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Alicia Anna-Marthea Rode

Abstract

This article examines how political memes function as strategic communication tools that
effectively shape political perceptions and influence ideological narratives. Using the 2024 U.S.
presidential campaign as a comparative case study, the analysis focuses on Kamala Harris and
Donald Trump. Both used memes strategically to undermine their opponent, engage voters,

and promote their own agendas on social media platforms such as TikTok and X.

Through a multimodal and semiotic analysis approach, as well as cognitive and persuasion
theory, this article examines how memes can influence attitudes both through humour and

cultural references and through more deliberate political messaging that engages audiences.

The analysis reveals that distinct rhetorical and visual choices are used to portray Harris as a
progressive and youthful leader, while Trump positions himself as a defender of traditional

values and depicts Harris through authoritarian symbolism.

The findings also suggest that memes play a crucial role in modern political communication
and have implications beyond the U.S., including in Denmark, where parties like Enhedslisten
and Alternativet also strategically use memes. The article further highlights ethical concerns,
particularly the risk of manipulation, misinformation, and Al-generated content blurring the

line between fact and fiction.
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Introduction

When talking about memes, the initial thoughts lead to humour, niche online communities,
and pop-culture references. Odds are that political communication is the last thing that comes
to mind. However, in recent years, social media has changed the game, and what used to be
‘easy entertainment’ has evolved into a strategic communication tool for shaping public

opinion, framing ideological narratives, and nudging voting behaviour.

An example of this phenomenon is the 2024 U.S. presidential election, which turned social
media into a digital battlefield. In the current social media landscape, which encourages
speed, saturation, and user participation, both Kamala Harris and Donald Trump utilized
platforms such as TikTok and X to push their agendas and undermine each other’s credibility.

Among a plethora of possible formats, memes stand out primarily due to their

ability to simplify a complex political message by turning it into short, visual and engaging
content. Ideal for sharing content rapidly, memes in this context were an intentional and

strategic choice to shape narratives and ideology.

Examining this development further is relevant when considering the broader shift from
traditional political messaging through, for example, speeches, televised debates, and official
party statements to more informal communication on social media platforms like TikTok and
X. Where older generations may have looked to newspapers or television to engage with
political discourse, younger demographics increasingly encounter politics through memes,
viral videos, and influencer content. As attention spans shorten and digital content
consumption increases, the ability to influence through simplicity, humour, and repetition has

never been more powerful.

Memes often function on multiple levels at the same time. In a political communication
context, they usually entertain, critique, and ideologically frame simultaneously. Whether the
aim is to amplify a political message, undermine an opponent's credibility, or both, memes are
a part of the construction of the current political reality. The virality and remixability
associated with meme culture only intensify their rhetorical power, especially amongst digital-

native voters who are fluent in the language of internet culture.
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While the 2024 U.S. political campaign offers many unique insights into how memes can
function as strategic tools within communication, partly because of their two-party system
and polarized media environment, the use of memes to shape voter engagement is not
confined to American borders. In recent years, Danish political parties have also begun to
experiment with memes in their communication, although these employ different rhetorical
strategies, and some parties have better results than others. A comparison between the
United States of America and Denmark offers a new understanding of not only how memes
function as political tools but also how cultural and institutional differences shape their

emotional impact and overall public perception.

This article examines the strategic use of memes in the 2024 U.S. presidential campaign, with
a focus on how Kamala Harris and Donald Trump utilized memes to construct narratives, shape
ideological meaning, and appeal to specific voter demographics. By analysing memes posted
directly by official campaign channels, the study aims to understand how visual and rhetorical

framing strategies are utilized to influence public perception. Furthermore, this article will
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investigate how these strategies compare to those found in Danish political meme
communication, effectively providing a cross-cultural perspective on the use of memes in a

political discourse context.
To do so, this article poses the following problem definition:

How do memes function as strategic communication tools when it comes to shaping public
perceptions and influencing ideological narratives, with Kamala Harris and Donald Trump

during the 2024 U.S. presidential campaign as a case study?
What makes memes an effective political communication tool?

How are Kamala Harris and Donald Trump visually and rhetorically framed in selected political

memes?

In a broader international political context, how can the insights found in the U.S. case study

further inform our understanding of how memes function as strategic communication tools?

By analysing, discussing, and seeking to answer the problem definition, this article contributes
to a broader understanding of how memes are transforming the ways in which political

communication is constructed and perceived.

Philosophy of science

This article is grounded in a social constructivist perspective within the philosophy of science,
as outlined by Collin and Kgppe (2014). According to their framework, social constructivism
emphasizes that phenomena often perceived as ‘natural’ are constructed by humans through
language, interpretation, and social interaction. Reality, as we understand it, is therefore not
fixed or objective but shaped by dynamic interactions between individuals, cultural systems,

and dominant discourses.

Within this framework, political communication is not simply the objective transmission of
information from sender to receiver, where the message is interpreted the same way by most

recipients. Instead, meaning is constructed through the use of language, symbols, visuals, and
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cultural references. As a result, the interpretation of political messages varies depending on
the receiver’s social, cultural, and ideological context. Political communication is, therefore
shaped by media forms, communicative strategies, and the dominant public discourses of its

time.

Literature review

Political communication

Political communication is a broad term that refers to the ways political figures, organizations,
and the public create and engage with messages concerning political issues, power, and public
affairs (McNair, 2017). Traditionally, political communication followed the transmission
paradigm, i.e., grounded in Lasswell’s model of communication (1948), relying on speeches,
press coverage, and campaign advertisements in a linear process to influence voter behaviour

and shape public opinion.

However, new strategies emphasizing emotional appeal and personal branding have emerged,
and political communication has taken a shift. With a new understanding of interpretation and
meaning making, a new paradigm was introduced, the interaction paradigm by Wilbur
Schramm in 1954. This model is dynamic and emphasises a participatory meaning-making
process, contrasting the one-way communication from the transmission paradigm (Hansen,

2016).

This shift in understanding how messages are received and understood is significant in the
current digital age. For the last 10-15 years, social media and fast-paced content have been on

the rise, and a new form of digital interaction is encouraged to meet the target

audience’s needs. It is now possible to engage in political discourse in real-time, and messages
are no longer just delivered: They are commented on, remixed, and shared. As a result of this,
memes have emerged as a communicative tool that effectively blends humour and symbolism

to communicate political messages in a quick and easily digested format.
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Memes

The idea of the meme was first introduced by biologist Richard Dawkins (1976) in his book The

Selfish Gene and has roots in the Greek ‘mimeme’, which translates to ‘that which is

imitated’. In his book, Dawkins (1976) describes how cultural behaviours, ideas, and practices
such as songs and music, political slogans, viral trends, visual symbols etc. imitate each other
and spread from mind to mind in a way similar to genes as a form of cultural evolution. Much
like genes, memes are subject to variation, selection, and replication. They are vulnerable to
mutation and will evolve or fade away depending on the audience and their cultural relevance.
Although Dawkins' original framework was rooted in evolutionary biology and cognitive

imitation, his work laid the groundwork for understanding how cultural content spreads.

Over time, the meaning of ‘meme’ has evolved, particularly since the internet became
mainstream and encouraged its users to participate in a new digital landscape. Limor Shifman
(2014) builds on Dawkin’s original framework and proposes a clear distinction between
“meme” as defined by Dawkins and “internet meme”. The latter, which Shifman (2014)
describes as a group of digital items with shared characteristics that are easily imitated,
transformed, and circulated on platforms online. According to Shifman (2014), internet
memes are actively remixed through participation encouraged by the digital environment.
While Dawkins' primary focus regarding this concept was replication and longevity, Shifman

highlights variation and adaptation.

This article is built on the theoretical framework from Shifman. However, for the sake of clarity,
this article will henceforth reference internet memes simply as ‘memes’. This reflects the
mainstream usage of the term and, therefore, aligns with how they are commonly understood

and discussed in digital culture.

Framing

One of the core concepts in political communication is framing. In short, framing can be
understood as the strategic presentation of information or a message with the goal of creating
meaning (Olsson & lhlen, 2018) and potentially shaping the receiver's interpretation. This

means that framing theory can be employed as an additional lens for understanding how
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memes can be used to shape public perception in political discourse.

The concept of framing was first introduced by Erving Goffman in his book Frame Analysis: An
Essay on the Organization of Experience (1974). In his book, he describes frames as a cognitive
structure that helps individuals interpret their experiences in different contexts (Goffman,
1974). Goffman (1974) explains how people rely on these frames to make sense of the world
around them and that they act as a form of mental shortcut to quickly section information

based on prior experiences.

Building on Goffman’s groundwork, Robert Entman (1993) added a new perspective to
framing. Entman found that multiple previous definitions of the concept lacked consistency
and offered a structured definition of the concept. Entman (1993) proposed that framing is
the act of selecting specific aspects while omitting others and highlighting them to create a

specific narrative.

This article draws primarily on Entman’s (1993) and Olsson & |hlen’s (2018) conceptualizations
of framing, which view it as a strategic selection of meaning aimed at shaping interpretation

within specific political and cultural contexts.

Method of research

This article employs a qualitative research approach, using selected memes as a comparative

case study.

Given the constant creation and circulation of memes, this article narrows the analysis to four
memes shared by President Donald Trump’s official X account (@realdonaldtrump) and
Kamala Harris’ campaign account (@KamalaHQ) on TikTok and X. Only memes posted
between July 21 and November 5, 2024, were considered, as this period spans from Harris

being confirmed as the official Democratic candidate to the day of the election.

A case study approach was chosen to provide in-depth exploration of how meaning is
constructed within a specific political context. The findings from sub-question two serve as a

gateway to sub-question three, which leads to an overall conclusion.
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Given the layered nature of memes, i.e., the combination of text, image, and sound, the
method chosen is a mix of semiotic and multimodal analysis. These are especially suited to
unpacking the communicative complexity behind memes, as they provide the researcher with

a lens for understanding how meaning is created through symbols, colours, and text.
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Theory

Meme theory

In this article, the concept of memes is based on the work of Limor Shifman (2014), who has
produced a framework that emphasizes the social, participatory, and rhetorical elements of
meme culture. Through her framework, it is possible to define not only what a meme is but
also explain how and why they spread, adapt, and shape public discourses within digital

cultures.

In her book Memes in Digital Cultures (2014), Shifman defines a meme as “(a) a group of digital
items sharing common characteristics of content, form, and/or stance, which (b) were created
with awareness of each other, and (c) were circulated, imitated, and/or transformed via the
internet by many users” (Shifman, 2014, p. 41). This definition reflects a shift from previous
beliefs that memes are purely imitative or replicative in nature. Instead, Shifman focusses on
creativity and how users actively shape and reframe memes within constant online dialogues.
To be a true meme, it must be dynamic and changed many times by multiple authors (Shifman,
2014). Memes are, therefore, not isolated pieces of content but rather clusters of variations

that evolve over time.

According to Shifman (2014), there are three key dimensions that define the structure of a
meme - content, form, and stance. Content refers to the ideas or themes expressed in the
meme (Shifman, 2014) which could be a critique of a political decision or the celebration of a
public figure. Form refers to the actual format of the meme (Shifman, 2014). This includes
visual and auditory dimensions, which are perceived through our senses such as a captioned
image, a video, or a GIF. Stance is the communicative positioning of the creator (Shifman,
2014). This includes the tone, attitude, and intention behind the creation of the meme such

as irony, sarcasm, sincerity, or parody.

Memes can contribute to political conversations by producing easily shareable content,
thereby engaging a different audience than traditional political communication channels.
Using a well-known meme template makes it easier for the author to create a narrative and

send a message that the receiver will instantly understand.
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A key concept in Shifman’s (2014) theory is remixability, which refers to the ease with which a
meme or other digital content can be edited, transformed, and then repurposed. Memes have
circulated online since the internet became mainstream, which essentially means that the
relationship between memes and politics is not a new phenomenon. However, in recent years,
a growing trend has seen politicians actively engaging with meme culture themselves. By doing
so, they can amplify their message or even disrupt their opponent’s narratives. An obvious
example of this is the memes posted by Kamala Harris and Donald Trump during the 2024 U.S.
presidential campaign as well as in Denmark during the 2022 Danish general election, where

memes became a popular tool for politicians.

Another key concept is virality and how it relates to memes. Shifman (2014) differentiates
between virals and memes. A viral is a single piece of content, such as a video or an image that
has been shared and viewed by millions, therefore, making it viral (Shifman, 2014). In contrast,
a meme is not only shared, but also actively remixed and transformed through user
participation. This means that virality enhances the spread of a meme, but remixability defines

it.

According to Shifman (2014), memes carry multiple layers of meaning and function
simultaneously on expressive, emotional, and ideological levels. This way, memes allow the
author to express their personal feelings while creating a broader narrative that reinforces or
challenges ideas about topics such as gender, values, or politics. This means that memes are
not limited to reflecting public discourses but are actively shaping them, often through
humour, exaggeration, or satire. In the context of political memes, these help normalize

specific points-of-view by repeating them in a straightforward, shareable format.

By utilizing Shiffman's three dimensions - content, form, and stance - the analysis explores
how memes function as rhetorical devices, effectively simplifying complex political messages,

shaping public perception, and constructing political ideologies.

While Shifman’s (2014) framework remains foundational when it comes to the study of
memes, it is also essential to acknowledge that digital culture, especially when it comes to the
production of memes, has evolved significantly over the past decade. Since Shifman published

her book, there has been arise in Al-generated images, TikTok remix culture, and specific social
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media platform meme formats, all of which present new dynamics that extend beyond what
Shifman describes. Nonetheless, the original framework continues to offer valuable tools for
analysing how memes function within the digital landscape, especially when it comes to digital

political communication.

Framing

When we take a picture, share a meme, tell a story, or do something else, we make a
deliberate choice in how we take it, share it, or tell it. We highlight certain aspects while

downplaying or leaving out something else. This is known as framing.

In their work from 2018, Olsson and Ihlen explain framing as the process by which we make
sense of the world through communication. Framing issues in a certain way helps us
understand complex topics and guides us on what to focus on. This way, it can make it easier
for the receiver to interpret situations, figure out what is happening, and then make a decision
on what to feel and what should be done about it. However, framing goes beyond the wording
or images chosen. It is about how information is presented and the meaning that is created

through that presentation (Olsson and lhlen, 2018).

For framing to be effective the sender must understand their audience and frame their
message in a way that aligns with the existing cultural norms. This is to ensure that the receiver

interprets the message as intended.

Framing is never truly objective, and messages or information can be framed differently
depending on who is doing the framing and their perspective (Olsson and lhlen, 2018). This
means that multiple actors, such as different politicians, fight over how to define a subject
and, therefore, its intended meaning. Because of this, contrasting narratives may exist at the
same time about the same topic, interfering with the politician’s ultimate goal of securing

votes.

11



How Memes Shape Political Narratives and Frame Ideological Meaning

Semiotics and multimodality

The primary theoretical framework used in the analysis is based on theory from Per Ledin and
David Machin (2020) and Roland Barthes (1977), with a focus on semiotics and multimodality

to examine how visual, auditorial, and textual elements work together to construct meaning.

Semiotics is the study of signs and how they produce meaning (Barthes, 1977). This article will
draw on the theoretical framework developed by Roland Barthes (1977) to analyse how
individual elements in memes carry both denotative and connotative meanings. These
meanings are individually shaped by the viewer's background, social setting, and cultural

associations.

Multimodality refers to how different modes, such as images, sound, emojis, layout, and text,
work together to create meaning (Ledin & Machin, 2020). Building on the foundation from
Barthes (1977), Ledin and Machin (2020) offer an extended framework for multimodal
discourse analysis, which investigates how different modes work together to convey a
message. Memes rely on visual cues and are often combined with either text or audio, or both,
to create a layered meaning that can only be understood from shared cultural knowledge,
primarily in the digital landscape. Since memes work inherently as multimodal texts, this
approach helps to understand and explain how memes are designed not only to be read or

seen but to be felt, remixed, and shared.

These two theoretical frameworks provide a nuanced understanding of how memes function
as tools within political communication. The combination of these approaches is especially
important in meme analysis since meaning usually happens through the interplay of visuals,
text, and audio. Together, these approaches enable a deeper understanding of how political
memes strategically frame Kamala Harris and Donald Trump through layered visual, textual,

and symbolic choices.

Persuasion theory

To fully address the problem definition, it is important to consider how individuals process
persuasive communication. To do so, the article, therefore, draws on Daniel Kahneman’s

theory of System 1 and System 2 thinking (2011), as well as Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986)

12
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Elaboration Likelihood Model. The two systems of thinking explain how communication is
processed through quick and intuitive (System 1) or reflective processing (System 2). Similarly,
the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) explains that there are two routes
of persuasion, i.e., the peripheral route, which relies on surface- level cues, and the central

route, which involves thoughtful investigation and consideration of the content provided.

What makes memes an effective political communication tool?

Memes used in a digital context often feature humorous elements, reference pictures, and/or
elements from common pop culture meant to evoke feelings in the viewer. These feelings,
intended or not, can have the possibility to not only change the receiver’s point of view on
certain narratives or discourses but essentially indirectly persuade the viewer to change their

actions or behaviour.

System 1 & System 2

While it is commonly believed that humans make decisions based on rationality, meaning we
are making choices based on fact or prior experience, Kahneman argued that our brains rely
on shortcuts and that these shortcuts can lead to predictable mistakes (Kahneman, 2011).
These cognitive shortcuts are helpful in everyday life but can be damaging in situations where

we are exposed to complex information or overwhelming emotional stimuli.

In his book Thinking Fast and Slow (2011), Kahneman takes his work further, and through
extensive research, he concluded that humans think with two consistently operating systems.
The fast and intuitive System 1 and the slow and deliberate System 2 (Kahneman, 2011).
System 1 does a lot more of the work for us, and it is not always reliable (Kahneman, 2011).
While this system is efficient, it is prone to errors because it relies on mental shortcuts that
can lead to biased judgments and poor decision-making (Kahneman, 2011). These quick
decisions can be emotionally driven and can be easily influenced by context, tone, or

presentation, especially in digital spaces.

13
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This knowledge is especially relevant in the context of meme use in political communication,
since these are typically designed to appeal to System 1. By utilizing a mix of humour, emotion,
and surface-level cues, memes often evade the rational analysis that System 2 makes. This
means that System 1 has the power to influence the receiver quickly and effectively, often by
spreading misinformation, reinforcing stereotypes, or framing political narratives in favour of
the sender. In a digital environment like Instagram, X, and TikTok, where attention spans are
already limited and content is rapidly consumed, this becomes particularly powerful for

politicians.

System 1

As mentioned above, System 1 relies on shortcuts in the brain. Humans are constantly exposed
to stimuli, and we are always reacting to them. However, for the most part, we are unaware
of this reaction (Kahneman, 2011). The response to the stimuli usually works quickly, in an

automatic fashion, and is often done subconsciously (Kahneman, 2011).

System 1 is the part of your brain that, for example, helps you recognize the face of your friend,
find your way home from work after a long day, or instantly react to or understand a familiar

symbol in a meme without having to think deeper about its meaning or implications.

This quick processing makes System 1 incredibly efficient, which is why we rely on it for most
of our daily thinking. However, since this system is not capable of rational analysis, it comes
with limitations. This type of thinking does not engage in deliberate reasoning and tends to
jump to conclusions based on intuition, stereotypes, and previously learned patterns

(Kahneman, 2011).

Although System 1 usually operates subconsciously, it still plays a crucial role in shaping how
we interpret information. It creates the initial impressions and emotional responses, which
are then passed on to the slower, more analytical, System 2 for further evaluation (Kahneman,
2011). This essentially means that System 1 lays out the groundwork that System 2 takes over,
making it seem like our final decisions and opinions are always based on rationale and deep

thinking, even if they begin with a gut feeling. When it comes to the context of the memes

14
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used in political communication, this process is particularly important. Memes are often
designed to appeal to System 1 through elements like humour, familiar images, or emotionally
charged content meant to trigger immediate recognition and reactions. These quick initial
responses can easily influence attitudes and reinforce political beliefs before more analytical

thinking gets the chance to engage.

System 2

Opposite the quick-paced, automatic thinking from System 1, System 2 is deliberate, logical,
and effortful. We usually use this form of thinking when we encounter more complex matters,
and because of this, System 2 is used less frequently throughout the day (Kahneman, 2011).
Examples of System 2 thinking could be following a new recipe as a novice cook, considering
both sides of a political argument before taking a stance, or questioning a meme’s credibility,

intent, or manipulation tactics when posted by an influential individual.

When we, for example, engage with political content online in the form of memes, the
attention we allocate to this process plays a crucial role in how we interpret what we see.
Since System 2 is a slow and effortful thinking system, it can help us override the initial
impressions made by shortcuts in the brain (Kahneman, 2011). However, this takes more
energy and focus, which is usually not found when scrolling casually through social media.
Unless we make a deliberate choice to question a meme, its intention, source, or the accuracy
of its message, we are most likely to use the automatic System 1 thinking. Our attention span
is limited, and if it is used up for the day, we default quicker to easier processing, which is
exactly what memes are designed to trigger. This often leads to misinformed opinions and

reinforcing cognitive biases rather than encouraging open- minded dialogue.

System 1 and System 2 explain why memes are effective in political communication. System 1
triggers fast automatic emotional responses based on symbols and stereotypes and often
reinforces biases unconsciously. Unless the receiver engages System 2 by questioning the
meme’s intent or accuracy, they may miss the hidden manipulation and framing. Memes rely
on surface cues like humour and relatability to subtly influence attitudes without deep

reflection. This makes memes a strategic low-cost tool for politicians to shape opinions and
15
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secure votes often without the viewer realizing they have been persuaded.

The elaboration likelihood model

According to Petty and Cacioppo (1986), the receiver of communication processes information
with varying levels of elaboration when exposed to different types of communication. The ELM
was developed to create evidence for a theory about attitude change through persuasion
(Petty and Cacioppo, 1986), i.e., how people change their behaviour due to persuasive
communication. The model provides a framework for understanding the effectiveness of
persuasive communication. However, it should be noted that the ELM serves as a guide, not a
definite rule, since both individual differences and contextual factors can influence how
communication and messages are processed at the moment, and therefore, the potential

attitude changes.

Before diving into the elaboration likelihood model, this article will first define the concepts
of attitude, persuasion, and elaboration as presented by Petty and Cacioppo (1986). In their
work, Petty and Cacioppo define attitude as the overall opinions an individual has about
themselves, other individuals, objects, and issues. Persuasion is defined as any change in an
individual's attitude that comes because of exposure to communication (Petty & Cacioppo,
1986). An individual's initial attitudes are shaped by various factors, e.g., from general
experiences and exposure, which shape the individual’s behavioural and cognitive processes
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). This process is then changed or persuaded through different
persuasive communication. The change of attitude is ongoing and can shift from a peripheral
attitude to a central attitude or vice versa depending on the motivation of the receiver. Lastly,
elaboration is defined as the extent to which an individual engages in thoughtful processing of
persuasive communication (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). This includes how much time and energy
is spent on thinking and researching information about the communication and message

presented.

According to Petty and Cacioppo (1986), persuasive communication can occur through two
routes of processing: the central route and the peripheral route. The central route involves a

thorough examination of the presented communication, stemming from thoughtful
16
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contemplation of the content of the message, which leads to persuasion through critical
thinking (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). In the context of memes, these can contain information or
messages that can provoke this critical thinking and, therefore, engage the audience through
this route. If the message manages to keep the audience engaged, persuasion follows the
central route, which means that the audience processes the communication deeply and

thoughtfully.

The peripheral route requires less cognitive effort and does not induce critical thinking. This
route relies on superficial elements such as humour to persuade the viewer to make changes
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). The virality of memes often relies on humour, visual elements, and
overall simplicity to capture the receiver's attention quickly, making memes an effective tool
for persuasion through the peripheral route. Even if memes do not induce critical thinking,
they still influence attitudes by either creating positive associations or reinforcing already

existing beliefs on a superficial level.

To summarize the two routes of persuasion, a receiver with high elaboration processes
communication through the central route, whereas a receiver with low elaboration processes
communication through the peripheral route (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). The route taken
depends on motivation and ability to process the communication, and the central route often
results in more permanent or long-term attitude change. Oppositely, the peripheral route can
make quick changes in an individual's attitude. However, the individual is more susceptible to

change back to their original attitude (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

Elaboration will always occur when being exposed to communication. However, the extent of
elaboration can vary significantly and is influenced by how willing and able the receiver is to
engage with the content received. When the receiver is both motivated and capable of
processing the message, they are more inclined to analyse its arguments, which can ultimately
lead to either acceptance or rejection of persuasive communication. According to the
elaboration likelihood model, this state of high elaboration typically triggers the central
processing route, where logic, evidence, and the strength of arguments play a central role in
shaping the receiver's attitude. Unlike the peripheral route, which relies more on emotional
appeals or surface-level cues, the central route triggers thoughtful evaluation of the

information. Therefore, when targeting receivers who are likely to engage through this route,

17
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it is essential to present well-reasoned and relevant information to facilitate a lasting attitude

change.

From a political point of view, memes typically consist of appealing visuals and comical
elements often combined with a humorous caption, making them especially useful for
politicians to reach individuals who follow the peripheral route. These individuals are not
motivated to engage with political messages or do not possess the ability to properly process
the information given. They are influenced by emotional appeals and superficial cues and have
low elaboration. This means that a change in attitude is relatively temporary but not
impossible. A politician hoping to secure voter support in the final stages of an election period
can target individuals with low elaboration by relying on the peripheral route of persuasion.
Since the immediate goal is to influence voting behaviour, a potential shift back in attitude is

not as problematic since the immediate goal, securing votes, has been achieved.

(Figure 1, from Shutterstock / Antonio Guillem, n.d., edited by Alicia Anna-Marthea Rode)

Above is a remixed version of the “distracted boyfriend” meme, created to show how memes
can appeal to both central and peripheral routes of persuasion. The image shows a man

turning to look at another woman while his girlfriend looks on disapprovingly. A caption like
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“Let’s not fall for short term distractions again. Here’s why responsible economic policy

matters. Link in bio” demonstrates this dual appeal.

The familiar format grabs attention and taps into cultural recognition, triggering emotional
reactions like humour. This is typical of the peripheral route, where quick and emotional

responses shape attitudes through surface level cues like relatability and recognition.

At the same time, the meme carries a deeper message. The contrast between short-term
distractions and long-term economic goals encourages more thoughtful processing. The
caption invites viewers to learn more, appealing to the central route through logic and

reflection.

This shows how memes can reach both casual and engaged audiences. While humour and
visuals often drive surface reactions, well-crafted memes can also inspire deeper reflection
and connect with those who avoid traditional political content. That makes them a powerful

tool in political communication.

How are Kamala Harris and Donald Trump visually and rhetorically framed in

selected political memes?

To understand precisely how political memes were used to frame Harris and Trump visually
and rhetorically, it is imperative first to dissect the visual elements included in each meme.
Therefore, this article will apply a semiotic approach grounded in theory from Roland Barthes
(1977) and analyse both denotation and connotation, which is, what is literally depicted and
the cultural and ideological associations evoked in the receiver. After unpacking the symbolic
significance found in the memes it will be possible to see how these choices frame Harris and
Trump. The combination of a semiotic and a multimodal analysis aims to emphasise how
meaning is constructed through the interaction of multiple communicative modes, such as
images, colour, layout, and text within specific cultural and ideological contexts. This
framework highlights how meaning is constructed when combining and manipulating these
elements to influence perception, trigger emotional responses, and shape public discourse
within the context of political communication.
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How Memes Shape Political Narratives and Frame Ideological Meaning

Every time we are exposed to a visual or audio stimulus, we automatically interpret it through
a set of learned or culturally embedded associations (Ledin & Machin, 2020). For example, a
milk carton with the picture of a cow with a daffodil in its mouth may evoke feelings of
happiness or fairness in the viewer by suggesting that the milk comes from a well-treated
animal, in turn persuading the buyer to choose that milk over another. Similarly, the 2011 hit
song Pumped Up Kicks by Foster the People. Although this song is often associated with
summer and carefree evenings with friends, the song itself is about a potential school shooting
from the perspective of the shooter. These examples show how surface-level cues can evoke
strong meaning for the receiver. The same way that memes can. Through visual symbols and
familiar cultural references, the memes in this article convey both direct and indirect, powerful

messages, relying heavily on the viewer's own set of associations.

Kamala Harris

Donald Trump - “Femininomenon”

This meme was posted on July 22, 2024, on the social media app TikTok and exemplifies how
memes function as dynamic tools of strategic communication, especially when connecting
with Generation Z voters. The meme was posted by @KamalaHQ which is the official rapid
response page of Kamala Harris’ presidential campaign, as stated by the profile. The TikTok
profile currently has 5,6 million followers and 309,8 million likes across all its posts. The meme

was posted the day after Kamala Harris announced her campaign for presidency.

Denotation

Denotation refers to the literal meaning of an image (Barthes, 1977). It is essentially the first
guestion you ask before you begin a semiotic analysis of any kind - What can be seen in the

image?

Although some images may seem very literal in their meaning, such as pictures from the news
showing a political debate, images are not fully literal since a deliberate choice was made in
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how they were represented (Ledin & Machin, 2020). Moreover, no image is ever truly objective

since we as humans always create meaning.

This meme technically consists of four pictures brought together by text and audio.

Picture 1

(Figure 2, screenshot from @KamalaHQ on TikTok, 2024, July 22)

In this picture, we see an older man sitting in a golf cart, making a face. He is wearing dark

slacks, a white shirt, and a red cap with the text “MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN”. In the middle

of the text is a sentence reading, “but what we really need is a...”
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Picture 2

femininomenon

335.081

(Figure 3, screenshot from @KamalaHQ on TikTok, 2024, July 22)

The second image is a close-up picture of a woman smiling. She is wearing a dark blue suit
jacket with a pin of the American flag. In the background, we also see the American flag as well

as another unidentified flag. Across the woman's chest is the word “Femininomenon”.
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Picture 3

(Figure 4, screenshot from @KamalaHQ on TikTok, 2024, July 22)

The third picture features a closeup photo of the same man from picture one. He is still
wearing a white shirt and a red cap. He has a confused or dazed look on his face. A text on top

of him reads, “a what???".
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Picture 4

KAMALA
— H
%-" M +

A'FEMININOMENON!!! )

7,7 mio.

335.081

(Figure 5, screenshot from @KamalaHQ on TikTok, 2024, July 22)

Picture four is another closeup picture of the same woman from picture two. In this picture,
she is wearing a purple suit. She is smiling and has her hand raised. Another text is present in

this photo, which reads “A FEMININOMENON!!!”

Connotation

The connotation is the hidden meaning found in images (Ledin & Machin, 2020), or the added
meaning we as humans give an image through associations. By analysing the connotation of
an image, it is possible to find the cultural associations of the elements depicted in the image
(Barthes, 1977). It is these associations that, among others, connote specific discourses (Ledin
& Machin, 2020). The level of connotation an image carries differs depending on the context

and the audience.

In pictures two and four, Kamala Harris is captured in close-up shots, exuding a welcoming,
presentable, and professional demeanour. This stands in stark contrast to the unflattering
images of Donald Trump in pictures one and three, where he is shown on a golf cart, looking
old, pale, and almost sickly. The vitality and youthfulness of Harris in her photos highlight the

decline suggested by Trump’s appearance. This meme frames Trump as outdated, evoking a
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sense of stagnation, while Harris is depicted as dynamic, youthful, and vibrant.

This embodies the progressive leadership needed. This sharp contrast reinforces the meme's
narrative, positioning Harris as the forward-thinking candidate in direct opposition to Trump’s
more traditional and worn-out image. Through this selective visual framing, the meme guides
audience interpretation by reinforcing Harris as the forward-thinking candidate. This aligns
with framing theory and how meaning is shaped through deliberate choices (Olsson & lhlen,

2018).

As defined earlier, memes consist of digital elements which share characteristics, enhancing
remixability and, therefore, enhancing virality (Shifman, 2014). Much like other templates on
TikTok, this meme format is built for replication, enhancing its remixability. This meme utilizes
a visually engaging template based on the trend “Femininomenon”, successfully integrating
Harris’s brand with the viral sound to tap into identity politics and progressive values without

being overly serious.

A staggering 55% of American TikTok users are under the age of 30 (Duarte, 2025). This means
that a majority of the users are from Generation Z (born between 1997-2012). This is
important since the memes and videos shared on this platform must fit the broader humour
of a specific audience. On social media, Generation Z is known for its fast-paced, visually
engaging content, often characterized by irony, self-awareness, and self-deprecating humour
often taking jabs at or critiquing society and the cultural ‘rules’ imposed (Rashmi, 2023). This
humour is often accompanied by either a fitting or ironic audio. This audience also tends to
favour inclusivity, social justice issues (McKinsey & Company, n.d.), and memes that reflect
these values are essential for content creators who wish to resonate with Generation Z

effectively.

The meme is dynamic and encourages the viewer to swipe along to ensure the screen caption
aligns with the audio, prompting an active engagement to grasp the entire message. If the
viewer fails to swipe or interact, the context and meaning are incomplete, and the intended
narrative is lost. This call to action enhances the immersive nature of the meme, reinforcing

its message in a way that demands participation to be fully understood.

This interaction resonates with Kahneman’s (2011) System 2 thinking, since the user must
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actively participate and piece together the full narrative. Moreover, the visual and audio
elements trigger the intuitive System 1. This dual processing increases the likelihood that the

message will be processed at a deeper level.

Memes often work via the peripheral route, using elements such as humour. However, when
memes like this demand interaction they can encourage central route processing where the

receiver reflects on the meaning.

Audio

The audio used in this meme is a snippet from the song “Femininomenon” by Chappell Roan,
a track that explores themes of femininity and queer identity. The title is a deliberate
wordplay, blending phenomenon and feminine, framing femininity as something powerful,

visible, and worthy of attention.

The central message of the song goes beyond simply expressing femininity. It emphasizes the
importance of embracing and owning one’s femininity in a loud, unapologetic, and liberating
way. In this sense, the song celebrates womanhood not as something to downplay but as

something to amplify with pride.

Although widely regarded as a queer anthem, “Femininomenon” fits strikingly well within a
political context. When Kamala Harris uses this sound in a post that compares her with Donald
Trump, it sends a clear rhetorical message: Yes, | am a woman. No, | do not care what you

think, and yes, | can lead this country.

Although the song is performed by Chappell Roan, this specific snippet was uploaded by
Sturniolos (TV), and there are currently 21,000 posts using the sound. This proves the virality
of the template correlating with the previously mentioned meme theory. When looking at the
other videos using this sound, they range from politicians to athletes to everyday people,
showing the versatility of the sound, often used to highlight moments of confidence, sass, or

exaggerated femininity in a humorous or empowering way.
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Text

The text added to the pictures counts as an on-screen caption and is the same as what we
hear in the song. In this context, it indicates that Chappell Roan is saying that what they need
is for Harris to become president. Harris is a supporter of the LGBTQ+ community, is pro-
choice, and is an unofficial speaker for women nationwide. This also fits with Chappell Roan’s
persona as a queer woman and her advocacy for LGBTQ+ rights, gender equality, and
empowering women. By aligning the song's message with Harris, Roan reinforces a shared
vision of progress and inclusion, highlighting the importance of female leadership and the
protection of marginalized communities. This, added to the fact that Harris is a black woman
and could have been the first female president of the United States of America, sends a strong

message to the receiver.

o na N

While the post features an on-screen caption, it also uses the single emoji in place of
an actual post-caption. According to Emojipedia.org the official description of this emoji is
“face with hand over mouth”. While the hand is covering its mouth, we can still see its smiling
eyes, a faint smile, and blushing cheeks. This suggests a feeling of playful embarrassment or
mischief as if the person is trying to hold back a laugh but is unable to conceal their

amusement fully. This aligns with the meme, which indirectly stating that Kamala Harris is the

leader needed for the country, not Donald Trump.
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Elon Musk (Trump administration) - “Lord Farquaad”

The trump economic
agenda:

SME OF Y!][llm suffe

ardshi

-~ ’

BUT THATIS A SACRIFICEIAM

___IWIITINGITOIMAKE

— Kamala HQ @ @KamalaHQ - 30.10.2024

QO 606 1 3,9K Q 26,9K 11 980K 2

Post dit svar

(Figure 6, screenshot from @KamalaHQ on X, 2024, October 30)

This meme was posted on October 30, 2024, on X by @KamalaHQ.
Denotation

This image primarily consists of three animated figures. The central figure is wearing a red
medieval outfit with a red hat. A male face is added to this figure. The two other figures stand
beside the middle figure and wear plate armour. They are standing in front of a building facing
the sun. On the image, a text reads, “Some of you may suffer hardship but that is a sacrifice |

am willing to make”. Above the image, another text reads “The Trump economic agenda”.
Connotation

The image is a still picture taken from the popular animated kids movie Shrek (2001). The man
in the centre is Lord Farquaad, the king of Duloc. In the movie, he is portrayed as a tyrannical
dictator who wants to purge his kingdom of magical creatures to create a “perfect world”.
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Shrek takes place in a medieval-inspired world which can be seen in the outfit sported by Lord
Farquaad and the two knights by his side. In this movie, Lord Farquaad is the primary villain,
which the heroes must defeat to secure their lives and the lives of countless magical beings.
In this meme, the face of Elon Musk has been photoshopped to cover that of Lord Farquaad.
By replacing Lord Farquaad’s face with Elon Musk’s, the meme strategically frames Musk as a
villainous, self-serving figure, corresponding with the use of framing to emphasize specific

characteristics while downplaying others (Olsson & Ihlen, 2018).

In the movie, Lord Farquaad, during this specific scene, addresses a group of knights who he is
manipulating to venture onto a dangerous quest to save the princess he intends to marry. He
knows that the road to save the princess is full of danger that he may perish from which is why
he is employing a knight to risk his life in his stead. This portrays him as egocentric and self-
serving, willing to let others suffer or die if it benefits him. By editing a picture of Elon Musk
onto his character a parallel is drawn between the two characters. The image of Musk is not
flattering, with a strange facial expression making him seem disconnected from what is
happening. Instead, this expression, combined with his often polarizing political involvement,

reinforces the perception of him as someone out of touch with the public.

The two knights are sporting full plate armour, removing all sorts of facial expressions, but
given their location next to the king, it is strongly indicated that these individuals are loyal
servants. Although the soldiers are wearing armour, they do not carry any weapons. This could
indicate that while the king, or Elon Musk, might have personal guards defending him their
primary role is symbolic rather than combative. It can be seen as a show of force and authority
to the viewer. However, this is a farce since if real combat occurred, they are in no position to
defend their leader. In other words, the use of guards could be a scare tactic to ensure
obedience from the audience and deter potential threats without the need for actual violence.
They give the illusion of protection of both Elon but also the crowd without providing any
actual security. This suggests that Elon Musk gets his protection from something unseen, e.g.,

by political influence elsewhere.

As established, Shrek takes place in a medieval setting. The Middle Ages are often associated
with a high degree of social and economic inequality. Most of the population lived in poverty

and worked under difficult conditions, while a small, privileged class held wealth and power.
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This adds another layer to this meme, where the maker of the meme draws yet another
parallel between the dark ages and the, at the time, potential Trump administration and the

direction the country will take if Trump wins the election.

What is not clear in the image is that the king, Elon Musk, is standing on a balcony in his castle,
raised high above the masses. He is essentially looking down upon those he deems below him,
even though the reason for him standing there is to ask a favour from the exact same people.
This reinforces the perception of Musk being an unfair leader or person in power who seeks
sacrifices from his subordinates without giving anything in return. This perception correlates
with ongoing public debates about Musk and his influence and, often, poor treatment of his
employees. Although the topic of this meme and the parallels drawn are rather sinister, the
face swap itself adds a humorous layer due to the contrast between a famous, modern, tech
billionaire and an animated, goofy, medieval dictator. While Lord Farquaad is cruel with few
redeeming qualities, he is also eccentric and outlandishly ridiculous in his entire being, making
him a laughingstock and great entertainment for kids and adults alike. By implying that Elon
Musk is indeed Lord Farquaad, the maker of this meme manages to demean Musk’s leadership

style while simultaneously ridiculing him, making him a laughingstock.

During the last 20+ years, Shrek has become a cult classic. A plethora of memes and trends
circulate on multiple social media platforms such as Instagram and TikTok. Individuals who
grew up watching the Shrek movies may have been influenced by them, and many of them
are now eligible to vote in the United States. It was, therefore, strategic of Harris’ campaign
team to utilize this part of the movie to get their point across. This meme is indirectly saying
that tyrannical rulers do not care about the people. They only care about themselves,
essentially trying to influence the younger demographic to not vote for Donald Trump and

instead vote for Kamala Harris.

This meme is humorous and makes sense to anyone who has watched Shrek and remembers
this specific scene. This means that only a specific group of people will be able to understand
the meme and the added meaning it conveys fully. The joke relies heavily on shared
knowledge of the movie, so for viewers in the know, it instantly triggers recognition without
even having to read the added text. It becomes more than just a funny meme. It is a reference

that carries emotional weight, irony, and layered humour depending on how well the viewer
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remembers the movie. Receivers of the meme who have not seen Shrek or who do not
remember this specific scene probably won’t get the full effect of the meme, which makes the
meme feel a bit more exclusive or niche, almost like an inside joke on the internet. Although
the meme clearly criticizes Elon Musk and the Trump administration, its effectiveness depends
on the viewer’s familiarity with the Shrek reference. This suggests a younger, internet-literate
audience, likely progressive, for whom cultural parody is a persuasive and effective rhetorical

tool.

The success of the meme relies on System 1 thinking, since familiarity with the movie
reference permits immediate, intuitive recognition and humour. Following the ELM, the meme
primarily persuades via the peripheral route but holds potential for central route processing
among politically attentive audiences. This audience may utilize System 2 thinking to dissect

the political critique embedded in the meme.

Text

In the original scene from Shrek, Lord Farquaad says, "Some of you may die, but that is a
sacrifice | am willing to make." however, in this meme, the sentence has been changed to
“some of you may suffer hardship but that is a sacrifice | am willing to make”, making the tone
of the meme lighter than the original while still pointing out the seriousness behind the meme.

This adaptation of the text also fits the economic context in which the meme was created.

The post itself has no caption but above the image, another text reads “The Trump economic
agenda”, followed by the meme. This upper text becomes a caption, framing the entirety of
the meme as a critique of Trump’s economic policies, directly stating that some - ordinary
people without power and say - may suffer hardship while benefiting the elite and those with

power and influence, e.g., Elon Musk.

This specific meme template of Lord Farquaad in this scene is commonly used on social media
when someone wishes to, in a humorous way, criticize those in power who make decisions
that negatively impact others while those who imposed said decision remain unaffected. The

meme has been remixed to fit a specific narrative by @KamalaHQ, which is common within
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internet memes, nevertheless, the meme does not lose its original meaning. The meme was

relevant when it was posted, pushing for engagement in political discourse in a fun way, which

made the meme shareable, increasing its overall virality as a meme.

Donald Trump

Joe Biden - “Laughing Joe Biden”

q, Donald J. Trump & @realDo... - 26.10.2024
N <

> ) WHEN I’'M PRESIDENT THE MCDONALD’S ICE
CREAM MACHINES WILL WORK GREAT
AGAIN!

Q212K T M5K Q860K |, 144M

(Figure 7, screenshot from @realDonaldTrump on X, 2024, October 26)

This meme was posted on Donald Trump's official X profile on October 26, 2024.

Denotation

In the background of the meme, you can see a man halfway out of a window. The window has
either posters or stickers attached. He has his arm raised and a smirk on his lips. He is wearing
adress shirt, ared tie, and an apron. In the foreground of the meme, another man is seen. This
man seems to be standing outside the building. The man is wearing a dark- coloured suit, blue

tie, and a red cap with the American flag on the visor, which reads ‘Trump 2024’. He is also
32



Alicia Anna-Marthea Rode

wearing two pins on his suit jacket. The man is smiling with his teeth showing and holding up

an ice cream cone with soft serve ice cream.

Connotation

The man in the background can be identified as President Donald Trump, and the window he
is hanging out of resembles a drive-through window, most likely from a fast-food chain. He is
sporting an apron which indicates that he is working for this company. His red tie is most likely
a reference to his political party, The Republican Party, which sees its politicians often wearing
red in support of their party. Since the quality of the picture is grainy, it is not possible to make
out what the stickers or posters on the window say, which in turn means that, from this picture

alone, it is not possible to make out which chain he is supposedly

working at. However, the colours of his apron are yellow and grey, which are colours usually
associated with the fast-food chain McDonald’s. From previous tweets, this article is aware
that Trump ‘worked’ as a fast-food server at McDonald’s as a part of his campaign. However,
a third party viewing this meme may not be aware of this context. Therefore, someone not
knowing about the president's campaign may reference this meme to Donald Trump's well-
known fondness for the McDonald's Big Mac, something the president or his PR team is aware

of, making this a strategic choice on their behalf.

Positioning the president in a server role, which tends to be viewed as a lesser job by many,
frames Trump as someone working for others, emphasizing his relatability to ordinary
Americans while downplaying his elite status. This reflects how framing in political
communication strategically highlights specific traits to influence audience perception (Olsson

& Ihlen, 2018).

In the meme, Trump has his hand raised in what looks like a wave towards Joe Biden in the
foreground. Joe Biden is wearing a dark blue suit and blue tie which, just like Trump, is
probably a representation of his political party, The Democratic Party. However, in this image,
another element has been added to his attire. A red “Trump 2024’ hat. This hat and his smiling
expression heavily contradict his own political stance, making it seem like he supports Donald
Trump. Although this meme is edited together this particular element of Joe Biden wearing a

Trump hat is not edited together. Joe Biden was, in fact, wearing a “Trump 2024’ hat on the
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day of the anniversary of the September 11 terrorist attack in 2024. As seen in a video from
BBC (bbc.com, 2024), the former President was attending an event where the crowd asked
him to wear the hat. Biden obliged and wore it over his own hat for a brief moment. This
picture of him in the meme, holding an ice cream cone, was actually him removing the hat,
laughing with the crowd in attendance. A spokesperson from the White House later stated
that this act was a “gesture of bipartisan unity” (BBC.com, 2024). Wearing a red ‘Trump’ hat
or the famous MAGA hat is a sign of unity amongst Trump supporters. However, due to some
of the president's claims, it has also been linked to far- right symbols like the Confederate flag,
and stories have been shared of people receiving backlash solely for wearing the hat. Using
this specific picture of Biden instead of another picture of him and editing a hat onto him adds
another layer of meaning. This is a strategic choice that can be interpreted in multiple ways.
Perhaps it is supposed to be an ironic jab at Biden, maybe an attempt to blur political

ideological lines, or very simply make it seem like an endorsement from Biden to Trump.

What is noticeable about the image used of Joe Biden is the fact that he is smiling widely. Not
only does this indicate that although the pair are political opponents there is still some sort of
respect from Trump towards Biden. If the goal of this meme was to slander his opponent
Trump could have opted to use a less flattering image of Biden or use a more exaggerated or

unflattering caricature to emphasize his opponent's weaknesses.

Theice cream is an added element that pokes fun at the former president. Like Trump is famed
for his love of McDonald’s Bic Macs and diet Coca-Cola, Biden is often seen eating ice cream,
even while discussing heavy political topics. This makes him seem unreliable and distracted
from addressing more pressing matters. It is no coincidence that the person behind this meme
used an ice cream cone instead of, perhaps, a to-go bag. This image of Biden smiling widely,
holding a cone, frames him almost in a childlike manner, essentially undermining his political

authority.

The power balance in this meme between Donald Trump and Joe Biden is more significant
than initially perceived at a quick glance. Due to Joe Biden being in the front of the image, he
is who we see first. We then see Donald Trump and piece the picture together. This meme
tells us that Donald Trump is hard at work, having just made an ice cream for Biden and then

sent him on his merry way, while it can be assumed that Trump stays behind and keeps working

34



Alicia Anna-Marthea Rode

like an everyday American.

While this meme is primarily a jab at Joe Biden, it also uses some self-deprecating humour
with Trump’s association with McDonald’s. Making the meme seem light-hearted although it
carries a hidden meaning. It is up to the receiver to understand this meaning, and to fully grasp
what is being communicated indirectly, it is required to have some knowledge about pop

culture.

The meme uses a mix of humour, self-irony, and symbolic associations to create a funny yet
strongly political scene. The setting of a McDonald's restaurant is unexpected when the two
political figures are added, creating a sense of absurdity, which aligns with the fast, intuitive
reactions typical of meme culture. The use of familiar symbols, for instance, the hat, the
McDonald’s apron, and the ice cream cone, enhances intertextual meaning and makes the
meme immediately engaging for anyone familiar with American politics. This quick recognition
not only increases the meme's shareability through low- effort, peripheral processing but also

contributes to its overall virality.

Text

Donald Trump kept his caption short and straight to the point. His captions read as follows:

“WHEN I’'M PRESIDENT THE MCDONALD’S ICE CREAM MACHINS WILL WORK GREAT AGAIN!”

Although short, this text enhances what was previously analysed from the image while
simultaneously adding another layer of meaning. At first, reading the text seems ironic,
bordering on absurdity, since McDonald’s is an independent corporation, and there is no
obvious connection between McDonald’s ice cream Machins working and Trump being
president. The text is supposed to be read as an exaggerated political promise that most

people realise is not going to happen.

When examining the caption, Donald Trump wrote the text in all caps, including an
exclamation mark. This can be perceived as him yelling at the audience. His choice of

referencing the ice cream Machin adds a humorous element since it is a running joke on social

35



How Memes Shape Political Narratives and Frame Ideological Meaning

media that the McDonald’s ice cream Machin is always broken. Countless memes, jokes, and
conspiracy theories about the llluminati have been into play regarding this seemingly always
broken Machin. As seen in this example, the internet is adamant about continuing its ice cream

Machin bashing, making it a defining pop culture moment.

The latter of the caption is a clear nod to his slogan, “Make America Great Again”, which is him
indirectly saying, if you vote for me, everything will be great again, including the ice cream

Machin at McDonald'’s.

Kamala Harris - “Comrade Kamala”

#. Donald J. Trump & @realDo... - 18.08.2024 -+
=)

341K 1 118K 778K 81,9M N
thl —

Post dit svar

(Figure 8, screenshot from @realDonaldTrump on X, 2024, August 18)

This meme was posted by Donald Trump on his personal X profile on August 18, 2024.

Denotation

What is literally visible in this image is a person standing at a podium with their back towards
us. The person has long dark hair, is wearing a red jacket, and is addressing a massive crowd

in what looks to be an indoor stadium. The addressed crowd is wearing uniform-like clothes
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including a hat, and some of them are holding red flags. Hanging in the background is a large
red flag with a yellow hammer and sickle. To the right of the flag is the word Chicago visible in

bold red letters. To the left of the flag is another red flag with yellow symbols on it.

Connotation

This meme carries heavy political symbolism, with no humorous elements to break up the dark
theme. This is unlike usual memes, which often operate with many layers and hide a dark

theme behind an appealing veil, drawing the receiver in.

There is no name or face reveal to show who the person behind the podium is, but the long
dark hair and the fact that Donald Trump posted the meme, indicate that the woman is most

likely Kamala Harris.

The bold letters spell out Chicago, indicating that the rally takes place at a stadium in that city.
The timing of the post is not coincidental. The meme was posted the same day Harris arrived
in Chicago for the Democratic National Convention, where she was formally confirmed as the

Democratic Party’s presidential candidate, marking the end of Joe Biden's candidacy.

The meme references communism through the central flag, which features a yellow hammer
and sickle nearly identical to that of the Soviet Union. Pairing this with red tones, including
Harris's red jacket, portrays her as an authoritarian figure. The red jacket, in contrast to the
typical blue of her political party, suggests that the Democratic blue she usually wears might
be masking a more authoritarian agenda. The presence of a roof over the stadium, when most
US stadiums are open-air, further reinforces the idea that Harris and her political party are
hiding their true intentions despite the faint light breaking through. These references aim to
associate Harris with communism, control, and suppression of individual freedom, effectively

framing her as a would-be-authoritarian president.

It was not possible to make out the symbols on the flag on the left. This could be because the
meme is Al-generated and does not exist. Based on context it is reasonable to assume that
the symbols are supposed to represent communism and totalitarian regimes, as they align

with common visual tropes used in political satire.

There is a generally negative perception of communism in America (E., 2022), which is
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primarily rooted in history, ideological differences, propaganda, and a general lack of
understanding of the theory itself. The examples of communism seen over the world, e.g.,
China and the Soviet Union, paints communism as an ‘enemy ideology’, which carries the exact
opposite of American values. By taking an American politician and placing them in a setting
referencing communism, the meme evokes fears of replacing American values, submission,
and loss of freedom. In this case, it ultimately positions Harris as an ideological threat and a

threat to democracy itself.

The crowd is wearing the same military-style uniform, which indicates that they are her loyal
followers, ready to carry out her authoritarian orders. Some of them are waving red flags
which is also a link to communism. Moreover, the colour red is often associated with danger
and warning, indicating that the viewer should be aware of what will happen if Kamala

becomes president.

There is no caption or text in this post, which is also a deliberate choice by Trump. By omitting
a text, he indirectly suggests that a caption is unnecessary to convey what will happen if
Kamala becomes president. Where the previous meme featuring Joe Biden used humorous
elements to frame the situation lightly, this meme employs a much harsher framing strategy.
Through the deliberate use of fear-inducing symbols and Cold War references, it frames
Kamala Harris as a threat to American values. This reflects how framing in political
communication can be used not just to guide interpretation but also to evoke strong
emotional reactions by strategically highlighting threats and fears (Olsson & lhlen, 2018). By
implying that a vote for Kamala is a vote for communism, the meme blurs the line between

political critique and character attacks, veering toward manipulative fearmongering.

Unlike the other memes in this analysis, which were clearly put together using crude
photoshop techniques, i.e., where individual elements were copied and pasted, this meme is
Al-generated. First, the scene is unrealistic. However, when you zoom in on different parts of
the image, it becomes obvious that this is not a real photograph. For example, the screenshot
below shows the distorted faces of two people standing in the front row. The image is grainy

after the zoom, but it is still possible to make out that this is not how regular faces look.
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(Figure 9, screenshot from @realDonaldTrump on X, 2024, August 18)

While some viewers may understand that this image is Al-generated, others may interpret it
as authentic, or at the very least, plausible. This is especially likely to happen if the meme
circulates without proper context or is not disclosed as Al- generated content. This ambiguity
triggers System 1 thinking, where fast judgements and decisions are made without critical
thinking. In a digital landscape, known for spreading misinformation and fake news rapidly,
the use of undisclosed Al-generated visuals introduces new ethical concerns. This becomes
even more relevant if the audience is not capable of distinguishing between fabrication and

real imagery.

Although the image differs from traditional meme templates, which are typically text- based
and humorous, it is still classified as a meme in this article due to its use of symbolic
exaggeration, cultural references, and online virality. After the meme was posted, it was
remixed by other X-users, e.g., by replacing Kamala Harris with Donald Trump and removing
the crowd referencing the sparse crowd at his inauguration. The remixed versions of the
meme were posted as commentaries on his original post. By taking the image and modifying

it, essentially making it into a template, the image can

be firmly placed within meme culture. This further supports the statement that this image can

be classified as a meme.

When it comes to System 1 and System 2, this meme appeals primarily to System 1 thinking
through the emotionally charged imagery and fear-inducing elements. The communism-
inspired cues trigger automatic associations with authoritarianism, initially bypassing slow
reasoning in favour of intuitive, emotional reactions. However, the lack of common meme
elements like humour and irony, compared with the Cold War references, this meme has the
potential to engage System 2 thinking in politically interested viewers, especially individuals
with personal or close generational memory of the war and its impact. This strengthens the

meme’s persuasive power, as it immediately reinforces ideological fear in some while it
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prompts deeper reflection or confirmed bias in others. This correlates with persuading through

the peripheral route primarily but ultimately persuading some individuals through the central

route.
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Narratives and ideological meaning behind the memes

In this context, ‘political narratives’ are understood as coherent storylines which position
political figures and values within a broader social order. ‘Ideological meaning’ refers to
underlying systems of values, beliefs, and assumptions, moving beyond the narrow

understanding of ideology as, for example, left versus right politics.

Since Donald Trump and Kamala Harris were the final candidates in the presidential race, this
section will focus solely on the narratives constructed around them, specifically through
meme 1 and meme 4. Ideally, a broader dataset is needed to draw general conclusions about
dominant narratives. However, these two memes align with recurring narratives observed on
the respective candidates' social media pages. Therefore, memes 1 and 4 will act as
representatives, and any conclusion from this section is based on the assumption that these
narratives are reflective of the broader communicative strategies each campaign consistently

employed.

While the primary theory used for this section is narrative theory to understand the political
storytelling embedded in the memes, it will also consider how these narratives emerge and,
therefore, how they contribute to broader cultural discourses, specifically about gender,

power, and American cultural identity.

Kamala Harris, Meme 1 - “Femininomenon”

The meme portrays Kamala Harris as a confident, open-minded, and culturally relevant leader.
Starkly contrasting Donald Trump, who, in this case, is framed as outdated, with a strong
insinuation that he is out of touch with modern values, progress, and the younger generation.
These two portrayals construct a broader political narrative that highlights progressive
ideologies and unapologetic femininity as symbols of modern leadership, effectively
positioning these values in opposition to conservative and male-dominated norms in

American politics.
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Kamala Harris as a “Femininomenon”

At its core, the meme is a counternarrative to traditional American political leadership by
reframing Harris as a cultural phenomenon instead of a boring, male, white bureaucrat. Except
for former President Barack Obama, neither a person of colour, nor woman has ever been
president in the United States, and by running for president, Harris challenged this previous

master narrative.

Depicted through flattering closeup shots to highlight her confidence and vibrancy, while the
audio and captioned text exclaim “Femininomenon”, it suggests that neither her gender nor

ethnicity holds her back but instead gives her more power.

According to Lundholt, Maagaard, and Piekut (2018), a counternarrative is developed to resist
or counter one or multiple dominant narratives. This meme aligns with this definition since it
challenges traditional portrayals of political leadership by presenting Harris not as a

conventional political figure but as a relatable and culturally attuned icon.

In the context of U.S. presidential politics, leadership has historically been dominantly
masculine, white, and, until recently, relatively conservative, especially when compared to
Danish politics and values. This meme deliberately disrupts that leadership style by framing
Harris’s femininity and Black identity not as vulnerabilities to overcome but as progressive
sources of strength. Her social media presence becomes a tool for empowerment, directly

countering earlier narratives around gender and ethnicity in politics.

Additionally, the audio choice for this meme, Chappell Roan’s “Femininomenon”, works to
reinforce the ideological message of inclusivity and liberation that Harris brings. As mentioned
earlier, the song is used as a queer anthem and celebrates femininity as something powerful
and expressive. By syncing pictures of Harris to this viral sound, the meme amplifies the
narrative of female empowerment, youthful optimism, and progressive values such as LGBTQ+

rights as the way forward.

Trump as a symbol of regression

Although this meme is a clear counternarrative to previous ideologies about leadership in

politics, this meme takes it a step further and adds pictures of Donald Trump to truly show the
42



Alicia Anna-Marthea Rode

contrast between progression, i.e., Harris, and regression, i.e., Trump. Trump is a politician
and a cutthroat businessman. However, he is not portrayed as a dominant or dangerous
individual. Instead, he is seen as confused, effectively countering the narrative the viewer is

usually presented within political discourses.

Taking an image of him slouched in a golf cart with a dazed expression and the caption “a
what?” overlying the meme removes the idea of him as a threat and instead paints a picture
of Trump as someone unable to comprehend the present, let alone the future. This strategic
choice of depowering him and what he represents recasts Trump from a central political figure

to a bewildered bystander in a changing political and cultural landscape.

While the theory from Lundholt, Maagaard, and Piekut (2018) defines Harris’ resistance to
dominant representations of political leadership, it can also be understood through Linde’s
(2001) concept of a paradigmatic narrative. Linde (2001) describes paradigmatic narratives
not as stories told in full but rather as they emerge through repeated fragments of a complete
narrative, which, together, create an ideal solution or path. Rather than simply countering the
old ideal, the meme positions Harris as a new standard, a culturally relevant, inclusive, and
progressive leader who reflects a shifting collective identity in American politics. Harris has
become the protagonist of a new political chapter, while Trump is reduced to a relic of the

past.

By following Linde’s (2001) concepts of paradigmatic narratives as shared, idealized story
frameworks that shape group identity and define normative roles, the meme not only

promotes Harris but also constructs a narrative in which she is the embodiment of the future.

Donald Trump, Meme 4 - “Comrade Kamala”

This Al-generated meme depicts a woman who resembles Kamala Harris, placed as a speaker
at what seems to be a communist rally. The entire setting evokes strong associations with
communist regimes and ideological control. Unlike memes that rely on humour and irony, this
image depicts dystopian elements, which constructs a fear-based narrative about Harris as a

threat to American values, freedom, and democracy itself.
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Comrade Kamala as a counternarrative

As noted in the previous analysis, the visual elements not only associate Harris with
communism but also suggest danger and suppression. This is highlighted by the dimly lit

stadium, insinuating that she and her party are concealing her true intentions.

Just like the meme from Harris, this meme also works as a counternarrative in the sense
defined by Lundholt, Maagaard, and Piekut (2018). This meme aims to challenge Kamala’s own
master narrative of being a democratic and inclusive candidate. While counternarratives often
emerge from marginalized voices, this example reverses that dynamic. A powerful actor,
Trump, uses a counternarrative to reassert his political dominance, attempting to delegitimize
his opponent, who is a marginalized voice. Instead of engaging or debating with her opposing

politics through humour, Trump creates a narrative of untrustworthiness and danger.

A master narrative of danger

This counternarrative is set to reinforce an older and deeply embedded in many Americans
dominant narrative within American politics. The narrative portrays leftist ideology as
dangerous to individual freedom and democratic integrity. According to Lundholt et al. (2018),
master narratives function as the dominant discourse and are widely acknowledged and
understood. By connecting Harris to communism, Trump taps into a broader ideological view
that equates Kamala’s progressive politics with being un-American and a threat to traditional

values.

The visual cues present imitate classic propaganda posters from the U.S. during the Cold War
(comrade, n.d.), which, for those who were adults during that time or those who grew up with
parents who were adults during that time, would trigger alarm. The goal is not to make the

audience evaluate her candidacy but instead to fear it.
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In a broader international political context, how can the insights found in the
U.S. case study further inform our understanding of how memes function as

strategic communication tools?

As mentioned in the previous section, the memes analysed reveal how a heavy focus on visual
irony, remixability, and cultural references can reinforce ideologically based opinions, discredit
opponents, and shape voter perception. Harris’s campaign team drew on pop culture and a
progressive feminist narrative to appeal to a younger voter group. In contrast, Trump’s team
utilized a strategy to emphasize dominance through ideological fear, effectively appealing to

an older voter base who were affected by the Cold War.

The United States of America and Denmark share many similarities, both being Western
countries and Denmark being heavily influenced by American culture in the form of music and
television. However, although the two countries align in some areas, their political landscapes
differ significantly. As mentioned earlier in the article, the US has a two-party political system,
which often polarizes political discourse, ultimately splitting the population and limiting the
success of third-party candidates. Denmark, on the other hand, has a multi-party-political
system that allows for a broader representation of diverse political viewpoints. Moreover, the
previous dominant American political ideology tended to favour classical liberal ideas, such as
individualism and free-market policies. In contrast, the Danish political landscape is more

aligned with social democratic values, which favour collective welfare and public services.

A possible explanation for the difference in tone could, therefore, lie in the contrasting
political cultures. Where the U.S. political discourse is not afraid of using confrontation,
emotional storytelling, and a clear separation of ideological beliefs, the Danish political
discourse tends to avoid extreme emotional appeals. Therefore, American political memes do
not translate directly into a Danish context, as this type of communication may be perceived

as unserious or exaggerated.

Although the political ideologies and landscapes differ significantly between the two

countries, memes have proven to be a strong strategic tool for both when it comes to crafting
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political messages. When gathering research for this article, the article found that when it
comes to memes shared in the US, the official pages of the Democratic and Republican parties
did not engage in meme communication. However, going to the official Instagram pages of
Danish political parties and well-known politicians, most memes were found on the parties'
profiles. Memes were especially prominent amongst parties with a younger voter
demographic. This tendency is visible in the communication of parties such as Enhedslisten
and Alternativet, which are known for using ironic humour and familiar meme templates to
appeal to younger voters. Compared to the frequently emotionally charged meme style from
Harris and Trump, which relies on spectacle and confrontation, Danish political meme culture

appears to favour subtlety and debate, relying more on dry humour and parody.

Nonetheless, the case study gives valuable insights into how memes function in political
communication in Denmark. In both instances, memes hold immense power when it comes
to persuasion — not only because of humorous elements but also because of their ability to
reinforce cultural belonging and create identity-based support. Creating a sense of belonging
to a specific political party and the emotional connection that follows is important to prioritize
for parties that wish to engage with a younger voter demographic, as these are increasingly
shaped by global digital cultures. While a direct imitation of the American meme strategies
analysed may not align with Danish political communication, a culturally adapted approach to
meme-based engagement offers new communicative possibilities, especially when it comes

to addressing polarizing core values.

However, it is worth noting that there are limitations when it comes to applying these findings
from an American context directly to a Danish context. The difference in media, culture, and
political systems between the two nations means that strategies that are effective in the U.S.
and Denmark may not transfer successfully to one another. The memes from Trump and Harris
serve to undermine each other, their policies, and their potential administration. In contrast,
memes from Danish political parties serve multiple purposes, with some used to undermine a
rival party or politician, but rarely as theatrical as the American memes, while others focus

solely on promoting their message or agenda.

46



Alicia Anna-Marthea Rode

As memes evolve and become more sophisticated, especially with realistic Al-generated

visuals, a lack of transparency about the origin of the content can raise new concerns.

Although some social media platforms have made it possible to disclose Al-generated content
on a post, not everyone is using that option. Moreover, memes that heavily use fear-inducing
elements and emotionally charged narratives raise ethical concerns regarding manipulation
and misinformation. While memes are great for catching attention and changing or reinforcing
perception instantly, potentially changing voting behaviour, they risk oversimplifying complex
issues or leaving important messages out completely, which could be seen as a form of
audience manipulation to secure votes. Moreover, using memes strategically may encourage
ayounger demographic to vote. However, this strategy could deter an older demographic who

may not feel like memes are appropriate in political discourse.

Ethical considerations

The overall focus of this article was on the strategic use and potential of memes in political
communication. However, this invites debate about the ethical implications of this practice.
As findings from the sub-questions showed, memes are not neutral. They have the ability to
simplify complex information and evoke emotion, which makes them powerful. However, this,

in turn, also potentially makes them manipulative.

One key issue is the use of persuasive techniques without regard for their consequences.
According to Kahneman’s System 1 and the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), memes are
often processed through automatic and low-effort thinking. When political content is
disguised as humour or pop culture, it can influence attitudes without viewers being fully

aware, especially when emotional appeals bypass critical reflection.

Another ethical concern is the issue of framing and how it can distort reality. Elements are
chosen, and some are omitted to create a specific narrative. While framing is a common
strategy used in political communication, memes are often used as an exaggeration,

potentially deepening ideological polarization.
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As mentioned in sub-question 3, the rise of Al-generated images adds another layer of ethical
dilemmas. Well-made Al-imagery can be difficult to make out as fake and can blur the lines

between legitimate information and deliberate misinformation.

While memes work as an effective tool within political communication, ethical concerns
should be considered when creating and spreading memes online, especially if they heavily

appeal to emotions.
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Conclusion

This article aimed to investigate how memes function as strategic communication tools for
shaping public perceptions and influencing ideological narratives within the context of political
communication. With the 2024 U.S. presidential campaign as a case study, the article analysed
how selected memes from Kamala Harris and Donald Trump utilized visual and rhetorical
elements to frame political figures and influence voter behaviour. Moreover, the article
explored how insights gained from the U.S. case could inform the understanding of meme-
based political communication in a broader context, drawing on perspectives relevant to

Danish political communication.

The first sub-question aimed to determine what makes memes effective in political
communication. The article analysed and discussed two theoretical frameworks, i.e., System
1 and System 2 from Daniel Kahneman (2011) as well as the ELM by Cacioppo and Petty (1986).
These frameworks demonstrated how memes are persuasive because they appeal to fast,
intuitive, and emotional processing. The simplicity, humour, and familiarity allow them to
bypass deeper critical thinking, making them highly effective for reinforcing existing beliefs or
shifting current perceptions, even momentarily, especially among less politically engaged

viewers.

The second sub-question analysed how Kamala Harris and Donald Trump are visually and
rhetorically framed in selected memes. This article found that Harris often framed herself as
culturally aware, progressive, and interactive with digital culture and viral trends. Trump, on

the other hand, is portrayed as stagnant, outdated, and a representation of old values. In

contrast, it was found that Trump often portrayed Harris as an authoritarian figure, using fear-
based symbolism to get his point across effectively. These contrasting framing strategies
reflect two different rhetorics, with one rooted in feminine empowerment and the other in

ideological critique and strategic provocation, each serving its own purpose to secure votes.

This sub-question also considered what broader political narratives and ideological meanings
were constructed based on these memes. This analysis showed that both politicians are

crafting master and counternarratives about leadership, power, gender, and national identity.
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The memes shared by Harris’s campaign propose a counternarrative to the traditional idea of
political leadership, which has historically been dominated by white and male figures. By
setting this counternarrative, Harris also creates a paradigmatic narrative, positioning her as
the new protagonist of American politics. In turn, Trump’s memes reinforce the traditional

narrative that Harris is trying to shift by framing his opponents as threats to American ideals.

The last sub-question intended to understand how memes function as strategic
communication tools but in a broader political context, with a perspective on Danish political
communication. Although there are similarities between Danish and American culture, the
article found key cultural and rhetorical differences. U.S. political meme culture does not shy
away from using elements that evoke strong emotional responses, which in turn may be
perceived as unserious from a Danish cultural perspective. However, since memes primarily
circulate online, they can be adapted to fit specific cultural contexts, making them highly

versatile tools for shaping perception and engaging voters in political discourse.

Finally, this article aimed to point out and acknowledge that while memes are valuable for
engaging non-motivated individuals, there are ethical concerns that should be considered
when using memes as political tools. Memes can distort, oversimplify, and emotionally
manipulate viewers, especially if they rely on Al-generated visuals. Moreover, they tend to
bypass critical thinking through emotionally charged cues, allowing persuasive messages to
take hold before the viewer engages in deeper reflection or analysis. While the persuasive
power is undeniable, it also underscores the importance of transparency and ethical

awareness in political communication.

In conclusion, memes are more than superficial digital jokes. They are potent strategic tools
that can build, challenge, and shape political meaning. In the constantly evolving digital
landscape, understanding how memes function and the power they hold in shaping
perception is essential for both current and future political actors, as well as non-political

individuals, trying to navigate today’s political discourse.
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