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INTRODUCTION

In this digital age, modes and mediums of communication change; new
“languages” emerge. Among the recent mediums used by people in expressing
thoughts and ideas are internet memes. In his essay, The Language of Internet
Memes, Davison (2012) defines an internet meme as “a piece of culture, typically a
joke, which gains influence through online transmission” (p.122).// Due to their
“nonserious” nature, memes, despite their viral spread, were not given serious
attention specifically in the academic setting. Recently however, some scholars have
acknowledged the value of memes in political expression. Dr. Rintel, who has written
on memes observes, “Memes represent a new kind of ‘comment culture’ on the
internet.” Dr. Frances Shaw who is conducting research on internet memes also
acknowledges the role of internet memes in contemporary political expression (Korff,
2014). Internet memes may highlight a societal issue and their viral presence
contributes a lot in developing social consciousness on the internet users. Making
memes enable the creators to express their receptions and reactions to pressing social
issues.

According to Knobel and Lankshire (2007 as cited in Varona, n.d.)
successful internet memes are characterized by the presence of the element of humor
which can be *quirky,” satiric, and sarcastic. Another element is intertextuality, which
refers to ‘cross-
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suggested how the internet memes can be used “to challenge existing power relations
and better represent disenfranchised and dominated groups.” Similarly, in her study,
The Role of Internet Memes in Public Discourse on the 2013 Pork Barrel Case in the
Philippines, Varona (n.d.) stresses that through the memes, the people (“whether
producers, re-mixers, ‘likers,” ‘forwarders,” or ‘commenters’) could freely criticize
the rich and powerful
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Fig. 1: SONA Fashion Meme

Source: www.facebook.com

The incongruous signifiers (in Figure 1) have serious connotations. From the
semiotic perspective, humor is considered as a violation of a code. Although
delegates of a formal gathering like that of the SONA are expected to observe proper
decorum, the caption text describes it as a “thoughtless extravagance” treating the
SONA as an “OSCAR night in
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the welfare of the majority to act or live luxuriously amidst the sad and pitiful
condition of their subjects. To quote Confucius, “In a country well governed, poverty
is something to be ashamed of. In a country badly governed, wealth is something to
be ashamed of” (Yohannan, n.d.).

Fig. 2: Noynoy gago meme Fig. 3: Noynoy bugok meme

TA— T

Source: www.facebook.com Source: pulpolitika.wordpress.com

In figures 2, there is nothing incongruous or deviant in the images as they
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Through the memes, the masses are able to show that it is not they who are stupid,
but they are those who are up there occupying lofty seats in the government.

Fig. 4: Daang Matuwid Fig.5: Kultong Dilaw
Meme Meme

Source: www.facebook.com

The oppositions between straight/crooked and righteous/corrupt are
highlighted in the memes. The caption text, “Matuwid?” (righteous) in Figure 4 is in
stark contrast with corrupt implied in the caption text, “Noynoy had pork of P700 B
in 2012 DAP.” Incongruity is heightened by the caption text “Noynoy’s P100M
‘pork’ went to bogus NGOs, too” which is unexpected. Similarly, “ideretso na din sa
garbage” is in contrast to “daang matuwid.” The memes have an intertextual
reference to President Aquino’s commitment to his fight against corruption and to
institute good governance which is the essence of his motto of treading “daang
matuwid
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The humorous signifiers in the memes have serious connotations. With the
incongruity between the program’s self-righteous and moralistic worldview and what
is really happening, the humor in the memes signifies “Daang Matuwid” as a
hypocritical slogan (Tiglao, 2015). During Aquino’s administration, the PDAF
releases from 2010-2013 totaled P6.5 billion. With the addition of DAP which totaled
P157 billion, Aquino’s pork barrel totaled P220 billion during his first three years.
Yet such “suspicious siphoning off of public funds” was not given attention by the
Commission on Audit (Tiglao, 2014) which taints Aquino’s projected image as a
fighter of corruption.

The myth that “Daang Matuwid” or Aquino’s administration can save the
country from the pangs of the social cancer, corruption, which the Filipino public
believed and resulted to the undisputed election of Noynoy Aquino to presidency is
deconstructed. Or the notion that a new governance (with its new “messianic” slogan)
is better than the previous one (Tiglao, 2015) is negated in the political memes. As
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Binary contrasts such as serious/nonserious and present/absent can be easily
gleaned in both caption texts and images in the figures above. The smile of the
President, his relaxed position while texting during the dangerous operation done by
the Special Action Force (SAF) commandos in contrast to Obama’s vigilance during
a high-value target operation, his presence in the interview with Vice Ganda and in
the Dongyan wedding which can be nonserious gatherings and his absence in the
Arrival Honors for SAF heroes which is really a serious event are illogical and
incongruous making these as the humor signifiers in these memes.

The humorous signifiers connote the President’s disinterest and lack of
enthusiasm in considering more important things that need his urgent attention. The
President’s response and reaction to the queries why it took so long for the soldiers to
be given reinforcement which resulted to heinous masruou
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Law as they believe it was the last piece for Aquino to earn the Nobel Peace Prize,’
said the source
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Despite the abased position of Senator Santiago in the image, the caption text
“MGA EPAL” serves ideological function. “Epal” has an intertextual reference to
House Bill 4929 which seeks to ban naming government projects after government
officials. Such bill is also similar to “Anti-epal Bill which Sen. Santiago filed before.
The caption text then deconstructs the myth that it is just natural for government
officials to publicize their names for projects they facilitated. According to the
Senator, it is unnecessary and highly unethical (hence unnatural) as it “promotes the
culture of political patronage and corruption.

In congruence with the caption text “EPAL” in both memes, Kabataan Party-
list Rep. Terry Ridon observes, "In truth, this system of political advertising is a
manifestation of our nation's deeply troubling patronage politics and the proliferation
of political dynasties in the country. Playing with the concepts of mass
communications, these traditional politicians take advantage of the power and funds
under their discretion to boost name recall and face recognition, two key factors
important during elections” (Viray, 2014). As the caption text on the left shows, such
practice of naming government projects after government officials is “prevalent”
which makes it appear as normal or natural. But as the memes show, such is not
natural; instead, it is “epal
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One is shocked to read the words “Congratulations™ and “HELL” (Figure
11) making these incongruous, thus funny. Such humor is a form of sarcasm as
represented also by the sarcastic smile of Sen. Santiago in the image. Similarly,
“ANYARE?!?” signals that something illogical is happening. Whereas Risa
Hontiveros is more qualified to hold a government position than Nancy Binay,
Hontiveros lagged behind in the SWS survey.

Such humorous and incongruous signifiers connote the distorted portrait of
Philippine politics. As what Pertierra (2012) observes, “The political elite rules
uninterruptedly, winning elections repeatedly.
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As the analysis shows, humor in the internet memes exposes some political
ideological constructs which are naturalized or normalized in the Philippine society.
Through humor, such ideologies are unmasked and the public are brought to
awareness of what is really behind seemingly normal or natural events in the
Philippine political arena. This means that Filipino humor, apart from being a mere
expression of fun and entertainment, has the potential to express dissent especially
against some ills in the society. Filipino humor, then, serves serious functions, thus
deserving of serious attention.

As the study focused only on the analysis of images and captions in the
political memes, another study can be conducted on the effect of the political memes
on the perception of the public of the government to confirm the ideological
functions of the internet memes. Another study can also be conducted on the
motivations of the meme creators in creating the memes. Such study can further
illumine the relationship between popular culture and ideology. In connection, a
similar study can be conducted on internet memes using different analytical
approaches, e.g., functionalist approach to unravel “serious” motivations behind the
humorous internet memes. Furthermore, as the present study explored Philippine
political issues which are intertextually referred to in the selected memes, a more
detailed study on the role of internet memes on specific political issues can be
conducted. Such study can shed light on how the public responds to such political
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