoretical realms of the Elaboration likelihood model and Hall's Encoding and 

Decoding model, this research concludes that political memes on the internet help netizens 

understand political issues and make them aware of the current political situation; they also 

participate in online debates, politically engaging them; but memes have little influence to 

direct their political decisions. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 In current era internet has become an invincible part of information technology by 

serving its users all around the globe. According to a recent report published in January 

2021 round about 4.66 billion active users of internet were registered from all around the 

world. It is to be noted that this number shows 59.5% of the total population of the world 

(Statistica, 2021). In this regard young generation seemed more involved in internet usage 

as a statistical report from 2017 showed around 71% of the total active internet users is 
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youth (ICT, 2017). Moreover it is to be mention that according to NHDR Pakistani youth 

constitutes the highest youth population in the world (Najam & Bari, 2017). 
 

 In Pakistan internet has approximately 99 million active users which makes it 45.09% 

of the total population of country. It makes Pakistan 10th on number chart for having high 

internet user population (PTA, 2021). Twitter, Instagram and Facebook are the most used 

social media channels in Pakistan among all others. In Pakistan Facebook has reached 

75.13% of the total users. Such channels provide their users a chance to freely discuss 

various persistent issues present in Pakistani society and promote the importance of  

opinion of common man in politics and other issues of public importance (Ahmad & 

Sheikh, 2013). 
 

 Politics has been brought to a whole new level by internet. Currently, traditional and 

new media have come together as political statements and decisions are exposed from 

political bodies which have created a complicated setting (Leong, 2015). This exposure has 

resulted in the establishment of more direct and active relation between politicians and 

common public (Boulianne, 2009). Various advanced internet channels social media, 

blogs, vlogs, Facebbok, Twitter, Instagram, WeChat etc. have facilitated citizens to active 

participant in political affairs. Similarly, Web users are not just the users of media content 

in fact they can critically evaluate, participate, publicize and redesign this content (Jenkins, 

Ford, & Green, 2014). Now one of the latest participatory medium of communication is 

“memes”. 

 

 Memes were first proposed by Richard Dawkins in his book “The Selfish Gene” in 

1975. The author discussed the evolution of human behavior, cultural transmission and 

development of human society. Dawkins considered “memes” as cultural alternative of 

organic genes as he mentions “Just as genes propagate themselves in the gene pool by 

leaping from body to body… so memes propagate themselves in the meme pool by leaping 

from brain to brain” (Dawkins, 2006) (Dawkins, 2006). Origin of this term is “mimeme” a 

Greek language word which means to imitate or mimic. According to Dawkins memes are 

a subculture which spreads from person to person by imitation and he consider this 

imitation to propagate memes in a culture (Chandler, 2013). 

 

Internet Memes and Online Social Culture 

 Along with offline environment memes are now popular in online era as well which 

has made their dispersal easier and has become a part of language for media content 

consumers (Shifman, 2012). Internet memes have incorporated as pieces of culture, typical 

humorous jokes which have gain fame and influence by the use of online transmission 

media (Davison, 2012). Moreover, internet memes are regarded as ““a popular term used 

for relating rapid spread of a specific idea offered as written text, language, image or some 

other unit culture” (Knobel & Lankshear, 2007). 

 

Use of Memes in Politics 
 According to many studies use of political memes in digital media are influencing 

source to enhance political attention and awareness among people. It increases learning 

about current and previous political issues and develops political interest in public as well 

(Kasirye, 2019). As political memes are created by common public so, they are 

combination of user made content with humor as a major constituent. They highly 
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influence the viewers and contain opinions of different group of people (Pearce & 

Hajizada, 2013). At present social media is saturated with political updates and happenings. 

While scrolling is common to notice something political such as a funny reply to any post, 

comment or tweet of a political activist or leader, statements posted by politicians or alert 

calls regarding an issue, all of these happenings now reach public in the form of memes or 

meme-like images (Kasirye, 2019). 

 

Outcomes of Political Memes 

 In the recent years memes have contributed in politics one way or other. In order to 

examine memes as an impactful medium for politics, the U.S presidential election of year 

2016 is the most prominent case in this regard. Those elections were considered as “the 

most memed election in U.S history” (Branislav, 2012). Opposition parties extensively 

used memes to comment on the admin. In addition political memes as a part of new media 

influences political decisions which range from divergence in the opinion to discussions 

among public. Many movements have used meme like images to uphold and reinforce their 

narrative by sharing them such as Arab Spring and 15M. As memes hold high 

communicational influence therefore along with communal movements many prominent 

political parties and leaders have now adopted to the use of memes for successful 

campaigns (Harlow, 2013). 

 

Political Memes in Pakistan 

 In general media is playing an essential role in determining the civil policies and 

discourses of notions by saturating people’s lives. In case of Pakistan new media provides 

latest updates and information such as “breaking news” within a short period of time and 

at large scale. Now a common man does not depend on print and electronic media for 

information. Usage of memes in Pakistan is strong. Memes used on various social media 

platforms such as twitter, Instagram, Facebook including user generated memes are used 

to scrutinize a lot from sports to political commotion in the country (Fatima, 2020). 

 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 
 

 The basic objectives of the study will be.  

1. To explore if memes on social media result on political awareness of Pakistani 

internet users. 

2. To understand if the exposure to political memes effects in online political 

participation of audience.   

3. To examine the relationship of exposure to political memes with political 

polarization 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 

 For the purposed study, following is the list of research questions.  

1. Do political memes help the users in Pakistan to be politically aware and understand 

political issues in better way? 

2. Does exposure to political memes result in polarization of the audience and affect 

their political opinion? 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 In 1982 Scott E. Fahlman used punctuation marks during an online bulletin of Carnegie 

Mellon University to create emotion icons which is considered as the first ever digital 

meme. The emoticons created by Fahlman conveyed sarcasm and humor at the same time 

in a language (Davison, 2012). Afterwards, in 1996 the first ever viral digital meme was 

“cha-cha-cha baby meme” which was an animated dancing baby, Internet memes can be 

created by using any video, words, emoticons or gifs but the one with superimposed images 

followed with a test message is the latest and most commonly form of memes. Memes are 

referred to as digital artifacts which began to circulate and spread via messages, emails and 

internet (Buhr, 2014).  

 

Internet Memes: An Artificial Language 

 Today in the age of modern communication memes are referred as artificial language 

just like language of science, art and dance which are artificial languages (Lukianova, 

Shteynman, & Fell, 2019) In a study it was discussed that memes are a great source of 

communication among internet user as it they use visual content. As a message is conveyed 

and transmitted crosses a threshold in public communication, by imitation it becomes a 

part of language. Even though memes are popular due to humorous content but on the other 

hand they also acquire great potential in conveying information among people at large 

scale. They are considered as street art of web which are source of impactful 

communication of political opinions, views and ideas (Mina, 2019) 

 

Amplification by Simplification 

 McCloud considered memes as a powerful communication source which is represented 

as “Amplification by simplification”. This representation means that internet memes have 

the potential to squeeze an elaborated and complicated fact into a more precise, powerful 

and influential message which is interesting for masses (McClure, 2016). As elaborated by 

many researchers memes have the potential to create, reshape and generating opinions in a 

visual form has resulted in their wide spread use. With the progressive emergence and 

frequent use of memes traditional mode of communication such as texts and writings are 

being overshadowed by it and their use is becoming more limited. Instead to interesting in 

reading a descriptive text people are now inclined towards a look for few seconds on a 

meme and then using their own concept to conceive the idea (Kasirye, 2019). 

 

Use of Editorial Cartoons 

 According to Cammarata (2008) “Editorial cartoons are artistic depictions of social and 

political commentary of any era” (Cammarata, 2008). Editorial cartoons are in fact a 

condense form of ideas, perceptions and conclusions which are highly impactful due to 

their direct relevance and precise shortness. By their use any complex ideas is perfectly 

communicated to masses without requiring explanatory words as they utilize a single 

metaphor confined in an image. In World War 1 editorial cartoons were used as a source 

of amusement and humor which implied comic imageries and creative but humorous terms. 

In this regard special artists were employed in order to generate influential comic 

communication elements by using print media such as newspaper, publications, posters 

and magazines. Satirical armory is implied by editorial cartoonists to represent reality as 
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they use symbols, absurd art, and exaggeration along with humor to convey the required 

message (Vokey, 2000) 

 

Satire and Humor 

 In order to communicate to large audience, humor is a perfect way for the dissenter. It 

is influences masses as it among few subject of expression which is still not dominated by 

those in power. It is a tool which is used against oppression and forceful domination from 

past few decades and with the passage of time and advancement in information technology 

it is gaining prominence (Kulkarni, 2017). Two main components of internet memes are 

satire and humor. The use of humor in the history to suppress the oppression can be dated 

back to World War 2 where comics against Nazi were used. Now with the evident of 

different forms to media especially digital media the creation and transmission of this 

humorous content is more easy, cheap and fast (Pearce & Hajizada, 2013). 
 

 Social media sites have facilitated public to access such political and humorous content 

that was once limited to professionals only. Creation and distribution of such content has 

become easier and as a common man can generate such content more humorous and 

creative content is available (Vickery, 2014). 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

 This research is has used Stuart Hall’s concept of “encoding and decoding” and 

Elaboration Likelihood model as theoretical foundation. This study implies quantitative 

research method. A survey method have been adopted to get the opinion of the people on 

the issue.  The questionnaire comprising of 20 questions was prepared to get the related 

statistics of the study. A total of 20 items are measured by 5-point Likert Scale and a  

3-point Likert Scale depending upon the nature of the questions. The participants of the 

survey were approached online. Internet users in Pakistan who are aware of the memes and 

are familiar with the usage served the population of the study. Simple random sampling 

technique was used to draw the sample form the given population. The 176 (146 males and 

62, aging from 15-45 years) internet users belonging to urban, rural, small and big cities in 

Pakistan were included in the sample. The questionnaire was sent to the respondents in the 

form of Google links using WhatsApp or shared in the Facebook memes groups.  

  

FINDINGS 
 

 Table 1 

Daily Frequency of Sharing Memes 

 Frequency Percent Valid percent 
Cumulative  

Percent 

1-5 times 137 77.8 77.8 77.8 

5-10 times 24 13.6 13.6 91.5 

More than 10 times 15 8.5 8.5 100.0 

Total 176 100.0 100.0  
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 Findings given in Table 1 show the frequency of the sharing memes on daily basis. 

According to the categorical divisions 77.8 % of the respondents share the memes 5 to 10 

in a day, 13.6 respondents share memes 5-10 times a day, while 8.5 % of the respondents 

share memes even more than 10 times a day.   

 

Reliability Analysis 

 To check the validity and consistency of data that we have collected through survey, 

we first need a filter which would allow us to believe in the data.  For this purpose, we 

have used the Cronbach’s alpha test whose output is shown below.  

 

Cronbach's Alpha 
Cronbach's Alpha Based 

on Standardized Items 
N of Items 

.793 .779 10 

 

 Regarding this test, we have found that Cronbach’s alpha value is 0.793 which is just 

close to 0.8 and it inferences us that our data is quite good to go. 

 

Table 2 

Reliability Statistics 

 Mean Std. Deviation N 

Frequency of memes 1.90 .873 176 

Do you think memes make you aware of ongoing 

political events? 
3.82 1.261 176 

Do political memes help you in understanding 

political issues? 
3.78 1.318 176 

Do you share the political memes you like? 3.01 1.344 176 

Do you like/ react, or comment on political 

memes? 
2.78 1.326 176 

Do you think Political Parties use memes to 

defame their opponents 
3.24 1.092 176 

Do you read more about political events after 

seeing memes made on them? 
3.15 1.191 176 

Do internet memes influence your support for 

any political party? 
2.51 1.260 176 

Do internet memes influence your opposition for 

any political party? 
2.44 1.259 176 

Do Internet memes influence your political 

decisions? 
2.24 1.220 176 
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 The findings given in Table 2 show the mean and std. deviation values of the responses 

of the conducted survey. The mean value of the 3.82 reveal that maximum number of the 

respondents agreed that exposure to political memes give them information of the political 

events. Similarly the mean value of 3.78 also confirm that political memes create awareness 

of the political issues.  
 

 The mean value of 3.01 confirms that most of the participants like to share the political 

memes they like, 2.78 mean value reveals that some of the respondents like, react or 

comment on the political memes they are exposed to on social media networks. Similarly 

3.24 mean value denotes that majority of the participants of the survey believe that political 

parties use memes to defame their opponents/other political parties. Mean value of 3.14 

suggests that they like to read more about political events after seeing memes made on 

them, while 2.51 mean value confirms that political memes has little to do with influencing 

their support for a particular political party. Similarly the mean value of 2.44 refer that 

internet memes have little influence on opposition of the internet users towards any 

political party. Additionally 2.14 mean value confirms that participants of the survey 

believe that political internet memes has very little influence on their political decisions.  

 

Table 3 

ANOVA 

 
Sum of 

Squares 
df 

Mean 

Square 
F Sig 

Between People 913.373 175 5.219   

Within 

People 

Between Items 636.491 9 70.721 65.586 .000 

Residual 1698.309 1575 1.078   

Total 2334.800 1584 1.474   

Total 3248.173 1759 1.847   

 

Grand mean=2.89 
 

 ANOVA performed on all the items involved seems to be significant and we can see 

that all means are not equal and there is room for variability. 

 

Table 4 

Frequency of the Memes and Type of Social Media 

Type of Social Media Frequency Percentage 

Facebook 73 41.47 

Twitter 21 11.93 

Instagram 22 12.5 

WhatsApp 60 34.09 

Total 176 100 
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Table 3 indicates the social media platforms with most memes. 73 respondents see most 

memes on Facebook while 22 respondents see most memes on Instagram. 60 respondents 

see memes on WhatsApp while 21 respondents see memes on Twitter.   

 

Hypothesis Testing 
 

H1: There is a relationship between exposure to political memes and political 

awareness of the audience. 

H0: There is no relationship between exposure to political memes and political 

awareness of the audience. 

 

Table 5 

Correlations 

Control 

Variables 

Do you think 

memes make 

you aware of 

ongoing 

political 

events? 

Do political 

memes help 

you in 

understanding 

political 

issues? 

Do you read 

more about 

political events 

after seeing 

memes made 

on them? 

Frequency 

of memes 

Do you think 

memes make 

you aware of 

ongoing 

political 

events? 

Correlation 1.000 .620 .428 

Significance 

(2-tailed) 
. .000 .000 

df 0 173 173 

Do political 

memes help 

you in 

understanding 

political 

issues? 

Correlation .620 1.000 .411 

Significance 

(2-tailed) 
.000 . .000 

df 173 0 173 

Do you read 

more about 

political 

events after 

seeing memes 

made on 

them? 

Correlation .428 .411 1.000 

Significance 

(2-tailed) 
.000 .000 . 

df 173 173 0 

 

From the above correlation table, we found that there is just moderately positive strong 

relation between exposure to memes and political awareness. So, at the end, we can say 

that null hypothesis is rejected and we have enough evidence to say that the relation 

between political awareness and exposure to political memes is significant.  
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H2: There is no relationship between exposure to political memes and political 

polarization of masses. 

H0: There is a relationship between exposure to political memes and political 

polarization of masses. 

 

Table 6 

Correlations 

Control 

Variables 

Do internet 

memes 

influence your 

support for 

any political 

party? 

Do internet 

memes 

influence your 

oppose for 

any political 

party? 

Do Internet 

memes 

influence 

your 

political 

decisions? 

 

 

 

 

 

Frequency 

of memes 

Do internet 

memes 

influence your 

support for 

any political 

party? 

Correlation 1.000 .699 .609 

Significance 

(2-tailed) 
. .000 .000 

Df 0 173 173 

Do internet 

memes 

influence your 

oppose for any 

political party? 

Correlation .699 1.000 .565 

Significance 

(2-tailed) 
.000 . .000 

Df 173 0 173 

Do Internet 

memes 

influence your 

political 

decisions? 

Correlation .609 .565 1.000 

Significance 

(2-tailed) 
.000 .000 . 

Df 173 173 0 

 

 By seeing the correlation table, it is revealed that there is moderate positive relation 

between exposure to political memes and political polarization of masses.  

 

DISCUSSION 
 

The correlation table, shows that there is just moderately positive strong  

relation between exposure to memes and political awareness. So, at the end, we can say 

that null hypothesis H0 is rejected and we have enough evidence to say that the  

relation between political awareness and exposure to political memes is significant making 

H1 true.  
  

This study was aimed to explore the relation of exposure to political memes with 

political awareness of internet users, online political participation, and political 

polarization in Pakistan. Population wise, Pakistan has the highest 10th largest online 
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population in the world (PTA, 2021). Internet and social media are effectively playing role 

in the political socialization of Pakistani audience. People are using the internet and their 

social media as a tool for getting political information and propagate their own beliefs 

among others (Ashraf, 2013). Internet memes are widely used on the online space as they 

provide a perfect medium to visually communicate ideas and beliefs (Sreekumar & 

Vadrevu, 2013b). 
 

For meeting the goals of the study, an online questionnaire survey was developed as it 

was best suited to approach the online users. After collecting the and sifting data, a total of 

176 responses were analyzed and results were drawn using Microsoft Excel and Statistical 

Package for Social Sciences (SPSS). Correlation Analysis was used to reveal the 

relationship between variables and were reported. Furthermore different test were 

performed to ensure the validity and reliability of data and draw conclusions. After 

applying correlation it has been found that there is moderate relation between the exposure 

to political memes and their political decisions/bias, political awareness and political 

participation of the users.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Social media has transformed the way we live. It has incorporated into the lives of the 

users in such a way that their behaviors and opinions has become highly dependent on it. 

Among the most recent trends on social media is the use of memes. These memes are used 

for different purposes. This study explores the use of memes as a tool of political 

communication. Internet and political memes are perfect tool to make the users more aware 

about the politics in Pakistani society. The online users spend majority of their time on 

social media and uses it as basic source of information in their daily life. The memes they 

see online have great effect on their political awareness. They are more likely to engage in 

politics after seeing the memes made on political events. Online users in Pakistan also 

believes that memes help them to understand political issues well. They also read about the 

news after the exposure to memes and this results them to be well informed about political 

situations. The users also frequently share the political memes they like with their peers. 

They like, react and comment on political memes and be part of online political discourses. 

After applying correlation it has been found that there is moderate relation between the 

exposure to political memes and their political decisions/bias, political awareness and 

political participation of the users.  
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