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Abstract 
 

Digital visual culture scholars have struggled to find a viewing model that suits 

the ways in which we communicate visually within participatory culture. 

Participatory culture suggests that people are visually active participants. 

However, traditional models of looking such as voyeurism involve a one-way 

looking practice that includes an active viewer who ‘looks’ at a passive subject. 

The recent theory of ‘the grab’ (Baym & Senft, 2016) begins to recognise visual 

interaction as agency and power. However, the action of grabbing remains a 

one-way transaction.   

This thesis addresses the complexities of viewing digital communication by 

asking: ‘How do people communicate using photographic digital memes?’ The 

research analyses a sample of 66 PGUF (PrettyGirlUglyFace) memes produced 

by women in a Reddit site community. The PGUF meme consists of a ‘pretty’ 

selfie juxtaposed with an ‘ugly’ selfie. The data also includes a critical review of 

media commentaries about selfies collected from 2012 to 2013, online 

conversations and comments by meme producers, and members of meme 

communities during selfie workshops in Australia and Canada.  

The data was collected within an interpretative methodology involving 

reflective situating (Markham, 2009). Accepting Thomas’s (2007) argument that 

identity online is performed by self, community and broader public, the 66 

photos were analysed for these three dimensions. The aspect of self as an active 

looking subject was analysed by applying a social semiotic discourse method 

(Van Leeuwen, 2008), community was mapped with cohesive chains (Tseng, 
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2013), and the broader public was analysed by approaching the digital memes 

with theories of proximity (Hall, 1956).  

The analysis of the 66 PGUF memes shows that ‘viewers’ and ‘subjects’ are 

both active agents and objects of observation. The performativity and 

exaggeration in the images suggests that women contributors use humour (the 

joke) to simultaneously acknowledge and subvert conventional ideas about 

feminine appearance. The concept of ‘conversation’ is used to theorise how 

memes help members of online communities communicate as they engage in 

what I describe as a ‘semeful socialibility’.  

The findings suggest people communicate through photographic digital 

memes by use of active semes (signs). Close observation of semes suggests that 

visual communication involves practices of looking (rather than viewing) that 

are active, interactive and reactive. Communities of ‘produsers’ of digital 

memes are involved in an interactive visual conversation. This visual social 

interaction also reacts to traditional modes of looking that continue to treat 

certain groups of people (commonly, women) as passive subjects.  
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Prologue 
 
The ugly girl and the diamond 
python 
 

An eleven-year-old girl woke one morning to find that the nerves in one side of 

her face were paralysed. It was in the rush of the morning that involved 

breakfast, dressing, lunch making and bag packing for the day, to catch the 6 

am train. Bleary eyed, and searching for consciousness, she attempted to 

unravel the sheets around her body. She allowed one leg, heavy with sleep to 

fall out of the bed in an effort to force the rest of her body to follow. However, 

before she had freed herself from the sheets, her mother screamed ‘Stop making 

that ugly face!’ The girl squinted. She blinked her eyes. She tried to focus on her 

mother’s face. She gave her a confused smile. However, this only seemed to 

aggravate the situation and her mother snapped in a more frustrated and angry 

tone, ‘Get that ugly face off!’ and ‘Stop mucking around!’ 

The girl would have just continued her morning routine, except that both 

her sisters had gathered at the end of the bed. As they looked at her face, they 

both burst into laughter. Finally freeing herself from the sheets, she stumbled 

towards the mirror that hung on the wall at the end of the bed. She inspected 

her reflection. It revealed a face that she could identify as partly familiar. 

However, the right side of her face sagged, and would not synchronise with the 

left side. If she smiled, frowned or made any facial movement, only the left side 

of her face responded. She pinched the numb skin and pushed it around, but it 

would not move or obey. It was indeed an ugly face. 
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The condition was eventually diagnosed as Bell’s palsy. It brought about a 

very sudden change in her life, and she quickly became aware that she appeared 

different to people. She was constantly reminded that socially the visual was 

very important. It seemed even to be the primary source of interpretation of an 

individual. She felt like the same person but was viewed and treated differently 

at any simple event. She did not feel sick, but she was not allowed to go to 

school or participate in community activities. In fact, she was not permitted to 

go out in public much at all, and when she did, she was treated differently and 

(secretly or openly) stared at by most. The attention was not familiar to her. She 

did not have her photograph taken for some time. 

Sometime later her family visited an animal park south of Sydney. The day 

was overwhelmingly exciting. Not only was she free of the protective barricade 

of the house that imprisoned her, but the idea of being close to animals excited 

her. Animals did not seem to react to her hideous face as humans did. She felt 

they accepted her. At the Symbio Park, there was a snake show where people 

could hold a magnificent diamond python and have their photograph taken. 

She rushed in and held the snake. As the crowd gathered round, she positioned 

the heavy body of the snake over her shoulders. In the excitement, the girl 

forgot how she appeared. However, she was quickly reminded by her mother 

who whispered through the side of her pursed lips, ‘Are you sure you want me 

to take the photo?’ 

This story takes place in a time when photographs were shot on film and 

sent away to photographic laboratories for printing. The photograph arrived 

some weeks later. In the photograph, the girl is holding the huge, long, heavy, 

diamond patterned snake and smiling her typically twisted and ugly Bell’s 

palsy smile. Caught in the right side of the frame of the photograph is a boy of 

about 13 who is staring at her deformed face with a look of immense horror and 



Prologue 

5 

 

disgust. This photograph of the boy’s reaction created great entertainment for 

her sisters. She realised in that instant that she could choose to be hurt, 

devastated and hidden or to find humour in the situation and image. She found 

a sense of freedom in laughing at the photograph and continues to this day to 

think of the image as humorous.  

However, what continued to intrigue the girl was how she appeared 

different and was treated differently once she contracted Bell’s palsy, even 

though she felt like the same person. The camera had captured how people saw 

her and how she looked to them, and this look was different from how she 

perceived herself. Her visual representation also communicated things beyond 

her control that she was taught should be hidden from public view. The girl 

became interested in the power of the camera as a looking device. From this 

young age, she decided to place herself behind the camera in an attempt to 

begin to understand relationships of looking. She became particularly interested 

in performance, identity and how this evidential document of a photo 

functioned socially and culturally. For two decades, she worked and studied in 

many fields of photography. She executed and observed the ways that the 

photographic image is employed by medicine, advertising, law, promotion, her 

art practice and for many other social and traditional events to communicate in 

very specific ways. By now that you may have realised that I am that girl. The 

journey that started almost three decades ago, with a photograph of an eleven-

year-old girl and a diamond python, now continues in this thesis.  

I have searched and searched for that original photograph with the 

diamond python, but cannot find it. However, the photograph itself is not the 

object around which these concepts revolve; it is more the impetus for my 

investigation of cultural ideas, performances and practices of looking and 
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meaning making1. These interests continue in this research into digital memes 

and selfies.   

                                                 
1 Although all research strives to be impartial and objective, the researcher’s 
subjectivities are produced within historical and social constraints (Gajjala, 2002, p. 
180). This prologue makes clear the context and background for this research. 



 

 

Chapter 1 
 
A social relationship of looking 
 

The illiterate of the future will be the man [sic] who does not understand 

photography. (Badger, 2007, book jacket)  

While Bauhaus photographer László Moholy-Nagy probably did not imagine 

the ubiquity of digital photography today, his statement suggests that from the 

earliest days of photography, the visual has been acknowledged as an 

important form of communication. Digital technology has increased the ease 

with which people communicate with photographs in everyday contexts. 

Despite this, cultural studies scholars2 continue to struggle for ways to 

articulate how we communicate through visual practices. Recent literature 

considering selfies (Baym and Senft, 2015; Frosh, 2015; Zappavigna, 2016; 

Rettberg, 2014) suggests that previous models of viewing require updating. 

Furthermore, Shifman’s (2014a, p. 173) work considering digital memes 

identifies the urgent need to address ‘internet memes as language’ (Shifman, 

2014a, p. 173–174) and to develop a ‘politics of memetic participation’ (Shifman, 

2014a, p. 172–173). 

This thesis focuses on the question ‘How do people communicate using 

photographic digital memes?’ This overarching key question is addressed by 

                                                 
2 More detail of these theories will be covered further in this thesis. Senft identifies this 

by proposing ‘grab’, Zappavigna investigates looking as interactive. Frosh suggests a 

kinesthetic sociability and a move away from traditional photographic understandings. 

Rettberg considers filters, surveillance, images as feeds. 
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considering a number of underlying questions: ‘How are the people in the 

images depicted?’ ‘How are the depicted people in the memes related to the 

viewer?’ ‘How might we observe and describe visual interactions in digital 

meme communities?’ ‘How does proximity function both socially and culturally 

to produce meaning in photographic (selfies and digital meme) social 

relationships?’ 

To answer these questions a number of aspects of visual memes generally, 

and PGUF(PrettyGirlUglyFace) memes specifically, are analysed. The sample 

data consists of 99 photographic images: the 33 digital PGUF digital memes and 

66 selfies that make up the meme. To answer the thesis questions, I have drawn 

on a number of theories to analysis this sample data. These theories include 

proxemics (Hall 1990 [1966], Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2006, Van Leeuwen, 

2008), cohesion (Tseng, 2013), kinesthetic sociability (Frosh, 2015), filters, feeds 

(Rettberg,2014), semefulness (Cranny-Francis, 2011), hypersignification and 

prospective photography (Shifman, 2014b). The questions were answered by 

considering the analysis as well as corroborative evidence collected throughout 

the research period (February 2013 to November 2016) from members of online 

meme communities, workshops, and from conversations and online comments.  

Context and problem  
Visual communication is understood through an interdisciplinary lens that 

considers aspects of both social semiotic and cultural studies approaches. A 

visual culture paradigm is essentially interdisciplinary, because rather than 

adopting a specific method it begins with questions in relation to certain data 

(Lister & Wells, 2001). This means approaching the photographic digital memes 

and selfies with questions and considering a range of methods that deal with 

social interaction, while also considering the cultural, historical and social 

contexts within which memes are experienced. In this way the analyst’s 
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observations might present a more complete picture than could be achieved by 

using the lens of a single method of analysis. Essentially the methods in this 

thesis might be described as an ethnographical approach that has also 

borrowed from social semiotics. 

In this research photography is understood as a practice of looking. As 

Nicholas Mirzoeff (1999, p. 12) has explained, ‘visual culture is not defined by 

the medium so much as the interaction between the viewer and viewed’. This 

‘visual event’ involves the ‘interaction of the visual sign, the technology that 

enables and sustains the sign, and the viewer’(Mirzoeff, 1999, p12-13). 

Essentially a visual culture paradigm conceptualises the visual beyond 

universal textual devices (Mitchell 1994, p. 16)3 and considers looking as 

spatially organized (Alpers et al 1996, p. 26). Indeed, as Nakamura (2008, p. 9) 

points out, ‘Visual culture studies evolved out of a crisis in the 1990s driven by 

art historians who realized that an inter-discipline was needed to address digital 

concerns at large in visual media.’ Visual culture studies recognises a dual shift 

from art to visual, and history to culture (Foster, 1996, p. 25, 97). It might be 

understood as a re-working of art history, extending the scope and increasing 

the importance of contextualisation and image viewer relationships rather than 

focusing only on the representational and symbolic meaning of what is 

depicted. Within a visual culture paradigm, visual practice is discussed as 

‘looking performance’ and is considered to be reliant on historical, cultural and 

social context. This basis has also provided a means through which social power 

structures have been observed. 

                                                 
3 W.J.T. Mitchell (1994, p. 16) says, ‘visual experience’ or ‘visual literacy’' might not be 
fully explicable on the model of textuality. W.J.T. Mitchell (2013, p. 7–14) also writes 
about the visual experience as involving many senses and not being dependent only on 
sight. 
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The visual is also understood as located within a history of hostility largely 

based on fear due to its power. Hostility to the image has been recorded as 

originating in the philosophy of Plato, who had no room for the visual in his 

republic (Plato, 1991, p. 286). It is also recorded that Savonarola, a 15th century 

monk, burnt in Florence ‘numbers of profane paintings and sculptures, many of 

them works of great masters, with books, lutes and collections of love songs’ 

(Freedberg, 1989, p. 348). Michel de Certeau spoke of the ‘cancerous growth of 

vision’ (de Certeau, 1984, p. xxi). Fredric Jameson (1990, pp. 1–2) also vents 

hostility, claiming that ‘the visual is essentially pornographic, which is to say it 

has its end in rapt, mindless fascination’. 

Theories of the gaze recognise the power of looking and the ways in which 

the gaze has been used to govern, maintaining social order, control and power. 

Influential scholars such as Mulvey (1981, 1989),4 Metz (1974), Foucault (1979), 

and Berger (1972) have considered the gaze as surveillance involving a one-

directional model of active viewing and passive subjects.  

Visual culture studies have continued to be influenced heavily by Berger’s 

model of looking as one-directional gaze, introduced in Ways of Seeing (1972). 

For example, despite acknowledging that ‘the terrain has become significantly 

more complex since Berger wrote his book,’ (Sturken & Cartwright, 2009, p. 5) 

influential visual culture texts such as Practices of looking (Sturken & Cartwright, 

2009) continue to reference this model.  

                                                 
4 Scholars such as Mulvey (1981, 1989) have recognised a need to speak about viewers 

rather than viewer to recognise that there is more than one way of looking. However, 

in digital visual contexts, the term ‘viewers’ continues to be limiting because it does not 

explicitly recognise interactive and reactive looking. 
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However, other academics have called attention to the problem of finding 

ways to speak about images as social practices online. Haggerty (2006) and 

Haggerty and Ericson (2000) have highlighted the point that the proliferation of 

new proposals of the panoptic model for technological evolution has 

demonstrated that Foucault’s model is limited with respect to new technological 

developments. Gane (2012) argues that a new paradigm must take into account 

the interaction experienced in social media. Boyd (2011) has also suggested an 

‘interaction dynamic’ to explain the ways in which we communicate through 

image, text and music in social media such as Facebook. Senft and Baym (2015) 

have proposed that a ‘grab’ might better explain the ways in which we 

experience photographic images such as selfies. Frosh (2015), considering not 

only the interaction but also movement (Pink, 2011), has proposed that selfies 

might be explored as a kinaesthetic sociability. These proposals indicate that the 

ways in which people communicate through practices of looking such as 

photography have evolved. Furthermore, they indicate an urgent need to 

investigate the ways in which people communicate visually through every   day 

photographic practices such as selfies and digital memes.  

But this still leaves many gaps, particularly in relation to photographic 

digital memes. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, the most prolific scholar of digital 

memes, Shifman, has specifically called for research addressing ‘internet memes 

as language’ (Shifman, 2014a, p. 173–174) as well as the ‘politics of memetic 

participation’ (Shifman, 2014a, p. 172-173). When discussing photographic 

digital memes, the politics5 and language is bound in the practices of looking 

involved in visual communication. Politics of memetic participation is 

                                                 
5 A social politics of looking is a cultural politics because it involves the ways in which 

people are ordered and governed through gaze.  
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essentially what Burgess (2007) defines as politics with a capital ‘P’ and relates 

to an everyday social and cultural politics of participatory looking. This is not 

the politics contained in parliamentary proceeding, but a more loose 

understanding involving everyday social relationships. Jokes, for example, are 

both an important part of the participatory politics and communication 

(language) of digital memes6. The joke is a style of language (Tannen, 2005) that 

has been identified as an important aspect of internet language (Shifman & 

Blondheim, 2010) and indeed digital memes (Lankshear and Knobel, 2007; 

Shifman, 2012, 2014a; Davidson, 2012). Digital meme research, however, has 

largely remained limited to investigating jokes as merely comic, rather than 

explicitly recognising the ways in which jokes work as a communicative style 

and a Politics. Freud’s (1960) differentiation between the joke and something 

that is comic may prove useful in investigating how digital memes 

communicate. 

Although Shifman (2014b) has pointed out that photographic digital memes 

are hyper-significant as well as a type of prospective photography, there is far 

more work to be done in considering how people communicate through 

photographic digital memes. This might be done by drawing on, bringing 

together and extending interdisciplinary and social semiotic considerations of 

visual communication as visual speech. 

For example, Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006) and Van Leeuwen (2008) have 

considered the term ‘visual speech’ to describe the interactive social relationships 

involved in visual communication. Kress and Van Leeuwen’s work is useful in 

providing a means through which to begin to think about the visual 

                                                 
6 Although Shifman (2014) has identified elements of the joke as a key of digital memes, 

a thorough investigation of memes as jokes has yet to be made. 
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interactivity as social relationships experienced through photographic digital 

memes. Zappavigna (2016) has already begun to extend on these ideas in 

relation to Instagram photography. She suggests that Instagram photography 

such as selfies involves a subjectivity that recognises the photographic producer 

as visually represented in both implied and physical form and that these 

enhance the intimacy of social relationships experienced through the images. 

The work of Zappavigna (2016), Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006) and Van 

Leeuwen (2008) is useful in extending the work of digital scholars such as Frosh 

(2015) and Shifman. For example, intimacy as described by Zappavigna is a way 

of understanding aspects of Frosh’s ‘kinaesthetic sociability’ (2015). A 

kinaesthetic sociability describes photography in movement and therefore 

involves social relationships beyond physical looking. The following subsection 

provides more details about how these cross-disciplinary theories and methods 

have been considered in each case of data observations. 

Organisation of the thesis  
The chapters of the thesis fall into four sections: 

1. Introduction to the research problem: prologue and chapter one 

2. Literature review: chapters two, three and four 

3. Methodology (chapter five) and data analysis (chapters six, seven, eight 

and nine) 

4. Concluding remarks: chapter ten. 

Of the three literature review chapters that follow, chapter two argues that 

literature dealing with the idea of looking has to date relied on a model 

involving an active viewer and a subject of the look who is treated as passive. 

Digital visual culture scholars have struggled with the model as it does not fit 

the ways in which people communicate through photography or social media 
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contexts and requires updating. Chapter three considers the state of literature 

dealing with digital memes and argues that a review of this literature suggests 

an urgent need for research considering the ways in which people communicate 

with and through digital memes. Chapter four focuses on literature dealing 

with the idea of ugly and the joke in socio-historical contexts as visual 

communication. Ugliness is identified as more than a physical understanding 

and is understood as having particular significance for the female body. Both 

ugliness and the joke are identified in socio-historical contexts as transgressions 

of social boundaries. The literature considering ugliness and the joke provides a 

means through which to contribute to understandings of visual digital memetic 

communication generally as well as the PGUF meme specifically. 

The sample, collection and the methodologies are discussed in detail in 

chapter five. To reiterate, the research essentially focuses on a sample of 99 

photographs that include 33 PGUF (PrettyGirlUglyFace) memes and 66 selfies 

that make up the PGUF meme. This sample is approached with a number of 

questions that evolve from the key areas of interest of the thesis. The sample of 

memes and selfies are supplemented by evidence from members of online 

meme communities. This evidence was collected throughout the research period 

(February 2013 to November 2016) in workshops, from conversations and online 

comments.  

The order of analysis chosen to address the data was decided in light of 

Thomas’ (2007) research findings. Studying young people’s online interactions 

over a seven-year period, Thomas (2007) asserts that identity online is 

performed through self, communities and others. With this in mind, chapters six 

to nine have been arranged to consider individual self-representation (chapter 

six), memes as groups (chapter seven), and social interaction with the broader 

public (chapters eight and nine). ‘Broader public’ is the term I use to replace 
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Thomas ‘others’. It refers to those who do not identify or perform within the 

meme community. Chapter six looks closely at the selfies and PGUF meme as 

interactive self-representations and argues that these image types need to be 

considered in context as groups. Chapter seven recognises digital memes as 

groups (Shifman, 2014a) and analyses the cohesion and identifications that are 

visually represented in the PGUF meme. Chapters eight and nine work together 

considering social relationships experienced through selfies (chapter eight) and 

PGUF digital meme (chapter nine) as visual represented proximity (Hall, 1990 

[1966]). That is, how the identifications formed in groups and how individual 

representations function in the context of a broader public. In each of the 

analytical chapters I employ the methods that were considered most effective 

for answering the specific research questions about visual communication in 

social media.  

In chapter six I ask two co- dependent questions in about the data: ‘How are 

the depicted people in the memes related to the viewer?’ and ‘How are the 

people in the images depicted?’ I look closely at the PGUF meme and images, 

using a method based heavily on Van Leeuwen’s (2008, p. 36–148) critical 

discourse analysis. The method is particularly useful because it not only allows 

close analysis of the images, but it also locates them in relation to traditional 

photographic representation, thus accentuating the evolution of visual 

representation within participatory culture. Existing theories of looking 

relationships deal with the represented participants and viewer (Painter, 2013; 

Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2006) or the producer and viewer (Zappavigna, 2016). 

However, observations of the PGUF meme and selfies suggest that looking 

relationships might be best described by involving the producer, depicted, 

representative image and the viewers in various arrangements, including those 

where three rather than four of these participatory roles are present. In the case 
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of digital memes such as the PGUF, active participation of the producer (who is 

also depicted in the image and viewer) suggests that digital memes such as the 

PGUF and selfies might be described as ‘sousveillance’.  

Recognising digital memes as groups (Shifman, 2014a), chapter seven asks 

‘How might we observe and describe visual interactions in digital meme 

communities?’ I consider cohesive chain patterns as a means through which to 

map the visual representation of intimate identifications between meme 

producers. Extending on Tsengs (2013) cohesive chains as coloured cohesive 

chain wheels provides a means through which to describe and examine the 

complex movement and evolution of visual digital memes. 

I argue that observations of cohesive chain patterns of PGUF suggest great 

cohesion and identification shared amongst the digital meme communities. The 

visual representative cohesion highlights the unique attributes of individual 

contributions. Although the metaphor of visual speech has been traditionally 

been used to describe visual social interaction, I argue that observations of 

cohesive chain patterns of the PGUF meme suggest that visual conversation might 

be a more useful metaphor. Visual conversation recognises the interaction, 

identification and movement involved in visual social interactions of digital 

meme groups. Visual conversation also recognises the way in which people in 

meme groups communicate on an equal footing because the conversation is 

two-way. In chapter seven, I also argue that the visual conversation of digital 

memes may evolve into a visual speech or viral image that is passed on 

unchanged. Visual conversation is in constant movement that involves 

interaction within a group of memes and also movement as it evolves into 

speech and in some cases back into other conversations. Cohesive chains as 

coloured wheels are suggested as a means through which to begin to visualise 

this movement.  
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Chapter seven’s focus on visual social interactions within digital meme 

communities is continued into chapters eight and nine, where I consider selfies 

(chapter eight) and digital memes (chapter nine) as practices of looking 

communication involving a ‘broader public’. Social kinesthesis is a term Frosh 

(2015) employs to recognise the movement and interaction involved in selfie 

participation. Shifman also proposes that photo-based memes function as both 

modes of hypersignification (in which the code itself becomes the focus of 

attention) and as prospective photography (in which photos are increasingly 

perceived as the raw material for future images). Understanding both selfies 

and the PGUF meme as involving social kinesthesis (Frosh, 2015), 

hypersignification and prospective photography (Shifman,2014b), I consider 

Hall’s (1990 [1966]) theory of proximity as a means through which to further 

explore the ways in which visual communication works in the context of a 

broader public.  

Chapter eight concentrates specifically on the selfies as an integral element 

of the PGUF meme. In this chapter I ask the question: ‘How might selfies be 

understood as visual social relationships of proximity?’ Hall’s (1990 [1966]) 

theory of proxemics is drawn upon to understand visual social relationships in 

more complexity. Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006) have discussed distance as 

intimacy expressed in the visual image. Many scholars have recognised the 

great intimacy experienced through selfies and begun to extend on this model. 

Referring back to Hall’s model of proximity means understanding Kress and 

Van Leeuwen’s representation of distance in relation to selfies as also involving 

a kinesthesis (Frosh, 2015), including an array of sensory experiences linked to 

visual experience. Hall’s and Van Leeuwen’s work then provides a basis 

through which to consider an evolution of how public and private space is 

experienced by selfie producers. In particular, how selfie producers navigate the 
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publicness of social platforms, considering the ways in which they might be 

seen as well as observations of how producers see themselves.  

Chapter nine extends on the discussion of visual social relationships as 

proxemics (Hall, 1990 [1966]). While chapter eight concentrates on the selfies 

within the PGUF meme, chapter 9 considers the PGUF meme as a whole. Here I 

ask: ‘What does proxemics tell us about the visual social relationships of the 

PGUF meme?’ The digital memes are considered as visual semes (signs) that are 

multiply significant where they are recognised as simultaneously 

hypersignification (Shifman, 2014b) and prospective photography (Shifman, 

2014b). The meme is located in the context of media representation of young 

women performing selfies at the time the PGUF meme appeared. This evidence 

represents the looks or views of those outside the PGUF meme community. 

Other evidence collected from performers’ online blogs and comments suggest a 

different position that includes fear, anxiety and freedom in contributing to the 

meme. I argue that careful consideration of the digital meme representations, 

online comments, blogs and media coverage suggest that these memes are a 

reaction to media representations and general opinion at the time. I argue that 

this digital memes conversation is not only interaction (as was recognised in 

chapter 7’s discussion of cohesive chains) but also reaction. That is, these means 

of visual conversation are in reaction to speech produced by media opinion.  

In concluding the thesis, chapter 10 argues that the key contribution of the 

thesis lies in the way it seeks to use a variety of analyses to elucidate theoretical 

issues centring on the concepts of ‘looking’ and ‘conversation’. The theory of 

looking has, so far, relied heavily on the opposition between active viewers and 

passive subjects (Sturken & Cartwright, 2009) because it has not recognised the 

power and agency (Baym & Senft, 2016; Senft, 2008) involved in looking 



Chapter 1 ~ A social relationship of looking 

19 

 

practices such as selfies and digital memes. Analysis of PGUF memes shows 

that ‘viewers’ and ‘subjects’ are both active agents and objects of observation.  

The analysis of the 66 PGUF memes shows that ‘viewers’ and ‘subjects’ are 

both active agents and objects of observation. The performativity and 

exaggeration in the images suggests that women contributors use humour (the 

joke) to simultaneously acknowledge and subvert conventional ideas about 

feminine appearance. The concept of ‘conversation’ is used to theorise how 

memes help members of online communities communicate as they engage in 

what I describe as a ‘semeful socialibility’. 

The findings suggest people communicate through photographic digital 

memes by use of active semes (signs). Close observation of semes suggests that 

visual communication involves practices of looking (rather than viewing) that 

are active, interactive and reactive. Communities of ‘produsers’ of digital 

memes are involved in an interactive visual conversation. This visual social 

interaction also reacts to traditional modes of looking that continue to treat 

certain groups of people (commonly, women) as passive subjects. 



 

 

Chapter two 
 
The idea of looking 
 

‘How do people communicate through photographic digital memes by 

looking?’ This chapter focuses on this question and considers the state of 

literature about the idea of looking as an everyday communicative practice. The 

literature review begins by briefly outlining traditional models of looking that 

are still common in academic discussion. These models are also important in 

locating social media within a history because, as Nancy Baym (2009, p.180–

181) has pointed out, the first key element of quality research is connecting and 

locating the project within history. I then define and situate key terms and 

proposals for considering social photographic practices. Close examination of 

the literature suggests that traditional models of the ways in which people 

interact visually require updating to recognise interaction and the movement of 

visual social interactions. I suggest that the idea of the movement of social 

interactions captures the flexible contexts of viewing in the digital public sphere 

and the ways in which the activities of viewer, subject and photographer are 

often blurred and unfixed, as well as the agency that is attached to these 

activities. Drawing on Angela Thomas’ (2007) argument that identity online is 

performed by self, community and others, I suggest that the ways in which we 

practice looking in online contexts might also be examined from these three 

perspectives.  

A model of looking adequate for discussing participatory culture needs to 

include looking as performed by the producer, viewer and subject and to 

acknowledge that these roles are in constant movement. Movement includes the 
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publics that photographs move through. It also includes the movement involved 

in social interactions where the roles of looking of the viewer, producer and 

subject are often blurred and unfixed. There is agency attached to the roles of 

looking and the context of these roles. In this chapter I explore looking as the 

producer, viewer and subject through looking practices of self, community and 

others.  

Existing models of looking  
Literature about looking has traditionally dealt with the topics of the gaze, 

power and the active and passive roles involved in looking. In this thesis 

photography is understood as a practice of looking. The visual is understood as 

just a part of the sensory experience of visual media (Mitchell, 2013) and 

looking performance. Visual representations produce evidence of a social 

power dichotomy. This dichotomy has been discussed in the literature in terms 

of ‘the gaze’ that maintains social order through the idea of being watched 

(Foucault,1979), and as a means of limiting the ways in which certain groups of 

people are seen (Mulvey, [1975], 1989; 1981; Metz, 1974). Dealing with 

photography then means considering the social power dichotomies of looking. 

I have employed the term ‘looking’ even though the verb ‘viewing’ is more 

commonly used in academic discussion. The verb ‘looking’ aims to move away 

from the implied passivity that is found in the early literature (Shimpach, 2011) 

to acknowledge the ways in which people actively engage in looking in online 

contexts. The term ‘looking’ itself recognises that concepts of glance (Ellis,1982), 

and spectator (Berger, 1972) are inadequate in addressing the ways in which 

people actively and visually participate  through social media such as digital 

memes. Glance theories ignore the production involved in visual 

communication and therefore an integral element of interactive looking. 

Theories of the spectator are no longer useful because they locate looking as 
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viewing, rather than as active looking. Considering practices of looking means 

considering the interactivity of looking involved in participatory culture, in the 

process moving beyond out-dated yet influential models of looking  

Berger’s (1972) Ways of seeing has continued to be particularly influential in 

visual culture studies as a model for the examination of images and their 

meanings. This is principally because it brought theories together across 

disciplinary boundaries such as media studies and art history. Berger explored 

the practice of viewing as meaning making. The text is probably most well-

known for the chapter exploring gendered looking, where Berger states ‘men act, 

and woman appear’ (Berger, 1972, p.47, italics in original text). With this quotation 

Berger identified the ways in which particular groups of people have been 

treated traditionally as passive audiences through the power of looking. 

The model of viewing that has formed the main basis of explorations of 

looking throughout the history of visual culture studies is based on the roles of 

viewer and subject. It considers the limitations and implications of these roles, 

where the viewer remains active and the subject passive. The best known 

examples include work by Mulvey (1989) and Metz (1974). Film theorist Metz 

(cited in Rose, 1986, p. 190) wrote that ‘what fundamentally determines me is 

the look which is outside’, thus indicating a focus on looking as one- directional. 

Mulvey’s ([1975] 1989) paper ‘Visual pleasure and narrative cinema’ considered 

the gendered gaze in film noir genres, where she argued that women were 

treated as passive subjects.  

The reconsiderations and discussions surrounding and evolving from 

Mulvey’s work provide observations of the complexity of viewing practices. For 

example, MaryAnn Doane (1987) analysed films made especially for women 

such as 1940s ‘weepies’. The consideration of weepies moves discussion away 

from gendered film representations produced only for the male gaze. In the 
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1980s and 1990s, literature began to address issues of the gaze in relation to race 

(Bobo, 1995; Rodowick, 1991; Diawara, 1988), performativity and gender 

(Silverman, 1992; Stacey, 1994). Later, revising her thinking about visual 

pleasure (1981), Mulvey recognised that the female role as subject is more 

complex. She suggested that her earlier work did not account for the pleasure of 

female viewers except by seeing them as masochistic; nor had she accounted for 

the male figure as object of the gaze. Mulvey suggested that although she had 

aimed to recognise how the gaze works to produce stereotypical ideas of people 

and not acknowledge them as active participants, when reviewing her work she 

recognised that she had failed to consider individual contexts and meanings 

involved in viewing films. Because of this, theories of the gaze and spectatorship 

are considered theories of address, rather than theories of reception (Sturken & 

Cartwright, 2009, p. 120).  

However, the voyeuristic model of image spectatorship explored by Mulvey 

(1981, 1989), Metz (1974), and Berger (1973) requires updating because it does 

not consider the ways we experience looking online (Baym & Senft, 2015; Senft, 

2008). Gane (2012, p. 623) contends that heightened levels of interactivity in 

social networking mean that looking can no longer be assumed to be passive 

and associated with viewing. Boyd (2011) asserts that by understanding 

watching and being watched as a symbiotic relationship we might observe an 

agency of looking. Brenda Laurel (1991, 2014) has also described and 

exemplified the transformation of social relationships in online contexts. Laurel 

writes: 

People who are participating in the representation aren’t audience 

members anymore. It’s not that the audience joins the action on stage; 

it’s that they become actors, the notion of observer goes away.  

(Laurel (1991/2014, p. 27) 
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Although I do not agree with Laurel’s description of the observer disappearing, 

the metaphor and examples of audience transformation are useful to illustrate 

how social interactions have moved away from passive audiences such as film 

audiences. The observer does not disappear as Laurel suggests, but viewing 

becomes a more active role that might better be described as ‘looking’. 

Although Mulvey’s work remains useful in locating looking as a power 

dichotomy involved in social relationships, more recent scholarship supports 

ideas of viewing in digital social media as involving active participation. 

Towards a digital visual culture model of looking 
Contextualizing visual communication in online landscapes means not only 

contextualizing looking as an everyday social communicative practice but also 

acknowledging that these practices are located within participatory culture 

(Jenkins: 1992, 2006). The concept of participatory culture recognises the ways 

in which groups of people previously treated as passive audiences are now 

publicly visible as active participants. Recognising looking practices within 

participatory culture then means that the ways in which people both visually 

address and receive might be publicly observed.  

The ways in which visual social interactions have evolved in participatory 

culture have been described with many different terms that I essentially 

concentrate on specific ideas of movement (Frosh, 2015; Hjorth and Pink, 2014; 

Zappavigna, 2016) and the interactivity involved in digital visual social 

interactions (Gane, 2012; boyd, 2011; Senft, 2008; Baym & Senft, 2015; Laurel, 

1991, 2013; Shifman, 2014a, 2014b). The term ‘movement’ is most commonly 

used to refer to technical and social mobilities and ways in which public 

contexts are in movement. ‘Interaction’ refers more closely to the movement 

involved in social transactions. Terms focusing most strongly on what might be 

described as movement have included kinaesthetic sociability (Frosh, 2015), 
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social photography (Zappavigna, 2016), and hypersignification (Shifman,2014b). 

Theories focusing more closely on interactivity have included ‘interaction 

dynamic’ (boyd,2011), grab (Baym & Senft, 2015; Senft, 2008), post panopticons 

(Gane, 2012), and prospective photography (Shifman,2014b). In the next 

paragraphs I define these terms and consider how they are useful in defining a 

model through which to consider visual social interactions in digital memes.   

Photographic relationships are useful in considering the evolution of 

looking as including more than viewing. Photography traditionally involves 

three main looking performers (Barthes, 1981): the photographer, the subject 

and the viewer of the photograph. In this model the subject has less agency than 

the photographer or the viewer and is treated as inactive or passive because the 

subject’s way of looking is not acknowledged (Berger, 1973). Foucault’s (1979) 

example of Bertram’s prison model discusses how the gaze from the guards’ 

prison tower maintains order and control over the many prisoners, thus 

illustrating the power and agency of the watcher or viewer. Many other models 

have extended the idea of the panopticon to consider the evolution of looking in 

social media. However, there is yet to be a model that accommodates the ways 

in which we communicate in social media (Gane, 2010). In the context of my 

research, the issue is to understand the photographic performance and the 

power of the viewer’s position.  

Looking interactions in social media have evolved because the dynamic is 

no longer fixed to a watcher (or prison guard) and watched (or prisoners). 

Rather, people publicly and visibly watch and are being watched. In a study of 

Facebook’s visual, auditory and written communication, boyd (2011) suggests 

that this shift from traditional concepts of ‘being watched’ to ‘watching and 

being watched’ suggests ‘an interaction dynamic’ (boyd, 2011) of looking. Mann 

et al (2003) has proposed the term ‘sousveillance’ to describe the ways in which 
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the many (the prisoners in Foucault’s prison analogy) may also watch the few 

(the prison guards). Although sousveillance is useful in acknowledging an 

evolution of looking that includes the many also watching the few, an 

interaction dynamic more closely describes visual interactions as active and in 

constant movement. Sousveillance seems to suggest a replacement of traditional 

ways of looking. However, I argue that digital social media have created more 

of an interaction and struggle between ways of looking that are now publicly 

visible. More recently the term grab (Baym and Senft, 2015) explicitly aims to 

recognize and consider the ways in which looking has evolved.  

Baym and Senft (2015) and Senft (2008) propose the term ‘grab’, which 

focuses on a gesture of movement and intimacy as interaction as well as the 

agency attached to this interaction. They explain the grab as follows: 

to grab signifies multiple acts; to touch, to seize for a moment, to 

capture attention, and to leave open for interpretation (as in the saying 

‘up for grabs’), raising questions about agency, permission, and 

power.  

(Senft & Baym, 2015, p. 1598) 

Senft proposes that the mechanics of the ‘grab’ might better describe how 

people interact through looking as they move through online spaces with cam 

girl videos (2008) and selfies (Senft &Baym, 2015). However, one of the 

problems with the idea of the ‘grab’ is that although it suggests action and a 

type of movement, it remains limited to a one-way interaction, similar to 

Berger’s viewing. The movement involved in a grab describes the action of a 

person grabbing and taking for themselves. This is an important aspect of 

visual social interaction because it begins to locate a type of kinesthesis 

involved in social interaction. However, the grab only describes one element of 

action and is one way. When we are talking about interaction, it is more of an 
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arm wrestle that acknowledges not only action but reaction as essential 

elements of social interactions. To fail to acknowledge the interaction as two 

way means that the grab essentially treats other actions as passive. The grab 

begins to recognise movement which in a sense extends on the idea of 

sousveillance because it recognises that the looking dynamic has evolved.  

However there is more work to be done considering the interaction of a grab to 

describe the complexity of social interactions located beyond a single 

movement.  

Social interactions are experienced within the context of movement (Hjorth 

& Pink, 2014). In the particular context of the selfie, this interaction is described 

by Frosh (2015) as a ‘kinaesthetic sociability’ (Frosh, 2015, p. 1608). A 

kinaesthetic sociability recognises the ‘techno-cultural circuit of corporeal social 

energy’ and therefore suggests an intimacy and connectivity, where social 

relations are interactive and active. Frosh’s idea of a kinaesthetic sociability 

begins to explore movement as it is experienced not only through technology 

but also within social relationships. Kinaesthesia is not only about movement as 

simultaneously individual and situated within a larger interactive body. It is 

also about the sensory and emotional experiences (Hall, 1966) involved in that 

movement. The notion of kinaesthetic sociability, then, is useful in considering 

intimacy and movement in social relationships. These proposals together 

suggest that the visual is a type of everyday social interaction. These 

interactions are contextualised in online landscapes as active movement and 

gesture that involve both watching and being watched. This interaction is not 

unlike face-to-face interaction because it is active, it involves levels of intimacy 

and it is in constant movement with constant shifts in agency.  

The concept of the visual as a type of active social interaction has also been 

discussed in social semiotics (Van Leeuwen, 2005, 2008; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 
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2006). This form of inquiry is useful because of its emphasis on context (Van 

Leeuwen, 2005, p. 1), an issue I have also identified as important to digital visual 

culture studies. A social semiotic approach does not provide a code or formula 

for reading images; rather it highlights the importance of context (historical 

social, cultural and spatial) to the meaning of visual representations (Van 

Leeuwen, 2005).  

Kress and Van Leeuwen’s work Reading images (2006) has been particularly 

influential across many disciplines. Reading images locates the visual image in a 

history and as a social relationship that might be likened to that which takes 

place in face-to-face interaction. The interactive production of images is a 

nonverbal communication and ‘a language shared by producers and viewers 

alike’ (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 116). This idea of visual communication 

as an interactive transaction is useful in the consideration of looking within 

participatory culture because it involves active participation by both the 

producer and viewer.  

Shifman (2014b) describes a photographic ‘language shared’ (Kress & Van 

Leeuwen, 2006, p. 119) by digital meme visual producers when she introduces 

the terms ‘hypersignification’ and ‘prospective photography’. 

Hypersignification and prospective photography are identified as evolving from 

traditional understandings of photography. Photographs signify through visual 

codes (Barthes, 1981). Hypersignification describes how ‘the code itself becomes 

the focus of attention’ (Shifman, 2014b, p. 340) in photographic digital memetic 

social interactions. Prospective photography suggests a shift from the traditional 

understanding of photography as a reference to a past moment to understand 

photography as looking forward to the future. Prospective photography 

recognises the ways in which photography within participatory culture is 

perceived as ‘raw material for future images’ (Shifman, 2014b, p. 341). The 
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unpolished look of digital memes, for instance, works as an operative sign that 

invites creative action from participants. The ideas of prospective photography 

and hypersignification are useful in locating photographic communication 

within a history. They are also useful in considering how these forms of (visual) 

language are understood as forms of social interaction between viewers and 

producers. Hypersignification and prospective photography provide a means 

through which to locate visual social interactions in movement that involves 

both contexts and interaction.  

Van Leeuwen (2009) considers the ways in which the subject interacts with 

the viewer through signified looking in visual representations. He discusses the 

looking interaction from the point of view both of the viewer and of the people 

represented in images. Van Leeuwen’s (2009) work was primarily based on 

traditional journalist photographic images. However, it is particular useful in 

considering how people interact in photographic digital memes, because it 

recognises active looking as involving more than the viewer. Active looking 

relationships involved in digital memes involve the viewer, photographer and 

subject as well as the ways in which these roles have evolved in visual 

signifying practices.  

Zappavigna (2016) specifically extends Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (2006) 

work when she investigates relationships of looking within Instagram 

photography. Her research focuses explicitly on the ‘meanings made through 

the visual choices construed in social media images’ (2016, p. 2), highlighting the 

point that interpersonal meaning is made by the way these images represent 

particular kinds of ‘social relations between the producer, the viewer and the 

object represented’ (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2006, p42). Naming social media 

photography ‘social photography’, Zappavigna identifies everyday 

photographic practices as different from professional or artistic practices. 



Chapter two ~ The idea of looking 

30 

 

However, in referring to everyday social photography, Zappavigna explicitly 

aims to investigate a broadening of the reach of intimate connections. 

Photographic social producers identify as intimate visual co-presence by sharing 

‘an ongoing stream of viewpoint specific photos’ (Ito and Okabe, 2005) with 

‘ambient viewers not known to the photographer’ (Zappavigna,2016). 

Zappavigna names these intimate relationships ‘bonding’. She describes the 

ways in which this bonding occurs through an examination of two identified 

practices of looking. 

The theory of bonding (Zappavigna, 2016) involves looking practice as 

‘subjectification’ (Zhao and Zappavigna, 2015) to recognise the ways in which 

the photographer’s role is acknowledged in the represented image. The focus of 

subjectification is on interpersonal meaning made through practices of looking. 

Zappavigna’s concept of subjectification extends existing theories that might be 

named ‘point of view’ (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006) and ‘focalisation’ (Painter, 

2013). She argues that although theories of ‘point of view’ and ‘focalisation’ deal 

with represented participants and the viewer, in photographic practices such as 

selfies the relationship needs also to focus on ‘subjectification’ of the image 

producer and the viewer( Zappavigna, pp. 5–7). Zappavigna’s (2016) work is 

important because it begins to recognise the ways in which certain roles in 

traditional photographic practice have evolved to acknowledge the 

photographer’s role in the visual representation.  

Extending on Zappavigna (2016), Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006) and Frosh 

(2015), I suggest two aspects that need to be considered in social relationships of 

digital visual memes. First, although Zappavigna has highlighted the ways in 

which the photographer has become represented in the image, I suggest that it is 

also the case that the subject has become actively present in the image. For 

example, in the case of selfies the photographer is viewer and subject at once. 
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The publicly visible self-representation essentially acknowledges the subject as 

active. Although previously visible, the subject was not actively self-represented 

as photographer, viewer and active subject at once.  

Second, the roles of photographer, viewer and subject are in constant 

movement, as is the agency associated with each role. In fact, in the case of 

selfies it might be better to write ‘photographer and/or viewer and/or subject’ to 

represent the merging and blurring of the different roles in movement. For 

example, if we are examining the dichotomy of image producer and viewer, we 

need to focus not only on social relationships between image producers and 

viewers but also on the image producer as viewer and on the movement 

between these roles where they are experienced simultaneously and 

independently at different times and in different ways or with different intimate 

bonds. Just as these experiences overlap, blur and constantly shift, so the 

activity of looking also changes between seeing, looking, watching, being 

watched and perhaps viewing. The agency attached to these activities also is in 

constant movement, as will be discussed in more detail later in the next chapter. 

Thomas (2007) has argued that identity online is performed by self, 

community and others. Extending from this I suggest that visual representations 

might be considered as performed by these three perspectives of looking as well 

as the ways they blur and overlap. The looking perspective of self includes the 

ways in which one looks at the self as subject. In the case of a selfie, for example, 

it includes the ways in which the selfie producer (photographer) is both subject 

and photographer. The visual perspective of community—a term defined more 

fully in the following chapter—conceives of viewers as active in online 

communities that share identifications. In the case of selfies this can include a 

variety of publics, platforms and community formations. ‘Others’ as a group 
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includes the views of the broader public, where the broader public is defined as 

those who do not identify with the community view.  

Conclusion  
Close assessment of literature about the ways in which looking has evolved in 

social media suggests the key topics of interaction and movement. As shown in 

this chapter, it is widely accepted that practices of looking in online landscapes 

have shifted from traditional models (Senft & Baym, 2015; Gane, 2012; Senft, 

2008; Haggerty & Ericson 2000; Haggerty, 2006; Bauman, 1998; Mathiesen, 

1997). The chapter reviewed traditional models of the panopticon and the gaze, 

showing that they tend to focus on the notion of viewing or watching. The 

chapter argued, however, that online social interactions involve both watching 

and being watched, and that we therefore need models that represent these as 

looking performances and that identify the agency and power attached to them 

as in constant movement. I conclude the chapter by suggesting that to consider 

looking as performed by self, community and others provides a means through 

which to consider a variety of arrangements of looking practice that were 

traditionally limited to photographer, subject and viewer.  



 

 

 Chapter three 

 
Digital memes as visual 
communication  
 

Julia was called to the principal’s office. She was given an after-school detention 

for drawing ‘a little man’s face peeking over a wall’ on a school desk. 

Concerned eight-year-olds huddled together at recess. We all agreed that her 

mistake had not been drawing on school property but signing her initials next 

to the masterpiece. How could she have made such a silly mistake? When we 

drew the little man we always wrote next to it the anonymous, ‘I was ‘ere.’ 

Sometimes we just drew the little man. However, Julia had made the mistake of 

replacing the ‘I’ with her name.  

 

Figure 3.1 Drawing of the Kilroy figure, typical of the Kilroy meme 

Although we didn’t know it then, this ‘little man’ might be described as a visual 

meme. It certainly fits the simple definition of ‘meme’ in the Merriam-Webster 

dictionary: ‘an idea, behaviour, style, or usage that spreads from person to 
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person within a culture’. I don’t remember why we started drawing this little 

figure and the text. However, I do remember that I had seen it on a wall in an 

alley and on the swing at the park. I remember having seen the graffiti on the 

interior of train walls and also on the local stone façade entrance to the Como 

Walkway Bridge over the Georges River, south of Sydney. My sister often drew 

it on foggy car windows. As eight-year-olds at a primary school in the 1980s, we 

drew it on pencil cases, doodled it in the back of our books and sometimes, if 

the teacher continued talking for a particularly long time, we even drew it on 

our thighs in biro.  

This meme is attributed to a group of memes often referred to as ‘Kilroy was 

here’, with a history dating back to the Second World War. In fact, Gilmore 

(2012) links the meme to a Massachusetts shipyard inspector named James J. 

Kilroy. Kilroy’s job was to inspect riveting work and mark the inspected work 

with ‘Kilroy was here’. When the ships were launched into the battlefield, the 

soldiers noticed this scribbling in many unexpected internal parts of the ship. 

Soldiers began to write the slogan on diverse surfaces and at some point also 

added the little man.7 Since then the meme ‘Kilroy was here’ has taken on many 

different meanings and forms in different cultural and social contexts.  

The story of Kilroy describes what memes are and how they spread. Digital 

memes are memes in the particular context of (but not limited to) online social 

relationships. PGUF (pretty girl ugly face) is one example of a digital meme. 

                                                 
7 A quick search on eBay for war memorabilia produced a number of wartime relics 

with the meme. The most common was a figure of a pregnant women with the words 

‘kilroy was here’. I found several versions of pens, swizzle sticks and small statues 

with this meme. 
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Digital memes have been recognised as important everyday social 

interactions and an evolving language of the internet. Despite this, there is as 

yet no research that focuses on understanding how the language of memes is 

used (Shifman, 2014a, p. 173 & 174). Literature dealing specifically with digital 

memes has defined them as everyday creative ideas that manifest in an array of 

media and must always be considered as groups rather than singular units. 

However, the definition of groups is a slippery subject when groups of memes 

involve all manifestations ever of a particular meme. For example, all 

manifestations of the Kilroy meme include the meme in the shipyards in the war 

period of the 1940s, along with graffiti in the 1980s on walls and on children’s 

pencil cases as well as an array of other manifestations. Because a meme is 

essentially an idea, the central theme connects all these memes. However, the 

contexts in time and space change the meanings of the ideas as well. This 

movement and slipperiness is essential to social communicative interactions of 

memes. However, the groups are also very large and involve many different 

identifications. I contend that by understanding memes as visual speech (Kress 

and Van Leeuwen, 2006) and by recognising the interactive conversations that 

take place through groups of digital memes, we can begin to address the ways 

in which photographic digital memes communicate visually. 

This chapter consists of two main sections. In the first I consider the 

literature defining digital memes and suggest that digital memes can be 

conceptualised as an everyday social interaction involving movement, and need 

to be understood as groups of images. I also define selfies as digital memes. In 

the second section I draw on the previous chapter to locate digital memes as 

ideas of looking involving self, others and community. I then locate digital 

memes within the literature about visual speech and conversation.  
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Defining digital memes as everyday social interactions involving 
groups and movement 
The ambiguity of the initial definition of a meme as ‘a unit of cultural 

transmission, or a unit of imitation’ (Dawkins, 1976, p. 192) has been the subject 

of extensive and passionate academic debate in both the biological and the 

social sciences. The word meme was coined by Richard Dawkins (1976) to 

describe small units of culture that spread from person to person through 

copying or imitation. Dawkins shortened the Greek term mimema, meaning 

something that is imitated, to ‘meme.' Meme was intended to rhyme with ‘gene’ 

and serve as a cultural analogue to the biological gene, a ‘self-replicating unit of 

information’ (Dawkins, 1976, p. 192) In The selfish meme Dawkins provides 

extensive and varied examples of memes, including melodies, catch-phrases, 

fashion and the technology of building arches, as well as ideas (God), texts 

(nursery rhymes and jokes) and practices (Christian rituals). Academic debate 

has been turbulent and expansive, and this is one of the reasons that arriving at 

a clear definition of digital memes has proved difficult.  

Three main approaches can be identified within the meme debates: 

mentalist, behaviourist and inclusive (Shifman, 2013, 2014a). In summary, 

mentalist schools of thought understand memes as ideas, while behaviourists 

focus on memes as practices. ‘Mentalists’ include scholars such as Dawkins 

(1982), Dennett (1995) and Lynch (1996). These scholars regard memes as ideas 

or pieces of information that reside in the brain. On the other hand, behaviourist 

analysts of memetics (Gatherer, 1998; Rogers, 2003; Katz, 1999) consider memes 

as behaviours and artifacts rather than ideas. That is, while behaviourists 

contend that the meme vehicle and the meme are inseparable, mentalists assert 

a separation, where memes are complexes of ideas and meme vehicles are their 

tangible expressions. The third approach to meme definition, the inclusivists, 
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includes the work of Blackmore (1999). This approach considers that any 

information that can be imitated should be called a meme.  

Academic literature dealing with digital memes focuses on four main 

aspects: 

1. groups and the connections made through these (Shifman, 2012, 2013, 

2014; Miltner, 2011; Vickery, 2014; Gal et al, 2015) 

2. movement (Knobel and Lankshear, 2007; Coleman, 2012; Frosh, 2015; 

Davidson, 2012), including agency in movement (Jenkins, 2009) 

3. interactivity and connectivity (Vickery, 2014; Milner, 2012; Gal, 

Kamph & Shifman, 2015; Burgess, 2008; Shifman, 2015b) 

4. everyday creativity (Milner, 2012; Burgess, 2012).  

Although I have arranged the literature into these four main groups, these 

topics often overlap, and the boundaries of the groupings are not solid. For 

example, discussions about movement often overlap with important aspects of 

interactivity and groups.  

Some of the literature on digital memes also focuses on selfies rather than 

only on digital memes. My review includes literature on selfies because they are 

an integral element of the digital PGUF meme which is the focus of this thesis. 

Selfie discussions also provide important ideas about the way people 

communicate through social media. Because of this I will first define selfies as 

digital memes and then discuss the literature of digital memes under the four 

subjects headings listed above. Shifman’s definition forms the basis of my 

understanding of digital memes because it is the most extensive and 

comprehensive definition to date.  

I define selfies as digital memes because selfies, like digital memes, have the 

three characteristics Shifman suggests: 
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(a) a group of digital items sharing common characteristics of content, 

form, and/or stance; (b) that were created with awareness of each 

other; and (c) were circulated, imitated, and transformed via the 

Internet by multiple users. (Shifman, 2014a, p. 40) 

Shifman’s first characteristic emphasises digital memes as groups sharing 

common characteristics. The second point implies a connectivity and 

interactivity, where memes are created with an awareness of one another. The 

final point suggests movement, not only in the way digital memes are circulated 

but also in the way that memes work as active responses through imitation and 

transformation.  

Selfies share the common characteristics Shifman identifies and are created 

with awareness of each other. These aspects are perhaps most prevalent when 

considering genres of digital memes. Shifman’s work defines nine digital meme 

genres: reaction photoshops, photo fads, flash mobs, lipsynch, misheard lyrics, 

recut trailers, LOL cats, stock character macros, and rage comics. Selfies fit into 

the genre of photo fad, which ‘includes staged photos of people who imitate 

specific positions or actions in various settings usually with the intent of posting 

the picture on the web’ (Shifman, 2014a, p.102). Other examples of photofads 

include ‘A4 waist challenge’ (holding a piece of A4 paper up to the waist to 

prove one’s waist measures less than the narrow side of the paper) and 

‘nutscapes’ (participants hang a pair of exposed testicles over the top of a 

camera frame in front of a picturesque landscape). Particular performances of 

selfies also include specific positions (e.g. the photo is taken from a high camera 

angle) and actions (e.g. the person in the selfie make ‘duck lips’).  

Before I continue with Shifman’s definition I must emphasise that not all 

selfies can be defined as digital memes; however there are advantages to 

discussing selfies as digital memes. The PGUF digital meme, the selfies and 
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uglies that make up the meme are all digital memes because they are to some 

degree prescribed by a particular template. The advantage of recognising this 

first exposes how loose Shifman’s definition is. More importantly recognizing 

selfies as digital memes exposes the intimacy and interactivity of the visual 

conversation of selfies beyond simply mimic or ritual. Thirdly because selfies 

are most often purely visual rather than including words as most common 

digital memes are recognized, considering selfies as forms of digital memes 

recognizes the photographic social interactions beyond text and words.  

The third aspect in Shifman’s (2014a) definition of digital memes deals with 

the characteristic of memes to be circulated, imitated and transformed across the 

internet by multiple users. This might appear problematic in describing selfies 

because, although selfies are circulated and imitated, they are not transformed 

with the addition of words. The addition of words to an image is probably a 

more common form of creativity in engaging with digital memes. However, it is 

not the only form of transformation involved in creative practices of memes. 

Like the PGUF meme, selfies are transformed by the form of the photographic 

representations. As in other photofad digital memes such as ‘A4 waist 

challenge’ (figure 3.2) or ‘nutscapes’ (figure 3.3), the individual representation 

performed within the template (particular to the genre) contributes to the 

collection of photographic digital memes. For example, in figure 3.2 the three 

examples of ‘A4 waist’ transform the meme by individual representations and 

photographic conventions but the template remains the comparison of the waist 

to the size of an A4 sheet of paper. Indeed, for similar reasons that the PGUF 

meme is a digital meme, selfies are also digital memes. It is common for digital 

memes to refer to other memes and this is one of the reasons why the definition 

of groups in relation to digital memes is slippery and complex.  
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Figure 3.2 Examples of A4 waist challenge meme 

The template of the meme involves holding a piece A4 paper up to the waist to prove the waist is 
less than the narrow side of the paper. Source: http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/a4-waist-
challenge. All these memes are different contributions and the image and arrangement of the 
image differs in each case.  

 

Figure 3.3 Examples of memes known as ‘nutscapes’ 

‘Nutscapes’ is a photo fad in which participants hang a pair of exposed testicles over the top of a 
camera frame in front of a picturesque landscape. Source: 
http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/nutscapes. 

By defining digital memes as ‘groups’ we can capture the fact that numerous 

versions of a meme are manifestations of the one successful internet meme 

(Jenkins, 2014). Because memes are understood as an idea, groups can include 

various manifestations of that idea. The example of Kilroy presented earlier in 

this chapter exhibits how various manifestations of a meme can be bound by an 

idea. Similarly, the various manifestation of the PGUF meme might also include 

Facebook ‘Prettygirl/uglygirl’ communities, insta uglies, Tumblr uglies and 

various other versions. Recognising memes as groups means contextualising 
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them in relation to one another. However, grouping is not limited to associating 

memes with particular platforms or particular communities, but involves 

contextualising the memes within a history. Digital memes are understood in 

the context of the ‘feed’ (Rettberg, 2014) or ongoing visual conversation that is 

defined by an idea recognised in the template of the meme. Groups of digital 

memes involve a connectivity and interactive engagement that is publicly 

visible. The idea of groups moves away from Dawkins’ original definition, 

which focused on single ideas or formulas that propagate well and that 

therefore might be linked, possibly through a ‘viral’ connection. Understanding 

digital memes as groups differentiates them from the viral because something 

that is viral is understood as a singular unit that is passed on in an unchanged 

form. However, digital memes are groups because of the interactivity and 

transformation that people contribute to the original meme.  

Early discussions of movement and digital memes were limited to 

interpretations of movement as speed, spreadability or the ability to travel. 

However, there is also movement in the social interactions of memes, the ways 

in which they are constantly modified. Knobel and Lankshear (2007) depart 

from earlier definitions of memes, insisting that the vernacular use of the term 

‘meme’ differs utterly from the earlier academic study of memetics (Shifman, 

2014a, p. 13). Instead, Knobel and Lanskshear tend to emphasise movement, 

suggesting the speed and spreadability of digital meme experiences. Coleman 

(2012, p. 109 (italics added) also highlights the aspect of movement when he 

defines memes as ‘viral images,8 videos, and catch phrases under constant 

modification by users, and with the propensity to travel as fast as the internet can 

                                                 
8 Academic discussion about speed and spreadability often uses the words ‘viral’ and 

‘digital meme’ interchangeably. I have explained above that I consider digital memes 

to differ from something that is viral because digital memes are groups. 
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move them’. The movement of memes not only involves the spreadability that 

Knobel and Lankshear originally identified, but also movement, which Coleman 

defines as ‘the modifications by users’ (Coleman, 2012, p. 109). Shifman suggests 

the term ‘hypermimetic logic’ (2014) where ‘”hyper”’ refers not only to the fact 

that memes spread more widely and swiftly than ever before, but also that their 

evolution as a new vernacular permeates many spheres of digital and non 

digital expression’ (Shifman, 2014a, p. 23). The term ‘movement’ in relation to 

digital memes therefore refers not only to circulation but also to social 

interaction. 

This movement between users, which might be better described as social 

interaction, requires closer consideration. Constant modification by users 

(Coleman, 2012) could be in part described as a ‘grab’ (Baym and Senft, 2015) or 

‘interaction dynamic’ (boyd, 2011). This is because these terms begin to describe 

how images are accessed and re-used as part of visual social relationships. Baym 

and Senft (2015) have explicitly identified the multiple social interactions 

involved in the selfie. They write: 

First and foremost the selfie is a photographic object … in the form of 

a relationship (between photographer and photographed, between 

image and filtering software, between viewer and viewed, between 

individuals circulating images, between users and social software 

architectures, etc.). (Baym & Senft, 2015, p. 1589) 

Here the very definition of a selfie depends on acknowledging the interactive 

relationships between photographer and photographed, between viewer and 

viewed, and between individuals circulating images. Furthermore, these 

relationships are not limited to human social interaction but are also identified 

through the medium and within mediums.  
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Photographic digital memetic production encourages interaction through 

prospective photography (Shifman, 2014b) or through unfinished and simple 

images that invite active participation. Prospective photography refers to the 

ways in which the simple and unpolished memetic images act as signs to invite 

participation and interaction in visual ways. Although the photographic 

medium is understood as a capturing moments of the past, prospective 

photography also looks to the future and the excitement of visual participation 

asking ‘what next?’ (Shifman, 2014a) Prospective photography not only works 

as an invitation to respond visually within a specific community, or group of 

memes. It also highlights the complexity of the idea of groups when applied to 

digital memes. That is, the simple PGUF meme template of two juxtaposed 

selfies invites others to contribute and interact visually with the Reddit group. 

There are also other forms of PGUF memes and groups on other platforms and 

sites.  

Memes have the propensity to travel and move between platforms. The 

vernacular of particular platforms is therefore important when we are 

considering memes. To date, studies focusing on the movement of digital 

memes have considered a number of platforms including 4chan, Tumblr and 

Reddit (Milner, 2012). Other studies have focused on the vernacular of memetic 

social interaction on a particular platform such as Reddit (Vickery, 2014, Milner, 

2012), 4chan and Tumblr (Milner, 2012), Youtube (Gal, Kamph, Shifman, 2015; 

Burgess,2008). Although such studies recognise the propensity of the meme to 

travel, they focus on the vernacular of particular platforms, investigating how 

people interact within these platforms. This tends to focus more on network 

connections and people as nodes in a network, rather than in a community that 

focuses on more intimate aspects of connection as identification. We therefore 
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need to look more closely at the social interactions of communities rather than 

those of networked publics. 

Scholarship concerning social interactions has moved away from ideas of 

community, preferring to talk about social interaction as networked publics. 

Some suggest that this is because ‘the term community is complicated and 

contested’ (Hinton and Hjorth (2013, p. 41). Networked publics are understood 

as both spaces and groups of people who are connected through practice and 

technology. They are ‘simultaneously a space and a collection of people’ (boyd, 

2011, p.41). However, the problem with focusing on networked publics rather 

than communities is that it does not recognise the complexity of agency 

involved in the social interactions of participatory culture. By the concept of 

‘networked publics’, scholars have aimed to describe how public space has been 

transformed by digital communication that include collapsed contexts, blurring 

of public and private and invisible audiences (boyd, 2011, p. 49). Although these 

descriptions of context in digital environments are useful, the idea of networked 

publics comes at the cost of simply investigating collections of people and 

spaces. If we look instead at communities, then we are looking more closely at 

the social interactions that take place in these spaces and focus closely on the 

identifications between the people who interact there within the contexts of 

networked publics 

Difficulties with the analysis of communities may be due to the array of 

definitions (Guimaraes, 2008, pp. 145–14). Indeed, Hamman (1997) in the 

introduction to Cyber Sociology magazine quotes 94 different definitions for 

community. Parks’ (2011) review of various definitions of community describes 

by three ‘affordances’ that create the conditions for community: membership, 

personal expression and connection. In light of this, in this thesis I define 

community along the lines of Van Leeuwen’s use of the term ‘interpretative 
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community’ (2005, p.145). Van Leeuwen draws on Fish (1980) in identifying 

communities where people ‘announce their ‘interpretations of the world, their 

affiliation with certain values and attitudes’ through their appearance. Van 

Leeuwen continues:  

on the same basis they can also recognise others, across the globe, as 

members of the same ‘interpretative community’, as announcing the 

same taste, the same values and same ideas. (Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 

145) 

Such identifications can also be experienced and enacted through visual memes. 

Furthermore, such interactions can also involve a sense of intimacy through the 

identifications of shared values, tastes and ideas communicated through the 

conversation of meme communities. Although Pink and Postill have argued 

that research dealing with social media needs to move ‘away from community 

and towards sociality’ (Pink and Postill, 2012, p. 132), in the case of digital 

memes, community is an essential dimension of sociality because it recognises 

the identifications produced through the memes as visual social interaction. It is 

therefore important to look closely at the social interactions of the communities 

of producer and consumers that actively develop these groups of memes.  

Internet memes must therefore be recognised as groups that include the 

many manifestations of the meme. However, if we are to consider more closely 

the social interactions that make up a group, then we need to investigate the 

communities within the groups. Here I use the term ‘group’ as Shifman does to 

define the various manifestations of a meme, and ‘community’ to define the 

smaller groups that make up the larger group.  

The communities that contribute to meme groups are important—but not 

the only—elements in the ways that identity is performed through visual 

representations. In the previous chapter I suggested drawing on Thomas’s 
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(2007) work to understand looking as a social interaction that involves 

performance as self, others and community. The social interactions and 

identifications of communities are essential to the creation of groups of memes. 

If we are to begin to investigate social interactions of looking, then it is useful to 

consider closely the visual social interactions of communities as one of the three 

dimensions in the performance of identity through digital memes.  

The concept of ‘visual speech’ (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2006) is one of the 

ways in which we might begin to think about the ways in which people 

communicate through digital memes. In what follows I draw on Kress and Van 

Leeuwen’s (2006) theory of visual speech in order to locate the ways in which 

social interactions take place through photographic digital memes. Employing 

Saussure’s illustration of a speech circuit, I suggest the ways in which visual 

digital memetic might be illustrated and described.  

Saussure’s speech circuit illustration as metaphor for visual 
communication 
One of the most famous diagrams of speech is Saussure’s (1974 [1916] speech 

circuit, shown in figure 3.4. In this diagram, Saussure depicts two people who 

are connected through lines representing speech. The speech is two-way, 

indicating that Saussure is describing speech in the context of conversation, that 

is, speech is not differentiated or separated from conversation but is an essential 

part of it. In addition, both participants appear to be positioned as equal to one 

another, suggesting that for Saussure conversation is communication between 

people who are socially equal.  
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Figure 3.4 Saussure’s 1974 [1916] speech circuit ‘oral speech diagram’ 

However, in online landscapes it is useful to acknowledge differences between 

speech and conversation. By doing so, we may not only observe forms of online 

social connectivity, but also explore online social power relationships in more 

detail. Analysts of communication in online landscapes have identified changes 

in the power dichotomies in communication in public spaces.  

I use the term ‘visual speech’ to describe the active social relations of visual 

modes of communication. The idea of visual speech is used throughout Kress 

and Van Leeuwen’s (2006) book Reading Images. In relation to photographs, 

visual speech is a way to describe the social transactions of offer and demand 

(Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2006, pp. 122, 123) between the viewer and the person 

depicted in an image. Visual interactions between ‘you’ and ‘I’ are explained as 

evolving from ideas originating in the description of linguistic speech acts. 

Kress and Van Leeuwen’s work draws on linguistic understandings of 

communications to begin to understand visual communication. However, they 

do not imply that visual can be understood as a linguistic model and structures; 

only that these discussions and formulas can open up new ways of considering 

how we communicate visually. They note that communication is multimodal 

with many modes of communicative elements interacting at once.  

As Kress and Van Leeuwen explain, conversation involves speech in 

interactive transactions (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006; 66–69). Conversational 
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processes can be described as transactional chains. These transactional chains 

involve what Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) refer to as ‘relay’. They emphasise 

the point that ‘relays do not just pass on, in unchanged form, what they receive; 

they always also transform it’ (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 68). Therefore, 

although both speech and conversation are active, conversation is also 

interactive and participatory because conversational action is a form of speech 

that actively contributes by passing on in changed form. Photographic digital 

memes such as selfies and PGUF might be described as visual conversation 

because they involve a ‘relay’ where they are passed on in changed form. That 

is, participating in a digital meme community means contributing in some way 

to the meme template. For example participants might change the text on a 

particular image to contribute an idea. In the case of PGUF memes and selfies, 

participants contribute their own performance to the original template or layout 

of the meme.  

This conversational relay might be understood in relation to Carey’s (1989) 

description of ritual communication. Carey (1989) defines two main differences 

between what he calls transmission and ritual communication. Transmission can 

be understood as visual speech because it is active but also involves the 

intention to impart knowledge or get a message through. On the other hand, I 

understand visual conversation as more of a ritual communicative process that 

is less concerned with imparting information than with the construction and 

representation of shared ideas and beliefs. When discussing memes, Shifman 

similarly suggests that transmission involves a process of ‘imparting 

information in the hope of augmenting the spread and effect of messages as 

they travel in space’ (Shifman, 2014a, p. 60). Shifman contrasts this with the 

‘ritual’ model, which ‘highlights shared values, symbols, and cultural 

sensibilities that embody what people see as their communities’. The ritual 
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model considers the ‘message’ as ‘an ongoing process in which identities and 

sense of belonging are continually constructed’ (Shifman, 2014a, p. 60–61). 

Transmission thus provides a way for Shifman (2014) to define the 

communicative process of viral images and digital memes as groups involving a 

ritual form of communication.  

It has been widely accepted that public communication in online contexts 

involves a ‘many-to-many’ model rather than in traditional forms that have 

been accepted as ‘one-to-many’ communication (Jenkins, 1992, 2009, 

Birmingham, 2009). Examples of one-to-many communication are formal 

lectures, speeches or sermons and even media reports. In such public 

communication contexts, an idea is delivered to an audience where the 

recipients are treated as passive. The intent of this form of communication is 

transmission rather than two-way contribution. Birmingham (2009) suggests that 

a one-to-many model dates back to the Gutenberg press, when ideas could be 

easily printed and distributed in the original form. The many-to-many model, 

on the other hand, is a model that Birmingham captures the format of online 

discussions. In online communication contexts people are not limited to a 

receiving communication from a single source of transmission but can choose 

when and where to access information. 

In early academic discussions there was great excitement about the 

possibilities of many-to-many communication in the online medium. However, 

by 2011 the view of digital media as a utopia of free speech, offering extreme 

connectivity and access to information, was beginning to be pale, as the digital 

world was not living up to expectations. For example, Pariser (2011) warns of 

‘online filter bubbles’ that limit what people have access to in online searching 

and in everyday online social interaction. So-called ‘public’ forums such as 

Reddit are in fact controlled by particular people who decide the rules. Many 



Chapter three ~ Digital memes as visual communication 

50 

 

comments sections of major news sites are fast disappearing as media 

institutions ‘agonize over the value of the conversations that rage in the space 

below a story’ (Ellis, 2015).  

There appears to be a long history of a struggle between the many-to-many 

and the one-to many modes of communication. Long before online 

communications, media such as newspapers and radio began with optimism 

about being vehicles of many-to-many communication by offering space for the 

‘voices of the people’. Eventually, however, such media evolved into one-to-

many modes of communication that provide ‘guidance to the people’ (Van 

Leeuwen, 1980a). In unpublished manuscripts Van Leeuwen (1980a, 1980b) 

notes that the press before the 19th century was a mouthpiece for government 

and functioned to support and advance the policies of the government in power. 

From about 1815, press other than that controlled by the government began to 

emerge. In an Australian context, this included papers such as The Republican, 

Northern Star and Poor Man Guardian. These papers envisaged a different 

function for the press, one that aspired to be ‘a reflex of [readers] minds rather 

than a medium through which to exhibit any supposed talent or intelligence of 

my own’ (Northern Star editor addressing readers). The idea was that the media 

was to be more about a sharing of ideas rather than the delivery of doctrine as in 

its earlier political applications. However, this idea faded and the papers 

eventually returned to offering ‘guidance for the people’. And this seems to 

have happened with—if not been brought about by—the consent of the readers 

themselves. An anonymous correspondent in the Ballarat Times of 1856 wrote: 

the press should be a moral guide to the people … How can it 

discharge that duty when it fosters unhealthy excitement?  

The voice of the people here is asking for the paper to provide guidance for the 

people. In some ways this is similar to the online comments and their 



Chapter three ~ Digital memes as visual communication 

51 

 

devaluation and eventual eradication. What started as a participatory 

engagement with online media comments has eroded once again into guidance. 

In the case of online media, it was not the choice of a voice of the people but 

rather the papers that appeared to be shocked by the debates and attitudes 

among people, and so have tried to shut out their voices. Many media articles 

suggest that such comments belong in other social media places rather than on 

their sites, it is still a movement in the communicative functions of media that 

resembles the developments that took place in the 19th century. The eradication 

of online media comments and other participatory moderation (including social 

media moderators and online filters) by online newspapers are examples of the 

ongoing struggle between one-to-many and many-to-many models of 

communication. I argue that we can no longer focus only on the optimism of 

many-to–many models which the idea of participatory culture entails. Rather, 

scholars need to recognise social media participation within a social history 

where it will always involve struggle.  

Saussures (1916) speech model provides a means through which to visually 

discuss social interaction. This model is well known and the basis of complex 

discussions of speech. I do not intend to enter into these complex discussion or 

extend on these, rather here I will use the diagram to visually consider many- 

to-many and one-to-many models of looking.  

That is, if we generalise Saussure’s model, it would give a many-to-many, 

rather than a one-to-many, model because of the implied equality and 

interactivity in his basic model. Saussure’s (1916) speech circuit (figure 3.4 

above), which showed participants on equal footing, suggests a power 

dynamics of conversation as closer to a ‘many-to-many’ model in which people 

are more concerned with the construction and representation of shared ideas 
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and beliefs, than with simply transmitting an idea to be passed on and which 

might be better described as ritual communication (Carey, 1989).  

An alternative to Saussure’s representation can be found in figure 3.5 below. 

This illustrates the one-to-many transmission of an idea.  

 

Figure 3.5 Speech in public contexts as transmission, generalising from Saussure 

Source: Author’s illustration 

In figure 3.5, speech implies the transmission of an idea. The idea is passed on 

unchanged, so the model captured in figure 3.5 can be described as one-way 

communication. It might also be understood in relation to the ‘one-to-many 

model’ which is a traditional form of communication employed by media 

reports, formal lectures or speeches. The person on the left of the image speaks 

to the group of people on the right. The transmission of speech is indicated by 

the dotted line from the speaker’s mouth (left). The group on the right do not 

interact verbally or speak back. However, I have still drawn a line to represent 

that these are active participants that might speak about these ideas in other 

contexts. The speech bubble on the left of image indicates this diagram 

considers speech and the active speaker in the event is the figure on the left of 

the image. 

Illustrating visual speech is a little different. In figure 3.6, I have tried to 

capture ‘visual speech’ as it is involved in viral image transmission in online 
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communication. This is also similar to how traditional photographs are passed 

on. I have represented the viewer (left) but maintained the interest in speech as 

the transmission of an idea.  

 

Figure 3.6 Visual speech diagram capturing ‘viral’ visual speech as transmission.  

An idea is produced in a photograph (represented by the box) and this is passed on in 
unchanged form. That is, the subjects are treated as passive. This is also how visual speech 
works in traditional photography. Source: author’s illustration.  

In figure 3.6, the arrow shows the viewer looking at a group of people 

represented in as in a still photographic image. The photograph is symbolised 

by the box. The second arrow indicates the way in which this image might be 

passed on or viewed by other viewers. The still photographic image remains in 

the same form and unchanged as it is passed on. So although the depicted 

people or subject of the photograph may gesture or represent an active gaze in 

the still image (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2006), the viewer and the depicted are 

not in an equal social relationship. The represented subject in the image might 

be represented as active, but the represented does not always enjoy the agency 

that that viewer or photographer enjoys. This is consistent with the images that 

Van Leeuwen (2006) describes, where the represented remain to a certain extent 

at the mercy of how the photographer as viewer as well as other viewers of the 

image look at the represented subject and the contexts in which they are 

displayed.  
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In summary, then, the conception of visual speech implied in figure 3.4 

does not give agency to the represented. Agency rests with the transmitter or 

producer. That is, the photographer performs the final editing of the image and 

has final control over how the depicted is represented. Furthermore, image 3.6 

fails to represent the viewer beyond the viewing performance of photographer. 

The viewer of a photograph also holds power in how they look at and 

contextualise the image. For example, a voyeur projects meaning onto the 

subject and does not engage with interaction of the subject. The gaze of the 

voyeur works as a power dichotomy that treats the subject as passive. Kress and 

Van Leeuwen (2006) have argued that the depicted people or subject of the 

photograph may gesture or represent an active gaze towards to viewer. I do not 

suggest that this argument is not valid. The point I make is that this activity is 

limited to the discretion of a photographer and viewer. For example, in the case 

of a voyeur the represented persons active gaze is not acknowledged, because it 

is this gaze that seeks to treat the subject as passive. 

Visual speech is by no means limited to the kind of still photographic 

images that Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006) discussed. It also includes viral 

images in online landscapes. Viral images can also be described as passing on 

information in an unchanged form.  

The interactivity of digital memes within communities differs from visual 

speech because it involves publically visible active practices of looking. As 

noted earlier, Saussure’s original diagram represents speech as conversation, 

that is, as an interactive transaction. Saussure limited his representation to 

conversation as dialogue, i.e. interaction between only two people. However, in 

the context of meme communities, we are dealing with communication among a 

community that involves more than two people and where the communication 

flows are far more complex and multidirectional,  
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Figure 3.7 begins to capture the idea of visual conversation that involves a 

community. This model is what Carey (1989) would refer to as ritual 

communication. In this model of communication people are expected to 

respond and share. The connecting dashed lines are multidirectional and 

involving many and at other times few, but nonetheless these are in active 

movement and represent the visual interaction in movement amongst the 

community. This interactive model better captures the movement and 

complexity that characterize the online digital meme context. The model in 

Figure 3.5 moves away from simple transmission of an invariable content. 

Instead, as participants interact, they contribute to and develop the content. This 

model might be described as a many-to-many model. It begins to describe the 

ways visual social interaction take place in meme communities.  

 

Figure 3.7 Speech as conversation that involves interaction between two or more 
people 

Source: author’s illustration 
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I argue that visual meme communication involves both ritual and transmission 

models. Furthermore, if transmission communication is understood as more 

closely related to a one-to-many model of communication and ritual to a many-

to-many model, then digital meme communication includes both these forms of 

communication in movement. Digital meme communication within 

communities involves what might be described as ritual communication as 

people contribute and interact through meme production. However, if a meme 

is shared or passed on to someone unchanged then it is a form of visual 

transmission. This may in turn become another visual conversation and ritual 

form of communication in another community and may even deal with another 

conversational topic. Digital visual meme conversation evolves back and forth 

as visual speech and conversation.  

Visual digital meme conversations in movement might be better understood 

in reference to some aspects of Tannen’s (2005) observations of verbal 

conversation. Digital meme communities are involved in this form of visual 

communication because people contribute their own version of the meme by 

altering a template. The template shapes the limits of the conversational topic. 

Tannen (2005) observed that if people respond in conversation with something 

out of topic, this can result in three outcomes. One outcome is that the 

conversation draws to a close. A second is that the particular participant’s 

contribution might be overlooked or ignored. A third outcome could be that the 

new input changes the topic of conversation. This also happens with digital 

memes when people communicate visually outside the template or ‘off-topic’. I 

have observed that the final two outcomes are the most common in the case of 

digital meme community visual conversations. However, in the case of the 

PGUF meme I did observe one case where a participant contributed something 

the moderators did not approve of and the image was blocked and replaced 
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with a Reddit illustration. In such cases, the moderators demonstrated that they 

held the power to close the interaction, or at least to exclude that particular 

contributor from the interaction.  

If a contribution is off-topic or departs from the meme template too much, it 

is ignored and tends not to receive as much interaction from other people in the 

community. The third outcome observed by Tannen (2005)—a change of topic—

can be observed in the online meme context. There are many examples where 

memes have evolved into memes that express complementary or even opposing 

views. For example, a number of memes appeared in retaliation to the ‘A4 paper 

challenge’ that criticized the performance. Figure 3.8 shows some examples.  
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Figure 3.8 Examples of the ‘A4 paper challenge’ meme 

These examples are different from the original conversation but still remain on the same topic. 
Source: http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/a4-waist-challenge. 
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Another more extensive example is the 99% meme (Milner, 2012). The name 

referred originally to the 99% of the world’s population. The remaining 1% 

refers to the tiny rich minority who control nearly half of America’s total wealth. 

The 99% meme aimed to put faces to the stories of the nameless 99%. The 

memes were photographic self-representations where people held written signs 

stating ‘I am the 99%’. A link on knowyourmeme includes some notable 

examples.9 The 99% meme also evolved into ‘We are the 1%’ meme, produced 

by people who identified amongst the wealthiest but who supported the 

demands of the 99%. Another meme that evolved from this was the meme 

known as ‘we are the 52%’ that claimed to represent the 52% of Americans who 

pay federal taxes.  

The PGUF meme is also considered to have evolved from previous visual 

memes of selfies. There are indeed other versions of PGUF with different titles 

or even dealing with different platforms that might considered derivatives of 

the idea involved in the visual conversation of PGUF. For example, 

#ontinderattinder (figure 3.9) that might be considered a similar conversational 

topic as PGUF but is particular to the specific dating site Tinder. The topics of 

the female body, performance and failure might also be considered in relation to 

Celeste Barber’s Instagram images10 that are essentially derivatives of ‘fail’ 

memes. These examples demonstrate that memes are not fixed in particular 

communities but are continually evolving across groups. These groups might be 

considered to be engaged in a conversation during which participants change 

the topic, as Tannen (2005) observes in spoken conversations.  

                                                 
9 http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/we-are-the-99-percent. 

10 https://www.instagram.com/celestebarber/?hl=en 
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Figure 3.9 Examples of meme images from #onTinderAttinder 

Source: the distractify site http://distractify.com/trending/2016/01/23/lindsey-tinder-photo 

Visual conversation is an evolution of and inclusive of visual speech that 

recognizes interactivity and movement in conversation as well as the ways in 

which the visual processes invite response. Figure 3.7 requires development to 

attempt to represent these aspects of visual social interaction of digital memes. 

In figure 3.10 I have represented the participants with a Janus head. Janus is 

a figure from ancient Roman mythology that is often represented with two faces 

one looking to the past and the other to the future (figure 3.11). Although the 

term Janus is often used to mean two-faced or deceitful, the ancient Roman God 

is originally associated with ‘doors, gates and new beginnings’ 

(https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Janus). Prospective 

photography (Shifman, 2014b) of digital memes might be represented by the 

Janus head because this symbol recognises the way in which digital memetic 
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photography looks towards the future while also capturing the fact that 

photography is always of a past moment. Figure 3.10 also captures notions of 

movement in social relationships because it portrays time and space attached to 

the concepts of past and future. Furthermore, the dashed lines of interaction 

along with the multidirectional heads visually represent movement and 

interaction. This diagram does not pretend to be perfect or complete, however 

the process of its development provides a way to think about how we might 

begin to describe how people communicate through digital memes as visual 

conversation. In fact, there will never be a perfect representation because of the 

movement, struggle and change involved in visual conversations.  

 

Figure 3.10 Janus as representative of digital memetic visual conversation 
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Figure 3.11 Janus head, Vatican museum 

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Janus 

In short, extending the ideas of Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006), Carey (1989) 

and Shifman (2014), I argue that we need to examine the PGUF meme and 

selfies as a visual conversation. The concept of visual conversation extends on 

Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (2006) concept of visual speech as active and 

conversation as transactional. Although Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006) did not 

examine photographs as visual conversations, I believe it is consistent with their 

argument to recognise that there is a difference between the visual transactions 

they discussed (still photographic images) and digital meme communities. The 

concept of visual conversation captures the key themes of the literature dealing 

with digital memes because it focuses on interactivity, connectivity, groups and 

movement. In addition, the model I have provided of visual conversation is 

developed from Saussure’s speech diagram and Kress and Van Leeuwen’s 

description of visual speech. The concept of visual communication provides a 

way by which visual agency in movement might can be discussed. The 

evolution of the speech circuit model to a model of visual conversation does not 

imply the irrelevance of the visual speech model. Instead, it is an attempt to 

capture the complexity of visual speech as it functions in social media contexts.  
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Conclusion  
Close examination of the literature concerning digital memes suggests that 

there is insufficient research on the way people communicate visually through 

digital memes. Shifman has called for research examining internet memes as 

language as well as exploration of the politics of memetic participation 

(Shifman, 2014a, p171–174). Massanari (2015) has also argued that there is a 

need to look more closely at aspects of social media because research to date has 

tended to focus on social media through across many platforms. In the case of 

digital memes, this means looking closely at particular connections and aspects 

of groups.  

In this chapter I have shown that the literature about digital memes focuses 

on groups, connectivity and interactivity, and movement. This research builds 

on Shifman’s (2014) definition of internet memes as groups of digital items that 

share common characteristics, are created with awareness of each other and are 

circulated, imitated, and transformed via the internet by multiple users 

(Shifman in interview with Jenkins, 2016).  

In reviewing the literature, I have pointed out that although digital memes 

have been defined as groups the complexity of groups as identification and 

interaction requires further consideration. I have argued that the notion of 

communities recognises internet producers as part of the meme grouping. 

Communities are defined as groups of users sharing identifications through the 

visual communication of digital memes. The idea of communities is not fixed to 

a particular platform and allows us to examine more closely aspects of meme 

groups as interactive visual communication. 

In this chapter I have also argued that visual speech (Kress and Van 

Leeuwen, 2006) provides a basis through which to begin to examine digital 

memes. Departing from Saussure’s (1974 [1916]) illustration of a speech circuit, I 
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have extended the metaphor to one of visual conversation, through which we 

can begin to examine the visual communication of digital memes as visual 

interactivity, connectivity and movement.  



 

 

Chapter four 
 

The significance of the ugly and 
jokes in visual conversations 

 

‘I never heard of ‘uglification’ Alice ventured to say. ‘What is it?’ 

The Gryphon lifted up both his paws in surprise. ‘Never heard of 

uglyifing!’ it exclaimed. ‘You know what to beautify is, I suppose?’  

‘Yes’, said Alice doubtfully. ‘It means to-make-anything-prettier.’  

‘Well, then’, the Gryphon went on, ’if you don’t know what to uglify 

is, you are a simpleton.’ (Lewis Carroll, 1977 [1865], p.156) 

 

Figure 4.1 Two examples of the PGUF ‘prettygirluglyface’ meme that consists of a 
pretty and an ugly self 

Source: http://www.knowyourmeme.com 

This chapter focuses on jokes and the idea of the ugly to explore how they 

function as part of digital memetic social interactions. In the literature on digital 

memes, the ugly and the joke are seen as important conversational tools in 

online social interactions. I will first consider literature dealing with the idea of 

the ugly, locating it in a socio-historical context that shows its significance in 

internet communication in general and as visual representation in particular in 
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the context of female body and public space in the PGUF meme. The second 

part of the chapter considers literature dealing with aspects of conversational 

style such as the joke and the way they enhance visual digital memetic social 

interaction.  

This literature review does not pretend to cover the complexity and expanse 

of linguistic research because this study is not based in the field of linguistics. 

Rather, as this study is based in cultural studies, the literature review begins to 

situate digital memes as visual conversations by borrowing and referring to 

useful aspects of research from various fields and consider how they might be 

useful in understanding digital visual culture. 

The significance of the ugly: the female body and public space 
Located within hypermemetic logic (Shifman, 2014a, p. 23), photographic 

digital memes communicate through hypersignification (Shifman, 2014b), in 

which the code itself becomes the focus of attention. Barthes’ (1991 [1957]) work 

on photographic signification, in his examination of a Paris Match cover and 

elsewhere, created considerable scholarly interest, also within social semiotics . 

The photograph on the Paris Match cover provided a means for Barthes to 

demonstrate how photography signifies or creates meaning for a viewer. 

Shifman has added the prefix ‘hyper’ to refer to the ways that memes not only 

spread more widely and swiftly than before, but that also they evolve as a new 

vernacular that permeates many spheres of digital and non-digital expression 

(Shifman, 2014a, p. 23). The prefix hyper- that Shifman adds to the term 

signification indicates the context of signifying practices in what she calls 

hypermemetic logic. This logic serves to contextualise memes within a digital 

context that recognises the way online interaction involves movement. 

If signification is indeed an important part of how we communicate through 

photographs, then it is important to examine its main components. In the case of 
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the PGUF meme, we need to examine the meanings of ‘beauty’ and ‘ugliness’. 

Digital meme images have been identified as ugly because of their lack of 

aesthetic sophistication, produced by ‘clueless’ ‘creators who have more ideas 

than capabilities’ (Douglas, 2014, p. 316). However, although memes are 

deceptively simple, they involve complex messages (Milner, 2012). The ‘internet 

ugly’ (Douglas, 2014), amateur or ‘shit’ (Douglas, 2014) aesthetic has been 

recognised as an essential element in the social interactions involved in digital 

memes. Shifman suggests that the simplicity and amateur aesthetics of the 

memes actually works as an invitation for others to engage. Thus prospective 

photography works as an element of hypersignification by inviting a response. 

The joke has also been identified as an important element in internet interaction 

that is not limited to digital memes (Davison, 2012; Shifman, 2014; Dynel, 2016). 

The ugly and the joke are therefore integral aspects of social interaction in online 

communication and essential for understanding how we communicate through 

digital memes. These aspects also happen to be of central significance in the 

PGUF meme visual representations. This chapter examines the significance of 

the ugly and the joke in this light.  

It is difficult to define the ugly beyond juxtaposing it with beauty because 

both are socially constructed and culturally co-dependent. In the opening to this 

chapter I cited a conversation from Lewis Caroll’s famous novel Alice in 

Wonderland. In the humorous conversation quoted above, the Gryphon describes 

ugliness in opposition to beauty. Understanding ugliness in juxtaposition to 

beauty appears simple, but invokes the complexity of these social concepts 

beyond ideas of opposition. ‘There is no knowledge of beauty or ugliness 

without a knowledge of the rule, of the model, of the relation of the goal,’ 

Diderot said more than 250 years ago (Pop and Wildrich 2014, p. 216). If one 

describes the ugly body as not classically beautiful, then knowledge of the rules 
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that define classic beauty is assumed. As long ago as the 1490s, Leonardo Da 

Vinci was exploring the visual dimensions of ugliness. His ‘Five grotesque 

heads’ is a study of ugly faces that was originally juxtaposed with a second 

work of beautiful faces (see figures 4.1 [c.1490] and figure 4.2 [c.1494]). 

Juxtaposing ugly with beautiful faces Da Vinci wrote that ‘beauty with ugliness 

seems more potent one through the other’. He noted that such a contrast could 

‘increase beauty of the whole’. (Da Vinci [1490] (1877). 

Beauty is not only enhanced and defined by being juxtaposed with the ugly, 

but beauty is also socially defined as ‘normal’ (Pop and Wildrich, 2014). 

Ugliness is understood as a transgression from normal socially acceptable 

boundaries. However, normal is not the same as ordinary (Canguilhem, 1978 

[1966]). Indeed, the norm signifies nothing less than a prevailing standard 

(Russo, 1994, p. vii). Ugly, however, is often identified in opposition to ‘normal’, 

as ‘something like [a] mistake’ (Foucault, 1978 [1966], pp. ix–xx) that does not fit 

the prevailing standard. 

 

Figure 4.2 ‘Five grotesque heads’, sketch by Leonardo Da Vinci 

Source: c.1490. Pen and ink on paper. Height: 261 cm (102.8 in). Width: 206 cm (81.1 in). 
Image at 
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Leonardo_da_vinci,_Study_of_five_grotesque_heads.j
pg 

 

Figure 4.3 ‘Five grotesque heads and three men in profile’, sketch by Leonardo 
Da Vinci 

Source: c.1490, Pen and ink over red chalk, Royal Collection Trust/© Her Majesty Queen 
Elizabeth II 2017 

However, ‘the prevailing standard’ is not limited to physical beauty (Pop and 

Wildrich, 2014; Henderson, 2014). Some historical accounts implicitly and 

sometimes explicitly relate ugliness to morality. Although Darwin ([1890] 1998) 

avoided moral and cultural expressions of disgust, when coming in contact 

with a ‘naked savage’ he described the experience as offensive to ‘taste’. This 

invocation of taste relates his experience both to the physical (the taste of food, 

for example) and to the social (what is socially tasteful or proper). The 18th 

century poet and renowned physiognomist Johann Caspar Lavters wrote: 

beauty and ugliness have a strict connection with the moral 

constitution of Man. In proportion as he is morally good, he is 

handsome; and ugly, in proportion as he is morally bad. (1972, [1775–

8], p. 66) 
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This idea was not particular to Lavters. William Hay (2014 [1754]) was a 

Member of Parliament and a hunchback who published an essay titled 

‘Deformity’ in which he argued passionately that the twisted body did not 

mirror a twisted soul. Henderson (2014) writes about Ugly clubs in 1700 and 

1800 England. Henderson acknowledges that these were not only male British 

drinking clubs but also provided a comradely unity for those outcast due to 

what was considered a disability. Such accounts not only indicate how ugliness 

was treated with repulsion and disgust, and resulted in being cast out, but also 

show that ugliness is socially understood as involving more than just physical 

appearance.  

Ugliness is treated with disgust essentially because that which cannot be 

controlled causes profound cultural anxiety. Douglas (1966) deals with the 

origins of disgust in terms of pollution, where things that cannot be controlled 

cause profound cultural anxiety. She argues that in systems ordered by 

structures of pollution, things that are out of place might be considered dirty, 

where ‘dirt is essentially disorder’ (1966, p. 2). Dirt in these systems is 

considered dangerous. It is repulsive and stigmatised. Dirt is ugly and the 

quality of dirt, or indeed ugliness comes from the transgression of boundaries 

(Zukauskiene, 2014). The threat of dirt works as a social boundary, a 

containment and control. As Townsend (1998) explains, the threat that the ugly 

abject condition poses to the maintenance of the body means that it is always 

made the object of confinement and containment. Understanding ugliness as 

dirt allows the discussion to move beyond the aesthetic and physical to locate 

ugliness culturally. Indeed, the main point of Douglas’s analysis is that there is 

no ‘natural dirt’.  

Kristeva’s theory of the abject extends Douglas’s (1966) idea of disgust. Just 

as Douglas has described ugliness as a transgression of boundaries, Kristeva 
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(1982) explains the abject as that which ‘disturbs identity, system, order … [and] 

does not respect borders, positions, rules’ (Kristeva, 1982, p. 4). The abject deals 

with that which is cast out of both symbolic and systematic cultural orders; 

Abjection is an extremely strong feeling which is at once systematic and 

symbolic, and which is above all the revolt of a person against menace 

from which one wants to keep oneself at distance, but of which one 

has the impression that it is not only an external menace, but that it may 

menace us from the inside. (Kristeva, 1988, p. 135)  

In an interview in 1980, Kristeva explained the term abject as ‘something 

disgusting’, emphasising that the term abject had a ‘much more violent sense’ 

in French than in English (Kristeva 2002, pp. 374–376). The abject describes the 

relentless experience of ugliness, recognising it as both culturally systematic 

and symbolic. This underscores her early writing, in which she saw ugliness as 

fraught with fear and disgust and therefore considered it in relation to the 

abject (Kristeva, 1982). 

The idea of dirt as a symbolic and systematic threat is central to Kessler’s 

(2006) account of the social containment of women. Women passing through the 

city streets of 19th century Europe wore homogenous dresses that included veils 

in order to protect themselves from the dirt of the polluted city streets. 

However, Kessler makes the point that this garb also protected them from moral 

dirt as it was improper for women to appear in public spaces. The veil and 

homogenous fashion allowed women to be protected from moral dirt because 

they could pass through public spaces almost anonymously. Kessler also points 

out that the veil simultaneously limited what women could see from beneath 

the fabric. The physical dirt of the city streets provides a symbolic object that 

also supports the systematic order, protecting women from becoming morally 

and socially polluted. Kessler (2006) and Douglas (1966) write about dirt as 
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something that pollutes both physically and socially. This pollution is a means 

through which to begin to observe social rules and systems of power, 

particularly in relation to—but not limited to—the female body. 

Both movements in art and academic research have suggested that ugliness 

is subject to socially constructed gender norms that differ for men and women. 

For example, Lorber and Martin (2011) suggest that scars and certain marks 

which on the female body might be considered ugly might, on a male body, be 

considered to enhance masculinity or maleness. Furthermore, Russo argues that 

beauty is so socially bound in the performance of femininity that presenting 

oneself as anything other than ‘feminine’ triggers a fear of ‘losing one’s 

femininity’, and ‘making a spectacle of oneself’ (Russo, 1999, p. 12). Such fear 

then perpetuates a desire to be beautiful.  

Socially constructed gender norms are also reflected in visual history. The 

Romantic period (from the late 18th to the early 19th century) has been called a 

period of ‘the redemption of ugliness’ by Umberto Eco (2007, p. 271). The 

symbolists in particular were interested in the macabre, gruesome, grotesque 

and abject, and pictorial depictions of women included the hag, the wanton, the 

diseased prostitute and the femme fatale of monstrous sexuality. The inherent 

misogyny of these depictions (Hatherway, 2013; Russo, 1998) lies in the fact that 

this rejection of beautiful did not provide alternative ways of being for women  

Gender norms have also been observed in more recent examples such as the 

depiction of evil female characters in films and fairytales, as pointed out by 

Meredith Jones on a website produced by the Australian public broadcaster 

(Jones 2011). Jones argues that evil for these female characters is represented by 

particular emphasis on age and sometimes corpulence. This comment extends 

on Jones’s (2008, 2011, 2011b) larger body of work that deals with what she calls 

a ‘makeover culture’, where she observes cultural anxiety over self-
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improvement and enhancement towards beauty and perfection. This cultural 

anxiety might be described as driven by fear to avoid that which is considered 

ugly.  

Orlan is an artist best known for her 1990s work dealing with beauty and 

body modifications that include ‘Successful operation’(1991), ‘Opera surgery 

performance’(1991), ‘9th surgery-performance’(1993), and ‘Omnipresence 

surgery’ (1993).11 As a part of her performance work, Orlan modified parts of 

her body to represent certain depictions of classically represented beauty. The 

operations on her body were filmed as a part of the performance work. Despite 

the aspiration towards that which is beautiful, many of the procedures 

themselves are graphic and considered ugly. Ugliness is also experienced in 

cases where the modifications do not appear natural and are thus perceived as 

familiar yet foreign.  

Theories of the abject (Kristeva, 1982) and the uncanny (Freud, 1919; 

Kristeva, 1991) are useful in understanding the complexity of the idea of ugly. 

For example, Kristeva argues that abjection can be uncanny in that the observer 

can recognise something within the abject, possibly something of what it was 

before it was ‘cast out’, yet be repulsed by what it is that made it cast out to 

begin with. She puts special emphasis on the uncanny return of the past abject 

in relation to the ‘uncanny stranger’. Thus, the abject allows an exploration of 

the idea of ugliness beyond its aesthetic dimensions. Understanding ugliness as 

uncanny provides a means through which to acknowledge how that which is 

rejected is often also simultaneously attractive.  

                                                 
11 For visual documentation of these works as well as Orlan’s other works on 

representation see her official website: www.orlan.eu/photo-2/. 
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A central feature of Kristeva’s (1991) discussion of Freud focuses on his 

understanding of das Unheimliche, literally, ‘the unhomely’. After tracing the 

etymology of das Unheimliche through various languages, Freud concludes that 

the German word unheimlich is the opposite of heimlich, which means ‘familiar’, 

‘native’, ‘belonging to the home’ (Freud, [1919] 1953, p. 370). Freud suggests 

that the word heimlich can be understood in two ways. The first meaning 

designates that which is familiar, while the second meaning designates that 

which is concealed or kept out of sight. According to Freud, we can understand 

why speakers have extended das Heimliche into its opposite das Unheimliche, for 

this uncanny is in reality nothing new or foreign, but something familiar and 

old, ‘established in the mind that has been estranged only by the process of 

repression’ (Freud[1919] 1953, p13. 

 

The uncanny describes an experience where something is familiar and yet 

foreign. Also described as ‘un-home-like’ (Childers & Hentzi, 1995, p. 1), the 

uncanny provides experiences of simultaneous repulsion and fascination. Mark 

Hutchinson (2002) begins to describe the contradictions of ugliness as both 

threat and joy when he writes: 

ugliness is close, threatening and exciting, both obscene and 

fascinating, the ugly trope of contradiction excess; it is too much … 

ugliness is relentless. (Cotton and Hutchinson, 2002, pp. 11–12) 

The word Heimlich with its dual meanings of familiar and yet concealed is 

useful in considering the PGUF meme. Heimlich suggests not only the 

performance of pretty evoked in the PGUF meme, but also the concealment of 

ugly. The ugly selfie (uglie) suggests other ways of being other than the typical, 

proper or front stage(Goffman, 1956) presentation of self. Some of the titles of 

the memes posted alongside the images also suggest hidden and concealed 
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ways of being. For example on title reads ‘Miss Jekell and Ms Hyde’, another 

‘when I get home I look like this’, ‘my home face’.  

The word homely (English) is associated with "domestic, of or pertaining to 

domestic life," homish (1560s) and homelike (1789) have also been used. The 

online etymology dictionary ( http://www.etymonline.com) traces the adjective 

homely back to the mid 14th century as particular to description ascribed to 

women and household crafts. The word homely during the 14th century was 

used to describe "having a plain appearance, without particular beauty of 

features, crude". This term continued to be understood in the U.S and New 

England as meaning "physically unattractive;" ugly meaning typically "ill-

tempered up until the 1800’s. In 1581 Barnabe Riche wrote in ‘Riche his farewell 

to militarie profession; “if plaine or homely, wee saie she is a doudie or a slut”. 

By 1849 the meaning continued to allude to at best a "lack of beauty" in women. 

The English term ‘homely’ carries negative connotations, describing women 

considered plain and therefore not beautiful. The term indicates someone who is 

homebound and not for public consumption. ‘Homely’ thus suggests that the 

performance of the public self (Goffman, 1956) is not successful because it 

remains a performance more likely to be kept private. The titles of the PGUF 

meme suggest that the performance of ugly is something family yet kept private 

and at home. The term homely in reference to a person also suggests something 

not beautiful enough for public consumption. 

Although the uncanny and abject are different aspects of ugliness, they both 

deal with juxtaposition, perhaps contradiction, and indeed with a struggle. That 

which is cast out contradicts that which is retained, and thereby acknowledges 

its presence. The uncanny experience deals with the contradictory experiences 

of both familiarity and foreign-ness. Here familiarity is associated with the 

retained or welcomed, and foreign-ness is associated with that which is cast out 
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because it is unknown or unacknowledged because it is disregarded. The 

uncanny and abject locate ugliness as more than mere fascination or 

curiosity.12Kristeva and Freud have indicated that part of the human condition 

is a struggle with these contradictions and that this is a central aspect to the 

formation of identity.  

The social boundaries that digital memes often cross serve to publicly and 

visibly expose ugliness in social relationships. This exposure can involve gender 

and racial discrimination, as Nakamura (2007, 2011, 2014) showed in her 

investigation of racist imagery originating on scam baiting websites. Shifman 

(2014b, p. 348) has acknowledged the ways in which memes such as ‘high 

expectations Asian father’13 and ‘suburban mum’, ‘successful black man’ 

(Shifman,2014, p. 162) tap into social stereotypes. Burns (2015) has considered 

the complexity of the way the selfie (itself a meme) involves social regulation. 

Although Burns is not alone in considering the complexity of selfies, her 

findings are particularly useful for considering the social practices of ugly selfies 

because she identifies social ideology regarding the female body. Although 

Nakamura, Shifman and Burns do not discuss explicitly the topics of ugliness 

and the abject, they do begin to investigate topics of outcast including race and 

gender. In the next section I discuss the joke as a conversational tool that 

provides a means through which people cross social boundaries to discuss that 

which is outcast. 

                                                 
12 Eco (2004, p152) has argued, when something becomes a curiosity, it is neither 

beautiful nor ugly, but examined (usually scientifically) as a fascination. 

13 Examples can be found at https://www.quora.com/What-are-the-funniest-High-

Expectations-Asian-Father-meme-images. 
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Figure 4.4 Examples of the meme ‘high expectations Asian father’  
Source: www.knowyourmeme.com 

 

Figure 4.5 Examples of the meme ‘successful black man’  
Source: www.knowyourmeme.com 

The funny thing about the ugly: digital memes as jokes  
Conversational tools employed in digital memes include the joke and the use of 

everyday speech. Everyday speech will be discussed in more detail later in this 

chapter. This section deals with the role of the joke. The joke is a form of 

everyday social interaction. It enhances interactivity as well as offering a way to 
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discuss ugly and taboo social topics. It also provides cohesion and intimacy 

amongst the participants of the visual conversation. In this section I will 

examine literature on jokes in order to contextualise visual social interactions 

constituted by digital memes. 

Jokes have been recognised as a major component of many digital memes 

(Knobel and Lankshear, 2007; Shifman, 2014; Davison, 2012) and indeed of 

online communication in general (Shifman and Blondheim, 2010). In fact, 

Davison’s definition of the meme explicitly refers to the joke: 

An Internet meme is a piece of culture, typically a joke, which gains 

influence through online transmission. (Davison, 2012, p.122)  

To date the joke has been recognised as present in many digital memes 

(Davison, 2012). Knobel and Lankshear (2007) categorised digital memes in 

terms of different types of humour. They identified two distinct groups: ‘quirky 

and situational humour’, and ‘biting social commentary’. Shifman (2014) 

identified the comic as an element of digital memes. However, the joke is more 

than merely types of humour or something that is comic.   

As Freud noted (1976, p. 39–46), something that is comic is not necessarily a 

joke. On an everyday basis we often conflate things that simply make us laugh 

or are comical as a joke. Take for example knock knock jokes that are called 

jokes even though they may indeed be comical they are not necessarily jokes in 

Freud’s sense of the word. For example; 

Participant one; “knock, Knock”  

Participant two; “Who’s there?”  

Participant one; “Doctor”  

Participant two; “Doctor Who”  

According to Freud’s theory this interaction is comical, but not necessarily a 

joke.  
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Freud drew on the work of Fisher (1889) and Lipps (1898) to begin to 

distinguish the joke from comic. He wrote: 

the characteristic which distinguishes the joke within the class of the 

comic is attributed by Lipps to action, to the active behaviour of the 

subject, but by Fisher to its relation to the object, which he considers is 

the concealed ugliness of the world of thoughts. (Freud, 1976, p. 40) 

Fischer identifies jokes as exposing what he refers to the ‘concealed ugliness of 

the world.’ ([1889], 1976, p. 40). In other words, the joke appears to be a 

communicative style through which the ugly may be discussed. By extension, 

digital memetic jokes may be seen to provide a way in which people can talk 

about ugly or taboo subjects visually.   

Release theory (Spencer, 1860; Freud,1976 [1905]) understands humour as 

enabling the discharge of pent-up tension and anxiety. Thus in Freudian 

analysis, laughter is a socially acceptable way of releasing tension caused by 

suppression of sexual and aggressive drives. Over the past decade this approach 

has been extended to include the release of other drives and has been 

generalised beyond the individual to the social. In conversation, jokes function 

as relief, or expose incongruity, and can also be used to infer superiority 

(Shifman, 2011, p. 195; 2014; Billig, 2005; Oring, 2003; Lynch, 2002). The joke 

provides a release of social and political pent-up tensions (Benton,1988; 

Mindness,1971; Sykes,1966), a means through which to discuss that which is 

ugly and to cross social boundaries to allow people to say ‘what they would 

never dare say blankly’ (Shifman & Blondheim, 2010).  

Common ugly topics of digital memes include the mistake and failure. 

Mistake and failure relate especially to the comic (Freud, 1960). Memetic jokes 

that deal with mistake and failure include those most commonly known as ‘epic 
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fail’, ‘fail’ and ‘nailed it’ memes. The memes ‘you had one job’ (figures 4.6 and 

4.7) and ‘saw it on pinterest’ are examples of fail memes. These exhibit 

dysfunctional products and simple tasks that have not been achieved. Although 

the juxtaposition or contrast image or text is not depicted in the memes, the 

viewer’s knowledge of the contrast is assumed. For example, in figure 4.6 we 

know that the lines on the road should be parallel. Similarly, in figure 4.7 we 

know that the arrows on the buttons of the device should correlate with the text. 

 

Figure 4.6 Example of the ‘you had one job’ meme 

Source: knowyourmeme.com 

 

Figure 4.7 Example of the ‘you had one job’ meme 

Source: knowyourmeme.com 

When the juxtaposition of a contrasting image is depicted it most often provides 

information of a measure, but this also makes the failure more explicit. The 
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meme ‘saw it on pinterest’ cake fail examples14 provide a juxtaposition of the 

aim and an outcome that does not match up. In 2017 comedian Celeste Barber 

reached Instagram fame with her fail images that juxtapose celebrity shots with 

her own mimic fail scenarios.15 Although Barber’s images are not memes, her 

images, like the PGUF meme, are about the staging of self representation and 

employ juxtaposition to highlight a constructed performance. In the PGUF 

meme we recognise the ‘proper’ selfie performance and presentations of self in 

public space, but know that the ugly representation is also highly performed 

and exaggerated, just like a regular selfie. The pretty selfie provides a measure 

against which the failure is made more explicit. 

The three memes of ‘high expectation Asian father’ (figure 4.3), ‘successful 

black man’ (figure 4.4) and ‘pretty girl ugly face’ (figure 4.1) might be examined 

for how they exploit judgment, incongruence and playfulness. ‘High 

expectation Asian father’ and ‘successful black man’ are often categorised as 

‘advice animal’ memes. In both these memes the text exploits incongruity 

because the top text means one thing but the text at the bottom changes the 

meaning. The incongruity highlights the stereotypes of the people depicted. For 

example, ‘I kill’ is the title of one of the memes, but the understanding of this 

text is changed with the bottom text that reads ‘time by sketching in my journal’. 

This incongruity works as a judgment because it exposes the ways in which 

black people are stereotypically depicted. Simultaneously, the incongruity 

allows for a moment the normally forbidden expression of racism, because it is 

‘only a joke’.  

                                                 
14 https://au.pinterest.com/emaeejay/cake-fails-and-nailed-it-cakes/  

15 https://www.instagram.com/celestebarber/?hl=en 
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The PGUF face meme does not include text. Instead, the contrast is achieved 

by the juxtaposition of two selfies (figure 4.1). On the left is a typical selfie and 

on the right an ugly selfie. This meme exposes public expectations, social 

judgment, and discriminatory gender constraints through its playful 

juxtaposition. This playfulness also lures user creativity by summoning viewers 

to take part in a game’ (Shifman, 2014a, p. 79). Fisher (1889) notes that this goes 

even beyond the visual when he writes about the ‘gaze of observation’ 

(Freud,1976, p. 40) involved in judgment that extends beyond the visual to also 

include the imagined evoked by a joke.  

A joke is essentially conversational because it involves interaction. These 

social interactions have been identified as ‘serving to create a feeling of cohesion 

and euphoria in the group’ (Argyle, 1973, p. 116), a type of ‘intimate connection’ 

(Freud, 1960, p. 209). The intimacy of jokes is explored by Tannen as a 

conversational style. Indeed, in her writing Tannen often includes anecdotes 

and cartoons. Tannen (2005, 2012) recognises the ways in which humour serves 

to act as a common identification. In one part of her blog she writes: ‘the cartoon 

is funny because people recognize their own experience’ (Tannen, 2012). 

Drawing on her extensive research into conversations, Tannen (2012) highlights 

how jokes act as a conversational style that ‘draws attention’ and ‘makes 

memorable’. Identifying, drawing attention and making memorable are aspects 

of the practice of sharing in social interactions. The sharing and recognition of 

common experience through humour enhances intimate connections.  

The differences between the comic and the joke serve to describe different 

ways in which people might engage with media. The joke is interactional. Jokes 

are commonly experienced in digital meme communities where identifications 

are made through social interaction. However, someone may experience the 

same meme as comic rather than as a joke due to the level of interaction. That is, 
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someone can understand something as comical, but not really understand the 

full implication of the joke. As I mentioned in a previous chapter, communities 

of digital memes are not limited to a specific platform. In the examples of ‘epic 

fail’, ‘fail’, ‘nailed it’ or ‘saw it on Pinterest’, the community can be identified 

through the hashtag that labels and collates the group conversation. Within this 

group conversation, intimate connections are made and the joke experienced.  

Tannen(2005)uses the terms ‘report’ and ‘rapport’ to describe different 

conversational styles and the degree of intimacy involved. Although she overly 

simplifies these styles by limiting them to gender, the categories can be usefully 

expanded to cover other dimensions of interaction. Report conversation, in its 

most extreme form, involves lists of facts delivered without any conversational 

elaboration. Report conversation entails a kind of formality that is not typically 

associated with the everyday in which memes are located. By contrast, rapport 

conversation is achieved by locating similarities and identifications. Rapport, 

then, is about intimacy and connection and has people sharing things on an 

equal footing and contributing to the development of ideas.  

Burgess (2007) argues that people engage through a variety of online 

creative practices as a vernacular creativity. The idea of vernacular creativity 

highlights the cultural specificity of everyday visual conversations and 

recognises how people actively participate in publicly visible ways through and 

with digital memes. The concept of vernacular creativity is particularly useful in 

considering photographic digital memes. This is not only because it locates 

visual practice within everyday practice and participatory culture, but also 

because it specifically draws on Batchen’s (2002, 2015) history of photographic 

vernaculars in order to do this.  

The word ‘vernacular’ emphasises an everydayness that is outside formal 

social constructions. For example, in England in the Middle Ages, Latin was the 



Chapter four ~ The significance of the ugly and jokes in visual conversations 

84 

 

formal language spoken in educated circles, but English was an everyday 

language spoken at home or in more casual circumstances. While understanding 

language in this way identifies class differences, what I wish to emphasise here 

is that we communicate in different ways based on context. In this example, 

Latin was a way of communicating in formal contexts and English in more 

everyday settings. Visual language is best understood along scales rather than 

in terms of a hierarchical system. Because of this perhaps Joos’s understanding 

of the ‘five clocks’ or interactive styles of language use proves useful. 

Joos (1967) used the symbol of clocks to describe the ways in which people 

use speech and writing to suit particular needs, occasions or contexts. He 

described a ‘standard central time’ and then four other clocks that all tell 

different times. The clocks are symbols for the ways in which language users 

may choose different linguistic styles (or languages) for varying needs and 

occasions. This work provides a way of thinking about language as complicated 

scales that people adjust for specific contexts and needs rather than thinking 

about language as a hierarchical system. This might appear simplified to strict 

linguistic understandings. However, this thesis is positioned within cultural 

studies, an approach that traditionally draws on an array of theories that are 

considered suitable to the subject of investigation. Furthermore, it is naïve to 

think that a strict linguistic formula will adequately capture the complexities of 

visual communication. Joos’s (1967) ‘five clocks’ might serve to extend on 

Burgess’ (2007) theory of vernacular creativity because the idea of scales rather 

than hierarchical levels suits the theoretical understanding of how vernacular 

creativity functions.  

Chapter summary 
This chapter has identified styles of interaction in digital memes, including the 

ugly, the joke, and the vernacular. These styles are central to the ways in which 
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photographic digital memes construct conversation and enhance interactional 

experiences. To locate these forms of visual social interaction I have considered 

research by digital meme theorists and have complemented this by drawing on 

aspects of Tannen’s and Joos’s theories to capture the nature of visual 

communication as conversational interaction. Bringing these theories together 

provides a way to begin to address the gap in analyses of digital visual memetic 

social communication. I have linked aspects of the conversational styles of the 

ugly, the everyday and the joke within the digital meme with the meme 

characteristics considered in chapter three: community, interactivity and 

movement. I have suggested in this chapter that the ugly, the everyday and the 

joke work as essential elements of digital memetic conversation involving 

interactivity and movement. 

I have suggested that the concept of the ugly works in two ways. It provides 

a conversational topic of the PGUF meme, and is also a conversational tool of 

visual digital memetic interaction because its ‘amateur’ aesthetics encourages 

interaction. The topic of ugliness is understood as more than simply an aesthetic 

judgement. Instead, it deals with the taboo and that which is considered outside 

socially acceptable boundaries.  

The everyday is understood as a central element of digital memes that are 

forms of vernacular creativity (Burgess, 2007). The theory of vernacular 

creativity has provided a way to locate creative social interactions such as those 

of digital memes as beyond qualifications as amateur or professional. In this 

way vernacular creativity might be considered a form of visual speech. Joos’s 

(1967) theory of the five clocks provides a means though which to describe this 

social interaction along a scale, rather than in a hierarchy involving levels.  

The joke is a common and important conversational tool for digital memes 

generally and the PGUF meme specifically because it provides a means through 
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which people can communicate about topics considered ugly or taboo. The joke 

also involves active participation (Freud, 1976) and enhances cohesion in groups 

(Argyle, 1973; Freud, 1976). Although literature on digital memes has 

considered humour as an important element, the difference between the comic 

and the joke has not yet been explicitly recognised. A joke involves both the 

active behaviour of the subject and a topic that is considered ugly or taboo. 

Something that is comic does not include both these elements although it still 

may be humorous. Understanding and defining jokes carefully is important in 

understanding how digital memes communicate.  

Conclusion to the literature review 
This thesis set out to consider the question ‘How do people communicate 

through photographic digital memes by looking?’ Chapters two, three and four 

of the thesis have explored literature about ideas of looking, digital memes and 

digital memetic communication. I have identified a gap in the literature 

concerning a model of looking that considers the ways in which people 

communicate visually in online contexts. This gap extends to photographic 

digital memes. Drawing on literature from both cultural studies and social 

semiotics I have suggested a model of looking that can address the ways in 

which people interact in social media. This model considers the participation in 

looking that involves the producer, the communities they identify with and the 

ways in which those from outside those identifications view them as a group. 

These looking performances must acknowledge active participation, interaction 

and movement, and visual communication might therefore be considered a 

visual conversation. Focusing on photographic digital memes, I have suggested 

that the conversation styles include hypersignification (Shifman, 2014b), 

involving ideas of ugly, the joke as everyday speech. 
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The remaining chapters of the thesis address three main sets of questions 

about digital memes as practices of looking and visual speech involving self, 

community and others: 

Memes and depiction: 1. How are the people depicted in PGUF 

and selfie memes related to the viewer? 

(chapter six) 

2. How are people depicted in the 

memes? (chapter six) 

Memes and communities: 3. How might we observe and describe 

visual interactions in digital meme 

communities? (chapter seven) 

Memes and social relationships: 4. How might selfies be understood as 

visual social relationships of proximity? 

(chapter eight) 

5. What does proxemics tell us about the 

visual social relationships of the PGUF 

meme? (chapter nine)  

 



 

 

Chapter five 
 
Analysing photographic digital 
memes: research questions, 
data and analytical approaches 
 

As explained in chapter one, this research centres on the key question focuses 

on photographic digital memes to ask ‘How do people to communicate by 

looking?’ I investigate different ways of looking and examine how looking 

functions as both a social boundary and form of communication. At the very 

beginning of the thesis I demonstrated my position as researcher and explained 

the driving force behind this thesis. The prologue (‘the girl and the diamond 

python’) was used to demonstrate the origin of my interest in the controversy 

surrounding selfies and the Pretty Girl Ugly Face (PGUF) meme. I suggested 

that these digital images implicate different ways of looking and invite an 

exploration of how looking functions as social communication and power.16  

The previous chapters of the thesis considered the literature on practices of 

looking, digital memes as visual communication and ideas of the ugly and jokes 

as important forms of communication. Close analysis of the literature indicates 

an urgent need to address the ways in which photographic digital memes 

visually communicate. However, a key problem in beginning to address this is 

that traditional models of looking require updating to reflect the ways in which 

                                                 
16 The way in which the selfie producers understand the practice of looking involved in 

selfies differs from the ways in which media and online commentators see the practice. 

This will be discussed in more detail throughout the thesis with specific examples. 
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people visually communicate through social media. Social communicative 

concepts such as the ugly and the joke provide a means through which to locate 

visual social interaction within a history as visual conversation that is not only 

active but also interactive. This chapter further explains the cultural studies 

approach as one characterised by ‘an interest in the interplay between lived 

experience, texts, discourses and social context’ (Saukko, 2003, p. 11). This 

approach is typically described as interdisciplinary because it includes a range 

of methodologies.  

This chapter outlines the methodological approach used in this thesis to 

collect and analyse PGUF memes and to examine the selfie phenomenon more 

generally. The sample considered in this research consists of 99 photographic 

images, as well as media reports (including radio and online print media) 

collected between March 2013 and April 2014. To complement these data sets, 

I have also included the experiences and observations of selfie producers from 

workshops on selfies, blogs and online comments. The data was collected 

employing what Markham (2009) describes as an interpretative methodology 

involving reflective situating. Reflective situating is present throughout this 

thesis, demonstrated through my openness to recognising the main drives and 

interests of the study. The methodology also included a research journal in 

which I recorded observations and thoughts and to which I returned to 

throughout the research period. The first section of this chapter sets out the 

research questions guiding this study and explains how they sit within the 

broader conceptual design of the thesis. The second section addresses the data 

in more detail and considers limitations to the study. The chapter ends with a 

summary of the proposed analytic approach.  
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Conceptual design 
Visual culture analysis is essentially interdisciplinary because, rather than 

adopting a specific method, it begins with questions in relation to certain data 

(Lister & Wells, 2001) and only then looks for methods with which these 

questions can be answered. In this way, researchers’ observations might present 

a more complete picture than could be achieved by using the lens of a single 

method of analysis.  

A cultural studies approach recognises movement as a contextual 

dimension of online communication. Scholars such as Hjorth and Pink (2012), 

Pink and Hjorth (2014) and Frosh (2015) have recognised movement as an 

integral aspect of online communication. Similarly, cultural studies scholars 

Lister and Wells (2004, p. 90) have noted that a cultural studies approach allows 

an image analyst to: 

attend to many moments within the cycle of production, circulation 

and consumption of the image through which meanings accumulate, 

slip and shift. This is achieved through holding in play diverse 

approaches to the image which in their interaction acknowledge this 

complexity. 

A cultural studies approach is particularly useful in this ‘messy web’ (Postill 

and Pink, 2012), and perhaps even essential when attending to images. There is 

a certain unity in both the ‘messiness of the web’ (Postill & Pink, 2012; boyd, 

2011; Baym, 2009) and the messiness and complexity involved in engaging with 

multiple methodologies rather than with a single method. Although this 

correlation is not central to the reasons why I have engaged with a cultural 

studies perspective, it is satisfying. This is because this conceptual design aims 

to stay in touch with ‘everydayness’, the context in which digital memes are 

experienced.  
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Research questions  
In order to interrogate the central thesis question How do photographic digital 

memes enable looking to function as a means of communication’? I developed a 

number of sub-questions which provide the structure of this thesis and the 

order of analysis. These questions were set out in the conclusion to chapter four. 

However, for convenience I have reproduce them here.  

Memes and depiction: 1. How are the people depicted in PGUF 

and selfie memes related to the viewer? 

(chapter six) 

2. How are people depicted in the 

memes? (chapter six) 

Memes and communities: 3. How might we observe and describe 

visual interactions in digital meme 

communities? (chapter seven) 

Memes and social relationships: 4. How might selfies be understood as 

visual social relationships of proximity? 

(chapter eight) 

5. What does proxemics tell us about the 

visual social relationships of the PGUF 

meme? (chapter nine) 

These five questions took shape in light of the literature and the problems 

raised by the data for this study. The questions aim to consider looking from 

beyond a singular point of view, recognising looking as interactive (Kress & 

Van Leeuwen, 2006). The ways in which a cultural studies lens can draw on 

several conceptual perspectives allows the project to engage not only with 
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different ways of looking, but also with different academic perspectives. 

Engaging in a visual culture methodology allows us to consider different ways 

of seeing and understanding visual representations and to bring a number of 

perspectives together. This lens does not pretend to be exhaustive, but it does 

claim to provide a more detailed perspective by considering more than one way 

of seeing. 

The approach in this thesis was inspired by visual analysts’ arguments that 

identity is performed not only through the ways in which we see ourselves, but 

also through the ways in which we identify with communities and are looked at 

both as a member of a community and individually. Indeed, Thomas (2007), 

relying heavily on Grosz (2001), Agger (2004) and Butler (1997, 1999), asserts 

that identity online is performed through self, others and community. The five 

research questions therefore aim to consider looking as implicating self, 

community and others, drawing on Thomas’ conceptual framework to examine 

how identity is understood and produced through memes and selfies.  

The first two questions are co-dependent and consider selfies and PGUF 

memes as a form of self-identity, an aspect of ‘self’. The term ‘self’ does not refer 

to personal and specific individual meaning. Rather, the self is recognised as an 

individual looking subject. The field of cultural studies recognises that 

individuals bring with them their own personal and individual meanings and 

understandings. These two questions are extended from a social semiotic 

discourse analysis by Van Leeuwen (2008). This analysis originally considers 

traditional photographic representation as interactive by recognising the 

depicted in traditional photography as actively looking rather than simply as a 

passive subject. Applying these questions to selfie and digital meme practices 

recognises the ways in which looking has evolved in photographic practice. The 

evolution of looking has not been limited to evolution in technical apparatus 
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but also includes evolution in cultural and social uses and meanings. When we 

ask these questions of selfies and PGUF memes, we find that the photographic 

and looking practice has shifted because the viewer and photographer are also 

the depicted. Applying this method to selfies and digital memes recognises 

reactive as well as interactive looking.  

The third question (How might we observe and describe visual interaction 

in digital meme communities?) considers community as the second aspect of 

identity performance (Thomas, 2007). This question focuses on digital memes 

not only as groups as Shifman (2014) has defined them, but also recognises the 

social interaction involved in these groups by calling them communities.  

Shifman (2014, p. 39) defines digital memes as ‘groups of content rather than 

singular units’. This differentiates digital memes from something that is simply 

viral and passed on in unchanged form. Digital memes as groups of content are 

not stagnant or fixed. That is, they are constantly evolving and growing because 

people are contributing and interacting and so co-creating the groups of memes. 

Memes can be grouped in different ways. For this reason, I define the groups 

that I am considering in the research as communities.  

There is intense discussion surrounding the definition of communities in 

online contexts (Guimaraes, 2008, p. 141–157). Indeed, Hamman (1997), in the 

introduction to Cyber Sociology magazine, quotes 94 different definitions of 

community. Baym and Markham point out that ‘the internet changes the way 

we understand and conduct qualitative enquiry’ (2009, p. 26). Pink and Postill 

(2012, p. 132) suggest that research dealing with social media needs to move 

‘away from community and towards sociality’. Understanding sociality means 

gaining a more complex understanding of community and the part it plays 

within this sociability. Indeed, explicitly defining the movement and differences 
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of communities and groups is an essential part of exploring social media 

communicative relations.  

As I mentioned earlier ‘communities’  is understood along the lines of what 

Van Leeuwen (2005, p. 145), drawing on Fish(1980), calls ‘interpretative 

communities’, where people ‘announce their ‘interpretations of the world, their 

affiliation with certain values and attitudes’ through their appearance. Van 

Leeuwen continues: 

on the same basis they can also recognise others, across the globe, as 

members of the same ‘interpretative community’, as announcing the 

same taste, the same values and same ideas. (Van Leeuwen, p. 145)  

These identifications can also be experienced and enacted through visual 

memes. Furthermore, these interactions also involve a sense of intimacy 

through the connective identifications of values, tastes, ideas that are shared 

within the conversation of the meme communities. 

The concept of community is not only important to the conceptual design of 

the research questions. The concept of community also shapes the ways in 

which the data was chosen and the methods applied in analysis. These aspects 

will be covered later in this chapter.  

The fourth and fifth research questions focus on ways of looking involved 

with the broader public. Although Thomas uses the term ‘others’, I have 

replaced this with the term ‘broader public’. Although the term ‘others’ is useful 

in describing those who do not identify with the community, I dislike the 

connotations of the word and the way it is used in vernacular speech. I have 

therefore replaced the word ‘others’ with ‘broader public’ in this research 

project. First, I consider the selfies and uglies that make up the PGUF meme and 

ask ‘How does proximity function both socially and culturally to produce 

meaning in social relationships of selfies?’ Then, focusing on the PGUF meme as 
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a whole I again ask, but specifically in relation to digital memes ‘How does 

proximity function both socially and culturally to produce meaning in social 

relationships of photographic digital memes?’ The selfies are cultural practices 

that are included in the PGUF meme. Up to this point I have discussed these 

two photographic participatory practices simultaneously as they are contained 

in the final digital meme. In these final questions these practices are separated to 

recognise the complexity of the practices.  

Research data 
The data considered in this research consists of 99 photographic images, as well 

as media reports (including radio and online print media) collected between 

March 2013 and April 2014. Complementing these data sets, I have also 

included experiences and observations of selfie producers from workshops 

involving selfies. These are from two main events. The first was a selfie 

workshop I ran (as part of a selfie project with other academics) in Canada in 

2015. The other was an undergraduate course written by Dr Kath Albury at the 

University of New South Wales in second semester 2016, during which I 

gathered students’ experiences of selfie production.  

The 99 photographic images are made up of 33 PGUF memes, each 

consisting of 33 pretty selfies and 33 uglies. The selection of the digital memes 

for inclusion in this study was based on considering the photographic medium 

and public-ness within the research time frame.  

The most common form of the meme considered in this research is 

photographic, juxtaposing a ‘pretty’ on the left of the screen with an ‘ugly’ on 

the right. The PGUF memes (figure 5.1) therefore most commonly follow the 

template that Cattness_Neverclean originally posted in (late) 2012, exemplified 

in figure 5.2. Most commonly there is also a small space between the two selfies 

that separates them. However, as noticeable in the original image posts (figure 
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5.3), the first image of Cattness herself includes white space. In the second image 

of her sister (right screen) the images are butted up without a space between 

them. 

 

Figure 5.1 Examples of the Pretty Girl Ugly Face meme  

The top middle image is a still from a video. This research is limited to still photographic 
depictions such as those in the other five examples here. Source: www.knowyourmeme.com 

 

Figure 5.2 Original images from the post by Catness_neverclean in late 2012 
Left screen is Cattness_neverclean; right screen is her sister 

The number of memes available for this study was also determined by ethical 

considerations about publicness. One of the considerations noted by the 
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Association of Internet Researchers (AOIR http://aoir.org/, 2002, 2012) is the 

collection of public data and privacy of people on public sites. The association 

notes that although people may participate on public sites, they may not have 

anticipated that the images may be used in other contexts. For this study images 

were collected from the public Reddit site. To respect privacy, I only sampled 

images that appeared on more than one public site. The memes in the sample 

also appeared in online media articles; others also appeared in other social 

media such as Instagram. In other words, the 33 memes used in this study 

appeared on the Reddit PGUF site and at least one other public site.  

The Reddit community site was the source of digital memes for this research 

as it is the largest and the original site of the PGUF meme 

(www.knowyourmeme.com). The Reddit site also provided a community of 

digital memes that are recognised as in movement. By movement I am 

highlighting that the memes are not bound to localities. Rather, they might be 

understood as collections that have become entwined17 (Pink, 2009). Finally, 

Reddit is a useful platform for the research because of its publicness and 

community. 

In collecting and limiting the data for this study I drew on the concepts of 

publicness and groups. These concepts were considered in the selection of the 

data, the sites and collections. 

Only public digital memes were used in the research. Publicness was 

measured by ensuring that all memes in the sample data appeared on at least 

one site other than the Reddit site. The Reddit site itself is considered a public 

platform because the site is accessible by anyone with access to the internet. All 

                                                 
17 Here Pink is actually speaking about ethnographic places, but digital memes can be 

understood as places (embodied space) that is not fixed to localities. 
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the data in this project was publicly accessible at the time of the research. 

However, because something is public it does not mean that it can be used in 

any way or placed in any context. Therefore, the people who made comments 

that I have used in this thesis have been given pseudonyms. The digital memes 

in the sample were also selected on conditions of publicness and anonymity. I 

was unable to cover the identities in the selfies without destroying any hope of 

discussing the main parts of the images. However, when screen names are used 

these are also pseudonyms. Finally, the images that were used were only the 

memes that I had found in at least one other public online site.  

Earlier in this chapter I outlined the idea of community and groups as key 

conceptual considerations. These considerations informed the collection of data. 

Collecting the data primarily from Reddit ensured that the images were a part 

of the community. The concept of memes as groups involving more than one 

community and in movement was captured by choosing images that were 

found on more than one public site.  

The collection of data that considers publicness and groups is useful in this 

research for a number of reasons. First, the presence of the selected images on 

public sites suggests that the memes deal with publicly relevant issues. 

Furthermore, the fact that these memes appear on various sites suggests that 

they are a particularly successful group of images. Sourcing images from public 

spaces that have not been created by the researcher limits both the potential 

interference of research elements and problems of re-contextualisation. By 

choosing memes from public sites I was seeking to acknowledge the messiness 

of the idea of groups of digital memes that might be best described as 

‘collections of things that have become intertwined’ (Postill and Pink, 2012, p. 6), 

rather than belonging to a particular site or place. The looseness of the concept 
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of group and yet the identifications of community within publics remains of 

particular importance to this research. 

The sample size of 33 PGUF memes might be considered small. However, 

this was necessary to enable the researcher to examine closely individual and 

community representation. As Massinari (2015) argues, the common approach 

of exploring many sites in order to acknowledge movement means that the 

research on social networking has only touched on several sites and not 

provided any detailed analysis or understandings of particular communities or 

sites. Although research on digital memes to date has considered many 

platforms and many different groups of memes,18 there is a need now to analyse 

in detail the ways in which people communicate through social media. The 

sample of 33 PGUF memes means that this research is able to look closely at not 

only the memes themselves but also how they are located in larger social 

contexts through media reports and participant comments and conversations.  

Looking carefully at the 33 PGUF memes means contextualising the memes 

in larger social contexts as collections of social practices that have become 

entwined. Locating the PGUF digital memes within social context requires 

closely examining the topic of selfies and carefully considering the 66 selfies that 

make up the 33 PGUF memes as well as media reports from radio and online 

print sites throughout the same period, online blogs, and comments from those 

identifying with selfies and those who did not. The selfie was in great focus 

throughout this period, the term ‘selfie’ even being declared word of the year by 

the Oxford Dictionary blog (2013, 19 November). The PGUF meme community 

first appeared at the end of 2013 and according to know your meme 

                                                 
18 See for example Milner’s (2012) thesis World made meme, and Shifman’s (2104) Memes 

in digital culture. 
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(www.knowyourmeme) was at the peak of its popularity towards the end of 

2013 and throughout 2014. Recognising the importance of close-up analysis 

(Massinari, 2015), I also aimed to contextualise the sample community in larger 

social contexts. 

Research instruments 
The instruments employed in collecting the data for this research project are 

what Markham (2009, p. 131–153) describes as aspects of ‘interpretive 

methodologies’ involving ‘reflexive situating’ (Markham, 2009, p. 151). These 

instruments are an integral aspect of the cultural study lens through which this 

research approaches the topic. The cultural studies approach was described in 

more detail earlier in this chapter. Although I consider myself an ethnographer, 

the tools in this research cannot be described as ethnography. I align myself 

with Markham’s (2009, p. 149) position, where ‘this term describes a mindset or 

epistemological approach more than a specific set of interpretive procedures’. 

Like Markham, I find that conventional understandings of ‘ethnography’ lack 

the procedural specificity required to systematically analyse actual field data. 

Ethnography is the practice where the researcher observes society from the 

point of view of the subject. I consider that this will only ever be an attempt 

because one can never actually gain the full perspective of another. I have 

attempted to get as close as possible to my subjects’ perspective by immersing 

myself in the practice of selfies and by actively participating in the PGUF meme 

community.  

The specific data collection methods I used were to collect a sample of 

images, complemented by observations drawn from participants and radio and 

print media. In order to include both a reflexive and self-reflexive position I also 

recorded my direct observations and thoughts about my observations in a 

research journal. As Saukko (2003, p. 57) has pointed out, self as researcher 
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limits a research project because of the social baggage that hinders the 

comprehension of different experiences. However, Markham (2009) suggests 

that self-reflexive research can be achieved by considering a number of 

questions, including: What is my perspective? What methods do I use in 

collecting data? What methods are used to analyse the data? I therefore aimed to 

maintain self-reflexivity in my research by addressing Markham’s (2009) 

questions both through the research journal and also by including my own 

perspectives throughout the thesis (for example, in the prologue). The journal 

included self-observations as well as observations by other selfie producers. 

These insights were collected from workshops on selfies in Canada and Sydney. 

As well as this, I collected online comments and personal blogs. 

Throughout data collection I was aware of ‘filter bubble algorithms’ that 

might alter my online searches. ‘Filter bubbles’ (Pariser, 2011) describes the 

ways that website algorithms limit what an internet user sees. They are 

determined by past activities by users including clicks, search history and 

location and are not transparent. The result of these algorithms is that users only 

see information that supports their viewpoints, thus isolating them in their own 

ideological and cultural bubbles. Because little is understood about how the 

algorithms work, there is little that can be done to combat the problem. 

However, to try to compensate for possible bias and to avoid a particular filter 

bubble I used a number of different computers and search engines in online 

searches. Finally, I also used a range of methods to analyse the data. Although 

all methods have limitations, I researched widely to find the methods that I 

thought best suited the investigation in each case.  



Chapter five ~ Anaysing photographic digital memes 

102 

 

Relevant approaches to data analysis  
The five research questions set out earlier in this chapter were not only 

instrumental in guiding the research methodology but were also integral in 

framing my analysis, as I now briefly explain. 

The first two questions were based on Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (2006, 

pp. 114–54) work, and are the same questions Van Leeuwen (2008, chapter 8) 

asks of photographic images in analysing social actors. Nonetheless, by 

acknowledging digital contexts, this thesis has extended certain dimensions of 

these questions. 

The three dimensions considered in Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (2006) work 

are the social relation, social distance and social interaction between the depicted 

people and the viewer. These dimensions are particularly useful in observing 

interactive visual social relationships in photographic memes. However, in 

digital memes these dimensions might be observed to involve more than the 

depicted people and viewer. Instagram photography, for example, has been 

considered to also involve relationships between the photographer and the 

depicted people (Zappavigna, 2016). 19 Social relationships of looking through 

social media have evolved because they are not limited to looking involving 

only the depicted people and viewer. In the case of digital memes and selfies, I 

argue that looking relationships not only involve the viewer and the depicted 

                                                 
19 As mentioned in the literature review Zappavigna (2016) has considered aspects of 

Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (2006) methods for use in examining Instagram 

photographs. She focuses on systems she recognises as social distance, attitude and 

contact, suggesting that Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) limited investigations of the 

image primarily to relationships between the viewer and represented participants. 

Zappavigna (2016fc) argues that there is a need to extend on these methods to begin to 

focus on the subjectivity of the photographer in Instagram images. 
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(Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006) nor the photographer and the depicted 

(Zappavingna, 2016). Rather, the roles of looking are not fixed and involve 

different variations including depicted as/and/or photographer as/and/or 

viewer.  

I therefore propose a method that extends Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (2008) 

dimensions to include not only the social relation, distance and interaction 

between depicted people and viewers, but also those between producer and 

depicted people (Zappavigna, 2016) as well as depicted people as viewer and as 

producer. Although Zappavigna (2016) writes about the photographer and 

depicted people, here I have used the term ‘producer’ to extend on this idea for 

use in relation to memes. The term producer indicates the ways in which 

photographs in digital memes are not always photographed by the producer. 

These relationships are also in constant movement and interaction in different 

online contexts, providing different relationships and experiences of intimacy. 

I use this analytic framework to examine the 33 PGUF digital memes, as well as 

the 33 ‘pretty’ selfies and 33 ‘uglies’ as social relationships of looking.  

To answer my third research question (How might we observe and describe 

visual interaction in digital meme communities?) I use cohesive chain analysis. 

This is a method Tseng (2013) devised to observe the cohesion of film including 

movies and advertisements. When observing film, Tseng creates a chart to draw 

links between the frames in order to represent the presence of certain aspects in 

each frame. These links form chains and provide a means through which to 

observe viewing coherence. This method was inspired by Hasan’s (1984) 

linguistic analysis of cohesion, but the method by no means reduces visual 

communication to logocentric concerns. Methodologically, Tseng’s (2013) study 

extends the linguistic notion of cohesion in ways consistent with recent 

developments in functional linguistics (Martin, 1992; Halliday and Matthieson, 
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2004). Cohesion’s analytical categories can be used to unravel how cohesive ties 

are established between characters, objects, settings and characters’ actions in 

film. Tseng considers that these four elements are the main perceptual leads 

viewers draw on to construct meaning. This is important because it moves away 

from a tendency in social and cultural disciplines to ‘regulate the background 

workings of forms and structures of the artifacts being analysed’. Instead, 

cohesive chains focus on ‘the ‘context’ constructed by the textual unfolding of 

film narrative needs to be considered in order to unravel filmic meaning’ 

(Tseng, 2013,p2). The cohesive chains provide a means through which to 

examine how these elements are cohesively tied together as the film unfolds.  

Cohesive chain observations are particularly useful when examining digital 

memes. This is because chain analysis recognises the context of active 

participatory viewers. The emphasis of chain analysis is on the producer’s 

identifications and ways of looking and viewing, rather than on the researcher’s 

view or the views of people outside active visual participation. Chains consider 

viewers as active participants in constructing the digital memes and selfies. This 

method locates the producers as viewers. In this way the viewer’s coherent 

construction of meaning is observed. Furthermore, the cohesive chains illustrate 

the digital memes as a group, but simultaneously recognise each individual 

contribution as unique by representing each individual chain strand. These 

chains, although static on a page, capture active movement through the 

cohesion of the links. The links suggest interaction and identifications captured 

by the individual chains and by the ways in which they are linked.20 

                                                 
20 These interactive links might be described as a type of ‘feed’. Rettberg (2014) used the 

term ‘feed’ to explain the ways in which selfies might be contextualised by individual 

producers. Feeds can also be recognised as contextualised by a community. The feed is 
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The movement and recognition of active viewers is not captured by a 

researcher simply viewing a set of images because this does not recognizes 

active viewing and interactive viewing beyond that of the researcher. In fact for 

a researcher to simply view the images and produced meaning based only on 

those observations would decontextualise the social meanings.  

The way in which cohesive chain patterns might be applied to digital 

memes involves an extension to Tseng’s model. Tseng observed the ties 

established between characters, objects, settings and characters’ actions in film. 

However, when considering digital memes and selfies, the observed ties include 

active participants and the active visual participation that might include objects 

and also refer to particular contexts. The visually represented cohesion or 

identifications represented through the digital memes and selfies is suggested 

by the length of the linked chains. If the chains are not linked, then the pattern 

suggest little cohesion. As with Tseng’s work (2013, p. 3–5), I note that the 

chains and links do not pretend to be exhaustive, but provide a sample of 

elements of cohesion. 

As explained earlier, the fourth and fifth questions guiding this research 

focus on ways of looking that involve the broader public. The analytically 

relevant issue here is how proximity functions both socially and culturally to 

produce meaning in social relationships of photographic digital memes.  

Hall’s (1990 [1966]) theory of proxemics considers social intimacy is enacted 

and represented through the physical distance between people in social 

relations. The most intimate relations involve little or no space between people 

and the least intimate are when people are furthest from each other. The theory 

                                                                                                                                               
the visual conversational contributions, interaction and reaction involved in the digital 

memes creative community.  
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of proximity, however, does not only involve distance, but an array of other 

interlinked sensory experiences. For example, when people are closer the 

volume of their voices is generally quieter; smells are stronger and touch more 

likely. Hall identifies four main categories of social relationship space (intimacy 

decreases as the list progresses): intimate, personal, social and public. He 

suggests that social taboos occur if any of the experiences linked to proximate 

categories are experienced out of the expected specific categories. For example, 

it is not considered acceptable for someone we do not know well to stand very 

close.  

Drawing on Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (2006) discussion of distance and 

intimacy in photographs, proximity might be understood as visually 

represented. If someone is framed particularly close in a photograph, then this 

suggests intimacy (which may be welcome or unwelcome and even 

threatening). Similarly, someone set in the landscape of an image engages with 

the viewer in a more distanced social relation. This suggests that intimacy as 

represented by the distance of the camera might also be understood in relation 

to the other aspects of intimacy and distance that Hall has noted. 

Theories discussing social relationship of selfies and digital memes have 

suggested that relationships are more intimate. For example, Frosh (2015) talks 

about a kinaesthetic sociability to explain the ways in which selfies are 

understood in social relationships. Kinesthesis is essentially the perception of 

body movements so a social kinesthesis describes quite an intimate social 

relationship according to Hall’s theory of proxemics. Shifman (2014) has 

suggested that photographic digital memes communicate through a 

hypersignification and prospective photography. Hypersignification describes 

an extension of signifying through visual communication because the sign itself 

also signifies. Prospective photography is an evolution of photography as it has 
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been understood traditionally as a practice that references the past moment. 

Shifman claims that photography when used as a part of digital memetic 

participation looks to the future because it invites further contributions. These 

theories suggest great intimacy is involved in social relationship of 

photographic practices such as selfies and digital memes because they not only 

involve a kinesthesis of movement but also include the most intimate form of 

communication because little has to be said with words when it is signified. 

Hall’s theory of proximity suggests that intimate relationships involve limited 

verbal speaking that is represented in digital memes as written text.  

Proximity provides a means through which to locate selfies and digital 

memes within a social history of public space and intimacy. Although producers 

may have evolved the use and understanding of photographic communication, 

the ways in which these spaces are traditionally understood are not only an 

essential part of the conversation involved in the hypersignification of the PGUF 

meme, but also a means through which the broader public view might be 

examined.  

Summary 
As explained in this chapter, this thesis uses a cultural studies lens to analyse 

practices of visual communication. In this chapter I have presented and 

explained the five questions guiding the conceptual design of the study and the 

data used to explore these questions. The primary data (33 PGUF memes and 66 

selfies, media reports and online comments and blogs) was collected between 

March 2013 and April 2014 and is complemented by experiences and 

observations of selfie producers from selfie workshops. To include reflexive and 

self-reflexive dimensions, I recorded my direct observations and thoughts about 

my observations in a research journal.  
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This chapter has also outlined and justified the approaches I have drawn on 

to analyse the data. Across the remaining chapters of the thesis I report the 

outcomes from applying the methods of social semiotic discourse analysis (Van 

Leeuwen, 2009; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006), cohesive chain pattern analysis 

(Tseng, 2013) and proxemics (Hall 1990 [1966]) to address the research 

questions.  



 

 

Chapter six  
 
Digital memes as sousveillance 
 

This chapter focuses on the PGUF meme sample and asks two interdependent 

questions:  

1. How are the depicted people in the memes related to the viewer?  

2. How are people depicted in the memes?  

As noted in chapter five, these questions interrogate the ways in which identity 

is understood by those within the meme community and by the broader public. 

They are the same questions that Van Leeuwen (2008) asks in relation to 

traditional photographic representations. Using these same questions serves to 

highlight the evolution of photographic visual communication in social media 

contexts where photographers, viewers and subjects can no longer always be 

thought of as separate actors. For example, in the case of the selfie performance, 

the subject is also viewer and photographer.  

In asking ‘How are the depicted people related to the viewer?’ Van 

Leeuwen’s response draws on three dimensions: social distance, social relations 

and social interactions between the depicted people and the viewers (Van 

Leeuwen, 2008). When Van Leeuwen originally considered this question, he was 

not speaking about social photography such as digital memes. He was inspired 

by stereotypical racist images observed in media articles (Van Leeuwen, 2008. p. 

137) and employed examples of still photography from various sources. 

Nevertheless, the three dimensions he identified are useful in considering the 

visual social relationships enacted by PGUF memes and selfies. Social distance 
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is represented in the photographic image by size of frame, varying from close 

shot to long shot. Social relations are considered mainly through the angle at 

which the represented person is depicted in the image. Both social distance and 

social relations shape the social interaction in the particular contexts of the 

image. 

To answer the second question, ‘How are people depicted in the memes?’ 

Van Leeuwen (2008) draws on five dimensions: exclusion, roles, specific and 

generic categorisation, individuals and groups. Exclusion refers to what is left 

out or edited. Roles examine the activities that the depicted are involved with in 

the image. Categorisation refers to the specific and generic ways in which the 

depicted person is visually presented. The dimension of individuals and groups 

considers the grouping representations within the image. 

In this chapter I develop Van Leeuwen’s (2008) dimensions by altering the 

arrangements of the dimensions of categorisations to suit the data and context. 

This will become apparent as the chapter unfolds.  

I suggest that PGUF meme and selfies are best described as sousveillance. 

Sousveillance is term coined by Mann et al. (2003). The term is often understood 

in opposition to surveillance. The French root veiller means ‘to watch’. The 

prefix sur (‘above’) is replaced with sous (‘below’). I consider the best definition 

of this term to be that of Mann’s six-year-old daughter, who describes the 

concept through a simple illustration (figure 6.1). 
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Figure 6.1 Drawing of surveillance and sousveillance by Mann’s six-year-old daughter 

Source: The image is creative commons that has been granted by Stephanie’s parents. See 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SurSousVeillanceByStephanieMannAge6.png. 

The terms sousveillance and surveillance have been discussed in social camera 

use. The terms also crop up in relation to the ‘veillance’ of authority 

(surveillance) and crowd ‘veillance’, where watching is plural and is done by 

those not in authority. Mann suggests that participatory culture often engages 

in forms of sousveillance. He provides as example the ways in which people 

video and make public the crimes of police when arresting people. Most simply 

understood, sousveillance works in opposition to surveillance (where people 

are controlled by a gaze). The most famous example of surveillance is 

Foucault’s (1979) discussion of the panopticon that employed Bertram’s prison 

model. Jeremy Bertram was an English philosopher and social theorist. His 

prison model provides an example of how people are socially maintained by a 

controlling gaze. The prison model consists of a guard’s tower in the centre 

from which the guard can see all aspects of the prison. The prisoners cannot tell 
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if the guard is present or observing their actions so they must consider that they 

may be watched at all times and act accordingly. Surveillance cameras might be 

understood as a panoptic model because their presence—even as dummy 

cameras—aims to control the way people act because the cameras suggest to 

people that they are being watched.  

In this chapter I use the term ‘sousveillance’ to refer to practices of looking 

associated with visual media rather than attached to specific tangible devices. 

Sousveillance captures the way selfie producers actively look at themselves and 

others in public space and how digital meme producers engage in active and 

reactive visual communication. Approaching the PGUF meme as a form of 

sousveillance provides a way to describe the struggle between these ways of 

looking. Practices of looking are considered in context of each other as social 

relationships. This approach acknowledges the ways in which social 

relationships of looking are in constant struggle, particularly in relation to 

gender. The visual interaction in the digital meme community includes a 

publicly visible reaction through the production of new memes. This reactive 

and interactive looking acknowledges different ways of looking and the 

different contextual meanings depending on the individual context of each 

viewer. Drawing on empirical evidence, in this chapter I show that selfies help 

to maintain particular restrictive gender constructions whilst simultaneously 

enabling people to react to gender constraints. Surveillance (watching from 

above) aims to restrain and control, with the gaze maintaining a social order 

that includes limitations of gender performance. Sousveillance (plural gazes 

from below) watches and reacts in publicly visible ways to the ‘sur’ gaze that 

aims to restrain.  

This thesis considers both selfies and the PGUF meme as forms of digital 

memes that enact sousveillance. Defining selfies as digital memes is a position 
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accepted by the meme database knowyourmeme, which has a page dedicated to 

selfies. Selfies also fall within Shifman’s (2014) definition of digital memes as a 

genre of ‘photo fads’. This chapter considers the ways in which the PGUF meme 

and selfies visually depict looking practices as identity performance.  

The first section of this chapter addresses the question of how the people 

depicted in the PGUF meme relate to the viewer. The second section of the 

chapter considers how people are depicted in the memes. The chapter’s 

conclusions draw the answers to these questions together to suggest that PGUF 

memes involve not only active participation, but are also re-active because of the 

way they involve sousveillance. 

How are the depicted people related to the viewer?  
The dimensions of social distance, social relations and the social interactions 

between the depicted people and the viewers, taken from Van Leeuwen (2008), 

provide a way to begin to consider the visual social relationships enacted by 

memes. 

Social relationships of intimacy and distance can be observed through 

framing, which creates long shots, medium shots and close-ups (Van Leeuwen, 

2008; Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). Van Leeuwen writes: 

distance indicates the closeness, literally and figuratively, of our 

relationships, whether such closeness is temporary, lasting the 

duration of a particular interaction, or more permanent, and whatever 

more precise meaning it gains in specific contexts. (2008, p138)  

Here Van Leeuwen describes the way the long shot conveys a more distant, 

formal relationship and the close-up a more intimate association. He notes that 

differences in these relationships may be experienced as temporary or more 

permanent. The precise meanings or interpretations of these social interactions 
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of intimacy or distance are dependent on ‘specific contexts’ (Van Leeuwen, 

2008).  

The variable of social relation can be considered by examining the angle 

from which the image is taken and the position into which it places the viewer 

and the depicted person. When depicted persons are placed below the level of 

the viewer, they are placed in a lower social position, and the viewer is in a 

more powerful position. When the depicted person is on an angle above the 

viewer, they then hold a more dominant and powerful position. The horizontal 

angle can be frontal, involving the viewer very directly with the depicted 

person, or, in a more detached way, from the side, or even from the back. Van 

Leeuwen writes: 

we are made to see the people depicted as though they are in 

interaction with us or not, and so on, whatever the actual relations 

between us and those people, or those kinds of people. (2008, p 138)  

The angles thus express both power and involvement in the visual social 

relationships.  

Both relation and distance colour the social interaction. Although social 

interaction is often described as limited to a gaze of demand or offer, the way in 

which the depicted person interacts with the viewer is dependent on all these 

variables and others—and always in relation to ‘specific contexts’. These 

methods describe a principle rather than a strict system. In this chapter, I apply 

and extend these principles to consider three main contexts of the viewer. To 

discuss the 33 selfies in a simpler fashion, I have numbered them. The image 

references to the numbers can be found in figure 6.3 below (page 117).  
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Social distance: the close-up and intimacy 

The PGUF meme consists of two selfies. A pretty or regular selfie is presented 

left of the screen and is juxtaposed with an ugly selfie on the right. In all the 33 

sample memes, both the ugly and pretty selfie employ a close-up shot. The 

closeness draws attention to the face, indicating that the body is the topic of 

concern in this conversation. This is because the tight framing crops out and 

minimises any background items from the shot, thereby focusing on the body 

and identifiable face of the participant. The close-up also indicates an intimate 

social distance. 

 

Figure 6.2 Image from sunnyskyz blog 

Source: http://www.sunnyskyz.com/blog/344/25-Beautiful-Women-Making-Ugly-Faces-12-
Made-Me-Fall-Out-Of-My-Chair- 

This meme in figure 6.2 is an example of the cropping and angle used in the 

ugly and pretty selfies. As mentioned in chapter one, one criteria for my 

selection of PGUF memes was that the meme needed to appear in at least one 

public media space other than Reddit. The meme in this image is pictured from 

sunnyskyz blog, but is also a meme I found in the Reddit site and have 

numbered image 10. The image in figure 6.2 is a representation as it appeared in 

sunnyskyz blog. 
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All 33 cases of the pretty selfie (left of screen) employed an extremely close 

framing or cropping of the depicted person in the selfie. Although all employed 

close cropping, only four depicted the face only, and the other 29 included the 

neck or part of an arm or some other body part as well. Despite these details, all 

the selfies in the sample were very closely cropped. The cropping of the 33 

sampled images did not vary in their representations outside Reddit.  

The 33 cases of ugly selfie framing adopted a similar close-up shot. 

However, the producer most commonly chose a very extreme close-up that 

included only the face, rather than a tight close-up that might include a part of 

the neck, chest or even a part of an arm or another body part. That is, while the 

pretty selfies more often adopted a close-up including some neck, arm or 

another body part, the ugly selfies were more likely to employ an extreme close-

up. Twenty-four of the 33 ugly selfies used this very extreme close-up. The other 

nine used an extreme close-up (see appendix A for a table collating the framing 

details for all the PGUFs in this study).  

The ways in which the intimacy associated with close cropping is employed 

differs in the pretty and ugly selfie. Whereas the close up of the pretty selfie 

indicates an intimate social relationship in the sense of a conversation that might 

invite ‘rapport’ (Tannen,2005), the ugly selfie is too close and too overbearing, 

and so the social distance becomes uncomfortable and intimidating. When 

someone does not share an intimate relationship and stands too close, we may 

experience discomfort. Inappropriate proximity may be intended as 

intimidation or as intimacy, but in either case it creates discomfort for the 

person whose space is threatened. 
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Figure 6.3 Summary of PGUF memes discussed in this chapter 
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The poet W. H Auden (1965) describes close proximity between people as either 

unwanted and threatening or extremely intimate when he writes in the 

prologue to ‘The birth of architecture’: 

Some thirty inches from my nose  

The frontier of my Person goes,  

And all the untilled air between 

Is private pagus or demesne.  

Stranger, unless with bedroom eyes  

I beckon you to fraternize,  

Beware of rudely crossing it:  

I have no gun, but I can spit.  

Hall (1966, pp. 117–118) observes that North Americans can experience physical 

discomfort if someone intrudes into their intimate sphere (up to 45cm from the 

face). He writes: 

The expressions ‘Get your face out of mine’ and ‘He shook his fist in 

my face’ apparently express how many Americans perceive their body 

boundaries.’21 

In the extreme close-up of the ugly selfie, the depicted person appears to spill 

out of the frame, threatening and encroaching upon the viewer’s personal 

space. This closeness creates discomfort rather than the intimate identification 

that the pretty selfie projects.  

The framing of the face in the ugly selfie is most often weighted to the 

bottom of the frame. In 20 of the 33 ugly selfies, the face includes more head 

space above the head than in the juxtaposed pretty selfie. Framing the head in 

                                                 
21 Hall’s book The hidden dimension describes proximity in communication. Proximity is 
discussed in more detail in chapters eight and nine of this thesis. A summary is also 
available in appendix B.  
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this way may be related to the angle employed. The angle not only includes less 

of the body, drawing focus to the neck area, but also crops out the chest. This 

framing makes the viewer feel as if the ugly faces are slipping into the lap of the 

viewer, which is both uncomfortable and disconcerting because it interrupts the 

accepted social boundaries of intimacy and distance. 

Figure 6.4 below shows ‘notable examples’ as they appear on the website 

www.knowyourmeme.com. The middle top meme is not considered in this 

research because it is a video meme and this research focuses on still 

photographic representations. These examples illustrate the close-up shot, 

where little background is presented in the depicted image and the frame is 

filled with the face and body of the participant. The two bottom right ugly 

selfies show examples of the head space in the ugly selfies where the face 

appears to slip from the frame. 

The intimacy signalled by close cropping is experienced in different ways in 

different contexts of viewing. Both the ugly and pretty selfie employ close 

cropping to indicate intimacy in the social relationship with the viewer. 

Whereas the ugly selfie is perceived as intrusive, the pretty selfie is perceived as 

welcoming and intimate. Where the viewer may be simply a viewer, or viewer 

as producer, intimacy is experienced by the self as producer in the intimate 

spaces of the performance of selfies. 
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Figure 6.4 Examples of framing and close-up in PGUF memes 

There is also an intimacy in the identification with other producers in meme 

communities. However, in larger publics, where relationships are less intimate 

because there is less identification with both the performance and other specific 

identifications of the meme, the intimacy appears displaced. In these larger 

publics the viewer is limited in their interaction with the selfie. People cannot 

respond in intimate ways. These forms of intimacy will be explored further in 

the following chapters of the thesis. Here I have focused largely on the self or 

producer in intimacy of viewing. Chapter seven focuses more closely on the 

community as viewer and chapters eight and nine on the contexts of 

community and self in relation to larger public viewing. 

Digital memetic social intimacy enhanced by performative spaces 
and immediacy 
The visual intimacy of the PGUF digital memes not only relies on close 

cropping but is also enhanced by the closeness of the spaces involved in the 
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production of the image, i.e. the spaces of production involved with the 

technology in the immediate production of the meme.  

The immediacy of technology means that a selfie can be produced and then 

received very close to the time of production. The selfie can be received while 

the producer remains in the place in which it was performed. This immediacy 

enhances the visual communicative intimacy, making the distance between 

performer and viewer appear less and the connection greater. Although 

photographs are traditionally accepted as documents of the past, the selfie 

becomes more a visual communication of the moment because of the immediacy 

of the technology. This immediacy of the technology enhances intimacy. 

However, timing is also linked to social concepts of power. To make someone 

wait places the waiting person in a position of less power. Here the immediacy 

of the image may enhance intimacy. At the same time, however, if the selfie is 

posted immediately the producer in fact acts in a less powerful way in the 

relationship. 

The selfie is most often taken in the mirrored screen of a smart phone where 

the physical space between the camera and the photographer is limited to the 

arm or similar close space. Zappavigna (2016) has suggested that the presence of 

the arm in many selfies draws attention to the intimacy of space, where the 

photographer physically connects with and reaches out to the viewer with their 

arm.  

The physical space between the photographer and the depicted as well as 

between the viewer and the depicted is also more intimate than in traditional 

photographic procedures because of the mirrored screen and the size of the 

camera. Selfies are produced in the most intimate space of the camera (figure 

6.5). A typical photograph (figure 6.6) includes a photographer, who looks 

through a camera device at the object to be photographed.  
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Figure 6.5 An illustration of a cat taking a selfie 

In figure 6.5, the pink arrow indicates the intimate space of the photographic 

performance. The arrow in the space is two-way because there is active 

relationship between the depicted image and the producer as well as the 

producer and other viewers once the image is shared. 

 

Figure 6.6 An illustration of traditional photographic spaces 

As figure 6.6 shows, the space between the photographer and sitter is 

interrupted and re-negotiated by the camera. In the case of a selfie, the most 
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typical performance involves a mirrored screen of the camera device and the 

producer who is also the object of photography (figure 6.5). The performative 

space is not interrupted by the photographic device because there is only one 

space between the producer (who is also the depicted person) and device. 

When selfies are shot in mirrors rather than screens, the intimacy of the space 

the producer performs in is explicitly represented. Nonetheless, the space in 

which a selfie is performed remains the most intimate of photographic social 

relations, regardless of whether it is depicted or not.  

The close performative spaces involved in a selfie enhance the intimacy of 

the image. The viewer (who may be producer and depicted or simply viewer) 

has a knowledge of the limited spaces the selfie is performed in, and this adds to 

the communication of the visually depicted image. The selfie producer shares a 

private mirrored reflection of themselves. Looking at oneself in a mirror is 

considered a private and intimate practice and not something commonly 

performed in public space. The female body gazing into a mirror is represented 

in traditional art practice as a private moment, where the viewer becomes a 

voyeur of the private bedroom or space. This is something that is considered in 

great detail in Pollock’s (1988) Modernity and the spaces of femininity. In particular, 

Pollock considers the work of Berthe Morisot (1841–1896) and Mary Cassatt 

(1844–1926) in relation to the gaze. However, the selfie moves into public spaces. 

This complexity and blurring of intimate and public space is something I 

consider in further detail later in this chapter because it involves distance, 

relation, and the interaction of photographic memes. 

Photography as discussed by Van Leeuwen (2008) and Kress and Van 

Leeuwen (2006) more generally involved technology with performative spaces 

less intimate than the selfie. In figure 6.6, the pink arrows indicate a space 

between the photographer and sitter interrupted by the camera. There is then a 
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space indicated between the photographer and print (this is as much a time–

space as a production–space involved in the development and creation of the 

print). There is then a third space of social relationship between the viewer and 

depicted object of the image. The two-way arrows indicate a relationship of 

reciprocity. 

Social relation: camera angles as aspects of power and involvement 

In all 33 samples of the pretty selfies the camera lens was placed above the 

producer/depicted person so that the viewer of the image looked down on the 

depicted person. Although the camera and viewer always looked down, the 

degree varied. In 10 of the 33 examples, the degree was slight (less than 45 

degrees above the depicted). In the other 23, the producer employed an angle of 

45 degrees or more above themselves. The angle employed in the pretty selfie 

places the depicted person as of lower social standing than the viewer who is 

dominant (Van Leeuwen and Kress, 2006).  

By contrast, most ugly selfies were taken from an extreme camera angle 

below the producer. A total of 27 of the 33 ugly selfie samples employed an 

angle from below, and only 4 of these 27 did not employ an extreme angle of 45 

degrees or more. However, they did place the camera below the depicted 

person. One ugly selfie placed the camera on an equal level as the depicted. Five 

ugly selfies placed the camera above the depicted person. Four of these were 

extreme angles from above (more than 45 degrees), and one of these was not as 

extreme as 45 degrees. The angle from below is in opposition to the social 

relationship in the pretty (normal) selfie. The angle of the ugly selfie places the 

depicted person in a dominant position in relation to the viewer because she 

looks down on the viewer. Figure 6.7 shows two examples of the PGUF meme 

that use extreme angles. 
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Figure 6.7 Two examples of the PGUF meme using extreme angles 

The pretty selfie most commonly angles the camera down at the depicted person. The viewer 
however looks up at the depicted person. The ugly selfie most commonly places the camera below 
so that the depicted person looks down on the viewer. 

The majority of the PGUF meme (31) used an angle that was extreme (i.e., more 

than 45 degrees in either direction). Both the images employ extreme angles 

that draw attention to the use of the angle and also indicate the joke through 

exaggeration. The joke is indicated by the exaggeration and juxtaposition of the 

performances. As discussed in chapter four, the joke is relevant to several 

aspects of selfie production, especially visual conversation and key (discussed 

in chapter seven). 

The lower position taken by the selfie producer to the camera could be 

interpreted as submissive because the viewer is placed in a dominant position 

above the depicted person. However this is not always the case. In 6.7 pretty 

selfies the viewer looks slightly up at the depicted. The traditional interpretation 

of the represented person in the image as submissive is based on the idea that 

the depicted person is not active (figure 6.6). However, in the case of selfies 

(figure 6.5), the represented person is also the producer and actively participates 

in the looking, representation and production. 
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There is a difference in the depiction because the producer is actively 

performing in the representation. This representation does not mean that the 

depicted person (who also produced the image) accepts that they are in a lower 

social position or submissive. Rather, this suggests that this is the socially 

accepted way of performing in public space. This idea connects with the history 

of how woman have been treated as a lower class. Pollock (1988) provides an 

inspiring chapter on gender inequality and visibility, drawing on history, art 

practice and art works. D’Souza and McDonough’s (2006) discussion of the 

‘invisible flaneuse’ is another powerful example that considers the invisibility of 

women and particular races in 19th century European public spaces. 

In the PGUF memes, young women depict themselves for public 

consumption within socially accepted norms of prettiness and public 

performance. As one selfie producer wrote after reflecting on her own selfies:  

As a woman, myself, I enjoy having the control of how I look in my 

pictures. In my images, it can appear that I follow the gender 

expectations set upon me by the norms of western society. I pose with 

a slightly tilted angle in my first image for a more slimming and 

flattering look. Likewise, my second image is angled and posed to 

achieve a similar effect. My make-up contours my face and enlarges 

my eyes, and the filters make my skin look almost flawless. The 

deliberate choices I made all donate to upholding my ideals of what I, 

as a woman, think I should look like in our western society. (written 

comment by Dora [pseudonym] from a workshop at the University of 

New South Wales, 2016) 

Similarly, the selfie producers in the PGUF meme suggest that to appear 

submissive and powerless rather than dominant is the socially accepted 

performance of ‘pretty’ for young women. The context of the image where the 
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producer is also the depicted and viewer adds another dimension to the 

interactive social relationship. See appendix C for a summary table of the 

observations of the camera angle in the selfies and the uglies.  

Social interactions 

Interactive speech in Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (2006) and Van Leeuwen’s 

(2009) work is mainly located in the gaze (offer and demand) of the depicted 

person. Van Leeuwen writes about the depicted people in an image: 

If they do look at us, if they do address us directly with their look, the 

picture articulates a kind of visual ‘you’ a symbolic demand. (Van 

Leeuwen, 2008, p. 141) 

Looking at the viewer is described as a ‘demand’ for interaction. Looking away 

suggests an ‘offer’ to the viewer, where the viewer becomes a voyeur and the 

relationship between the depicted and viewer is not interactive.  

The gaze alone is not the only aspect of social interaction between the 

viewers and depicted. Van Leeuwen writes: 

The people in the picture want something from us—and what that 

something is, is then signified by other elements of the picture; by 

facial expressions, by gestures, and also by angles, e.g. by whether 

they look down at us or not, and whether their bodies are angled 

towards us or not. (Van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 141) 

Social interactions are an accumulation of aspects of the image. Some of these 

aspects will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. However, for now, I 

concentrate on exploring the social interactions through the gaze, angle and 

close-up of the memes. 
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The selfie and the gaze  
The depicted person in the pretty selfies looked away from the viewer in only 

three of the 33 sample cases. In the remaining 30 cases the depicted person was 

looking at the viewer. Looking at the viewer suggests a social relationship of 

demand, where there is engagement and interaction with the viewer. The 

depicted show that they are active participants by employing a gaze of address 

to the viewer.  

However, in the three cases of pretty selfies where the depicted person did 

not look directly at the viewer, the depicted person still appeared active rather 

than simply the subject of voyeuristic gaze. In these three cases, the effect was to 

draw attention to another aspect in the frame. The producer of selfie #4 (figure 

6.8) displayed artistic makeup to the viewer and closed her eyes, directing the 

viewer to an interesting application of eye shadow. The act of closing one’s eyes 

at such close proximity might be understood as a type of rejection rather than 

invitation of gaze.  

The producer of the selfie in the meme labelled #15 (figure 6.9) looked to the 

side of the frame, drawing the viewer’s attention to a cat in the background, 

which she interacted with in the ugly selfie. The eyes protruded in the second 

ugly selfie. Because the eyes were looking at the cat in the first selfie, this 

accentuated the juxtaposition. Selfie #30 (figure 6.10) was the least interactive, as 

the woman offered her profile, which didn’t interact specifically with any 

content in the frame. However, the profile allows the viewer to see a pretty 

flower above her ear in the corner of the frame. The producer of this selfie 

avoids direct eye contact in order to direct the viewer to the flower.  
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Figure 6.8 PGUF meme #4 

The woman in PGUF meme #4 directs the viewer to her artistic makeup rather than employing 
a demand gaze. 

 

Figure 6.9 PGUF meme #15 

 The woman in PGUF meme #15 directs the viewer to the cat in the pretty selfie. 
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Figure 6.10 PGUF meme #30 

The woman in PGUF meme #30 offers a profile rather than making eye contact in the pretty 
selfie performance. 

Van Leeuwen and Kress (2006) have suggested that by not looking at the viewer 

the depicted becomes the subject of a voyeuristic gaze. However, in the case of 

selfies, this changes because the selfie producer is the active and publicly visible 

producer, viewer and depicted person. That is, the performance of the selfie is a 

part of the visual interaction with any viewer because the person looking at the 

image knows that the producer played an active role in the depiction rather 

than being limited to a passive subject as in the case of the traditional 

voyeuristic gaze. This does not mean that a selfie may not be viewed in a 

voyeuristic way. Indeed, as it moves through various contexts the way it is 

looked at and engaged with may change. 

In most cases the eyes of the depicted people in the ugly selfie looked at the 

viewer, as was the case with the pretty selfie. However, more of the pretty than 

the ugly selfie memes did so. In 30 of the 33 sample pretty selfie memes the 

women looked at the viewer, but this happened in only 16 of the 33 ugly selfies. 

In 10 of the ugly selfie sample, the women looked away, whereas in the pretty 

selfies only three women did not engage in a demand gaze. In the remaining 
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seven of the ugly selfies, the women’s eyes were multidirectional, often gazing 

in opposite directions, cross-eyed, and unfixed on the viewer or on any other 

aspect outside the frame.  

When the eyes of the women in the ugly selfies were in a demand gaze 

relationship with the viewer (Van Leeuwen, 2006, 2008), the gaze was different 

from that of the pretty selfies. (For example, see figure 6.11.) Where the women’s 

direct gaze in the pretty selfies engaged with the viewer, their staring—rather 

than engaging—gaze in the ugly selfie suggested a more threatening 

relationship. Although these gazes might both be described as demands, they 

communicated very different intents; in the pretty selfie, the gaze suggested a 

type of engagement or socially acceptable relationship, whereas in the the ugly 

selfie, the gaze was a threatening stare. 

  

Figure 6.11 An example of difference of looks of demand from an ugly and pretty selfie 

The woman’s gaze in the pretty selfie engages, but in the ugly selfie she stares in a more 
intimidating way. 

In the ugly selfies the depicted woman sometimes presented a selfie with 

multidirectional eyes. The multidirectional or crossed eyes suggest a lack of 

self-control, which in turn suggests that ugliness is linked to the uncontrolled 

body. Furthermore, the multidirectional eyes do not engage with the viewer, 
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but rather offer a spectacle for the viewer to observe (see for example figure 

6.12). This offer differs from those associated with traditional voyeurism 

because it is actively produced for the viewer. In this way the depicted engages 

with the viewer rather than simply being observed in a passive role.  

 

Figure 6.12 PGUF meme #22 

The ugly selfie is an example of multidirectional eyes. 
Source: http://www.sunnyskyz.com/blog/344/25-Beautiful-Women-Making-Ugly-Faces-12-
Made-Me-Fall-Out-Of-My-Chair 

Visual communication with the eyes was enhanced by other dimensions of the 

image, including angle and cropping. The angle of the ugly selfies was most 

commonly from below, with the result that the eyes were not enhanced in size 

as they were in the pretty selfies, which mainly employed the opposite angle. 

However, there are a number of cases in the ugly selfie where the eyes pop and 

bulge from the sockets with strain. This also enlarges them, although in a 

strained and over-performed way that is not natural. This angle also enhances 

the quality of intimidation and threat in the stare common in ugly selfies. The 
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close framing makes these dominant and threatening aspects closer to the 

viewer. 

The framing, angle and gaze the women adopt in the PGUF memes suggest 

that it is considered improper for young women to appear dominant, 

aggressive, intimidating, powerful or demanding in public spaces. Rather, social 

aspirations of beauty might remain limited to certain social stereotypes of 

beauty where women are considered less powerful and must remain in control 

of themselves in order to perform beauty as if it were natural. Despite this, the 

PGUF meme also suggests that beauty involves active participation and 

presence in a public space: these selfie performances include women presenting 

an active gaze and alert presence to the viewers. 

Response to the question ‘How are the depicted people in the 
PGUF meme related to the viewer?’ 
Observations of the PGUF meme suggests that the traditional concept of viewer 

has shifted. This is not just a technological but also a social evolution of 

practices of looking. The selfie performer enjoys at different stages of a selfie 

performance the roles of producer, viewer and represented. These roles are 

often blurred, and are not fixed. For example, at the point of production in the 

mirrored smartphone screen the selfie producer enjoys all three of these roles. 

This means that the meme producers experience different relationships with 

viewers. Self as viewer is an intimate relationship, but the image is often 

produced for public viewing and constructed within social norms to 

communicate within a public context.  

The dimensions of social distance, relation and interaction allowed Van 

Leeuwen (2008) to discuss visual communication in traditional photography 

(see figure 6.6). Considering how these dimensions are employed in the 

production of selfies (figure 6.5) and the PGUF meme provides a means 
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through which to discuss the complexity of blurred boundaries of viewer, 

producer and depicted. The observations of the memes suggest that selfie 

producers have a complex understanding and application of these dimensions 

in everyday visual communicative practices of memes. 

How are people depicted in the memes?  
In this section of the chapter I consider the question ‘How are people depicted 

in the memes?’ through the dimensions of exclusion, roles, specific and generic 

categorisation and individuals and groups. These dimensions are often 

interwoven and overlapping in the contexts of digital memes and selfies and 

the complexity of viewers. For this reason, these dimensions are not always 

discussed under separate subheadings as they are in Van Leeuwen’s (2008) 

original research. The performance of selfies includes an overlapping of and 

blurring among the practices of viewer, photographer and represented.  

In the discussion below, I first analyse the memes for the separate 

dimensions of exclusion, categorisation, specific and generic categorisation and 

roles. I then analyse the dimension of individuals and groups in relation to 

digital memes. In each section I describe how I have applied the original concept 

of the dimension and how I have extended it in order to contextualise these 

practices within ‘the messy web’ (Pink & Postill, 2012) involving blurred 

boundaries of publics and visual social interactions involving blurring among 

the practices of viewer, photographer and represented.  

Exclusion 

 The types of bodies predominently represented in the PGUF community are 

those of women. The producers’ ages are estimated between 18 and 35 years of 

age. The producers involved in the meme have an understanding of selfies and 

access to technology involved not only in the creation of selfies, but digital 

technology and connections to interact in social media groups such as Reddit. 
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The PGUF memes were sampled in 2014 and the Reddit site stated at that time 

that Google analytics22 (2014) indicated that only 36.3% of Reddit users 

identified as female and that the median ages of participants on the site was 

35.2 years. Despite this, the PGUF community is overwhelming female, and 

appear to be between 18 and 35.  

The PGUF site encourages male and female participants. The main page of 

the site reads ‘we want women and men to show us their most recklessly hideous faces 

….’ However, during the sample period there were no images contributed that 

depicted male participants. The title of the community (‘Pretty Girl Ugly Face’) 

no doubt enhanced the attraction of female participants. The site itself mainly 

exhibits females in the site’s permanent images (see 6.13) along the top and left 

of screen. However, as these images are made up of the most successful 

contributions, and as the majority of the group are female, this is not surprising. 

There is an alternate community on Reddit named ‘Handsome Guy Ugly face’. 

However, that community is not as active or as extensive as the PGUF 

community.  

                                                 
22 http://www.reddit.com/wiki/mediakit?utm_source=advertising&utm_medium 

=button&utm_term=audience&utm_campaign=buttons/ 
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Figure 6.13 The Reddit site’s main page exhibits females in its page decoration 

The public invitation on the site and the extension sibling site as well as the 

community’s location in a predominantly male site suggests that perhaps this 

group does not aim to actively exclude.23 However, memes are essentially a 

means through which common identifications are made. Through the template 

of the meme people are able to contribute to ongoing conversation on a 

particular topic. Readjusting the template too much means the communication 

is not as clear. For this reason, I suggest that the conversation is one that young 

women in this particular age category most commonly identify with. In the last 

chapter I pointed out that this particular community appeared and became 

most popular during a time when the media publicly dismissed the selfie as 

                                                 
23 The dimension of exclusion considers that there is always a possibility of not 

including specific people or kinds of people in representations of groups (institutions, 

societies, nations etc) to which they belong. ‘There is always a symbolic form of social 

exclusion, not acknowledging the existence of certain people or kinds of people who 

live and work among us’ (Van Leeuwen, 2008, p.142). 
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something particular to young women and labelled it as immoral, silly and 

dangerous. 24 The meme therefore might be considered as a response to the 

media stereotype.  

The exclusion of participants varying in gender, age and race therefore 

occurred before this meme response and might be located in media comments 

throughout 2013. Associate Professor Kath Albury mentioned in conversation at 

a workshop that when people from the media interview her about selfies, one of 

the first questions is ‘Who produces the most selfies?’ When she then replies 

‘Middle-aged politicians’, they are always taken aback, because the answer they 

anticipate is that women take the most selfies, but, according to Professor 

Albury, there is no evidence to back this up. This exclusion of various other 

participants not only stereotypes a particular group of people, but it also erases 

(for political reasons) other performances of selfies, for example selfies 

produced by transsexual people and people other than women performing 

femininity. It also dismisses any other selfie performance because it suggests 

that the ‘feminine’ is limited to females of a particular age group. A digital 

meme that is most commonly known as ‘real men don’t perform selfies’ 

exemplifies this idea and attitude. 

From January 2013 until April 2014 I collected media articles about selfies 

both in print and online, as well as radio interviews and reports. These reports 

were collected as I came across them, in online searches with the term ‘selfies’ or 

when I came across an article in print from time to time. I collected 26 articles in 

total, and decided to examine 15 of these articles. I decided on the final 15 by 

considering the substance and length of the reports. I regarded as low substance 

                                                 
24 According to Google analytics, available in the www.knowyourmeme site as 

interactive graph. 
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reports that acted mainly as click bait. These reports are eye-catching but 

include very little information. I looked at their use of words focused on feeling 

(these included fear, erotic, warning, disgust, narcissism, darkness). I also 

looked at whether the reports focused on women in particular. 

The selfie reports were overwhelming focused on young women and 

overwhelmingly emphasised the selfie as a negative and even dangerous 

practice. Twelve of the 15 reports focused in particular on women as the 

producers of selfies. In all the 15 cases selfies were considered negatively. Seven 

of the reports expressed fear and 11 expressly warned the public about the 

selfie. Six of the reports focused on the selfie as erotic or immoral, and eight 

described the practice as narcissistic. Two of the reports used the word 

‘darkness’ repetitively. Although this analysis of media reports makes up only a 

small part of this research, more extensive research of online and media 

representation of selfie producers such as work by Burns (2015), Baym and Senft 

(2015) supports these findings. 

The media and online reports reported exclusively on selfies produced by 

young women. Contextualising the PGUF meme therefore means recognising 

the PGUF community’s conversations as a response to such stereotyping and 

exclusion. Although the community site does not include many contributions 

from males, this is not because it is not welcoming them, but rather because the 

community was responding to public condemnation of young women as selfie 

producers.  
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Figure 6.14 Three screens from the interactive graph of Google analytics 

This graph is interactive and is best viewed at: http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/pretty-girls-
ugly-faces 

Categorisation, specific and generic, and roles 

Categorisation 

This dimension involves the standard attributes used to categorise people. That 

is, the ways in which people depicted in an image might be observed through 

standard attributes such as hairstyle and facial characteristics (Van Leeuwen, 

2008). Categorisation begins to locate the way in which certain groups of people 

are socially categorised in and by images. In the case of the PGUF meme, the 

pretty selfie (on the Reddit site) is a standard everyday selfie. However, the 

ugly selfie that is juxtaposed to it defines what is not considered a standard 

performance. The standard is an aspiration towards beauty and this aspiration 

is not ordinary even though it is every day. Rather, the extreme performance 

involved in the opposition of the selfies not only creates humour but also 
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indicates that the everyday is not ordinary and that pretty is not ordinary but a 

heavily performed, socially aspired to, limited and standardised.25  

Categorisation depicted in the PGUF meme 

Of the 33 PGUF memes included in the sample, the people depicted in the 

‘pretty’ (also called ‘normal’) selfies were first observed for standard attributes 

of hair, facial characteristics, mouth, eyes, and neck. Appendix E shows some of 

the observations from this analysis, with the pink highlighted columns showing 

the dominant attributes.  

The pretty selfie 

I will first discuss the standard attributes portrayed by the depicted women in 

the pretty selfies by considering five aspects that conventionally ‘matter’ in 

normalised accounts of female beauty: eyes, chin, mouth, hair and forehead (see 

appendix E). I will also refer again to the camera angle and cropping of the 

image and gaze because these contextualise the presentation of physical 

attributes. 

Chin 

In the majority of cases (26/33) the woman’s chin was narrowed by use of the 

angle. Only 7 of the 33 pretty selfies appeared to have little manipulation or 

none at all to enhance the chin. The chin was enhanced in 26 cases to appear 

narrow. This suggests that young women have been socialised to aspire to a 

narrow, thin chin. This also hints at an aspiration towards thinness and away 

from corpulence.  

                                                 
25 Canguilhem (1978) points out that the norm or social standard is never ordinary and 

always constructed. 
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Mouth 

In 24 of the 33 cases the pretty selfie was performed with a closed mouth. In the 

other 9 cases the women had closed mouths but their lips were slightly open to 

show their teeth when smiling. This suggests that ‘pretty’ for this group of 

women involves controlled smiling, in which one shows little or no internal 

aspects of the mouth.  

Hair 

In 32 of the 33 cases, the women’s hair was styled or tidy. When it was not 

styled, it was most often pulled back from the face in a tidy collected bunch. In 

one case—selfie #19 (see figure 6.3)—the woman’s hair did not appear 

particularly styled or tidied although it did appear to be organised in a ruffled 

manner. This selfie, unlike the others, was taken against a background of 

hanging bed sheets. In this case styled hair perhaps would have appeared 

performed. The over performance and construction of the selfie is something 

that is commonly attributed in the ugly selfies. The control of the mouth in 

presenting a controlled smile and the hair in appearing styled but natural are 

both part of the beauty aspired towards, and control, yet appearing naturally 

beautiful and unconstructed is a standard public attribute in the depiction of 

self for this group of women.  
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Figure 6.15 Two examples of the PGUF meme where the pretty selfie forehead is 
cropped out of the frame 

Forehead 

In 24 of the 33 cases the forehead was most often covered by hair or cropped 

out of the frame of the selfie, and sometimes both. Although in 9 of the 33 

images the forehead was not covered with hair or cropped from the image, the 

majority sought to minimise the expanse of the forehead. Many of the 

producers may have cropped the forehead out of the image because the high 

angle of the camera would foreshorten the face narrowing the chin and also 

make the forehead appear expansive and large. This angle would also 

foreshorten the eyes making them appear larger. Nonetheless such cropping 

and covering suggests that a standard attribute of beauty does not include a 

large or expansive forehead. Rather large eyes, a narrowed chin are aspired to 

wards as a standard attribute of beauty. 

 The standard attributes of the pretty selfie as a standard of public female 
performance 

Although the pretty selfie is only one part of the PGUF meme, it has been 

considered here in detail before also considering the ugly selfie and the 
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juxtaposition of these images. The standard attributes of the pretty selfie are 

both physically and socially performative. The everyday performance 

essentially aspires towards beauty and this is indicated most obviously in the 

conflation of pretty with ‘normal’ on the PGUF website directions.  

These pretty selfies indicate through the camera angle and framing that the 

performative aspects of beauty for women aged 18 to 35 include appearing non-

dominant and signifying intimacy. The standard physical attributes of beauty 

include a narrow chin, large eyes, thinness, styled hair, and small forehead. 

Although this is all constructed and performed, for it to be considered beautiful 

it must also appear natural, effortless and unconstructed. 

The ugly selfie 
I analysed the ugly selfie (appendix F) in relation to the seven standard 

attributes already considered in the pretty selfie (appendix E). The table in 

appendix F includes the data of the pretty selfie (i.e. from the table in appendix 

E) as well as the new observations of the ugly selfie. The pretty selfie 

observations are marked in pink and the ugly selfie observations in orange. 

Collating the analysis in one table provides a means of comparison. Because the 

table includes so much information I have included the totals from appendix F 

in a second table, table 6.1 below. 
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Table 6.1 Totals table of the contents in the table appendix F 

This table shows the totals arrived at from the table in appendix F. The pink 

highlights indicate results for the regular selfies; bold orange indicates the ugly 

selfie results. 

Chin 

As noted above, in the pretty selfies the chin is narrowed, most often by 

manipulation. However, in the ugly selfies the chin is most often multiplied and 

expanded. The women expand and multiply their chins by contorting their 

bodies body and by using a lower camera angle. This suggests that 

conventional understanding of ugliness involve corpulence. Corpulence is not 

only depicted as ugly but also as threatening and uncontrolled as the multiple 

chins threaten to spill out of the frame onto the viewer.  

Although I did not observe the neck as a dominant attribute of beauty in the 

pretty selfies, the way in which the ugly selfies involve short or absent necks 
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suggests that the neck is also an important aspect of beauty. Perhaps this is 

another reason why an even more extreme framing is used in the ugly selfies 

because moving the frame out a little (as in the majority of pretty selfies) 

includes the neck. 

Mouth 

In 28 of the 33 ugly selfies the women pose with an open mouth, allowing the 

viewer to see well inside the mouth. In only 6 of the 33 images do the women 

close their mouths completely. Twelve of the 28 images with an open mouth 

show teeth and 13 have objects protruding from the mouth, commonly tongues, 

saliva, food or other such items. These ugly performances indicate that pretty or 

socially acceptable performances for young women include appearing in 

control and contained.  

Hair 

In 31 of the 33 examples of ugly selfies, the women’s hair is messy, dishevelled 

or missing. Although in two of the ugly selfies the hair might be considered 

styled, it was not as styled as the juxtaposed pretty selfie. The unkempt and 

uncontrolled hair appears to be a marker of ugliness.  

Forehead 

In 26 of the 33 ugly selfies, women included their forehead in the image, 

whereas they included the forehead in only 9 of the 33 pretty selfies. In six of 

the ugly selfies where the forehead was marked not present, the forehead was 

in the frame but was covered by hair. If we include the cases where hair 

covered the forehead as included in the frame, this brings the total of foreheads 

present in the frames of ugly selfies to 32 of the 33 cases. The angle in the ugly 

selfies is from below, which means that, unlike in the pretty selfies, the forehead 
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is not foreshortened. The angle appears to enlarge the chin and make the eyes 

smaller through foreshortening. 

Specific and generic in the PGUF meme 
The ugly selfie is in opposition to the pretty selfie performance. Ugliness is not 

conventionally desired or socially acceptable. However, perhaps most 

importantly these extremes indicate the unnatural construction of the ‘normal’ 

pretty selfie. The ugly selfie is uncontained and uncontrolled. The depicted is 

overwhelming, dominating and intimidating. The ugly selfie does not aspire to 

appear natural. Rather, it strains and jerks at the viewer uncontrollably and is 

unpredictable. Ugliness is outside socially acceptable boundaries. It is that 

which is covered and hidden and not aspired towards. Ugliness is not only 

physical but also moral, because historically physical attributes have been 

understood as linked to ideas of virtue and morality (Pop & Wildrich, 2014; Eco, 

2004). Throughout 2013 and 2014, the media depicted ‘normal’ selfies as an 

immoral and improper practice. In the PGUF memes the selfie producers play 

with the idea of ugliness, immorality and public spectacle and offer in jest an 

alternative to the ‘normal’ selfie.  

The juxtaposition of the two images in the PGUF meme suggests that 

neither pretty nor ugly is ordinary or normal. Rather, it is in the space between 

the selfies in the PGUF meme that the ordinary might be found (Canguilhem, 

1978 [1966]) . The juxtaposition of the two selfies also exposes the constructed 

performance of aspired beauty and the stereotype of the beautiful young 

woman. The ugly selfie is obviously heavily constructed and performed and this 

is placed alongside the ‘normal selfie’ as an oppositional construction. The 

meme producers suggest that beauty and ugliness are not clear cut categories 

and have aspects in common.  
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Although stereotypes categorise groups of people, meme communities are 

not homogenous. On the one hand, it is true that PGUF meme producers 

perform social stereotypes of young women aspiring towards social beauty 

ideals. As Van Leeuwen (2008, p. 143) writes: 

when people are photographed as desirable models of current styles of 

beauty and attractiveness, their individuality can seem to disappear 

behind what categorises them–behind the hairdo, the makeup, the 

dress, the status accessories.  

But on the other hand, these groups are made of many individual and their 

unique performances. Because the selfie meme shows a face, each meme puts 

an individual face to what the media and online conversations present as a 

categorised group of people (for example, the media articles by Simalis, 2013; 

Sibary, 2013, Titlow, 2013; Tremonti, 2013). Similarly, even though the memes 

form a group or type, we interact with each meme on a one-to-one basis. There 

are certainly many similarities in the ideas of ugly or pretty across the meme 

sample, but these are individually chosen, arranged and performed. A 

community of memes, then, presents many details and qualities unique to each 

individual’s identity. However, when a meme is separated from this group as a 

single unit (as is done repeatedly in singular cases in media reports), the group 

is once again categorised and homogenised.  

Roles 

Meme producers are publically active participants. In the case of selfies this 

participation is captured in the image itself, often by an outstretched arm. 

However, even if it is not explicitly documented in the image, the technology 

employed in the performance of selfies is considered active. The word ‘selfie’ 

itself indicates an active role in the photography of the image, where self is both 

photographer and depicted. 
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This active participation is an essential element of participatory culture that 

has been understood as replacing traditional top–down practices of 

communication (Birmingham, 2009; Jenkins, 1992, 2006). In the case of selfies 

and memes, for example, we observe examples of the ways in which groups of 

people actively participate in the production and remodeling of digital memes.  

However, it is overly optimistic to assume that top–down (or one to many 

models) methods of communication have been replaced simply by active groups 

of people (or many-to-many forms of communication). Although digital memes 

are produced by groups of people as a form of vernacular creativity, they are 

also produced in a social context of traditional ways of viewing. In the case of 

the PGUF meme, the selfies are created by groups of active participants who 

represent themselves in the selfies. However, the active participatory 

conversation of the digital meme takes place in the context of, and perhaps in 

response to, the media’s traditional ways of viewing selfie practices.  

Categorisation and humour 
All the dimensions I have discussed above (exclusion, roles, the specific and the 

generic, individuals and groups) are ways of defining visual categorisation. 

Social categorisation appears incongruent with the supposed simplicity and 

indeed the humour involved in digital memes. However, humour is essential to 

these visual conversations because it provides a means through which people 

can begin to discuss taboo subjects. The humour is most often located in 

exaggeration of the topic. In the PGUF meme the performance of an ugly selfie 

is exaggerated, and this in turn exposes the exaggerated stereotypes of young 

women who perform selfies, as well as the constructed performance of normal.  

There are at least five strategies for visually representing people as ‘other’ 

(Van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 147): exclusion, or not representing people in contexts 

where in reality they are present; depicting people as the agents of actions 
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which are held in low esteem or regarded as subservient, deviant, evil, criminal; 

showing people as homogenous groups and denying them individual 

characteristics and differences (‘they are all the same’); evoking negative 

cultural connotations; negatively stereotyping a specific group (by race, gender 

or any other grouping). 

The producers of the PGUF meme react to various combinations of these 

strategies presented in online discussion. For example, a news report entitled 

‘Naughty nurses told to behave after posting saucy selfies on social media’ 

(Simalis, 2013) focused largely on female nurses’ selfies and included images. 

The most popular comment on the news site the morning the report was 

released was from ‘Daniel’ (with 28 likes) who wrote: ‘Hardly saucy, I don’t see 

the issue’ (Simalis, 2013). Another response to a blog that labelled the selfie 

narcissistic was from Abbey, who pointed out that a selfie is posted with 

knowledge that people will look and in fact depends on this sharing of looks. 

She wrote: 

Maybe there is a percentage of people who really don’t care who 

sees/reads their stuff, but for the most part, those things are up there 

because people want others to see, Like, share and comment it is part 

of the communication. (Abbey, in comments to blog of Mackinon, E, 

2013).  

Teenage selfie producer Olympia found it necessary to clarify the matter in the 

opening conversation of an ABC radio program:  

It’s unfair to say that every selfie has a porn element or intention. 

Some are completely benign. (Dark side of a selfie, ABC radio, Sept, 

2013).  

Rebecca responded to comments on selfies by describing her own use of selfies. 

She wrote:  
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It’s almost like a visual diary … I can look back and see what I looked 

like at a particular time, what I was wearing … I suppose you take 

photos to see what you look like … before I go out I’ll take a couple of 

pictures to see how I look in other people’s eyes. (Day, 2013) 

Conclusion 
To summarise, the pretty selfie articulates a publicly accepted stereotype of 

young women as naturally beautiful. But this natural beauty is performed, 

controlled, contained, perfected. It is also slim, assertive (with a direct gaze) but 

not dominating. The beauty of the normal selfie is then opposed to the ugly 

selfie.  

Ugly is defined visually as corpulence (indicated by layered chins), lack of 

control (a twisting body and goggling eyes) and dominance (a lower camera 

angle). It is constructed to convey un-naturalness. This suggests that the pretty 

selfie is also constructed, but, unlike the ugly selfie, cannot be perceived as 

trying too hard. The ugly selfie is a spectacle that does not fit in with the pretty 

performance. This visual meme conversation takes place within the meme 

community, but also within a context where the community of meme producers 

is targeted and dismissed for their practice.   

The PGUF meme can be seen as a reaction to the public dismissal and 

condemnation of young women and their selfie practices. The jest and humour 

of the memes are directed at those who criticise selfie producers. The producers 

publicly and actively participate in a conversation in response to criticism. 

When the elements are put together, grasped visually, in a single glance, a 

message is conveyed that goes something like this:  

‘Oh is this regular selfie too sexual, erotic or narcissistic? OK, maybe 

you would prefer this (ugly selfie) representation?’ It asks ‘How else 

am I supposed to perform?’  
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Simultaneously it points out the limitations of public performance both as a 

social constraint but also particular to gender.  

The visual conversation involved in the PGUF meme representations is a 

type of sousveillance, a looking from below that is an actively and publicly 

visible reaction to surveillance. Indeed, meme producers communicate this 

sousveillance through the signature camera angle of the selfie that places the 

depicted at a lower angle to the viewer, as well as through the ways in which 

the producer is visually depicted as actively looking. Surveillance is essentially a 

form of social control and an attempt to impose social order (Foucault, 1979).  

As Foucault pointed out in reference to Bertram’s panopticon penitentiary, 

the criminals being watched do not necessarily have to be monitored all the 

time, but the idea that they may be watched is what instills order. Selfie 

producers are not criminals (in the case of PGUF), but they are criminalised by 

popular media and online discussion. Media and online comments involve a 

surveillance of young women, through which this specific group is watched and 

publically criticised. But the PGUF meme producers respond by asserting their 

own form of active public looking, acting as a type of sousveillance because they 

actively watch themselves performing stereotypes, and poke fun at the 

constraints of social stereotypes by performing in opposition to those ideals. 

These observations suggest that memes involve a social struggle over ways of 

viewing. These practices of looking involve watching that is public and active, 

and where watching and being watched are a type of visual conversation. In the 

next chapter I extend on ways that we might consider looking practices in social 

media, such as digital memes as visual conversation. 



 

 

Chapter seven 

 
Digital memes as communities 
engaged in visual conversation  
 

In this chapter I consider a sample of 33 PGUF memes from the Reddit site 

community and ask: ‘How might we observe and describe visual interactions in 

digital meme communities?’ I examine visually represented identifying 

connections between participants (identifications) within a collection of digital 

memes by drawing and analysing the cohesive chain patterns (Halliday & 

Hasan, 1989; Hasan, 1984, 1984b; Tseng, 2013) of individual contributions that 

form a group. The chapter concludes that cohesive chain patterns of the PGUF 

meme suggest that there is great visual cohesive harmony. These intimate 

connections suggest that the group might best be described as a community. 

Furthermore, the interactivity involved in cohesive harmony suggests that these 

communities involve visual conversation (as discussed in chapter three) rather 

than visual speech.  

This chapter focuses closely on the aspect of community (Van Leeuwen, 

2005, chapter three in this thesis) to consider how people communicate visually 

through photographic digital memes. The previous chapter focused more 

closely on self. The following chapters (eight and nine) focus more closely on the 

broader public. Although memes have been recognised as groups (Shifman, 

2014a), I argue that there is a need to look closely at the communities of 

producers that are involved in the creation of groups of memes. By 

understanding groups of digital memes as produced by active communities, 

digital memes are located within participatory culture. Furthermore, the way in 
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which people identify within the community is key to locating the meaning and 

meaning making involved in digital memes. Indeed, theories of place and space 

(Hinton and Hjorth, 2013) experienced through mobile media recognise the 

ways in which social practices involve more than simply networked nodes over 

space. They involve more intimate connections that might be described as places 

within networked space. Hjorth and Arnold (2013) use the term ‘intimate 

publics’ to emphasise the role intimacy plays in online publics. Intimate publics 

are more than just networks that involve connectivity. Rather, the term ‘intimate 

publics’ describes the ways in which people intimately connect and identify 

with each other in public online spaces. Intimacy is also an important element of 

community because communities are formed by people who identify with a 

certain topic and share a sense of intimacy because of that connection. 

Therefore, to look more closely at groups as intimate publics we need to 

consider the communities that make up these groups and in doing so also begin 

to consider the intricacies of intimate publics. A cohesive chain pattern provides 

a way to examine and visually map connections and interactions. If there is 

cohesive harmony in the visual identifications, then this suggests that there is 

also intimate connection and interactive identification. 

Chain patterns might be useful in understanding of digital memes as genre. 

However, an examination of digital memes as genre is beyond the scope of this 

chapter, and would suggest a kind of beginning–middle–end structure of the 

group when it is instead a pattern of repetition and variation. Nonetheless, 

future research might consider further analysis and connection with Shifman’s 

(2014) work on digital meme genres.  

Considering community as an intimate public also locates visual interaction 

and identification beyond geographical location. Cohesive chain pattern 

analysis can help to show that each visual contribution is unique and can focus 
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on interaction and identification. The patterns aim to map the visual cohesion of 

topics rather than making broad assumptions about particular visual attributes. 

The method of cohesive chains contrasts with the selfie city research project 

(http://selfiecity.net/), which aimed to analyse the mood attributes of people 

who take selfies based on broad assumptions and geographical location. For 

example, people were considered happy if they smiled. If there were a large 

number of people smiling in selfies from a particular country, then the 

researchers concluded that people in that particular city are happy.  

The selfie city project is problematic for two main reasons. First, the method 

applied in the selfie city project makes broad assumptions about visual 

attributes in selfies and links these assumptions to particular geographical 

locations. This is reminiscent of photographic practices in the late 1800s that 

sought to identify criminal, racial, sexual orientation and mental states as types 

that could be identified by certain physical attributes (Frizot, 1998, for examples 

see pp. 264–269). Second, online online technology means that people can be 

connected beyond geographical locations (Couldry& Hepp, 2012; Madianou, 

2011) and requires researchers to look more deeply at how people connect 

intimately through digital media. Furthermore, the ways in which people 

perform can have a number of meanings and these need to be contextualised in 

each instance and their unique attributes recognised. Photographic performance 

does not include set codes that can be understood in a single way. Rather, it 

brings together a number of aspects in context and in relation to one another. 

For example, in chapter six I observed how close framing works in two very 

different ways in the PGUF meme. In the pretty selfie it presents a welcome 

intimacy, while in the ugly selfie it communicates intimidation.  

In short, the method of cohesive chain patterns applied to digital memes 

seeks to simply map visual interactions between participants and thus observe 
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the levels of cohesive harmony. This allows the identification of communities 

within groups of digital memes. This method is not exhaustive, but it is a way of 

considering visual interaction between participants.  

The chapter is organised into three main sections. First, I describe a method 

for identifying cohesive chain patterns. Cohesive chains originated in linguistic 

theory; however, Tseng’s (2013) cross-disciplinary application of the theory has 

begun to provide a way to consider visual interaction. Just as Tseng adjusted the 

model when moving from applying it to linguistic data to applying it to film 

studies, here I also need to adjust it to apply it to digital memes. This section 

includes the justification and explanation for this extension to the model.  

Second, I analyse and map cohesive chain patterns for the PGUF digital memes. 

The results suggest a high level of cohesion. In the final section of the chapter I 

conclude that analysing digital memes as cohesive chain patterns provides a 

way to represent cohesion visually, capturing intimate identifications and 

interactivity. This suggests that the PGUF group of memes involves a 

community engaging through visual conversation. 

A method of cohesive chains  
Cohesive chain patterns can provide a way to capture active visual social 

interactions through social media. Specifically, the patterns will be useful in this 

chapter to capture visual social interactions and the ways people visually 

identify within the PGUF meme community. The interactive patterns provide a 

way to map key identifications between producers in the meme community. 

Furthermore, the chain patterns also provide a means through which to begin 

to discuss the complexities of movement and interaction in social media such as 

digital memes. Three key aspects of cohesive chains are important to the 

analysis of digital memes:  

1. active interactions  
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2. identifications (identifying connections between participants) 

3. pattern mapping  

The theories of cohesive chains considered by Halliday, Hasan and Tseng are 

extensive and complex. The application in this chapter does not pretend to 

consider the complexity of these theories, but rather concentrates on these three 

key elements. These three aspects have been considered by Hasan (1984, 1984b) 

and extended Tseng (2013) to capture the active interactions between the viewer 

and the film. In order to develop a method of cohesive chain analysis that might 

be useful in mapping patterns and cohesive harmony in digital memes, I locate 

these key aspects of the theory in relation to digital memes.  

Digital memes are located within participatory cultures (Jenkins, 2006, 2009) 

that recognise participants as active producers and users (or produsers, Bruns, 

2006) of media. Although participatory culture recognises participants as active, 

that recognition does not explicitly suggest participants are also interactive. 

However, the theory of intimate publics (Hjorth & Arnold, 2013) infers an 

interactivity because the ways in which people intimately connect or identify is 

interactive. For example, in the case of digital memes, people creatively 

contribute to a certain meme template, thus identifying with each other in 

relation to a particular topic. The concept of vernacular creativity (Burgess, 

2007) acknowledges the ways in which people publicly and actively participate 

through creative practices such as digital memes. However, the interaction 

involved in this vernacular creativity is yet to receive recognition. Cohesive 

chains are a method for looking closely at communities of people that make up 

groups of memes and for considering social interactivity among the 

community’s active participants.  

The cohesive chain patterns of digital memes aim to capture visual 

interactions between meme participants. This is done by mapping visual 
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representations of particular topics in each meme and then observing the 

cohesion of the chains as a whole. The main basis for coherence is similarity. 

Similarity can be observed when speakers say similar kinds of things about 

similar kinds of processes. It is the degree to which the cohesive chains interact 

that indicates the overall degree of cohesiveness of the text (Hasan, 1984a, p. 

128). Hasan argued that this cohesive harmony (Hasan, 1984a, p. 128) provides a 

way to measure the degree of coherence in a text, and Hasan used cohesive 

chains to highlight major recurring or related constituents across unfolding 

narrative texts (Hasan, 1984). Inspired by this, Tseng (2013) draw on cohesive 

chains to map active interactions between the viewer and the film. Tseng writes: 

characters, actions, speech and all kinds of behaviours function as the 

main resources for the viewer to construct predictions and inferences 

about character traits. (Tseng, 2013, p. 108) 

Similarly, we could say that the visual actions, speech and all kinds of 

behaviours of digital meme producers function as the main resources with 

which communities of produsers (Bruns, 2006) construct predictions and 

inferences about characters’ traits.  

Cohesive chain patterns are not exhaustive: cohesive chains alone are not 

sufficient to demonstrate the overall coherence of a text (Hasan, 1984). However, 

they provide a means though which to map and measure cohesive harmony. 

Cohesive harmony suggests interaction and identification, which are key 

elements in an understanding of community. Furthermore, as discussed in 

chapter three, cohesive chain patterns suggest that visual interaction might be 

best described as visual conversation rather than visual speech.  

Mapping cohesive chain patterns 
In the sample of 99 memes, I adopted a three-step method to analysing visual 

cohesive elements within a community of memes: 
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1. Identify the elements of the visual conversation within the meme 

community.  

2. Draw the chains tracking similarities between the topics.  

3. Extract the chain information from the tables and analyse cohesion 

among the chain patterns.  

Below I explain how I applied this method first to the pretty selfies, then to the 

uglie selfies, and finally to the PGUF meme as a whole. 

The pretty selfie 
The 33 sampled pretty selfies from the PGUF meme are arranged over three 

tables (apppendix J). Here the pretty selfie is analysed for various themes 

resulting from the method applied in the previous chapter. These are listed in 

step one. 

Step one: identifying elements of visual conversation in the pretty meme 
community 

The elements of visual conversation within the meme community in all cases 

were selected from the previous chapter’s observations. In the previous chapter 

I analysed the photographic conventions, gesture and space as means through 

which meaning is represented in social interactions through the memes. I 

argued that these elements did not work as a generic code because various 

arrangements of the elements produced different meanings in social 

interactions. The spaces in which the memes were viewed also changed the 

meaning and how the arrangements of the elements. The pretty or normal 

selfies were observed in relation to the following statements  

1. The selfie conveys a sense of intimacy with the viewer (intimacy). 
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2. The selfie is cohesive with the other common presentations of self (in 

the other selfies in the sample group). That is, the idea of pretty 

appears to be overall a common concept that is shared (POV). 

3. The selfie actively engages with the viewer in some way (eye contact 

or other aspects) (active). 

4. The selfie is controlled, but this control is presented as natural 

(controlled appearing natural). 

5. The selfie does not aspire to corpulence (slim aspiration). 

6. The selfie performance might be considered a stereotypical 

representation rather than aspiring to individual traits and 

differences in overall performance (stereotypical). 

7. The selfie appears left of screen (left screen). 

8. The selfie is a female representation (female). 

Step 2: Drawing chains to track similarities among the pretty memes 

The statements listed under step 1 were entered along the top row of eight 

columns in a table. The statements correspond to the order of the statements 

read left to right screen in the chart. The 33 selfies from the PGUF memes are 

numbered in column 1. If the image appeared to agree with the statement, then 

a chain link appears next to the particular selfie. The original table is available 

in appendix J.  

The charts do not show the individual features of each contribution but 

capture more general observations. This does not mean that individuality is 

sacrificed for similarity. Rather, the similarities highlight the individual and 

unique differences, because each representation does present the topic of 

conversation in slightly different ways. The aim of the charts is to see how these 

hold together to create similarity and community. To avoid suggesting the 
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homogeneity of a community I have also included the images where the 

differences can be observed if enlarged. 

The ugly selfie 
Tables in appendices K, L and M present the cohesive chains for the ugly selfies.  

Step one: identifying elements of visual conversation in the ugly meme 
community 

In analysing the uglies from the PGUF meme, I considered the following 

statements derived from observations in the last chapter: 

1. The uglie suggests overbearing closeness (extreme intimacy). 

2. The uglie suggests intimidation (point of view). 

3. The uglie engages actively with the viewer through eye contact or 

other qualities (active). 

4. The body represented in the uglie is contorted (constructed as 

contorted). 

5. The uglie represents corpulence in some way (corpulence). 

6. The uglie representation is in opposition to pretty selfie (opposition). 

7. The ugly appears on the right of the screen (right screen).  

8. The representation is female (female). 

Step two: Drawing chains to track similarities among the ugly memes 

The original chart is available in appendix K. Like the chart of pretty selfies, the 

statements are abbreviated from left to right across the top of the chain 

columns. The uglies are also included in the table running down the left 

column. If I observed the statement as true, then I marked a link (arrow) next to 

the ugly selfie. 
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The PGUF meme 
The final set of observations of cohesive chains in the PGUF meme as a whole 

appear in appendix L.  

Step one: identifying elements of visual conversation in the PGUF meme 
community 

Observing the PGUF meme I asked the following set of questions: 

1. Does the meme appear to represent ideas of certain technological and 

social filters through the representation? (discussion of techno and 

social filters) 

2. Do the memes suggest a cohesive point of view? (POV) 

3. Do the representations appear active? (active) 

4. Does the juxtaposition suggest performance in both selfies? 

(performance) 

5. Are the performances in juxtaposition suggest exaggeration? 

(exaggeration) 

6. Is there great contrast in the juxtaposition representations? (contrast) 

7. Does the juxtaposition suggest the idea of a joke? (joke) 

8. Is the representation female? (female) 

Step two: Drawing chains to track similarities among the PGUF memes 

The label in brackets after each question above appears across the top of each 

column in appendices J, K and L, indicating the consideration of that particular 

chain. These are also outlined in table 7.1. If I observed the statement to be true, 

then a chain link was entered in the box correlating to the meme and topic 

statement.  
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Step 3a: Drawing the chain patterns 

From the observations recorded in the tables of cohesive chain patterns in 

appendices J, K and L were mapped and observed. Table 7.1 lists the 

dimensions analysed for cohesive relations. Figure 7.1 shows the cohesive chain 

patterns derived from the PGUF meme as a whole. The chains derived from the 

selfie and uglies are available in appendix M. In figure 7.1 the left column 

numbers each meme. Along the top are listed symbols representing the topics 

(correlating to the tables). The keys are listed in the brackets next to the 

questions. 

Dimensions analysed Explanation 

Discussion of techno and social filters Does the meme appear to represent ideas of certain 

technological and social filters through the 

representation? (discussion of techno and social 

filters) 

Point of view (POV) Do the memes appear to suggest cohesive point of 

view? 

Active Do the representations appear active?  

Performance Does the juxtaposition suggest performance in both 

selfies?  

 

Exaggeration Are the performances in juxtaposition suggest 

exaggeration?  

Content Is there great contrast in the juxtaposition 

representations?  

Joke Does the juxtaposition suggest the idea of a joke? 

Female Is the representation female? 

 

Table 7.1 Key listing the dimensions analysed in the memes  
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PGUF MEME  

# OF 
MEME 

Discussion 
of techno 
and social 
filters 

POV active Performance exaggeration contrast Joke female 
 

1                
2                
3                
4                
5                
6                
7                
8                
9                
10                
11                
12                
13                
14                
15                
16                
17                
18                
19                
20                
21                
22                
23                
24                
25                
26                
27                
28                
29                
30                
31                
32                
33                

Figure 7.1 Chains formed from the whole PGUF meme where both the selfies are 
juxtaposed 

Here the topics differ because they concern the meme in relation to one and other.  
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Step 3b: Interpreting the patterns: what do cohesive chain patterns suggest 
about digital memes? 

The cohesive chain patterns of the selfies (appendix J), uglies (appendix K) and 

the PGUF meme (appendix M and figure 7.1) are unbroken. The extent of links 

between the chains represents the level of cohesive harmony (Hasan, 1984). It is 

not essential that all the chains link throughout, as is the case in these chain 

patterns, but it can be said that the more they are linked, the higher the degree 

of cohesive harmony between the participants. Because the cohesive chain 

patterns are unbroken, this suggests that there is a high level of cohesive 

harmony in the sample of digital memes. 

High cohesive harmony suggests that significant interaction and identification 

are involved in the social interaction. Significant interaction and identification26 

also suggest that producers of this group of memes might be identified as a 

community or intimate public whose members share a high degree of 

interactive identification. Essential elements of community are interactive 

participation through a common element of identification.  

These observations contribute to concepts of the intimate publics of digital 

memes. The observations recognise high degrees of intimacy (identification and 

interactions) specific to particular collections of digital memes that might be 

referred to as communities that form an overall group of digital memes. This 

understanding of communities as a form of intimate public contributes to 

theories that seek to understand concepts of place-making in social space.  

                                                 
26 As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, identification refers to the visually 

represented identifying connections between participants.  
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The chain patterns are cohesive and therefore suggest community 

connections. However, they also recognise the individual contributions that 

make the group unique. That is, the chain tables include each individual visual 

representation and therefore do not suggest a particular type, but rather 

particular identifications. Chain links represent cohesion and identification of 

individuals within a community. Links are formed between individual 

contributions if the topics are cohesive. The concentration of the chains captures 

the links between people as a community; however, each participant is also 

recognised as an individual in this process, captured through the horizontal 

rows. The ways in which the components of the memes are communicated 

visually include different arrangements of various aspects that when collated 

produce individual and yet cohesive contributions. This point was made in the 

previous chapter, but it needs to be acknowledged once again to highlight the 

individuality of each contribution and to recognise the complexity of these 

visual reciprocations and interactions. 

The analysis of the cohesive harmony of digital memes is a means through 

which visual conversation can be captured. Visual conversation differs from 

visual speech (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2006) because conversation involves 

interactive transactions, whereas speech is more involved with simple 

transmission (Carey, 1989). The cohesive chain patterns derived from analysis of 

the PGUF meme show a high level of cohesive harmony and therefore high 

levels of interaction. These results suggest that visual interaction within meme 

communities might be best described as visual conversation rather than visual 

speech.  
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A rainbow wheel of cohesive chains 
Cohesive chain patterns have provided a means through which to map 

cohesion and identification in the visual communication of digital memes 

which was the essential aim of this chapter.  

However, although I have been able to demonstrate a high level of cohesion 

within the visual conversation of the community, the tabular and linear 

arrangements of the chains do not fully represent the ways in which people 

communicate through such conversation. As I pointed out in the literature 

review in chapter three, conversation might be modeled, as in Saussure’s 

visualisation of speech, as a relationship between equals, rather than a 

hierarchical relationship. A table presents elements in an order that appears 

hierarchical because we read it on the page from top to bottom and left to right. 

Although I began with tables, chains do not need to be presented in this top-to-

bottom manner. In chapter three I defined speech as transmission and a form of 

one-to-many communication. Conversation, however, was presented within a 

many-to many model, where people form connections and share contributions 

to visual discussions. For these reasons, I propose a different, less linear way of 

visualising cohesive chains and the complexity of these chains in movement in 

online interactions.  

In order to capture the facts that memes involve community conversation 

and that the active interaction is less linear than film, I suggest that cohesive 

chains in a meme community might be better represented in a circular web or 

wheel. In figure 7.2 I have therefore rearranged the original chain conversation 

into a circular web. The numbers of the meme are on the outside. The 

contribution of each numbered individual chain runs into the middle of the 

circle. The circle provides a way of representing the equal footing of those 

involved in a conversation. It is also more representative of the gesture involved 
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in community interaction that I described earlier in relation to Carey’s (1989) 

ritual conversation. The circle also provides a way to capture the common 

linkages experienced through the meme. The coloured filter layers represent 

particular topics that make up the meme conversation and identifications.  

 

Figure 7.2 Cohesive chain wheel used to capture relations between memes 1 to 28 

The cohesive chain wheel represents the cohesive chains involved in digital 

meme communities. Each numbered chain represents the chain of a sampled 

digital meme. These chains run through the colours of the wheel. Each colour 

represents a component involved in the conversation. The chains link to the 

centre of the wheel and to community conversations. The chains also are linked 

by the circular wheel. Each colour (topic) is also linked. The individual chains 

may move out of the community conversation (wheel), where they might 

evolve to viral or transmissive speech. They may also interlink with other 
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wheels (not pictured here) in other conversations and communities. The wheel 

is in fact a three-dimensional image, with many interlinking chains and wheels 

as well as individual strands. All these chains and wheels are in constant 

movement among the wheel (community conversation), with other wheels 

(communities) and also at points where individual chains may break off from 

the original wheel. Other chains might also gather around singular chains and 

evolve into wheels.  

In figure 7.2, the line towards the centre of the circle is the same as one row 

from a chain (see figure 7.3). The arrows in the tabular chains linked the similar 

components as relationships between individual contributions. In diagram 7.2 

the arrows are more diagonal than in the previous tabular chain links (figure 

7.1) because the diagram seeks to show that the links among the individual 

contributions are also linked to the common identifications. The previous map 

(figure 7.1) was only able to capture the links between the different participants, 

but it is important to show also the links to the individual, and the arrows here 

on an angle attempt to do this.  

It is particularly important to identify both these links when considering 

memes. The conversational movement of memes to something that is viral (and 

more concerned with transmission) means that the individual unit (or strand) 

remains intact, but is also decontextualised from the linked conversation within 

the community. So, for example, in the circular model, any single contribution 

to the meme community might be transmitted as a single strand. For example, 

this would be the case when the image is passed on or re-posted without any 

changes to the original image. When the chain is transmitted as a singular 

strand, then it is in fact visual speech. The single strand in turn may evolve into 

another meme that might be represented as a three-dimensional circular web 

revolving around and remaining connected to this strand. This is because a 
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meme may become a singular unit if a person removes a particular meme from 

its original context and shares it in another. For example, someone might pass 

on a meme in Facebook by tagging people. This might also be done in other 

social media or even attached to an email. When this singular unit meme is 

passed on in this way, it is no longer a meme, rather it is viral. 

The coloured filters in figure 7.2 represent topics involved in the meme. For 

example, if I were to identify these coloured filters in the previous linear chains, 

they would appear as in figure 7.4. The colours are also chains, and they 

represent the topics or themes previously listed in the linear chain tables. The 

colours create an entire rainbow. A digital meme is the whole rainbow because 

it includes all the themes of the meme in one context. Each topic is a colour layer 

that acts as a chain link within the community conversation. The complete 

rainbow of the circle makes up the meme and its overall meaning. 

A three-dimensional representation of the meme communities could be 

used to capture the complexity of meme evolution as social interaction even 

more comprehensively. Although for practical reasons I cannot provide three 

dimensional models here, the principle is as follows. A three-dimensional model 

of the cohesive chain wheel could help capture how conversations evolve. For 

example, the tinder meme I mentioned in chapter three, #OnTinderAtTinder,27 

could be considered as the same genre as the PGUF meme and presented as 

linked visually though the wheel diagram. 

                                                 
27 http://distractify.com/trending/2016/01/23/lindsey-tinder-photo 
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Figure 7.3 Diagram showing how the rows from figure 7.2 are represented as strands on 
the cohesive chain wheel  

 

Figure 7.4 Diagram showing the locations on the circular cohesive chain wheel of the 
filters from figure 7.2  

Like the PGUF meme, #OntinderAttinder deals with filtered realities and 

public social presentation of self. ‘Filtered realities’ is a term I use to describe the 

ways in which people filter a public presentation of self (Rettberg, 2014). The 

#OntinderAttinder meme consists of two juxtaposed images. The image on the 
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left of screen is a photograph of the producer as they appear on their Tinder 

profile. The image right of screen is an uncomplimentary photo that is supposed 

to represent how the producer looks when not performing front-stage 

presentations of self.   

There are many selfies and ugly selfies with their own particular 

communities (and these need not be attached to a platform). These memes 

interact in social conversation with the PGUF meme. Selfies, for example, are a 

form of meme that are an essential element of the PGUF meme. There are also 

selfies that have been re-appropriated into viral political images without their 

producer’s consent. And there have been cases where particular images that 

were viral have evolved into memes where people once again actively 

contributed and conversed through the memes as a group of content. These 

connections and evolutions could be mapped visually through the cohesive 

chain wheel representation.  

Conclusion 
This chapter has concentrated on communities as an aspect of intimate publics 

and as a means through which to look more closely at the idea of digital memes 

as groups. Approaching a sample of 33 PGUF memes I asked ‘How might we 

observe and describe visual interactions in digital meme communities?  

Cohesive chain patterns have provided a means through which I have 

mapped social interactions as visually represented through the memes. The 

themes of the interactions were grouped by statements derived from the 

analysis in chapter six. The ways in which people responded visually to the set 

themes was in each case unique and beyond set codes but was located 

contextually. This is important because it separates visual social interaction from 

studies such as the selfie city project that code behaviours and locate them 

geographically rather than in the context of the specific community 
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conversation. Analysis of the memes in my sample has shown that the cohesive 

chain patterns were unbroken. The unbroken links suggest high degree of 

cohesive harmony that I interpret as interaction and identification. Because the 

cohesive harmony was high, the identification is also highly intimate and 

interactive.  

The cohesive chain patterns provide a way to map visual social interactive 

identifications. Most importantly, the chains provide a way to map visual social 

interactions within communities. Communities are one of the three forms of 

visual social interaction considered in this thesis. The cohesive chains also 

provide a way to identify visual social relationships in communities as 

interactive rather than simply active. This supports my theory of digital meme 

community visual interaction as visual conversation rather than simply visual 

speech.  

Close observation of the chains has led me to situate digital memes in 

relation to three main concepts in of digital visual culture theory:  

1. digital memes as groups 

2. intimate publics 

3. place and space in relation to digital memes 

The cohesive chain patterns displayed in this chapter suggest that this group of 

memes are a community because the patterns indicate a high degree of 

identification and interaction. Shifman has asserted that digital memes are 

groups. I assert that these groups of memes are produced by many 

communities involving different levels of intimacy or identification. This claim 

extends from theories of place and space in digital mobile culture. The term 

‘place’ indicates overlapping aspects of digital and non-digital space. I 

understand the term ‘place’ as in the expression ‘come over to my place’, where 
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it indicates a personalised aspect of space. Just as places are within spaces, then 

communities might be understood as parts of groups.  

The term ‘intimate public’ seeks to capture the ways in which people 

connect with others with similar identification in public online spaces. For 

example, the PGUF meme producers might be described as an intimate public 

because they connect with one another through the meme conversation. 

Intimate publics are more than networks because they identify intimate 

identifications in public space. In this chapter cohesive chain patterns have 

provided a method to map intimate connections and interactions of digital 

memes, locating them as more than simply groups, instead seeing them as 

complex groups produced by communities of producers.  

Cohesive chain patterns have provided a way to begin to think about social 

visual interactions within digital meme communities. However, the method is 

not exhaustive. In the final chapter of this thesis I suggest how future research 

could explore other aspects of digital memes, such as movement, which I have 

made a first attempt to explain with the rainbow wheel.   

 



 

 

Chapter eight 

 
‘Busted!’ Selfies as relationships 
of proximity (with special guest 
Batman) 
In this chapter I discuss the public aspect of looking, which is the third 

dimension of identity that I outlined in chapter five. Drawing on Thomas 

(2007), I examine how looking operates publicly by focusing specifically on 

selfies. I continue this examination in the specific context of the PGUF meme in 

chapter nine. The point of departure for this exploration of looking is the 

question How might selfies be understood as visual social relationships of 

proximity? Evidence from selfie producers and online comments suggest that 

proximity remains an important aspect of social relationships. The proxemics of 

social relationships within social media continues to include intimate, personal, 

social and public space, although the boundaries of these spaces are often 

blurred and overlapped. Selfie producers employ social and technical filters to 

express the social proximity of social relationships.  

There is an element of inappropriateness in the private act of looking at 

oneself in public space. Gazing at oneself in the mirrored screen of the 

smartphone appears to be as taboo as being caught inspecting oneself closely in 

a mirror. 

A number of online posts claim to be images of people caught taking selfies. 

They include images of many famous people, including Justin Bieber, who is a 

well-known selfie producer.   
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The captions of these selfies often include adjectives like ‘caught’ and 

‘busted’, often linked to words like ‘hilarious’ and ‘ridiculous’. Figures 8.1 and 

8.2 are examples of selfies and their captions. These captions and the humour 

experienced when observing the images suggest that selfies are something that 

people should not be seen performing in public spaces. However, unlike being 

caught peering closely at oneself in a mirror, the selfie reflection in the 

smartphone screen is in fact often produced for public sharing and 

consumption. The selfie, then, represents an inherent paradox: that one should 

not be caught doing something that is essentially produced to be publicly 

exhibited. 

 

Figure 8.1 Publicly accessible images from ‘17 people caught taking selfies’  

Source: http://www.smosh.com/smosh-pit/photos/funny-people-caught-taking-selfies 

The selfies in figure 8.1 are images of people caught taking selfies. The article 

title suggests that selfie taking is something intimate that people should not be 

caught performing. Despite the media’s claims, the selfie takers in these images 

are not all young women. 
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Figure 8.2 Images of people ‘caught ‘taking selfies 

Sources: http://www.m-magazine.com/posts/23-completely-hilarious-photos-of-disney-
characters-caught-taking-selfies-40545/photos/hilarious-photos-of-disney-characters-caught-
taking-selfies-47268;  

‘Busted’ 20 hilarious photos of stars taking selfies http://www.j-14.com/posts/20-hilarious-
photos-of-stars-caught-taking-selfies-16808/photos/selfie-10-7630;  

20 people caught taking ridiculous selfies http://humor.about.com/od/stupidbutfunny/tp/12-
People-Caught-Taking-Ridiculous-Selfies.htm;  

15 people caught taking selfies in public http://www.smosh.com/smosh-pit/photos/people-
caught-taking-selfies-public; 17 people caught taking selfies http://www.smosh.com/smosh-
pit/photos/funny-people-caught-taking-selfies 
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As described in chapter five, between 2013 and 2014 I collected reports about 

selfies from radio interviews and online news media reports. My findings were 

similar to those of other researchers who have studied selfie discussions in 

online comments, such as Burns (2015), and in media representations (e.g. Baym 

& Senft, 2015). I found that the media reports focused on the selfie as something 

inappropriate for young women to be involved in, and that they did so just as 

the PGUF meme reached the peak of its popularity (see appendix A for graphs 

of the PGUF’s frequency). The PGUF community’s conversation about self-

representation might be seen as a response to media and online criticisms. The 

meme is about the self-representation of female bodies in public space. This 

chapter and the following one seek to understand social relationships of 

proximity as presented in the media and as understood by meme producers. 

This chapter first concentrates on the selfie as an integral element of the PGUF 

meme. Chapter nine then focuses on relationships of proximity in the PGUF 

meme as a whole.  

Hall’s (1990 [1966]) theory of proxemics is useful for understanding the 

visual social relationships in digital memes. I employ the figure of Batman, the 

masked detective, to consider how proxemics works as visual representation 

with particular reference to selfies. I draw on evidence from selfie producers to 

consider the ways in which people employ social filters to navigate social 

proximity. I argue that this evidence suggests that the proxemics of online social 

relationships has evolved. Selfie producers use proximity much in the way Hall 

(1990) observed, but adjust social distances to acknowledge the blurred 

boundaries between publics in social media relations. This is why the way in 

which the media depicts selfie producers differs from the way in which selfie 

producers understand proximity. I suggest that the media’s view of the selfies 
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remains limited to a traditional understanding of the proxemics involved in 

social relationships and does not take these adjustments into account. 

Proximity and social relationships  
Understanding Hall’s theory of proximity means moving beyond incremental 

measurements. It means understanding social relationships through culturally 

specified concepts of space and proximity and the interconnections of 

kinesthesia, vision, sound, touch and smell. Hall (1990 [1966]) argues that even 

though we might describe something visual separately from the other sensory 

elements, the dimensions are inevitably linked. This is why Mitchell (2013) in 

There are no visual media asserts that to understand the visual we need to move 

beyond sight. Also Pink (2011)writes about a multisensory approach to visual 

methods. Barthes (1981) began to identify this experience through the visual 

when he described photography as a ‘shared skin’ and an ‘umbilical cord’. 

These descriptions suggest a physical and emotional presence experienced with 

and through technology.  

In western culture, there is great emphasis on how technology enables the 

social experience of touch and intimacy (Farman, 2012; Frosh, 2015, Cranny-

Francis, 2011). The interest in touch is both physical and emotional and strives 

to understand the intimacy experienced through new technologies. Although 

scholars focus on particular senses to explore the ways in which we understand 

technology, our experience of technologies is always entwined with other senses 

that complement and enhance each other. The work of Cranny-Francis and 

Frosh locates the ways in which proximity might be understood as it is 

experienced through social photography such as selfies and digital memes.  

Frosh (2015) describes the social relationships of selfies as a ‘kinesthetic 

sociability’. Kinesthesia is something that Hall included in his research into 

social relationships. I understand kinesthesia as closely related to touch. Touch 
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is involved in the most intimate experiences, while distance (i.e. lack of touch) is 

a characteristic of less intimate relationships. Kinesthesia is also movement, and 

relates directly to muscular movement. It is because of this movement that the 

notion of kinesthesia is so effective in describing the sociability of selfies. The 

way in which Hall defines social proximity as including kinesthesia and other 

sensory experiences as an integral element of visual social experience makes 

proximity a relevant concept for examining the social relationships of digital 

memes. Furthermore, because Hall’s (1990) theory was produced before the 

advent of digital social technologies, it proves useful in locating the social 

interactions within a history.  

The theory of proxemics (Hall, 1990 [1966], pp. 114–129) suggests that 

physical distance or space between people is an important and culturally bound 

part of communication in social relations. The closer people can comfortably 

stand while interacting, the more intimate their relationship, and vice versa. 

Hall divides social distance into four main categories: intimate, personal, social 

and public. I have illustrated these four distances in figure 8.3. The colours I 

have used to indicate these distances also suggest the experiences of intimacy. 

Red is a warm colour, as is yellow, but blue and green are colder, suggesting 

less intimacy. Colour is a useful support here because these spaces are best 

understood as general ideas or ranges, rather than as exact measured distances. 

The proximity of social relationships is not as much about the measured 

distances between people, but about how distance is understood as cultural 

attitudes towards intimacy enacted through kinesthetic, aural, visual, oral, 

olfaction and thermal receptors. Hall himself highlights an understanding of 

social relationships beyond measured increments by providing detailed charts 

of the kinesthetic and sensory experiences within each ‘informal distance ‘or 
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special classification. Each distance is understood as also involving a number of 

other attributes which he details in two charts to complement his writing. 

 

 

Figure 8.3 Illustration of Hall’s (1956) four spaces of social relations  

Hall’s original charts, reproduced in figures 8.4 and 8.5, show the extent of his 

observations of both sensory and kinesthetic interactions in relations to social 

distance, and include kinesthesia, thermal receptors, olfaction and cultural 

attitudes. In figures 8.4 and 8.5 I have placed colour filters over sections to show 

how Hall’s categories correlate with the colours used in figure 8.3 of Hall’s four 

categories of social distance. The red filter is laid over the intimate spaces, the 
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yellow over personal spaces, the blue indicates observations that are included 

in social spaces and the green those in public space.  

The chart indicates how social distance is then experienced as a social 

gesture interrelated with all these aspects of social interaction. The filters not 

only make it simpler to see these social gestures and experiences in relation to 

distance, but also emphasise the fact that these categories often overlap and are 

blurred at certain points. For example, in the kinesthesia section in figure 8.3, 

Hall has indicated a type of ongoing inclusion of certain kinesthetic interactions 

that are indicated with a line which continues over various distances, often 

appearing in two or more social distance categories. The filters also move away 

from the precise incremental measurements and boundaries in Hall’s work to 

begin to acknowledge that social relationship experiences are more complex 

than might appear in the charts. For example, some people might rely on 

sensory sensations more than others. Also, sensory experiences and interactions 

of intimacy or distance might differ for different people because of their 

different awareness of those senses. For example, I know that I am particularly 

sensitive to the visual, even though visual experiences are entwined with other 

senses. 

Visual representations of space in photographic social relations 
The visual representations of space and kinesthesis involved in each of Hall’s 

categories of social relationships of proximity might look like the images in the 

table in figure 8.6. In the very top row of the table I have use the coded colours I 

applied to Hall’s original tables (figures 8.4 and 8.5). The intimate space is red, 

personal space is yellow, and so on. Along the top row I have listed the phases 

(close or far) of each of the four categories. For a brief description of 

communication style, interaction style and an example see the full chart in 

appendix G. 
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Figure 8.4 Hall ‘s original chart showing ‘interplay of the distant and immediate receptors in proxemics perception‘  

I have laid colour filters over the chart to clearly define the informal distance classifications. These colours correlate with those used in figure 8.3. 
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Figure 8.5 Hall ‘s second chart of vision, oral and aural interactions according to distance in social relations  

The colour filters laid over the chart correlate with those used in figure 8.3. 
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Figure 8.6 Visual descriptions of social relations and physical distance 
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The visual representations in figure 8.6 are my own and are only meant as 

an additional way of representing Hall’s theory. The Batman and Joker figures 

carry their own social meanings and interpretations. However, in figure 8.6 the 

dolls are meant simply as figures through which to represent space and physical 

relations. They were chosen simply because they were the closest objects at 

hand to represent the social distances, although there is some joy in the masked 

crusader and detective helping out in the investigation of social space. Hall’s 

measurements of distance are included in the table. However, as I have 

suggested before, these measurements are not as useful as the explanations of 

the sensory and kinesthetic sociability described in his work. In this case this is 

partly because the measurements depend on a certain scale, for example they 

would not apply to the dolls I have employed in the visual depictions. Similarly, 

social interactions experienced through and with mobile social media suggest 

that spaces such as intimacy are experienced across larger distances (Hjorth & 

Pink, 2013).  

The images in figure 8.6 visually depict those of Hall’s kinesthetic 

observations that are particularly useful in understanding physical distance as 

well as the physical interaction in social relationships. In the close phase of 

intimate space, both the participants’ ‘arms can encircle’ each other (Hall, 1990 

[1966] p.117). However, in the far phase of intimate space ‘hands can reach and 

grasp extremities’(Hall, 1990 [1966] p.117). Personal space thus ranges from the 

close phase where one can ‘hold or grasp the other person’, to the far phase 

where two people can touch fingers if they extend arms.  

The physical contact and intimacy involved in social distance is described 

by Hall through vision rather than touching. These visual depictions are 

represented with Batman in the bottom row of figure 8.7. The bottom row also 
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correlates to Kress and Van Leeuwen’s descriptions of social distance defined by 

close shots, medium shots and long shots. See appendix H for further visual 

explanation of table 8.7. Kress and Van Leeuwen have defined social 

relationships as visually expressed by the size of frame and social distance 

represented in the photographic image (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996). Kress 

and Van Leeuwen’s descriptions of close, medium and long shots correlate with 

Hall’s visual descriptions of intimate, social and public space. 

Hall’s close phase is defined by the visibility of the head, shoulders and 

upper trunk (Hall, 1990, p.121). Similarly, Kress and Van Leeuwen explain that 

the close shot (or ‘close up’) shows the head and shoulders of the subject, and 

the very close shot (extreme close-up or ‘big close-up’) anything less than that. 

(Kress and Van Leeuwen 1996) 

Hall also describes social space ‘as the distance someone describes when 

they say ‘stand away so I can look at you’ (Hall, 1990, p. 122). In Kress and Van 

Leeuwen’s categories, this is a medium close shot that cuts off the subject 

approximately at the waist; the medium shot cuts off approximately at the 

knees. The medium long shot shows the full figure.  

Hall’s public space is described as ‘the whole man is seen as quite small and 

he is perceived in a setting’ (Hall, 1990, p. 123). In public space the body is once 

again described without physical contact, but by what is seen visually. Touching 

and physical contact play no role here at all. According to Kress and Van 

Leeuwen’s categories, this is the long shot. In the long shot the human figure 

occupies about half the height of the frame, and in the very long shot anything 

‘wider than that’ (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 124). 
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Figure 8.7 Comparison tables of visual representations of social distance relationships 

There is greater intimacy suggested in the social relationships between viewer 

and represented in the first four images of the bottom row of figure 8.7 than 

those in the correlating spaces in the top row. This is because the visual 

depictions introduced in the bottom row of figure 8.7 involve the viewer as a 

participant, whereas the previous description of kinesthesis (that is visually 

represented on the top row of figure 8.7) involve the viewer as looking on. That 

is, in the bottom row of images Batman directly interacts with the viewer as 

participant. The viewer now holds the place Joker previously took in the top 

row of images. This suggests that there is more interaction between the viewer 

and the depicted in the bottom row of representations. The viewer no longer 

simply looks on in intimate, personal and social relationships because they are 

involved. 

These first four more intimate representations (bottom row figure 8.7) are 

also the type of framing and interaction most commonly experienced in selfies 

with a viewer. Selfies have been described with the intimacy (Vanhouse, 2011) 

of a hug (Warfield, 2014). Hall could in fact be describing a hug when he 



Chapter eight ~ Busted! Selfies as relationships of proximity 

188 

 

describes the intimate relationship of this space through the kinaesthetic of arms 

encircling each other. Perhaps the selfies most likely to suggest the intimacy of a 

hug are the ones represented in the bottom row of figure 8.7, coloured in red as 

the most intimate relationships. The selfies that might be framed with more 

distance such as those in the blue section of the bottom row of figure 8.7 might 

still suggest connection by an outstretched arm because this is still the personal 

space that Hall explains as two people touching fingers, but these are not as 

close or intimate as the close shots that suggest physical grasping.  

Intimacy is not always welcomed in social relationships. The PGUF meme 

producers understand the complexity of visual proximity. In the selfie the 

intimacy is close and inviting, but in the uglies the faces are most often 

extremely close. The extreme closeness is threatening and uninviting. I 

described this difference in visual communication of close framing in chapter 

six.  

Essentially figure 8.7 presents two different visual interactions by the viewer 

that are also represented by the ‘busted’ selfie images in figures 8.1 and 8.2. The 

viewer of a selfie interacts with the depicted person in the image. The first four 

selfies in the bottom row of figure 8.7 are examples of how Batman engages with 

you (the viewer) directly when he shares his selfies. However, the images along 

the top row suggest a different relationship with a viewer. In these images the 

viewer does not directly interact. As voyeur, the viewer looks on and the 

interaction is not as intimate, even though intimacy is depicted. These image in 

the top row are similar to the images in figures 8.1 and 8.2 because even though 

these images depict people taking selfies, the viewer looks on as voyeur, rather 

than engaging visually with the selfie producer. 

Although photographic self-portraiture may not be a particularly new 

practice, the moving social contexts in which the selfie communicates, as well as 
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the ubiquity of the practice, are indeed new cultural elements. Social relations 

are disrupted by the selfie. The close shot that suggests (red) close social spaces 

may be found in contexts of social space (blue) and public space (green). In 

other words, the intimate social relation of the selfie suggested through the 

close-up also communicates in social spaces where a medium shot or long shot 

might be the more expected representation of distance in everyday social 

relations. When the selfie communicates in public space, the proximity expected 

in social relations is the greatest distance and least intimacy, so there is a gap 

between what is traditionally accepted in social communicative relations and 

what is presented.  

Selfies, such as those represented in the PGUF meme, are interpreted in 

different ways by different viewers in various contexts. The selfies in the PGUF 

meme are close shots that use the distances indicated by the Batman selfies in 

the close shots (bottom row figure 8.7). The intimacy experienced by the 

producer/depicted in the performance of the selfie includes the intimate and 

personal spaces and distances recorded by Hall. However, the context of selfies 

in communities such as the Reddit site PGUF community could be considered 

social space, as indicated by a blue area or social space. The physical distance 

accepted in traditional social relationships is indicated by medium shots. 

However, the selfie remains a close shot (red) that suggests intimacy in this 

traditionally less intimate context. This suggests that intimacy is accepted in an 

expanding range of social contexts.  

However, these visual identifications and intimate connections are not 

successful in all public spaces. Media representations of the selfie throughout 

2013 and 2014 suggested that the selfie was a sexual and erotic image and one 

that young women should avoid. Furthermore, the selfie was presented as a 

narcissistic practice. In such reports selfies are decontextualised from the group 
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of images and the community of conversation, and presented as singular units. 

In traditional social relationships, a close-up indicates an intimacy that is 

restricted to intimate (red area) social relationships. Looking at oneself is not 

considered taboo if it is done in intimate spaces, but to do so in public space 

might be considered unusual or even mentally unhealthy because it breaks a 

social order and therefore creates feelings of unease. 

Cranny-Francis has suggested that the intimacy of touch when experienced 

accidentally in places such as public transport is ignored. Ignoring is a way of 

responding to an uncomfortable situation. In the case of the media reports on 

selfies, the uneasy feeling or un-ease was quickly diagnosed as a dis-ease. Selfie 

producers were implied to suffer from conditions such as narcissism (see media 

reports by Titlow, 2013; Tremonti, 2013; Mckinnon, 2013; Routledge, 2014). 

Media reports also often contain warnings, using words such as ‘darkness’ (see 

media reports by Nelson, 2013; Sibary, 2013) and label selfie practices—

especially by young women—as immoral (see media reports by Sibary, 2013; 

Tremonti, CBC radio, 2013; Kafcaloudes, ABC radio, 2013). This can be seen as 

an attempt to maintain traditional social spaces. Historically, accusations of 

diseases such as hysteria have been a way of maintaining social order and 

controlling particular groups of people (often women). 

Looking at oneself when one is in a public space is not something people 

normally do openly. As I suggested earlier, if one is caught inspecting oneself in 

a mirror, this might cause embarrassment. There are of course spaces such as 

cars that seem to function as insulated private spaces within the public space. 

Waiting at the traffic lights in a car, I have often observed someone picking their 

nose, singing out loud or closely inspecting their facial features. These are not 

behaviours that would usually be performed in public space. The selfie, 

although a common performance, is not something a person always openly 
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performs in public spaces. For example, the people in the busted shots (figures 

8.1 and 8.2) probably did not think they were being watched or captured as they 

performed the selfies. These images from sites that claim to show people caught 

taking selfies suugest that selfies are produced by men and women, celebrities 

and various age groups.  

Rettberg (2014) uses the analogy of the photo booth to consider the selfie 

and public space. She explains: 

when you stepped into a photo booth you would draw a curtain to 

hide yourself from the world. The curious combination of intimate 

hidden space in a public setting (often there would be a line of people 

right outside the curtain, waiting to use the photo booth after you 

were done) is an interesting counterpoint to the line between public 

and private we see in today’ selfies; the moment of photography is 

intimate.  

(Rettberg, 2014, p. 44)  

In the case of selfies, the photo booth wall that separates private and public 

space, is not material but the concept of private and public remains very real. 

Selfies, then, are similar to the intimate or private space people feel in their own 

cars where they are simultaneously in public and viewable space.  

The viewer, the person taking photos of people being caught taking selfies, 

and the person watching someone in the car next to them ‘picking a winner’ are 

all voyeurs. Voyeurism turns selfie producers into subjects rather than 

recognising their role as active producers. It is now the voyeur’s gaze that 

becomes the active looking agent. This suggests not only the blurred boundaries 

of proximity, but more importantly a movement or struggle in relationships of 

looking. 
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Selfie producers’ use of social and technical filters to navigate 
social proximity  
Social media environments include both technological and cultural filters that 

might be described in relation to a coffee filter (Rettberg, 2014). A coffee filter 

holds back the grains of coffee, only allowing the flavoured water through. 

Technological and cultural filters work to filter out the grains or what we do not 

want seen in public space so that only the flavoured water is enjoyed. 

Technological filters we choose might include the ways we apply particular 

filters or edit our photographs. Cultural filters include the ways in which we 

edit what particular people see in our social media or what we post to represent 

ourselves. This is understood in this chapter in relation to Halls theory of 

proxemics, but can also be extended to the complexity of different social spaces. 

For example, my public presentation of self in Facebook is more casual 

compared to my public Instagram account.  

The coffee filter metaphor is useful because technological and cultural filters 

are not always completely successful and sometimes some grains get through 

into the coffee cup. The metaphor of grains getting through to the cup of coffee 

is what happens when social spaces are blurred. It suggests that for example 

something that is acceptable in personal space is experienced in social or public 

space and becomes taboo. In the case of selfies in public contexts, we could say 

that the grains have made it through to the cup. Front stage behaviour 

(Goffman,1956) is recognised through the ways in which we present ourselves 

in social media such as twitter (Marwick & Boyd, 2010, 2014). But a front stage 

self is also projected through our visual representations. The PGUF meme 

explicitly presents a ‘normal’ selfie juxtaposed with an ‘ugly’ selfie, the latter 

being an image that would not usually be presented in public spaces.  
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Filters are also a form of intimate connection in public contexts. Boyd (2010) 

gives an example of a young girl who was feeling sad and wanted to post about 

her emotion on Facebook. Instead of posting how miserable she was, she shared 

the song ‘always look on the bright side of life’ to her profile. She said that her 

friends would know what she meant by posting this song, but that her mother 

and other more distant friends and people she did not particularly want to 

communicate her feelings to would not understand the message. The meanings 

therefore are always contextual. 

The dog filter (figure 8.8) on Snapchat (an image messaging and mobile 

application) is a filter that has become known in online cultural contexts as a 

‘hoe filter’. This idea is so widespread that there are memes defining it (see 

figure 8.9). The dog filter is one of many filters on Snapchat where people can 

take a selfie choosing an interactive filter and video or snap the event. The filters 

are not named on the Snapchat application.  

 

Figure 8.8 A selfie with the snap chat dog filter 
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Figure 8.9 A meme found in a public image search (original text and content) 

In the second semester of 2016 I tutored a group of students at the University of 

New South Wales in a class designed by Dr Kath Albury dealing with 

technology and self-representation. Students were asked to consider the ways 

in which they performed and suppressed certain aspects of themselves in visual 

social contexts. A student I will call Annabel told me that although she 

frequently posted selfies on Snapchat she would not post the pictures on her 

Instagram account. Annabel went on to explain that Instagram was a much 

more public forum and that she represented herself differently on that platform 

than on Snapchat. She claimed that Snapchat allowed her more personal 

interaction with closer friends because it was less public and that she could 

present a less edited version of herself on that platform. Another student I will 

call Iggy showed a group a selfie with a dog filter applied to it. Iggy said that 

she would not post this selfie in spaces such as Instagram or even Facebook 

because they were too public. She said: 

If I post this (the selfie with dog filter) in Insta(gram) everyone will 

think I’m a hoe … But I like to take them and I share them with my 

friends on Snapchat.  
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Because of the fear of accusations of immorality, Iggy choose to not share these 

images in the most public spaces.  

Annabel and Iggy’s accounts of the dog filter suggest that producers of 

selfies and other memes are aware of the complex social negotiations involved 

in moving among social spaces with blurred boundaries. One of the ways they 

try to avoid misinterpretation in blurred social contexts is by filtering their 

representation in online contexts. This suggests that people in online contexts 

continue to avoid taboos by performing within social contextual spaces and 

enhancing the filtering with privacy settings. Halls research came long before 

online contexts, but the social spaces might still be understood in online 

contexts, although far more complex and often blurred.  

Adhering to certain visual stereotypes is one of the ways in which selfie 

producers both produce and obscure their identity in order to negotiate how 

representations move through a variety of blurred social spaces. Stereotypical 

performance provides a type of filter (Rettberg, 2014) for a public front stage 

(Goffman, 1956) presentation of self. Goffman (1956) suggests that ‘front stage’ 

behaviour is what we do when we know that others are watching. Front stage 

behaviour reflects internalised norms and expectations about behaviour and the 

particular role we play within the situation. It includes our physical appearance 

as well as gestures. How we participate in a front stage performance can be 

highly intentional and purposeful, or it can be habitual or subconscious. Either 

way, front stage behaviour typically follows a routinised and learned social 

script shaped by cultural norms.  

The selfies I presented in figure 8.1 were images of selfie producers being 

watched. If there is something that is broken or busted here, it is the blurring of 

the traditional and new ways of understanding social proxemics. In the busted 

images (figure 8.1), the agency of the selfie producer is lost. The people viewing 
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the scene (the photographer of the selfie performance and the viewer of the 

image) enjoy the agency of looking at the subject. The agency of the selfie 

producers is located in the producers’ choices about how to represent 

themselves. They represent themselves as active in how they are depicted. In the 

‘busted’ selfies, the producer loses agency because the self-depiction is 

interrupted. A dad or mum appears in the intimate image (figure 8.10); people 

are viewed performing private views of self that have been made public by the 

producer of the image (figure 8.11); or admiring themselves in public (figure 

8.12). The public presentation of self and images are decontextualised because 

the presentation is interrupted with another view. When these intimate 

moments are made public without the selfie producer’s consent or in ways the 

selfie producer did not intend, then these visual representations might be 

understood as larger grains of coffee that were not successfully filtered from the 

final representation.  
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Figure 8.10 Examples of busted selfies where parents have walked in on young people 
in their private space (bedroom or bathroom)  
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Figure 8.11 Examples of busted selfies where people have been captured performing 
private representations of self in public space 
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Figure 8.12 Examples of busted selfies that include publicly admiring oneself 
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In a controversial art work by Belgian artist Dries Depoorter, titled ‘Tinder In’ 

(2015), Depoorter presented women’s Tinder profiles next to their LinkedIn 

profile images (figures 8.13 and 8.14). The two profiles provide very different 

presentations of the same person because one is produced for workplace 

interactions (in the ‘blue’ social space of non-intimate social relations) and the 

other for social dating interactions (in the ‘red’ space of intimate social 

relations). The images were also printed, framed and displayed in an art 

gallery, thus presenting them in the ‘green’ space of public social relations.  

 
Figure 8.13 One of Depoorter‘s works from ‘Tinder In‘  

In Depoorter’s original work, the identity of the person was not blurred. The blurring was done 
in online contexts discussing the work. The profile image on screen left is the LinkedIn profile, 
and the image more closely cropped on the right of the screen is the Tinder Profile image. The 
image can be publicly accessed at http://driesdepoorter.be/tinderin/. 
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The ethics of Depoorter’s work are highly suspect for at least two reasons. First, 

the artist did not seek approval from or compensate the owners of the images. 

Second, Depoorter decontextualised the self-representations, presenting the 

images (without consent) in ways the producers did not intend and which 

could be detrimental to their social representation. Depoorter’s actions indicate 

that he assumed these young women did not care about privacy because the 

images were public. However, many online comments express outrage and 

disagreement with that assumption. One online comment by Maxim Wawruck 

(see figure 8.14 with link included) argued that just because something is 

publicly available, this does not mean it can be used in any way. Wawruck 

writes: 

‘publicly available’≠ fair use. Does this need reiterating in 2015? 

Shouldn‘t an artist of all people be aware of that? 

Such comments, as well as the ways in which I have heard students discuss 

their representations and observed the PGUF meme creators in online contexts, 

suggest that people have complex understandings of these blurred contexts and 

public self-representations.  

Depoorter rethought his work after the public outcry. He now includes male 

as well as female representations in his collection, as well as his own self 

representations on Tinder and LinkedIn. He has also released a statement on his 

website noting that he will blur the identifiable facial features of the images he 

collects from now on. His statement reads:  

to question and challenge privacy issues, I’ve used examples from my 

surroundings as well as examples from my personal life (as I do in 

many of my projects). With this, I do not have the intention to expose 

any person in particular. My intention is to mock privacy in general. I 

want to expose what can be exposed so easily without us realising it. 
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From now on, I will continue this project without anyone being 

recognisably pictured. (Depoorter 2015) 

The juxtaposition of visual representations from two different social contexts 

shows that we communicate visually differently in different social spaces. On 

the public online blog ‘the creators project‘, shown in figure 8.14, Vanessa 

Asencio sarcastically comments:  

It‘s almost as if there‘s a difference in the intended purpose of the two 

websites. Hm.  

Similarly, Katie Turinski writes:  

This guy is an idiot. His project says nothing other than you don‘t 

wear the same outfit to a job interview that you would to a first date. 

Earth-shattering. 

 June Hatherway recognises the way the project is particularly targeted at 

representations of women as well as also suggesting, like have the previous 

commentators, that people dress differently in different contexts. She 

comments: 

At first glance, the project seems a bit like public shaming; look at 

these women struggling with themselves, their images, and their 

sexuality … People present themselves differently in their professional 

and sexual lives? No shit. It ‘s not bad, it’s just life. 

These comments suggest that it is ‘common knowledge’ that people act and 

dress in different ways to suit certain social contexts. The apparent obviousness 

of this point leads commentators to dismiss the artist’s work as a PR stunt.  
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Figure 8.14 Screen shot of comments in reaction to Depoorter’s work 

These comments suggest that people interacting in social media have a strong understanding of 
the social contexts and spaces and how they communicate. This is similar to the concepts argued 
by Goffman and Hall. http://thecreatorsproject.vice.com/blog/an-artist-is-putting-tinder-and-linkedin-
profile-pics-side-by-side. 
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These examples suggest that the meanings are always contextual to the social 

media place as well as to the combination of aspects of the visual 

representation. Depoorter decontextualised the original images by representing 

them in a space other than what their producers created them for. This is a 

serious thing to do because meaning is always contextual. Figure 8.13 and 8.15 

are examples of Depoorter (2015). In these examples the LinkedIn Profile (left 

screen) is not as closely cropped as the Tinder profile. This difference in the 

close cropping of the images suggests that these self-representations are 

intended for different social spaces. The Tinder profiles are for more intimate 

social relationships. The LinkedIn profiles, although also often closely cropped, 

are less closely cropped than the Tinder Profiles, suggesting a lower degree of 

intimacy.  

It is not only the close cropping that indicates intimacy in a visual 

representation; nor is it the facial attributes such as those that the PGUF meme 

focuses on. Some of the tinder profiles signal a more social or intimate aspect 

than the Tinder images through dress, make-up, posture and pose. For example, 

in figure 8.15 the Tinder profile is not close up, but is more of a mid-shot, 

including the body of the person represented. The image also signals that it is 

not a workplace representation mainly because of the beach costume and 

setting. 

The PGUF meme also presents two representations of the same person in 

juxtaposition. However, the juxtaposition of the PGUF images communicates 

differently from Depoorter‘s juxtaposition. First of all, the different meaning is 

located in the performance of the juxtaposition. The PGUF meme producers 

actively produce and share juxtaposed images of themselves. They perform, 

choose and post the selfies, in doing so respecting the conventions of the meme. 

In this performance they actively look at themselves and others in the meme 
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community and envisage how others see them. The visual conversation is a part 

of intimate identifications and has cohesive elements. On the other hand, 

Depoorter seeks images online and does not use images of himself. Then he 

juxtaposes representations of a particular person from different social contexts. 

When Depoorter removes the images from their original social contexts, he 

dismisses the agency that the owners of the images practiced in their selfies and 

the ways they chose to represent themselves in certain contexts. Depoorter 

becomes a voyeur, over-riding the agency of the subject. He asks people 

viewing his work to do the same. If the only real interest in Depoorter ‘s work is 

the way in which he asserts a conservative and traditional gaze over the 

subjects, then perhaps it is of little interest or substance at all. However, 

stepping back and observing Depoorter’s traditional gaze exposes a publicly 

visible struggle between ways of looking and self-representation.  
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Figure 8.15 Depoorter‘s artwork, showing how factors such as dress can also indicate 
the social space within which people represent themselves 

The Tinder images in both cases here include more of a midshot, but the clothes worn indicate 
the social space. The image can be publicly accessed at http://driesdepoorter.be/tinderin/. 
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Visual depictions of combined physical distance 
Visual depiction can also include a combination of sizes of frame. It is common 

in some genres of selfies to combine the long shot and the close-up, in other 

words, to combine public social distance and intimacy. Take for example the 

Batman selfie presented earlier in this chapter and reproduced in figure 8.16. 

Although this is not a famous selfie, it is representative of selfies where people 

want to include the setting or other content in the selfie along with their 

representation. Figures 8.17, 8.18 and 8.19 are selfies taken in front of famous 

French landmarks.28 These selfies include the landscape as well as the producer 

and are most often used to show place and claim ‘I was here’ in a similar way 

that old-fashioned holiday photos worked.  

The interesting thing about these images is the way in which they visually 

blur public space and intimate space. For example, the Batman face (figure 8.16) 

is a close-up, representative of intimate space. The out-of-focus face suggests 

very close proximity.29 Although the selfies in figures 8.17, 8.18 and 8.19 are not 

as close or out of focus, the close proximity to the viewer remains. The selfie 

producer remains in an intimate relationship with the viewer in what might be 

described, using Hall’s tersm as a ‘close phase ‘ in which ‘the arms can encircle 

the other’. At the same time, the image includes the producer as someone who 

‘is perceived in a setting’ (Hall, 1990 [1966], p. 125), which is an aspect of the ‘far 

public phase’. Hall notes that the distance indicated by the setting suggests little 

intimacy or empathy in the social relationship. Contrary to this, these selfies 

                                                 
28 In 2014 it was claimed that the Eiffel tower selfie was the most popular tagged selfie. 

https://www.thelocal.fr/20150210/eiffel-tower-ranked-worlds-most-popular-selfie-spot. 

29 This was not intended, however. It was just very difficult to hold the doll and make 

the hand of the figure take the selfie. 
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indicate intimacy by the closeness of the tightly cropped head in a setting. The 

head suggests a body, but the closeness also suggests an intimacy. In this way 

the blurred social boundaries might be recognised in some selfies as visually 

merged within the one shot. 

 

Figure 8.16 Batman selfie 

 

Figure 8.17 The Sleeping Beauty castle in Disneyland Paris 

Photo: moshthe1st/Instagram 
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Figure 8.18 Notre Dame Cathedral remains a very popular spot for selfies 

Photo: Oleg.Koloskov/Instagram 

 

Figure 8.19 The Eiffel Tower selfie seems to be a must for anyone visiting the City of 
Lights 

Photo: athlqah90/Instagram 

Selfies at famous landmarks reference the photographic practice of holiday 

photos, of a performed photograph as a souvenir and as documentary proof. 
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Digital memes challenge traditional understandings of photographs by 

exposing the construction of images (Shifman, 2014a). Figure 8.19 is an example 

of how the constructed nature of the photograph is exposed in selfie practices. 

The selfie producer does this by posing in a playful manner in front of the Eiffel 

Tower. This is not something new, because people played with perspective and 

other aspects of photography prior to selfies. However, it does reference a genre 

and the idea of the constructedness of photographs. It evokes past and ongoing 

ideas about the photographic medium as well as the social construction and 

performance.  

When Shifman writes about reaction photographs, she uses the ‘tourist guy’ 

meme as an example. Tourist guy began with an internet hoax based on a 

photograph of a man standing on the observation deck of a building 

overlooking Manhattan, with an airplane flying towards the vantage point. The 

image, which was manipulated to appear as if it had been taken during the 

World Trade Centre attack of September 11th, 2001, spread across discussion 

forums and online news sites shortly after the tragic events and ignited a series 

of photoshopped derivatives (see figure 8.20) as well as conspiracy theories 

about the man’s identity.  
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Figure 8.20 Examples of the ‘tourist guy’ meme 

These are notable examples that appear on the knowyourmeme website 
http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/911-tourist-guy. 

Shifman uses the tourist guy meme to explain the signification of photography 

as a constructed medium. The PGUF meme also references photographic 

construction and posing through the juxtaposition of ugly and pretty. In the 

workshop I conducted at UNSW in the second half of 2016, a number of 

students identified the ways in which they pose and construct self-

representation in selfies. Madeline (pseudonym) noted that she always let her 

hair down when she took selfies, but rarely wore her hair out in everyday 

activities. Georgia said that she always wanted her skin to appear as natural an 

Asian skin tone as possible and so she was always conscious of lighting and 

rarely used filters that lightened her skin. These selfie producers appeared to be 

well aware of the staged and constructed nature of photography, both in pose 

and performance, in the technological manipulation involved and in the way 

selfies present ideas about their producers socially and culturally.  

Describing digital memes as a form of prospective photography, Shifman 

(2014) has suggested that such memes look to the future by inviting future 
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participation. Prospective photography suggests an evolution of photography 

that is traditionally understood as a past moment. However, this concept is 

problematic. Digital memes do indeed invite future participation, but they also 

reference past social photographic practices. Furthermore, past photographic 

practices have also invited future participation.  

The tourist guy and disaster girl memes, for example remind me of 

photographs my grandfather kept in an album. A keen amateur photographer, 

he used to play with the photographic image in the darkroom. My favourite 

photograph has always being one where a relative who owned and ran the first 

pasta factory in Australia was standing on an enormous pumpkin.30 The 

pumpkin, in perspective to my relative and the background, appeared to be the 

size of a large house. My relative was a member of the Italian farming 

community in Hepburn springs (Melbourne, Australia). Members would 

continually compete with their produce. This photograph was a part of ongoing 

jokes in the community that might even be described as photographic memes, 

although not digital. These photographs were produced in the early 1900s. They 

also play on of the constructed nature of photography and the joke in a similar 

way to memes such as tourist guy and disaster girl. The point I want to make 

here is that these photographs from the early 1900s also suggest what might be 

called prospective photography because they invite future active participation.  

The concept of prospective photography is important because it recognizes 

that there is a difference in ways in which photographs are used and/or 

participated with and through when they are digital memes. It is not really 

useful to suggest that prospective photography is a category of photographs. 

                                                 
30 At the time of writing I was unable to access the photograph or reproduce it in this 

chapter.  
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Rather the concept recognises photography as an active visual social 

relationship that is not limited to the traditional idea of the photograph as 

document or related to a past moment alone. This is not limited to the digital as 

I have exposed with my Italian ancestors photographs. I suggest that 

prospective photography recognizes the transmission communication involved 

in digital memes. I described transmission and ritual communication earlier on 

page 46-48 where I emphasised that transmission communication was more 

related to ideas of active and interactive communication and a means through 

which to understand social communication of selfies.  Transmission 

communication invites a response and perspective photography essentially 

describes the ways in which a digital meme and some selfies invite a future 

visual response. This is different from ritual photography such as birthdays, 

weddings and family holidays because these are form of ritual rather than 

transmission communication.  It recognizes that there is a difference in ways in 

which photographs are used and/or participated with and through when they 

are digital memes. It is not really useful to suggest prospective photography is a 

category of photographs.  

I argue that the immediacy of technology does evoke something new about 

the moment. Returning to my earlier example of landmark selfies, I 

acknowledged how these souvenirs have evolved from traditional concepts of 

photography. The immediacy of the moment in relation to photographic 

practices such as selfies shifts our understanding of place in time. Traditional 

landmark photography said ‘I was here’. The selfie where the moment can be 

transported closely to the time of capture says first ‘I am here’. Then later it can 

also say ‘I was here’.  

Digital memes suggest that the proximities of social relationships have 

evolved over time. In the moment that the selfie is taken and shared, the 
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proximity of time, distance and space are blurred. The selfie producer can share 

the image with someone across vast geographical distances, thus sharing the 

moment they are experiencing ‘now’ with another person’s ‘now’ that may 

involve different times, spaces and places. The traditional postcard travelled 

from place to place but had to travel physical distances, with people passing the 

message along. This took more time so the distances experienced in the 

relationship were not as immediate and did not involve the intimacy 

experienced in (almost) ‘now-ness’ of the selfie.  

In addition, traditional holiday photos in landmarks were long shots, 

composed to include the whole landmark (for example the Eiffel Tower) within 

the frame. The selfie provides a more intimate closeness achieved through the 

tight framing. In chapter six I suggested that the intimacy that can be achieved 

through the technology of the selfie means there is no interruption between the 

photographer and the subject. The immediacy of sharing these images also 

makes the practice more intimate because the space between the producer and 

receiver of the image is not interrupted. The selfie is therefore both the mediator 

and the mediated blurring of the proximity of space, time and distance in social 

relationships.  

In summary 
This chapter has considered the social relationships of selfies as involving visual 

proxemics, and thereore as a visual social practice that is not limited to sight. I 

have argued, first, that a social media such as selfies suggests that the 

proxemics of social relationships have evolved in online social interactions and 

that these now involve a blurring of the boudaries of intimacy and public space. 

Second, I have suggested that this evolution does not mean that traditional 

ways of viewing have ceased or been completely replaced. The ways in which 

the media depict selfie producers continues to draw on a traditional concept of 
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social proxemics. This tradional concept decontextualises the selfie from its 

digtial cultrual context and fails to recognise the ways in which people navigate 

the complexity of social relationships in blurred public/private spaces. The 

traditonal way of viewing does not recognise the agency of the producer and 

aims to relocate the ways in which the selfie is viewed in the concept of voyeur. 

Finally, observations of both these ways of viewing in public spaces suggest a 

social and political struggle over ways of seeing in everyday contexts.  



 

 

Chapter nine 

 
PGUF as semeful sociability 
 

In this chapter I ask: ‘What does proxemics tell us about the visual social 

relationships of the PGUF meme?’ In chapter eight I suggested that the way in 

which people communicate visually has evolved, adjusting to blurred 

boundaries of public and private space. Selfie producers employ both social and 

technical filters to interact visually within communities. This emerging form of 

social communication has not replaced traditional understandings of the 

meanings of proxemics in social relationships. These traditional interpretations 

of intimate, personal, social and public space continue to inform the broader 

public’s ways of viewing selfies and ascribe selfie producers with a relatively 

passive role. In this chapter, I build on the findings in chapter eight to focus 

more closely on the PGUF meme. As Shifman points out (2014), digital memes 

commonly refer to other memes and in this way become entangled. To 

thoroughly investigate the PGUF it is necessary to understand selfies as cultural 

practices and this knowledge is bound up in the conversation of the PGUF 

meme. In this chapter I therefore focus on the PGUF meme as expressing the 

views of both the broader public and the meme community. Drawing together 

the findings of previous chapters, I argue that memes might be described as a 

‘semeful sociability’ that recognises the interactive ways in which people 

communicate visually but that also acknowledges the struggles and visual 

reactions of looking located in traditional and participatory visual interactions.  

Semeful sociability describes how photographic digital meme producers 

actively and visually communicate through signs or semes that are multiply 
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significant. Shifman has argued that the signifying practice in photographic 

digital memes involves active participation. She calls this ‘hypersignification’ or 

a process of active operative signs where ‘the code itself becomes the focus of 

attention’ (Shifman, 2014b, p. 340). This hypersignification is observed in digital 

meme production through what Shifman calls ‘prospective photography’, 

which invites people to engage through unpolished creativity. The term 

‘semeful’ extends on these ideas by recognising a semefulness (Cranny Francis, 

201) that describes how touch is experienced socially and culturally as multiply 

significant. Although this research does not focus on touch, semefulness is 

useful when considering visual social interaction because the term ‘semefulness’ 

connects to the political, spiritual, intellectual, emotional and physical 

significance of embodied subjects. Understanding visual social relationships as a 

semefully located in an understanding of proxemics means recognising the 

visual as also multiply significant and as including and linked to an array of 

sensory experiences and ideas about the experience of intimacy in social 

relationships.  

Hypersignification locates photographic relationships as active because ‘to 

signify’ is a verb. However, semeful sociability explicitly recognises visual 

relationships as active and interactive. The interactivity arises from the ways in 

which the semes are in movement and from the types of kinesthetic sociability 

in memes (Frosh, 2015). As photographic memes move between contexts, they 

make different visual meanings in these different contexts. This shapes the way 

people interact with or respond to them. The meme community identifies with a 

particular view and meaning, but it also reacts and is aware of other meanings 

that are made of photographic images in different public contexts. There is 

therefore not only movement in contexts and movement of meaning as images 

move among various publics, but there is also movement in the social 
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relationships among community members. The visual social interactions within 

the community grow through visual interactions and reactions. Proxemics is a 

useful index for locating multiple significance and understanding how 

kinesthesis in social relationships might be visually represented and understood 

as ‘in movement’. 

To describe the multiple significance of digital memes involves locating the 

main themes of a meme and understanding them within a history, in reference 

to a past. It also involves acknowledging that the practice of looking is more 

than visual but also implicates a type of kinesthesis of social relationships in 

movement. These social relationships in movement might be best understood by 

locating the themes of a digital meme within time, distance and performance.  

Focusing specifically on the PGUF meme, in this thesis I have identified 

three main themes: the female body; the ugly, and the joke. These three themes 

are considered in this chapter as social relationships of proximity. That is, they 

are discussed both from the perspective of the broader public and from the 

perspective of the community. The significance of the themes to each of these 

groups is located through time, distance and performance. Time includes 

considerations and and understandings of the themes historically as well as in 

the immediacy of social media communication. Distance includes the distance 

and space visually represented in the images, as understood with reference to 

ideas of proximity. Performance locates the active performance in the memes 

within concepts of time and distance. While the themes do not exhaust the 

signified meanings of the meme, they provide a basis through which to consider 

how meanings differ in different social relationships. I conclude the chapter by 

arguing that semeful sociability is a useful term to describe the ways in which 

people communicate interactively in meme communities both by reacting to the 
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view of the broader public and by articulating community intimate 

relationships.  

The female body 
The PGUF memes are active and publicly visible self-representations of female 

bodies, as discussed in chapter six. The PGUF Reddit community is a visual 

conversation about selfies and self-representation by women between the ages 

of approximately 18 and 35, as discussed in chapter seven. The overwhelming 

female participation in the meme appears to be in context of media and online 

condemnation of selfies as a female phenomenon throughout 2013 and 2014. 

The PGUF meme appeared in late 2012 and reached its highest participation 

rate and popularity throughout 2013 and 2014. Media (Baym & Senft, 2015) and 

online (Burns, 2015) discussion by the broader public criticised the selfie, 

labelling it a purely young female phenomena and describing it as erotic, 

pornographic and immoral, as discussed in chapters six and seven. The media 

thus encouraged a social fear of selfies, warning that the practice might even 

cause death. These statements were often accompanied by claims suggesting 

that selfies were evidence of medical illness. Their producers were mass-

diagnosed as suffering physiological and medical disorders (Baym and Senft, 

2015), including narcissistic personality disorder and depression. 

The media’s attitude towards selfie takers appears to be attached to the 

bodies that perform them. The media has a problem with selfies when they are 

performed by young women in public space. Nonchlin (2006, p. 172) points out 

that ‘Women and public space have had a problematic relationship since the 

beginning of modern times’. She argues that ‘the very asymmetry of our idiomatic 

speech tells us as much’, pointing out that a ‘public man’ (e.g. in the protagonist 

in Richard Sennett’s The fall of a public man) is an admirable person, politically 

active, socially engaged, known and respected, while ‘public woman’ is a phrase 
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used traditionally for the lowest form of prostitute. Pouting, sauciness, and 

other erotic signifiers tend to cluster around this idea of the selfie producer as a 

public woman. 

The PGUF meme is located within these historical ideas of the female in 

public space. Memes such as selfies and the PGUF present the female body in 

public space as active agents looking out at the world. Historically, looking has 

involved a viewer who actively looks and a person who endures the gaze. The 

female body has been treated as passive and constrained to endure the active 

gaze of the other (Berger, 1972). In Camera Lucida (1979) Barthes described the 

photographic performance as involving the looking actions of ‘to do’, ‘to look’ 

and ‘to endure’. The photographer (‘to do’) takes a photograph of a person or 

thing that endures the gaze of the photographer and as a depicted person in the 

photograph. The photographer and the viewer of the final image both look (‘to 

look’). This model does not recognise the object photographed as an active 

agent. It suggests an unequal power relationship through looking, where one 

party looks while the other endures a gaze similar, to the model of the voyeur 

(Mulvey, 1981, 1989; Sherman, 1975, 1980; Berger, 1972; Krauss, 2000).. Even 

though Kress and Van Leeuwen (1999) suggest that the depicted person has a 

visual social relationship with the viewer of the image, this relationship is 

typically still subject to the primary view and direction of the photographer. 

One artist whose work actively challenges these ideas about looking at the 

female body is American photographer Cindy Sherman. Examples of her work 

appear in figures 9.1 and 9.2. Sherman’s art practice has received considerable 

and ongoing academic attention, with her work regarded as a questioning of 

socially accepted power regimes of looking (Krauss, 2000). Sherman is most 

famous for a series of self-portraits named ‘untitled’ (1975–1980). In this series 

Sherman poses as various female stereotypes. The images appear as film sets 
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and directly reference cinematic female stereotypes. The stereotypes are so 

recognisable that viewers said they recognised the films they originated from, 

even though such originals do not actually exist. In an interview for The 

American Photographer, Sherman stated:  

some people have told me they remember the film that one of my 

images is derived from, but in fact I had no film in mind at all.  

(Nilson, 1983, p.77)  

Krauss (2000) argues that what people really see and remember here are the 

familiar social codes (and myths) that are signified by the image, and this 

makes the image appear an authentic copy, even though there is no real original 

(Krauss, 2000, pp. 101–159). Sherman’s self-portraits present stereotypes, but 

the active roles she takes in producing and performing the stereotypes mean 

that Sherman is not limited to enduring a gaze, because she is also an active 

producer (Andreallo, 2012). 

 

Figure 9.1 Screen shots from the MOMA gallery site  

The first shot shows some of Sherman’s work in the untitled film stills (1975–-1980). Although 
these works are probably Sherman’s most discussed works in academic writing, all her self-
portraits involve active looking where the photographer is also the viewer and the depicted. The 
MOMA site has many more images and can be accessed here; 
http://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/ 2012/cindysherman/#/2/. 
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Figure 9.2 Samples from other series by Sherman 
The MOMA site has many more images and can be accessed at 
http://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2012/cindysherman/#/2/ 

A second person challenging the traditional order of viewing is Kim 

Kardashian, a celebrity famous mainly for her selfies. See figures 9.3 and 9.4 for 

examples of her work. Like Sherman, Kardashian displays her active 

participation in looking at photographs of herself. The main difference between 

these photographic artists is that Sherman produces for an art gallery while 

Kardashian produces images for public social media promotion (Instagram, 

twitter and snapchat). Kardashian actively looks and clearly defines social 

assumptions and accusations about women such as herself, who are active 

participants engaged in looking, with her deftly titled book selfish that includes 

some of her favourite selfies.  

 

Figure 9.3 The image on the cover of Kim Kardashian’s book of selfies entitled Selfish 
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Figure 9.4 Screen shot of a feed of Kardashian selfies 

This collection was found by searching ‘kardashian selfish’in ixquick search engine and 
selecting images. The link is 
http://nortonsafe.search.ask.com/search?chn=retail&ctype=pictures&doi=&geo= 
US& guid=&imgs=1p&locale=en_US&o=APN10505&p2=%5EET%5Ezz03au%5E&page= 
1&prt=360&q=kardashian++selfish&tpr=7&ver=21&ots=1480407790256 

The PGUF and selfie as active practices of looking that are 
publicly visible  
Locating the PGUF meme and selfie within a social history of the female body 

and public space helps us to identify and understand three ways in which these 

digital memes are problematic for the traditional voyeuristic gaze that acts as a 

social power to control and maintain. First, the PGUF and selfie represent a 

struggle to be publicly and actively visible. Second, they represent a desire to 

publicly and actively self-represent. Third, they represent a struggle to actively 

and publicly look. Within the PGUF community these ways of looking are 

performed and located in the selfie performance. The broader public, however, 

continues to look at selfies with the traditional and constraining gaze. 



Chapter nine ~ PGUF as semeful socialibility 

224 

 

Ugliness and the ugly meme 
Because the public views ugliness with this traditional gaze, when uglie memes 

are performed by women and shared on public forums they are inevitably 

considered ugly in traditional ways. In chapter four I located the ugly in a 

socio-historical (rather than aesthetic) context, as being outside social 

boundaries. The ugly selfie is a spectacle that prompts public accusations, 

including of immorality. The accusations have traditionally incited fear and 

therefore work as a form of social control, maintaining a social order that limits 

ways of being.  

Kim Kardashian might be described by some as actively making a spectacle 

of herself. The PGUF meme aims to make the spectacle explicit by performing 

uglies (ugly selfies). A history of the female body suggests that women have 

been told to avoid making themselves a spectacle at all costs (Rousse, 1999). 

Rousse recalls the warning comment of elderly relatives: ‘Don’t make a 

spectacle of yourself!’ A spectacle draws the attention of a gaze. The online 

Merriam Webster dictionary defines ‘spectacle’ in relation to the female body as 

‘an object of curiosity or contempt <made a spectacle of herself>.31 A proper 

young lady should not draw visible attention to herself and should remain 

largely invisible because a spectacle is something nice girls do not do. Nice girls 

don’t do selfies. This traditional idea of spectacle contrasts with the ideas of 

participatory cultures. Vernacular creativity involves publicly visible and active 

participation, putting it at odds with traditional ideas of the female body as 

passive and invisible.  

Historical accounts present a dominant ideology that endeavours to restrict 

women’s activities. Jules Michelet (1859, p. 413) writes in La Femme: 

                                                 
31 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/spectacle 
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She [the bourgeois woman] can hardly ever go out in the evening; she 

would be taken for a prostitute. There are a thousand places where 

only men are to be seen, and if she needs to go there for some reason, 

the men are amazed and laugh like fools. For example, should she find 

herself delayed and hungry at the other end of Paris, she will not dare 

to enter a restaurant. She would be an event, she would be a spectacle. 

All eyes would be constantly fixed on her. 

In Michelet’s account, a woman entering public spaces is a spectacle. 

Furthermore, being publicly visible is linked to her virtue. Public visibility 

‘constituted a serious threat to a bourgeois woman’s reputation’ (Pollock, 1988, 

p. 258), that threatened both her class and moral social status. This threat was so 

great that a woman would forgo human comforts and basic needs such as 

eating to avoid the risk of accusation. 

The traditional stereotypical aspirations of female bodies are explicitly 

acknowledged in some of the captions that PGUF meme producers attach to 

their posts. Some captions jest at beauty as an aspiration linked to attracting a 

mate. For example: ‘Now, now, boys one at a time’; ‘Sure to bring the boys into 

the yard [sic]’. Some titles allude to the stereotypical idea of woman as trickster 

and aspirations towards marriage: ‘Before and after my wedding night’. Other 

captions clearly link beauty and ugliness to good and bad, such as ‘Ms Jekyll 

and Miss Hyde’ or ‘Beauty and the Beast‘. However, the captions that I found 

most interesting, and the ones that were perhaps also most common, were those 

that referenced traditional colloquial or vernacular sayings. These included 

captions such as ‘Hit with the ugly stick’, ‘Face like a toad’, ‘Toad chins’, ‘Got it 

from my mama’, ‘So homely it hurts’. These captions directly reference an 

everyday understanding of ugliness that targets women. They are old sayings 
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whose origin we may not know, but whose meanings we do. We understand the 

ways in which they signify aspirations of beauty for women.  

Media reports targeting the selfies performed by young women throughout 

2013 and 2014 are reminiscent of 19th century accounts. The selfie as an active 

and public representation of the female body came to signify entertainment and 

loss of virtue. Indeed, in July 2013, a radio commentator on CBC (Canadian 

Broadcasting Corporation) radio likened Western female selfies to ‘public 

masturbation’ (Tremonti, 2013). This accusation suggested that women who 

actively look and are looked at in public spaces are not socially acceptable. It 

also suggests that looking at women’s bodies is limited to ideas of sexual 

gratification. Such descriptions of the selfie aim to discipline and control female 

public performance.  

The possibility of being accused of being ‘a hoe’, a ‘slut‘ or any other term 

suggesting promiscuity remains a very real threat for women today. It is linked 

to being publicly visible. In the last chapter I referred to the snap chat dog filter 

and how women applying the filter were considered ‘hoes’. The dog filter is 

commonly referred to as the hoe filter. In a class I gave on selfies as self-

representation at the University of New South Wales in 2016, several of the 

female undergraduate participants indicated that they felt constrained in the 

ways in which they used Snapchat filters. Snapchat is an application that allows 

users to send images that disappear after a limited time. The application offers a 

series of filters that people can try on in their selfies and save or send to others. 

The filters are real time, with various animation devices for each filter, and they 

can be captured as a still image or a short video. Figure 9.5 shows some of my 

own selfies with various filters. As mentioned in the previous chapter, selfie 

producers indicated that they would not post a selfie with the dog filter on 

public platforms such as Instagram because they could risk being accused of 



Chapter nine ~ PGUF as semeful socialibility 

227 

 

being ‘slutty’ or ‘a hoe’. I also pointed out earlier that this understanding is 

widespread in online culture. What is most interesting in relation to the points I 

have made in this chapter about the female body in public space is that these 

women still used the filter, but also understood that it took on certain 

connotations in more public online spaces such as Instagram. 

The accusations made about women appearing in public space take on 

different emotional, physical and intellectual meanings for individual producers 

of the PGUF meme. A public blog in 2013 by an author I will call Joanne 

outlined her experiences performing the PGUF meme. She wrote a personal 

account of how the idea of posting the ugly selfie to her public Reddit account 

gave her so much anxiety that ‘I literally thought I was going to throw up or 

have nervous diarrhea making that photo public’. However, she writes that after 

facing her fears she experienced a type of freedom. She wrote: 

I think most women can identify with having one really great photo 

you hope lives forever, and that’s what I think is good about 

PrettyGirlsUglyFaces. It sort of deconstructs our obsessive relationship 

with showing only our perfect selves. 

Another blog by an author I will call May explained the freedom she felt in 

performing ugly selfies since becoming involved in the PGUF meme. May 

created a new blog that included daily images of herself immediately when she 

woke up. She posted these images daily in an attempt to expose the constructed 

nature of beauty in representations of women. She writes on the first page of 

her blog: 

There is an almost oppressive sense of preciousness put around the 

notion of female beauty and I buy into it more than I’d like to admit. 

Every so often, I need the catharsis, not to mention the feeling of 
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rebellion and badassery [sic], that comes from double-flipping the bird 

on the whole thing.  

Her blog suggests that by putting up these images she is contributing towards 

everyday representations of women, rather than stereotypical and posed 

representations.  

The comments by Joanne and May suggest that individuals experience the 

practices of looking at the PGUF meme in very ways. The passion of such 

responses suggests that digital memes should not be dismissed as just silliness 

and a bit of fun. Digital memes like the PGUF meme are imbued with meanings, 

presented under the guise of whimsical fun and simple creativity.  

The threat that ‘a nice girl’ will be accused of immorality is not only linked 

to being in public space, but also to the amount of time she spends there. In 19th 

century Europe, if a bourgeois woman needed to pass through public space, she 

did not linger. Appearing to linger in public space increased the risk that her 

virtue would be questioned. In Michelet’s (1859) account women could not even 

stop to eat or drink because this would have been seen as lingering. In fact, it is 

for this reason that Wolff (1987, 2006) declared that the idea of a woman as 

flâneur was impossible in 19th century Europe. The flâneur was a figure of 19th 

century streets. The flâneur’s occupation was to linger in public spaces. He not 

only looked but was looked at. He was fashionably attired and invited spectacle. 

The position of flâneur was constrained by class (only the affluent could linger) 

and sex (flâneurs were male). Discussion about the invisible flâneuse explores 

the invisibility of women who actively looked in public space. Wolff (1987, 2006) 

argues that the idea of women performing the actions of a flâneur was 

impossible because ‘central to the definition of flâneur are both aimlessness of 

strolling, and reflectiveness of gaze’ (Wolff, 2006,p21) and these were not 

options that women could practice in public spaces.  
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This link between time spent lingering in public space and the loss of virtue 

appears to also be relevant in online discussions of women’s selfies. The Urban 

online dictionary is an online source that seeks to define common online and 

everyday terms. The contents are contributed and voted by online users. The 

dictionary often is a little humorous in its definitions and is an important source 

because it is created by ordinary users. The definition of ‘hoe filter’ in the urban 

online dictionary reads: 

Snapchat filters are created by Snapchat (hence the name) and used by 

Snapchat users in order to optimize the fun of using the popular 

mobile app. The hoe filter is one of the most popular filters, as it is 

frequently used by hoes (hence its name). The filter itself has an 

innocent design adding dog ears and tongue on the face of the 

individual placed in the center of the screen, e.g. a hoe posing with 

‘adorable’ dog features.  

Kyle: ‘So’up mate. I hear you are seeing a new girl!’  

Matt: ‘Na. She might be a hoe ...’  

Kyle: ‘Well, how can you tell?’  

Matt: ‘Yesterday she created a MyStory of her posing with the hoe 

filter for more than 60 seconds.’  

Kyle: ‘Oh she’s that kind of girl ...’  

Matt: *sighs*32 

This dialogue from the urban dictionary, meant to exemplify the use of the term 

‘hoe filter’, suggests that the amount of time a woman displays herself online is 

relevant to her personal moral and physical qualities. MyStory, mentioned in 

Matt’s speech, is an aspect of SnapChat that allows users to send images to their 

                                                 
32 http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=the%20hoe%20filter The urban 

online dictionary. 
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friends that disappear after a certain amount of time. Matt suspects ‘the new 

girl’ is a ‘hoe’ because the image not only include a dog filter but was in 

MYstory for more than 60 seconds.  

The risk of being accused of being a ‘hoe’ appears to apply not only to use of 

the dog filter but to any of the most common filters in the application. For 

example, the flower garland is also called a ‘hoe filter’. This accusation attempts 

to constrain women’s use of the filters women, how they share them and where 

they post them. In censoring  public displays using filters, comments like Matt’s 

above attempt to control how women may perform looking in public contexts.  

What begins as a technological filter thus in fact comes to work as a social 

filter (Rettberg, 2014; Marwick, 2012) to control and limit the ways in which 

women perform visual representations in public space. The technological filters 

might be quite new, but the moral connotations attached to them are forms of 

discipline that have a long social history. This social history continues to suggest 

the immorality of women who actively look, and who invite being seen.  

The performance of stereotypes also works as a type of social filter for selfie 

producers. Stereotypes are often used in digital memes to signify the 

constructed or staged nature of mediated realities, the ‘overt construction of 

stereotype’ (Shifman, 2014a, p. 348–50). The PGUF meme is a photofad; that is, 

it is a staged photo in which people imitate specific actions (Shifman, 2014a). In 

the case of photofad memes such as PGUF, the stereotypical signifying qualities 

are associated with the composition and more specifically the pose (Shifman, 

2014a). Stereotypes are presented through the juxtaposition of performances of 

making ugly and pretty that expose both forms of presentation as constructed.  
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Figure 9.5 Selfies of the author with a variety of snap chat filters  

  

Figure 9.6 PGUF memes reproduced in Pinterest site  

Source: https://www.pinterest.com/gattomanzo/pretty-girls-ugly-faces/ 

The performance of stereotypes also works as a type of social filter for selfie 

producers. Stereotypes are often used in digital memes to signify the 

constructed or staged nature of mediated realities, the ‘overt construction of 
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stereotype’ (Shifman, 2014a, p. 348–50). The PGUF meme is a photofad; that is, 

it is a staged photo in which people imitate specific actions (Shifman, 2014a). In 

the case of photofad memes such as PGUF, the stereotypical signifying qualities 

are associated with the composition and more specifically the pose (Shifman, 

2014a). Stereotypes are presented through the juxtaposition of performances of 

making ugly and pretty that expose both forms of presentation as constructed.  

The selfies in the PGUF meme both adhere to and expose social stereotypes. 

By performing stereotypical representations of prettiness and ugliness, the 

images offer a representation that is acceptable as a public presentation of self. 

However, the juxtaposition also exposes the constraints of stereotypes. 

Stereotypical representations both enable and constrain. They constrain because 

they only provide limited ways of being publicly visible although they 

simultaneously provide a means through which to communicate visually in 

public space.  

In the case of the PGUF meme, the producers of the meme project 

stereotypical ideals of themselves. Stereotypical representations constrain when 

they are projected onto a group of people because they are treated as 

homogenous and without individual traits. However, projecting stereotypes 

onto oneself enables people to expose the construction. In the case of selfies, it 

also enables women to perform in public space with control over how they are 

perceived as a particular type. By juxtaposing the pretty and the ugly 

stereotypes, the meme producers expose both these ideals as constructed. They 

present this construction to a public audience. The meme producers 

simultaneously share intimate connections because they identify with 

stereotypical performance and limited ways of being in public space. The small 

details that differentiate individual performances of stereotypes become 

apparent when the many individual posts are considered as groups. This shows 
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how shared understanding of stereotypes can become a way of identifying 

within the community, and are used to transgress stereotypical representations.  

In 19th century Europe when bourgeois women did need to pass through 

public spaces and streets, one of the solutions they adopted was to don 

homogenous dress and veils. The veil and plain dress (Kessler, 2006) served to 

protect women from accusations of immorality. At the same time, it served to 

erase individuality, but these women sacrificed this because the fear of being 

accused of immorality and a lack of virtue was so great. Selfie producers may 

constrain themselves to displaying ‘safer’ stereotypical representations such as 

those in the normal PGUF selfies, although media reports from 2013 and 2014 

show that even women’s ‘normal’ selfies attract accusations of immorality and 

self-indulgence.  

It has been suggested that people have more freedom in online 

environments because they can engage in many-to-many (Jenkins, 2009) 

conversation. However, this claim is overly optimistic because although people 

are involved in publicly visible many-to-many conversations, online behaviour 

is still constrained (Keltie, 2016). In a group discussion about self-representation 

(September 2016 at UNSW), a student I will call Kate told me that when she was 

10 years old, she used to use all the filters every day and produce and share 

many selfies. A group around her smirked and agreed. I asked her why she 

didn’t use many filters anymore and she replied: 

Oh I don’t know, it’s like when you’re little it’s OK to show off and 

perform. But when I do selfies now they have to appear like I’m not 

trying. 

Another student agreed (‘yeah!’) and then continued: ‘Selfies now have to look 

like I’m pretty but that I have put in no effort it. It has to look natural.’  
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The PGUF meme draws attention to these limitations of ways of being in 

‘normal’ selfies and, breaking the mold, creating a spectacle. Selfie producers 

also perform certain stereotypes in order to negotiate public space. In the 

‘normal selfie’ of the PGUF meme women evoke conventional ideas about 

female beauty that is defined as controlled and contained.  

Just as bourgeois women in 19th century Europe adopted homogenous dress 

in order to negotiate public spaces, selfie producers employ stereotypes. By 

adopting a stereotype, the selfie producer considers how she is looked at as the 

selfie moves through various publics. Although selfies are presented as a 

practice that demonstrates conceit, I suggest that they are in fact a way of 

navigating the complex social system of the online world, involving various 

social communicative practices of looking.33  

The veil that women wore in 19th century Europe public space protected 

them from both the physical and moral dirt of the city. The veil avoided 

spectacle and social shame. It simultaneously shielded the identity of the wearer 

while limiting what the wearer could see and what those looking at the wearer 

could see through the lace, patterned tulle or soutache of silk (Kessler, 2006, p. 

59). To protect virtue, women not only limited being seen but also could not be 

considered to be actively looking. 

Observations of how women producing selfies are represented in the media 

suggest that traditional ideas of looking in relation to the female body and 

public space remain remarkably similar to those of 19th century Europe. Yet I 

suggest that in fact the ways in which PGUF meme producers respond and 

                                                 
33 These are not limited to a voyeuristic gaze, but also include looking at oneself (as 

depicted), looking at oneself in public space and the scales of intimacy of looking, 

viewing others with similar identifications.  
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‘wear’ stereotypical masks of homogeneity is different to women wearing the 

veil and dress of 19th century Europe. This is because PGUF meme producers 

actively look, ridicule and even invite being looked at, offering themselves as a 

spectacle.  

In chapter four I concluded that ugliness is that which is considered 

improper or outside social boundaries. The threat of being called ugly helped to 

maintain certain boundaries and social ideology. Traditional ideas of ugliness in 

relation to the female body link activity and visibility in public space with 

immorality and knowledge. The PGUF meme producers perform physical 

ugliness outside the boundaries of a socially acceptable public presentation of 

self. These performances might be considered spectacle because they aim to 

draw attention. However, the producers of the meme actively produce these 

ugly representations and juxtapose them with a ‘proper’ presentation of self. 

Actively projecting one’s own ugliness oneself casts the female producer in an 

agentive role, where she responds to social sanctions through a joke. 

The joke 
In chapter three I identified humour as an important aspect of digital memes 

(Shifman, 2011, 2014; Davidson, 2012; Knobel & Lankshear, 2007; Shifman & 

Blondheim, 2010, Douglas, 2015). Referring to Freud (1976) and Argyle (1973), I 

noted that the joke goes beyond something that is merely comic. I drew on 

definitions of jokes as a conversational tool (Tannen, 2005; 2012) through which 

to discuss the taboo or the ugly. I suggested that jokes have been seen as a 

means of active participation through which people can enhance intimate 

community relationships. Jokes will always have unique contextual meanings, 

but they also reveal the values of the community. Jokes can thus function to 

enhance the intimacy of community relationships. 
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The joke is also a type of filter because it acts as a means through which the 

taboo and the ugly can be brought to the surface and discussed. Because a joke 

that can say ‘what people would never say blankly’ (Shifman and Blondheim, 

2010, p. 1349), it allows the social boundaries specified in proxemics (Hall, 1990 

[1966]) to be crossed in social interactions. In the previous chapter I identified 

the ways in which selfie producers consider social and technical filters in their 

public presentation of self. The joke as a filter is particularly useful in digital 

social media where public and private boundaries are blurred. Perhaps this is 

why the joke is so popular in social interactions online.  

The joke of the PGUF meme is grounded in, but not restricted to, the comic. 

Comic aspects can be located in the composition (Shifman, 2014a), which 

involves juxtaposition, and also in the performance of ugliness in a public 

presentation of self. However, the joke focuses specifically on the female body, 

looking and public space in ways that have strong connections with socio-

historical context.  

In discussing the female body and active looking, Pollock (1988) discusses a 

sexual politics of looking that includes the joke. Pollock refers to Doane’s (1982) 

Film and the masquerade: Theorising the female spectator as well as to Robert 

Doisneau’s (1948) photograph entitled ‘An oblique look’ (reproduced in figure 

9.6). Pollock summarises Doane’s (1982, pp. 84–86) account of the photograph 

and ‘censorship of the female gaze’. Pollock (1988, pp. 26–27) writes: 

A petit bourgeois couple stands in front of an art dealers window and 

look in. The spectator is hidden voyeur-like inside the shop. The 

woman looks at the picture and seems about to comment on it to her 

husband. Unbeknownst to her, he is in fact looking elsewhere, at the 

proffered buttocks of a half-naked female in a painting placed 
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obliquely to the surface/photo/window so the spectator can see what 

he sees. 

Doane argues that it is the husband’s gaze that defines the problem of the 

photograph because it erases that of the woman. She looks at nothing that has 

any meaning for the spectator. Pollock extends Doane’s interpretation to 

consider the photograph, the joke and the female spectator, writing: 

to get the joke, we must be complicit with his secret discovery of 

something better to look at. The joke, like all dirty jokes, is at the 

woman’s expense. She is contrasted iconographically to the naked 

women. She is denied the picturing of her desire; what she looks at is 

blank for the spectator. She is denied being the object of desire because 

she is represented as a woman who actively looks.  

Pollock wrote this is 1988, before digital memes became widespread. Here she 

suggested that, for women, active participation in looking is limited to being 

looked at, and when women actively look it is of little importance or 

consideration. 

The selfies in the PGUF memes contrast with this pacification of female 

looking described by Doane (1982) and Pollock (1988), suggesting an evolution 

in ways of looking within participatory culture. PGUF meme participants are 

women who actively produce, look and are looked at. What they look at is of 

importance and intimate connection within the meme community. 
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Figure 9.7 Robert Doisneau,’An oblique look’, 1948, SFMOMA 

Source: https://www.sfmoma.org/artwork/85.321 

This not only suggests an evolution in the politics of looking, but also shows 

that when a body actively participates in looking in all these ways, it is harder 

for it to become the subject of the joke. The media makes jokes about PGUF 

meme producers, but through the PGUF meme, producers respond with a joke 

from the perspective of their community. The relationship between critics and 

producers might therefore be considered more equal than in previous centuries 

because there is a two-way conversation and struggle between these ways of 

looking. As Pollock (1988) herself wrote: 

Texts made by women can produce different positions within a 

sexual politics of looking. Without that possibility, women are both 

denied representation of their desire and pleasure and are 

constantly erased. 

The PGUF meme producers employ the joke as a central element in conveying 

the semefulness of digital memes. The producers identify with the complexity 
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and limitations involved in presenting a representation of desire in public 

space. The joke is that although groups of people traditionally treated as 

passive may now actively produce and consume ways of looking, there are still 

limitations because the traditional gaze still remains an active force.  

Understanding the joke in digital meme communities is essential to 

successful active participation. The joke is located both as interactive 

participation and as reactive response to the social norms and constraints of the 

public presentations of self. The joke provides a conversational tool to speak 

about topics of public presentation of self and of limitations on ways of being 

for women. This active participation (Freud, 1976) enhances cohesion in the 

group (Argyle, 1973; Freud, 1976). For these reasons the joke is more than comic 

and provides a means through which to observe a semeful sociability.  

The way in which people engage with and understand digital memes 

through visual representation depends on their proximate relationships with the 

memes. People involved in meme production are members of meme 

communities and this means that they enjoy certain affiliations. There are also 

personal understandings and meanings attached to the meme through the 

performance. The physical and emotional responses of PGUF participants 

include anxiety as well as a sense of freedom. People viewing the meme who do 

not identify with the meme community bring other meanings to bear on the 

meme. Most often these are negative judgments about the producers.  

The female body, ugliness and the joke are semes that are represented 

visually in the meme and that are the main means of response. The meme 

presents the female body in public space and this proximity has historical social 

and cultural meanings. The responses by both members of the broader public 

and by producers in the meme community are shaped by this social history. The 
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ugly meme is understood as a performance that transgresses social order and it 

is here that the joke functions.  

The joke works as a key element of social semefulness. The media not only 

condemns but ridicules young women who produce selfies. The PGUF meme 

responds with a joke about representations in public space that draws on the 

complexity of technological and social filters. These texts and the semeful 

sociability produced by these female bodies suggest the complexity of the social 

politics of looking.  

In summary 
In considering how people communicate visually through social media such as 

digital memes, this chapter has asked: What does proxemics tell us about the 

visual social relationships of the PGUF meme? I have argued that proxemics is 

an essential element of visual social relationships. In the case of digital memes, 

proxemics was considered in terms of time, space and performance. I identified 

three main themes of the PGUF meme: the female body, the ugly and the joke. 

The female body was considered from the point of view of the proxemics of 

relationships in time, involving both the immediacy associated with technology 

and proximity as located within a history. Space involved considerations of the 

female body in public space, and how representative meanings change in 

contexts. Both time and space enable and constrain the ways in which the 

female body performs and is understood as active and visible. Ugliness is 

understood as more than a performance, but as a representation of that which is 

taboo or not openly spoken about. I have suggested that the joke acts as a type 

of social conversational filter that provides a means through which to discuss 

ugly social concepts.  

In the second part of the chapter, I argued that the ways in which images are 

understood not only rely on space, time and performative contexts, but also on 
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the ways in which these are interpreted by different ways of viewing. That is, 

while individuals bring a unique perspective to their performance of looking, 

there is also the meaning that derives from community affiliations particular to 

the meme. The broader public, finally, views the memes in the greatest 

proximate distance based on scales of identification. 

In this chapter I have used the notion of semeful sociability to describe the 

ways in which digital memes communicate. I have suggested that all these ways 

of looking are not only active but also interactive. Participatory culture has 

meant that groups of people traditionally treated as passive or simply subject to 

a gaze now actively and publically produce self-representative images, look at 

themselves and others and are looked at. A semeful sociability recognises the 

ways in which people actively connect and affiliate through practices of looking 

in social media communities. These communities include digital meme 

communities such as the PGUF meme community on Reddit. Community 

members’ visual interactions are not only publicly active, but also interactive 

visual conversations. A semeful sociability locates this conversation in a broader 

social context where the community reacts to those who are not affiliated with 

the community with visual responses. Furthermore, the unique contributions of 

individuals within the community publicly and visibly represent the 

communities as a group of individuals with unique yet shared views and 

contributions. All PGUF memes are unique because of the distinct physical 

attributes of each producer/performer, but each PGUF meme is also 

stereotypical, with producers performing ugliness with their own bodies but in 

ways recognised by the community. There is movement not only in the 

interactions of the community conversation, but also in the ways in which the 

images are viewed in different proxemics of social interactions. 



 

 

Chapter ten 
 
A semeful sociability of digital 
memes 
 

This thesis has asked the question ‘How do people communicate through 

photographic digital memes by looking?’ Close analysis of the sample data 

suggests that visual meme communication constitutes what I have called ‘a 

semeful sociability’. Semeful sociability identifies the social practices of looking 

involved in photographic digital memes as publicly visible communication 

involving visual action, reaction and interaction in movement. I have described 

these practices as constituting a visual conversation. A visual conversation 

recognises that there are different views involved in the sociability of looking 

and in the performance of identity and that these differences account for what 

might be described as social struggle about ways of looking.  

These research findings significantly advance existing research conducted 

by scholars of digital media and visual communication more generally and 

offers a new approach to looking practice involving digital cultures. The 

research has responded to existing calls in the literature for better 

understandings of how memes communicate (Shifman, 2014a), and the urgent 

need for a model of looking that recognises how we communicate visually 

through digital visual media such as selfies (Baym and Senft, 2015; Frosh, 2015). 

The focus on the topic of digital memes is itself significant because these memes 

are visual social practices that are important both to people involved in digital 

cultures and to people who have little understanding of online communication. 
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The concept of a semeful sociability recognises visual communication as 

publicly visible action, reaction and interaction and identifies the ways these visual 

actions are in constant movement and struggle. The emergence of online 

participatory culture suggests an evolution towards publicly visible action. 

Semeful sociability extends this idea by identifying the complexity of action in 

the online space that involves interaction and reaction. Visual conversation is 

conceptualised as a type of visual struggle between different views and 

practices of looking, where these different ways contrast with one another but 

are also dependent on one another in the production of identity.  

The definition of semeful sociability as crucially involving action, interaction 

and reaction relies on understanding that the complexity of looking practices 

implicates the self, the community and the broader public. Although 

photography has been discussed to date as involving photographer, subject and 

viewer, I assert that in digital visual culture studies these roles are often blurred, 

simultaneously experienced and unfixed. Furthermore, there is a need to 

contextualize these performances as active practices of looking that involve self, 

community and the broader public. ‘Self’ refers to the active individual who 

makes meanings by looking and performing. ‘Community’ refers to the 

emergence of public affiliations around shared ways of performing and looking, 

for example the PGUF meme community. The ‘broader public’ refers to those 

who do not identify as members of the online community and whose views may 

differ from those of the online community. Studying the practices of looking of 

these three groups provides a means through which we can see visual action, 

interaction and reaction happening and through which we can consider how 

identity is performed and the social struggles around the meaning of digital 

memes and practices. 
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Analysis of the data studied in this thesis suggests that visual 

communication of digital memes involves visual signification as active, reactive 

and interactive. Digital memes are publicly visible communication where 

agency is in movement. This communication is not only active because it is 

publicly visible action, but also because it constitutes an interactive visual 

conversation which visually creates cohesion, intimacy and affiliation within 

communities. It is also reactive because it is a type of sousveillance or response 

to a strand of public opinion that does not identify with the community.  

There are two key types of movement involved in this sociability. The first is 

the movement that comes about when one person produces and shares a digital 

meme, after which others contribute, so creating a visual conversation within 

the community. The second is the movement related to the agency of practices 

of looking. As the visual meme moves between contexts, agency moves with it. 

Therefore, although the original producer enjoyed agency, she does not retain it 

once the meme is taken up by others in the conversation. Recognising the 

different roles of self, community and others is essential if we are to understand 

how we perform identity through practices of looking.  

The concept of a semeful sociability captures theoretical discussions that 

identify the multiple significance in visual communication (Pink, 2009, Mitchell, 

2013). It provides a means through which to consider looking in digital cultures 

(chapter two) as multiply significant. Visual communication is not simply about 

sight but, as discussed in chapters eight and nine, is experienced in the context 

of kinesthetic and other sensory experiences. Visual memes are also understood 

as politically, physically, emotionally significant (chapter nine). A semeful 

sociability allows observations of digital memes to go in deep and consider key 

elements of digital visual culture such as ugliness and the joke (chapter four). 

Furthermore, a Semeful sociability captures the publicly visible active 
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participation of participatory cultures. However, I have suggested the concept 

also recognises the interactivity and reactivity involved in the visual 

communication of digital memes. Active participation, publicly visible visual 

interactivity (discussed in chapters seven and eight) and reaction (chapters six 

and eight) are all essential elements of a visibly active sociability. I have also 

suggested that visual interaction might be best described as a visual 

conversation rather than simply as visual speech in order to recognise the 

importance of interaction in digital meme communities (chapters seven and 

three). Visual conversation is a crucial practice of semeful sociability because 

visual social interactions involve an agency (chapter six) that is in movement 

and constant evolution (chapters eight and nine).  

Sousveillance and surveillance as struggle 
As discussed throughout the thesis, analysis of the PGUF memes and selfies as 

visual representations and of their captions and comments from viewers and 

producers suggest that digital memes are not only active but also interactive 

and reactive. In the case of the selfie, the interaction of looking has evolved 

because the photographer is a subject (Zappavigna, 2016) who also actively and 

publicly visibly looks at herself and at other producers, as well as being 

watched (chapters two, six and seven). Digital technology means that the spaces 

involved in this looking at the point of production are more intimate. Within 

communities, intimacy enhances affiliation as members recognise shared 

meanings and practices. Digital memes are most often political (Milner, 2012) 

and, within a larger social context, producers might be described as reactive. 

Selfie and PGUF meme producers react to what Burns (2015) has described as 

‘social regulation enacted through the discussion of photographic practice’. 

Producers enact a type of sousveillance that monitors views that differ from 

those of their community. PGUF digital meme producers publicly and actively 
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look back, and respond visually. While social regulation through surveillance 

works by treating as passive the group to be socially regulated, the active, 

interactive and reactive looking involved in the PGUF meme suggests 

sousveillance or looking from below. This does not replace surveillance because 

the two ways of looking are publicly engaged in a social struggle. 

Close examination of a semeful sociability of the PGUF digital memes 

suggests a social struggle over the meanings of the active female body in public 

space. This struggle is depicted through ideas of ugliness and public 

representation. The concept of ugliness has been discussed in this research in 

relation to control and discipline. Ugliness is that which is outside social 

boundaries and it therefore arouses fear—the fear of being expelled from 

society, of being found to belong outside social boundaries. Ugliness is a form of 

surveillance because it is in the view of the voyeur who also enjoys greater 

agency subjecting the viewed to a gaze.  

The thesis has discussed the ways in which the female body has 

traditionally been treated as subject to voyeurism (Berger,1977) and therefore 

threatened by accusations of ugliness that link physical appearance to lack of 

virtue and immorality. The producers of the PGUF meme perform ugliness and 

in doing so seek to disable the power of looking traditionally accorded the 

voyeur. They produce ugly representations that expose beauty as as much a 

construction as ugliness. Ordinary (that is, non-performed, non-posed) 

representations are absent, highlighting not only the construction of public 

presentations of self (Goffman,1956) but also suggesting limited ways of being 

and presenting for women in public space. By performing ugliness, the 

producers of the memes also practice a sousveillance as a group of people who 

affiliate through shared practices of actively look backing and reacting to public 

criticism that aims to maintain a surveilling control over ways of being for 



Chapter ten ~ A semeful sociability of digital memes 

247 

 

female bodies. Participants in the meme community expressed feelings of 

freedom as well as fear about participating in the meme.  

This research has stressed that visual communication, like any form of 

communication, is always contextual. The visual communication of ugliness and 

the female body includes how women are viewed by different social members: 

self, the digital community and the broader public. Participatory culture means 

that community interaction and identifications are more publically visible 

through social media. However, the social visual conversation that 

contextualises the self, community and broader public in relation to one another 

provides illustrations of social struggles that are relevant beyond a single meme 

group. 

Interaction as visual conversation in movement 
Analysis of the cohesive chain patterns of visual themes in the PGUF meme and 

selfie data suggest a high level of cohesive harmony and shared meanings 

within meme communities. People within meme communities identify with one 

another through intimate connections. This suggests that digital meme 

communities or groups might be best described, again, as participants involved 

in visual conversations, through which members affiliate by identifying and 

subscribing to shared practices. Rather than visual speech, which is more 

concerned with the transmission of an idea (Carey, 1989, Saussure 1974 [1916] 

illustrations), visual conversations take place between two or more people. 

Speech is also more closely translated to the viral passing on of content in an 

unchanged form. By contrast, visual conversation involves creative visual 

action and interaction.  

The movement that goes on in the visual conversations of memes involves 

turn-taking and the sharing of roles, similar to the movement that happens 

during verbal conversation. In verbal conversation person, A speaks and person 
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B takes the role of listening. But once A has spoken, B is likely to become the 

next speaker. Turn taking is a defining characteristic of conversation. 

Communication through digital memes is similar. Agency moves within this 

visual conversation and involves conversational movement.  

The subject of movement complicates the discussion of digital memes, and I 

have asserted that in order to look closely at groups digital memes we need to 

consider the visual conversations involved in community of produsers. 

Observing the PGUF meme I have suggested that to look closely at the 

complexity of digital memes we need to recognise groups of memes (Shifman, 

2014a), as produced by many communities. Communities of people involve a 

common topic of conversations on which the group of people of a community 

identify. The PGUF meme in Reddit for example is one community conversation 

of selfies and uglies. A similar topic of conversation is also involved in the 

meme ‘Tinder me, me looking at Tinder’. The visual conversations of different 

communities need to be considered within the context of each other, the context 

of the broader public, and the context of the community. 

It is for this reason that I concluded in chapter seven that the tabular 

cohesive chain model was not adequate for considering all cohesive aspects of 

digital memes in movement. I instead proposed a three-dimensional model that 

might better capture these aspects of movement in visual conversation. Future 

research would entail further developing this model. 

In exploring movement in social visual interactions I drew on the theory of 

proxemics because it provides a means of examining the relations of looking 

and the evolution of social and technical filters. Comments by selfie and meme 

producers suggest that people have developed a complex understanding of 

social and technical filters that they draw on to navigate social relations in 

online social interactions. However, those who are not members of digital 
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culture continue to view digital memes through traditional social proxemics. 

The concurrent existence of these different looking practices leads to outbreaks 

of ‘moral panic’ about selfies in the media, evidence of a social struggle over 

ways of looking.  

This thesis has provided a method of analysing and discussing semeful 

sociability that I believe can usefully be applied to other of digital memes and 

their communities. To better understand the semeful sociability of digital 

memes, more research is needed in three main areas. First, the approach taken 

in this thesis could be applied to other meme samples and communities to 

identify commonalities and differences in the meanings and practices of visual 

conversations. Second, the model of cohesive chains could be further explored 

by application to other digital meme samples. Finally, understandings of the 

complexity of the groups involved in visual communication and their 

relationships could be developed by broadening the data to other digital 

memes. I explain these three areas in more detail in the following three 

paragraphs. 

Firstly, future research would consider the complexity of semeful sociability 

as multiply meaningful. The concept of semeful sociability provides a way of 

approaching digital memes and locating a variety of visual conversations and 

topics. However, further consideration in relation to other digital memes is 

necessary in order to describe the varieties of semefulness in digital memetic 

conversations. In the case of the PGUF meme and selfies, this thesis has not 

exhausted the communities of visual digital memetic conversations of these 

particular memes. As I write this I am well aware that new memes are being 

contributed and that new communities are evolving. Further investigation is 

required to map the conversations and communities developing from these new 

conversations. Further investigation is also required into how digital memes 
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evolve. Further developing the visual diagrams I have proposed may prove 

useful in this investigation. 

Secondly, future research involves developing the chain wheel model and 

its application to different digital meme groups. I have argued that digital 

memetic communication is complicated and cannot be illustrated efficiently in 

linear chains. Although I have represented cohesive chains as three-dimensional 

circular diagrams with coloured filters, more work is required to perfect this 

model. Further research should focus on a group of memes considered through 

this model. Mapping digital meme movement through this model might begin 

to explore the complexity of memetic visual conversations and speech. It has the 

potential to recognise the complexity of movement and to map the social 

struggles over visual meanings. 

The final and probably most crucial point deserving further attention is the 

complexity of looking. In this thesis I have approached looking performance 

based on Thomas’s (2007) model of identity performance in social activities. 

Thomas argues that identity is performed by self, others and community. 

I extended on this idea to understand looking practices as performed by self, 

community and broader public. However, the complexity among these groups 

and perhaps even at times the blurring of these three performances of viewing 

requires further consideration.  

This thesis began with the story of a girl and a diamond python, a journey 

to understand the visual communication not only of digital memes, but of 

everyday social interactions. The photographic event of the diamond python 

prompted a lifelong investigation to understand how different cultures 

(medical, social, legal, science, arts) visually communicate. Here the thesis ends 

with an understanding of the ways in which people communicate through 

social photography in digital visual culture, but also how that is shaped by 
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social interactions in everyday experiences that are not limited to digital 

culture. Although this thesis has provided methods through which to consider 

practices of looking, the journey is far from over because there are many more 

cultures, contexts and topics to be investigated. The topic of the female body 

and ugliness has a long history that started centuries before the photographic 

event of the girl and the diamond python and will continue to be a topic of 

discussion and perhaps evolution through visual conversation for centuries to 

come. 



 

 

Appendices 
Appendix A: Table collating the observations of the framing 
employed in the uglies and selfies 

KEY: X indicates the presence of the feature 

Meme # Extremely tight framing  
(face only) 

Tight framing  
(includes some body ) 

  selfie uglie selfie uglie 

1  x x  

2  x x  

3  x x  

4   x x 

5  x x  

6   x x 

7  x x  

8 x  x x 

9  x x  

10  x x  

11  x x  

12  x x  

13   x x 

14   x x 

15  x x x 

16  x x  

17  x x  

18   x x 

19  x x  

20  x x  

21   x x 
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KEY: X indicates the presence of the feature 

Meme # Extremely tight framing  
(face only) 

Tight framing  
(includes some body ) 

22  x x  

23  x x  

24   x x 

25   x x 

26 x x   

27   x x 

28  x x  

29 x x   

30  x x  

31 x x   

32  x x  

33  x x  

Totals 4/33 23/33 30/33 10/33 
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Appendix B: Hall’s proximity descriptions 
 

A more in depth discussion of Halls theory of proximity is found in chapters 

eight and nine. 

Intimate distance – 6 to 18 inches (15-45cm) This level of physical distance 

often indicates a closer relationship or greater comfort between individuals. It 

often occurs during intimate contact such as hugging, whispering, or touching. 

Personal distance – 1.5 to 4 feet (45-120cm) Physical distance at this level 

usually occurs between people who are family members or close friends. The 

closer the people can comfortably stand while interacting can be an indicator of 

the intimacy of the relationship. 

Social distance – 4 to 12 feet (1,20m-3,50m) This level of physical distance is 

often used with individuals who are acquaintances. With someone you know 

fairly well, such as a co-worker you see several times a week, you might feel 

more comfortable interacting at a closer distance. In cases where you do not 

know the other person well, such as a postal delivery driver you only see once a 

month, a distance of 10 to 12 feet may feel more comfortable. 

Public distance – 12 to 25 feet (3,50-7,50m) Physical distance at this level is 

often used in public speaking situations. Talking in front of a class full of 

students or giving a presentation at work are good examples of such situations. 
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Appendix C: Collated observations of the camera angle observed 
in the PGUF meme 
PGUF 
meme # 
 

Observations 

Shot from above  
Key; ‘x’=present; (G)=great 
angle; (S) =slight angle 

Straight on 
Key: ‘x’=present 

Shot from below  
Key; x=present; EX= 
extreme angle from below 

 selfie uglie selfie uglie selfie uglie 

1 x(S)     Ex 

2 x(G) X (S)     

3 x(S)     Ex 

4 x(S)     Ex 

5 x(G)     Ex 

6 x(G)     Ex 

7 x(G)     X 

8 x(G)     Ex 

9 x(G)     Ex 

10 x(G)     Ex 

11 x(S)     Ex 

12 x(G)     Ex 

13 x(S)     Ex 

14 x(G)     Ex 

15 x(S) X(G)     

16 x(G)     Ex 

17 x(G)     Ex 

18 x(G)     Ex 

19 x(S)     X 

20 x(G)     Ex 

21 x(S)     Ex 

22 x(S)     X 

23 x(G) X(S)     

24 x(G) X(G)     

25 x(G)     X 

26 x(G)     Ex 

27 x(G)     Ex 

28 x(G)     Ex 

29 x(G)     Ex 

30 x(S)   x   

31 x(G)     Ex 

32 x(G)     Ex 

33 x(G) X (G)     

TOTALS Shot from above Straight shot Shot from below 
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TOTALS Shot from above Straight shot Shot from below 

Uglie selfie totals 5/33  
Then of these 5; 
**4/5 great angle above,  

**1/5 =slight angle from 

above 

1/33 27/33 
**22/27=extreme lower 
angle.  

**4/27 were shot from 

below but not extreme 

angles 

Pretty selfie  33/33 0/33 0/33 
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Appendix D: (1) Collated data of the angle, framing and gaze in 
the selfies that make up the PGUF meme 
Key; *1, G=great angle above, S=slight angle >>*2, B=angle below, EX=extreme angle 
below>>*3 Extremely tight means face only in frame>>*4’tight’ means some body in frame 

Camera angle, crop and gaze in the PGUF meme 
 Camera angle Camera Eyes/ gaze 
 Above *1 straight Below *2 Extremel

y tight- 
*3 

Tight *4 Some 
backgro
und 

Direct at 
viewer 

Looking 
away 

multidir
ectional 

 selfie

s 

uglie

s 

selfies uglie
s 

selfies uglies selfie
s 

uglie
s 

selfi
es 

ugli
es 

selfie
s 

ugli
es 

selfie
s 

uglie
s 

selfi
es 

uglies selfie
s 

ugli
es 

1 S     EX  X X    X   X   
2 G G      X X    X   X  X 
3 S     EX  X X    X     X 
4 S     EX   X X    X x    
5 G     EX  X X       X   
6 G     EX   X X   X     X 
7 G     B  X X    X X     
8 G     EX X X  XX   X X     
9 G     EX  X X    X X     
10 G     EX  X X    X X     
11 S     EX  X X    X   X   
12 G     EX  X X    X X     
13 S     EX   X X   X X     
14 S     EX   X X   X X     
15 S G      X X X    X x    
16 G     EX  X X    X   X   
17 G     EX  X X    X X     
18 G     EX   X X   X   X   
19 S     B  X X    X     X 
20 S     EX  X X    X   X   
21 S     EX   X X   X   X   
22 S     B  X X    X     X 
23 S G      X X    X X     
24 G G       X X   X X     
25 G     B   X X   X X     
26 G     EX X X     X X     
27 G     EX   X X   X   X   
28 G     EX  X X    X X     
29 G     EX X X     X     X 
30 2   X    X X     X x    
31 G     EX X X     X X     
32 G     EX  X X    X     X 
33 G G      X X    x   X   
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Appendix D: (2) Totals of the table in appendix D1  

A collation of the angle, framing and gaze in the selfies that make up the PGUF 

meme, derived from the table on the previous page. 

 
 

 

 

Camera angle, crop and gaze in the PGUF meme 
(totals of preceding table) 

Ugly 
selfie 

- 5 - 1/
33 

- 27/
33 

- 24
/3
3 

- 11
/3
3 

- 03
3 

- 17
/3
3 

- 10/
33 

- 7/
33 

Prett
y 
selfie 

33
/3
3 

- 0 - 0 - 4 - 30
/3
3 

- 0/
33 

- 31
/3
3 

- 3/
33 

- 0  
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Appendix E: Observations of the (pretty) selfie 
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Appendix F: Observations of pretty and ugly selfies combined into 
one table 
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Appendix G: A summary of Hall’s description of social relations and physical distance  
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Appendix H Visual representations from Hall’s tables 

 

The images above on the left are excerpts from figure 8.7 in chapter eight. The images above on the right are Hall’s original charts as represented in figure 8.4 (top 
right) and 8.5(bottom right above). Hall’s first chart (top right) is depicted visually by the images, also boxed in green on the top left of screen. The yellow area 
(personal space) and red area (intimate space) correlate in each of the green boxes in both the visual and chart depictions. The purple boxed area of Hall’s chart on the 
bottom right is represented visually on the left in the purple boxed area. This chart is more to do specifically with vision. Although the area outlined in the chart 
includes personal (yellow) and intimate (red) space, when this is represented visually it involves intimate relationships (red only) of close shots.  
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Appendix I: Visual representations from Hall’s tables 

 

Social space (Hall, 1966) correlated to visual representations of the spaces through the photographic framing (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1999). See 
explanation next page.
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Explanation of the visual representation of Hall’s table in appendix H. 

This chart consists of two main rows. The first top row includes excerpts of Hall’s 

(1960) descriptions of each of the four social spaces. The row below this includes 

visual depictions of shot types according to Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996).There are 

four main columns that run throughout the chart that indicate intimate space (red), 

personal space (yellow), social space (blue) and public space (green). The chart aims to 

connect the visual depictions (shot types) to each of Hall’s social spaces (by quote 

definitions). The chart indicates that the visual depictions of extreme close shot (ECU) 

and close shot (CU) include the intimate and personal spaces in Hall’s description. 

Furthermore, there is a blurring between social and public space when visually 

depicted. This suggests that visual social relationships are not as fixed as suggested. 

The visual social relationship boundaries are blurred in both intimate and personal 

space, as well as between social and public space. This is interesting because social 

relationships in online contexts have been identified as blurred because publics are 

not fixed. However, this chart suggests further complication in the case of visual 

communication because the social boundaries in visual communication are also 

blurred.
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Appendix J: (1) Analysis of the pretty selfies 1 to 11 

The selfies are analysed for the topics derived from the results in chapter 6. These topics appear along 
the top under the heading. The topics are not exhaustive. 

 

 

  

# Pretty meme Intimate POV active controlled 
appearing 
natural 

slim 
aspiratio
n 

Stereo 
typical 

Left 
screen 

female 
 

1  
 

                

2  
 

                

3  
 

                

4  
 

                

5  
 

                

6  
 

                

7  
 

                

8  
 

                

9  
                

10  
 

                

11  
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Appendix J: (2) Analysis of the pretty selfies 12 to 22 

 

# Pretty meme Intimate POV active controlled 

appearing 

natural 

slim 

aspiratio

n 

Stereo 

typical 

Left 

screen 

female 

 

12  

                

13  
                

14  
                

15                  

16  
 

                

17  

                

18  
                

19  
                

20  
                

21  
                

22  
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Appendix J: (3) Analysis of the pretty selfies 23 to 33 

 

# Pretty meme Intimate POV active controlled 

appearing 

natural 

slim 

aspiratio

n 

Stereo 

typical 

Left 

screen 

female 

 

23  

                

24 

 
                

25  

                

26  
                

27  
                

28  
 

                

29  
                

30  
 

                

31  
                

32  
                

33   
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Appendix K: (1) Analysis of the uglie selfies 1 to 11 

 

 

 

# Meme Extreme 

Intimate 

POV active Performe

d and 

contorted 

corpulen

ce 

Oppositio

n  

Right 

screen 

female 

 

1  

                

2  

                

3  

                

4  

                

5  
                

6  
                

7  

                

8  

                

9  

                

10  

                

11  

                



Appendices 

269 

 

Appendix K: (2) Analysis of the pretty selfies 12 to 22 
 

# Meme Extreme 

Intimate 

POV active Performe

d and 

contorted 

corpulen

ce 

Oppositio

n  

Right 

screen 

female 

 

12  

                 

13  
 

                

14  
 

                

15  
 

                

16  
                

17  
 

                

18  
                 

19  
 

                

20  
 

                

21  
 

                

22  
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Appendix K: (3) Analysis of the pretty selfies 23 to 33 
 

# Meme Extreme 

Intimate 

POV active Performe

d and 

contorted 

corpulen

ce 

Oppositio

n  

Right 

screen 

female 

 

23  
                 

24  
                

25  
 

                

26  
 

                

27  
 

                

28  
 

                

29  
 

                

30  
 

                

31  

 
                

32  
                

33   

 

 

              

 



Appendices 

271 

 

Appendix L: (1) Analysis of the PGUF memes 1 to 11 
The selfies were analysed for the topics derived from the results in chapter six. These 
topics appear along the top under the heading. The topics are not exhaustive. 

# Meme techno 

and social 

filters 

POV active Performa

nce 

exaggera

tion 

contrast JOke female 

 

1 

 

                

2 

 

                

3 

 

                

4 

 

                

5 

 

                

6 

 

                

7 

 

                

8 

 

                

9 

 

                

10 

 

                

11 
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Appendix L: (2) Analysis of the pretty selfies 12 to 22 
# Meme techno 

and social 

filters 

POV active Performa

nce 

exaggera

tion 

contrast Joke female 

 

12 

 

                

13 

 

                

14 

 

                

15 

 

                

16 

 

                

17 

 

                

18 

 

                

19 

 

                

20 

 

                

21 

 

                

22 
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Appendix L: (3) Analysis of the pretty selfies 23 to 33 
# Meme Discussio

n echno 

and social 

filters 

POV active Performa

nce 

exaggera

tion 

contrast Joke female 

 

23 

 

                

24 

                

25 

 

                

26 

 

                

27 

 

                

28 

 

                

29 

 

                

30 

 

                

31  
                

32                  

33   
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Appendix M: (1) Chain patterns in the pretty selfies 
A cohesive chain pattern of the pretty/normal selfies sample. Information is derived from the 

previous tables. The letter symbols correlate to the previous tables. 

# OF 
MEME 

I POV A N S STP LS F 
 

1                 
2                 
3                 
4                 
5                 
6                 
7                 
8                 
9                 
10                 
11                 
12                 
13                 
14                 
15                 
16                 
17                 
18                 
19                 
20                 
21                 
22                 
23                 
24                 
25                 
26                 
27                 
28                 
29                 
30                 
31                 
32                 
33                 
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Appendix M: (2) Chain patterns in the uglie selfies 
 

# OF 
MEME 

Extreme 
Intimate 

POV active Performed& 
contorted 

corpulence Opposition 
to pretty 

Right 
screen 

female 
 

1                 
2                 
3                 
4                 
5                 
6                 
7                 
8                 
9                 
10                 
11                 
12                 
13                 
14                 
15                 
16                 
17                 
18                 
19                 
20                 
21                 
22                 
23                 
24                 
25                 
26                 
27                 
28                 
29                 
30                 
31                 
32                 
33                 
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