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Abstract 

Memetics, the study and exploration of memes, seeks to apply an 

evolutionary metaphor to cultural information transfer. Under Memetics, the path 

of single unit of information (a meme) is compared to the replicating and mutating 

behavior of a gene. A meme is cultural object such as a song, a religion, a word, 

or an idea that replicates through a population. Cultural information transfer 

occurs when memes are passed from one group to another group. 

 

This dissertation interviews meme authors and analyzes the lifecycles of 

three memes.  Memetic analysis is used to chart the life cycle of the memes Cat 

Macros, Rickrolling, and Battletoads and the model of Schudson’s Symbol 

Potency is applied to interview data of the meme authors to determine the 

efficacy of the memes’ retention in culture. A model is also developed for cultural 

meme transference based on the behavior of the ocean ecosystem.   

 

Through examination of meme artifacts and interviews with forum 

members this dissertation adds to the growing body of literature about the 

lifecycle of memes, visual analysis of cultural objects, and internet subcultures. 
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Chapter 1: The Research Problem 

Introduction: Memes in Popular Culture  

“Something convulsive, something repulsive, something for everyone: a 
comedy tonight!” (A Funny Thing Happened on the way to the Forum, 
Stephen Sondheim) 

 

From Impressionist paintings to Beat poetry, much of what we consider 

popular culture is the product of small groups of highly creative and prolific 

individuals producing large amounts of cultural objects.  When a cultural object is 

produced and distributed using communicative technology like the internet, the 

time needed for a cultural object to be transferred from one participant to another 

is reduced. The internet functions as a hybrid of mass media and interpersonal 

media, allowing personalized messages to be sent to directed populations. 

(Rogers; 1995)  “The internet is kind of a tool, like in the hammer sense. You can 

use a hammer to build a house or make a toy, or you can also use it to hit 

yourself in the head or hit someone else on the head.” (Interview 11) 

 

Blog posts, tweets, and forum messages are cultural objects that can be 

easily remixed, reformatted, and then transmitted to larger populations.  A 

popular image or post can be said to ‘go viral’ when circulated by large numbers 

of internet users.  Individual internet users gain status by being the first within 

their social circles to create and circulate cultural objects.  
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Due to this behavior and fertile digital environment, the forum cultures of 

the internet produce a large number of cultural objects, many of which become 

known to the broader population. Tracking and recording the lifecycle of these 

objects gives a greater understanding of the way that cultural objects evolve and 

move through the strata of cultural awareness. The encapsulated experience of 

one cultural object’s journey allows us to understand more about the entire 

system.  

 

Many cultural objects can be identified as memes.  Memes are single 

building blocks of information such as ideas, songs, phrases, and other cultural 

objects that replicate through populations. (Dawkins, 1976)  In Memetics, the 

study of memes, behavior of memes adapting and changing is analogous to the 

replicating and mutating behavior of genes. Memes have a resonance that 

induces thinking beings to reproduce aspects of their concept in different forms. 

The path of a meme can be tracked by the degree of influence it has had on the 

surrounding culture and of its key elements that persist in its descendants. 

“Memes have a lifetime; they can ‘die’ when they cease to be of interest to the 

population of whatever reason.  If memes die, then in a given collection of them, 

one can speak of the survival of some, and the death of others.” (Salingaros; 

Mikiten, 2002) 
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This dissertation explores the lifecycle and influence of internet memes 

that have reached different levels of cultural saturation using the case studies of 

three internet memes: Cat Macros, Rickrolling, and Battletoads. It also presents a 

model of memetic transference based on the ocean ecosystem. 

 

Research questions 

• What level of cultural saturation did Cat Macros, Rickrolling, and Battletoads 

reach? 

• Why did they reach those levels of cultural saturation?  

• What attributes of the individual memes assisted in their popularity or lack 

thereof?  

• Using the case studies as a model, what is needed for an individual meme to 

reach a level of cultural saturation and is this behavior predictable? 
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Glossary of terms 

Image Macro: An image that follows a community-designated pattern 

LOL: An acronym for Laugh Out Loud, applied as a linguistic prefix to Image 

Macro types: LOLCats, LOLDogs, LOLPresidents 

1337/1337 speak: Elite, an internet language developed where numbers replace 

letters, often used in a computer gaming environment 

LOLSpeak: User defined Cat Macro pidgin with poor grammar, references to 

internet behavior, and the earlier developed1337 speak. 

Meme: A self-replicating cultural object, first introduced in Richard Dawkins’ A 

Selfish Gene, 1976 

Memetics: The study and exploration of memes and their behaviors 

Forum: A self-contained social system on the web. Forum users access a 

webpage that contains social discussion, file sharing, and web links to other 

pages of interest. A participating member of a forum is generally referred to as a 

forumite 

4Chan: A well known internet forum.   

Cracked Software: Illegally obtained and distributed software 

Roll/Rolling: A prank, the behavior of pranking someone.   

Link Rolling: A prank where the user is misdirected to an often harmless but 

unexpected link 
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Shock Rolling: A prank where the user is misdirected to a shocking and 

upsetting link 

 

Case Studies 

Cat Macros 

Cat Macros, also known as LOLCats (lol= Laugh Out Loud), is a meme 

that has gained great influence in the broader culture spawning many threads 

and parodies.  In 2004, white font with bad grammar and spelling began to be 

superimposed on humorous images of cats.  The intentionally mangled grammar 

and spelling of the caption combined with the nominally related image of a cute 

cat created a self referential parody of the language use and image combination 

commonly used by the forum participants in their normal online interactions.  The 

key point behind the humor in these images is twofold and self deprecating- that 

cats are using the internet to communicate but aren’t very good at it, and that the 

average cat is as least as intelligent as the average forum participant.  
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(Fig. 1. I made you a cookie… but I eated it., 4chan, 2004) 

 

Cat Macros that are likely to be considered successful to their base 

creation group have a set of shared characteristics.  These Cat Macros are well-

compressed files, usually no larger than 500 pixels wide or tall, and have white 

impact font placed on top of the image with a black stroke around the text.  This 

standard form of text evolved to the commonly used Impact font through 

readability in context and group adoption of style.  The most commonly reposted 

Cat Macros are easily readable at a significantly reduced resolution, which 

helped to institutionally retain the use of the clear white impact font. 
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(Fig. 2. Cat Macro used to express distain for a request, 4chan, Spring 2009) 

 

Because pictures of cats with funny captions require little knowledge of 

internet forum culture, are easy to produce, and are understandable across 

cultural lines, the larger internet population began to produce Cat Macros in 

2006. Observers have collected the freely distributed and socially authored Cat 

Macros into commercial books that reached the New York Times bestseller list in 

2008 and 2010.  Once the forum population became aware of the mass 

reproduction of their original images, they moved on to other memes.   

 

Rickrolling 

Rickrolling is a meme that has found limited influence in the broader 

culture and produced a few less successful imitations.  Rickrolling is a variant of 

linkrolling- intentionally misdirecting viewers toward a webpage different than 

expected. Forum participants were led to believe that they would find a leaked 

trailer for a video game or other resource of pirated material and instead they 
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would be linkrolled to a Youtube.com video playing Rick Astley’s obscure, early 

1980’s, one-hit wonder Never Going to Give You Up.  This behavior became 

known as a Rickroll.  The song Never Going to Give You Up was chosen 

because it was considered highly annoying by the forum population.  

 

 

(Fig 3. RickRoll’D, youtube.com, May 15, 2007) 

 

Composed largely of the repeated phrase “Never going to give you up, 

never going to let you down” with heavily synthesized orchestration and computer 

generated echo effects, the song and its unremarkable video have repeatedly 
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made their way to the top of MTV’s 100 worst song and video count downs and 

was described by Rick Astley himself as “naff”, British slang for cheesy and 

ridiculous.   The intention of Rickrolling is to annoy without harming the recipient. 

The Rickroll succeeded in its original purpose.  

 

In its forum heyday during late 2006, every other link on the forums led to 

the video of the Never Going to Give You Up and video parodies were produced 

and uploaded, syncing the song to cartoons, video games, and historical figures.  

As Rickrolling migrated out of the forums it was picked up by the Michigan State 

marching band who Rickrolled a mostly unaware bowl game audience.  The 

popular video sharing site Youtube.com linked every front page to the video for 

Never Going to Give You Up as their April Fool’s joke in 2007.  In 2008, the 

televised Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade featured a massive Rickroll prank 

with Rick Astley himself singing his one hit wonder from atop a cartoon float.   
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(Fig. 4. Macy’s Thankgiving(sic) Parade Day Rick Roll, youtube.com, November 

27, 2008) 

 

The forum members turned against the Rickroll due to its large amount of 

visibility and the Rickroll dwindled from popular awareness soon after the parade.   

 

Battletoads 

Battletoads is a meme that has found almost no influence in the broader 

culture due to its limited exposure, clearly defined end point, and complete lack of 

imitations.  Battletoads was a famously difficult early video game produced for 
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the Nintendo entertainment system where anthropomorphic toads named for skin 

blemishes do battle with various enemies.   A common interest of the internet 

forum culture is discussing new video games and a common request on the 

forums by new members [commonly called newbies or n00bs in 1337 speak] is 

for information regarding games that have not yet been released.  So many 

similar queries for the game Halo were produced in early 2007 by the newbies 

that the veteran forum members became annoyed by the frequency of the 

requests.  It became standard to respond to each of these repeated questions 

with a copied and pasted lecture in mock academic language on the supposed 

historical importance of the game Battletoads.   

 

 

(Fig. 5. Is this Battletoads? 4chan, 2007) 
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Due to the regularity of this lecture being copied and pasted, Battletoads 

rose in popularity with the forum population who took it upon themselves to 

educate the broader population with a ‘real life raid’ or E-Jihad.  Raids are attacks 

by forum participants on unsuspecting populations with large amounts of copied 

and pasted information and images.  ‘Real life’ is any interaction that takes place 

outside of the internet. The forum participants developed scripts requesting 

information about the fictional upcoming Battletoads games for the new video 

game systems Wii and Playstation 3.  They set aside a weekend in late 2007 and 

en masse visited and called GameStop video game stores requesting information 

on the fictional upcoming Battletoads games.  The forum members recorded and 

posted the results of their pranks and shared mp3s of their phone calls and 

photographs of the harassed Gamestop staff.   

 

 

(Fig. 6. Are you sure you don’t have it?, 4chan, 2007) 
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Forum participants commented and reposted posts from forum 

participants who could either lure the employees into long time wasting 

conversations or get them to swear and hang up.  Gamestop employees who 

responded to the raid with good humor were praised and those who lost their 

tempers had their names and store phone numbers reposted for further 

harassment.  This real life raid had a community mandated start and end point 

and did not reach beyond harassing a single chain of stores. It never reached 

mainstream culture and has never resurfaced in the forum population. 

Battletoads has never been reworked for the newer video game system and so 

the meme died quickly without propagating recognizable threads.  

 

Significance of the Research 

Each of the three case study memes has a common origin in the forum 

culture of the internet.  Their lifecycles and levels of influence differ due to the 

content of the meme, the context in which it was produced, and the exposure of 

the meme to the broader society.  Comparing the life cycles of these three 

memes helps to demonstrate the variety of meme culture. 

 

The three examples chosen for my dissertation demonstrate how forum 

cultures produce cultural objects, modify them through social authorship, and 

then discard them to be picked up or ignored by mainstream culture.  The 
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observation of the lifecycle of these objects will aid in determining why they 

become influential to the mainstream audience or remain obscure.  If the process 

of this transfer is to be understood, it is necessary to examine how objects are 

created, presented, modified, and destroyed on the internet. 

   

The cultural objects produced by the forum culture of the internet are no 

less important and influential than the paintings and literature produced by earlier 

small group cultures. Looking to the internet as a source for cultural information 

provides an important contemporary perspective on cultural production. Memes 

form the digital ephemera of the internet and are fascinating leftovers from 

millions of cultural exchanges. 

 

While Cat Macros, Rickrolling, and Battletoads are entertaining objects, 

they are important in that they demonstrate the ways that memes travel and shift 

as they percolate through the societies they inhabit and were made by individuals 

operating within in a social framework and defined by social rules.  The 

methodology developed in researching these objects and their community of 

origin can be carried over to the examination of other objects in other disciplines. 

Studying the way in which the memes change and evolve is important to 

understanding our cultural landscape- as it is now, and what it might evolve into. 

The importance of looking at objects created by people helps us to understand 

the people themselves: objects are reflections of society.   
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(Fig. 7. Margaret Mead Image Macro, 4Chan, 2005) 

 

It is neither useful nor accurate to define culture as a stable solid, an 

impervious block of impenetrable density that does not change nor shift.  What 

we have identified as culture is a set of constantly shifting spheres of influence 

and individuals producing, discarding, communicating through the objects that 

they produce.  When objects are discarded by one sphere, they are picked up by 

another, then discarded and picked up again.  From this we see retro-nauting 

and the trend of the vintage-styled new object.   

 

A meme examined without social context says as little about its origins as 

a fossilized coral on a curio shelf says about the prehistoric seas.   When 
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removed from the life supporting substrate of the internet or ocean, memes and 

coral die and only empty shells remain.  Both may be polished and sold to those 

who appreciate the formal quantities of the objects, but nothing new will come 

from this kind of curated diorama.   

 

The goal of this scholarship is to go beyond the surface of these amusing 

cultural objects and learn what has made them flourish (or fade) and how people 

are communicating in small groups online using images and social authorship. It 

is also to develop a model to examine how small group production of cultural 

objects informs the larger cultural understanding. 
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Chapter 2- Theoretical Background 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the combination of theories used to discuss and 

place the research within a larger framework: Schudson’s Symbol Potency and 

Memetics. It also presents a model for memetic cultural information transfer using 

the metaphor of the individual oceanic zones interacting in the larger ocean 

egosystem as small meme producing groups interact within the larger cultural 

sphere. 

 

Schudson’s Symbol Potency 

As Symbol Potency is a qualitative method of approaching the criteria 

needed for gaining cultural authenticity it applies particularly well to the 

examination of the lifecycles of memes. Michael Schudson, a popular culture 

theorist, introduced and detailed the theory of Symbol Potency in his 1986 essay 

How Culture Works. In this theory, a cultural object or meme must meet five 

requirements to be retained and replicated in culture, achieving cultural 

authenticity: Retrievablity, Rhetorical Force, Resonance, Institutional Retention, 

and Resolution. (Schudson, 1986) Using Schudson’s Symbol Potency as a 

framework provides a series of useful guideposts.  
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Retrievability is defined through availability of the observed meme to the 

consumer and the concentration of that meme in the pool of available 

information.  If the information is free or inexpensive, it will travel further than if it 

is difficult to gather or expensive.   

 

Rhetorical Force is a mixture of the amount of credibility that the meme carries 

and the context in which it is introduced-from who it comes, how it is delivered, 

and if the message itself is creditable to the audience.  

 

Resonance determines the degree to which the meme is relevant to its audience.  

 

Institutional Retention is characterized by the repeatability of the meme as it 

becomes part of the institution as a recognizable force.   

 

Resolution indicates the behavior that a consumer of the meme is prompted to 

complete after consumption of the meme. When interaction is an integral part of 

a meme’s structure, such as link sharing or pranking, the meme is more likely to 

be acted upon and repeated within a culture. Memes with a high degree of 

resolution grow more effective with repetition. 
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Memetics 

First introduced in biologist Richard Dawkins’ book The Selfish Gene in 

1976, Memetics seeks to apply an evolutionary metaphor to cultural information 

transference.  In Memetics, discrete units of cultural information are identified as 

memes.  Memetics is based on a biological metaphor with the reproducing and 

evolving behavior of genes being directly compared to the way certain memes 

replicate and mutate when exposed to new populations.   

 

Memetics proposes that this pattern of memes changing and spreading 

through society is analogous to the evolutionary process. Memes spread and 

evolve in much the same manner biological objects spread and evolve: through 

self-adaptation, interaction with other memes, and environmental change.   

 

Human culture is made up of hundreds of thousands of memes, each 

carrying with them small pieces of information. (Dawkins, 1976) New populations 

will more readily adopt Memes that are more dominant.  Memes that are more 

recessive will often be put aside and picked up by different populations at a later 

date. Memes that are introduced into a culture can be spread through direct 

exposure but do not need a direct lineage or contact with the originator in order to 

reproduce into a new culture-producing group.  As memes spread through and 

jump from culture to culture, they mutate and adapt while retaining elements of 

their original form.  
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As memes come in contact with other memes and new populations they 

may mutate by changing meanings and attributes while retaining identifiable 

aspects of their original forms.  The sound “Durr” was used in the street language 

of the 1960s and 70’s as a droolingly comedic interjection indicating that the 

speaker was mentally deficient and unable to form entire words.  This changed to 

“Duh” in the valley girl slang of the 1980’s.  The interjection “No Duh” and the 

single dragged out syllable “Duuuuuh” were used in place of “What an obviously 

stupid thing to say”.  In the late 1980’s, the animated sitcom The Simpsons 

spawned the catchphrase “D’oh!”, an exclamation of self identified stupidity.   The 

meme Durr mutated to Duh and then to D’oh- the connotations of stupidity clung 

to a similar vocalization pattern used and accepted by three different populations. 

 

Memes that are most successful at spreading intact are memorable and 

applicable to multiple situations.  The computer gamer exclamation of “Woot!” 

evolved from early roleplaying game slang.  Players after receiving unexpected 

windfalls would exclaim “Wow, Loot!” which became shortened to “Woot!”  

(WOOT= Wow + LOOT) When Dungeons and Dragons players adapted to co-

operative online video gaming, Woot! followed along. From this exposure, Woot 

has spread to the broader, non-Dungeons and Dragons playing computer gaming 

population. It is now exclaimed when a computer gamer completes a particularly 

rewarding fight or task.  Woot! is a joyful sound of shared triumph that gained 
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popularity outside of its originating group because it is easy to say, easy to 

remember, and fun to exclaim.  It did not need to change in order to be accepted 

and used in a new context. 

 

 Woot! moved from Dungeons and Dragons players to computer 

gamers in the same way that the gene for blue eyes is passed along a direct line 

of descendants.  Durr to D’oh follows the path of Darwin’s finches leaving the 

mainland and adapting to their new surroundings by evolving different beak forms 

to fit the available food sources while remaining physically similar. Like Darwin's 

finches, only the memes that survive long enough to reproduce will pass their 

traits on to their offspring.  Many memes die before reproducing and become the 

flotsam and jetsam of the internet, single images without follow ups, inside jokes 

destined to remain within the inside.  Other objects, whether through careful 

adaptation/construction or pure chance, launch into a larger prominence by virtue 

of their greater acceptability. 

 

Ocean ecosystem as a model for cultural information transfer 

The majority of writings in Memetics focus mainly on single memes in a 

society corresponding directly with single genes in an organism. To describe how 

a functioning society consisting of meme producing individuals influences the 

general population requires a more complex biologically based model.  If a single 

meme is a single cell, then a creator of memes is an organism containing multiple 



 

 22 

cells able to pass these mutated cells on to their descendants. Communities of 

meme producing individuals in a larger society can be compared to a compact 

natural habitat that supports a high degree of biodiversity such as the coral reef 

within the larger ocean ecosystem. 

 

Coral reefs are tiny fragile marine communities that exist in self-

created/contained nutrient rich water envelopes. Although they cover less than 

one percent of the surface of the world’s ocean floor, they support over one-

quarter of all marine species. These micro communities form in the ruined shells 

of islands and peninsulas collapsed through volcanic activity.  The lagoons that 

are formed by the upward growth of coral reefs fill in with material eroded from 

the reef and the island. The semi-enclosed spaces become havens for marine 

life, providing protection from the dangerous ocean currents.  This amount of 

biodiversity in a small area produces an interdependent food chain with large fish 

eating smaller fish that eat tiny fish that absorb zooplankton and plant life. 

(Spalding, 2002) 

 

The ecosystem of the reefs has evolved to foster an environment where 

the nutrients expelled by the coral are recycled and not lost to fast moving 

currents as they are in the open ocean.  Any useful component of life produced 

by the reefs is held closely until no longer of use to the reef’s inhabitants.  In this 
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way, coral reefs contribute to a huge percentage of ocean life and flourish when 

open and mostly empty waters surround them. 

 

Like a coral reef interacting with the larger ocean, the internet is an 

adaptive entity consisting of many cooperative communities of organisms. The 

waste products of one group are cyclically picked up and recycled into new 

forms. Parrotfish reduce dying coral exoskeletons to a fertile growth supporting 

substrate in much the same way that forumites (active members of internet 

forums) break down old content to be constructed into new content. Through 

adaptation and repetition, this content becomes both new memes.  

 

Similar to the food chains spiraling outward from the base nutrients 

provided by coral reefs, few members of human society are actively producing 

new memes. Instead, they consume the memes passively available to them 

within their environment.  Members of society interested in innovative creative 

production will frequently band together in reaction to the perceived collapse of 

dominant ideology and form sheltered environments in which to consolidate 

resources.  Groups of individuals producing large numbers of influential memes 

are often motivated by a group’s emphasis on ideology and manifesto rather than 

by immediate salability. This emphasis on the concept rather than the 

presentation means that the memes produced often have to evolve and mutate in 

order to be eventually adopted by the larger population.  
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Memes can both passively filter up through indirect observation and 

contextual use and be actively suggested as innovations. The Ocean ecosystem 

as a model for societal culture transference addresses both the passive 

absorption and active adoption of memes from a core of influential meme 

producing individuals to the larger society.  

 

With time used as one of the specific signposts for meme absorption 

progress, it may seem as though the transference of every meme will eventually 

filter throughout all levels of society, but this model is not analogous to a simple 

timeline. Not all memes reach the surface nor do they all originate at the base 

levels. This model could be useful in determining at what point a meme reaches 

the mainstream and with further development could be used to predict when a 

small group originated meme might break the surface.  

 

Why a model is necessary 

The study of Memetics observes the path of individual units of cultural 

information moving through human understanding using a biological metaphor. 

Although the tenants of Memetics can be used as a broader theoretical basis for 

observation, it functions especially well when examining the changes that memes 

make over time.  
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Examples help to illuminate data and models provide framerworks to test 

data against. The aim of developing this model is to provide a framework for 

organizing previously collected data and enabling future exploration. The ocean 

works as a model because organic materials move through the ocean in the 

same way that cultural objects move through society. The growth and mutation of 

the case study memes will be first charted along a concrete framework and then 

evaluated in the context of their creation.  To assist in explaining this 

phenomenon, I am presenting a model of an interactive system drawn from the 

biology of our natural environment. 
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Evolution and development of the model 

 

(Fig. 8. Preliminary model of the ocean ecosystem as model for cultural 

information transfer) 

 

My earliest model was concerned primarily with analysis of the paths of 

individual cultural objects. Although it contained the key elements of the current 

model, it did not allow for the full complexity of meme production and 

interconnected internet community behavior. While the coral reefs produce the 

majority of biodiversity in the ocean and the forum cultures produce the largest 

number of memes on the internet, there is diversification in the rest of the ocean 

and cultural objects are produced at all levels of the internet. The early model 

was also deficient in that it did not detail the manner in which the cultural objects 

moved between levels. The deliberate spreading of cultural objects is an 
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independent action undertaken taken by individuals whose behavior is dictated 

by the social rules of their communities. Key to the successful spreading of 

memes between levels are ‘edge communities’, communities who contain flexible 

members who frequent more than one community and so those communities 

also needed to be represented within the model. 

 

The current model has been updated and informed by my research and 

continues to be a model in progress.  I believe that it will benefit from more 

exploration and application to different meme producing populations. While this 

model does have the capability to extend beyond internet specific cultural 

production, I do not currently believe that this is a universal model for all meme 

transference.  It applies most effectively to situations when the production of a 

smaller group affects the consumption of the society at large. 
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(Fig. 9. Model of the Ocean ecosystem as model for cultural information transfer, 

Ursula Murray Husted, 2012) 
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A: Coral reef: This is the meme producing core society. Inhabitants of the core 

society maintain a fragile balance of internal predatory behavior and co-

existence. In the case of this study, the meme producing core society is the 

forum culture of the internet. The majority of these communities are based on 

anonymous behavior and employ identity masking. (e.g. 4chan, Something 

Awful, 2chan, 7Chan etc) 

 

A-1: Products of the coral reef: The core society is enrobed in a miasma of their 

own memes and cultural objects. Once memes have left their point of origin, they 

become old meme and are discarded by their originators in much the same way 

that sun bleached coral skeletons washing up on a beach are no longer of use to 

denizens of the coral reef. 

 

A-2: Lurkers. Little understood and difficult to identify as they share no 

information about themselves or their activities, lurkers are deep users who do 

not participate in the communities that they are observing. A few collect material 

while others seem content to follow the core/Midlevel activity vicariously. “I’ve 

tried to take a step back from the interaction. I just like looking at things. I think 

arguing on the internet is like arguing with a goat. You may win, but it’s a goat. 

No moral victory.” (Interview 11) 
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A-3: Raiding behavior. While core meme producing societies are mostly self 

sufficient in terms of resources, occasionally inhabitants will reach out beyond the 

confines of the core and attack inhabitants of other levels. Each raid provides an 

opportunity for population shift. Current users follow the attack out of the core 

and new users follow the retreat back to the core population. During these shifts, 

users with core experience affect a larger population and users with different 

experiences are exposed to the core society. 

 

“Ahh, intraboard rading- who do we raid tonight? Everytime we raid a few 
come with and a few stay. People move through the boards/ /b/ 
recultivates its own environment. It’s like a clear cut fire. You’re driven out 
or become hardened. People started coming back, as a /b/tard I might go 
with if it looks funny- I love going to the conspiracy boards because they’re 
easy to mess with. But, then they come back and that’s how lolcats 
happened. At first you had to work hard to find /b/. When people started 
showing up because it was all about raids, it changed things.” (Interview 4) 

 

A-4: Edge Community Core/Midlevel: These inhabitants are the first level of 

populations influenced by the behavior of the core society. Communities that 

cross the border between Midlevel and Coral Reef are both meme producers and 

consumers of core level memes. These are technologically savvy communities 

with varying levels of anonymous behavior. (e.g. Reddit, etc)  

 

B: Midlevel ocean: Found between the Coral Reef and the Toplevel, the Midlevel 

processes core level memes. Much like the aphotic zone in the ocean, this level 

is sparsely populated and little understood. 
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B1: Midlevel populations: Although primarily not meme originators, these 

inhabitants are fully immersed in meme consumption, mutation, and adaptation.  

They filter outside involvement down to the lower producing levels and bring 

memes up to affect the upper levels. (e.g. Portal of Evil, 9GAG, etc) 

 

B2: Populations in the Midlevel rarely antagonize upper level populations, but do 

occasionally have conflicts with each other over meme production and ideological 

bent that result in posts decrying the other population and occasional raids. 

 

B3: Edge Community Mid/Toplevel: This population almost entirely consists of 

communities that process material to the Toplevel from the mid ocean level and 

communities that repost material from all levels of the ocean. Anonymous 

behavior is mixed in with the beginnings of named communities. (e.g. Tumblr, 

aggregating blogs such as BoingBoing, Gizmodo, I09, etc) 

 

C: Toplevel ocean: Inhabitants of the Toplevel maintain equal contact with meme 

consumption and Surface(D) concerns.  This is the translation level.  Memes that 

have been passed up to this level have will likely to appeal to the broader 

population and it is from here that the majority of memes make it to the 

Surface(D).   
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C-1: Toplevel populations are most likely named communities. They are often 

used as an online aid to facilitate physical social networks and share with like-

minded community members. (e.g. Facebook, twitter, livejournal, blogging, etc) 

 

C-2: Edge Community Top/Surface Level. This is a population who has 

reluctantly adopted “social networking” communities to facilitate community 

communication. As digital immigrants they have adapted to the world of the 

internet but retain accents that belie their Surface(D) origins (Prensky, 2001). 

This is your parent on facebook who shares the funny pictures you post on your 

facebook with their friends via email forwards and cc’s you. 

 

 D: Surface: This is where mainstream society lives and pulls information up from 

the Toplevel ocean, dipping down when information is sought. This level views 

the internet as a resource. They are exposed to memes passively through 

surface contact, dip down into the Toplevel for information, and are presented 

memes for active consumption through Bathysphere explorers.    

 

D-1: Fishing Boats on the Surface: These inhabitants ride on the Surface(D), 

acknowledging and occasionally interacting with the Toplevels of the ocean, but 

remain unconcerned with the origin of the memes that they are harvesting and 

consuming. (e.g. casual users of Google, CNN.com, Weather.com, etc) 
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D-2: Bathysphere Explorers: Bathysphere Explorers originate throughout the 

levels. They operate from the Surface, sending collecting agents down into the 

lower levels of the ocean to gather and bring up lower level memes for 

consumption by Toplevel ocean and Surface inhabitants. They function as 

change agents, information brokers, academics, and entrepreneurs.  Their use of 

the harvested material ranges from directly beneficial to the meme creators 

(gallery directors, publishers, etc), to benign study (academics, trend forecasters, 

etc) or strictly beneficial to themselves (content appropriation, watermarking, and 

repackaging). (e.g. Cheezburger network, cracked.com, collegehumor.com, 

Snorg T’s etc) 

 

D-3: Edge Community Satellites: These are non-participating edge users who 

receive meme information 2nd hand through email forwards and interaction with 

users from the top and middle levels. They understand that there is a deeper 

level of content to the internet then the scraps that they process, but are largely 

uninterested in deeper exploration. (e.g. AOL, Email, NPR, etc) 
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Chapter 3- Review of Literature 

Introduction 

This chapter identifies and discusses works that have informed the 

development of this study. In order to discuss memes as cultural objects, cultural 

objects are required to be defined within the context of this study. Then, images 

and digital images must be placed within the framework of cultural objects. 

Memes as cultural objects are intimately connected to the cultures that produce 

them. Because of this connection, the origins and behaviors of subcultures 

producing the cultural objects must be considered alongside the methods 

developed to analyze cultural objects. Finally, previous analysis of image series, 

memetic analysis of image series and other memetic models for cultural 

production are examined. 

 

Defining Cultural Objects 

A concrete definition for a cultural object comes from the American library 

Association’s guide to Cataloging Cultural Objects: “a distinct intellectual or 

artistic creation limited primarily to objects and structures made by humans.”  

Alan Ross Anderson and Omar Khayyam Moore’s landmark study in 1962, 

Toward a Formal Analysis of Cultural Objects, set out to formally define and 

analyze cultural objects by first carrying out a survey of academic discussions of 

cultural objects to that point.  In addition to agreeing that physical artifacts made 
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by human beings are cultural objects, Anderson and Moore define a cultural 

object as a "learnable from" item” that can be behaviorally demonstrated such as 

language, ritual, and customs.   “In addition to the examples mentioned, we cite 

methods of counting, raising families and crops, fishing, hunting, singing, 

dancing, praying, sacrificing. Techniques for all these activities can be learned; 

and when isolated for study they can be compared, contrasted, and investigated 

(p159).”  

 

Ian Hodder augments this view in his theory of post-procedural 

archeology, describing the cultural object as not merely a physical artifact of 

culture or a learnable from item, but as culture itself: “a fluid semiotic version of 

the traditional culture concept in which material items, artifacts, are full 

participants in the creation, deployment, alteration, and fading away of symbolic 

complexes (Watson, 1995).”  

 

Analyzing the image as a cultural object 

There are many historical methods of analyzing images as cultural objects 

that inform the approach this dissertation is taking.   

Aesthetic theory is customarily defined as “the study and theory of beauty and of 

the psychological responses to it (Neufeldt; Guralnik, 1998).”  Historically, 

defining beauty and a theory to describe it has provided a longstanding challenge 

for philosophers.  Plato’s approach began with an attempt to describe the 
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dimensions of affectionate response in the viewer to a beloved object and 

expanded into a theory of forms based on attributes he felt beautiful objects had 

in common (Dickie, 1971).  This was augmented in the 18th century with the 

notion of the sublime and the philosophy of taste, both of which made the 

concept of beauty more difficult more subjective and difficult to define.  “Beauty 

could not be described, therefore it could not be defined (Newton, 1962).”  

Aesthetic theory widened in response to this with German philosopher Kant who 

sought a unified theory of esthetics where the viewer’s personal context and the 

formal qualities of the object being examined were taken equally into 

consideration. (Drake, 2005)  

  

 More recently, researchers in the biological and social sciences have 

focused on the responses of individuals to specific aesthetic qualities, eschewing 

the problem of defining beauty.  Daniel Berlyne’s Ecological approach in the 

1970s was deeply influential. In this view, analyzing cultural objects requires the 

examination of visible attributes, aesthetic qualities, and cultural interpretation.  

His clearly defined collative properties such as uncertainty, surprise, 

indistinctness, and ambiguity helped to more quantitatively define which 

attributes attracted and kept a viewer’s visual interest, prolonging the aesthetic 

encounter (Berlyne, 1974). Gregory Bateson transferred this concept of ecology 

to the human mind, theorizing that there is value in qualitatively recording how 

viewers emotionally compare cultural objects to potential meanings, even if the 
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resulting judgment is not consistent with obvious relationships with collative 

properties (Bateson, 1972). 

 

 Categorization of cultural objects occurs when viewers tend to group 

cultural objects in series according to elements that are shared.  Objects that 

have more formal elements in common are considered closer than objects that 

have fewer formal elements in common.  “Adults as well as children perceive 

category membership as a matter of degree (Seitz; Berlin, 1987).”  

 

Cultural objects do not exist in a vacuum, they reflect the culture that 

created them and share commonalities with other objects created by that culture.  

The Theory of Visual Rhetoric assumes that cultural objects being created by 

humans can be considered a form of communication that can be interpreted by 

other human beings. Application of Visual Rhetoric to cultural objects involves 

examining the nature, function, and evaluation of cultural objects.  Nature 

identifies the physical properties of the cultural object and draws conclusions 

based on what meanings those properties might convey in the culture that 

produced the object.  Function considers the way in which the cultural object is 

interacted with in its culture.  Evaluation applies the criteria of success to the 

examination of the cultural object. (Foss, 2005) 
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Formation of Subculture 

The process of sharing culture produces shared understanding between 

members of the same culture (Jowett;O’Donnell, 1999). As cultural objects carry 

marks of the societies that create them, subcultures also produce objects that 

reflect the attitudes and behaviors in the subculture.  In Subculture and the 

Meaning of Style, Dick Hebdige defined subculture formation as the result of 

individuals subverting social homogenization and culturally mandated normalcy.  

Individuals who feel at odds with mainstream culture join together and form a 

shared group identity.  The resulting subculture forms and follows its own group 

rules and fashions rather than conforming to the prevalent set of behaviors.  

Although this leads us to stereotype all the subculture participants as outcasts or 

punk kids, many subcultures are based around shared activities and interests 

rather then from personal rejection by mainstream societies.  Matthew Pustz in 

his 1999 ethnographic examination of the closed culture of comic book fans, 

Comic Book Culture: Fanboys and True Believers, feels that the choice to 

participate in these subcultures is voluntary rather than reactionary.  For the true 

believer or dedicated fan, the rewards offered by being on the inside of a small 

tightly knit group outweigh the social drawbacks.   
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Subculture and Location 

 The behavior of subcultures is affected by their locations. In 

Subcultures: Cultural Histories and Social Practice, Ken Gelder states that a 

subculture “creates its own geography, a set of places or sites, through which it 

gains cohesion and identity.”  On the internet, these sites are websites where the 

asynchronous interactions of the forums take place and the community is formed 

through these interactions.  The sites are fixed locations that host the majority of 

interactions between the forum members.  The anonymous posting format 

influences the character and behavior of the forum culture.  

 

Without the potential for casual or random interaction present in-person 

subcultures, Internet subcultures are often built around group behavior and social 

codes.  Access is often limited and exclusive.  “The ELiTE Community is very 

secretive, and very secure. No one is let in, and once you’re in, you’re not 

expected to leave. There is a lot of trust built in The Community. The only way to 

get into The ELiTE Community is to know someone who is willing to vouch for 

you. Without someone to speak of your credibility, you will get no where. Once 

you are in and have established yourself, you can pretty much speak for yourself, 

or get a sysop to refer you.” (phrak.org, 2006)  Internet subcultures, like all other 

subcultures, create cultural objects.   
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Internet Subculture and Cultural Objects 

Many internet subcultures have sprung from file sharing and cultural 

commentary sites. Members of the forums share a common visual vocabulary 

and technological literacy.  After communication builds the shared vocabulary 

and the groups begin to accumulate a shared identity, they begin to produce 

cultural objects solely for the consumption of the group.  In this new material, 

more self-reflexive or meta works emerge with vocabulary and inside jokes 

particular to the group knowledge of the group of origin.  Sarah Thornton 

describes this behavior and the resulting meme production as “subcultural 

capital” in her 1995 book, Club Cultures: Music, Media, and Subcultural Capital.  

 

Digital Images as Cultural Objects 

  A digital image is no less a cultural object than a photograph or painting.  

W.J.T. Mitchell states in his 2005 book of essays, What Do Pictures Want, that 

“Images matter in more than one sense.  That is, they make a difference, are 

important, and make demands.  But they are themselves matter in the sense that 

they are always embodied in material objects, in things, whether stone, or metal, 

or canvas, or celluloid, or in the labyrinth of the lived body and it’s memories, 

fantasies, and experiences.” Annette Weintraub  expounded on this in Artifice, 

Artifact: The Landscape of the Constructed Digital Environment, saying 

“Chameleonlike, taking shape as a virtual object, a veil of color, or a photograph, 

a digital construct can be made physical in almost any medium.(Weintraub, 
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1995)” Cataloging Cultural Objects (Bacca, 2006) catalogs digital images as both 

documentation of other works and as works in and of themselves. As internet 

subculture occurs in the non-real world, the cultural objects produced are digital. 

 

Diffusion of Cultural Objects 

Any form of study involving observation of the production of cultural 

objects is innately concerned with how represented ideas and themes adapt and 

mutate through cultural transfer (Rogers, 1995). Art history as a discipline is 

largely engaged in tracking the change in iconography through visual 

representation over time and the influence of certain artists on later generations 

of creators and their works.  Popular culture studies follow this mode of inquiry by 

adding cultural context to the observed objects and applying the terminology of 

anthropology to the analysis of objects.  

 

Many of the objects that these small groups produce influence the culture 

of the larger society, but not all objects produced can have the same degree of 

impact. “For something to qualify as a cultural object, it need not be shared by a 

vast collection of people: two is enough(Anderson; Moore, 1962).” “It also seems 

that the vitality of an image and the value of a picture are independent variables 

(Mitchell, 2005).” Influence is measured by saturation, not academically 

determined merit. A long and dusty poem about a madman’s pet can 

remembered only by a small subsection of similarly dusty academics will have a 
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smaller influence on the broader society than a grammar related piece of 

doggerel recited by entire elementary schools. The dusty poem might be 

determined as having more merit than the doggerel, but diffusion and influence 

does not measure merit.  It measures how far the cultural object has spread into 

the awareness of the general population. “Success in the spread of social memes 

is measured by how far they establish themselves as basic beliefs in a society. 

(Salingaros; Mikiten, 2002)”  

 

The lifespan of cultural objects is dependant on the amount of interaction 

they have with their creators and adaptors.  A less influential object will influence 

a small number of the larger population and have a shorter lifespan while a more 

influential object will have a greater impact on a larger amount of people and so 

will have a longer lifespan. Although they have a similar palate and choice of 

subjects, the population at large is more likely to recognize a Van Gogh painting 

than a Cezanne landscape due to the replication of Van Gogh’s work in popular 

culture through books and movies. However, the cultural object, like the paintings 

of Van Gogh, need not be considered influential at the point of their creation- the 

object doesn’t need to be influential right away for it to gain a prominent position 

in the future. “There is no necessary connection between the general availability 

of a cultural item in a society, and its importance vis-a-vis predicting the 

subsequent course of events (Anderson; Moore, 1962).”  
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A cultural object is influential not just in the direct replication of the original 

work but also in its influence on inspired works. “The cycle starts with the creation 

of variants which then get culled by using a set of selection criteria; the survivors 

are used to create a new generation of variants, which get culled in turn; and so 

on (Salingaros; Mikiten, 2002).” The long form rambling narratives of Kerouac’s 

widely read On the Road (1957) are echoed in Kurt Vonnegut’s self aware 

Breakfast of Champions (1973).  The more influential that a cultural object is, the 

greater chance it has of passing along key traits to its descendants. “As in the 

case of genes, fecundity is much more important than longevity of particular 

copies (Dawkins, 1976).” Observing only the cultural objects with the greatest 

influence will not allow for the full range of cultural information transfer to be 

represented.  In order to understand the full scope of the way information travels 

and mutates from small groups to the mass population, it is necessary for 

researchers to record and observe the entire lifespan of objects with differing 

influences.   

 

Analyzing Series of Cultural Objects 

Using qualitative methodology, researchers establish the setting and 

context for the series of cultural objects before the objects are examined.  The 

results are in-depth, experience centered, examinations of the cultural objects 

and not widely generalizable.  In Bridget R. Cook’s 2007 examination of a series 

of cartoons depicting stereotyped African American caricatures in Harper’s 
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Weekly, Fixing race: visual representations of African Americans at the World's 

Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893, she details the history of African American 

depictions before describing the individual characteristics of the cartoons. Then, 

she weaves the details and role of the series of cartoons into the broader 

narrative of racism in visual imagery by comparing the Harper’s cartoons to more 

formal illustrations of and to photographs of integrated Worlds Fair work crews.  

By first examining the formal elements of the cultural objects and then placing the 

cartoons in their cultural context, Cook demonstrates how the power of a 

derogatory distortion can outweigh photographic documentary.  The contrast 

between the gawking caricature of an African American family at the World’s Fair 

and a documentary photograph of an industrious African American craftsman 

building the World’s Fair are neatly demonstrated through her qualitative 

examination of the image as cultural object.  

   

Other Models of Memetic Analysis 

Popular media theorist Steven Johnson introduced a model of interlocking 

cultural networks in his 2010 book, Where Good Ideas Come From: The Natural 

History of Innovation based on Darwin’s Paradox- How can the rich biodiversity 

of coral reefs exist in the barren levels of the deep oceans?  In Johnson’s model, 

the structure of cities and that of the internet provide an environment where 

social networks coalesce, producing culture. He argues that a series of shared 

properties and patterns recur again and again in unusually fertile environments” 
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and that some environments are more conducive to cultural production than 

others. (Johnson, 2010) 

 

 Using memetics, researchers identify concrete variables within the series 

of cultural objects and subsequently analyze the series for those characteristics.  

The results can be mathematically displayed and the experiment is repeatable.  

Norman MacLeod applied a set of attributes gleaned from Mitchell’s What Do 

Pictures Want to a series of illustrated depictions ranging from 1824 to 1997 of 

iguanodons in his 2009 paper, Images Totems, Types and Memes: Perspectives 

on an Iconological Mimetics. He quotes Mitchell: “Our main job is not to engage 

in value judgments but to try to explain why things are the way they are, why 

images appear in the world, what to do they do and mean, how they change over 

time (Mitchell, 2005:86).”  After comparing the series of illustrations to his 

variables, he uses the data to show exactly how and when how the depictions 

changed.  MacLeod quantified the illustrations into a set of clearly definable 

attributes and charted them out into a time-based table.  Examination of this table 

shows both which images were influential by whether or not the images produced 

after them shared their characteristics and which images did not follow the 

general trend.  Woodward’s 1893 rendering set the standard for the general head 

shape.  All of the images after it referenced the pattern that was set. Smith’s 

1895 image stood out as an exception as it was the only image of the 12 

illustration sample that had axial spines as head ornamentation. MacLeod’s goal 
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was not to illuminate the woefully sparse scholarship on iguanodon illustration, 

but to demonstrate that memetic analysis could be applied to image analysis.  

“An interest in Meme theory by iconologists could also provide fertile ground for 

testing and refining our understanding of the role that memes may (or may not) 

play in the context of human cultural evolution (MacLeod, 2009).”  
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

Introduction 

This chapter introduces the process used to produce and analyze the 

qualitative data produced through interviewing forum participants and the data 

extracted from systematic examination of meme artifacts. It also discusses 

challenges and potential confounding variables in data analysis and the ethical 

considerations needed when approaching a study of this type. 

 

Introduction to Methods 

In understanding memes it is important to analyze the origins of the 

memes, the way that they are used in their originating cultures, and the meanings 

that they hold for their creators.  These key elements of the memes are not 

always immediately discernable through examination of the meme artifacts.  As 

the importance of a meme rests with its influence on the originating culture and 

its spread to the broader society, taking the memes out of context and entirely 

reducing them to numerical data does allow for a full exploration of their lifespan 

and influence. An approach combining both the meme artifacts and the creators 

of the artifacts will be used for this study. 

 

There are two types of data that were collected to further this dissertation’s 

goal of gaining a detailed understanding of the three selected memes’ lifecycles: 
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observation of the evolution of the memes, and environment-specific participant 

experience. The data gathered during the interviews enriches the understanding 

of how the meme authors interact with the meme artifacts at different stages of 

the memes’ lifecycle. The data gathered in memetic analysis demonstrates the 

cultural information transfer of the detailed elements of the memes as they 

mutate and spread over time and through the strata of society 

 

Analysis of the three case studies contrasted time-based variables 

involving adaptation of the meme by the mainstream culture as measured on the 

model of the Ocean ecosystem, the degree of cultural integration in the meme 

measured against Schudson’s Symbol Potency, and the lifecycle from birth to 

death of the meme. Both sets of variables, the individual characteristics and the 

interview data, proved crucial in charting the meme’s overall influence and 

cultural saturation. 

 

Memetic Analysis Methods 

The meme artifacts were analyzed using descriptive methods.  They were 

coded for individual characteristics and charted along a timeline of their 

appearance to see when the images retained characteristics of the original 

image, when new characteristics were introduced from other images and memes, 

and how successful these characteristics were in the development of the meme.   
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Numerical analysis was needed to track these clearly definable 

characteristics.  For example, in Cat Macros the choice of type and color are 

observable and definable characteristics.   

 

 

(Fig.10. Like A Boss, 4Chan, January 2012) 

 

In “Like A Boss”, the type is Impact and white with a black stroke. The 

words are in all caps without evidence of LOLSpeak. The meta-data in the .jpg 

indicates that this macro was first assembled in the image editing program 

photoshop. This is backed up by the lack of meme generator webpage artifacts in 
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the type itself- the stroke on the “A” does not reach up through the upper bar of 

the A and there is no watermarking. 

 

If eight out of ten Cat Macros in the “Like A Boss” thread have white 

impact font with a black stroke, then that indicates a predominant visual pattern 

for the thread.  Locating the origin of this pattern helped to define the visual 

evolution of the meme.  Detailed observation of the memes’ formal elements 

using memetic analysis helped to demonstrate how the memes evolved.   

 

Memetic Analysis Data 

The three case study memes have observable formal elements and the 

data regarding those elements and their changes over time data was collected 

from the meme artifacts.  Memes and their threads were categorized and 

recorded from archived records of the forums and my own dated records.  

Individual Cat Macro images, screenshots from Rickrolling videos, and records 

and screenshots from the Battletoads raid will be collected from the forums and 

coded for key data points that were determined for the visual memes.  Data 

points for Cat Macro are: text type, color, font choice, image choice, choice of 

words, amount of LOLspeak verses standard English, and references to other 

memes.  Data points are Rickrolling are: visual content of video, references to 

other memes, images of Rick Astley himself, link obfuscation, complexity, and 

whether or not the video contains reworks of the original music video. Battletoads 
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is identifiable by the text that was copied and pasted, the degree of response, 

and the resulting community records of the individual raids. 

 

These elements were coded from the meme artifacts and recorded to gain 

a greater understanding of the growth and mutation during the individual meme’s 

lifecycle.  This data was then compared to the other case studies and juxtaposed 

against the interviews of meme producing and distributing forum participants to 

gain a human perspective to the numerical analysis of the recorded data.   

 

Participant Interview Methods 

The interview data was obtained from interviewing forum participants. IRB 

approval was attained in order to interview meme producing and distributing 

forum participants in regard to the specific case study memes and the larger 

scope of meme production. Interviews with meme producing forum participants 

helped provide a social context for the numerical memetic analysis data, giving 

clues as to why the memes developed and evolved in the way that they did. The 

memes have not sprung chastely from the internet like Athena from the skull of 

Zeus.  They retain elements of their creationary substrate that are not readily 

apparent through numerical analysis and are critical to understanding their 

development. The information provided in interviews with forum participants gives 

a context to the memetic examination of the meme artifacts. 
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Operational Procedures 

IRB approval for interviewing anonymous forum participants was obtained 

through due process, but the difficulty in obtaining interviews from a group of 

largely anonymous individuals was daunting. The first two interview participants 

were random forum users who volunteered their time after being told about the 

dissertation project by peers familiar with the project. These early volunteers 

indicated their availability for interviews by reaching out through email directly to 

the interviewer.  

 

Following the first interviews, the two early respondents decided that they 

were comfortable with the format of the interview and discretion of the interviewer 

and offered their services as gatekeepers in contacting other forumites. Nine 

additional interviews were successfully arranged with the gatekeepers suggesting 

contacts and serving as character witnesses in the initial communication between 

the interviewer and the new interviewees. In six unsuccessful attempts, 

interviews were arranged but fell through with four contacts later sending emails 

with their regrets and two falling out of touch entirely. 

 

Eleven self-identified forum participants successfully completed interviews. 

Interviewees were asked a preliminary set of questions to determine their level in 

the model and how aware they were of the case study memes. This set of 

questions served as both an icebreaker and as a screening device. Ten out of 
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the eleven reported being currently involved with forum culture and one had 

recently cut back on their forum participation due to a feeling of burnout from the 

community. All eleven felt that they had achieved a deep level of immersion 

within the forum community although their understanding of the case study 

memes was not consistent. The longer the interviewees reported being involved 

with forum culture, the more familiar they were with the case study memes. 

 

Seven men and four women participated in the interviews. The interviews 

were held in various coffee shops chosen by the interviewees: nine in 

Minneapolis Minnesota, one in Decorah Iowa, and one in Huntington West 

Virginia. The interviewees were surprisingly forthcoming and direct with their 

answers to the survey questions. Many remarked that they enjoyed the 

opportunity to discuss memes at a higher level and talk about their experiences 

interacting with internet forums. 

 

The collected interview data and image data were compiled and placed in 

an excel database. The interviews were transcribed and then coded for keywords 

and phrases for analysis. The organized data was applied to Schudson’s criteria 

of Symbol Potency, the Ocean ecosystem model, and compared to the collected 

meme artifacts.   
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Challenges and Potential Confounding Variables 

As a digital native and heavy technology user, I maintain a deep familiarity 

with the internet as an environment. I do not consider myself to be a meme 

creator or forum participant. Instead I can place myself in the realm of (A-4)- the 

deep edge community resident in the Ocean ecosystem model. As a researcher I 

have restricted my interaction with meme authors and have confined myself to 

the limited environment of (D-2)- the bathysphere explorer to minimize bias.  

 

The aim in the forum participant interviews was for objective interviewing 

behavior. Researcher bias could affect the output of both the interviews and the 

interpretation of the collected data. To combat this, all interviews were conducted 

using a standardized script and academic peers reviewed the script prior to 

administering the interviews.  All interviews were recorded and the quotes placed 

in this study were attributed to individual (though anonymous) forum users and 

used in context. 

 

The information and analysis of the meme artifacts was augmented with, 

not dictated by the information provided by the interviews.  Forum participants 

are bound together by the commonality of being in a permanent in-group.  Any 

interest taken in individual members of the forum community is likely to be met 

with a certain amount of suspicion and a percentage of the interviews will almost 
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certainly contain of intentionally false information.  I believe that enough 

interviews were held in order to balance out errant answers. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

The good faith generated though contacts made with the gatekeepers to 

the anonymous community of the internet forums was crucial to the success of 

the interviews.  Forum participants are willing to be interviewed but require that 

their anonymity be protected.  Forum members who ‘break anonymous’ and 

openly speak about their forum participation are often considered outcasts and 

are shunned by the majority of the group.   Because of this, it is vitally important 

that the identity of the gatekeepers be guarded. All personal information about all 

of the interviewees has been entirely obscured. The interview recordings have 

remained secure and the researcher has solely completed all transcriptions. 

 

Memes produced by the forum population are socially authored and 

distributed anonymously. Seeing their memes used for profit by outside interests 

has upset many members of the forum population.  I took considerations in 

interviewing and citing images so that the material is properly cited and 

presented so as not to divorce the content from its creators and original context. 

As the forum community has become sensitized to outside involvement, it was 

made explicitly clear to my interviewees that the gathering and analyzing of 

memes would not harm or remove credit from the participants of the forums. 
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Chapter 5: The Forum Population 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the behaviors and population of 4Chan, an 

anonymous forum on the internet that produces a large number of memes, and 

examines the specific demographic data produced from interviews with 4Chan 

participants. It delves into the unexpected heterogeneity of the study’s population 

sample, and into perceptions of language, culture, gender, and sexuality within 

the forum environment. 

 

Welcome to 4Chan 

“There are two stereotypes about people who use the internet a lot. The 
creepy guy in the backalley with the trenchcoat offering you candy and a 
hipster in a trendy coffee house on an ipad. They meet on 4chan when the 
hipster leaves the coffeehouse and puts on the trench coat.” (Interview 11) 
 
“4Chan loves to talk about 4Chan.” (Interview 4) 
 

The majority of meme artifact collection and all of the interviewees were 

from 4Chan. 4Chan is an internet forum community based on the economy of 

sharing content without an officially defined class system.  There is no content 

filtering system or visible moderation of any postings. 4Chan is unusual in that 

individuals remain mostly anonymous, hiding their activity behind assumed 

usernames and contributing content, adapting content, and distributing content 
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without financial gain.  This supportive atmosphere that allows memes to grow 

and flourish also encourages a high turnover rate of information.   

 

The userbase of 4chan was originally made up of old-school hackers 

[computer users who wrote programs to disrupt activity in computer networks] 

and now mostly hosts griefers [people who actively organize unprovoked 

confrontation through pranking] and script kiddies [young file sharers with limited 

knowledge of programming] and has expanded into a more general internet 

familiar population.  The forum structure is divided into a number of often warring 

subforums, each of which has evolved it’s own membership and unspoken code 

of conduct.  Although 4Chan is free for anyone to participate in, the members are 

encouraged to offset the hosting costs through donation buttons located on the 

site.    

 

A large number of internet memes originate in 4chan. Memes are the 

currency of an anonymous society.  When nothing is signed or personally 

identified as to the creator, images, actions, or written ticks come through as 

markers of individuality.  Users leave their mark on the forums by contributing 

content that is then reused and repurposed by the other forum users. Producing 

a successful new meme is considered to be a high level achievement and 

distributing current memes is lauded. 
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“It is an art, memes. You’re creating something. Even though it’s taking 
something that existed already, you’re making something new out of it. 
Collage is an art, right? This is just the collage of an image that existed 
before and your words and possibly other things.” (Interview 11) 
 
“You start to bask in the glow of having posted that before anyone has 
even heard of it. Being of a player, if you will, bringing the meme to a new 
colony.” (Interview 2) 

 

 

Difficulty in Generalization  

The eleven interviews produced an extremely wide sample- much more 

diverse than had been anticipated. It would be not far off the mark to say that the 

only consistent behaviors were participating in forum culture, and agreeing to be 

interviewed. Seven identified as male, four as female. Their ages ranged from 19 

to 51. The interview pool included students, IT professionals, office workers, and 

freelance contractors. All of the participants indicated that interacting with internet 

related technology was a central aspect to their daily experience. The 

participants reported spending anywhere from one hour to eighteen hours a day 

interacting with the internet with a majority spending 3-5 hours and another 

significant peak spending 6-7 hours online.  

 

I had expected to find a united front in ideology — anonymous forumites 

against the rest of the internet and by proxy the world — but the responses were 

more nuanced. Although five out of eleven forumites had the expected strong 
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words against the commercialization and outside forum spread of their creative 

capital, three felt that information should be free, and that it was a testament to 

the strength of their ideas that they could be monetized. “They're making money 

off of content they didn’t produce. That seems unethical. It's not a personal insult, 

more of an ideological one.” (Interview 5)  

 

Two felt that monetizing and making meme related merchandise would be 

okay if the makers could prove that they were active participants in forum culture 

and two were enthusiastic about the idea of buying merchandise with their 

favorite memes. “Oh yeah, if I walked back a vending machine and it was full of 

lolcat meme figurines, I would definitely buy one.” (Interview 11)  

 

Ownership of ideas and individual authorship was an idea that also 

contained a large variance of opinion.  

 
 “If I just put a caption on a premade picture I wouldn’t feel bad because 
it’s just throwing a caption on a thing- I probably wouldn’t remember. If I 
originated it, I’d be more upset. Why are you making money off of my idea. 
I feel like the person who owns it is the person who starts it. It’s their 
brainchild, and then the internet has a hand in raising their child which is 
pretty scary.” (Interview 6) 

 
“If you post something on 4chan, it inherently belongs to everyone. … It’s 
bad etiquette to take memes outside of 4chan, whether it’s putting them on 
a tshirt or on facebook.” (Interview 10) 
 
“I would be excited if my meme was a shirt. It's something that came out of 
my head and is now on your shirt. I think people have the right to be 
annoyed or mad, but that's a stupid thing to be mad about. Sure, they're 
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making a bit of money off your image but it is something that was birthed 
on the internet There wouldn't be that link of text and image unless some 
kid went on a message board and thought they'd go well together. It kind 
of goes into this weird gray area. It’s no longer one person's intellectual 
property.” (Interview 11) 
 

“Tits or Get Off” Gender and the Forum Environment 

4Chan is a highly gendered environment and female forum users are 

subjected to the burden of proof. “Tits or Get Off” is an offensive statement often 

presented to female users. Forum participants who state their gender identity are 

barraged with demands that they prove their femininity by posting nude 

photographs of themselves with crowd determined veracity measures- a shoe on 

the head or holding a sign are popular signifiers.  

 

Considering this, it seems counterintuitive that the forum culture of 4chan 

would attract female participants but four out of my eleven interviewed forumites 

were female and cisgendered. Although the overall feeling of is one of hormonal 

masculinity gone haywire, a large number of women participate in forum activity 

on the internet. The gender population appears to be varied between the 

individual boards, some having more diversity, some having less. One out of my 

four female forumites identified as frequenter of the random subforum /b/ and the 

other three reported visiting the horror, comics, and art boards on 4Chan.  

 

The demographic information of the female forumites was the most 

uniform subsample of my interviews. Two were 19 and two were 20. All reported 
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early internet immersion (an average of the 5th grade) and a high degree of 

comfort with technology. All four were Caucasian - three were Americans and 

one was Brazilian.  

 

The four female forum respondents in my survey had two different 

responses to the overwhelmingly male oriented forum atmosphere. Two reported 

being open with who they were, while conforming to the standards of anonymous 

forum protocol, and having had no major issues while the other two reported 

hiding their gender in their posts so as not to draw unwarranted attention. The 

two forumites that reported their comfort with publically disclosing their gender on 

the forums independently emoted bravada-fuelled responses.  

 

“The way guys talk on the internet, you’re just like do you need to prove 
something? There are a lot of ladies. Dudes, the way that they talk- I mean 
type, is obnoxious. Especially on /b/ they don’t believe that there are any 
girls on the internet, they’re like show ‘em and prove it and it’s not even 
sexism, it’s just trolling. They’re just being dicks to be dicks. You know 
what? Here’s the cold hard truth- there are no men on the internet. I don’t 
believe in men. I’m not actually sexist, I just overcompensate. You have to 
be like that or else you’re going to be the meek little girl that cries in the 
corner. If that’s who you are then great, but I’m just going to throw it back 
in your face.” (Interview 6) 
 
“Sometimes I feel the need to hide the fact that I’m a girl on the internet. I 
get the joke, there’s no girls on the internet, sexism hahaha, it’s kind of 
funny, get back in the kitchen, it’s dumb, but there are stigmas associated 
with being a girl on the internet. If you’re a girl on the internet it’s assumed 
that you- a lot of things are assumed.” (Interview 7) 
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The demographic information of the male forumites was less uniform than 

that of the females. Their ages ranged from 19 to 51 with the largest number of 

the participants being between 19 and 22 years of age.  Younger interviewees 

reported an early introduction to internet technology and the older interviewees 

came to internet technology later in their lives. There was more variation in 

technology confidence with five of the interviewees reporting a high level of 

comfort with technology and two reporting a mid level of comfort with technology. 

All seven were American-Four were Caucasian, two were Asian American and 

one was African American. The majority reported spending time on the random 

subforum /b/ with significant representation from the video game, comics, and art 

boards on 4Chan. 

 

When queried about the gendered atmosphere of the forum environment, 

six out of the seven of the male forum participants quoted the meme phrase: 

‘There are no women on the internet’. “You know, 4Chan is very misogynistic. 

There are no women on the Internet. (laughs)” (Interview 1) 

 

Akin to poking a beehive, if a female user lurks and reposts memes, she is 

left alone. If she claims to be female, she is asked to prove this. The nail that 

sticks its head up gets hammered down. To stay afloat in guy-centric culture of 

the forums, female participants either develop a thick skin, learn to lurk, or jump 

ship to the more hospitable named worlds of Tumblr, Twitter, and Facebook. 
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Users who remain below the fray of anonymous, who claim neither gender nor 

personal identity are not personally harassed. 

 

Sexuality and the Forum Environment 

 When the offensive term fag is a common insult on 4Chan, it was 

baffling to me that four of my eleven respondents, three male one female, openly 

describe themselves as non-heterosexual. Fag appears to be a word that is used 

in the culture, a inclusive identifying linguistic signifier akin to the ‘n word’ being 

used in urban African American culture. Applied to other terms such as tripfags 

and namefags, fag is a suffix that denotes participation.  

 

“I’m going to use the word fag a lot. The reason for that is, when we were 
in school, we got beat up for being faggots. Now that we’re out here, it’s 
like I’m a faggot, come at me.” (Interview 4) 

 

There is a lot to be squeamish about in the behavior of forumites for the 

outside observer. The language, the apparent bullying, and the casual linguistic 

cruelty cannot be overlooked. Like many forum attributes, the language is 

deployed to scare off the casual observer, the outsider. It works. This is an 

unsavory place, says the language, if you don’t want to be offended, don’t come 

here.  
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Jumping the Shark  

 

(Fig.11. Fonzie on Waterskies, jumps over a shark. "Hollywood, Part Three of 

Three," Happy Days, September 20, 1977) 

 

 “I don't like that term, Jumping the Shark. It's an outdated phrase.”  

(Interview 9) Memes are viral and spread more quickly through populations 

where they haven’t been introduced. A meme is funniest and best when it’s new. 

Then saturation arrives and falls out of the population. After a few meme cycles, 

there is a nostalgia upswing and then backlash. Fads and fashions are followed 

and discarded. Forum culture thrives and is productive due to the rapid turn over 

of ideas.  It adopts, mangles, and abandons.  

“The thing about memes is that they can jump the shark to a particular 
person or even a group of people, but there are still going to be people 
who have never seen a particular meme because of the way they 
propagate through the internet. I don’t know if there’s a meme that 
everyone’s seen. It can jump the shark for a lot of people, but not 
everyone.” (Interview 11) 
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Jumping the Shark occurs when a meme has become unfunny, 

commercialized, or overexposed, referring to the Happy Days episode when 

Fonzie, on water skis, literally jumps over a shark. This scene was so unlikely 

that a large amount of the viewership abandoned the show, cementing the 

moment as a standard bearer for failure in pop culture history. Most memes that 

reach the mainstream are considered to have ‘Jumped the Shark’ and are 

abandoned in favor of the new. Even Jumping the Shark is considered to have 

jumped the shark by a number of the interviewees.   

 

“Jumping the shark- it comes from some tv show, right? I don't use the 
phrase. I've never used it before but I know what it means. I think I looked 
it up once.” (Interview 10) 

 

  

Anonymous as Identity 

There was a significant amount of pride in being part of the anonymous 

masses on 4Chan in particular. For many of the interviewees, participating in 

anonymous forum environments went beyond an activity into an identity.  

 
“I’m proud and scared to be anonymous at the same time. There isn’t the 
feeling of ‘we are one’ it’s more like- wow, you’re so annoying, shut up, but 
I’m part of it. It’s a community and you don’t know who else is in your 
community. Once you’ve been in there there’s a way of formatting things, 
you become fluent in that language. Even if you’re trolling, you’re trolling 
with your family, your bros.” (Interview 6) 
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All eleven interviewees credited this anonymous nature of the forums with 

the large amount of meme production in the forum environment. The forumites 

reported feeling more open with their opinions in an anonymous environment and 

less interested in being credited for their contributions.  

 

“It might be the fact that the anonymity provided by the internet in general 
and 4chan in particular allows people to say what they're thinking or 
project versions of themselves that they don't normally get to, and 
ultimately there's a longing for being part of a culture and making a meme, 
it's an inside joke, a repetition of a tradition so what you see developing is 
a certain cannon of behavior and canon of language that is particular to a 
group of people.” (Interview 3) 
 
“No one person can assume credit for a particular thing, so if someone 
posts a joke it gets repeated over and over again, so since anonymous is 
indistinguishable from each other you get things bouncing around a lot and 
it becomes a group product where you become proud of part of this group 
that came up with this joke, even if you didn’t come up with it, you just 
posted it again and again. It's an in-joke that more often than not gets 
repeated until it stops getting funny.” (Interview 5) 
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Chapter 6: Case Study Cat Macros 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the first case study meme, the Cat Macro. It 

considers the history, visual evolution of the accepted format, and analyzes the 

interview data relating to Cat Macros. It also examines eight representative 

threads of Cat Macro images. 

 

Image Macros and Cat Macros 

In the early text based pre-internet systems users found it expedient to 

include memes such as emoticons (from emotional icons- abstracted facial 

expressions constructed from typographical elements used to express emotion, 

i.e.:  :) smile, :( frown, >:[ angry vampire, etc) and abbreviations (lol- laugh out 

loud, rofl- roll on the floor laughing, brb- be right back, etc) within typed 

communication.  These simple memes spread through necessity of compacting 

information and were soon used in more playful applications.   
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(Fig. 12. Early humorous use of emoticons, Mitch Ansara, 1972) 

 

When the internet became more widely available, this chunking (i.e., 

condensing) of emotional content into culturally recognized forms followed the 

newly formed forum communities with the evolution of the Image Macro.  

“Everything on 4chan is effectively an image macro.” (Interview 4) 

 

In computer programming a macro is a pattern specifying how information 

should be translated in the final program according to a clearly defined set of 

rules.  The term Image Macro refers to an image with textual information laid out 
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in a previously established pattern.  The formatting of forum message boards led 

to the use of Image Macros augmenting text requests and became the flash point 

for most of the commonly recognized memescape.  The considerations of Image 

Macros and their design are dictated by the way that they are used and by 

default manner in which they displayed and used on internet forums. 

 

 

(Fig. 13.  Cat Macro used to draw attention to a request for material, 4chan, 

Spring 2009) 

 

Image Macros originally functioned as attention getting devices on internet 

forums.  When posing a request for cracked software or pornography to the 

group, posts that are accompanied by an amusing or relevant image receive 

more attention by the forum participants. Many forums have an auto compression 

behavior in which images uploaded are automatically reduced to display as a 

certain resolution and size.  The intention of the auto-limitation is to speed the 

loading time of these pages and to allow users to more easily scan for threads 

relevant to their interests.   
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Many forumites owned cats and the idea of having one’s pet reposted into 

forum-wide superstardom was an appealing prospect. Cat Macros were easy to 

create and soon gained in popularity beyond other Image Macros.  So many Cat 

Macros were posted that the moderators designated Saturdays as Caturday- a 

specific day for posting Cat Macros. 

 

Soon Caturday was no longer enough to confine the meme.  As Cat 

Macros are created and stored on online forums, they have a high retrievability 

factor to the user network from which they originated.  Forumites came to 

recognize popular images and build off of them when they were reposted.  When 

a Cat Macros was considered effective by the user network, it was heavily 

commented on and the image demonstrated its rhetorical force by retaining a 

high rank in the forum.  What had started as a way to share funny pictures of 

user’s cats became an arms race of lulz [plural of LOL or laughs out loud]. 

  

With massive production and redistribution of images came recognition 

from Time Magazine and Slate online, and appropriation and mass rebranding of 

images from icanhazcheeseburger.com and meme generator sites. Cat Macros 

have become passé to their creators due to mainstream involvement, but their 

children live on through their well-established format in upper level message 

boards, tumblr sites, and meme generator templates. 
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Analysis of interviews 

“A lolcat has to have to have a cat, but I guess that it doesn't have to.  I've 
never thought about that. I guess that's the name for that. It is similar in 
that it's animals portraying human behaviors. They're expressions of the 
same kind of thing.” (Interview 4) 

 

The term Cat Macro or LOLcat was applied by all eleven interviewees to 

memes within the Image Macro format, regardless if they featured cats or 

references to cats. When directly asked if a Cat Macro had to contain a cat to be 

a Cat Macro, four out of the eleven reconsidered and said that there had to be a 

cat for it to be a Cat Macro, but all but one of those four lapsed back into referring 

to all Image Macro based memes as Cat Macros/LOLCats later in their 

interviews. Prying further into this contradiction led to an importance of language 

use and format over similarities in the base image in the definition of Cat Macros. 

 

Interviewer: This doesn’t have a cat, but you still point at it and say that 

still a Cat Macro because of the format?  

Interviewee 1: Yeah but more because it uses the same verbiage.  

Interviewer: So, the cat pidgin used by the lolrus is still lolcat speak. That 

makes it a LOLCat? 

Interviewee 1: Absolutely. It has its own sort of language that 

communicates outside of that specific LOLCat meme.  

(excerpt from Interview 1) 
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All interviewees recognized the standard Cat Macro format and were able 

to describe their precise degree of ‘correctness’. Six out of eleven interviewees 

knew the precise font used in Cat Macros and all eleven described the font as a 

white block front with a black stroke.  “They do always have the same type. If 

they don't have that type, it feels odd. I don't know why, there's a meme type.” 

(Interview 6) Cat Macros that did not fit the established pattern were considered 

to be improper, albeit still part of the meme. 

 

“Sometimes you'll see one that's like not the right font and has serif font 
and doesn't have the outline thing- the only thing they got right is poorly 
spelling words- you think, who made this, why are they embarrassing 
themselves, why did they waste their time making this.” (Interview 10) 

 

There was a general understanding of the image history of Cat Macros. Four out 

of the eleven interviewees were able to place a series of Cat Macros in exact 

order of appearance while five out of the eleven were able to place them in an 

approximate order of appearance with two or fewer mistakes.  
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Analysis of image artifacts 

Introduction  

As one of the largest memes on the internet, Cat Macros, also known as 

LOLCats subselected into smaller image series known as threads, named after 

the post threading nature of most forum message boards. The threads employ 

the Cat Macro format to further an idea, often based around a visual joke. Images 

that cannot be built on or elaborated often stand alone, unable to be elaborated 

upon. Most Cat Macros have at least a few spin off images while popular threads 

have hundreds. 

 

 

(Fig. 14. Early single Cat Macro with no known spin offs, 4chan, 2005) 
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Standardization in Cat Macro Formatting 

 

(Fig. 15. Meme generator artifacts, icanhascheezburger.com, 2010) 

 

The standardization process can be attributed to several factors. Influential 

early cat macros showed elements of what would become the later style and the 

advent of memegenerator webpages cemented the image macro type style and 

formatting.  Images produced using meme generator sites and the cheezeburger 

network carry signs of their origin. The most pronounced sign is the watermark at 
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the bottom, but there are stroke overlaps in many lower case letters. These 

artifacts are identified in red on Figure 15 above. 

 

Thread Analysis 

The threads within Cat Macros that have been chosen for analysis are 

representative of the meme as a whole and because of this have a number of 

things in common. Each thread has at least ten spin-off images, has been found 

both inside and outside the forums, and contains images created by more than 

one user. Each of them has contributed to the formatting and language of Cat 

Macros.  

These threads are: 

• im in ur X (verb)ing (ur/my) Y 

• Monorail Cat 

• Bucket Walrus/LOLrus 

• Jesus Christ it’s a lion 

• Going to the Moon, BRB 

• Invisibles 

• Fuck You I’m an Anteater 
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Analysis of Cat Macro Threads: im in ur X (verb)ing (ur/my) Y 

Pictures 

Cat/original 
animal 
image Font Style Cat-Speak 

Text 
Reference to 
the original 

Visual 
Reference to 
the Original 

Reference to 
other 
memes 

“im in ur X (verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y”.             

in ur base (2003) Screenshot 

computer font, upper 
and lower case, 
green, black stroke 133t speak * * * 

in ur fridge (2003) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

black caption box, san 
serif, all caps, white Present 

ur X 
(verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y * Cat Macro 

in thine base slaying 
thine doodz (2003) 

Bayeux 
Tapestry king harold,  

faux old 
English 

* X (verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y * 

Bayeux 
Tapestry 

in ur couch (2004) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

san serif, white, lower 
case Present 

ur X 
(verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y * Cat Macro 

in ur wikipedia 
(2004) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

impact, upper and 
lower case, white, 
black drop shadow Present 

ur X 
(verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y * cat macro 

bein a photon 
(2004) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

san serif, white, lower 
case Present 

ur X 
(verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y * cat macro 

in ur macaronis 
(2005) 

different 
base photo, 
parrot 

impact, upper case, 
white, black stroke Present 

ur X 
(verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y * * 

heatin your undiez 
(2005) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

block sans serif, lower 
case, white Present 

ur X 
(verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y * cat macro 

cloging ur tubes 
(2006) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

Impact, lower case, 
white, black stroke Present 

ur X 
(verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y * 

series of 
tubes, cat 
macro 

Pushin ' Up Flowerz 
(2007) 

different 
base photo, 
grave with 
flowers 

black caption box, san 
serif, all caps, white Present 

ur X 
(verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y *   

Parkour (2007) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

impact, upper case, 
white, black stroke Present 

ur X 
(verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y * cat macro 

Swedish Art film 
(2008) 

different 
base photo, 
cats 

impact, upper and 
lower case, white, 
black  stroke Present 

ur X 
(verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y * cat macro 

im in ur base (2009) 

different 
base photo, 
guinea pig 

Impact, lower case, 
white, black stroke 

present, 
1337 speak 

ur X 
(verb)ing 
(ur/my) Y 

meta- 
reference to 
video game * 
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(Fig. 16. in your base killing your d00ds, 4chan, 2003) 

 

This screen shot from a popular online team game Starcraft was posted 

on Somethingawful.com’s forums and migrated to 4Chan right before Cat Macros 

emerged in 2003.  Two friends were playing on the same team, and when one 

lost track of his partner, he sent out a spoken message, “Hey d00d, where are 

you?”  His friend responded with, “I am in your base killing your d00ds.”  The 

offending player then screencaptured his treachery and posted it to the net.  The 

message can be roughly translated to "HaHaHa- I have won the game and you 

don't even know it yet." Due to its inclusive geek-based humor and reference to 

the earlier meme “All Your Base are Belong to Us”, “I am in your base killing your 

d00ds” became a wildly popular meme spawning many imitating Image Macros. 
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(Fig. 17. in ur fridge eatin ur foodz, 4chan, 2003) 

 

Considered by many to be the first Cat Macro, FridgeCat (Fig. *) contains 

the embryonic elements of all Cat Macros to come. Gaining recognition and 

momentum from tagging onto an established meme, Cat Macros were easy to 

create and soon gained in popularity beyond their starting point.  Many forumites 

owned cats and the idea of having one’s pet reposted into forum-wide 

superstardom was an appealing prospect.  So many Cat Macros were posted 

that the moderators designated Saturdays as Caturday- a specific day for posting 

Cat Macros.  

The verbal arrangement of “ur X (verb)ing (ur/my) Y” was carried through from 

the earliest Cat Macros and was repeated in multiple situations and formats. 
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 (Fig. 18. Early variations on “im in ur X (verb)ing (ur/my) Y”, from 4chan, 2003-

2006) 
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Analysis of Cat Macro Threads: Monorail Cat 

Pictures 
Cat/original 
animal image Font Style Cat-Speak 

Text 
Reference to 
the original 

Visual 
Reference to 
the Original 

Reference to 
other memes 

Monorail cat serties 
(sub thread from Cat 
Macro)           

assumed Cat 
Macro 

Monorail Cat (2005) Striped 
Impact, upper case, 
black, no stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar * * * 

Monorail Cat in the 
station (2006) Striped * * Monorail Cat 

photo 
manipulation of 
Original cat * 

Monorail Cat has left 
the station (2006) * 

Impact, upper case, 
black, no stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Monorail Cat 

photo 
manipulation of 
Original 
background * 

Monorail Cat is 
offline for 
maintainance (2007) 

different 
base photo, 
striped cat 

 Impact, upper case, 
black and White no 
stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Monorail Cat 

Similar photo, 
similar 
markings, 
similar position * 

New monorail cat 
line encounters 
engineering 
difficulties (2008) 

different 
base photo, 
striped cat 

Impact, lower case, 
white, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Monorail Cat cat * 

Monorail Cat 
technical diagram 
(2008) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

impact, upper and 
lower case, white, 
black  stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Monorail cat 

similar position, 
different angle, 
different base 
photo * 

Monorail cat should 
be here soon (2008) 

different 
base photo, 
cats 

impact, upper and 
lower case, white, 
black  stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Monorail cat cats * 

Hovercat (2008) 

white, 
different 
base photo 

impact, upper case, 
white, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Monorail cat cats * 
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(Fig. 19. Monorail Cat, 4chan, 2005) 

 

Monorail cat and the resulting thread of built upon images form a base 

image cluster of related imagery that, while not group exclusive, maintain a 

necessary involvement with the primary image and its concept of the common cat 

behavior of sitting on the top of a open door, all limbs tucked beneath its long fur.  

An inherently amusing image, Monorail Cat is nonetheless greatly improved by 

its simple text, pointing out the resemblance of the cat on the doorframe to a 

monorail sitting upon a track.  The text is effective and gives the image, and the 

cat featured within the image, a recognizable name and identity.   
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(Fig. 20.  Building on Monorail Cat, 4chan, 2006) 

 

The first images to build upon Monorail Cat were directly derivative of the 

original image, often cropping the isolated monorail cat out of it’s original setting 

and placing it into more realistic settings appropriate to the caption on the original 

macro or removing the cat altogether, echoing the text color and use in the 

original.  While these early surrealistic experimentations reflected both an 

appreciation for the original formal qualities and displayed a playful appropriative 

attitude to a popular image on 4chan, they did not carry enough rhetorical force 

to launch a sub meme.  It was only after Monorail Cat is offline for maintenance 

appeared that the forumites grasped onto the growing retrievable identity of 

Monorail cat. 
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(Fig. 21. Monorail Cat is offline for maintenance, 4chan, 2007) 

 

Monorail Cat is offline for maintenance reflects the original image in a 

number of important ways.  The text reflects Monorail Cat’s original black text 

while the subtext echoes the more common LOLcat format.  The cat is of a 

similar coloration and positioning.  Its eyes are closed, a subtle joke referring to 

the habit of the user base to be ‘online’ when awake and ‘offline’ when sleeping’, 

and it is not sitting on a door frame.  Also notable is the lack of mangled cat 

grammar usually present in Cat Macros.  This is due to the fact that the cat is not 

speaking/typing it’s own message, but is being referred to in the caption as a 

formed identity by a third party.   
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(Fig. 22. New monorail cat line encounters engineering difficulties, 4chan, 2008) 

 

New monorail cat line encounters engineering difficulties builds on the 

base of the original monorail cat image while reflecting the subsequent Monorail 

Cat is offline for maintenance image.  The cat has a noticeably different pattern 

from the first two, and while echoing the earlier behavior, is set in a new context.  

The differences in this image are reflected in the text.  This is a new monorail cat 

line, and it is ill adapted to different settings. At this point, the black text has been 

removed and the accompanying text is in LOLCat standard impact white with 

black stroke.  Following the examples of the first two monorail cat images, the 

grammar is correct, in present tense, and is narrated by an outside observer, not 

the cat itself.   
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(Fig. 23. Monorail Cat technical diagram and Monorail cat should be here soon, 

4chan, 2008) 

 

Monorail Cat technical diagram is a later image that features a cat 

positioned on a door frame.  The shot is pulled back to feature more of the door, 

showing the cat’s precarious position. The technical diagram demonstrates a 

shift in the image series in that it is a more sophisticated take on the original 

concept while continuing to echo the formal conventions established in the earlier 

Monorail cat images.  

 

 “Monorail cat isn’t funny on his own any more. This has to be established 
for it to make sense, you have to know what monorail cat is before it’s 
funny that the cats are waiting for him.” (Interview 8)  
 
 
Monorail cat should be here soon reflects a shift to insider knowledge.  

Sitting outside and looking to the facing left as though waiting for Monorail cat to 

arrive and take on passengers. The black text has completely disappeared, 
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leaving the idea (and grammar) intact but the text choice has shifted to the Cat 

Macro standard of white block impact with black stroke. 

 

The evolution of the ongoing Monorail cat narrative reflects a more 

sophisticated use of social behaviorisms and repeated text and image.  Not 

content with producing images that cause a double take and a chuckle on a 

simple formula (invisible insert-something-here), the Monorail Cat spin-offs form 

a meta narrative, a choose your own adventure manuscript of repeated formal 

qualities. Simply reproducing the original concept was not enough. To be 

acceptable and distributed, Monorail cat macros need to feature images that 

build from the original and contain text that relates them to an overarching 

narrative. Rather than reaching resolution through repeated image, Monorail cat 

has become institutionally retained and new Monorail cat images appear on a 

weekly basis. 
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(Fig 24. Hovercat, 4chan, 2008) 

 

The sleek and futuristic white hovercat takes this series to its apparent 

resolution, but the appeal of the formal elements in Monorail cat are such that, 

however retro, it continues to propagate its unusual form throughout the specific 

spectrum of image macros and the memescape in general. 
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Analysis of Cat Macro Threads: Bucket Walrus/LOLrus 

Pictures 
Cat/original 
animal image Font Style Cat-Speak 

Text Reference 
to the original 

Visual Reference to 
the Original 

Reference to 
other memes 

Bucket 
walrus/LOLrus             

original combined 
(mid 2005) 

southern 
elephant seal 
with blue bucket 
and trainer 

impact, upper 
and lower case, 
black, no stroke present * * I has a flavor 

variety bucket 
(2005) same base photo 

all caps, sans 
serif, red, black 
drop shadow present I has * bucket 

photomanipulation of 
original * 

heart break walrus 
hotel (2005) 

different base 
photo, walrus 

white and blue 
impact, 
lower/upper 
case, drop 
shadow present bucket, I has none * 

Dr. King has a 
bucket (2005) 

different base 
photo, Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. 

san serif, white, 
all caps, black 
stroke present I has a bucket none * 

I has a cellular 
(2006) 

different base 
photo, walrus 

impact, upper 
and lower case, 
black, no stroke present I has *, bucket 

image arrangement 
format- I has *, 
response * 

Everyone can has 
bucket! (Oprah) 
(2006) 

original photo + 
Oprah 

san serif, white, 
all caps, black 
stroke present can has bucket original image collaged 

Oprah from 
2004 show 

have u seen mah 
bukkit(2006) 

different base 
photo, diabeetus 
guy 

impact, lower 
case, white, 
black stroke 

present, 
increased bucket/bukkit * 

Wilford 
Brimley- 
diabeetus guy 

and then he says… 
they be stealing 
muh bucket (2007) 

different base 
photo, cats 

impact, lower 
case, white, 
black stroke present Bucket * cat macro 

I tell you story of 
teh bukkit (2007) 

different base 
photo, seals 

impact, lower 
case, white, 
black stroke 

present, 
increased Bukkit seals * 

Bukkit!  Bukkit! 
(2007) 

different base 
photo, seal 

impact, upper 
and lower case, 
white, black  
stroke present Bukkit seal * 

Mah Bucket was 
only a myth (2007) 

different base 
photo, 
mythbusters 

impact, upper 
case, white, 
black stroke 

present, 
emoticon Bucket * * 

Bucket List (2007) 
original photo + 
movie poster * movie poster present bucket, I has 

photomanipulation of 
original * 

Have U seen a 
Walrus? (2008) 

different base 
photo, blue 
bucket costume 

impact, upper 
case, white, 
black stroke present Have u seen blue bucket * 
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One of the earliest and most widely developed of the Cat Macro threads is 

the LOLrus. The LOLrus is unusual for the time of its creation in that the original 

contains a reference to an earlier meme I Has a Flavor and two combined 

images- a before and after shot.  

 

 

(Fig. 25. I has a flavor, 4chan, 2003) 

 

“A walrus that says can I has bucket. That works so well because it’s 
having to do with a cute animal that’s featured with some text based on 
what that animal would say if they could talk and it’s very funny because 
who doesn’t love animals? So it’s based on an accepted type of humor 
that started in the community and then people latch on to that and they 
spin off of that meme as many times as they can.” (Interview 1) 

 

Like many Cat Macros, the basic humor lies in attributing human emotions 

to an animal, in the case an elephant seal, mistaken for a walrus by the forum, is 

photographed with a blue bucket and demonstrates a response to having the 

bucket removed. The captions add a sense of despondency to the seal’s 

expressions. In the first image the seal has an upturned mouth and protruding 
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tongue and is holding a blue bucket to its chest in apparent anthropomorphic 

satisfaction. In the second, a keeper has removed the bucket and the seal 

appears to be miserable and surprised with a gaping mouth and widely spaced 

eyes. The early images in this thread show a large variance in typeface and color 

choice.  
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(Fig. 26. LOLrus, 4chan, 2005) 
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(Fig. 27. LOLrus variation, 4chan, 2005) 

 

Although early images show a direct visual and verbal reference to the 

original both in photomanipulation and in echoing of the format of a large aquatic 

sea mammal interacting with a human keeper, the phrase I has a bucket stuck in 

the forum’s imagination and was applied to many different situations. 

  

(Fig. 28 LOLrus variation, 4chan, 2005-2006) 
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(Fig 29. LOLrus variation, 4chan, 2006-2007) 

 

The thread took off and reproduced many other memes within its confines. 

The LOLrus and his stolen bucket entered the forum pantheon of meme culture 

alongside Longcat, Longcat’s arch enemy Tacgnol [Longcat spelled backwards], 

and Ceiling cat. He became an easily recognized and commonly shared cultural 

object. 

 

Due to the large number of created and shared LOLrus images, the thread 

was one of the first to be fully absorbed by the new Cheeseburger network and 

made available to the burgeoning number of meme generating webpages. The 

new images show the typical evidence of meme standardization in early 2006 

changing the spelling from Bucket to Bukkit, showing watermarking, and 

demonstrating a broader variance of language during the expansion of 

LOLSpeak, 
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(Fig. 30. LOLrus variation, 4chan, 2007) 

 

“There's usually a reference to lolcat culture- there is a culture, they have 
ceiling cat and basement cat and the walrus and their buckets- a reference 
to that culture makes it better for me because then they get the joke. Silly 
faces, derpy faces. They put not cat specific things on cats- cats don't 
have religion and walruses don't care about buckets.” (Interview 9) 
 

  

(Fig. 31. LOLrus variation, 4chan, 2007-2008) 
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Analysis of Cat Macro Threads: Jesus Christ it’s a lion 

Pictures 
Cat/original 
animal image Font Style Cat-Speak 

Text 
Reference to 
the original 

Visual 
Reference to 
the Original 

Reference to 
other memes 

Jesus Christ it's a 
lion, get in the car!             

toothpaste for dinner 
August 30, 2005 Comic hand written 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar * * * 

rawr, I am a lion- 
Deviant art (summer 
2005) Emoticon 

sans serif, upper case, 
black 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Lion * 

Jesus Christ 
it's a lion, get 
in the car! 

mash up comic 
(summer 2005) 

rawr, I am a 
lion comic font, black 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar 

Rawr, I am a 
lion, Jesus 
Christ it's a 
lion, get in 
the car! 

collage of 
original >:3 face * 

Jesus Christ it's a 
lion, get in the car! 
(cat) (2006) Cat 

sans serif, upper and 
lower case, white, 
black  stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar 

Jesus Christ 
it's a lion, get 
in the car! * * 

Archie, Jesus Christ 
it's a lion, get in the 
car! (2006) 

different base 
photo, arche 
comics 

sans serif, upper case, 
black, italic 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar 

Jesus Christ 
it's a lion, get 
in the car! >:3 * 

Long Cat is a lion 
(2006) 

different base 
photo, 
longcat 

serif, black, upper and 
lower case 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar 

Jesus Christ 
it's a lion, get 
in the car! >:3 Longcat 

In the car, out of the 
car... I really don't 
care. (2006) 

different base 
photo, lion 

san serif, white, upper 
and lower case, black 
drop shadow 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar In the car lion * 

Jesus Christ, it's a 
sea lion! (2008) 

different base 
photo, seal 

impact, upper case, 
white, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar 

Jesus Christ 
it's a *lion, 
get in the *! >:3 * 

I am a lion, you better 
get in the car (2008) 

different base 
photo, cat 

impact, upper and 
lower case, white, 
black  stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar 

* am a lion, * 
get in the 
care * cat macro 

Jesus Christ, I’m a 
Lion. (2008) 

different base 
photo, o'reilly 
book 

serif, black, upper and 
lower case 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar 

Jesus Christ, 
* a lion, get in 
the car lion o'riley book 

Jesus Christ it's a 
lion, get OUT of the 
car! (2008) 

different base 
photo, lion 

impact, upper case, 
white, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar 

Jesus Christ 
it's a lion, get 
* the car! lion * 

Jesus Christ IS a 
Lion (2009) 

different base 
photo, narnia 
movie lion 

impact, upper and 
lower case, white, 
black  stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar 

Jesus Christ 
* a lion, get in 
the car lion * 

Jesus christ it's a lion 
get in the car! (2010) 

different base 
photo, lion 

impact, upper case, 
white, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar 

Jesus Christ 
it's a lion, get 
in the car! lion * 
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(Fig. 32. Basic Electronic Symbols, Toothpaste for Dinner, August 30, 2005) 

 

(Fig. 33. RAWR I AM A LION, Verdot, Deviant Art, 2005) 

 

Jesus Christ it’s a Lion is unusual in that it has a clearly defined beginning 

point and two separate pieces of base material produced by two non-anonymous 

participants. The phrase Jesus Christ it’s a lion get in the car comes from the 

webcomic as Toothpaste For Dinner. Titled “Basic Electronic Symbols, the 

phrase was an amusing nonsequitar and was posted on August 30, 2005. As a 

follow up, the lion face emoticon with the accompanying text RAWR I am a Lion 

was created and posted by deviantart user Verdot in mid 2005. At first both 



 

 97 

images joined the forum reposting rotation without editing as they shared 

elements with the Cat Macros being posted in forums at the time- random humor 

and ability to be read in a greatly reduced icon format. The hadron collider of the 

forum culture reduced both images to their base elements removing the phrase 

from the comic and isolating the emoticon from the ms paint image. These 

identifiable particles first showed up together in a mash-up comic form common 

at the time where meme artifacts were added to scans of untranslated manga. 

 

(Fig. 34. Jesus Christ It’s a Lion Comic, 4chan, 2006) 
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The comic foreshadowed the demotivational poster format with a call and 

response verbal similarity and forever linked the phrase and icon. Early images 

echoed the mash-up format and reflected other common memes and subthreads 

but soon went on to achieve a curious sort of notoriety. Neither a reaction image 

nor a provocation, Jesus Christ it’s a Lion echoed the LOLrus in that it was a 

meme for the sake of being a meme. Images of expressive lions were captioned 

with their feelings about cars and the lion icon >:3 superimposed in front of the 

faces of non-lions transformed old meme images into participants of the Jesus 

Christ It’s a Lion thread, strengthening the established understanding of the 

formal qualities of the thread. 

    

(Fig. 35. Jesus Christ It’s a Lion Variation, 4chan, 2006) 
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There are lions and they have feelings about cars and getting in or out of them.   

    

(Fig. 36. Jesus Christ It’s a Lion Variation, 4chan, 2006-2008) 

 

The meme phrase and lion face were added to commonly shared cultural 

touch points such as the new Lion operating system for Macintosh computers 

and the screenshots from the cg movie adaptations of CS Lewis’ Narnia series.  

 

(Fig. 37. Jesus Christ It’s a Lion Variation, 4chan, 2008-2010) 
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Unlike the LOLrus, the thread lacked a broad enough narrative base to 

spread out into further explorations. Jesus Christ It’s a Lion is meme with a large 

number of derivative images but little variance in image or text. Jesus Christ it’s a 

Lion shares a number of similarities in it’s early images with Going to the Moon, 

BRB but did not manage to break out beyond it’s early potential and so is wide 

but shallow.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 101 

Analysis of Cat Macro Threads: Going to the Moon, BRB 

Pictures 
Cat/original 
animal image Font Style Cat-Speak 

Text 
Reference 
to the 
original 

Visual Reference to the 
Original 

Reference to 
other memes 

Going to the 
Moon, BRB (sub 
thread from Cat 
Macro)           

assumed Cat 
Macro 

original, 2005  
cat in space 
suit 

comic font, white, 
upper and lower 
case 

internet 
acronym * * * 

Going to the 
Moon, BRB 
(2006) 

different base 
photo, cat 
with cd stack 
cover on 
head 

san serif, white, all 
caps 

Internet 
acronym 

Going to 
the moon, 
brb cat * 

Going to the 
Moon, 
BRB(2006) 

different base 
photo, cat in 
computer 
tower 

impact, upper and 
lower case, white, 
black  stroke 

Internet 
acronym 

Going to 
the moon, 
brb 

cat with clear plastic in 
front of face * 

Going to the 
Moon, BRB 
(2006) cd stack cat 

san serif, white, 
upper case, black 
drop shadow 

internet 
acronym 

Going to 
the moon, 
brb 

photomanipulation cd 
stack cat * 

Going to the 
Moon 
BRB(2006) 

different cat 
with cd stack 
on head 

impact, upper case, 
white, black stroke 

internet 
acronym 

Going to 
the moon, 
brb homage to cd stack cat * 

Going to the 
Moon, 
BRB.(2006) 

different cat 
with cd stack 
on head 

impact, upper and 
lower case, white, 
black  stroke 

internet 
acronym 

Going to 
the moon, 
brb homage to cd stack cat * 

breaking 
news(2006) 

cat with bottle 
stuck on 
head breaking news 

internet 
acronym 

Going to 
the moon, 
brb 

cat with clear plastic in 
front of face breaking news 

He'll be right 
back(2007) 

original cd 
stack cat demotivational 

internet 
acronym 

Going to 
the moon, 
brb original cd stack cat 

demotivational 
poster 

Going to the 
Moon, 
BRB(2007) 

different base 
photo, cat in 
drier 

impact, lower case, 
white, black stroke 

internet 
acronym 

Going to 
the moon, 
brb cat * 

laika(2007) 
different base 
photo, laika 

impact, upper and 
lower case, white, 
black  stroke 

internet 
acronym 

Going to 
the moon, 
brb * * 

brb(2007) 

different base 
photo, 
astronaut in 
space flight 

san serif, white, 
lower caps 

internet 
acronym Brb * * 

Going to the 
Moon 
BRB(2007) 

different base 
photo, 
cosplay 

impact, upper case, 
white, black stroke 

internet 
acronym 

Going to 
the moon, 
brb * * 

Going to the 
Moon 
BRB(2008) 

different base 
photo, 
stephen 
hawking 

impact, upper and 
lower case, white, 
black  stroke 

internet 
acronym 

Going to 
the moon, 
brb * * 
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(Fig. 38. Going to the moon, brb, base images 4chan, 2005-2006) 

 

Going to the moon, brb is an early Cat Macro. Starting in 2005, the phrase 

Going to the Moon, brb was added to an image of a befuddled cat in an astronaut 

costume. This was an image often reposted to indicate that the user posting the 

image was leaving their keyboard and would be right back. This was a sentiment 

often repeated in forum use. Although they are more likely to be going to the 

restroom or grabbing a snack, in an anonymous environment users might as well 

be going to the moon. The thread took off when the phrase was reapplied to an 

anonymous forumite’s photo of their cat with a cd stack cover placed over its 

head.  
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(Fig. 39. Going to the moon, brb duplication, 4chan, 2006) 

 

A photograph of a cat with its face obscured by computer related 

technology was easy to reproduce by users who owned cats and copy-cat 

images flooded the forums. Some directly attempted to reproduce the parameters 

of the original image while others photomanipulated the original image itself.  

 

 

(Fig. 40. Going to the moon, brb variation, 4chan, 2006) 
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Framing meme forms like demotivational posters and the less popular 

breaking news format were applied to popular thread images cementing both the 

original image and the phrase into the lexicon of forum usage. 

  

(Fig. 41. Going to the moon, brb variation, 4chan, 2006-2007) 

 

Each of the subsequent images carried with them the thread of Going to 

the Moon, BRB and soon moved beyond cat images into obscure moon based 

cultural references such as Laika the Russian space dog. Eventually, the phrase 

BRB became associated with images of the moon and new images in this thread 

tapered off. 
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(Fig. 42. Going to the moon, brb variation, 4chan, 2007) 
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Analysis of Cat Macro Threads: Invisibles 

Pictures 
Cat/original 
animal image Font Style Cat-Speak 

Text 
Reference to 
the original 

Visual 
Reference to 
the Original 

Reference to 
other memes 

Invisibles (sub 
thread from Cat 
Macro)           

assumed Cat 
Macro 

Invisible Bike (2005) 
orange, 
midair 

impact, upper case, 
white, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar * * * 

Invisible Sandwich 
(2005) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

san serif, white, all 
caps, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Invisible * Cat * 

Ran over U with mah 
invisible bike (2006) 

different 
base photo, 
cats 

san serif, white, lower 
case, black stroke Present Invisible bike Cats * 

invisible motocross 
(2006) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

Impact, lower case, 
white, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Invisible * Cat * 

Invisible dining chair 
(2006) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

Impact, lower case, 
white, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Invisible * Cat * 

Invisible Harmonica 
(2006) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

impact, upper case, 
white, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Invisible * Cat * 

Invisible Cat (2006) 

different 
base photo, 
bike 

Impact, upper case, 
white, black stroke 

none- 
standard 
grammar Invisible * * * 

invisible corn cob 
(2006) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

san serif, white, upper 
case, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Invisible * Cat * 

invisible pommel 
horse (2006) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

Impact, lower case, 
white, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Invisible * Cat * 

invisible high five 
(2006) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

impact, upper and 
lower case, white, 
black  stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Invisible * Cat * 

Invisible Everything 
(2007) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

Impact, upper case, 
white, black stroke 

none- 
standard 
grammar Invisible * Cat * 

Invisible movie 
explosion (2007) 

different 
base photo, 
cat 

Impact, lower case, 
white, black stroke 

None- 
Standard 
Grammar Invisible * Cat * 
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(Fig. 43. Invisible Bike, 4chan, 2005) 

 

The Invisibles thread consists of photographs of cats in bizarre poses with 

captions suggesting that the cats are occupied in activity involving invisible 

objects. The specific parameters required by the Invisibles thread exceeded most 

users photographic capabilities.  The photographs needed to be in focus and the 

cats had to be in action, posed in unusual positions. Pictures were harvested 

from the embryonic  user supported web 2.0 photogalleries such as Flickr and 

Photobucket and scanned from mainstream publications such as Cat Fancy.  It 

was not enough to post a picture of your cat with a caption.  To receive a positive 

reaction from the forum community, new Invisibles images demanded either 

references to other Invisibles images or innovation. A Cat Macro that resonated 

with a large number of the population was saved and reposted at a higher rate 
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than a less effective image.  In this manner, the Invisibles series became one of 

the most popular threads within Cat Macros. 

 

 

(Fig. 44. Invisible Variation, 4chan, 2005-2006) 

 

Invisible bikes, sandwiches, and pommel horses were uploaded by the 

hundreds.  In contrast to the beginning of the meme, only a few of these images 

were considered worthy of reposting.  The user network was becoming both 

more discerning and competitive. 
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(Fig. 45. Invisible variation, 4chan, 2005) 

 

 Although the images of the Invisibles Series were highly referential to 

previous Cat Macro images, they still retained enough mainstream humorous 

elements to be appealing to the larger internet audience.  Like jokes that only 

consist of punchlines, genuinely funny pictures of cats need little explanation or 

understanding of context.  

 

Three months after the Invisible Series had run its course and the 

community was applying the Cat Macros template to pictures of dead presidents 

and historical figures, a small bomb was placed on the receding shores of 

Caturday.   
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(Fig. 46. Invisible Cat, 4chan, 2006) 

 

 A bicycle posed exactly so that the Invisible Bike cat could ride it if 

superimposed, blazoned with the caption:  Invisible Cat. Invisible Cat was wildly 

popular within the Cat Macro user network and completely incomprehensible to 

outsiders.  Without knowledge of Cat Macros, the Invisible Series, and the 

specific image Invisible Bike, the Invisible Cat image is a peculiar non sequitur.  

With this context, Invisible Cat is the culmination of a year’s worth of community 

networking and social authorship. The Invisibles Series had proved its worth as 

an effective thread, reaching resolution of the core idea within the larger meme of 

Cat Macros.  Without Invisible Bike, there would be no Invisible Cat.  Invisible Cat 

broke the barriers of logic in an inspired and lateral shift.  It is a concrete piece of 

evidence demonstrating the invisible difference between the insider and the 

outsider.   
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Analysis of Cat Macro Threads: Fuck You I’m an Anteater 

Pictures 
Cat/original 
animal image Font Style Cat-Speak 

Text Reference to 
the original 

Visual Reference 
to the Original 

Reference 
to other 
memes 

Fuck you I’m 
an anteater             
Fuck you I'm an 
anteater 
(original) 
Spring 2008 anteater 

white impact, 
black stroke, 
all caps 

none, standard 
grammar * * * 

Fuck you, do 
you know who I 
am? (2008) 

different base 
photo, anteater, 
with a harness  

white impact, 
black stroke, 
all caps 

None- Standard 
Grammar 

fuck you, inclusive 
reference to original 
text- do you know 
who I am? Anteater * 

WTF I dunno 
(2008) 

different base 
photo, similar 
anteater, similar 
position,  

white impact, 
black stroke, 
all caps 

None- Standard 
Grammar with 
some internet 
acronym speak I'm an anteater Anteater * 

Hi five (2008) 

different base 
photo, ant eater in 
a black turtleneck, 
raising one hand 

white impact, 
black stroke, 
all caps 

None- Standard 
Grammar I'm an anteater Anteater * 

Pleased to 
meet you(2008) 

different base 
photo, ant eater 
shaking hand 

white impact, 
heavier black 
stroke, all 
caps 

None- Standard 
Grammar I'm an anteater Anteater * 

Night hawks 
(2008) 

anteater from 
original in 
nighthawks, 
breaking glass 
with plastic lawn 
chairs none no text no text 

photomanipulation 
of original * 

Sports guy 
(2008) 

different base 
photo, sports guy 

helvetica, 
white text, no 
stroke 

None- Standard 
Grammar 

Fuck You! I'm an 
Anteater! (almost 
identical to original, 
but with altered 
punctuation) similar pose * 

George Bush 
(2008) 

different base 
photo, george 
bush 

white impact, 
black stroke, 
all caps 

none, standard 
grammar  

Fuck You I'm an 
Anteater  similar pose * 

Panda (2008) 
different base 
photo,panda 

white impact, 
black stroke, 
all caps 

None- Standard 
Grammar 

implied relationship, 
response image * * 

3 image 
assemblage 
(2008) 

original, panda, 
lemur 

white impact, 
black stroke, 
all caps 

None- Standard 
Grammar 

original image + 
implied relationship, 
expanded response 
image * * 

titanic(2009) original anteater none no text original image 
photomanipulation 
of original   

don't 
worry(2009) 

different base 
photo,  similar 
anteater 

white text, all 
caps, no 
stroke 

none, standard 
grammar implied relationship anteater   

don't worry, 
motivational 
(2009) 

don’t worry image 
in a 
demotivational 
poster demotivational 

None- Standard 
Grammar 

implied relationship- 
recursive language in 
demotivational poster 
format 

same image as 
don't worry 
anteater 

Motivational 
posters 
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Fig. 47. Fuck you I’m an anteater, 4chan, 2008) 

 

Fuck You I’m an Anteater is a mild anomaly among Cat Macros as the 

original image features neither cats nor LOLSpeak. An anteater stands in a 

bipedial fashion with its forelegs spread widely head back in an 

anthropomorphically defiant manner, looking not unlike Al Pachino in Scarface. 

The caption Fuck You I’m An Anteater is grammatically correct, if crude, and 

rendered in impact font, all caps, with a black stroke. Beginning in 2008, it 

represents a meta-commentary on the ubiquity of Cat Macros in general. This is 

neither cat nor cute, it is an anteater and doesn’t care if you like it or not.  

 

It carries similarities to the established meme- This is a *, your position is 

irrelevant- in that it was first used as a disputational device on the forums. “You 

think Halo 2 was better Halo 3? Fuck you I’m an Anteater!” but as it carried both 
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a verbal hook “I’m an Anteater” and featured an untapped resource of animal 

pictures due to no previous anteater memes, the forumites rapidly produced 

anteater images that spiraled into the resulting thread. 

 

 

(Fig. 48. Fuck you do you know who I am?, 4chan, 2008) 

 

Fuck You I’m An Anteater was followed by the self referential image Fuck 

you, do you know who I am? featuring impact font overlaid on an image of a 

different anteater staring down a cat. This ties back to the meta assessment of 

Fuck You I’m An Anteater and reinforced the verbal personality of the new 

thread. Its attitude carried a high level of resonance with forumites who had 

reached a level of distain for Cat Macros. 
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(Fig. 49. Fuck you I’m an anteater variation, 4chan, 2008) 

 

This was quickly followed by WTF, I dunno I’m an Anteater, Hi Five I’m an 

Anteater, and Pleased to Meet You I’m an anteater- Macros that took advantage 

of the human-like pose in the new base images. With the exception of WTF, all 

macros in the thread use standard grammar and are marked by a distinct lack of 

internet speak.  

  

(Fig. 50. I’ve got this shit under control, demotivational, 4chan, 2009) 

 



 

 115 

Don’t worry, I’ve got this shit under control was another of these images 

that was so successful that the image was re-mixed into a demotivational poster 

image which presented the original image with a new caption: Anteaters, They’ve 

got it under control. 

 

  

(Fig. 51. Fuck you I’m an anteater variation, 4chan, 2008) 

 

 

The verbal pattern of Fuck You I’m an anteater was tied to two images of 

former president George Bush and a poorly behaved soccer coach holding out 

their arms in a similar pose, creating mashups of nonsequitar that make sense 

only to those who have seen and mentally processed the original images.   
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(Fig. 52. Fuck you I’m an anteater variation, 4chan, 2008) 

 

Photomanipulations of the original image are sprinkled throughout the 

thread, taking the original anteater and placing it in different contexts. In one, the 

anteater is throwing lawn chairs at the windows in Edward Hopper’s Nighthawks, 

in another the wide open arm posture is capitalized upon in a still taken from the 

movie Titanic. These photomanipulations are presented without caption; the 

image of the original anteater reinforces the remembrance of the original phrase 

adding another layer of humor to a shared cultural reference.  
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(Fig. 53. Fuck you I’m an anteater progression, 4chan, 2008) 

 

Fuck You I’m An Anteater carries a curious artifact of the continual posting 

of the same images on the same forums. When images are posted hundreds of 

times, patterns emerge and some forumites produce reply images to commonly 

posted image macros. It’s Cool I’m just a Panda provides an inoffensive 
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counterpoint to Fuck You I’m an Anteater and Everyone Calm the Fuck Down 

adds a capper to the thread.  

 

Cat Macro Thread Comparison 

Examination of the image artifacts suggests a number of broad 

generalizations that can be made about image macros. Successful threads within 

Cat Macros carry both visual and language genes that manifest in their 

descendants. Well established threads and threads with a strong structure like ur 

X(verb) can withstand references to other memes without being derailed. Indeed, 

inclusion of other meme elements appears to be a strengthening factor. “If it's 

funny, they'll make a lolcat out of it.” (Interview 2) 

 

All of the threads selected for the case study have spawned at least ten 

spin off images and many have spawned hundreds. Although there are more 

images in many of the threads that I analyzed that are not in the grids, 

representative images were selected. The sample for each thread includes at 

least twelve images per thread to allow for observation of individual variations. 

Six out of seven of the threads started before 2005 in the earliest days of Cat 

Macros and all started before mid-2008. All follow the standard progression- the 

early images have a large variance of type style and format, the middle images 

show a standardization period, and the latter images show the pronounced 

meme formatting. The exception to this pattern is Fuck You I’m An Anteater, a 
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meme that started in 2008. It begins within the time frame of the established 

meme visual format and because of this has little formatting variation. 

 

In all seven selected threads, the verbal reference seems to be the 

‘stickier’ element of the two memes with repeated spelling and phrasing taking 

the dominant thread over repeated image use and elements from the original 

image. In the Bucket Walrus/LOLrus thread, all of the descendants carry a verbal 

reference to the bucket while seven out of the twelve carry visual traits from the 

original image and only three out of the twelve carry a direct visual reference. 

Going to the Moon, BRB and ur X (verb)ing (ur/my) Y, Jesus Christ it’s a Lion 

have a nearly 100% repetition rate of the original phrasing. “(an image macro)is 

the xml of language- it carries its database with it.” (Interview 4) 
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Chapter 7: Case Study Rickrolling 

Introduction 

This chapter examines the second case study meme: Rickrolling. It 

considers the history of the meme and analyzes the interview data relating to 

Rickrolling. It also discusses the thread of Rickrolling videos and the impact of 

the Macy’s Day Parade Rickroll on the meme’s overall cultural saturation. 

 

Duckrolls and Linkrolls 

“Any link rolling is a rickroll. We've been linkrolling since links existed.” 
(Interview 4) 

 

Linkrolling is an early networking behavior where users are misdirected 

into following a link where the result is something other than what was expected. 

Like emoticons, this behavior followed the users into the early internet. What we 

know as Rickrolling evolved from an earlier linkrolling prank called the Duckroll.  

The Duckroll surfaced in the random designated /b/ subforum of 4chan in 2006.  

Forum users were directed to click on a link promising something of great interest 

and were intentionally misdirected to an animated .gif of a duck on wheels rolling 

across the screen. 
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(Fig. 54. Duckroll, 4chan, 2006) 

 

This unexpected result was confusing to the misdirected users who asked 

for clarification and then were mocked for their lack of insider knowledge. 

Eventually, links lead to the original Duckrolling discussion thread and Duckrolled 

users retaliated by posting Duckrolling links in unrelated threads.  “You'd click a 

thumbnail and it showed up as a duck. You want to see the picture and then it's 

just a duck. That's annoying.” (Interview 2) 

 

The first Rickroll was posted on March 29, 2007, in the 4Chan video game 

designated subforum /v/.  The forum was discussing the recently released trailer 

for the upcoming video game Grand Theft Auto 4. As a joke, a forum user posted 

a link to youtube.com labeled “GTA4 gameplay vid”.  When the forum users 

clicked the link, they didn’t find the expected leak of the video game’s graphics.  

Instead, their computer speakers blared with the 1987 music video of the British 

singer Rick Astley singing the pop song Never Going to Give You Up. At first the 
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message was baffling- why this link? Why again? There was a drum line lead in, 

tune was catchy, the lyrics were repetitive and easy to remember, and the chorus 

monotonous. The content of this ear-worm reinforced the message behind the 

use of Never Going to Give You Up. Rick Astley was there and the forum decided 

to never give him up. Over the next few months, Rickrolling ran rampant on 

4Chan and every other link from the board lead to either the original video or a 

variant of the video. “The first time I was Rickrolled I didn't know I was being 

Rickrolled, I just thought I'd clicked the wrong video. I was like, that's happened 

to me like three times. Everybody was like, you're new.” (Interview 6) 

 

So many links were leading to Rickrolls, users became more wary of 

unidentified links. Users looking to perpetuate Rickrolls had to up their game and 

started to hide rickrolls in unexpected places. Rickrolls were tucked into other 

videos, overlaid into tv clips, and cleverly hidden in mashups of popular songs. 

The video format of Youtube.com was exploited to spring Rickrolls in unexpected 

places. 

 

“I was looking up old episodes of Dishmon on youtube and there was a 
rickroll stuck in there. It was in a line of episodes. 1, 2, 3, 4… then you got 
to 7 which was the same length of time as the other episodes, but it was 
just a rickroll that repeated itself. Bastards.  
 
So it fit the correct time length, which you’re usually able to tell if 
something is a rickroll because of how long it was, but they'd hid it in a line 
of episodes. That one, since I already understood the language and the 
joke, I had to respect the cleverness in working around the problem that 
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people can tell that it's a rickroll because of the length or the image 
associated with the video.  
 
They manipulated the way the thing appeared in order to give the illusion 
that it's the real thing. In the middle of a list of correct videos, to hide it in 
there like that was that this person went to great lengths to make this thing 
work. If someone can get me with a rickroll at this point, my hat's off to 
them.” (Interview 3) 

 

Due to both the youtube.com file hosting and the relatively harmless and 

‘safe for work’ nature of the prank, the Rickroll soon left the lower levels of the net 

and spread to the wider cultural sphere. The prank moved through medium sized 

non-forum blogs such as boingboing.net, gizmodo.com, and slashdot.com 

transferring the Rickroll meme to the larger internet population.  The largest 

break throughs came when YouTube.com RickRolled its users on April 1st 2008 

by pointing all the featured videos to the original Rick Astley video and the 

University of Michigan marching band Rickrolled over 110,000 fans that were 

largely unaware that they were being pranked.   

 

Rick Astley approved of his old song’s new context and Rickrolled the 

world by appearing on a float and singing his one hit wonder live in the 2008 

televised Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. 4Chan’s first response to this epic 

Rickrolling was to claim that the meme was officially forever dead and never to 

be repeated. 
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The second wave of response on the forums consisted of meta-

commentary on the 4Chan claims of shark jumping. The Macy’s Day Parade had 

Rickrolled them all and now the entire message board was complaining about it, 

which was the entire point of the prank.  Using the original Rickroll definition, the 

Macy’s Day Rickroll had been the most successful Rickrolling of the entire meme.  

The original pranksters had become victims of their own prank. 

 

 

(Fig. 55. U mad bro? 4Chan, Spring 2009) 

 

“I think it’s hilarious that he rickrolled everyone. He used the fame he got 
unintentionally and used it for its own purposes. He turned the meme on 
itself. Memes are, by definition, when you take something that doesn’t 
belong to you and use it for your own purposes. Rick Astley took the 
meme and made it his own meme. 
 
The people who were laughing at the people who were complaining about 
the parade rickroll were in the innermost circle. They really got the joke.” 
(Interview 10) 
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Analysis of interviews 

“It's no difference than those daisies that shoot water at you, but it's on the 
internet.” (Interview 7) 

 

Eleven out of eleven of the interviewees reported being Rickrolled and 8 

admitted to Rickrolling others. The first reported instance of linkrolling behavior 

from the interviewees was in 2005 with an early Duckroll. One interviewee 

reported the most recent Rickrolling in the day before their interview, November 

18, 2011.  

 

“They got me again. It's a professional pride- you're reading a book and it 
doesn't end the way you think it's going to end but it ends in the only way 
you knew it could have ended and you think yes, of course. It was so 
sweet.” (Interview 4) 

 

Although ten out of eleven interview participants reported being amused 

by their first encounter of being Rickrolled, eight out of eleven felt that the meme 

had become outmoded by the time of the interview. Six pointed to the Macy’s 

Day Parade Rickroll as the end of the joke when Rickrolling jumped the shark. 

 

“I have mixed feelings about the Macy’s parade. Because the news anchor 
was like, this is a rickroll, hohohoho. I don’t like to be an elitist, but 
sometimes when a meme comes over into real life it ruins it. When people 
in the audience were nodding along and going yaaay rickroll. It was like, 
that’s not what that is.” (Interview 7) 
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Analysis of image artifacts 

The initial Rickrolls were simple- you click a link and it brings you to the 

song. As the forumites came to anticipate Rickrolls, the Rickrollers hid the song 

within more and more elaborately constructed obfuscations. When the Rickroll 

grew in complexity, the act of successfully perpetrating a Rickroll grew in stature. 

The following fourteen Rickrolls selected for analysis due to their representative 

nature of the meme. 

• RickRoll'D 

• AMAZING leeroy jenkins remix MUST SEE!! 

• You Just Got Bioshock'd 

• Drunk Hot Chicks Beer Drinking Contest 

• PaintRoll'd 

• Hilarious Muppets Bloopers! 

• sisters kissing (twins) 

• Not RickRoll 

• LOLcats - Never Gonna Give You Up 

• KISS - Rare, Incredible Performance! 

• Star Wars: Darth Vader Rickrolls Luke 

• Barack Obama Roll 

• Halo Roll'd 

• Macy's Thanksgiving parade RickRoll 
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Analysis of Rickrolling Thread 

Video title date content of video 
link 
obfuscation 

Rickrolling 
complexity 

Reference to 
the original 

Reference to the 
term "Rickrolling" 
or "Rickroll" 

Reference to 
other memes 

RickRoll'D 
15-May-

07 original music video None original * Title, desc * 

AMAZING leeroy 
jenkins remix 
MUST SEE!! 

17-Jul-
07 

song set behind 
original Leeroy 
Jenkins footage complex complex original song none 

Leeroy 
Jenkins, all of 
the spoilers to 
the last Harry 
Potter book 
are in the 
video 

You Just Got 
Bioshock'd 5-Aug-07 

original song set to 
video game Bioshock 
footage  simple Simple original song _'d * 

Drunk Hot Chicks 
Beer Drinking 
Contest 

15-Oct-
07 

original video 
interspersed with 
static image of young 
women with comically 
large beer steins at 
the points where 
youtube chooses 
preview images complex complex original song none * 

PaintRoll'd 
19-Dec-

07 

song run through 
Mario Paint computer 
program simple Simple Tune *Roll'd * 

Hilarious Muppets 
Bloopers! 

30-Mar-
08 

Original song synced 
to Muppet 
performance complex complex original song 

green screened 
signs at 00:15- 
You've been 
Rickrolled * 

sisters kissing 
(twins) 

April 
10th, 
2008 

song behind static 
anime image complex complex original song none * 

Not RickRoll 
13-Apr-

08 

song behind static 
image from the movie 
300 simple Simple original song Title, desc * 

LOLcats - Never 
Gonna Give You 
Up 

19-Apr-
08 

original song set 
behind Rickroll 
themed Cat Macros simple Simple original song 

Title, desc, in cat 
macros Cat Macros 

KISS - Rare, 
Incredible 
Performance! 

27-Apr-
08 

original song run 
through garage band,  
set behind KISS 
concert footage complex Complex 

altered original 
song none * 

Star Wars: Darth 
Vader Rickrolls 
Luke 1-Jul-08 

scene from Starwars 
interupted with 
original song and new 
footage of costumed 
starwars characters 
dancing None Complex original song Title, desc * 

Barack Obama 
Roll 

 Aug 11, 
2008 

original songset to  
footage of Barack 
Obama + excerpts of 
his speeches set to 
the words of the song  simple Simple original song 

 Barack Obama 
*Roll * 

Halo Roll'd 
15-Oct-

08 

original songset to 
video game Halo 
footage + in game 
voice acting set to the 
words of the song  simple Simple original song title, desc *Roll'd * 

Macy's 
Thanksgiving 
parade RickRoll 

27-Nov-
08 

televised Macy's Day 
Rickroll None none intended 

live rendition 
of the song Title, desc * 
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(Fig. 56. RickRoll’D, youtube.com, May 15, 2007) 

 

The original Rickroll had no elaboration. It was an upload of the original 

music video for Rick Astley’s song Never Going to Give You Up on Youtube.com 

with the title of Rickroll’d. The linking format of Youtube.com makes it nearly 

impossible to tell what will follow a clicked link. When users began to recognize 

the consistent string of numbers and letters that indicated a rickroll and avoiding 

clicking, the Rickrollers started posting the original video at different youtube.com 

addresses and camouflaging the video behind misleading titles and starting 

images. Rickrolling someone for the first time wasn’t enough of a challenge. 

Rickrolling someone for the 10th time that day became the goal.  
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(Fig. 57. Not RickRoll, youtube.com, April 13, 2008) 

 

Not Rickroll featured the song Never Going To Give You Up behind a 

static image from the movie 300 represents an early diversion into the 

Schrödinger's Box of nature Rickrolls. Is it a Rickroll if it says it’s not a Rickroll? 

The comments on the youtube.com video confirm that this is, in fact, a rickroll. 

The song was deemed to be more important than the video, a feature important 

in later incarnations. A video counted as a rick roll if it contained the song. A 

video containing footage from the original music video without the song received 

a less impassioned response. As it was the response that was most important, 
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the song would continue to be heavily featured throughout the end of the 

Rickrolling videos. This format where Never Going to Give You Up is placed 

behind a static image is the easiest to reproduce and so is most common kind of 

Rickroll. 

 

 

(Fig. 58. AMAZING Leeroy Jenkins, youtube.com, July 17, 2007) 

 

Leeroy Jenkins was an internet meme that started in 2005 based on a 

video capture taken in the multi player online game World of Warcraft. In the 

video, a singularly dense player ruins the efforts of his friends by rushing into 

battle, yelling his name as a battle cry. This video became popular and Leeroy 

Jenkins entered the memescape as a living example of an epic fail.  
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Trolling, that is acting deliberately to provoke outrage in a specific 

audience, was not a phenomenon that originated with the Rickroll. When the plot 

points for the last Harry Potter book, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, were 

leaked on the internet, Forumites raided Harry Potter fan boards and posted 

these ‘spoilers’ to disrupt threads discussing the new book. Trolling is considered 

successful when there is a strong reaction to the behavior. As the response to 

the Harry Potter spoilers was virulent and histrionic, this trollbait was deemed too 

good to confine to forum trolling. The AMAZING Leeroy Jenkins remix was Never 

Going To Give you Up set behind 5 seconds of footage from the Leeroy Jenkins 

footage and then 2 minutes of Harry Potter spoilers flashing quickly on the screen 

beginning with the deaths and ending details from the epilogue. 

 

Rickrolls like the Leeroy Jenkins Remix tapped into the desire of people to 

relive older shared memes while unloading both Rickrolling and spoilers onto an 

unsuspecting audience.  
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(Fig. 59. Drunk Hot Chicks, youtube.com, October 15, 2007) 

 

Youtube.com’s format has allowed for more complex Rickrolling. In the 

Drunk Hot Chicks video and many imitators, viewers hoping to view a drinking 

contest between attractive young women were reassured by the youtube 

thumbnail featuring a still of the described event. They clicked through and were 
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rewarded with an introductory page asking if they were “ready for some hot 

chicks drinking?” After this text fades out, the song Never Going To Give You Up 

and accompanying video pops up with Rick Astley dancing with a brief pause for 

a photo featuring attractive young women holding comically oversized beer steins 

aloft at the precise moment in the video where youtube samples a still image for 

the preview. This degree of duplicity set a new level of sophistication in 

Rickrolling, using youtube.com’s tools of video veracity against the casual 

browser. 

 

 

(Fig. 60. Paint Roll’d, youtube.com, December 19, 2007) 
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Rick rolling began to encompass multiple other popular forms of YouTube 

videos. Mario Paint, a videogame for children, contains an application for creating 

music. A popular theme on YouTube is to take popular songs and showcase the 

results of duplicating them using this program. Viewers upon clicking into 

Paintroll’d undoubtedly recognized the Rick roll as soon as the music began to 

play, but for those that didn't the word Rickroll was displayed in the Load Song 

box at the bottom of the graphic. At this point viewers would not run to Google 

asked why they were receiving an 80s pop song instead of their desired or 

expected content. 

 

Paintroll’d was a primordial precursor the later videos that would present 

the Rickrolling content in an amusing culturally relevant way. Moving beyond the 

call and response nature of the Rickroll, these experimentations played with the 

idea that the audience was aware that it was viewing a Rickroll and would 

appreciate the subtlety of the delivery.  
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(Fig. 61. Hilarious Muppets Bloopers, youtube.com, March 30, 2008) 

 

Hilarious Muppets Bloopers was one of the first and only wildly successful 

Rickrolls to make no reference to the term roll in its title or description. The setup 

and delivery are masterful. The video clip opens with Beaker the Muppet walking 

onto the Muppet theater stage, clearing his throat, and beginning to sing. Instead 

of the tragically hilarious ballad that is expected by fans of the show, the video of 
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speakers musical performance is lip-synched to never going to give you up. 18 

seconds into the audio clip, signs have been edited into the Muppet audience 

announcing wrapped “You’ve Been Rickrolled”, as if there were any doubt. The 

setup and delivery are dead on. This form of Rickroll required a larger set of skills 

and sophisticated editing software, and so fewer of these parodies were 

produced. 

 

 

(Fig. 62. KISS- Rare, Incredible Performance! youtube.com, April 28, 2008) 

 

The KISS- Rare, Incredible Performance! Rickroll was directly inspired by 

the Hilarious Muppets Bloopers. It also features lip syncing from original footage 

and a text clue in the beginning of the video that the user is being Rickrolled. 
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Unlike the Muppet version, the Kiss Rickroll edited the original song into a 

synthesized version inspired by the stylings of that band.  

 

(Fig. 63. Starwars: Darth Vader Rickrolls Luke, youtube.com, July 1, 2008) 

 

Similar to the format of Hilarious Muppet Bloopers and The KISS- Rare, 

Incredible Performance! while still making reference to the term Rickroll was the 

Starwars Rickroll. In this iteration, the dramatic climax of Starwars Episode IV, 

the dramatic reveal of Darth Vader being Luke’s father is reedited into Luke being 

Rickrolled. The video ends with the addition of an earlier unrelated youtube.com 

clip of Darth Vader and 4 stormtroopers performing the moves from Michael 

Jackson’s Thriller video, all set to the song Never Going to Give You Up.  
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(Fig. 64. Barack Obama Roll and Halo Roll’d, youtube.com, August 11-October 

15th, 2008 ) 

 

The Barack Obama roll and the Halo Roll contain mashups of audio and 

video taken from their respective source materials (President Obama’s speeches 

and Halo cut footage, respectively) set to music and autotuned to the tune of 

Never Going To Give You Up. The format of the video’s title including the word 

‘Roll’ and the inclusion of the song made these socially acceptable Rickrolls. This 

variation of the Rickroll where the song is reproduced with edited video clips 

spawned numerous imitations.  

 

One notable mutation featured Cat Macros with the lyrics from Never 

Going To Give You Up matching the pace of the song in the background, the 

impact block of text forming an updated form of ‘follow the bouncing red ball’ for 

the internet generation. “There were a lot of creative ways to do it so the whole 
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internet could play along. There's millions of ways to rickroll someone, so if you 

come up with a good one that's cool.” (Interview 8) 

 

 

(Fig. 65. LOLcats- Never Gonna Give You Up, youtube.com, April 19, 2008) 
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(Fig. 66. Macy’s Thanksgiving parade RickRoll, youtube.com, November 27, 

2008) 

 

Included in the Rickrolling data set is the Macy’s Day Parade Rickroll, 

screen-captured and reuploaded on Youtube.com. The upload of this event was 

initially intended to be used as a social record of Rickrolling’s highest point, but 

as is the case with most Rickrolls, has been used as a Rickroll in and of itself. 

This video has been uploaded onto fan boards for the television show Foster’s 

Home for Imaginary Friends, ironically Rickrolling the users who had a genuine 

interest in the parade float. “They're like little land mines. They'll go off because 
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they're set up and waiting. It's hard to remove them in the way that normal 

memes are removed when they become unpopular.” (Interview 6) 

 

Rickroll Video Comparison 

There is less threading behavior within Rickrolling than with other memes 

as once a user has been pranked by a Rickroll set to a particular theme they are 

less likely to click on a link of that nature. The bait and switch is entirely based on 

the song and with variation comes the greater chance of getting an unsuspecting 

click through. This said, there are common themes related to the material the 

forumites are willing to risk a Rickroll for. Video games, pornography, and funny 

pictures of cats are common subject matters for Rickrolls. 

 

The image artifacts in the Rickrolling meme are videos, primarily stored on 

Youtube.com. The fourteen selected videos from of the thousands uploaded for 

analysis are representative of the meme as a whole. All fourteen feature the song 

Never Going to Give You Up. Nine have the original recording while the other five 

have covers of the song in different styles. In the four cover versions, two are the 

song remixed into different musical styles, two are mashups of other media into 

the Rickrolling format, and one is the song sung live at the Macy’s Day Parade by 

Rick Astley. Three out of fourteen feature clips from the original music video and 

the rest set different visuals. Other memes are represented within the videos 

such as Cat Macros, Leeroy Jenkins, and Harry Potter spoilers. 
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Chapter 8: Case Study Battletoads 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the third and most obscure of the three case study 

memes: Battletoads. Battletoads was an enigmatic prank that never surfaced into 

broader cultural understanding. Less retrievable than Cat Macros and Rickrolling, 

Battletoads is deeply obscure and mired in the behavior of the internet. Because 

of this, the language used to describe Battletoads contains more jargon and 

requires more contextual information and definitions within the examination of the 

meme.  

 

Hacktivism and E-Jihadery 

Virtually unmoderated, forum cultures on the internet follow a loose set of 

social rules enforced only through peer pressure. A sense of identity through 

anonymous behavior pervades 4Chan and surfaces in their adoption of the group 

identity “Anonymous”. “Anonymous” is especially prominent on the 4chan 

subforum /b/. /b/ is a forum dedicated to random interactions with no overriding 

topic as are present in forums like /v/ video games, or /c/ comics. Opinions on /b/ 

in my participants were bifurcated.  If participants were active participants on /b/, 

they expressed a positive opinion of the forum. If they weren’t, they didn’t. 
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“/b/ is a place for lingual evolution- it’s not a hate machine, it’s a space to 
find something interesting, to play with it for a little while, and then move 
on.” (Interview 4, /b/ participant) 

 

“Btards are people on who go on /b/. When you did something dumb or 
failed at life, you were called a btard on other forum. Btards are the trolls 
of all trolls of the internet. They make it their own. They raid other people’s 
boards and post scat when you’re not expecting it. I dig the fact that you 
think you own the internet, but get out!” (Interview 6, non /b/ particpant) 
 

It is from /b/ that most raids originate and on /b/ that the origins of the 

“Anonymous” identity first organized. While most 4chan participants participate 

anonymously, not all identify as “Anonymous”. Seperate from the casual raiding 

behavior of forums, capital-A “Anonymous” carries out technologically advanced 

attacks on targets that it deems deserving (examples go here) and stages in-

person protests. 

  

“Even though it’s anonymous, “Anonymous” is an identity and a lot of 
people on the net want to go on 4chan looking to make people laugh or 
looking for respect on that community.” (Interview 5) 

 

 



 

 144 

 

(Fig. 67. Anonymous Seal, 4chan, Fall 2010) 

 

A constitutionary document of “Anonymous” has been collected under the 

title: ‘Rules of the Internet’.  Although the act of “The Rules” being collected and 

archived is enough to send hardcore /b/ participants against strict adherence- 

claiming that a recorded meme is a dead meme, the first 5 rules offer insight into 

the minds and behavior patterns of the rigid adherents of forum culture, 

“Anonymous, and the forum /b/ in particular. 

 

1. Do not talk about /b/ 

2. DO NOT TALK ABOUT /B/ 

3. We are Anonymous. 

4. Anonymous is legion. 

5. Anonymous does not forgive, Anonymous does not forget. 

 (Rules of the Internet, 4chan Summer 2007) 
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The act of raiding, or infiltrating a different forum to disrupt their normal 

behavior, can be considered a meme in that it is a system of behavior that follows 

a distinct pattern with reliable outcomes. Although raids are a common theme in 

forum activity, the raids are not always outside facing. /b/ is especially notorious 

for taking on other boards in the 4Chan network and flooding their boards, 

posting large numbers of socially unacceptable images and forcing the “real” 

active user generated content off of the front page of the board. If forum users 

don’t keep up, they fall back and get pushed out of their own board.  

 

Hacktivism and E-jihadery are two types of raiding behaviors that both 

produce independent sticky or lasting memes and repurpose the more family 

friendly acquisition response and pranking memes such as Cat Macros and 

Rickrolling.  While both raiding behaviors are similar in outcome and impact or 

crater size on the memescape in general, they are brought on by different sets of 

stimuli. 

 

Hacktivism references previously established memes as an identifying 

calling card while promoting a structured response to a broken ‘rule of the 

internet’ or injustice.  At first glance, these chivalrous gestures seem unlike 

standard raiding behavior, but the white-hatting always takes on the flavor of its 

context.   
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“There are many ways to [trigger an act of hacktivism] but if you're already 
an arrogant attention whore, a racist blowhard or a self-righteous hypocrite 
you are most likely already halfway to asking for it.” (Quoted from 4chan, 
response to a new user, 2007) 
 

The do-gooding instinct present in hactivism is most obvious to the 

outsider in the “Anonymous” v/s Scientology live raids. When a few prominent 

forum participants took umbrage at the Scientology’s frequent attempted 

censorship of critical anti-Scientology content online, these users introduced the 

idea of raids on Scientology to /b/. In addition to online attacks the forumites, 

using the “Anonymous” identity, organized public flash mobs against Scientology 

institutions in person.  Preserving their anonymity, members of “Anonymous” 

wear Guy Fawkes masks, referencing the popular film and comic V for Vendetta, 

and hold signs related not only to the protest against Scientology but also 

referencing internet memes such as Cat Macros and Rickrolling.  Rickrolling and 

other misdirection pranks are commonly featured at these flashmobs with 

members of Anonymous carrying boomboxes and screaming the lyrics of Never 

Going To Give You Up joyously at passers by.  
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(Fig. 68. Oh Fuck, the internet is here. 4chan, Fall 2008) 

 

E-jihads produce new memes in reference to the activities of the raid and 

are distinct from Hacktivism in that they carry no pretense or social justice.  They 

are organized and carried out solely for the lulz [the plural of LOL, laughs out 

loud]. 
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(Fig. 69. The Lulz, 4chan, Fall 2008) 

 

Organized on the internet and carried out in real life [outside the internet], 

the Battletoads Raid on the video game store Gamestop is held up as the perfect 

E-jihad.  Thousands of forumites prank called a targeted list of 400 Gamestop 

stores across the country on November 12-14 2007, asking to preorder the game 

Battletoads for the Wii, Xbox, and PS3 gaming systems.  The core humor to this 

prank was that the real Battletoads game was a little known title that was 

introduced in 1991 for the Super Nintendo system and never updated for the 

newer video game systems.   

 

 



 

 149 

“People got annoyed with newbies asking the same questions over and 
over and started talking about Battletoads. They got the idea that it would 
be a good game and then just didn't let it go. It was an injoke.” (Interview 
2) 

 

 

(Fig. 70. The original battle toads game for Supernintendo, Nintendo, 1991) 

“You had to keep the person on the phone. It’s sort of like a rickroll. You 
would call them about a game your kids are into and you tried to get 
through their script before they realized that it was a Battletoads call and 
hang up.” (Interview 4)  
 

The more tech savvy forumites taped their prank calls and uploaded them 

to youtube while anonymous denizens with poor tech skills recorded their exploits 

in a script based text format.  The scripts were compared and a common joke 

became to see how many inside forum jokes could be slipped into the 
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conversation before the harassed Gamestop employees caught on. References 

to earlier video game memes were especially lauded.  

 

 

(Fig. 71. The Game features barrel rolls and comes with a free Wii strap, 4chan, 

2007) 

 

All records of the prank calls were uploaded and the forums exploded with 

Battletoads related activity, the forumites scrambling to record the best reactions 

for posterity.  The employees that responded with good humor and knowledge of 

the forum specific vocabulary were lauded and rewarded. “We would buy things if 
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they gave us funny responses. We rewarded them if they got it and was one of 

us.” (Interview 4) 

 

“No, we don't have Battletoads, we didn't have it the last ten times you 
called, but you know they're coming out with a game you might like called 
Cameltoads. No, no, it's not like this "Battletoads" you're asking for at all. 
No, there is no Wii strap included. There are no barrel rolls or mudkipz. 
Alright, so come on in to preorder it.” (Jeff, a GameStop Employee) 

 
“I’m sorry, we have Fighting Lizards, Armored Armadillos, but no 
Battletoads. Yeah I know I’m pissed too.” (Unnamed GameStop 
Employee)  
(Funny responses, Battletoad records, youtube.com, 2007) 

 

The employees that responded violently or threatened the prank callers 

were mocked and had the numbers to their specific stores posted in reflective 

meme format, encouraging other participating forumites to repeatedly target 

those employees that would give them the most epic or amusing reactions.  
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(Fig. 72. The ‘bad advice dog’ meme template used to target a specific employee 

in the New Jersey area. 4chan, 2007) 

 

Emboldened by their success in prank calling, raid participants mocked up 

Battletoads videogame boxes, made youtube videos chronicling their exploits, 

launched fan webpages with fake release information, and milked their newly 

bought lulzcow until it ran dry. “I don’t like phone trolling because I was bullied 

when I was in highschool, so I didn’t call but I did create the artwork. I helped 

build infrastructure.” (Interview 4) 
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(Fig. 73. Faux Battletoads video game boxes, 

http://www.Battletoadspreorder.com/, January 2009) 

“STOP CALLING MY FUCKING STORE!” (Richard X, a (now internet 
famous) GameStop Employee) 

 

One especially harassed employee, Richard, went searching for the 

source of his frustration and vented spleen on 4chan in response to the third 

straight day of prank calling.  Because of this doomed act, he was immortalized 

in his own image meme based off the memeformatted demotivational posters:  
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(Fig. 74. Richard, 4Chan, 2007) 
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Analysis of interviews 

Out of eleven interviewees, two had participated in the Battletoads raid, 

three more were familiar with the raid but did not participate, and the remaining 

six were unfamiliar with the raid and the resulting meme production. The two 

forumites that were involved with the raid considered the meme to have been 

highly successful, while the other nine did not. “It worked because it was pranking 

and it was funny and people could bring back evidence of their pranking to the 

group.” (Interview 1) The meme artifacts were selected because of their 

representative nature of the Battletoads raid in 2007. 

• Battletoads Are you sure you don't have it?  

• Richard He doesn't have Battletoads  

• is this Battletoads?  

• Free Barrel Rolls  

• Go to Gamestop, buy Battletoads  

• Battletoads for the Wii  

• Anon calls Gamestop, lulz ensue  

• gamestop. battletoads prank call  

• Battletoad Roll'd  

• NEW Battletoads for Wii Commercial OFFICIAL  
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Analysis of Battletoads Meme Artifacts 

Battletoads 
artifact content 

Reference 
to earlier 
artifacts 

Reference to 
other memes URL  

Battletoads 
Are you 
sure you 
don't have 
it? (2007) 

demotivational, 
reference to 
raid Battletoads 

Demotivational 
poster * 

Richard He 
doesn't 
have 
Battletoads 

demotivational, 
reference to 
raid Battletoads 

Demotivational 
poster * 

is this 
Battletoads? 
(2007) 

Cat Macro, 
reference to 
raid Battletoads Cat Macro * 

Free Barrel 
Rolls (2007) 

demotivational, 
reference to 
raid Battletoads 

Demotivational 
poster, do a 
barrel roll  

Go to 
Gamestop, 
buy 
Battletoads 
(2007) 

bad advice 
dog suggests 
game Battletoads 

bad advice 
dog * 

Battletoads 
for the Wii 
(2007) 

Mock game 
box Battletoads 

tay zonday, do 
a barrel roll * 

Anon calls 
Gamestop, 
lulz ensue 
(uploaded 
Nov 24, 
2007) 

recorded prank 
call under a 
Pokemon 
static image Battletoads 

I herd you like 
mudkips http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K0iopv4DTCE 

gamestop. 
Battletoads 
prank call 
(uploaded 
Nov 26, 
2007) 

recorded prank 
call under a 
Battletoads 
demotivational Battletoads do a barrel roll http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9arbOT6mY50 

Battletoad 
Roll'd (Apr 
16, 2008) 

screen footage 
of Battletoads 
video game 

Canon 
battle 
toads 
footage Rickroll http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QRiNxLPqNr8 

NEW 
Battletoads 
for Wii 
Commercial 
OFFICIAL 
(Apr 16, 
2008) 

canon battle 
toads footage 
interspersed 
with Wii 
commercial 
footage and 
mashup text 

Canon 
battle 
toads 
footage * 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tnPv9l-
5LNQ&feature=player_embedded 
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Analysis of image artifacts 

The meme artifacts from Battletoads were placed in the table format, but 

there was no threading behavior or building of complexity as all of the artifacts 

related directly to a concentrated period of time sensitive raiding. Rickrolling and 

Cat Macros carry within them threads of self generated information. Battletoads 

does not demonstrate this behavior. Because of this, no thread of shared 

information could be analyzed and the artifacts and interviews were analyzed in 

the earlier section of this chapter.  

 

The outcomes in the Battletoads Raid were largely ephemeral and text 

based. The limited nature of Battletoads both reduced the amount of meme 

production and limited the reach of the cultural objects once they had been 

produced. A curious feature of the meme artifacts related to Battletoads is their 

inclusiveness. All but one of the selected meme artifacts references at least one 

other meme. Perhaps it was this inclusiveness combined with a lack of buildable 

structure or resolution that kept the meme within the forum environment and 

reduced its footprint in the memescape.  
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(Fig. 75. is this Battletoads?!?, 4chan, 2007) 

 

Battletoads has generated no spin-offs and is largely unknown, even 

within the interview participants. The users who knew the most about the raids 

had participated in the raids. Battletoads has not found a foothold in the new 

forum population of my survey. It happened, was bandied about a little bit, and 

then sank back down into the mire, discarded. The users that reported 

participation in the Battletoads raids were affectionate and nostalgic toward that 

event. The rest were indifferent. In this regard, it is similar to many if not most of 

the memes originating on 4chan.  

 

 

 



 

 159 

Chapter 9- Analysis 

Introduction 

This chapter integrates the study of the three case study memes from chapters 

6,7, and 8. It compares and contrasts the three memes, identifies themes, and 

applies the memes to the framework of Schudson’s Symbol Potency. It then 

applies the model of the Ocean ecosystem to the case study memes, identifying 

the location and level of cultural saturation that each has attained during their 

individual lifespan.  

 

Comparison of Case Study Memes 

Cat Macros, Rickrolling, and Battletoads were chosen as case study 

memes because they have reached different levels of cultural immersion. Cat 

Macros has had the widest impact, followed by Rickrolling, and lastly Battletoads. 

All eleven forumites recognized Cat Macros, eleven indicated that they had 

participated in Rickrolling, and only two had participated in the Battletoads raid on 

Gamestop.   

 

The saturation of the case study memes should be considered both inside 

their originating forum culture and out in the broader culture. A meme that is 

popular in its originating culture has a greater chance of becoming popular in the 

broader culture but as in the case of Battletoads, a brief popularity within the 
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originating culture does not always lead to mainstream acceptance of the meme. 

The Cat Macro meme was highly successful both in with its originating audience 

and to the larger population that picked up and adopted the form. The model of 

the Cat Macros as a funny picture plus white impact font with a black stroke has 

lent an enduring and cohesive format to image macro memes on the internet. 

Rickrolling was successful to the originating audience in the forum and enjoyed a 

brief popularity outside the forum population. Battletoads was briefly popular with 

the forum population and almost immediately plunged into deep obscurity after 

the raiding event. It never gained a foothold in the culture outside the forums. 

 

The production of related meme artifacts produced directly corresponds 

with the level of cultural saturation and thread supporting ability of the meme. 

When a meme reaches a higher level of cultural saturation, it is elaborated upon 

visually. More people see it and so more people are making images that reflect 

knowledge of that meme. Cat Macros has the largest number of meme artifacts, 

followed by Rickrolling, followed very distantly by Battletoads. 

 

Ease of Production and Cultural Saturation 

Cat Macros are flexible and contain the least constraining elements. To be 

considered a Cat Macro, an image needs to contain a picture and text- preferably 

but not necessarily white with a black stroke. Due to the largely inclusive nature 

of this meme, new images can be created and distributed quickly by many 
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different participants. Threads in Cat Macros are rapidly constructed from both 

new ideas and existing images and expanded with new images. Meme generator 

sites with automated image producing applications make construction of new Cat 

Macros possible for internet users with different levels of comfort with technology 

and require no image editing understanding and software.  

 

 Rickrolling contains more limitations and constraining elements. In order to 

be considered a Rickroll, the meme artifact must contain a direct reference to 

Rick Astley’s song Never Going to Give You Up. Without this reference, a video 

containing a surprising twist may be considered a prank or a roll, but it is not a 

Rickroll. Video construction requires software knowledge and a higher level of 

comfort.  

 

The Battletoads raid was based around stringent levels of limitations and 

constraining elements. To participate in the raid, the forumite involved had to 

prank call a Gamestop store. This was not the passive action of dropping a link 

on a message board but a theatrical and actively hostile act of harassment 

against a person not directly involved in forum culture. They had to be prepared 

to record this antagonistic interaction and then construct a video showcasing both 

their acting skills and technological prowess.  
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Schudson’s Symbol Potency 

Schudson’s Symbol Potency is a qualitative method of approaching the 

criteria needed for a cultural object for gaining cultural authenticity. In this 

framework, the five requirements for a meme to be retained and replicated in 

culture are: Retrievablity, Rhetorical Force, Resonance, Institutional Retention, 

and Resolution. (Schudson, 1986)  

 
 
Application of Schudson’s Symbol Potency- Cat Macros 

Cat Macros are found in all levels of the internet from forum culture, to 

facebook, to email forwards. They began as an inside joke and exploration of the 

image uploading aspect of the forum software, expanded into caturday, and then 

exploded out beyond the confines of the forums. Google image sources will pull 

up hundreds of posted and cross-linked repetitions of the most popular Cat 

Macros. A casual search on many non-forum related topics often pulls up Cat 

Macros relating to that topic. They are easy to find and easy to access. Cat 

macros have a high degree of Retrievablity. 

 

Enough users introduced Cat Macros into the forum that the user base of 

forumites immediately accorded credibility to the meme form. It was delivered 

through the forums and the message is very simple and rife with cultural 

predecessors- these are cats behaving in humorously human fashions and 



 

 163 

motivations and that is culturally understood and sought out. Garfield, Disney, 

Warner Bros cartoons all contain aspects familiar to Cat Macros.  

 

“People keep making them and if one person stops making them, there 
are other people making them. The more there is the bigger it spreads, the 
more people it reaches and it keeps spreading. The people who are just 
finding it are finding it funny. When it's new it's funny. If you're over it, it's 
not funny any more.” (Interview 9) 

 

As a communicative device, the Cat Macro works. It uses the language of 

the forums and provides humor in a package developed to show well on the 

system of communication. The forum population proved the resonance of the Cat 

Macro by posting and reposting them. “There are bad lolcats, but most of them 

cheer you up. I think that LOLCats are the anti-depressant of the internet.” 

(Interview 6) 

 

The first cat macro (fridge cat) defined the look of all other image macros 

to follow. It has the broadest number of spin offs and its influence continues to 

spiral outward. “At first there were no models to follow. After there were a lot, 

people patterned them off the popular ones.” (Interview 2) 

 

Cat Macros do not inherently suggest that an observer interact with the 

series, but they do provide open-ended hooks of opportunity in that an observer 

can add to a series or produce a cat macro thread of their own. Cat Macros are 
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saved and disgorged as the situation required. Used as reaction macros, cat 

macros often form threads where having a large pool of available memes allows 

a forumite to more fully participate in the situation. With a combination of image 

and text, forumites use macros to react to the content of posts.  

 

  

(Fig. 76. Reaction macros, 4chan, 2005-2007) 

  

Forum users respond to posts with “Do Want” macros to indicate that they 

approve of what was posted and “Do not want” macros to show the reverse. 

Reposting a commonly understood Image Macro works in the same way as a 

verbal cliché. It is easier and faster than formulating a new sentence and 

communicates both the meaning and that the user is a part of the shared forum 

culture. Active forumites put a high value on usable Cat Macros. 
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(Fig. 77.  Reaction macros, 4chan, 2007-2009)  

 

 

 “You can use gifs to say how you feel about something instead of 
verbalizing. It works better, the pictures. It’s like facial expressions for the 
internet.” (Interview 6) 

 

“I never understood I can has cheeseburger. It didn't communicate- it was 
a garfield. It had no meaning. The image and the text were not 
communicating in unison. No different than ‘hang in there’. It was just a 
cute image. When they started to communicate was “And every day shall 
be caturday” now they have a life and an interest and there would be an 
image with 5 cats walking toward you and the text now you’re in a bad 
neighborhood. I could use these to communicate with.  
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I never need to say, “I can has cheeseburger”. I need to say you’re in the 
wrong neighborhood. The text and the image together provide message. 
That simple reduction suddenly becomes a means of communication. If it’s 
not a reaction macro, it doesn’t work. It’s just a pretty picture. The image of 
this is not a pipe is so brilliant. That might stand as one of the first image 
macros. He’s communicating something there.” (Interview 4) 
 

 
Application of Schudson’s Symbol Potency- RIckrolling 

In the case of the Rickroll, retrievability of the Rickroll was pushed on the 

inhabitants of the forum repeatedly and without their individual permission.  It's 

degree of retrievability was high grade and pervasive. 

 

The Rickroll was peer delivered in a joking fashion that received acclaim 

for the user who successfully pulled off the prank. The message of the Rickroll is 

consistent with the behavior of the peer group that produced it and carries 

rhetorical force.  

 

“Oh man, 2007? Early 2007. Yeah, you'd go into animated gif and you'd 
click a gif that looked interesting and then it would be Rick Astley dancing. 
Again. It was very frustrating the first 7 thousand times, and then people 
started doing it with youtube.” (Interview 5) 

 

The Rickroll follows the behavior that bonds the forums together- messing 

with the uninitiated.  You either understand and are praised, or you are clueless 

and humiliated.  When it is done to you, you respond in kind.  This is not a 

reaction between the person and the meme, but a response to the response.  

Rickrolling demonstrates a high degree of resonance with its audience. 
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 “The rickroll reminds me of a graphic design joke on a poster I saw- 
there's gigantic Helvetica font that says FIRST YOU LOOK HERE and 
then in tiny letters under it says and then you look here. So the joke is, the 
designer knows how to manipulate your perceptions and has a degree of 
control over your mind. It's funny because it's someone that has said 
through internet ‘I know what you want, I know who you are, so I'm going 
to trick you into having a false hope of seeing what you want to see’. In a 
way, it can be viewed as a practical joke or an affirmation that there are 
other people in the world who want what you want.” (Interview 3) 

 

The Rickroll upon becoming a noun, a verb, and a catch phrase- “You've 

been Rickrolled”- became institutionally retained. 

 

Memes with a high degree of resolution grow more effective with 

repetition.  After being Rickrolled, a person is compelled to go out and Rickroll 

others in order to reclaim their insider status.  Resolution is inherently built into 

the Rickroll experience. 

 

Application of Schudson’s Symbol Potency- Battletoads 

During the time period of the Battletoads raid, there was a high degree of 

retrievability on the forums. After the raid was over and the forum population 

moved on to Battletoads images and gloating over successful raids slipped from 

the front pages of the forums and was lost.  
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The message of the Battletoads raid is consistent with the behavior of the 

peer group that produced it and carries rhetorical force within the core population 

of the forum. “We all hate, with a passion, gamestop. That's because gamestop 

sucks. I didn’t care about Battletoads. Then it started becoming a game stop 

thing and then it worked. You could post Battletoads or gamestop and provide a 

phone number.” (Interview 4) 

 

Battletoads required both a dislike of the retail chain Gamestop and an 

active nostalgia for old video games to resonate with an individual forumite. “It 

was funny, and humiliated the people who were being prank called, but if you 

hadn't heard of the things involved you wouldn't get it.” (Interview 1) 

 

6 out of the 11 interview participants were not familiar with the meme and 

had no concept of Battletoads as a raid or meme beyond the early video game. 

The meme has not been institutionally retained. The Battletoads raid had a 

designated beginning and end point. You either participated or you did not. Once 

the raid was over, it was over. It had no internal response built in and so did not 

propagate further into the broader culture.  
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Ocean ecosystem Model 

 In this model, the life cycle of a memes in culture will be applied to the 

manner in which the condensed population of coral reefs enriches the 

biodiversity of oceans. In applying the case study memes to the Ocean 

ecosystem Model, it is important to note where they originated and what level 

they have currently reached.  

With each subsequent adoption of outside forum production, the meme 

pool grows and changes. Users sent outside the forums to view Rickrolls 

returned to the forum with new language and hitchhikers, outside users who 

become immersed in forum culture attracted by the new content available.  Not 

all meme production begins at the base of the model. Once created memes 

travel their own paths, going both up toward the surface and down to the reef.  

 

Bathosphere exploration goes both from the surface to the reef and from 

the reef to the surface. Creative parthenogenesis does not exist. In a closed 

system information stagnates. The reefs require sedimentation build up to 

produce structure in the same way that the beaches are paved with the dead 

skeletons of the coral reef. Forumites reach out beyond the confines of the 

forums and pull in new material, ideas, and memes. “I think in most cases 4chan 

doesn't generate as many memes as we think it does, it is just really good at 

popularizing memes. It's like an amplifying effect, 4chan is like a broadcaster for 

memes.” (Interview 6) 
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There is little regard within the forums for whether or not a meme has 

started within the forum or not. “(meme creation)is freer and more honest when 

anonymous, but it's hard to tell where memes came from originally when they're 

taken out of context.” (Interview 1) 

 

Current location on the Ocean Eco System Model- Cat Macros 

Although they began in the deepest level of forum culture (A-1), due to 

their mostly harmless and largely inoffensive nature Cat Macros have breeched 

the surface of the internet and are now being passed on through email forwards. 

They have reached D3 and entered the world of context free, source-less email 

forwards. The reach of Cat Macros has reached far beyond its original population 

into the larger internet and cultural sphere. This has caused a backlash among 

core forum participants who have moved on to other memes. While the majority 

of the forumites I interviewed identified them as old meme, many spoke with 

affection toward their format and the early days of caturday.  
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(Fig. 78. Caturday, 4chan, 2006) 

 

It was interesting to note that although Cat Macros have reached a deep 

level of cultural immersion, the feeling about them in the forumites interviewed 

varied.  Six found them overplayed and old meme while five still enjoyed the 

images. The users who had spent the most time on the forums gave the most 

affectionate response when asked about Cat Macros. The newest to the forums 

had the most vehement responses. If anything, users that reported spending 

years in the forum environment were more tolerant of old memes than their less 

experienced counterparts. Nostalgia for older memes was directly related to 

length of time spent in the forum environment.  
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“My grandpa has sent me lolcats. Lolcats never die. They're always great. 

They're exceptionally outside the forum: they're everywhere. They're funny 

without generational context. Cute funny animals doing funny human 

things. A lolcat is slapstick, they're just funny.” (Interview 6) 

 

 

Current location on the Ocean Ecosystem Model- RIckrolling 

Starting in the lower levels of the internet (A-1), Rickrolling surfaced up 

through to the C top level of the ocean and reached the larger internet savvy 

population by way of the YouTube.com’s April Fools Joke and the Michigan Band 

Rickrolling. A brief journey out of the internet occurred during the Macy’s Day 

Parade Rickrolling bringing the meme to level D1, but the irony of that situation 

was that the joke, while it had surfaced into the mainstream, was lost on the 

majority of the observers. To them, Rick Astley singing a vaguely memorable one 

hit wonder from the 1980’s was a fully acceptable parade spectacle. It was only 

through the announcers identification of this activity being a “Rick Roll” that sent 

the viewers at home to search out what a Rickroll meant.  
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Current location on the Ocean Ecosystem Model- Battletoads 

Battletoads showed little internet migration outside the forums. At it’s peak 

Battletoads reached only (A-2), the fringe communities that interact directly with 

the forums. Currently, it has died back to the lowest level of the forums, 

remembered only by the participants of the raid and a handful of disgruntled 

Gamestop employees. 
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Chapter 10: Conclusions   

Introduction 

This chapter concludes the paper, revisits the research questions, remarks on 

the research and methodology, and carries suggestions for further research and 

refinement of the Ocean ecosystem model. The research questions were 

selected to structure the examination of the lifecycles of the selected case study 

memes. To accomplish this, I will restate the research questions and summarize 

the results of the research. 

 

Research question 1: What level of cultural saturation did Cat Macros, 

Rickrolling, and Battletoads reach? 

Cat Macros have reached a high level of cultural saturation and have been 

broadly redistributed from beyond their original forum birthplace. LOLSpeak, the 

cat pidgin refined from the middle period of Cat Macro evolution, has influenced 

popular language. Catchphrases from popular Cat Macros have entered the 

common language of internet users. Among internet users, “I Can Has …” and “I 

See What You Did There” are as culturally omnipresent as the past “Don’t have a 

cow, man” from the Simpsons television show and “I can’t believe I ate the whole 

thing” from the 1972 Alka Seltzer commercial.  
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The format of funny cat picture plus impact has entirely left the internet. 

They are reflected in network television programs such as The Big Bang Theory 

and in television commercials for T-Mobile cel phones, and Subway fast food 

franchises. They are circulated in email forwards, are found on t-shirts at the 

trendy retail chain Urban Outfitters, and are used in street art.  

 

 

(Fig. 79. Have You Seen This Cat? Street Art, Philadelphia, 2009) 

 

Although they are considered outmoded on the forums from which they 

sprung, new Cat Macros are created and uploaded by the hundreds from meme 

generator sites each day. There are hundreds of traceable Cat Macro threads 
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and thousands of stand alone images. Recently, there was been an uptake in the 

Cat Macro model for arranging text and image in political and environmental 

awareness advertising. 

 

 

(Fig. 80. I CAN HAS BUFFET RULE?, Moveon.org, April, 2012) 
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(Fig. 81. I CAN HAZ OIL FREE PLEEZ?, Greenpeace, February, 2012) 

 

These advertisements are aimed toward the perceived population that 

created the LOLCAT format. By using the emerging language and macro 

patterns of the internet, the designers hope to reach the internet generation. This 

recycling cements the memetic patterns- both for the consumers that recognize 

the language of the internet, and for those who are new to the patterns.  

 

Rickrolling has reached a middle level of cultural saturation. It is 

recognizable and breached the surface of cultural awareness with the Macy’s 

Day Parade Rickroll. After that planned and public Rickroll the television 

announcers stated that what had just happened was a “Rickroll”, sending the 

viewing audience at home to their computers, opening Google to find out exactly 
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what a Rickroll was. The next few weeks were followed by a rash of Rickrolling 

outside the internet, mainly on morning radio shows and live news programs 

where newscasters were surprised by Rick Astley when they were expecting 

clips of human interest fodder and disaster footage. Jon Stuart, a net savvy 

comedian turned news reporter was Rickrolled by his staff in 2008. At the peak of 

its popularity, the audience broke into laughter and Jon Stuart assumed his 

trademark smirk. Everyone present got the joke. 

 

“One of the most bizarre moments I've had was in watching the Daily 
Show with Jon Stewart and they started doing a rickroll, and I was just like, 
wow.” (Interview 5) 
 
 

 
(Fig. 82. Rickroll, Daily Show with Jon Stewart, Jul 14, 2008) 

 

This brief peak was the highest point that the Rickroll reached in terms of 

cultural saturation outside of the internet. Most youtube users are aware of the 
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Rickroll and the song has joined the Electric Slide and Chicken Dance in the 

dubious immortality of popular wedding dance-music rotation. While declining in 

popular culture, the Rickroll continues to be a well-recognized internet 

phenomenon. Although it is considered old meme and having jumped the shark, 

Never Going to Give You Up is nonetheless well received when covered at 

concerts by internet musician celebrities Jonathan Coulton and Paul and Storm 

and is sung along with by the crowds when played at real life Anonymous 

protests. 

 

Battletoads has not reached an appreciable level of saturation outside of 

its forum of origin and even there it has fallen into obscurity. Even during the time 

of the raid, the meme remained largely obscure. The Battletoads raid was not 

featured in movies and television shows, nor mentioned on network news, radio, 

or commercials. It is remembered with affection by the forum participants and 

recalled with a pavlovian shudder by the affected GameStop employees. To 

everyone else, Battletoads remains virtually unknown.  
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Research Question 2: Why did they reach those levels of cultural 

saturation?  

The content in Cat Macros is instantly accessible to a large segment of the 

population and the threading behavior in this meme has provided a large backlog 

of meme artifacts that are effortlessly obtainable with a simple search engine 

request. In addition to internet saturation, Cat Macros are not dependant on the 

internet forums for their distribution. They are accessible by audiences when 

presented in books, printed articles, and printed on clothing and so their format 

has been applied to those formats successfully. It is this elasticity that has led to 

their high level of continued cultural saturation.  

 

When Rick Astley embraced the forum driven repurposing of his 1980’s 

one hit wonder, Never Going to Give You Up, he both raised its profile and 

signed its death warrant. The Macy’s Day Parade Rickroll, though successful in 

the terms of Rickrolling, spread the awareness of the meme to a large number of 

the population at in a single action. By entering the popular lexicon as a family 

friendly prank, the Rickroll was no longer something that was unexplained and 

unexpected. The nature of the Rickroll is one of limited humor and novelty. The 

Rickroll runs its course- once you have been Rickrolled, you rickroll others and 

the cycle is mostly over. If it had been allowed to spread user by user, the 

Rickroll might still be percolating its way through the edges of the internet, but by 
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becoming known to a large population, it lost its freshness and became instantly 

passé. 

 

In the culture of the forums, Battletoads was considered an unmitigated 

success. The raid was planned, carried out, and recorded. There was no reason 

to repeat or improve on the performance and so the population has moved on to 

other memes. Battletoads has no hook with which to attract the uninitiated and 

did not produce threading behavior. Although the forumites familiar with the raid 

expressed nostalgia over the event and were happy to talk about their 

involvement, they did not feel the need to make it a popular meme or explain its 

appeal. “(Battletoads:)If you don't get it, you just don't get it.” (Interview 4) 

 

Research Question 3: What attributes of the individual memes assisted in 

their popularity or lack thereof?  

 Funny pictures of cats with captions do not need an in-depth 

understanding of the internet to be found humorous by a large segment of the 

population. A quick search on google images for “PhD cat macro” pulls up two 

pages of Cat Macros with pedantically themed funny cat pictures with captions.  
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(Fig. 83. PHD cat, icanhascheezburger.com, April, 2012) 

 

Other searches with a randomly selected topic of interest such as 

“chemistry cat macro” and “knitting cat macro” pull up similar results. There is a 

Cat Macro for almost every interest, and if there is not one for an interest or 

subculture, they are easy for even inexperienced internet users to make and 

distribute. The inherent versatility in the format of Cat Macros ensures that there 

is, or can be, a Cat Macro directly produced to appeal to almost every interest or 

profession.  

 

Rickrolling is a behaviorally based prank based on misdirection that 

neither offends nor grievously annoys. This allows the Rickroll to be inflicted by 

and on users of all ages and internet experience levels. Without the internet, it is 
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more difficult, though not impossible, to Rickroll an unaware user.  This limitation 

confines the Rickroll largely to the internet and limits its spread and influence 

among the unconnected outside world. 

 

Battletoads was, by design, a limited event. The raid was planned for a 

specific time period on a single retail chain. The raid was carried out and left 

behind a series of mostly unconnected cultural objects and inside jokes. Lacking 

the built in retributive resolution of the Rickroll or the retrievability of Cat Macros, 

Battletoads has no attributes that would lead to popularity outside the forum 

environment. 

 

Research Question 4: Using the case studies as a model, what is needed 

for an individual meme to reach an upper level of cultural saturation and is 

this behavior predictable? 

For a meme to reach an upper level of cultural saturation, it must both 

carry with it a combination of traits and have originated in a supportive 

environment. Based on the model of Cat Macros, a successful meme should 

contain multiple threads and be adaptable to multiple user interests. As in the 

case of the Rickroll, the necessity for a learned familiarity with the format in which 

the subject matter is presented is not a fatal roadblock, but the opportunity to pick 

up the familiarity must be achievable by a large number of the uninitiated. A 

meme that is based around a group activity and/or obscure subject matter like 
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Battletoads will have a more difficult time gaining an upper level of cultural 

saturation. 

 

Although most memes that have reached an upper level of cultural 

saturation have traits and history in common, slavishly attempting to duplicate the 

history and the traits exhibited by popular memes is not a reliable method to 

produce popular memes or to determine which embryonic memes might become 

popular. 

 

Suggestions for further research 

Studies such as this project help to expand the knowledge and 

understanding of memes and meme producing societies, but there are still a 

huge wealth of potential studies in internet memes and their process of cultural 

saturation. The meme producing population of internet forum culture has more 

room for research as do other subgroups on the internet. The process of memetic 

analysis using Schudson’s Symbol Potency as guideposts is an effective tool for 

determining the cultural saturation of memes and could be applied to other 

studies of cultural objects. 

 

To be considered rigorous and complete as a model, the Ocean 

ecosystem as a model for cultural information transfer must be applied to other 

meme producing sub-groups, both inside the confines of the internet and outside 
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in the broader culture. It would be particularly interesting to apply the model to 

historical meme producing subgroups. Meme production should be studied at all 

levels of the Ocean ecosystem model and applied to other models of cultural 

information transfer.  

 

Final Thoughts 

 One meme is one word in the language, one coral in the reef, and one 

drop in the ocean.  We are all living in Meme Culture regardless of our level of 

technology immersion. We all participate. We pass along nodules of predigested 

information. The process of sharing with a friend an opinion expressed on NPR 

or sharing an article on Facebook is an act of participation in cultural information 

transference- spreading the memes from those sources deeper into the 

population.  

 

One meme without context seems small and unimportant but each meme 

is a key to understanding the cultural transfer from small group to larger society. 

Each contains within itself a cross section of identifying information that allows 

observers to track its changes and find its point of origin. Singling out Cat 

Macros, the Rickroll, or Battletoads for study is like pointing at a star in the sky.  It 

might appear insignificant to the uninitiated, but the sky is full of them and 

understanding their behaviors informs our understanding of what we think of as 

our world.  
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(Fig. 84. Moon Cat Variation, 4Chan, 2007-2008) 
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Appendix A: Interview Script 

 

General questions: 

• How does the anonymous behavior of the forum contribute to meme production? 

• What are the qualities of an effective meme? 

• How does the community of origin shape the memes that it creates- how do the memes 

reflect their creators. 

• What increment of change moves a meme into a new object beyond the original?  When 

is a meme a new meme? 

• What are the different stages that memes can reach? 

• How do memes change when they leave 4chan? 

• Do they always change?  What is the degree of change from start to end?  What things 

change? 

• How long have you been involved with 4chan? 

• Why is an effective meme? 

• What is a forced meme? 

Questions after interviewee has indicated familiarity with LOLCats- 

• How did the accepted format for the LOLCats images arise?   

• Over time, how did the images standardize?   

• What are the qualities of a standardized LOLCat image? 

• What is the accepted deviancy from the standard LOLCat image template?  How far can 

a LOLCat go from this template and still be recognized as belonging to the meme set? 

• What led to the mainstream popularity of the LOLCats? 
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• How were the different visual images associated with LOLCats incorporated into other 

memes? 

• How are other memes represented within the LOLCats images? 

• When do you remember seeing your first LOLCat?  Which one was it?  - or, can you 

remember your first LOLCat?  (by identifying the cat, we can back track the time at which 

they first saw it) 

• What do you think is the most amusing LOLCat?  Why? 

• The interviewee will be given a set of 5 LOLCats and asked to place them in the order in 

which they appeared. 

• Have LOLCats jumped the shark?  Why or why not?  When did this happen? 

• What was the first LOLCat? 

• Do LOLCats need to feature cats in order to be a LOLCat? 

• How do you feel about the LOLCats books and the popularity of the icanhazcheezburger 

webpage? 

• Would you ever buy a LOLCat tshirt? 

 

Questions after interviewee has indicated familiarity with Rickrolling- 

• When were you first rickrolled?  How did you feel when you were first rickrolled? 

• Can you remember the last time you were rickrolled?  How did that feeling change? 

• Can you explain the humor behind the rickroll?   

• Where did the rickroll come from? (there is an accepted history, the social history from 

individual perspective would be interesting) 

• Why did rickrolling reach national prominence? 

• How were the different visual images associated with RIckrolling incorporated into other 

memes? 
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• When did rickrolling jump the shark? 

 

Questions after interviewee has indicated familiarity with Battletoads- 

• Is this Battletoads? (wait for appropriate recognition response) 

• Were you a participant in the battle toads raid? 

• What about Battletoads prompted the epic raid behavior? 

• Why did Battletoads not leave its community of origin? 

• Does the lack of leaving the community of origin make it an unsuccessful meme? 

• If Battletoads was an effective meme, what were the aspects that made it successful?  If 

not, why was it not successful? 

• Were the different visual images associated with Battletoads incorporated into other 

memes? 
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Appendix B: Rickroll 

 

Never Going to Give You Up 

Performed by Rick Astley 

Lyrics © Universal Music Publishing Group, Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC, 

Warner/Chappell Music, Inc. 

Songwriters: Mills, Stephanie / Davis, Joel 

Album: Whenever You Need Somebody 

 

We're no strangers to love  

You know the rules and so do I  

A full commitment's what I'm thinking of  

You wouldn't get this from any other guy  

I just wanna tell you how I'm feeling  

Gotta make you understand  

 

(Chorus) 

Never gonna give you up,  

Never gonna let you down,  

Never gonna run around and desert you,  

Never gonna make you cry,  

Never gonna say goodbye,  

Never gonna tell a lie and hurt you  
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We've known each other for so long  

Your heart's been aching but you're too shy to say it  

Inside we both know what's been going on  

We know the game and we're gonna play it  

And if you ask me how I'm feeling  

Don't tell me you're too blind to see  

 
(Chorus) 
 

(Ooh give you up)  

(Ooh give you up)  

(Ooh) never gonna give, never gonna give (give you up)) 

(Ooh) never gonna give, never gonna give (give you up)) 

 

We've known each other for so long  

Your heart's been aching but you're too shy to say it  

Inside we both know what's been going on  

We know the game and we're gonna play it  

I just wanna tell you how I'm feeling  

Gotta make you understand 

 

(Chorus) 
 
 


