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Meme as a tool of education and propaganda: analysis of the functions and potential of meme culture in the context of media education 



Abstract
The article explores the role of internet memes as contemporary communication tools, analysing their educational and propaganda potential in the context of media literacy. Memes, as concise, often humorous forms of visual and textual communication, have become carriers of both information and manipulation. Many researchers also consider them a central phenomenon of postmodern folklore. The author employs desk research, analyses the literature on the subject, and presents examples from social and media practice. She proposes an interpretive framework for the use of memes in education. She concludes that memes can serve as a tool for reflection, deconstructing media messages, and developing critical thinking among young people. This article attempts to demonstrate the potential of the meme as a tool supporting both media education and the teaching of school subjects. In the age of digitalization and widespread access to audiovisual content, the meme is becoming not only a part of students' everyday lives but also a useful teaching resource. The article discusses the educational functions of the meme and analyses its cultural and social values. The analysis is based on theories of media education and the author's teaching experiences. The article examines the significance and practical application of the meme as a component of media education. The aim of this article is to analyse the function of memes as educational and propaganda tools, taking into account their impact on young people and their potential within media education.
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1. Introduction

Digital culture over the past two decades has shaped new forms of communication, characterized by conciseness, intersexuality, and a strong reliance on images. Digital culture is characterized by an intense saturation of visual content, a dynamic flow of information, and the abbreviation of forms of communication. Internet memes, although initially treated as entertainment and "byproducts" of the internet, have gained the status of tools with significant social impact.. The initial marginalization did not negatively affect their communication role, in fact it can be said that it was strengthened (Milner, 2016; Shifman, 2014). They are used both in educational and propaganda activities, and their influence on shaping public opinion is becoming a subject of growing interest among media researchers, culture experts and media educators.  The literature on the subject is dominated by works devoted to memes focusing on the functions of self-creation, the creation of social groups, and calls for social protest or entertainment (Wójcicka, 2019; Denisova, 2019; Mielczarek, 2018; Kamińska, 2017). The processes of digitalization and information convergence influence not only the way young people communicate, but also the cognitive and social structure of the young generation (Bughingham, 2003, p. 16). Education is facing challenges related to the need to shape competencies necessary for the development of a knowledge-based economy, the necessity to use new technologies, and the emergence of social and ecological problems requiring innovative solutions (Gorzeńska, Ratanowicz 2019, p. 7). Students are not only recipients of media content, including memes, but also their active creators (Tanaś 2017, p. 12). Media education should aim to develop specific media-using competencies in the recipient, which means critically analyzing and receiving the content they convey (Smyl 2007, pp. 96-97; Dyczewski 2005, pp. 332-349; Strykowski 2007, pp. 214-216). In the context of media education, the teacher plays the role not only of an educator but also of a guide and animator of creative activities (Zając 2021, p. 9). Media education in the school context is today taking on a cross-curricular, often hybrid character – combining elements of civic, digital, artistic, philosophical, and linguistic education (Janta 2020).

2. Methodology 

This article is a review and analysis, based on desk research and qualitative content analysis. The work is theoretical and analytical in nature and contributes to research on visual communication, digital culture, and media education. The approach is based on a triangulation of three sources: literature on media education and social communication, qualitatively analyzed visual materials, and institutional reports and studies on media literacy.
	As part of the desk research method, a systematic review of secondary sources was conducted: scientific articles, books, research reports, media analyses, and educational materials. Analysis of existing documents, according to E. Babbie (2003), is a non-reactive method involving the analysis of the content of existing products: various types of documents relating to security policy (reports, expert opinions, forecasts, summaries, documents illustrating decision-making processes, etc.) (Babbie 2003) is a non-reactive method involving the analysis of the content of existing products: various types of documents relating to security policy (reports, expert opinions, forecasts, summaries, documents illustrating decision-making processes, etc.) (Babbie 2006, p. 340). The subject of the analysis within the discussed method were documents available in both traditional and digital versions, within the scope of the research issues undertaken (Markowska 2013, p. 12).
	The primary goal was to identify the functions of memes in educational and propaganda communication and to determine their place in the structure of contemporary media culture. The sources used included both classic studies (Dawkins, 1976; Shifman, 2014) and current reports and publications on the use of memes in social media and education (Milner, 2016; Marwick & Lewis, 2017). Limor Shifman's "Memes in Digital Culture" is an example of how risky research endeavors can be successful. The main strength of this publication is its theoretical dimension. On the one hand, the author develops a conceptual framework that clearly and relatively precisely captures the essence of internet memes and distinguishes them from other phenomena that are often carelessly identified with memes. On the other hand, the concept she proposes has broader applications as a tool for explaining many other phenomena occurring within cyberculture.
	The research material consisted of Mona Lisa memes collected from Instagram, TikTok, Know Your Meme, and Meme Generator. Selection criteria included: (1) recognizability of the meme format, (2) political neutrality, (3) relevance to educational or cultural topics, and (4) potential for multiple interpretations. Each meme was analysed qualitatively according to three dimensions: the social topic it addressed, the mechanism of humour or parody, and its potential educational function. The analysis was exploratory and aimed to identify ways in which memes can be used in media education. Limitations include the non-quantitative nature of the study and the absence of empirical testing with students.


3. What is a meme? An attempt at a definition.

The term "meme" was introduced by Richard Dawkins (1976) as an analogy to a gene, describing cultural entities subject to replication and evolution. Dawkins compared memes to genes in terms of transmission and mutation. In the context of the internet, memes are typically: short visual and textual messages, easily replicated, transformed, and shared, and strongly rooted in a cultural or current context (e.g., politics, pop culture). Their form can be simple (e.g., a photo with a caption) or more complex (a video, a collage, a sound). Memes are often ironic and satirical in nature, and their effectiveness stems from the combination of an attractive form and the immediate recognition of their message. As Shifman (2014) notes, internet memes are a form of participatory communication. Audiences are not only consumers of content but also co-create it. Key characteristics of memes include modularity (ease of adaptation), virality (ability to spread rapidly), intertextuality (references to familiar symbols, events, and figures), and emotionality (strong affective impact). The modern meme is not just a joke; it is also a form of social, political, and educational commentary.
	
4. Media education and meme culture.	
 
The literature on the subject offers numerous definitions of media education, reflecting diverse approaches and research perspectives. Media education is not a homogeneous concept, and its definitions may vary depending on the author, school of thought, and changing social reality. This field draws on the achievements of disciplines such as pedagogy, film studies, media studies, communication studies, cultural studies, literary theory, sociology, anthropology, political science, art history and aesthetics, as well as their subdisciplines, such as media pedagogy, media sociology, and media aesthetics (Ogonowska 2016).
	It's worth noting that the concept of media education has undergone dynamic change over the past few decades, adapting to the evolving media landscape, from print to digital and social media. Definitions of media education have also had to evolve in response to the development of new technologies and communication platforms. One of the most frequently cited definitions comes from Len Masterman, who believed that: "The primary goal of media education is to develop students' ability to analyze and evaluate media messages critically and informedly" (Masterman 1985, p. 234). The 1982 UNESCO report emphasized that media education should develop the ability to "understand, evaluate and use various forms of media messages in order to shape civic opinions and values" (UNESCO 1982). The updated definition from 2011 introduced the concept of MIL (Media and Information Literacy), combining media and information literacy.
	According to Henry Jenkins, media education is not just about media consumption, but about active participation in convergence culture: "new media education must teach young people how to be both critical consumers and active participants in media culture – creators, remixers and co-authors." (Jenkins 2009 p. 65) However, according to the European Commission document: "Media education refers to the ability to access media, understand and critically evaluate different aspects of media, and communicate in different contexts." (COM 2007).
	D. Buckingham, one of the leading researchers in this area, points out that media education is both "teaching about the media" and "teaching through the media." (Buckingham 2003, p. 45) According to D. Buckingham, media education should emphasize the development of analytical and creative skills. Media education includes, among other things: developing critical thinking about the media, the ability to analyse and interpret messages, creating one's own media content, and understanding the mechanisms of media operation (e.g., media economics, algorithmization).
Students not only consume media, but also create it, for example, in the form of presentations, videos, social media posts, and memes. Media literacy is part of the so-called 21st century competencies, such as critical thinking, communication, creativity, and collaboration (Trilling & Fadel, 2009, p. 78). Media education today must respond to: the audience's short time frame (attention span[footnoteRef:1]), the superiority of images over text, new forms of manipulation (deepfake[footnoteRef:2], meme warfare[footnoteRef:3]), The changing communication codes of youth. Media education is not a separate subject in schools (Maziarz, 2024) but is dispersed among the Polish language, social studies, and ethics curricula. In the context of memes, educational activities within media education should be expanded to include: introducing meme analysis into the curriculum, learning to recognize the intentions of a meme's author, creating one's own memes for educational purposes, and comparing informative and disinformative memes.  [1:  Attention span means the length of time a person can concentrate on a task without getting distracted.]  [2:  Deepfake is a type of media, usually a video, audio, or image that has been digitally altered using artificial intelligence (AI) to make it look or sound like someone said or did something they never actually did.]  [3:  Meme warfare refers to the use of memes shared on the internet as a tool in political or social conflict, especially online.] 




4.1. Memes as an educational tool – education through memes (review of practices).

 In educational practice, memes are used for purposes such as explaining concepts in a humorous and concise manner; [footnoteRef:4]developing interpretive skills (analyzing symbols and cultural codes); encouraging students to create their own media messages; developing critical thinking and the ability to unmask manipulation. Therefore, they can serve explanatory, activating, and critical purposes. Examples include historical memes (e.g., parodies of historical scenes), grammatical and linguistic memes (language education), and mathematical memes (formulas presented in a humorous manner). The use of memes in the classroom has tangible educational benefits: it increases student engagement because the teacher uses something relatable to young readers from Generation Z or Alpha; it familiarizes students with visual media analysis; and it connects formal education with popular culture. Memes' advantage lies in their proximity to young people's everyday language. Therefore, they can serve as an effective "bridge" between formal education and popular culture (Górecka, 2021). [4:  Examples from the author's own teaching practice as a teacher.] 

	Memes are particularly effective as educational materials for working with young people because they tap into their natural communication habits. Teachers can use memes to analyze psychological issues (e.g., persuasion), thematic vocabulary, or cultural differences. Creating their own meme develops digital literacy, creativity, and media skills. Students plan their message, design the visual aspect of the meme, select persuasive techniques, and then present their work. A meme can be a starting point for discussions about media manipulation, gender stereotypes, and ethics. Such tasks foster critical thinking and reflection on the role of media in society.
	In the era of information warfare, memes are also used as a propaganda tool. Their power lies in their immediate emotional impact, simplicity of message, ability to quickly spread virally (viral content), and the building of group identity ("us" versus "them"). Memes are used by political movements, state propaganda, and activist groups. Examples of propaganda activities include meme-based anti-vaccination narratives, anti-Ukrainian memes on social media, and meme-based disinformation campaigns often use memes to trivialize an issue, ridicule an opponent, or distort facts (Marwick & Lewis, 2017; Wojcieszak & Smith, 2020).
	Memes that present historical events with humor help students remember historical events during history and social studies lessons. Memes can be used in language education to facilitate the memorization of grammatical structures. Climate memes (e.g., Greta Thunberg vs. Corporations) illustrate narrative conflicts and teach students to recognize ideological messages. To consciously perceive and create memes, students should develop: critical competence (the ability to recognize the sender's intentions), cultural competence (understanding context and symbolism), and digital competence (knowledge of meme-creating tools). Memes can be used in teaching in the following ways: lessons analyzing memes in the context of propaganda language, meme creation as an interpretive exercise (e.g., a meme as a reading review) comparing news and propaganda memes, debates on "Can a meme be a reliable source of information?", etc.
	

 5. Objectives, hypotheses and research questions.

 The subject of research, as defined by social science methodology, is the totality of objects, things, phenomena, and the processes to which they are subject, with respect to which research questions are formulated (Pllch & Bauman 2001, p. 23). Therefore, it was assumed that the subject of the proposed research is meme culture and internet memes analyzed as a tool of social communication that serves educational and propaganda functions. The subject of research determines the research goals. Intuitively, the goals of any activity, including research, can be considered to be what the person is aiming to achieve, the action being undertaken. For the purposes of this article, the understanding of the research goal, following Hubert Witczak, is adopted as "establishing (scientific recognition), assessing, valuing (assigning scientific value and significance), and achieving a designated, future, anticipated, and desired state of affairs (scientific shaping of the object)" (Witczak 2012, p. 73).
	According to Stefan Nowak, "research method encompasses typical and repeatable ways of collecting, describing, analyzing, and interpreting empirical data, serving to obtain maximally (or optimally […]) justified answers to the questions posed" (Nowak 2011, p. 22). This understanding of the method was adopted for the purposes of the proposed research. The main method used for the purposes of this article was desk research, which formed the basis for building a theoretical framework for the meme in the context of media education. Complementary methods included qualitative analysis of memes and analysis of existing documents. According to E. Babbie (2003), this is a non-reactive method that involves analyzing the content of existing products: various types of documents related to security policy (reports, expert opinions, forecasts, summaries, documents illustrating decision-making processes, etc.) (Babbie 2006, p. 340). The aim of this study is to analyze internet memes as a tool for both education and propaganda, and to assess their function and potential in developing audiences' media literacy. An additional objective is to assess the impact of meme culture on the development of media literacy, including critical thinking.
	
H1: The internet meme, as a form of contemporary visual and textual communication, has a dual function: educational and propaganda, and has the potential to shape the attitudes and media awareness of recipients, which makes it an effective tool in the media education process.
H2: A meme can facilitate the absorption of educational content through humour and simplification of the message. 
H3: Understanding the mechanisms of memes increases media competence and resistance to information manipulation.
Q 1: How do memes function as an educational and propaganda tool in contemporary media culture?
Q 2: What functions do memes perform in the context of media education?
Q 3: What features of memes determine their effectiveness as educational or propaganda tools?
Q 4: How does meme culture influence the media literacy of young audiences?
Q 5: How can memes support critical thinking and analysis of media messages?

6. Content Analysis of Memes

The second part of the study utilized a qualitative analysis of selected internet memes. The research material consisted of Mona Lisa memes widely available in the media (primarily Instagram, TikTok, and platforms such as Know Your Meme and Meme Generator). The selection criteria included political neutrality, educational and/or cultural themes, recognizability, and multiple interpretations. Memes were selected based on recognizability, cultural relevance, multiple interpretations, and educational potential. The method employed is exploratory in nature and does not include empirical research with respondents. The analysis is not quantitative in nature. Its aim is to outline possible directions for using memes in media education, not to determine their frequency or reach.
The five Mona Lisa memes were chosen through purposive sampling, a common qualitative research approach where items are selected intentionally to illustrate specific phenomena. The selection process involved three steps:
1. Initial Collection: Over 30 Mona Lisa memes were initially collected from Instagram, TikTok, Know Your Meme, and Meme Generator.
2. Screening for Relevance: Memes were screened based on four criteria: recognizability of the Mona Lisa, cultural/educational relevance, potential for multiple interpretations, and general political neutrality.
3. Final Selection: Five memes were selected that best represented distinct thematic areas relevant to media education and social commentary: Pandemic / global crises (Mona Lisa in a mask); Work culture / emotional burnout (Monday Lisa); Social media self-presentation (Selfie Mona Lisa); Beauty standards / aesthetics (Botox Mona Lisa); AI / technology / authenticity (AI Mona Lisa).
This approach ensures that the sample is small enough for detailed qualitative analysis while still covering the main thematic dimensions of contemporary meme culture relevant to education and propaganda.

Table 1. Comparative Analysis of Mona Lisa Memes
	Meme version
	Social Topic
	The mechanism/humour of the message
	Potential educational use

	Mona Lisa in a mask
	COVID-19 pandemic, global crises
	visual remix, icon update; cultural contextualisation
	dicussing pandemic experience, responsibility, emotional coping

	Monday Lisa
	work culture fatigue, everyday life
	irony, exaggeration of everyday emotions; contrast with original painting
	discussing mental health, work-life balance, emotional literacy

	Selfie Mona Lisa
	social media narcissism, ego culture
	parody of selfies, exaggerated facial expression; interactivity
	exploring social media culture, critical analysis of aestethic presentation

	Mona Lisa after botox
	beauty standards, cosmetic culture
	parody, hyperbole, grotesque exaggeration
	discussing social beauty norms, visual literacy

	AI Mona Lisa
	growing tension between authenticity and artificiality in a world shaped by AI
	contrast between historical artwork and modern AI interpretations
	exploring AI, digital manipulation, authenticity; ethics of media, critical thinking on technology


Source: the author’s own study 

Photo 1. Mona Lisa in a mask  (COVID 19)
[image: ]
Source: Instagram

The first meme depicts the classic Mona Lisa, but with a protective mask on. The surrounding images sometimes included signs referring to the pandemic ("stay home" or "quarantine mood"). The historical context for this meme is the COVID-19 pandemic (2020-2021), in which masks have become a symbol of the global health crisis. Putting a mask on a Renaissance icon emphasizes the universality of the pandemic experience. The meme's function in this case is to alleviate anxiety and tension through humor and to address the trauma of the pandemic. The meme mechanism is a reinterpretation of a well-known work, so-called visual remix, coupled with cultural context.

Photo 2. Monday Lisa
[image: ]
Source: Instagram

The second meme features Monday Lisa with messy hair and dark circles under her eyes. The most common captions for this meme include "Me at 7:00 AM" and "when it's Monday." The symbolism here is the message – the Mona Lisa as "each of us," a universal symbol of fatigue and aversion to daily duties. These memes combine high culture with the humdrum of everyday life. The Renaissance painting becomes a mirror of the modern person, who is tired, overworked, and imperfect. The social function here is to build emotional community, and the facial expression is irony and the contrast between the original image and the remake. The topic for class discussion could be: Work culture fatigue and emotional burnout in modern life. It reflects the universal dread of Mondays and how people feel drained or lifeless at the start of the workweek.






Photo 3. Selfie Mona Lisa
[image: ]
Source: Instagram

The Mona Lisa has her face altered to create a "duck face" (puckered lips). She holds a smartphone and has access to Instagram-style filters. These memes ironically comment on the modern obsession with appearance and self-promotion on social media. The shift in facial expression from a mysterious smile to an exaggerated pout emphasizes the superficiality of modern aesthetics in contrast to classical beauty. This is a parody of behavior typical of TikTok and Instagram users. The meme's function is to amuse the viewer with the contrast between the work of art and the banality of selfie posing. The topic for class discussion could be: The culture of self-presentation and narcissism in the age of social media. It plays on how even timeless figures are reimagined through the lens of vanity, likes and curated digital identities. The humour comes from placing a 16th century icon in a 21st century behaviour.










Photo 4. Mona Lisa after botox and plastic surgeries.
[image: ]
Source: Instagram

The Mona Lisa with exaggeratedly enlarged lips, false eyelashes, Botox, and plastic surgery. These memes comment on aesthetic pressures and the obsession with youth in the age of social media. They contrast natural, subtle beauty with an artificially created ideal, often exaggerated and grotesque. The meme's function is to satirically critique contemporary beauty standards, cosmetic trends, and the influence of Instagram. The meme mechanism is parody and social commentary. The topic for discussion could be: Beauty standards and the pressure to preserve youth in modern socjety. The memes humourously contrast the calm, natural expression of the original 1500s Mona Lisa with a frozen, overly smoothed 2019 version, exaggerating Botox effects to highlight how beauty ideals have changed, often to absurd extremes.







Photo 5. AI Mona Lisa
[image: ]
Source: Instagram

The Mona Lisa, once a timeless symbol of classical art  and human creativity, is now being transformed by AI into surreal, artificial versions of herself. This meme highlights a growing cultural anxiety – in a world of perfectly generated images, do we still recognise what is real? The serious, mysterious aura of a Renaissance masterpiece clashes with bizarre AI generations. The tension creates humour. AI turns the Mona Lisa into something absurd: a hiper-stylised influencer, a robot. The caption to this meme could be: Leonardo who? I’m an AI- generated icon now. The Mona Lisa reimagined by AI highlights a growing tension between authenticity and artificiality in the digital era. Once a symbol of artistic mastery and human expression, she now appears as a robot, AI generated figure, a visual parody of how algorithms distort beauty and meaning.

7.Conclusions and recommendations

Internet memes are not merely a form of entertainment. They constitute a significant tool of social influence that can serve both education and propaganda. Their analysis should become an integral part of media education in schools and youth workshops. Through the conscious use of memes, students can develop not only digital literacy but, above all, the ability to critically think, interpret, and deconstruct media messages. Memes are an integral element of contemporary youth communication, and therefore cannot be ignored by education. Their educational potential is enormous; they can activate, engage, and serve as a starting point for analyzing contemporary media. At the same time, memes are also vehicles for manipulation and propaganda, so developing students' skills in critical analysis is crucial.
	Using memes like Mona Lisa variants in education can be surprisingly powerful, especially for engaging students in critical thinking, visual literacy, media literacy and cultural analysis. Each meme can open a discussion about broader social issues: AI Mona Lisa – technology, deepfakes; Botox Mona Lisa- beauty norms, aging; Selfie Mona Lisa – narcissism, identity; Monday Lisa- work culture, mental health. Students can also create their own memes using classical artworks or present how a historical figure or artwork would appear in today’s digital world.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Teachers can integrate memes into lessons by analysing them as cultural texts, encouraging students to create their own memes related to the curriculum, or comparing humorous and propagandistic content. Such activities promote critical thinking, media literacy, and creativity while connecting formal education to students’ digital culture. Incorporating meme analysis into media education is not only recommended but also necessary. It allows for the development of competencies necessary for functioning in a world full of shortcuts, images, and emotional narratives. Observations indicate that teachers of various subjects can effectively achieve the goals of media education by working with authentic materials such as memes. This approach aligns with the paradigm of critical pedagogy, in which students become active participants in social life, capable of reflection and conscious action. The educational benefits of using authentic and engaging materials such as memes include the development of multi-level competencies: cultural, media, and social, as well as motivating students through engaging content.

	
1. Memes can serve as a starting point for discussions about disinformation, stereotypes, the language of propaganda, and the influence of social media.
2.  Students' media competences develop most effectively through action and reflection.
3. Students understand media better when they become its creators.
4. Students positively evaluate lessons using memes, considering them relevant and helpful in everyday life.
5.  It is recommended to use memes as a teaching tool supporting the development of critical thinking, analysis of visual content and interpretation of cultural messages.


Mem jako narzędzie edukacji i propagandy: analiza funkcji i potencjału kultury memicznej w kontekście edukacji medialnej


Streszczenie
Artykuł podejmuje temat roli memów internetowych jako współczesnych narzędzi komunikacji, analizując ich potencjał edukacyjny i propagandowy w kontekście edukacji medialnej. Memy, jako zwięzłe, często humorystyczne formy przekazu wizualno-tekstowego, stały się nośnikami zarówno informacji, jak i manipulacji. Przez wielu badaczy uważane również za centralne zjawisko ponowoczesnego folkloru. Autorka stosuje metodę desk research, analizuje literaturę przedmiotu, przykłady z praktyki społeczno-medialnej oraz proponuje ramy interpretacyjne dla wykorzystania memów w edukacji. W konkluzji wskazuje, że memy mogą służyć jako narzędzie refleksji, dekonstrukcji przekazów medialnych oraz rozwoju krytycznego myślenia wśród młodzieży. W artykule  podjęto próbę ukazania  potencjału memu jako narzędzia wspierającego zarówno edukację medialną, jak i dydaktykę przedmiotów szkolnych. W dobie cyfryzacji i powszechnego dostępu do treści audiowizualnych mem staje się nie tylko elementem codzienności uczniów, lecz także użytecznym materiałem dydaktycznym. Artykuł omawia funkcje edukacyjne memu, analizuje jego walory kulturowe i społeczne. Analiza opiera się na teoriach edukacji medialnej oraz doświadczeniach dydaktycznych autorki. Artykuł analizuje znaczenie i praktyczne zastosowanie memu jako elementu edukacji medialnej. Celem niniejszego artykułu jest analiza funkcji memów jako narzędzi edukacji i propagandy, z uwzględnieniem ich wpływu na młodzież oraz ich potencjału w ramach edukacji medialnej.

Słowa kluczowe: memy, edukacja medialna, kompetencje medialne, propaganda, komunikacja wizualna, dezinformacja umiejętność krytycznego odbioru mediów, rozwój edukacji medialnej w szkolnictwie.
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