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SYSTEM-FUNCTIONAL FEATURES OF SEMIOTIC
MECHANISMS ORGANAZING INTERNET MEMES
ABOUT CORONAVIRUS

The article studies semiotic mechanisms of organizing Internet memes on coro-
navirus (COVID-19) as polycode texts reflecting the socio-cultural phenom-
enon significant for an indefinite period. It also examines relevant evaluative
meanings of COVID-19 arising through the interaction of image and text in
polycode units. Systemic functional multimodal discourse analysis serves as
the research methodology and provides the framework for linguistic, cognitive
and pragmatic aspects of the study. In line with the approach, a comprehensive
interpretation of a communication act incorporating text analysis along with
situational and cultural reflection, the inductive method and its main research
procedures (observation, analysis and comparison) are applied to specify the
COVID-19 discourse in Internet memes. The analysis of the system-functional
peculiarities of coronavirus-related Internet memes has specified textual means
of designing a communicative intention in polycode units, semiotic elements
of pragmatic impact, as well as a multimodal perspective of interpreting the
COVID-19 discourse through the interaction of verbal and visual references.
The results show that COVID-19 memes convey condition-, interaction- and
event-oriented evaluative meanings. The study revealed that the semiotic tools
of different origin and precedence degree enable verbal-visual interaction to
convey the sense of kinship and shared experience. Along with the disturbing
meanings of apprehension and danger, the Internet memes noticeably express
social unity and confidence in overcoming the challenges. The meanings are
reinforced by the images of significant cultural value in the Russian community.

Keywords: polycode text, multimodality, Internet meme, pragmatic impact,
semiotic code, COVID-19 discourse, precedent phenomeno.
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CUCTEMHO-®YHKIMOHAJIbHBIE OCOBEHHOCTHU
CEMMNOTNYECKUX MEXAHM3MOB OPTAHU3ATIVI
VMHTEPHET-MEMOB O KOPOHABVPYCHOW MH®EKIIUN

B cratpe AHA/IN3UPYIOTCA CEMMOTUYIECKNE MEXaHM3Mbl OpraHm3anym MH-

TepHeT-MeMOB, IOCBAIIeHHbIX KopoHaBupycy (COVID-19). Ha marepua-
Jle TIOJIMKOZOBBIX TEKCTOB, OTPAKAMIINMX 3HAYMMBII HA HEOIpefieeHHbIi
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CPOK COLIMOKY/IBTYPHBIiT (peHOMEH, MCCTIERYIOTCS PeleBAHTHbBIE OLeHOYHbIE
3Ha4YeHNsA, BO3HMKAIOIINE B ITO/IMKOJOBbIX €VHNUIAX B pe3y/nbTaTe B3alMO-
HelicTBMA M300paXkeHNs U TeKCTa. MeTOROOr1ell NCCIeOBaHNsA IMHIBU-
CTUYeCKMX, KOTHUTUBHBIX 11 IMParMaTN4ecKnX aclekKToB 00beKTa IOCTY KT
CHCTeMHO-YHKIMOHAIbHBII MY/IbTYMOAA/IbHBII JUCKYpC-aHamm3. B coot-
BETCTBUM C BBIOPQHHBIM IIOAXOIOM /L AeTanmusanuu guckypca COVID-19
B MHTEPHET-MeMax Obl/Ia MCIIOb30BAHA KOMIUIEKCHAS MHTEPIIPETALS KOM-
MYHMKAaTMBHOTO aKTa, BK/II0YAIOIAsA aHA/IN3 TEKCTa HapALY C CUTYaTUBHOI
U KY/IbTYPOJIOTUYECKON pedieKcueit, MHAYKTUBHBIN METOJ U €T0 OCHOBHBIE
UCCIIefOBaTeNIbCKIE MPOLeAyphl (HabIIofieH e, aHa/IN3 U CpaBHeHMe). AHa-
M3 CUCTeMHO-(YHKIMOHAIBHBIX OCOOEHHOCTEIl VHTepHeT-MeMOB O KO-
POHaBMPYCHON MHGEKINI TO3BOMINII BBISIBUTD CHelduIecKne TEKCTOBbIE
cpencTBa OQOpM/IEHNSI KOMMYHMKATUBHOM WHTEHLIMU B IIOIMKOJLOBBIX
eMHUIAX, HOMEHK/IATYPy CeMMOTUYECKMX 3/IEMEHTOB IIParMaTM4eckoro
BO3JIeJICTBUA, a TAK)Ke HAMETUTD IIO/IMMOJAIbHBIN PaKypC MHTEpIIpeTaLn
puckypca COVID-19 yepes B3amMopeiicTBue BepOaIbHBIX 1 BM3YaTbHBIX
pedepenmuit. B pesymbrare nccnegosanua MeMoB o COVID-19 BbiABIeHDI
0600111eHHbIE OLeHOYHbIE 3HAYEHIISI, CBSI3AHHbIE C ITOHSATVSMU COCTOSIHNS,
B3aMMOJEIICTBYS 1 COOBITHS. B X0fie 1ccmeoBaHms YCTAaHOBIEHO, YTO CEMI-
OTHYEeCKHUe CPECTBA PasHOIl pedepeHInaIbHON OTHECEHHOCTN U CTEIeHN
IpeLefileHTHOCTY MO3BOJIAIOT B BepOaTbHO-BM3YaTbHOM B3aMMOJEICTBUN
IepefiaBaTh YyBCTBA eAMHEHNUA U obuiero onbita. Hapany ¢ manndecranm-
il oraceHys M OMACHOCTY MHTEPHET-MeMbl BBHIPA)KAIOT COLMANbHOE eMH-
CTBO U YBEPEHHOCTD B IIPEOIONIEHNI TPYIHOCTEN. YCTAaHOB/IEHHbIE 3HAYEHMA
YCUIMBAIOTCS 00pasaMit, MMEIOIVIMY 3HAYNTE/TbHYIO KY/IbTYPHYIO [IeHHOCTD
B PYCCKOSI3BIYHOM COO01IIeCTBE.

Knrouesvie c106a: TIOMUKOIOBbII TeKCT, MY/IbTUMOANbHOCTD, UHTEPHET-MeM,
IIparMaTnyeckoe BO3JIENICTBME, CeMUOTHMYecKuit Kofl, puckypc COVID-19,
IIpellefieHTHBII (peHOMEH.

Introduction

The emergence and spread of COVID-19 has significantly changed
the life of society and caused the introduction of new social practices (re-
mote work or study, self-isolation, etc.). With the spread of the pandemic,
the COVID-19 discourse has reached the global level incorporating lo-
cal communities, authorities, the healthcare sector and the media. In the
context of lockdown and imposed social distancing, social media became
an operational tool to connect with others, share information, experi-
ences and opinions, as well as to consider the situation and find the ways
to adapt to it. Diverse semiotic options employed in the ongoing inter-
pretation found their reflection in numerous Internet memes as creative
responses of netizens. Being polymodal cultural units, which are com-
monly ironic or humorous by nature, memes circulate in digital media
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and convey different interpretations of “coronavirus” as a new precedent
phenomenon of our time.

Numerous works within linguistics domain are devoted to the analy-
sis of COVID-19-inspired lexical processes. Against this background, the
aim of the work is to fill the research gap associated with the diverse semi-
otic resources used in reflecting the COVID-19 discourse. COVID-relat-
ed memes highlight various facets of the phenomenon ranging from the
virus itself to its origin, the spread, changes in social life arrangement, pro-
tective measures, local and global economic impact and other. Since the
mediated COVID-19 discourse enacts a diversity of opinions and themat-
ic discourses it cannot be comprehensively evaluated without reference to
the pragmatics of sociolinguistic semiotics of the speech community. The
focus of the study is to consider text-image interaction within COVID-19
memes and specify relevant evaluative meanings of COVID-19 as con-
veyed through certain semiotic mechanisms used in polycode units.

Methods and material

Numerous studies have viewed social media in terms of semiotic
instrumental potential [Tan 2020; Stockl 2020]. The framework for this
study is the combination of mediated discourse analysis (MDA) and sys-
temic functional multimodal discourse analysis (SF MDA) [Norris, 2005;
Scollon, 2001]. They highlight sociocultural aspects within digitally medi-
ated communication and focus on the convergence of various semiotic
resources in social practices. SF MDA operates meaning-making through
a set of methods, namely framing, composition and relevance [Kress,
Leeuwen, 1996], theme and information structure [Halliday, 1989] and
image-text logico-semantic relations [Martinec, 2005]. The present study
adopts SF MDA to COVID-related memes to unveil how the polycode
units operate text-image relations to convey socially and culturally rel-
evant evaluative meanings of the phenomenon.

Social semiotics stipulates the concept that communication neces-
sitates participants to make the messages comprehensible in line with the
context [Kress, Leeuwen, 2001]. Hence, meme production is defined by
the use of semiotic resources relevant to an individual in a specific social
environment. The relevance concept equally concerns the viral potential
of a meme and / or its constituent parts. Semiotic means of expression
(e.g. images, visual structuring, and verbal elements) create meaningful
propositions bound up with interests and concerns of the source com-
munity. Hence, these propositions reveal significant semantic dimension
related to COVID-19 discourse.
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Since “representation requires that sign-makers choose forms for
the expression of what they have in mind, forms which they see as most
apt and plausible in the given context) [Kress, Leeuwen, 2001, p.13], it
gives space to account for multimodal features expressed by culturally and
contextually relevant intertextual elements, images, their origin and rel-
evance for the community in question. The analysis followed a number
of steps: 1) data retrieval of Internet memes featuring COVID-19 topic
from online platforms accumulating memes (Memepedia (2022), Fishki.
net (2022) and Pikabu (2021); 2) theme reference identification (verbal
and / or image indication of COVID-19), 3) analysis of visual/ verbal ele-
ments and their semantics, 4) the interpretation of visual and verbal code
interplay; 6) analysis-based inference about generalized evaluative mean-
ing conveyed by the meme.

Four hundred and twenty Internet memes were collected over a peri-
od starting from the spread of the virus to May 2021. Capturing the devel-
opment of the “COVID” precedent phenomenon from its early use gives
insight into the intended meanings of the speakers due to the interplay of
codes in polymodal objects. The selection of memes was classified in line
with the generalized evaluative meanings they convey. The semiotic codes
the mechanisms used to convey the evaluative meanings were analyzed
within each group. Following general observations, the most representa-
tive Internet-memes were selected for illustration and in-depth analysis.

Literature Review

New modes of Internet communication provide an abundance of
perspectives for the analysis of information exchange features. Being
highly adaptive and tuned to meet the participants’ needs, social me-
dia offer a platform for “one-to-one and one-to-many communication”
[Jensen, 2015, p.1]. Some earlier studies accounted for computer-medi-
ated communication and focused on the social context and the concept
of language use stipulated by the given situation [Danet, 2007; Marcoccia,
2008]. Recent studies give a greater stress on multimodality of Internet
communication and account for various semiotic forms and mechanisms
involved in it [Jewitt, 2016; Marchenko, 2019]. A number of studies ex-
amined multimodality in different platforms: YouTube discourse [Ben-
son, 2017], WhatsApp status messages [Sdnchez-Moya, 2015] and emoti-
cons in WhatsApp [Sampietro, 2016]. These studies foster the idea that
each code employed in interaction as a social semiotic resource actualizes
a specific function. The claims emerge mostly from Halliday’s social semi-
otics, which serves the groundwork for systemic functional multimodal
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approaches [Kress, Leeuwen, 1996], that emphasize peculiarities in which
signs combine in multimodal contexts to convey different meanings.

COVID-19 discourse in media has been investigated both in terms
of traditional media — news reports, articles, headlines, etc. [Luporini,
2021], and the new media — social media posts and messages. The re-
searches highlight the COVID-19 mediated discourse in terms of multi-
vocality of written and visual communication, functional multimodal dis-
course analysis and word usage strategies. The studies reveal that the use
of different modes (e. g. text, image, audio, video) create both multimodal
and multivocal discourses.

The findings in specifically lexical studies highlight the emergence
and the use of COVID-19 neologisms, semantic shifts and other lexi-
cal processes [Mweri, 2021; Prekazi, 2021; Roig-Marin, 2020]; and view
the phenomenon in the light of metaphoric conceptualization and dem-
onstrate how the pandemic is framed in the discourse with metaphors
[Craig, 2020].

This research addresses semiotic mechanisms employed in COVID-
related Internet memes as polycode texts in which people express their
opinions and concerns about personally and socially relevant topics.

Results and Discussions

The significance of the pandemic and its consequences has spurred
the use of ‘COVID-19’ lexeme, coinage of various neologisms and numer-
ous posts, memes included. The development of the semantic and asso-
ciative potential of the phenomenon in question is underway, yet certain
specific meanings can be traced. The analysis of the interaction of semi-
otic codes and generalized evaluative meanings indicates the semantic
shades of a historic event or crucial period that has affected the lives of
people and compelled to reassess the basics of social interaction, hygiene
and other aspects of human activity.

COVID-19 memes clearly trace the chronology of events related to
the pandemic (disease outbreak and its localization, discussion of the pos-
sibility / inevitability of spread on a national / global scale, the reaction of
official authorities / individual feedback, lockdown, self-isolation, etc.),
current events of the national and international level. At the initial stage,
the coronavirus memes reflect the concepts of unemployment, poverty and
decay. The polymodal units under consideration feature other episodes of
the news agenda, for instance, a container ship that ran aground in the
Suez Canal on March 23, 2021. The diachronic analysis suggests that the
relevance and recurrence of generalized evaluative meanings manifested
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in Internet memes is volatile. While some meanings are periodically re-
interpreted and updated (e.g. unpredictability and rapid development of
the situation), others remain chronologically attached to a certain stage in
the development of events (in particular, vigilance regarding the security
of packages from the world-famous virtual marketplace, stayhome, stop-
coronavirus hashtags, etc.).

Overall, the Internet memes with the evaluative conceptualization of
COVID-19 convey contrary hyperbolic meanings, e. g. the most appalling
virus vs an unremarkable virus, insurmountable circumstances vs minor
obstacles, the absence of a medicine as a fatal circumstance vs a product
from the daily diet as a panacea for a disease, etc. For example, the meme
in Fig. 1 presents a hypothetical situation in which a man is concerned
about the lady sneezing, yet the reassurance that it is a TB rather than a
coronavirus symptom relieves the tension. Thus, the opposition is mani-
fested: coronavirus (high degree of danger) — another serious infectious
disease (minimal degree of danger).

The verbal exchange is reinforced with the visual code featuring the
same image of a couple having a conversation over a cup of coftee. Since
the visual code suggests similar emotions in both parts of the message, the
contradiction is delivered through the verbal part.

In some cases, COVID-related memes feature contrast through jux-
taposition of both integrated codes, e.g. the meme in Figc. 2. The verbal
part of the message serves the headline for the images below and trans-

Fig. 1. Symptoms meme
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OHX CPAXANUCK 2A ZAOPOELIA MUP
. . i

Fig. 2. The ‘fight meme

lates as “They fought for a healthy world”. The visual code demonstrates
casual patterns of pastime like playing games, contemplation and taking a
nap. The oxymoronic contradiction emerges from the interplay of peace-
ful images and the fight’ semantics implying taking some actions in order
to achieve the set goal.

A special note to be given to the attributes associated with COVID,
namely the coronavirus molecule, a protective mask, gloves, a screen, a
sanitizer, a coronavirus test tube, etc. Due to extensive mass media cover-
age and multiple channels for replicating the messages, COVID-19 has
developed a set of intrinsically associated and well-known symbols. Yet,
the ongoing update of recommendations/requirements for preventive
measures and the dynamics of the pandemic continuously prompt re-
thinking of their value and axiological shades of meaning. We illustrate
this observation with the following examples.

With the skyrocketing demand for personal protection in the ear-
ly stages of the pandemic, internet memes manifested the high value of
masks. So, Fig. 3 shows a photograph of V. Mayakovsky reciting verses.
The photo is edited with the image of a protective mask added to the
raised hand of the poet.

The verbal code is a transformed precedent text referring to the poet’s
work “A Poem about the Soviet Passport” (1929). The original verse says
about the subject of pride, namely the passport: “Read this and envy me, I
am a citizen of the Soviet Union”. The precedent lines are transformed and
concern the possibilities provided by a mask: the person can go shopping
and use the public transport. The metrics of the original verse is preserved
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A AOCTaI0 M3 LUMDOKWX WTAHMH
MaCcKy pasmeiomic Mok’
xnebopeary, =8

€ Heil/A N03BONUTE MOTY MaraaiH,
(| TWlua manuwinyTie noeanky:

11K

paguauus cMepTenbHbIi
BUpYC

Fig. 4. The ‘deadly virus’ meme

which in line with the visual code enhances the effect of authenticity. Yet,
certain memes question the efficiency of a protective mask in an ironic
way, e. g. Fig.4.

The meme above features four captions demonstrating different types
of masks. The captions say (from top to bottom, left to right): dust, pesti-
cides, radiation, deadly virus. Three pictures show the appropriate masks
used specifically for the protection against the pollution indicated in the
caption, while the one in the lower right corner displays a model wear-
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4

CyeTy HaBecTM oxoTa

Fig. 5. The fuss’ meme

ing a textile safety mask. The opposition emerging from the image of the
least sophisticated mask and the caption claiming the protection against a
lethal virus serves the basis for ironical interpretation.

The image of the coronavirus molecule, which is inextricably linked
with the concept under consideration, also appears to be precedent and
is employed in memes both in realistic 3D format and in the variant of
simplified vector graphics.

In Fig. 5 the compilation of the image of a molecule and a text meme
popular on social media (it says: Wanna make a fuss) creates an ironic ref-
erence to the current context, precisely the life in the context of the spread
of coronavirus infection. Apparently, the achievement of an ironic effect
in this case does not depend on the awareness of the precedent text and
its social background, although it enhances the polyphony of meanings.
The phrase can be interpreted as an expression of the desire to move on
to active actions, to relax and do something extraordinary, which, in the
context of a non-verbal code, is logically deduced to specific activities and
conditions.

The widespread impact of the coronavirus pandemic on the social
and economic life of society, the alarming state caused by the fundamen-
tally new circumstances of work and study, were also reflected in numer-
ous Internet memes. As in other thematic areas of COVID-19 concep-
tualization in polymodal units, changes in social interaction have a dual
representation. Accordingly, the reflection over social distancing in the
context of talk shows is represented in Fig. 6 as verbal / visual analogy.
The meme is split into two horizontal parts by a text saying “Talk shows
with social distance remind Jedi High Council. The photo on the top
features a screenshot of a popular show, while the caption at the bottom
demonstrates an administrative body, the Jedi Council, from the Star
Wars series.
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Tok-Woy € coumanbHOW AnCTaHUuMen
Ha4YMHalOT HanoMuHaTb COBET [Kefaes

Fig. 6. The ‘Jedi Council’ meme

Along with such an ironically official and pompous interpretation,
there are concepts / phenomena that are opposed to COVID-19 as even
less desirable, requiring avoidance (e. g. toxic and dull people).

Conclusions

The analysis of semiotic mechanisms of organizing COVID-19 Inter-
net memes allows us to draw the following conclusions. The emergence
and spread of COVID-19 has radically changed the life of society and pro-
voked the introduction of new practices of social interaction. The unique-
ness of the situation, permanent uncertainty and new experience of social
communications are reflected in Internet memes about the coronavirus
as a new precedent phenomenon of our time, as well as related phenom-
ena. The analysis of Internet memes provides an idea of content and prag-
matic components of the modern polycode text and cultural space as a
form of existence of culture in the human mind. The associative field of
the emerging precedent phenomenon includes such concepts as a fateful
event affecting the interests of all people, reassessment of the foundations
of social interaction, hygiene, protection measures, various human activi-
ties, unpredictability and rapid development of the situation, vigilance in
relation to biological safety.

The results show that COVID-19 memes convey condition-, inter-
action- and event-oriented evaluative meanings. The meanings emerg-
ing from the interplay of semiotic codes reveal contrary hyperbolic
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pairs: the most terrible virus — a trivial virus, insurmountable circum-
stances — minor obstacles, the absence of a medicine as a fatal circum-
stance — a product from the daily diet as a panacea for a disease, etc.
The linguistic component of the phenomenon under consideration, re-
flected in memes, also reveals binary connotative opposition: corona-
virus — ordinary, familiar, everyday, COVID-19 — official, significant,
dominant.

Currently we trace an intermediate stage in the formation of
COVID-19 evaluative potential. The formation process will continue at
the next stages of the narrative, when the volume of discursive prac-
tice gradually accumulates, and the phenomenon is understood from
the point of view of its categorical characteristics. The universal prec-
edent phenomenon, which is socially and culturally significant for an
indefinite period, requires interpretation in terms of the form, meth-
ods and specifics of reflection in mass communication, as it represents
a comprehension of a unique phenomenon of individual and collective
significance.
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