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Abstract

Political memes have become an increasingly common form of political communication on social media, yet
previous studies have paid less attention to how memes construct criticism of government priorities in
relation to socioeconomic conditions and perceived public needs. This study aims to examine how political
memes on X construct such criticism through Charles Sanders Peirce’s semiotic framework. A qualitative
descriptive approach was used to analyze five political memes purposively selected from publicly available
posts on X between August 2025 and March 2026. The memes were selected based on their use of combined
visual and textual elements to criticize government policies, political figures, or related political issues. The
analysis focused on the relationship between the representamen, object, and interpretant in each meme. The
findings show that political criticism is constructed through numerical comparisons, policy juxtaposition,
irony, cultural references, visual incongruity, and symbolic contrasts. These signs connect government
policies and priorities with issues of economic inequality, public policy benefits, environmental concerns,
energy-sector power, and differences between officials and ordinary citizens. The study contributes to
political communication research by showing how Peircean semiotics can explain the construction of
political criticism in memes, while also demonstrating how memes connect policy debates with everyday
public concerns in digital public discourse.
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Introduction

Social media has become an important digital public space in which people exchange
information, express opinions, and respond to social and political issues. Beyond interpersonal
communication and entertainment, social media enables users to participate in public discussions and
express criticism through accessible digital content. One increasingly prominent form is the political
meme, which combines visual and textual elements to communicate opinions, satire, and criticism of
political and social phenomena.

A meme is a form of visual communication, typically consisting of an image combined with
text, that conveys humor, satire, or criticism of a specific phenomenon. With the evolution of social
media and digital culture, memes have developed beyond mere entertainment and can be deliberately
constructed to express criticism, opinions, and interpretations of political realities. The combination
of visual and textual signs allows political memes to communicate complex issues in concise and
accessible forms, making them relevant objects for examining how political meanings and criticism
are constructed in digital communication.

One widely used social media platform for spreading memes is X (formerly Twitter). X provides
a relevant context for examining political memes because its fast-paced and interactive environment
facilitates the circulation of political content and public responses to ongoing issues. The platform
allows political memes to circulate beyond individual accounts and become part of broader public
discussions. In this context, memes can function as accessible forms of political criticism, particularly
when they respond to government policies, political figures, and socioeconomic conditions that are
being publicly debated.

A notable feature of the X platform is the trending topics function. As a reflection of ongoing
public conversations, trending topics can provide an indication of which social and political issues
are attracting widespread attention on the platform. This feature is therefore relevant for identifying
the broader issue context in which political memes circulate and respond to current public debates.
In this study, trending topics are considered as an indicator of issues receiving public attention during
the research period, particularly issues related to government policies and socioeconomic inequality.

Previous studies have established the role of political memes as forms of critical political
communication. Putra et al. (2023) found that political memes can function as a medium for
communicating political criticism, in which the combination of images and textual elements
contributes to the construction of critical meanings. Their findings also indicate that memes can direct
public attention toward issues considered important by their creators and that the interpretation of a
meme is influenced by the political context surrounding its message. These findings demonstrate that
political memes can serve as visual forms of public expression through which political issues and

criticism are communicated.
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Semiotic analysis has also been applied to examine the meanings constructed in political memes.
Aziza and Nasrullah (2025) analyzed nine political memes on Instagram using Charles Sanders
Peirce’s semiotic framework and found that the memes conveyed varied meanings, with many
satirizing government policies and the actions of political elites. Their study demonstrates the
relevance of Peircean semiotics for interpreting how visual and textual signs communicate meanings
that are not always explicitly stated in political memes. Peirce’s framework is particularly relevant to
the present study because it enables the analysis of how visual and textual signs relate to their objects
and generate interpretive meanings within specific political and social contexts.

Although previous studies have demonstrated that political memes can function as critical
political communication and that Peircean semiotics can be used to interpret the meanings of political
memes, their research contexts differ in platform, political context, and issues examined. Putra et al.
(2023) examined political memes on Facebook in the context of criticism of presidential candidates,
while Aziza and Nasrullah (2025) examined political memes on Instagram satirizing government
policies and political elites. These studies provide important foundations for understanding political
memes as forms of political criticism and for interpreting their visual and textual meanings. Less
attention has been paid to how political memes circulating on X construct critiques of government
policies and priorities by linking them to socioeconomic conditions and perceived public needs in
contemporary Indonesian political discourse.

This gap is important because political memes can use visual and textual cues to question policy
priorities by contrasting government decisions with broader social and economic conditions and with
the needs society deems important. Addressing this gap, this study examines how such criticism is
constructed in political memes circulating on X. The novelty of this study lies in examining how
political memes on X construct criticism of government policies and policy priorities by relating them
to socioeconomic conditions and perceived public needs, using Peirce’s semiotic framework.

This study focuses on political memes that criticize government policies and priorities in relation
to socioeconomic conditions. The study examines how visual and textual elements in these memes
construct meanings of political criticism, particularly by representing government policies, policy
priorities, socioeconomic conditions, and public needs. By examining these representations, the study
seeks to understand how political memes function as a form of public expression and criticism in
contemporary digital discourse.

Accordingly, this study addresses the following research question: how do political memes
circulating on X construct criticism of government policies and priorities through visual and textual
signs in relation to socioeconomic conditions and public needs? This study aims to examine how
visual and textual signs in political memes express criticism of government policies and priorities,
drawing on Charles Sanders Peirce’s semiotic framework. Theoretically, this study contributes to
research on digital political communication and semiotics by applying Peirce’s framework to the

interpretation of political criticism in memes. Empirically, it provides insight into how political
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memes on X reflect public criticism of government policies and priorities in the context of

socioeconomic conditions and public needs in contemporary Indonesia.

Methods
This study uses a qualitative descriptive approach to examine how political criticism is

constructed in memes circulating on the X platform. A qualitative approach is appropriate because
the study focuses on interpreting the meanings conveyed by visual and textual signs rather than
measuring the frequency of particular meme types. The analysis uses Charles Sanders Peirce’s
semiotic framework to examine how signs in political memes refer to particular political and social
issues and how these signs produce meanings of criticism. This approach allows the researcher to
examine the relationship between visual and textual elements and the political context in which the
memes circulate.

The selected memes were publicly posted on X from August 2025 to March 2026 and presented
visual and textual elements that functioned together as a meme. The memes were required to contain
criticism or satire concerning government policies, policy priorities, political officials, or related
political events, and to be relevant to the political or socioeconomic issues examined in this study. In
addition, the selected posts demonstrated substantial audience engagement and visibility, as indicated
by at least 10,000 likes and post views totaling hundreds of thousands, with the highest-viewed post
exceeding 900,000 views. These indicators were used to identify posts that had received substantial
public attention and visibility within the broader discussions surrounding the identified political
issues.

Five memes were selected because the study prioritizes detailed interpretation rather than a large
number of observations. Each meme was treated as an individual unit of analysis and examined in
relation to its visual and textual signs and the political context surrounding it. The purpose of the
sample was not to statistically represent all political memes on X, but to provide a focused set of
relevant cases for examining how political criticism is constructed through signs. The five selected
memes met the inclusion criteria and contained sufficient visual and textual elements for in-depth
semiotic analysis.

Data collection was conducted through observation and documentation. Observation involved
examining political meme posts and discussions on X from August 2025 to March 2026, particularly
those concerning government policies, policy priorities, and socioeconomic inequality. Trending
topics on X were used to identify issues receiving considerable public attention during the research
period. Issues were identified through recurring political discussions appearing in X trending topics
and related hashtags during the observation period. In this study, trending topics functioned as an
indicator of the broader issue context rather than as a criterion for selecting the memes. After relevant
issues were identified, the researcher examined meme posts related to those issues and applied the

predetermined sampling criteria. The selected posts were documented by saving the meme images
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and recording relevant information.\

Data analysis followed the Miles and Huberman model, which consists of data collection, data
reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing and verification. These stages were integrated with
Peirce’s semiotic framework, which was used to interpret the signs contained in the selected memes.
In the data collection stage, relevant political memes were identified through observation on X and
documented alongside contextual information. In the data reduction stage, the collected memes were
screened against the inclusion criteria, and five memes were retained for the final analysis. Posts that
did not contain relevant political criticism, were not sufficiently related to the research focus, or did
not provide adequate visual or textual material for analysis were excluded.

The data display stage involved presenting each meme as a separate unit of analysis. The visual
and textual elements of each meme were first identified and described. The identified signs were then
analyzed using Peirce’s triadic concept of sign, object, and interpretant. The researcher examined the
sign itself, the object or political and social issue to which the sign referred, and the interpretant or
meaning produced through the relationship between the sign and its object. The analysis considered
both visual and textual elements, including images, words, phrases, captions, symbols, facial
expressions, and other elements that contributed to the critical message. The signs were interpreted
in relation to the political and socioeconomic context in which the memes circulated so that the
analysis did not treat the visual or textual elements as isolated components.

In the final stage, conclusions were drawn from the interpretation of the signs in each meme and
then compared across the five cases. The researcher identified similarities and differences in how
political criticism was constructed, particularly regarding government policies and priorities,
socioeconomic conditions, and perceived public needs.

The memes were purposively selected for their relevance to the research question. This study
employs a qualitative approach with a descriptive-analytical research design analytical research
aimed at deeply understanding the phenomenon of the commodification of activism on social media.
A qualitative approach was chosen because this study focuses on meaning, interpretation, and the
social processes occurring within digital activism practices (Widodo et al., 2026). The research
objects in this study are activism content on social media, specifically on the Instagram and Tik Tok
platforms, which feature social issues and potentially contain elements of political image-building.
The research subjects include social media users, content creators, and audiences engaged in digital
interactions such as commenting, sharing content, or using specific hashtags. This study seeks to
uncover how activism is represented, produced, and consumed in the digital space.

The data collection technique in this study uses purposive sampling, which involves selecting
samples based on specific criteria relevant to the research objectives. The criteria used include:
content that addresses social issues, has high engagement levels (likes, shares, comments), and
contains elements of a narrative of concern or public image (Creswell, 2019). The data used in this

study consists of primary and secondary data. Primary data was obtained from direct observation of
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social media content and digital documentation, while secondary data was obtained from scientific
journals, articles, and literature relevant to the research topic. Thus, the collected data is expected to
provide a comprehensive picture of the phenomenon under study.

Data collection techniques were conducted through several methods, namely non-participant
observation, documentation, and literature review. Non-participant observation was conducted by
observing activism content on social media without directly engaging in interactions. Documentation
was carried out by collecting screenshots, captions, comments, and visual elements from the analyzed
content. Meanwhile, the literature review was conducted by examining various sources of literature,
such as scientific journals, books, and relevant research reports. This technique was used to strengthen
the theoretical foundation and to compare the research findings with previous studies.

The data analysis technique in this study employs the interactive qualitative analysis model
proposed by Matthew B. Miles and A. Michael Huberman, which consists of three stages: data
reduction, data presentation, and drawing conclusions. Data reduction involves selecting and
simplifying data relevant to the research focus. Data are presented in the form of descriptive narratives
to facilitate understanding of the phenomena under study. Subsequently, conclusions are drawn by
interpreting the data based on the established theoretical framework. To ensure data validity, this
study employs source triangulation, which involves comparing data from various sources to ensure
the consistency and accuracy of the information.

To maintain the trustworthiness of the analysis, the researcher repeatedly reviewed the selected
memes and the interpretations produced from them. The visual and textual signs identified during the
first reading were checked again against the original posts, and the resulting interpretations were
reviewed in relation to Peirce’s concepts of sign, object, and interpretant. The researcher also checked
the consistency between each interpretation and the political or socioeconomic context of the meme.
This process was used to reduce the possibility of interpretations that were not sufficiently supported
by the data. The use of explicit sampling criteria, a defined observation period, documented data
collection procedures, and a systematic analytical framework also provided a clear basis for tracing
how the findings were produced.

The study uses publicly accessible political meme posts from X for academic purposes. The
analysis focuses on the content and meanings of the memes rather than on the personal identities of
the users who posted them. Personal information that was not relevant to the research was not
included in the analysis or reporting. The data were used only insofar as they were necessary to

examine the construction of political criticism in the selected memes.
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The analysis shows that political memes on X construct criticism primarily through contrasts
between government priorities and perceived public needs. Across the five memes, criticism is not
expressed only through explicit political statements but through the juxtaposition of visual signs,
textual elements, numerical comparisons, irony, satire, and intertextual references. Through Peirce’s
framework, these signs produce interpretations of unequal resource allocation, differences in policy
benefits, environmental concerns, concentration of economic power, and perceived socioeconomic

inequality.

Digital Activism as a Tool for Political Branding

Research findings also indicate that activism on social media is frequently used as a tool for
building a political image by both individuals and public figures. Content addressing social issues is
often linked to personal branding, where political actors present themselves as figures who care about
society (Islam et al., 2025). This phenomenon indicates a shift in the function of activism from a social
movement to a political communication strategy. This aligns with the concept of the culture industry
proposed by (Emordi et al., 2026), which posits that culture can be produced and consumed as a
commodity possessing both economic and symbolic value.

Based on the content analysis, content with a strong social narrative tends to receive higher
engagement than ordinary content. As an illustration, engagement data show that content addressing
social issues has a higher average engagement rate than non-social-issue content.

Table 1. Average Engagement of Digital Activism Content

Content Type Average Likes Average Shares Average Comments
Social Issue Content High High Medium-High
Non-Social Issue Content ~ Medium Low Low

The data indicates that social issues hold significant appeal in capturing public attention.
However, within the context of commodification, this can be leveraged as a strategy to boost
popularity and political image. Thus, digital activism serves not only as a means of advocacy but also

as a tool for building social and political legitimacy (Dashti et al., 2023).

Political Participation in Networked Society

Based on the research findings, social media has become a crucial component in shaping public
political participation, particularly among the younger generation (Anita Kristina et al., 2026). This
aligns with the concept of the network society proposed by Manuel Castells, where information serves
as the primary source of power in modern society. Social media enables the rapid and widespread
distribution of information, thereby facilitating social and political mobilization. However,
participation tends to be fleeting, instantaneous, and driven by content virality.

Based on the interview results, one informant stated:

"I share political information because many of my friends are sharing it, so I join in so I don't
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miss out."

This statement indicates that political participation on social media is often influenced by the
digital social environment and emerging trends. This suggests that political participation is not always
based on critical awareness but also on social factors such as peer pressure and the need for digital
presence. Research by (Vestergaard & Schmid, 2026) also shows that social media can enhance

political awareness, though it does not necessarily lead to significant changes in political behavior.

Social Media and the Shaping of Political Participation Among the Younger Generation

Social media plays a crucial role in shaping public political participation, particularly among the
younger generation. The rapid spread of social and political information makes users are encouraged
to participate by sharing content. However, such participation is often influenced by trends and the
digital environment (Xie & Wei, 2025). Social media serves as a discursive space for the younger
generation to express their social and political views, fostering digital activism through online
interactions that form issue-based communities. This engagement enables the emergence of digital
solidarity that expands political participation, although it is often temporary in nature and follows
current trends (A. Fauzi et al., 2018).

Additionally, political participation on social media is also influenced by social network factors
and the need for a digital presence. Users tend to share political information because they follow their
digital environment, rather than based on critical awareness of the issues being discussed (Schoettler,
2023). This situation indicates that social media creates a new form of political participation that is
more open and accessible, but does not necessarily result in significant changes in political behavior.
Thus, young people's engagement in digital activism remains dominated by quick and symbolic
participation, which requires strengthening digital literacy to foster more substantive and sustainable

political engagement (Shrestha, 2026).

Implications for Digital Literacy and Social Movements

The research findings underscore the importance of digital literacy in distinguishing between
substantive and symbolic activism. Without adequate digital literacy, the public tends to consume
activism as mere content rather than understanding its goals of social change.

Digital literacy enables social media users to assess the authenticity of information, understand
the context of social issues, and identify the motivations behind circulating activist content. With
strong digital literacy skills, the public does not merely become information consumers but is also
capable of critically participating in public discourse. This demonstrates that digital literacy plays a
crucial role in enhancing the quality of social and political participation in the digital sphere (Aarts,
2013).

Furthermore, digital literacy also encourages users to engage in tangible actions beyond the

digital space (A. M. Fauzi et al., 2025). Activism no longer stops at symbolic interactions such as
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likes, shares, and comments, but evolves into more concrete engagement in the form of advocacy,
social campaigns, and community activities. With adequate digital literacy, the public can understand
that social change requires sustained collective action. Therefore, improving digital literacy is a
crucial step toward restoring activism's role as a means of real and far-reaching social change.
Theoretical Discussion and Implications

Based on the research findings, it can be concluded that activism on social media has shifted from
a social movement to a digital commodity possessing both economic and symbolic value. This
indicates that social media is not merely a space for participation but also a space for the production
and consumption of social meaning (Abdurrahman, 2026). From a Marxist perspective, this reflects
a process of commodification, where social value is transformed into exchange value within the digital
system. Furthermore, from a cultural industry perspective, activism becomes part of mass-produced
cultural products consumed by the public (Conner, 2023).

In line with this, this study also shows that political participation on social media tends to be
symbolic and does not always lead to concrete action (Islam et al., 2026). This indicates a gap between
digital participation and conventional participation. Therefore, efforts are needed to improve the
public's digital literacy so they can distinguish between symbolic and substantive participation. Thus,

digital activism can return to its primary function as a means of tangible social change.

Conclusion

Based on the research findings, activism on social media has shifted in meaning from a social
movement oriented toward tangible change to a form of digital content that follows the logic of
algorithms and the attention economy. Activism is not only used to voice social issues but is also
commodified as a digital product designed to attract engagement and leveraged as a political branding
strategy by both individuals and public figures. Public participation in digital activism tends to be
symbolic (slacktivism), such as sharing, liking, or commenting on content without being followed by
concrete actions in the offline world. Additionally, the high level of engagement with social issue
content indicates that social themes hold significant appeal, yet also creates opportunities for the
exploitation of one's image and popularity. Social media does expand the space for political and social
participation, especially for the younger generation, but such participation is often fleeting and trend-
driven. Therefore, improved digital literacy is needed so that the public can distinguish substantive
activism from merely symbolic actions, enabling social media to be utilized more critically and

contribute to tangible social change.
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