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Abstrakt

Tato bakalářská práce se zabývá memy, zejména jejich internetovou variantou. 

Její cíl je zmapování trendu a demonstrace pomocí příkladů.
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Abstract

This thesis deals with memes and internet memes. It maps the phenomena and 

uses various examples. The goal of the thesis was to deliver a comprehensive 

stude on the topic.
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Introduction

This work as the title suggest is about memes. The Oxford Dictionary of English 

defines a meme as “an element of a culture or system of behaviour passed from 

one individual to another by imitation or other non-generic means”.  The term 

meme was invented by Richard Dawkins and was introduced in his 1976 

bestseller The Selfish Gene. Over the decades a whole science of memetics 

evolved around the idea – a rather controversial science (Burman). Memes are 

described as replicators that evolve by the means of variation and natural 

selection. Susan Blackmore in her TED talk introduced the speech on memetics 

by declaring the science being “founded on the principle of universal 

Darwinism” and continues by explaining the threat of memes as a new 

replicator that takes over the position of the firs replicator – the genes. But this 

thesis does not provide a thorough examination of this theory as it aims at a 

rather different phenomenon which is the ‘internet memes’.

What is today popularly called a meme on the internet and what is the subject 

matter of this study is slightly deflected from the original concept. It still shares 

the basic features with the original idea but in a rather superficial manner. The 

internet meme is typically an image macro or a video posted online, which 

draws massive attention and is often being reposted and remixed.

In recent years the internet memes have gained huge popularity among the 

internet users. With the aid of community webs and social network sites the 

internet memes became a new way to express oneself, share information and 

ideas, and have fun. 

In this thesis I will explore the process of the meme transformation from an 

evolutionary theory to an almost tangible phenomenon the memes are today 

and how the internet affected its uprise.  The questions of language and its use 

will be addressed as well as the global and the Czech point of view on the 

matter. One of the primary objectives of the study is to map the impacts of the 

internet memes on real life of their users and subjects with a special emphasis 

on concrete examples with the primal assumption being that even something 
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as immaterial as a set of ones and zeros can transcend the boundaries of the 

cyberspace and the physical world.

The Original Concept

A Bit of History

The origin of memetics can be traced back to 1920s when The Mneme [sic] – a 

study of memory persistence in organisms by Richard Wolfgang Semon – was 

published. Four decades later came the boom of the “diffusion of innovation” 

theory as the number of publications about this topic quadrupled between the 

years 1962-1971 to about 1,500 (Rogers XV) . But it was not until the 

publication of The Selfish Gene in 1976 that the term ‘meme’ came to exist.

Quickly, the book gained popularity and became a bestseller. The reason to 

that may probably be Dawkins’ unorthodox approach to the issue of genetics 

and theory of evolution itself, which was served in an understandable and 

easy-to-read style.

Meme as the New Replicators

One of Dawkins’ followers Susan Blackmore in her book The Meme Machine

provides her readers with a simple and illustrative definition of the meme:

When you imitate someone else, something is passed on. This 

‘something’ can then be passed on again, and again, and so take on a 

life of its own. We might call this thing an idea, an instruction, a 

behaviour, a piece of information… but if we are going to study it we 

shall need to give it a name.

Fortunately, there is a name. It is ‘meme’. (4)

Meme is a shortening of ancient Greek word mimeme which means ‘something 

imitated’. It was shortened like that only for the sake of Dawkins’ wanting a 

“monosyllable that sounds a bit like ‘gene’” (192).  And memes indeed share 

some features with genes. 

Genes are biological replicators. They are capable of producing new and new 

copies of themselves. Sometimes a mutation occurs and therefore variation is 
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introduced. In the struggle for survival only the fittest will prevail, ergo the 

process of natural selection is applied. Variation and selection combined 

produce evolution (Heylighen).

Memes too do replicate as they pass from one brain to another through the 

means of imitation. In this case, by imitation is not only meant its direct variant 

but also the passing of information by using language or following instructions. 

The process of imitation is not perfect which is a fact that results in variation of 

memes. And analogically to unsuccessful genes, the memes too can be divided 

to more successful and less successful which again is the principle of natural 

selection. So when we take a look at the issue from the perspective of 

replicators, a meme can be defined as a cultural equivalent to a biological 

replicator which is represented by genes. However, memes obviously differ 

from genes in numerous respects. For example genes can only be transmitted 

from parent to child whereas memes do not suffer from such limitations as 

they can be passed between any two individuals.

With the science of genetics being on quite high level of development the 

resemblance of genes and memes can help the scientists understand memes 

better. But on the other hand it may also be misleading. The similarity between 

memes and genes should be understood this way: memes and genes are both 

examples of replicators but they are not the same. “The general theory of 

evolution must apply to both of them, but the specific details of how each 

replicator works may be quite different” (Blackmore 17). 

Characteristics of a Successful Replicator

According to Dawkins there are three prominent factors that matter for 

replicators to be successful. They are as follows:

1. Copying-fidelity – the more the replicator stays truthful to its original 

pattern after a series of copying the better chances for its survival. In other 

words: an accurate replicator goes a long way.

2. Fecundity – with increasing rate of copying the replicator spreads faster. A 

replicator with higher number of copies is more likely to become 

prominent.
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3. Longevity – certain instances of replicators last longer than others. That 

helps to increase the number of the replicator by giving it more time to 

spend on reproduction (16-18).

These general principles apply to all kinds of replicators including the memes. 

For example a meme represented by a kid’s modelling clay sculpture has a very 

short lifespan and has little chances to be imitated if the kid played alone. 

However, there are instances when poor longevity of a single copy of a meme 

does not play such a significant role. A note on the blackboard made by a 

teacher may not last more than a couple of minutes before being erased, but 

thanks to students’ taking notes, it replicates successfully. Its high rate of 

fecundity preserved it. As for copying-fidelity, memes do not seem to be high-

fidelity replicators. Even Dawkins admits he is on shaky ground there. An 

orally passed meme is subjected to mutation and blending. Nevertheless, it is 

possible that the appearance of inaccurateness is just illusory (194-195). 

Moreover, an example of photocopying – where each consequential copy 

suffers a little amount of quality loss until the copies are illegible and their 

value is gone – can be used to illustrate that a low-fidelity replicated meme is 

doomed to extinction.

Memes and the Internet

Internet and Digitalization

Luckily for memes, they are not restricted only to analogue means of copying. 

With the introduction of digitalization the memes gained a way to replicate 

without information loss or fuzziness. Fecundity was largely boosted by the 

invention and uprise of the internet. In 2011 there was about 2.1 billion of 

internet users registered (RIA Novosti), which means 2.1 billion of minds 

connected to a global medium. The word global here is quite important – it 

means that there are no geographical or cultural boundaries present. With the 

ability to transcend such boundaries a meme can appear simultaneously in 

different parts of the world and “spread independently of the distance or 
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proximity between senders and receivers” (Heylighen). It is a new 

decentralized manner of the meme spread as the memes do not have to expand 

gradually from one point outwards and are limited only by for example 

linguistic or physical barriers. Thanks to digitalization new copies can be made 

in next to no time at virtually no costs making the internet a real paradise for 

memes.

To illustrate the benefit of internet to memes, Heylighen uses an example of 

chain letters.  Originally the chain letter was a message sent by mail that tried

to convince its recipient to make copies of the letter and send them further. 

Eventual rewards for those who do so and a threatening with punishment for 

those who do not are used as motivation. The old channel for the chain letters 

is traditional mail. Those who decide not to break the chain are obliged to 

rewrite or photocopy the letter to pass it on. Both these procedures may and 

eventually always do result in a copy with mistakes and/or poor quality. 

Taking in account the costs of papers, envelopes, stamps and quite significant 

time consumption, the number of copies per generation is very limited. Paper 

chain letters are nowadays practically extinct. Their place was taken over by 

emailing. It takes only a couple of clicks to make a flawless copy of a letter and 

forward it to an almost unlimited number of persons when it is distributed 

electronically. In other words the copy-fidelity and fecundity was increased 

beyond recognition.

Web 2.0

Despite its theoretical capabilities, it is very unlikely that the electronic chain 

letter will ever be the main distribution channel for memes. To support this 

argument and its validity it is necessary to describe the change that the 

internet has gone through.

There is a vast difference between the internet and its sites as we know them 

today and those that were prolific before approximately 2003 (Cormode). We 

can label the concepts of “old” and “new” websites ‘Web 1.0’ and ‘Web 2.0’. The 

main difference between the two is that the older conception employed 
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production from a source which was then provided to the web users. The 

content creators were few and the role of the users was more similar to the 

role of consumers.  Web 2.0 on the other hand is much more democratic and 

user content oriented platform. With the aid of new technology (e.g. AJAX) the 

rather static pages of Web 1.0 were replaced by interactive dynamic sites with 

user-generated content.

One of good examples of how Web 2.0 has taken over is the departure from 

commercial online encyclopaedias and the rise of community-driven 

Wikipedia. But probably the most obvious product of the Web 2.0 is social 

networking.  On social network sites such as Facebook or Myspace the users 

feature as prominent creators of the content by publishing texts, pictures, 

videos and by providing links to interconnect with interesting external pages. 

To return to the (un)likeliness of a chain letter to become a successful meme 

on the internet it is necessary to take to account these features of the new 

webpages. The chain letters fit better into the Web 1.0 framework. The meme 

is actively passed from its source to other individuals who are passive in the 

process until they receive it. Then they have to decide whether to pass it on to 

other potential machines of their replication or not and on and on it goes. This 

configuration causes the meme’s dependence on the willingness of its 

recipients to reproduce it, and its own perpetual circulation. In the Web 2.0 the 

things work the other way around. The meme stands passively in its place and 

the users take the active part by reposting it, linking to it or remixing it and 

posting its mutations. The development from the net as a carrier of email 

messages to the World Wide Web as a repository of interconnected documents 

has “greatly changed the dynamics of meme replication” (Heylighen). Memes 

that are stored on the web servers can be accessed by anyone from anywhere 

anytime and can be easily pointed to or copied to another place online. This 

highly increases the chances for successful reproduction.

In such environment the memes flourish. It is in fact so beneficial for them that 

memetics considers the invention of the internet a creation of memetic 

selection. From this perspective a computer design is merely a result of 
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memetic evolution similarly to the design of an elephant being a result of 

genetic evolution. The internet can then be compared to a natural ecosystem 

(Blackmore 204, 218).

But let us abandon the issue of serious memetics at this point as it is about 

time to move on to the real core of this work – something which is commonly 

referred to simply as an ‘internet meme’.

Meme: The New Understanding

Specifications

The internet and the features of Web 2.0 gave birth to a new meme 

phenomenon which became largely popular among quite considerable number 

of web users. Defining this new kind of memes is not as easy as it is with the 

general definition of the term. Just a little memory refresh: Dawkins defines a 

meme as a unit of cultural transmission passed on by imitation. This is 

sufficient enough formulation for anyone to realize that by this classification a 

story, fashion or belief are all examples of memes. But what formulation should 

be used to describe the internet memes? That ‘meme’ in this sense is popular 

term for describing catchy and widely propagated ideas or phenomena online 

(Knobel & Lankshear 201) is a good start. However, it is not easy to imagine 

how such a meme should look like. We need to add some basic specifications.

An internet meme is typically an image or a video carrying a particular idea. To 

the day of submitting this work there were 1,244 confirmed memes in the 

database of Know Your Meme site. Although their form and content vary, to 

most of them one or more of following qualities can be assigned.

Humour

People like to be entertained. It is no wonder that a majority of the popular 

memes feature humour, although it is a rather subjective quality. In the case of 

the images the humour is usually intended (e.g. advice animals), whereas the 
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video memes are often funny despite the original intents of their protagonists 

(e.g. Angry German Kid or Bed Intruder). Humour is certainly a good quality 

for meme to poses – it attracts attention and drives the desire to pass it on.

Intertextuality

A large portion of the memes is highly intertextual. They relate to films (One 

Does Not Simply Go to Mordor Boromir from the Lord of the Rings), TV shows 

(Shut Up and Take My Money from Futurama), popular artists (Leave Britney 

Alone) or games (Pokémon Logic). The element of intertextuality often 

produces inside jokes, for example it is difficult to see any sense in a text 

stating someone used to sleep more than three hours a day but then took a 

bachelor thesis in the knee without the knowledge of the arrow in the knee 

meme and its origin. This meme is derived from the line “I used to be an 

adventurer like you. Then I took an arrow in the knee,” which is repeated by 

almost every other non-playable character in the game The Elder Scrolls V: 

Skyrim. It quickly caught up the players’ attention and became a subject of 

parody.

Simplicity

The simpler the meme is the easier it replicates. The majority of the internet 

memes is realised by image macros which are very easy to create. It is just a 

matter of taking an empty template and adding two lines of texts to it.

Memegenerator.net website is a good example of how simple such act is. 

Anyone can create their own meme version based on available templates in 

very little time and for free. Complex or difficult-to-grasp memes do not occur 

among the most popular ones.

Additional Specification

Besides the qualities listed above, Limor Shifman suggests repetitiveness 

which goes hand in hand with simplicity as in popular YouTube meme ‘The 

Mysterious Ticking Noise’. Repetitiveness helps the meme infiltrate its 

recipient’s mind and makes it easier to remember. An easy-to-remember 

meme is then easier to recreate.
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Possible functions of Memes

The internet memes are not particularly useful – the culture can do without 

them. Yet, they must have some kind of a function. At least we would like to 

think that they must, how else could we explain their success? 

To answer this question I conducted a little investigation. I went through the 

hot page of community web 9gag, which is a place where any user can publish 

images or videos of memetic character. The object of this inquiry was to 

determine the purpose of individual posts that made it to the hot page. As 

observed, the individual posts could be divided into six categories by their aim:

1. Communicate of interesting point or instruction

2. Share a personal experience or attitude

3. Show personal achievement 

4. Comment on a specific event

5. Joke

6. Other

Out of total 89 posts of one day, 24 fell to the first category, 23 to the second, 

nine showed personal achievements of the users, five commented on a specific 

real-life event, sixteen of the posts could be classified as jokes, and twelve of 

them did not fit any of the mentioned categories. In addition, one more 

interesting fact popped up. A great number of the posts could be considered 

funny. To be more specific 79 out of the 89 posts contained humorous element. 

These results may imply two basic functions of the internet memes: they 

entertain their audience and serve their creators as a communication device.

Meme as an Entertainment Device

It has been addressed here before: one of the basic features of an internet 

meme is humour. Thanks to it the memes have better chances to replicate as 

fun draws attention on the internet since a lot of people use it for 

entertainment. The HomeNet research showed that people's foremost use for 

the Internet was for pleasure as early as in 1996. With the development of the 

internet which was discussed earlier it is not to be assumed that this fact has 
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changed over the years. But it is not necessary to rely on assumptions. The 

numbers of page visits of the community webs that feature memes in large 

scale are stunning. It will be dealt with in more detail later in this chapter.

Meme as a Communication Device

The internet served for communication from its beginning. There are several 

ways to communicate online ranging from emails, instant messaging and chats 

to various forums. Now we can add communicating by memes.

The memetic communication brings several benefits to its users. First of all, the 

use of the community webs ensures large audience. It is much more effective 

than emailing, for instance. The communicators do not have to bother with 

mailing lists or creating communication groups, they only have to post their 

message in the thread and can rest assured that it will reach all its followers 

and potential passers-by. With the attention that is being paid to the internet 

memes, chances for the message to reach the highest possible number of 

recipients are very good. As was discussed before, the model of modern 

networking is perfectly suitable for memes to expand, and their users can take 

advantage of it.

Another good thing about communicating via memes is that they provide a 

good ready-to-use platform. For illustration: if someone wants to tell a story, it 

is very easy to use the popular Rage Comics which feature a Rage face for 

almost any emotion.  Remixing and mashing-up known memes is a convenient 

method to produce new content.

Memes and Language

Language as Means of Expressing Meaning

The content of the memes is generally expressed by language. People are 

unique by using language to communicate and the human brain is the place of 

meme reproduction. “For most of human history memes and language have 

gone hand in glove” (Gleick). This cohesion is evident in the case of the internet 

memes too.
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English being the lingua franca of the whole internet predestines its use also 

for memes. But not all internet users speak or understand it. Even though 

English remains the top language, only 26.8% of users speak it as the native 

language (InternetWorldStats.com).  Such a small number undermines the role 

of English as a universal language, especially with the growth of internet in 

countries where English is not widely spoken, such as China with 24.2% of the 

users. With English not being the main language for the majority of internet 

users and with an increasing number of users who do not understand it at all, 

the memes need to be translated to become truly global (Shifman). The 

translations do not only help the memes diffuse worldwide, they also introduce 

alterations and therefore drive their evolution even further.

Language as Message Content

The language does not only serve the purpose of expressing oneself but 

various types of memes also use it as the core its message. One of such meme is

so called Engrish which focuses on funny and bizarre translations. One of the 

most prominent memes of this kind is the famous line of the conqueror CATS 

“All your base are belong to us” from the 1998 translation of the 1989 Japanese 

arcade shooter Zero Wing (Know Your Meme). The quote became largely 

popular and remixed. A similar phenomenon – the ‘LOLspeak’ appears on 

pictures of actual cats and other animals and its most famous catchphrase is “I 

can has cheezburger?”. However, the most of the Engrish memes are simply 

photos of real signs with unreal phrases.

But it is not only strange twisted translations; the language-related memes 

comprise misheard lyrics videos (Even flow: The misheard lyrics), phonetic 

translations from foreign languages to English (Fart in the Duck), Google 

Translate song covers, where lyrics of a song performed by Google Translate 

Listen function are recorded over an instrumental version of the song, and 

more. 

The use of language as the core of the message shows the playfulness of memes 

and can also be quite eye-opening along the way.
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Home of Memes

Memes are born in human minds but the place where we can encounter them 

online is the pages the owners of those minds put them.  The most important 

and most prolific ones are Tumblr, Reddit, 4chan, FunnyJunk or 9gag (not 

necessarily in that order). All these sites can be classified as community-based 

webpages where registered users upload content and anyone can view it. The 

oldest of these websites is FunyJunk which was registered in 2001. The newest 

one on the other hand is 9gag launched in 2008. They all feature image boards 

with possibility to comment on the entries and are strongly user-oriented.

Tumblr

Tumblr enables its users to post photos, quotes, texts, links, music and videos 

for free. It features 60.8 million blogs, 25.6 billion posts and 16.1 billion 

monthly page views (Tumblr.com). Accused of stealing memes from 4chan and 

claiming them as their own which consequentially led to raid attacks from 

4chan users with fake accounts and posting gore and porn on Tumblr. The 

attack was not too much successful (Stryker). Tumblr fought back with 

‘Operation Overkitten 4chan’ which consisted of spamming 4chan with 

pictures of cute kittens (CyBeRGaTa). 

4chan

4chan (4chan.org) is a simple image-based board, where anyone can post 

comments and share images. Users do not need register before participating in 

the community (4chan.com). 4chan’s image boards are divided into 6 

categories: Japanese Culture, Interests, Creative, Adult, Other and Misc 18+.

The most favourite board is Misc. sub-board Random, often referred to as /b/ 

based on its URL, with about 30% of the site’s traffic (Know Your Meme). The 

board /b/ is also considered home of the famous protest movement 

Anonymous (Landers). With about 700,000 daily posts and about seven million 

daily visitors, 4chan is one of the most popular imageboard communities that 

gave birth to such widespread memes as ‘Pedobear’, ‘LOLcats’ and ‘Rickroll’ 

(Know Your Meme).



18

FunnyJunk

Another imageboard with an easy principle of the visitors’ voting whether they 

find the posts being funny or junk. Last month this site received over 90,000 

comments and 19.75 million pageviews (FunyJunk).  It features image macro 

generator and user interface for creating Rage Comics. ‘Now Kiss’ and ‘Oh God 

Why’ Rage faces originated here (Know Your Meme).

Reddit

Reddit is a social website where anyone can create their own community. 

Redditors (the users of Reddit) post stories which are then subjected to voting. 

The best rated stories make it to the top, which makes Reddit a good source of 

quality news and of course memes. On February 2nd, 2011 the site reached 

over one billion pageviews in a single month with 13.75 million of unique 

visitors (Know Your Meme). Notable memes that originated on this website 

include ‘Troll Quotes’ and ‘Troll Science’ (Know Your Meme).

9gag

In the Czech Republic, this community web is the most popular of the five 

listed; probably thanks to its intuitive interface and simplicity. The design is 

similar to Tumblr’s but the content is more ‘meme-oriented’. It has 1.48 million 

visits per day (WebsiteLooker).

9gaggers were accused of taking credit for 4chan memes and claiming to be 

“legion” – one of the names for Anonymous movement. This provoked two 

major actions against the web. ‘Operation: 9gag’ was announced first. It was a 

plan of a raid attack including posting gore and porn, combined with DDoS 

attacks planned on December 21st, 2011. One day prior to the attack, another 

operation was launched. ‘Operation: Deepthroat’ in which members of 4chan, 

Tumblr, Reddit and FunnyJunk cooperated. Massive spamming forced the 

moderators of 9gag to shut down all site services and partly successful DDoS 

attacks knocked some parts of the site offline. Last attack on the site to this 

time – ‘Operation: 9gag – Phase 2’ was launched on Valentine’s Day (Know 

Your Meme).
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9gag eventually came up with some original memes but they did not reach too 

high popularity.

Side Effects of the Memes’ Popularity

Besides the little wars over the memes and quite some business revolving 

around them, one interesting phenomenon arose. With literally billions of 

pages viewed monthly many memes experience a rocket start and then a quick 

downfall. The minds of the internet’s audience reach quickly the point of 

saturation and the constant flow of new and new memes distract their 

attention. One example of recent months is at hand – the Ridiculously 

Photogenic Guy. This meme was born in early April this year and the attention 

it received was enormous. It is a picture of a man running a race with a shiny 

smile over his face. It was posted on Flickr on March 31st with the title “My 

friend calls him ‘Mr Ridiculously Photogenic Guy’”. The picture reached three 

hundreds of thousands views within one hour (Bowers). Shortly after, a 

facebomb version was posted on Reddit followed by first image macros. The 

identity of the marathon hero – Zeddie Little from New York – was quickly 

discovered and plenty of articles on the topic were published including an 

interview with Little’s father published in The Daily Mail on April 6th (Bates). 

Zeddie Little himself was then interviewed in an ABC breakfast television show 

Good Morning America (Kindelan). It was certainly one of the greatest memes 

of last months but the attention to it soon declined almost as quickly as it 

ascended. 

The point of this particular story is not to cry over an overnight celebrity losing 

his fans; the point is that this trend of short-lived memes starts to apply for all 

the news. People are tired of talking about even serious issues after only a few 

days (Offenhauer). This trend may become dangerous when people miss 

important news only because they lasted too short before being replaced by 

something fresher.
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Internet Memes and Real World

Some memes rise and fall within an eye-blink, some memes are around long 

enough to leave an indelible footprint in the lives of those who get involved. 

This study so far regarded examples of memes that can be considered more or 

less amusing.  From time to time a meme of a rather more serious nature 

appears. As it is with the ‘Casually Pepper Spray Everything Cop’. 

On November 18th, 2011 an Occupy protest took place at the campus of 

University of Ohio. The students formed a human chain and sat down on a 

pavement and the adjacent lawn. After they refused to leave, one of the present 

police officers started to administer pepper spray straight into the faces of the 

peacefully sitting students. The video depicting this incident was uploaded the 

same day on Youtube by the user terrydatiger under the title “Police pepper 

spraying and arresting students at UC Davis”. The next day, an original photo of 

Lieutenant John Pike pepper spraying the protesters was posted to Reddit

(Know Your Meme).  This picture the became a fundament for derivative 

photoshopped pictures including variants of the policeman pepper spraying 

The Constitution, Declaration of Independence and a kid’s face in George 

Seurat’s painting A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte. The 

meme raised a wave of reactions one of which became particularly remarkable. 

On November 21st, three days after the incident, Fox News anchor Megyn Kelly 

appeared on a talk show “The O’Reilly Factor” to discuss the incident (Know 

Your Meme). Her commentary on the pepper spraying did not meet the 

approval of the web community as she stated that the pepper spray is “a food 

product, essentially” (Youtube.com). This infamous quote granted her 

becoming a meme herself in a form typical for advice animals. These memes 

feature various lines of similar nature as her own proclamation, such as: 

“Torture? It’s a physical therapy essentially.” or “Rape? It’s a surprise sex 

esentialy.” and others. Kelly’s becoming a meme ridiculed her and cost her 

partial loss of credibility but there are other examples of how memes 

influenced real people’s lives in much more substantial way.
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Case One: The Star Wars Kid

Ghyslain Raza, at that time a fifteen-year-old Canadian student, recorded a 

video of himself performing frenetic Star Wars fight resembling moves with a 

golf ball retriever as a double-blade light saber in early November, 2002 for a 

school project he directed. The recording was meant to remain private but 

Raza’s forgetting the tape at school resulted in the tape becoming the most 

popular viral video of all times with well over a billion of views to this day 

(Wei). 

In April, 2003, Ghyslain’s classmate accidentally stumbled upon the videotape 

and finding it uttermost funny they decided to digitalize it and post online as a 

prank. The video was downloaded more than a million times in less than a 

month and started to spread all over the internet in viral frenzy (Harmon). It 

also inspired various remixes with special visual and sound effects added to 

the video, boosting the overall fame of the new-born meme.

Note that this happened three years before Youtube was even launched.  Andy 

Baio, who uploaded the video on his blog, which resulted in “a staggering 2.3 

terabytes of traffic,” conducted a research in May 2003 and found out the 

identity of the Star Wars Kid. He announced his discovery in his May 13th blog 

post which was then updated with an appeal to raise a fund to buy Ghyslain an 

iPod as a thank you for a great video. A sum of $4,334.44 in U.S. dollars was 

raised eventually, which covered a 30GB iPod and eighteen CN$200 gift cards. 

Ghyslain was sent these presents with a thank you letter and the story seemed 

to be over. However, it was not.

Despite the support from Baio and other commenters, Raza started to suffer 

from depressions due to his exposure to public stultification, which forced him 

to drop out of school and finish the year at a psychiatric ward for children 

(Wei). In June Raza’s family filed a CN$225,000 lawsuit against the families of 

the students who uploaded the video for emotional sufferings and 

psychological damages, “raising serious concerns of privacy invasion for the 

first time in a new age of the Internet” (Know Your Meme). Even though the 
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quarrel reached a settlement in the end, the video has never been removed 

from the internet and is being viewed and commented on even today.

Thanks to the memetic nature of the video, Raza became the first and most 

visible victim of cyberbullying in history.

Case Two: Jessi Slaughter

If the Ghyslain Raza situation is to be regarded as one of the first cases of 

cyberbullying, the case of Jessica Leonhardt a.k.a. Jessi Slaughter is one of the 

most serious. What started as a video response to ‘haters’ turned out to be a 

beginning of a terrible nightmare for the whole Leonhardt family.

In 2010, Jessi – at that time eleven years old – started to make a name for 

herself in StickyDrama community of teenage gossipers as a fan of electronic 

powerpop emo band Blood on the Dance Floor. She gained attention by posting 

several inappropriate images and videos of herself and eventually was accused 

of having a sexual affair with the band’s lead singer Dahvie Vanity (Know Your 

Meme). After several minor disputes Jessica posted a video response to her 

haters on Youtube full of profanity and making such threats as "If you can't 

stop hating, you know what? I'll pop a glock in your mouth and make a brain 

slushy." (Youtube.com). Unfortunately, this video made its way to 4chain’s /b/ 

message board, where it caused a wave of disapproval and a call for reaction 

(Chen). The internet started to pick up on Jessi by spamming her Facebook and 

Myspace accounts with various types of harassment ranging from calling her 

ugly and stupid to death threats. After Anonymous uncovered the girl’s 

personal information including her address and phone number, prank calls and 

pizza delivers were added to the bullies’ repertoire (Chen). 

Despite the intensity of the negative responses, Jessica choose to retaliate with 

more videos including one with her father yelling at the camera and 

threatening the tormentors with “cyber police”. Obviously this practise only 

caused more pranks and the father’s reaction became a source of new memes 

such as ‘You Done Goofed’ or ‘Consequences Will Never Be the Same’ and 

various video remixes.
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Police investigation was conducted and the whole family was under constant 

police surveillance for a short period of time. Jessica was later ordered by court 

to stay off the internet and was sent to a mental health facility after the 

authorities believed she might be suicidal (Canning).

Although experts endorse the fact that Jessi was given some counselling, they 

agreed that this cyberbullying should have been stopped way before it got to 

the point it got to the death threats. In words of the guest of Good Morning 

America’s broadcast on July 22nd, internet security expert Parry Aftab: “We 

need to teach our kids to stop and not answer back, to block the person or the 

message and to tell a trusted adult. (…)  At some point we need to have an adult 

in charge."

The case of Jessica Leonhardt fully displays the danger of the internet. Its 

anonymity is a double-edged sword as the bullies hide behind it and dare to 

threaten an eleven-year-old girl with death, while the victim is clearly 

identified. Becoming a meme in a bad sense can cause serious impact on the 

quality of life and safety. Moreover, it can cause damage in personality 

development that might never go away. The whole situation needs to be 

treated with utmost care. The cyber space can be really unsafe for kids and the 

trend of internet memes can truly make it even worse.

Fortunately the memes do also have a more friendly face.

Case Three: The Golden Voice

This story can be abbreviated to a single line: “from homeless to Hollywood.” 

One day Ted Williams was standing on a street corner in Columbus, Ohio 

begging for cash with a sign that read: “I have a God given gift of voice. I am an 

ex-radio announcer who has fallen on hard times. Please! Any help will be 

greatfully [sic] appreciated. Thank you and God bless you / Happy Holiday.” 

The next day he could pick and choose from a range of job offers from the 

Cleveland Cavaliers, MTV or NFL Films. How could such a thing happen?

On Monday January 3rd, 2011, Kevin Joy from The Columbus Dispatch posted a 

video of a homeless guy with a special voice to Youtube. The recording 
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featured Ted Williams with the mentioned sign reciting various radio-phrases 

in a rich voice that sounded just like old-school radio broadcast. The video 

became almost instantly viral with more than five million views by Wednesday 

(Doane) catching the attention not only of the local media.

Before the video appeared online Ted Williams was on and off the streets 

sometimes mixed up with alcohols, drugs (crack for the most part) or even the 

law (Doane). But in the morning of January 5th, he was a guest of WNCI Radio

morning show where the job offers started to pour down at him. Williams’ 

troubles seemed to be over; but as it was later discovered, despite his claims of 

being clean from drugs for two years, he was still using (Joy). 

Fortunately, his newly found friends, motivation and two stints in rehab helped 

Williams to achieve sobriety. Today he lives in a spacious house, has a 

girlfriend and a regular job as the official voice of the New England Cable News 

(Zafar). All thanks to one video that almost did not even get on the internet as 

it was stored in Kevin Joy’s personal archives for weeks before he decided to 

post it

Fortunately, he did post it and made a dream come true. He created a strong 

story with a happy ending, a story of redemption that would have never 

happened without the internet. Even though the original video fits better into 

the viral category rather than memetic, various remixes were created and its 

Know Your Meme database status is ‘Confirmed meme’.

Case Four: Thank You, Reddit

The community of redditors is known for their occasional participation in 

charity event such as Christmas fundraisers (Denny-Crane). But this story is 

about spontaneous support of the community given to somebody who was just 

about to give up hope.

Michal Suchánek is a Czech visual artist who draws comic book stories based 

on Ondřej Neff’s novellas. But it is not his job; he simply does it in his free time 

as a hobby. However, with the market in the Czech Republic being fairly small 

and the work being hard, he gradually started to run out of energy and feel that 
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he is reaching a dead end. At this point his girlfriend Alžběta Trojanová decided 

that she should help him and published a post with a link to four examples of 

Suchánek’s artwork and following text to Reddit’s Comicbooks thread: “My 

boyfriend is making a comic book based on short stories of Czech sci-fi writer 

Ondrej Neff. He is working on this almost a year and I think that he's started to 

loose [sic] his faith in this project (maybe he's loosing [sic] his mind too :) . So, 

Reddit, what do think? Any positive comments?” 

And not just some positive comments but hundreds appeared, some of which 

even offered donations to the author. On the top of it, the post reached 1287 

upvotes making it “a comic book find of 2012” (Johnston). However, even 

better response was given outside of the thread. 

In about an hour after the post appeared on the thread, American publishers 

started to contact Trojanová – to her great astonishment (Javůrek). After their 

American colleagues, publishers from Britain and Germany got in touch.

The negotiations have barely started but it is a great step for the Czech author 

who took the right path to become a professional comic book illustrator. It is 

one more prove of the strength of the internet community and in a sense a 

good meme too.  

Memes and the Czech Republic

The Czech User

The last story showed that Czech users can become successful thanks to the 

modern community websites that work on a global principle. The questions 

who is the Czech user and how do the internet memes affect him are yet to be 

answered.

ExperienceU’s ‘2011 Survey of Czech internet users' knowledge and behavior’ 

showed that almost all the Czech internet users (94.5%) know the social 

network site Facebook and 80% are aware of Twitter. There is a total number 
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of 3,646,880 Czech Facebook users which is 35.75% of the population of the 

Czech Republic and 54.59% of Czech internet users (Socialbakers). 

Unfortunately no such statistics concerning memes or any other social network 

than Facebook exists.

In order to find out the knowledge of the phenomenon of the internet memes 

and the attitude the Czech users have towards it, an online survey was 

conducted. Since the number one social site is Facebook, links to the survey 

were distributed there.

The results show that out of 213 participants under the age of thirty 54.9% are 

aware of having encountered memes online. In the category over the age of 30 

the result was significantly lower: only 4 people out of 31 interviewed. This 

result shows that younger web users are more active in social networking.

Only those who responded positively to the first question continued the 

survey. All of them knew at least one site with meme-based content, although 

58.9% answered quite vaguely “Facebook”. Facebook was also the third most 

frequent answer to the question of favourite meme-themed website (if the 

answer none is excluded). Second place went to 9gag and the number one site, 

according to the survey, is Rouming.cz. None of the responders older than 

thirty years knew 9gag.

The best liked meme in the Czech Republic is apparently the whole meme sub-

genre of Rage comics. 57.3% answered that they do not have favourite meme.

As language is concerned, 24.8% of the respondents prefer memes in English, 

mostly because they find them either funnier or more up to date. Quite 

surprisingly, whole 67.5% do not care if the meme is in Czech or in English 

while only 7.7% prefer memes in Czech with 88.8% of them admitting that it is 

because they do not understand English that well.

Memes of Czech Origin

Despite the fact that the Czech Republic is a small country, it is the birthplace of 

one truly global meme. Its name is ‘Šílený Ota’ and it originated in 2005. The 
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video of a young man running and jumping onto a wall, squashing his body 

against it with arms and legs wide spread started as a funny peculiarity that 

circulated on cell phones of Czech youngsters (Miklica). In June, 2007 Ota’s 

friend Daniel Kec uploaded the video on Youtube. The clip is only seven 

seconds long, but its simplicity and craziness inspired imitators to record and 

upload their own remakes of Šílený Ota stunt. Videos from Sweden, Estonia, 

Canada or Brazil can be found on Youtube. 

The original video reached almost four million views and its repost titled “If 

you watch this 100 times you'll still laugh” by zomglolbg attracted more than 

40.6 million viewers.

The question regarding the knowledge of Czech memes revealed that 35% of 

the responders know the ‘Šílený Ota’ meme. Even greater number – 97.4% –

know the ‘Vinter of the Year’ or other Rath-themed meme. 

This phenomenon emerged immediately after the news of the police catching 

Doctor David Rath with a seven-million-crown bribe in a wine box, reached the 

Czech audience. It showed the playfulness and witty spirit of the Czech nation 

and a considerable attention was paid to this trend by domestic media 

(Vnouček).

Conclusion

One interesting fact was learnt during the survey I conducted. In the question 

concerning supposed function of memes, procrastination featured as one of the 

answers of 41% of the respondents. This actually corresponds with Sarah 

Blackmore’s argument that the internet was designed by memetic selection. 

When 41% of people believe that memes are powerful enough to make us 

prefer them over necessary tasks, it makes one think.

Everything happens stunningly fast. All the information that is cast upon us, all 

the coffee we need to drink to stay sharp; who wants it? Is it really us people or 
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is it the memes that want to infiltrate our brains and selfishly replicate? Of 

course one can rest peacefully if he does not believe in a thing like memes even 

exist in the first place.

This thesis delivered a comprehensive view of memes and the examples used 

are an evidence of the influence the memes have. They can bring happiness 

and they can bring despair. They make us notice how short-lived our attention

is. They can haunt us or we may enjoy them.

But it also demonstrates the way one can use memes to own benefit. Memes 

are nothing more than ideas, after all. Ideas that convey information, 

instructions and humour. People like fun and memes are fun, at least for the 

most part.

Hopefully, the memes will not be capable of selfishly turning human brains into 

their replicating machines although it sometimes seems that it is inevitable.

And yet again, are the memes even a real thing?

Be as it may, this work proves than even though the whole science of memetics 

can be nothing more than a big misunderstanding, the “things” that lurk out 

there in the cyberspace are more than real. 

Brace yourselves, the fun is coming.
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