Siddhanta’s International Journal of Advanced Research in Arts & Humanities
Vol. 3, No. 1, September — October 2025

Memes as Cultural Capital: Humor, Identity, and

Resistance in Digital Communities
Parhlad Singh Ahluwalia, School of Management and Business Studies, Jamia Hamdard,
New Delhi, India
Email : editor@shodhprakashan.in
Dawinder Singh, Assistant Professor, Punjab College of Commerce and Agriculture, Chunni

Kalan, Fatehgarh Sahib, Punjab, India

Abstract

This paper examines the role of memes as a form of cultural capital within digital
communities, analyzing how humor-based content functions as a mechanism for identity
formation, social stratification, and resistance against dominant narratives. Drawing from
Bourdieu's theory of cultural capital and contemporary digital culture studies, this research
investigates how meme literacy and creation serve as markers of community belonging and
social status in online spaces. Through content analysis of 2,847 memes across four major
platforms (Reddit, Twitter, TikTok, and Discord) and ethnographic observation of digital
communities, this study reveals that memes operate as complex cultural artifacts that
simultaneously reinforce and challenge existing power structures. Findings demonstrate that
meme fluency functions as a form of digital cultural capital, creating hierarchies of
participation while also enabling marginalized communities to construct alternative narratives
and resist mainstream discourse. The paper concludes that memes represent a new form of
cultural currency that reshapes how individuals navigate digital social spaces and construct
collective identities.
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Introduction

In the contemporary digital landscape, memes have evolved from simple comedic content to
sophisticated cultural artifacts that carry significant social and political weight. These
humorous, often ironic images, videos, and text combinations serve as more than
entertainment; they function as a form of cultural capital that determines social positioning
within digital communities. The concept of cultural capital, originally developed by Pierre
Bourdieu (1986) to explain how cultural knowledge and competencies contribute to social

stratification, requires reexamination in the context of digital communication practices.
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Digital communities have developed complex systems of meaning-making that rely heavily
on shared cultural references, linguistic innovations, and visual literacy. Memes operate at the
intersection of these systems, serving as both cultural products and social tools that facilitate
community formation, identity expression, and resistance against dominant narratives
(Shifman, 2021). Understanding memes as cultural capital provides insight into how digital
natives navigate social hierarchies and construct collective identities in online spaces.

The significance of this research extends beyond academic curiosity; as digital
communication increasingly influences political discourse, social movements, and cultural
production, understanding the mechanisms through which memes operate becomes crucial
for comprehending contemporary social dynamics. This paper argues that memes constitute a
new form of cultural capital that simultaneously democratizes cultural production while
creating new forms of digital inequality based on memetic literacy and participation.
Literature Review

Theoretical Foundations: Bourdieu's Cultural Capital

Bourdieu (1986) conceptualized cultural capital as the collection of symbolic elements—
skills, tastes, posture, clothing, mannerisms, material belongings, credentials—that one
acquires through being part of a particular social class. Cultural capital exists in three forms:
embodied (long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body), objectified (cultural goods such
as books, instruments, machines), and institutionalized (academic qualifications and
credentials).

In digital contexts, scholars have adapted Bourdieu's framework to understand how cultural
competencies translate to online environments. Hargittai (2010) introduced the concept of
"digital capital,” emphasizing technical skills and access to technology. However, this
framework inadequately addresses the cultural dimensions of digital participation,
particularly the role of humor and creative expression in establishing social hierarchies.
Meme Theory and Digital Culture

Shifman (2019) defines memes as “cultural units of transmission” that spread through
imitation and variation, building on Dawkins' (1976) original biological metaphor. Digital
memes, however, represent a distinct phenomenon characterized by rapid evolution, remix
culture, and participatory creation. Unlike traditional cultural artifacts, memes explicitly
invite modification and reinterpretation, creating dynamic systems of meaning that resist
static analysis.

Jenkins (2021) argues that memes represent a form of “participatory culture™ where

individuals actively engage in cultural production rather than merely consuming content. This
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participation requires specific competencies including visual literacy, cultural awareness,
timing sensitivity, and platform-specific knowledge. These competencies function as barriers
to entry that create hierarchies within digital communities.

Humor as Social Capital

Humor theory provides crucial insights into how memes function as social tools. Superiority
theory suggests that humor derives from feeling superior to others, while incongruity theory
emphasizes the role of unexpected juxtapositions in creating comedic effect (Davies, 2022).
Relief theory, developed from Freudian analysis, positions humor as a mechanism for
expressing taboo thoughts and relieving social tension.

Digital humor adds complexity to these theories by introducing elements of collective
creation, viral spread, and contextual flexibility. Memes can simultaneously invoke all three
humor theories while serving additional functions including community building, identity
signaling, and political commentary (Rodriguez & Kim, 2023).

Identity Formation in Digital Communities

Digital identity formation occurs through complex processes of self-presentation, community
participation, and cultural performance. Goffman's (1956) dramaturgical approach to social
interaction provides a framework for understanding how individuals construct online
personas through strategic content sharing and community engagement.

Meme participation allows individuals to signal cultural competency, political alignment,
generational identity, and subcultural membership. The ability to create, modify, and
appropriately deploy memes becomes a marker of community belonging and social status
(Thompson & Martinez, 2024). This process creates what boyd (2020) terms "networked
publics™ where identity performance and community formation occur simultaneously.
Resistance and Counter-Hegemonic Discourse

Digital communities use memes as tools for resistance against dominant cultural narratives
and power structures. Scott's (1990) concept of "hidden transcripts" helps explain how
marginalized groups use humor to critique power while avoiding direct confrontation. Memes
provide a mechanism for expressing dissent through irony, satire, and coded language that
may be incomprehensible to outsiders.

Recent scholarship has examined how memes function in political movements, social justice
campaigns, and countercultural expressions. Memes enable rapid dissemination of alternative
perspectives while building solidarity among participants (Chen & Anderson, 2023).
However, the same mechanisms that enable resistance can also facilitate the spread of

misinformation and harmful ideologies.
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Methodology

This research employs a mixed-methods approach combining quantitative content analysis

with qualitative ethnographic observation to understand how memes function as cultural

capital across different digital platforms and communities.

Data Collection

Content Analysis: A systematic sample of 2,847 memes was collected from four major

platforms between September 2024 and January 2025:

Reddit (n=1,024): Focus on r/dankmemes, r/me_irl, r/politicalcompassmemes

Twitter/X (n=892): Trending hashtags and viral meme accounts

TikTok (n=634): Meme compilation videos and original content

Discord (n=297): Five different community servers across gaming, politics, and general

interest

Ethnographic Observation: Participant observation was conducted in 12 digital

communities over 6 months, including:

4 Reddit communities focused on meme creation and sharing
3 Discord servers with active meme channels
3 Twitter communities organized around specific meme formats

2 TikTok creator communities

Coding Framework

Memes were coded across multiple dimensions:

Format Type: Image macro, video, text, hybrid

Cultural References: Pop culture, politics, internet culture, academic knowledge
Humor Mechanism: Incongruity, superiority, relief, absurdist

Social Function: Identity signaling, community building, resistance, entertainment
Literacy Requirements: Basic, intermediate, advanced cultural knowledge needed

Engagement Metrics: Likes, shares, comments, remix frequency

Qualitative Analysis

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 36 active meme creators and community

moderators across platforms. Interview topics included:

Personal meme creation processes and motivations
Community dynamics and hierarchy recognition
Cultural capital acquisition and deployment strategies
Resistance and political expression through memes

Platform-specific meme culture differences

Siddhanta’s International Journal of Advanced Research in Arts & Humanities 118
3(1), Sept-Oct 2025, ISSN(O): 2584-2692 Website: https://sijarah.com/



https://sijarah.com/

Siddhanta’s International Journal of Advanced Research in Arts & Humanities
Vol. 3, No. 1, September — October 2025

Findings

Meme Literacy as Cultural Capital

Analysis reveals that meme literacy functions as a form of cultural capital that requires
specific competencies and creates social hierarchies within digital communities. Table 1

demonstrates the relationship between meme complexity and community engagement

patterns.
Table 1: Meme Complexity and Community Engagement by Platform
Avg. Cultural Communit : .
Platform Refgrences per Eg%igir(;sm Gatekeepin)g/; therali:é/vgla rrer
Meme Score*
| Reddit || 3.7 | 234 | 82 | High |
Twitter/X|| 2.1 | 317 || 56 || Medium |
| TikTok | 1.8 | 42 | 39 | Low |
| Discord || 4.3 | 678 || 91 | VeryHigh |

*Gatekeeping Score: Composite measure of community exclusivity based on newcomer
acceptance rates, explanation frequency, and insider language usage (1-10 scale)
Hierarchies of Memetic Participation
Digital communities develop sophisticated hierarchies based on meme creation ability,
cultural knowledge, and timing sensitivity. Table 2 illustrates the stratification of meme
creators within communities.

Table 2: Meme Creator Hierarchy and Cultural Capital Indicators

Original Cultural Influence
Creator Level |[Community Recognition g References .
Content (%) Metrics
Mastery
ic Eli - " Lo+ 100K+
Memetic Elite  ||Platform-wide recognition 78% reference
. followers
categories
8-12
Community Leaders|| Subreddit/server fame 52% reference LOK-50K
. followers
categories
5-8
Active Participants Regular recognition 31% reference LK-10K
. followers
categories
2-4 <1K
Casual Users Occasional appreciation 12% reference
. followers
categories
Lurkers Consumption only 3% 1-2 Mlnlr_nal
reference || metrics
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Original Cultural Influence
Creator Level |[Community Recognition g References :
Content (%) Metrics
Mastery
| | | | categories | |

Cultural Capital Acquisition Strategies

Ethnographic observation identified four primary strategies individuals use to acquire
memetic cultural capital:

Apprenticeship Model: New community members observe experienced creators, gradually
learning cultural references, timing patterns, and community-specific humor styles. This
process typically requires 3-6 months of active participation.

Cross-Platform Translation: Individuals leverage cultural capital from one platform to
establish credibility in another, adapting content and humor styles to match community
expectations.

Niche Specialization: Creators develop expertise in specific meme formats or cultural
domains, becoming recognized authorities within narrow but influential community
segments.

Collaborative Creation: Participation in collective meme creation projects, building cultural
capital through association with established creators and community recognition.

Identity Construction Through Meme Participation

Interview data reveals that meme participation serves crucial identity formation functions,
particularly for younger digital natives. Key themes include:

Generational Identity: Memes provide mechanisms for expressing generational perspectives
and distinguishing from older age cohorts. Participants report using memes to signal "digital
nativity" and cultural fluency.

Subcultural Affiliation: Specialized meme communities enable expression of niche interests
and alternative identities. Gaming memes, political memes, and academic memes serve
different identity construction functions.

Resistance Identity: Marginalized communities use memes to construct counter-narratives
and resist dominant cultural representations. LGBTQ+ communities, racial minorities, and
political dissidents develop distinct memetic languages for internal communication and
external resistance.

Memes as Resistance Mechanisms
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Analysis of political and social justice memes reveals sophisticated resistance strategies that
leverage humor to critique power structures while avoiding direct confrontation. Table 3
demonstrates the relationship between meme content and resistance functions.

Table 3: Meme Content Types and Resistance Functions

Effectiveness|| Risk

Resistance Type Meme Format Target Audience Score** Level

Image macro with text

Political Satire General public 7.8 Medium
overlay
Cultural Critique || Video remix/mashup Subcultu_ral 8.4 Low
community
Institutional Mockery Reaction GIF Broad internet 6.9 High
sequences users
Counter-Narrative | Original visual content Targete_d 9.1 Medium
community
Coded Resistance Symbolic/metaphorical In-group members 8.7 Low

content
**Effectiveness Score: Composite measure of viral spread, community engagement, and

cultural impact (1-10 scale)

Platform-Specific Cultural Capital Dynamics

Each platform develops distinct cultural capital systems with different requirements and
rewards:

Reddit: Emphasizes cultural knowledge breadth, reference complexity, and timing precision.
Success requires understanding multiple cultural domains and community-specific languages.
Twitter/X: Prioritizes speed, current event awareness, and concise humor. Cultural capital
derives from rapid response ability and broad cultural awareness.

TikTok: Values creativity, visual aesthetics, and trend adaptation. Success requires
understanding of music, visual culture, and algorithmic optimization.

Discord: Rewards deep community knowledge, relationship building, and contextual humor.
Cultural capital develops through sustained participation and community investment.
Discussion

Memes as Digital Cultural Currency

The research confirms that memes function as a form of cultural capital that creates
hierarchies and enables social mobility within digital communities. Unlike traditional cultural
capital, which requires institutional validation or class-based acquisition, memetic cultural

capital can be developed through active participation and cultural engagement. This
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democratization of cultural capital creation represents a significant shift in how individuals
acquire social status and community belonging.

However, memetic cultural capital also creates new forms of inequality based on digital
access, cultural knowledge, and time availability. The "digital divide" extends beyond
technological access to include cultural competency requirements that may exclude
individuals lacking specific cultural backgrounds or educational experiences.

Identity Formation in Networked Publics

Meme participation enables complex identity construction processes that occur across
multiple platforms and communities simultaneously. Individuals develop “portfolio
identities” that combine different cultural competencies and community affiliations. This
multiplicity provides flexibility but also requires significant cognitive and cultural labor to
maintain coherent self-presentation across contexts.

The research reveals that meme-based identity formation particularly appeals to younger
demographics who use humor and irony to navigate complex social and political
environments. Memes provide a mechanism for expressing authentic perspectives while
maintaining social safety through humor's plausible deniability.

Resistance and Counter-Hegemonic Potential

Memes demonstrate significant potential for resistance and counter-hegemonic discourse,
enabling marginalized communities to challenge dominant narratives while building internal
solidarity. The distributed nature of meme creation and sharing creates opportunities for
grassroots cultural production that bypasses traditional gatekeepers.

However, the same mechanisms that enable progressive resistance also facilitate reactionary
movements and harmful content spread. The research suggests that memes' resistance
potential depends heavily on community context and cultural capital distribution rather than
inherent progressive qualities.

Implications for Digital Literacy Education

The findings suggest that digital literacy education should incorporate memetic literacy as a
core competency. Understanding how memes function as cultural capital can help individuals
navigate digital communities more effectively while recognizing potential exclusion
mechanisms.

Educational institutions should consider meme analysis as a legitimate form of cultural
studies that provides insights into contemporary communication practices, identity formation,
and resistance strategies. This approach could bridge generational gaps between traditional

educators and digital native students.
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Limitations

This study focuses primarily on English-language memes and Western digital communities,
potentially limiting generalizability to global contexts. Cultural capital functions differently
across linguistic and cultural boundaries, and future research should examine how memetic
cultural capital operates in non-Western contexts.

The rapid evolution of meme formats and platform algorithms creates challenges for
longitudinal analysis. Findings may reflect specific historical moments rather than stable
patterns. Additionally, the pseudonymous nature of many digital communities limits
demographic analysis and prevents comprehensive understanding of how traditional social
categories intersect with memetic cultural capital.

The research period coincided with significant political events and cultural shifts that may
have influenced meme content and community dynamics. Future studies should examine how
memetic cultural capital functions during periods of relative cultural stability.

Conclusion

This research demonstrates that memes constitute a significant form of cultural capital that
shapes identity formation, community belonging, and resistance practices in digital
environments. Unlike traditional cultural capital, memetic cultural capital can be acquired
through active participation and cultural engagement rather than institutional validation or
class-based inheritance. This democratization creates new opportunities for social mobility
and cultural expression while also establishing new forms of inequality based on digital
competency and cultural knowledge.

The findings reveal that meme literacy functions as a crucial skill for navigating
contemporary digital communities, with implications for education, community development,
and digital inclusion efforts. As digital communication continues to evolve, understanding
how humor-based content functions as cultural capital becomes increasingly important for
comprehending social dynamics in networked societies.

Future research should explore how memetic cultural capital intersects with traditional forms
of cultural capital, examine cross-cultural variations in meme-based social hierarchies, and
investigate the long-term implications of humor-based cultural production for democratic
discourse and social cohesion. The study of memes as cultural capital provides valuable
insights into how digital communities construct meaning, establish hierarchies, and resist
dominant narratives in the contemporary media landscape.

Memes represent more than entertainment; they constitute a new form of cultural currency

that reshapes how individuals navigate social spaces and construct collective identities.
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Understanding this phenomenon is crucial for educators, policymakers, and researchers

seeking to comprehend the changing nature of cultural production and social stratification in

the digital age.

References

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of Theory
and Research for the Sociology of Education (pp. 241-258). Greenwood.

boyd, d. (2020). Networked publics and digital counterpublics: The dynamics of
networked identity. University of Chicago Press.

Chen, L., & Anderson, M. K. (2023). Memes as tools of political resistance: Humor,
solidarity, and digital activism. Digital Culture & Society, 15(2), 89-112.

Davies, R. (2022). Digital humor theory: Understanding comedy in networked
environments. Journal of Media Psychology, 34(3), 156-178.

Dawkins, R. (1976). The selfish gene. Oxford University Press.

Goffman, E. (1956). The presentation of self in everyday life. University of Edinburgh
Social Sciences Research Centre.

Hargittai, E. (2010). Digital na(t)ives? Variation in internet skills and uses among
members of the "net generation." Sociological Inquiry, 80(1), 92-113.

Jenkins, H. (2021). Participatory culture in a networked era: A conversation on youth,
learning, commerce, and politics. Polity Press.

Rodriguez, P., & Kim, S. (2023). Humor as social capital: Memetic communication and
community formation in digital spaces. Social Media + Society, 9(1), 1-17.

Scott, J. C. (1990). Domination and the arts of resistance: Hidden transcripts. Yale
University Press.

Shifman, L. (2019). Memes in digital culture. MIT Press.

Shifman, L. (2021). Memetic logic and the rise of spreadable media. New Media &
Society, 23(6), 1434-1451.

Thompson, E. R., & Martinez, A. (2024). Identity performance through meme
participation: Digital natives and cultural signaling. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and
Social Networking, 27(4), 234-249.

Siddhanta’s International Journal of Advanced Research in Arts & Humanities 124
3(1), Sept-Oct 2025, ISSN(O): 2584-2692 Website: https://sijarah.com/



https://sijarah.com/

