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Abstract

The present work is to investigate semiotically the similarities and differences in the textual
memes generated by human and Al-ChatGPT-5 and to answer the research question “what are the
points of similarity and difference between human and AI-ChatGPT-generated textual memes
following Barthes’ framework”. Such a study contributes to the growing field of digital semiotics
by examining the process of meaning-making constructed by humans and Al-ChatGPT-5 using
one visual stimulus. To meet this objective, a unified image macro “Le Défenseur” by Honoré
Daumier has been submitted to a sample of (15) first-year students from the Department of
English, College of Education for Women, University of Baghdad, purposively selected based on
their similar educational and linguistic backgrounds and on their familiarity with internet meme
culture. A comparative purposive analysis has been conducted using Roland Barthes’ triadic
framework (1972) of Denotation, Connotation, and Myth. The findings revealed that both the
human and Al-ChatGPT-5 have denotatively anchored their memes on mainly two visible inputs
and have mythically managed to reflect cultural and social beliefs. However, humans have
demonstrated a proficiency in attaching diverse connotations to the figures identified in
comparison to Al-ChatGPT-5, which focused on only triggering different social roles. The study
has finally concluded that both parties have managed to denote multiple visual references and
myths. However, the human captions surpassed Al-ChatGPT-5, showing richer social references,
cultural depth, and personal orientations. The study calls for more research on the role of Al-
discourse in reproducing culturally grounded meanings in digital communications.

Keywords: Al-ChatGPT-5 generated texts, connotation, denotation, image macro, myths, Roland
Barthes, semiotics, textual memes
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Introduction

Within the realm of digital discourse, light has been shed on artificial intelligence, Al-
ChatGPT-5 in particular, and on the human linguistic creativity. Such an emphasis has led to a
wave of theoretical insights and inquiries that helps to shape the way meaning is encoded. Given
recent advancements in large language models (LLMs), such as GPT-5, they have showed
impressive capabilities in generating texts that are both contextually aware and stylistically
diverse, especially in how they follow specified instructions or prompts (OpenAl, 2025). The
selection of GPT-5 for this study stems from its advanced suitability in the processes of
generating and analyzing textual memes. Why version-5 particularly is because the researchers
conducted the study when this version was the active and the recent one. Besides, the popular
use of technology and digital platforms has cultivated a dynamic communicative environment
where linguistic and semiotic innovations spread widely across networks; a matter which
ultimately accelerates the stages of recontextualization and memetic sharing over time (Dynel,
2024). In this vein, Abdel Qader and Matari (2024, as cited in Al Qaradaghi, 2025), Almaraz-
Lopez, Almaraz-Menéndez, Lopez-Esteban (as cited in Mohammed et al., 2024) and, Tan (2023,
as cited in Ameen et al., 2024) added that Al-ChatGPT demonstrated its proficiency in generating
and producing innovative responses, pieces of writing, ideas, summaries, etc. Dembe (2024)
added that since the online discourse is multimodal, it has become more common among the
participants to incorporate semiotic resources into their daily interactions, using digital elements
such as text, pictures, GIFs, and emojis. However, because face-to-face interactions are absent,
the process of understanding will heavily relies on one’s prior cultural knowledge, and on his/her
awareness of the surroundings.

Semiotics is employed here, as memes function as units of communication that are based
on signs, where meaning emerges from the interplay between text, image, and prior cultural
knowledge. Therefore, applying a semiotic theory suits the analysis of different layers of
meaning generation and interprettion in a way that makes it ideal for digital discourse.

Most studies emphasized the computational, structural, and generative features of memes
rather than their semiotic aspects (Vyalla & Udandarao, 2019; Wang & Lee, 2024). However, it
has been observed that the construction of meaning-making in textual meme captions has not
been thoroughly examined within linguistic and semiotic research, specifically with reference to
a direct comparison between Human- and Al-generated content. Furthermore, it is still unclear
which party is richer and more creative. Is it ChatGPT or human beings? In this vein, some
scholars argued for the cultural depth and contextual richness implied in human-created memes
(Cannizzaro, 2016; Galip, 2024; Khedr & Abbas, 2026) while others examined the increasing
capacity of Al systems in generating content that can mimic human created memes. (Wu, Weber,
& Miller, 2025). More so, several studies advocated a more balanced or integrated perspective,
suggesting that both humans and Al contributions play important roles in generating meme
captions; each offering different kinds of strengths (Chen Sun, & Han, 2023; Frangieh &
Abdallah, 2024). Considering that Al is taking a large role in creating the contents of people’s
daily communications, a comparison between human- and Al- generated meme captions has
become crucial for understanding the difference between the two. By examining these
differences helps shedding light on whether or not Al is able to capture the essence of culturally
rooted wit and the art of meaning-making. It also investigates the extent to which algorithmic
generation aligns with or differs from human interpretive creativity, offering insights that are
valuable for assessing the role of Al in digital discourse.

Arab World English Journal 258
WWW.awej.org
ISSN: 2229-9327



Arab World English Journal (AWEJ) Special Issue on CALL Vol.17 No.12. July 2026
A Semiotic Comparison of the Textual Memes Generated by Humans and Al-ChatGPT-5A Al-Musleh & Al-Bahrani

Based on the previously mentioned contestations among scholars and their calls, the
researchers of the present work are to examine comparatively the points of similarity and
difference between Human- and Al-ChatGPT-5 generated textual memes from a semiotic
perspective. In other words, the study is to address the following research question: (1) What are
the points of similarity and difference between the textual memes generated by humans and Al-
ChatGPT-5 in terms of Barthes’” framework of denotation, connotation, and myth? To meet this
objective and answer the research question, the researchers are to adopt Barthes’ Framework of
Denotation, Connotation, and Myth (1972). Such a study enhances people’s understanding of
how meaning is constructed in the online world, highlighting the distinctive abilities involved in
both humans and artificial intelligence.

Literature Review
The Concept of Memes

Originally, Richard Dawkins was the first to introduce "meme" in 1976 in “The Selfish
Gene”, describing it as a unit of cultural transmission similar to a biological gene. Thus, memes
are said to act as vessels for the ideas, behaviors, and cultural norms spreading among people
and communities through imitation. They are, in most of the cases, considered key to grasping
and understanding online communications (Dawkins, 1976). Terminologically speaking, the
term came from the Greek word “mimeme”, meaning something that can be imitated.
Conceptually, Dawkins illustrated memes using elements such as tunes, phrases, and fashion that
transfer among individuals and shape collective cultural behavior. While Dawkins mainly
approached memes from a biological perspective at the start, later scholars shifted the attention
towards the digital communicative dimensions of memes within online space.

The internet has made a change to memes through transforming the vague cultural symbols
into clearer digital objects in the online world. For scholars, internet memes are multimodal
forms of communication that are participatory in nature, and that quickly spread across various
platforms. Scholars like Knobel and Lankshear (2007) defined memes as “a particular idea
presented as a written text, image, language, ‘move,” or some other unit of cultural “stuff’” (p.
202), referencing their adaptable nature across different forms. Contrastively, Shifman (2014)
saw memes as imitative and transformative collections of digital items sharing content, form,
and stance. While Knobel and Lankshear focused on the flexible nature of memes, Shifman
emphasized the processes of remixing, imitation, and participation that allow memes to circulate
online. These views underscored that memes are interconnected elements within a larger cultural
framework.

Scholarly work pinpointed the varied aspects of memes in digital culture, since they are
seen as “spreadable media that have been remixed or parodied as emergent memes which are
then iterated and spread online as memes” and quickly circulate among users (Wiggins &
Bowers, 2014, p.7). This view not only focuses on imitation, but also on the contingent
circulation of memes, as they are constantly adapted and reinterpreted across different social
contexts.

The structural diversity of memes has led scholars to categorize and sort them into unique
formats and even genres. Earlier research mainly focused on two types of memes; image macros
that blend visuals with captions, and reaction memes that convey emotional responses through
imagery (Milner, 2012). In this context, Shifman (2014) viewed memes as socially recognized
forms of communication encompassing genres like: LOLcats, rage comics, and recut trailers.
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Later studies expanded meme classifications to include multimodal memes that combine texts,
images, GIFs, or video or only written language, and Al-generated memes created with the help
of remixed technologies.

Although there is so far no precise definition of memes owing to the elusive references
of the available definitions, it is widely agreed that memes function as socially rooted and
multimodal creations that demonstrate shared creativity and cultural expressions. While experts
acknowledge a diversity of meme formats, image macros are particularly remarkable for their
quick widespread and the skillful combination of text and image when communicating meaning.
This perspective provides the basis for examining how meaning is formed and perceived in meme
culture today.

Image Macro

Internet memes and image-based formats, specifically the so-called image macros, are
often seen as highly conventionalized multimodal constructs deriving meaning from the
interaction between image and text. Such interactions existed before the digital culture; however,
meme forms codify and consolidate them through repeating patterns that are recognized online
in new ways, expressing ultimately meanings, stances, and emotions (Vandelanotte, 2026).

The structural and functional qualities of image macros were subsequently sought by
scholars, as they have a standard structure, which Davison (2012) described as a "set of stylistic
rules for incorporating text into images" (p. 127). That is, images can set the scene while the
caption offers a commentary and humor. The ability to interpret image macros as a form of
visual-verbal communication highly depends on one’s familiarity with meme conventions and
common cultural knowledge (Dynel, 2016).

Because image macros combine verbal and visual elements within a single format, they
are particularly suitable for semiotic comparison and multimodal analysis. Their meaning
depends not only on the caption or image separately, but also on the relationship between them.

In digital communications, image macros are considered interactive and evolving. Their
visual templates are static, whereas, their linguistic parts are changed to suit different situations,
generating as a result new meanings (Zenner & Geeraerts, 2018). According to Milner (2012),
"a complex interplay exists between imitation and transformation” (p. 140). That is, the
dynamicity between stability and change is reflected in image macros. The modes of the textual
components of image macros are varied based on people’s culture and the way they use them.
Hence, the adaptable nature of memes makes them the best mediums for analyzing the
construction of meaning in digital discourse, and a powerful way in shaping social commentary.

Image macros have been analyzed in recent studies from various analytical semiotic
perspectives and multimodal frameworks. Some of the studies focused on meaning formation in
image-text interactions, shedding light on the unified communicative act and the multimodal
nature of memes (Qadduri, 2026). Some others focused on the interconnected nature of meaning-
making while others adopted visual grammar to exemplify how factors such as: framing,
salience and layout shape interpretation in meme images (Salem, 2026). Contrastively, some
other intersemiotic studies emphasized the dynamic interaction of meaning between visuals and
linguistic aspects, illustrating the ways captions are modified and the visual stimuli are
understood (Oyebode & Unuabonah, 2024). Taken together, these studies indicated that image
macros are seen as multimodal works but with differing emphasis: some focused on integration,
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some on composition, and others on the transfer of meaning between modes, offering up
possibilities for further comparative semiotic research.

Semiotics and Visual Language in Meaning-Making

The study of meaning in communication today requires a theoretical base that
encompasses both the symbolic and the visual dimensions of representation where semiotic
frameworks play a role in providing insights into how meaning is constructed, understood, and
communicated through signs. More generally, semiotics is the study of anything and everything
that can function as a sign, or that might stand for other things while engaging with the world
(Chandler, 2007). That is, meaning is not lodged in the utterances, but it is rather produced via
real or imaginary signaling or standing for something other than themselves. Semiotic evolution
indicates a rich intellectual path, placing meaning as a phenomena constructed by social and
cognitive variables. The two key figures, Saussure and Pierce (as cited in Noth, 1995; Chandler,
2007) greatly impacted the early scientific discoveries of semiotics. They both offered pivotal
models for understanding signs and meaning, emphasizing the interconnected aspect of meaning
and interpretation. Accordingly, semiotics serves as a lens for examining how signs function
within culturally shared codes that shape interpretations.

Semiotic analysis nowadays has expanded to include the increasing significance of visual
language. That is, the way visual elements, as verbal grammar, generate ordered systems of
meaning that are not merely a supplement to words, but rather exist as a semiotic system in their
own right, with their own internal logic and coherence (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2020). In terms
of the role of visual language, scholars highlighted various veiws. For instance, Ali and Al-
Bahrani’s (2021) study reached the conclusion that visual language is a supportive element rather
than a basis for meaning enhancement, as they serve as a second hand in the embodiment and
reflection of reality in online advertisements. The researchers also referenced Danesi’s (1994)
argument that, in order to be communicative and informative, there must be a rigorous
correspondence of words to visuals. Dweich, Al Ghabra, and Al-Bahrani (2022) emphasized the
scrupulous employment of visual language to semiotically probe the connotative cultural values
of the visual and textual indicators in selected episodes of “Tom and Jerry”. The research further
showed how the graphical and written cues are rich in cultural values that are mostly negative
than positive, concluding ultimately the importance of treating media texts as a semiotic database
when analyzing their role in the construction of viewers’ perceptions, attitudes and values. Al-
Rawi and Al-Mamoori (2025) referred to the participants’ points of difference and/or similarity
when reading images. This is because culture acts as a vertical axis linking between individuals
(individualism) and groups (collectivism). That is why, one might see an individual representing
only his own ideas or sharing them with others in the same speech community. This view
accentuates van Dijk’s point (as cited in Derakhshani et al., 2021) in that “discourses are like
icebergs” (p. 1225), where only a limited aspect is visible, whereas the rest is susceptible to
propositions. In the same vein, Smith and Tversky (1999, as cited in Hussien & Al-Bahrani,
2023, p. 12) explained, “a human mind categorizes events and experiences into different and
similar categorizations”.

Initial explorations of visual language, and especially within computational or syntactic
frameworks, viewed it as a structured system in which meaning arises from the spatial
connections between visual elements (Marriott, Meyer, & Wittenburg, 1998). Later
developments expanded this view by including multimodal and socio-semiotic aspects. Visual
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language, according to Zhang (2007), is a broader category with different types of
communication. By contrast, Kress and van Leeuwen’s socio-semiotics model was a major
development in the area, drawing attention to elements such as salience, information value and
the framing of how images convey meaning. Their concept showed how visual coherence stems
from spatial or perceptual links, rather than from the order of occurrences. When they go
together, semiotics and visual language give a powerful framework to understand and make sense
of meaning in multimodal artifacts within digital communications.

Although several semiotic and visual approaches were used in analyzing the meaning of
image-based communications (e.g., multimodal discourse analysis, visual grammar), the present
work has primarily employed Barthes” model of signification as an analytical framework. The
concept gives a handy three-level lens (denotation, connotation and myth) that successfully
allows to compare meaning-making in both human and Al-created captions. It also allows a
systematic path from simple visual recognition to deeper cultural interpretations and ideological
implications within the same image macro.

Previously Conducted Works

Several research studies examined from cognitive, semiotic, and discourse perspectives
meaning-making in language, pedagogy, as well as in multimodal discourse using visual and/or
textual prompts. In EFL pedagogy, Al Rashdi (2020) examined the Omani college students'
abilities to infer the pragmatic meanings from internet memes and to adopt them as a teaching
tool. By employing a mixed-method approach, which included classroom observations and
questionnaires administered to 29 undergraduate students, the study showed that learners
generally grasped meme meanings, especially when the content connected to familiar everyday
contexts such as education and social life. They can also boost learners' pragmatic and inferential
skills. However, challenges emerged when memes are culturally or politically charged with
references, implying that understanding relies heavily on common cultural insights.

Similarly, Vasquez and Aslan (2021) investigated the construction of humor in online
image macro memes, focusing on the interplay between verbal and visual semiotic elements. A
collection of 220 memes from popular platforms, such as "Facebook™, "Google Images”, and
"KnowYourMeme," was analyzed qualitatively using multimodal discourse techniques to
uncover the secrets behind their humor. They observed that humor in memes stems not only from
language, but also from the combination of tactics, such as intertextuality, register changes,
paronymy and semiotic mixing. The study further clarified how humor is created through the
mismatch between verbal styles and striking visuals or through familiar yet artistically
reinterpreted cultural allusions. Thus, memes can best be interpreted by amalgamating a strong
semiotic skill with a shared cultural background, as memes can be seen as tokens for engagement
within the culture of digital communication. While both studies focused on the human
interpretation of memes, Al Rashdi’s focal point (2020) was the pragmatic inferences in
educational contexts, whereas Vasquez and Aslan (2021) focus was on humor construction in
multimodal interactions within semiotics. However, both studies emphasized the importance of
cultural knowledge and contextual understanding in the interpretation of memes.

Moving from a human-interpretation lens to technological and interactional ones, Dynel
(2024) used interactional pragmatics to examine how platform affordances, such as re-tweeting
and quote tweeting, shape multimodal communication and implicature in Twitter memes. Dynel
examined how users re-contextualize embedded multimodal content through the use of manually
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built dataset of 893 quote-tweeted memes in 2022. The findings suggested that the pragmatic
entrenchment mechanism, where the user extends the meaning of the meme with minimum
alterations, and re-pragmatisation, play an essential role in memes generation. The study
demonstrated that the communicative effect of a meme significantly differ across a new setting,
effecting as a result the interpretation of a meme on Twitter. It further revealed that the
distribution and capturing of memes are fueled by contextual inferences, collective cultural
knowledge, and the interactional features of the platform.

Similarly, Vandelanotte (2026) argued that internet memes are multimodal creations
where language and visuals work together to convey meaning. The analysis showed how
embodied visual signals, such as facial expressions and interactional posture, were significant in
the construction of emotions, beyond the mere display of the accompanying text. In conclusion,
the study found that memes are known patterns that help users to communicate their viewpoint
rapidly and to understand the common sentiment through known cultural formats. Moreover,
memes serve to circulate recurrent patterns through emotions by means of online communities,
which promote social connection and belongingness. In comparison to earlier studies that
focused on cultural interpretations and humor, Dynel (2024) and Vandelanotte (2026) extended
research on memes by emphasizing the role of embodied emotional stance and platform
affordances, showing that meaning in memes is grounded not only culturally, but also
dynamically through interactional and multimodal processes.

Additionally, recent studies on digital discourse have increasingly focused on generative
Al humor, computational creativity, the pragmatic limits of Al, and on multimodal LLM
conversations. Wu et al. (2025) highlighted the imaginative possibilities of LLMs in creating
memes and human-Al collaboration. However, their research showed that Al-generated humor
relies more on learned and repetitive patterns, rather than on culturally rooted understanding.
Fettach et al. (2026) investigated the practical side of humor processing in LLMs, revealing that
although models may excel at humor recognition tasks, they often miss the mark in aligning
jokes with their intended contextual meanings. In a similar vein, Zhou et al. (2026) highlighted
this limitation in multimodal meme interpretation, showing that LLMs struggle to blend visual
and textual cues when constructing the figurative meaning seamlessly.

Research in language education also examined learners' perceptions of generative Al
tools in academic settings. A case in point is Mahfouz and AbdelMohsen’s (2025) examination
of how the Egyptian university students feel about using ChatGPT when writing language essays,
emphasizing perceived usefulness, ease of use, as well as the ethical considerations. Their
findings revealed that students typically had a favorable view of ChatGPT, seeing it as user-
friendly and advantageous for enhancing their writing skills. Most people thought it was fair, but
several were quite concerned about its impact on their higher order thought skills, and also on
their privacy, safety and academic honesty. The survey also indicated that as Al tools become
more prevalent in education, students remain particularly concerned about how Al may affect
their thoughts and morality.

In contrast to earlier studies that are human- and multimodal-centered, these recent Al-
centered studies shifted the attention towards computational interpretation, humor generation,
and memes. However, they collectively highlighted a limitation in Al systems’ ability to fully
capture cultural embeddedness and contextual meanings, which contrasts with the strengths
emphasized in human interpretive studies. While diverse in their methods, these studies
highlighted distinct focal points of memes. However, to the best of the researchers’ knowledge,
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no study has tackled textual memes semiotically and comparatively between humans and Al-
ChatGPT-5, especially within structured semiotic frameworks like Barthes’ three levels of
signification. Thus, the present work is a step toward bridging this academic gap.

Barthes” Model of Signification as a Theoretical Framework

This study adopts Roland Barthes’ model of signification, which encompasses three
interrelated levels of denotation, connotation, and myth, as its theoretical framework. Grounded
in Barthes” works, titled, “Mythologies” (1972) and “Elements of Semiology” (1967), this model
was built on Saussurean semiology, offering a structured way to understand how meaning is
crafted and influenced by ideological forces.

The first-order sign includes the signifier and the signified, creating the denotation, or the
literal surface-level meaning of a sign. Denotation is often seen as the clearest or the most
objective meaning. However, Barthes highlighted that even this aspect is shaped by cultural and
interpretive norms. That is, the seemingly simple or “literal” meanings are woven into earlier
systems of interpretation.

At the second level, connotation, the denotative sign serves as the signifier for extra
meanings, whereas connotation refers to the cultural, emotional, and ideological associations that
go beyond the literal meaning of a sign. These meanings are shaped by social constructs and rely
on common cultural codes and interpretive frameworks. Connotation addresses the way the
personal and shared experiences influence signs understanding (Chandler, 2021; Fiske &
Hartley, 2004, as cited in Abdullah & Mellor, 2024).

Barthes expanded this model by adding a second-order system, called myth, where
meanings become more culturally naturalized and ingrained, appearing as universal or self-
evident truths. This process shows how signs perpetuate the dominant cultural and ideological
narratives (Barthes, 1972); consider Figure 1:

First-Order Sianificati i \-Order Sianificati
) ) Culture
Reality signs

_— por®
Signifier
L signified ¥ |
Conteng,

Figure 1. Barthes’ Model of Signification, as diagramed by the researchers of the present work
(Adopted from Barthes., 1972, pp. 114-116)

Barthes' approach is an efficient tool for analyzing meme captions, as meme communication is loaded
with cultural allusions, implicit meanings, and collective interpretive knowledge based on one’s
cognitive ability. This paradigm assists in the analysis of meaning on several levels, allowing for a
systematic comparison of captions produced by both humans and Al, and reveals disparities in the way
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meaning is constructed and interpreted as per the same visual stimulus. The three levels of Barthes’
model are adopted in the process of interpretation, starting with denotation, which is examined using the
direct descriptions of what is visually represented and the clear references in captions written by humans
and ChatGPT-5. Then, the connotative meaning is identified by using the cultural, social, and emotional
meaning of the items as seen in the participants’ comments in the post-test interview. And at last, the
level of the myth is generated to find the recurring ideological patterns and shared beliefs in the dataset,
revealing the deeper cultural assumptions behind human and Al views on the same image.

Methods

This study employs a qualitative research design to examine how meaning is constructed
in human- and Al-generated captions. The qualitative aspect serves as the main focus of the
study, emphasizing the interpretive analysis of meanings that are context-specific and culturally
rooted, fostering a deep exploration of the symbolic and semiotic aspects of the data. According
to Creswell and Creswell (2018), qualitative research naturally leads to interpretation because it
looks at the social and cultural meanings attached to words, showing eventually how the
participants' unique differences shape their realities and create meanings. Qualitative research
entails a systematic collection and interpretation of textual and visual materials, making it ideal
for analyzing multimodal forms such as meme captions within wider qualitative traditions that
examine the contextual aspects of meaning-making (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Thus, employing
a qualitative approach helps in identifying recurring patterns and the semiotic elements in
captions generated by both human and Al, and in clarifying the analysis while maintaining its
interpretive richness. This study aims to examine the nuances of meaning-making and to compare
the differences between human and Al-generated text, making a qualitative design the best
choice.

The study employs a semiotic comparative analysis using Barthes’ triadic framework to
interpret the human and Al-ChatGPT-5’s answers inductively to uncover the recurring patterns
of meaning. Initially, the researchers considered the answers of both parties and classified them
thematically, based on Barthes’ three layers of meaning. Finally, a comparison between the
human and Al-generated meme captions has been conducted across all three levels to examine
the variations in the interpretative depth, cultural context, and the intricacy of meaning creation.

Data and Participants

The data of study includes textual captions generated by humans and by artificial
intelligence in response to a single image macro. The visual stimulus selected is a public-domain
artwork by Honoré Daumier (c. 1862-1865), called “Le Défenseur (The Defender/ Counsel for
theDefense)” (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Honor%C3%A9_Daumier,_Le D%C3
%A9fenseur_(Counsel_for_the Defense), c. 1862-1865,_NGA 168817.jpg); consider Figure
2. The image macro depicts a courtroom scene in which two main figures engage in a
communicative exchange. One figure appears to address an unseen authority beyond the frame
while the other remains visually silent or disengaged. The image serves as a common visual
reference for both human participants and Al systems, ensuring that the analysis centers on the
difference in the process of making meaning rather than on the visual stimuli. The choice of the
image was first based on the researchers’ of the present work perspectives, selecting an image
belonging to the genre of “problem pictures”. Such a type facilitates the process of decoding,
identifying, and feeling what is there. At the same time, it activates the participants’ minds and
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sets their ideas and imagination in motion. Three images were selected from this genre and
submitted to a three-member jury to determine the most suitable one. A cover letter has been
prepared and submitted to the jury, too, asking them about the type and number of images, the
level and number of participants, and the clarity of the prompt used, maintaining the validity of
the study.

Figure. Le Défenseur (The Defender / Counsel for the Defense), by Honoré Daumier, ¢. 1862—
1865. Public domain. Source: Wikimedia Commons

Regarding the human participants, the study involves 15 participants, all first-year
students from the Department of English at the College of Education for Women, University of
Baghdad. The participants have been purposively selected for their similar educational
backgrounds and language skills, ensuring data consistency while adhering to ethical
considerations. They have been asked to sign a consent letter before conducting the test. Then,
they have been tasked with generating textual captions reflecting their interpretation of the ad
hoc image. Their responses form the human-generated dataset for the analysis. The relatively
small number of participants (n = 15) is considered appropriate given the qualitative and
interpretive nature of the study, which prioritizes the depth of meaning-making over
generalizability. The number and level of the participants have also been confirmed by the three-
member jury to maintain the validity of the study.

In Parallel, the Al responses have been generated from Al-ChatGPT-5. The system
received the same image along with a standardized prompt to generate 15 textual captions. This
guarantees that both datasets, human-generated and Al-generated, are comparable in quantity
and context.

Research Instruments

The present study has used tools designed to aid in data collection and generation. The
main tool is the selected image macro, which serves as the visual stimulus for both human
participants and Al system. The image acts as a shared visual cue to inspire captions that reflect
different ways of understanding and interpreting meaning. This public domain artwork is ideal
for academic use, as it comes without any copyright limitations. The image was particularly
selected by three jury members from the English department, majored in applied linguistics and
linguistics, to maintain the validity of the study.
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Alongside the visual stimulus, the study uses a Google Form for digital data collection.
This form collected responses from first-year students, the participants of the study. The Google
Form offers a streamlined method for the participants to submit their captions in response to the
same visual prompt. This guarantees that responses are gathered under unified conditions and
within a consistent framework. The entire test has been conducted on campus, in the English
language lab, maintaining the confidentiality of their answers and a total control over the entire
process.

This study also employs an Al tool known as ChatGPT, version 5. A prompt has been
provided to the tool to create captions for the same image macro, and the outputs have been
downloaded and saved in a separate file. This ensures that Al-generated data matches the visual
input given to human participants, enabling a controlled comparison between the two datasets.

Then, the responses have been collected, organized, and prepared for analysis using a data
management system. The human-generated captions were downloaded from Google Forms
responses, while the Al-generated captions were collected separately and merged into a single
dataset for analysis. This organization streamlined data comparison and the analytical framework
implementation, focusing on denotation, connotation, and myth.

Collectively, the study primarily uses an image macro, Google Forms, ChatGPT-5, and a
data organization system as its key tools. These tools guaranteed systematic data collection and
preparation, enabling consistent analysis and reliable comparison of human and Al-generated
captions.

Research Procedures

An organized methodical set of procedures has been carried out to accomplish the objective
of the current investigation. A shared visual stimulus has been provided to both human
participants and the artificial intelligence program ChatGPT-5. The image macro selected based
on the jury members’ opinion has been displayed to both parties in order to generate meme
captions while viewing it.

To collect textual captions from the human participants, a Google Form has been used. To
create a structured dataset, the responses have been grouped, organized, tabulated, and sorted
into the three layers of signification: denotation, connotation, and myth. Concurrently, Al-
ChatGPT-5 has been prompted to construct (15) possible captions based on the same image, and
the outputs have been downloaded and saved as a separate dataset during this process. An
interview session has been scheduled to objectively identify the myth implied in each meme,
with reference to the meme generator.

It is to be noted that, to maintain the reliability of the study, the researchers first conducted
a pilot test with five participants to assess the feasibility of the entire process, the clarity of the
images, the time required, and any questions they might raise. Their answers have been
tentatively analyzed to be later compared with those of the main test.

Results

This section presents the findings from the semiotic analysis of human- and Al-ChatGPT-
generated textual memes, using Barthes’ three levels of signification framework. The textual
memes generated by Human and Al-ChatGPT-5 are presented in Appendix (A).

Denotatively speaking, and based on Appendix A, both human and Al-ChatGPT-5 have
anchored their memes on two visible inputs or references: An old and fat standing person who is
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talking or blaming the other, or who is addressing another young seated person, the second figure,
or a third one being set beyond the scene frame (authority side), but is referred to using directional
gestures, or a sort of interaction or engagement. The analysis has shown that only (P2, P6, P9,
P11, P12, and P15) have three references; two of them are depicted in the image, whereas the
third is set behind the scene frame. As for Al-ChatGPT-5-generated memes, only three captions,
C2, C9, and C15 rely on three visual inputs.

At the second-order level, it has been noted that there are significant differences between
the two parties. Speaking of the human-generated memes, the human participants vary in the use
of connotative references attached to the figures highlighted, as shown below:

The speaker is referred to as: {your sibling, the teacher, me (1% person), my friend, the lawyer,
man, woman, mom, my dad, indefinite character (a teacher, or a secretary}.

The younger man is addressed as: {you (2" person family member), you (the student), the
deadline (personification), 1 (1% person, friend), defendant, my brain
(personification), woman, criminal, son, student, an artist}

The third unseen person represents: {judge, honor, students, teacher}

It has further been observed that two of the human participants (P8 & P11) recognize the
young boy figure as a female character, whereas P10 recognizes the old fat man as a woman in
the character of a Mom. Besides, P3 and P7 depersonalize the young boy as a deadline or one’s
mind.

Another observation is that the court scene has been metaphorically used as: {a setting for
shooting an accusation or for embarrassment, a classroom, a part of a house, a public setting, or
your own room}. Only four participants (P5, P6, P9, P15) refer to the court scene, highlighting,
however, different problems and issues.

There is also a natural and spontaneous sense in human-generated memes, exemplified by
the use of informal, slang, hybrid, and texting language and styles, as in “u, ur,” and the use of
emoji, which involves lots of narrative style and dialogue. There is also a sort of emotional
richness; cases in point are: {“but ur face saying something else; a full-blown mental
breakdown; Just look at his hair!; Me panicking during the exam; It's cold today, isn't it?; "Oh
my God, finally a way out!"; and my dad feeling happy}.

As for the AI-ChatGPT-generated memes, and particularly at the second-order
signification, it has been shown that the social roles highlighted for the figures identified include
the following:

The speaker is represented as: {you (2" person indefinite), lawyer, student, indefinite speaker,
1% person (as a presenter, layman, speaker, student, colleague}

The younger man is associated to: {another person, lazy student}
The third unseen person is seen as: {judge, honor, audience}

As shown, only four captions assign the old and fat man the identity of the 2" person speaker
“you”; the rest associate the speaker with the 1 person.

Similarly, Al-ChatGPT-5 metaphorically associates the court scene with different settings,
such as: {a social or public setting, a classroom, and a personal setting}. Only one caption (C2)
refers to the court scene.
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Most of the captions generated by Al-ChatGPT-5 are formal and standardized, as they
follow the templates “me + a situation” or “when + a clause”. Besides, the punchline is very short
and merged with the template, as in: {“regret it, vibes don’t lie”’}.

It is worth noting that Al-ChatGPT-generated memes, represented by C1 and C2, suggest
regret and intuition without setup, whereas C3 and C6 show communication disruption and
persistence without a social context. This suggests that Al interpretations involve conceptual
meanings rather than situational framings.

As far as myths are concerned, both human- and Al-generated memes reflect cultural
beliefs and social assumptions that go beyond the immediate context. These myths show
common views on authority, responsibility, behavior, and social roles in daily life. To derive the
myths from the human-generated memes, an interview session was conducted with the
participants to discuss their possible cultural ideologies, which were then derived and generalized
from their generated captions. Results are illustrated in Tables 1 and 2.

Table 1. Human-generated myths

Participants Human-Derived Myths
P1 Life situations mimic courtrooms, with accusations, defenses, and justifications.
P2 Authority is pervasive and is always on alert.
P3 Time is an autonomous authority that teaches and controls people.
P4 The conflict between the social norms and one’s irrationalized self-indulgence.
P5 When appearances (or flimsy arguments) become reliable proofs for one’s moral and intellectual
capabilities.
P6 Truth and realities are deeper than what appears.
P7 The fragmented self between the judge and defendant.
P8 When judging, others minimize social norms.
P9 Justice is maneuvered strategically.
P10 The domestic sphere mimics courtrooms.
P11 Accountability is usually negotiated by absurdly justifying the failure.
P12 Confirming authenticity is subject to ongoing validation and security checks.
P13 To be recognized by the authority highlights two opposing feelings: prestige and vulnerability.
P14 To be free of responsibility is to be liberated.
P15 Prioritizing household order over ethical norms.

Table 2. Al-ChatGPT-generated myths

Participants ChatGPT-Generated Myths

C1 Voicing your thoughts requires confidence and increases the sense of accountability
and defense: (Life involves continuous performance pressure).

C2 Flimsy and unsound arguments might substitute logic and evidence.

C3 A disrupted team and the loss of control over things: (Life involves continuous
performance pressure).

C4 Failure to maintain meticulousness and logic leads to failure and weakness.

C5 Students are judged by their work and defense, not by their level of exhaustion (Life

involves continuous performance pressure).

performance pressure).
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C7 Persuasion through gestures and references.
C8 Failure is always attributed to external factors rather than to personal actions.
C9 The use of communicative strategies in socially mitigating personal shortcomings.
C10 Deadlines are sometimes non-negotiable constraints.
Cl1 Manipulative strategies can distract attention.
C12 Verbal support is needed to sound convincing.
C13 Confidence strengthens weak reasoning.
Cl4 Truth is still valid even when it is poorly stated.
C15 Reclaiming authority may unintentionally reduce audience interest and attention.
Discussion

To answer the research question, which reads, “What are the points of similarity and
difference between Human- and Al-ChatGPT-generated textual memes from the semiotic
perspective?”, the analysis has revealed the following:

Collectively, at the first-order signification, the denotational references foregrounded are
somehow stable and shared between the two parties. Both human participants and Al-ChatGPT-
5 have identified the major visual references and interactional patterns in the image macro. This
suggests that both humans and Al can easily process the surface visual structure, constructing
direct references from the same multimodal input.

That is, different social roles and gender identities have been assigned and highlighted
among the human participants. This confirms grounding the re-interpretive feature at the
connotational level, and reflects the participants’ ability to activate semantically dense and
culturally embedded connotations. That is, humans’ activated settings are contextually and
socially oriented, reflecting various everyday life issues and experiences that range from
domestic or familial to social and interpersonal, and to psychological and emotional.

The human participants managed to create mini-stories with unexpected punchlines,
illustrating their knowledge of the structure of memes. These examples demonstrate how humans
interpret visual features to create complex, context-specific scenarios. They also reveal that
humans understand images as scenes and representations of lived experiences and social
emotions. This finding resonates with Vandelanotte (2026), highlighting that memes draw
significant communicative power from embodied and emotional stances. Here, meaning goes
beyond merely the linguistic content, incorporating instead implied affective positioning and
interactional signals. In this context, the human captions showcase a rich semiotic engagement,
as they consistently infuse their interpretations of the visual stimulus with emotional, relational,
and situational depth. In contrast, the more abstract and general nature of Al-ChatGPT-generated
captions suggests a lesser reliance on embodied stance and situational grounding, leading to
interpretations that feel more detached and conceptually focused. Such findings support
Cannizzaro’s (2016) and Galip’s (2024) views that memes are culturally grounded and socially
embedded semiotic constructions rather than being merely computationally reproduced patterns.

That is, the social roles are somewhat limited and more specific than the human
participants’ memes. No gender identities other than the ones recognized have been treated
differently; the figures have been treated as they are. More so, most of the roles do not refer to
discursive acts, but to lived experiences.

The highlighted settings are general or refer to the classroom or any academic setting, or
to any socially encountered situations. However, the range of significations is still limited in
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comparison to the human participants’. The scenes are even more abstract, focusing on actions
rather than people, such as transferring blame and avoiding responsibility straightforwardly.
There is further a sort of emotional limitedness.

It is worth noting that the Al-ChatGPT-generated memes, represented by C1 and C2,
suggest regret and intuition without setup, whereas C3 and C6 show communication disruption
and persistence without a social context. This suggests that Al interpretations involve conceptual
meanings rather than situational framings. Such findings support Wu et al. (2025), Fettach et al.
(2026), and Zhou et al. (2026), who emphasized that Al-generated humor and multimodal
interpretations often rely on generalized learned patterns and may lack culturally situated
contextual depth.

As clearly shown, there is a court-related aspect in each of the human-generated myths.
Myths in human-generated captions are particularly rooted in social, cultural contexts,
psychological beliefs about daily life, academic pressures, family dynamics, and in legal systems.
Such diversity in the general cultural and ideological messages confirms that the process of re-
signification is carried out subjectively at the second-order signification layer.

As elaborated in Table 2, Al-ChatGPT-generated myths are broader and more abstract.
This is because most of the myths generated do not belong to a specific culture or address a
particular event; they rather imitate a recurrent pattern that might be encountered in any culture,
by anyone, at any time. They do not use the image metaphorically to generate court-associated
meaning but in different settings. Instead, the myths generated highlight common behaviors, like
regret, distraction, blame-shifting, and communication tactics.

This study helps to grasp how meaning is created in conversations between humans and
Al. It further indicates that Al can serve as a helpful tool for generating interpretations; however,
it should not replace human understanding, particularly in situations that demand cultural or
ideological awareness.

The visual language or prompt used in this context is basic and highly supportive of both
parties in eliciting cultural and ideological connotations, a conclusion that is contrary to that of
Ali and Al-Bahrani (2021). Besides, the creative re-signification of the situation in the image by
the human participants has made them sound more communicative and conversational at the
same time, a point in line with Danesi’s (1994). Being relative to an everyday or familiar situation
facilitated the process of re-signifying the same image in diverse ways; a conclusion in line with
Al Rashdi (2020), Vasquez and Aslan (2021), and Dynel (2024).

Both human and Al-ChatGPT-generated memes are humorous; however, human memes
are more humorous, more vivid, and mechanism-based, whereas Al-ChatGPT-generated ones
are less vivid, more abstract, lack cultural depth and details, are conceptual, mild, and are heavily
reliant on meta-discourse markers. The source of humor is a blend of the visual and the process
of re-signification or re-imagination, a conclusion in line with VVasquez and Aslan (2021).

Both parties have managed to generate textual memes, regardless of the style or pattern
used, and regardless of the sense of artificiality or naturalness. This means both are aware of this
digital phenomenon and of the purpose behind using them. The various connotations and myths
highlighted reflect the multiple purposes memes might serve, a point that aligns with Knobel and
Lankshear’s (2007) and Shifman’s (2014) perspectives on memes as socially shared and
culturally participatory communicative practices.
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Conclusion

The present study aimed to compare the similarities and differences between Human- and
Al-ChatGPT-generated textual memes, employing Barthes” semiotic framework of denotation,
connotation, and myth. The results have shown that both humans and Al can effectively create
textual memes from the same visual stimulus and share common meanings. However, key
distinctions have emerged at the connotative and mythological layers. Memes created by humans
have showcased deeper social roles, contextual adaptability, emotional nuances, and cultural
significance. Those generated by AI-ChatGPT-5 have leant more toward abstraction,
generalization, and repetitive language patterns. Moreover, the findings have further revealed
that human participants transformed the court setting into more diverse domestic, social,
psychological, and interpersonal contexts. In contrast, AI-ChatGPT's interpretations have been
notably restricted in their contextual and cultural diversity. Human participants’ memes have
shown a rich tapestry of ideological and cultural beliefs, whereas Al ChatGPT's myths have
revealed broader and more universal behavioral trends.

This study has also shown that visual cues can successfully evoke cultural and ideological
meanings. However, humor and wit in textual memes arise from the interplay of visual elements
and from re-significations. Moreover, Al have been shown to mimic some aspects of meme
communications, whereas human participants have excelled at crafting culturally nuanced,
emotionally vibrant, and context-aware meanings, supporting consequently recent multimodal
meme research finding in that the embodied emotional stances and social contexts shape digital
meaning-making.

While the study offers valuable insights, it does have its limitations. Speaking of the
sample size, it is modest and culturally uniform, with all participants sharing the same
educational and social background. The research hinged on one image macro and a single Al
model, OpenAl’s ChatGPT-5, potentially constraining the broader applicability of the results.
Furthermore, the semiotic reading of connotation and myth involves a level of interpretive
subjectivity, even within the structured analytical framework.

Future research could broaden the dataset by including participants from diverse cultural
and linguistic backgrounds, exploring various image macros, examining gestures, humor, the
difference between memes and caricatures, meme genres, and analyzing outputs across different
Al models. Future studies could blend semiotic analysis with quantitative or multimodal methods
to unveil deeper insights into Al-generated digital discourse.
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Appendices
Appendix A
Human- and Al-ChatGPT-generated textual memes in response to the selected image

Participant Human-Generated Memeings Caption | AI-ChatGPT-Generated Memeings
S s

P1 “When u trying to explain to ur C1 “When you present your argument
sibling that ur not the one who ate and immediately regret it.”

their food, but ur face saying
something else”

p2 “When the teacher asks who failed C2 “Your honor, vibes don’t lie.”
the exam, and the teacher already
knows it’s you.”

P3 “Me (standing, having a full-blown C3 “When the group project suddenly
mental breakdown) trying to start goes off-script.”

studying at 11:58 PM, and the
impending Deadline (sitting) looking
at me like: *Sweetie, just accept your
fate and sleep.””

P4 “When my friend tells me to stop C4 “Me explaining a meme that wasn’t
spending my money on buying food funny to begin with.”
and | say ‘I'm waiting foruto goto a
new restaurant § °”

P5 "Your Honor, my client did not C5 “Me presenting my thesis at 2%
commit the crime. The proof? Just battery.”

look at his hair! He hasn't fixed it for
a long time... so how could he
possibly organize a crime when he
can't even organize his own hair?"

P6 Lawyer: "Your Honor, she actually C6 “When the PowerPoint slide freezes,
used the new dishes of her mother!" but you keep talking.”

Defendant: “they don’t know that I
accidentally broke one of them"

P7 “Me panicking during the exam and C7 “Me pointing at the future
trying not to leave any question vs. consequences.”
my brain knowing | already messed
up”
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P8 “Man: She won't stop talking to C8 “When you blame the system instead
strangers... Woman: It's cold today, of yourself.”
isn't it?”

P9 “The lawyer said to the judge, "Ask C9 “Me redirecting attention away from
him to swear if he committed the my mistake.”
crime.” The criminal quickly replied,
"Oh my God, finally a way out!"

P10 “Mom’s looking for plates... they’re| C10 | “Me explaining why the deadline is
piling in my room” inflexible.”

P11 “Look, she's always late for her| C11 |“Icall this strategy: distraction.”
lectures: | don't know where the
university is located.”

P12 “Your honor, She calls herself an| C12 | “When you ask someone else to
artist, but she draws once a year” answer.”

P13 “When a teacher uses my nameasan| C13 | “Me insisting the math is mathing.”
example, | get that feeling of
distinction.”

P14 “My dad feeling happy because heis| C14 | “l have a point. It’s just... over
finally free of school and college there.”
fees”

P15 “Lawyer: Your Honor she didn't kill | C15 | “When you say ‘hear me out’ and
her brother. Woman: The house will everyone stops listening.”
remain clean now. (True story hhhh)”
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