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ABSTRACT

As a form of computer-mediated communication, texting blessing messages is prevalent in the modern
Chinese society. This paper analyzes a collection of Chinese blessing texted message in light of Meme
Theory. It is argued that certain patterns can be recognized for the generation of these messages, both
at the linguistic and at the socio-psychological level. The language memes in Chinese blessing texted
messages could be classified as genotypes and phenotypes adapted to the communicators’ socio-
psychological motivations of humor, modernity, revering the traditional culture and emotions.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Since the year 2000, text messaging has become an ordinary part of people’s lives around the
world, taking the form of written computer-mediated communication, such as email, instant mes-
saging, discussion forums or written communication on social networks (Crystal 2008). In
China, the constant escalation of information technology in the modern era promoted the mobile
phone as the “fifth media”, supplementing the traditional television and radio: sending texted
messages is a common means of communication among the Chinese people today. At the time of
official holidays, it is common practice for Chinese individuals to send blessing messages in or-
der to assert their relational functions (Thurlow & Brown 2003) by extending their wishes,
strengthening affiliations and striving for more wholesome interpersonal relationships. In the
process of sending and receiving blessing messages on holidays, many phrases and expressions
inevitably gain popularity and are frequently used by masses of senders, becoming language
memes.

The exploration of language memes in blessing texted messages and the socio-
psychological motivations behind their popularity can shed light on the linguistic features of
communication mediated by mobile devices and on the way in which this medium generates a
written-communication register of its own (Ravid & Tolchinsky 2002). Adopting the framework
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of the Meme Theory developed in Dawkins (1976), this paper aims to identify the types of lan-
guage memes that arise in Chinese blessing texted messages, as well as the socio-psychological
motivations underlying the relevant memes frames.

2. MEME THEORY

Dawkins (1976) put forth the Meme Theory, whereby the concept of meme is based on the An-
cient Greek verb miméma “something imitated”. Dawkins adapts this concept to the following
definition: meme = any idea, behavior, or skill that can be transferred from one person to another
by imitation: stories, fashions, inventions, recipes, songs and ways of plowing a field or throwing
a baseball or making a sculpture. Brodie (1996) argues that a meme is a contagious idea which
duplicates like a virus, being transmitted from mind to mind. Furthermore, Blackmore (1999)
claims that just as the design of our bodies can be understood only in terms of natural selection,
so the design of our minds can be understood only in terms of memetic selection.

Memes are closely related to language. As cultural genes, memes rely on various carriers
for their existence, among which language is of outmost importance. The replication and trans-
mission of memes, as well as the linguistic variations generated during this process, enrich and
develop the language, since the replication of language memes is not merely a repetition of their
forms and meanings but rather their re-creation by speakers, which results in variations and de-
viations.

In modern society, the production and proliferation of language memes is greatly facili-
tated by the aid of mobile technology, which is of dual traits of private and massive communica-
tion. In this asynchronous remote communication, speakers/senders can instantly and conven-
iently edit, revise and transfer the messages they receive to the next receiver, which renders the
memes and their variations possible. This is the context in which I shall explore, in the next sec-
tion, the forms of language memes in Chinese blessing texted messages.'

3. FORMS OF LANGUAGE MEMES IN CHINESE BLESSING TEXTED MESSAGES

The constant transmission of texted messages among people results in the appearance of numer-
ous language memes competing with each other. However, only the vigorous memes can survive
and persist. He (2005) points out that there are two ways for memes to be replicated and trans-
mitted: (i) through memetic genotype, whereby the same core content is inherited in various
forms, and (ii) through memetic phenotype, whereby the same syntactic/structural pattern is
filled with different lexical contents.

3.1. Genotypes
Genotype memes are mainly found in phonology and lexicon: speakers change the original

words by replacing them with other homonyms to make it novel and humorous. These expres-
sions are meant to catch the reader’s attention and thus are more likely to become strong memes.

"The blessing texted messages in this paper were collected from such popular Chinese websites as
www.sina.com and www.sohu.com and the like.
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(1) I have not seen my elderly family members for a long time and I miss them all the time.
My profuse regards and wishes for them extend far. On the advent of the “Double Ninth”
Festival 1 wish, in advance, to all the senior citizens, a happy festival and everlasting
happiness.

(FEMZANLF 7 AR, OB “N” BE, FEEL “JU7 F, SUERA
N . FEEAATEREDRCER, FHRTEAERRE, £EK U7 .)
Jiali de ldorén hdo “jin” bujian, wo xInll  “jitji
“jit” xido, zhuft yiran “jitt” yudn. Zai Chongyang jiajié jijiang daolai zhiji, yuzhu
tianxia ldorén Chongyang jié kuaile, xinfu chang  “jin”
In the above example, the number “jiti” (nine “JL”) is the homonym of the character “jit”

(for a long time, always “/A”") which establishes a connection between the specific date of the

Double Ninth Festival in China (traditional Chinese festival for the elderly members on the ninth

of September of Lunar Calendar) and the meaning of durability of time. Hence, the language

meme “jili” assigns the Chinese character a special lexical connotation: both the particular date
of the festival and wishes for the health and longevity of the senior members of the society.
Other genotypes are lexical memes stored in human brain in the form of “frames” (Minsky

1975; Fillmore 1982) that can be activated at any time. Senders appeal to the encyclopedic

knowledge of the receiver by using household names such as celebrity names, place names or

product brands familiar to the receiver. By making these proper names salient in the receiver’s
mind, the sender enables these memes, which become potent and more likely to be replicated.

(2) The New Year is coming. I would like to wish you a happy New Year in advance in case
my blessings fail to be received via text-message highway since it is not as strong as a
Hummer, as speedy as a Benz, as grand as a BMW, as elegant as an Audi and as imposing
as a Lincoln.

CHAERE] T, BABRAOARR AR SR, RS, TR, BEr X
B, MERIREE, HiA LREER R AR, ProlibBimsenr Lr, ST me R
)

XInnidn kuai daole, wo pa wode zhufi méiydu Hanmd de lidu, Bénchi de sudu, Bdomd de
qidu, Aodi de fengdu, Linkén de dadu, ji bishang dudnxin de gaosu gonglu, sudyi rang
zhufu tigian shanglu, tigian zht ni xInnian kuaile!

In example (2) many familiar brands of automobiles are used, and their specific properties
stick in the mind of the receiver, distinguishing them as powerful memes.

3.2. Phenotypes

Phetotypes are mainly memes produced by copying specific syntactic patterns underlying
sentences or specific paragraphs. Senders may adopt one of these underlying patterns to achieve
accessibility to the receiver’s mind habits, and thus ensure emphasis and salience for the new

lexical contents.

(3) Address to all national citizens in the coming New Year (of the Ox): Powerful nation and
formidable motherland, on the occasion of the glorious reform I hereby compose a poem:
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gently I come, just as gently as the Mouse has left / I wave my hoofs / sprinkle my wishes
all over the sky! /

( (AR RS AR AR - EILSCEREE R e g K2 br, Wi —: &
BHIRT, EMRBRREE, REEEH, HRBROUE)

Niu zai xInnidn gao quangud rénmin shi: zhi c¢i gdigé huThuang minzd jiangiang zligud
qiangda zh1 ji, fushI yishou: qingqing de wo lai le, zhéngrii Shii qingqing de zou, wo
huiyihuiniati, yangqi mdntian zhufa!

In the above example, the underlying structural frame comes from the famous poem Say-
ing Goodbye to Cambridge Again by the modern Chinese poet Xu Zhimo. The popularity of the
original verses ensure a productive phenotype meme. The event captured in the original poem is
that the poet leaves Cambridge University to return to China. That is replaced here by the lapse
of the Mouse Year and the coming of the Ox Year in Chinese calendar, which could actually be
re-adjusted (re-worded) to suit the advent of every New Year. It also gives a poetic touch to the
message and creates a lasting impression on each ordinary Chinese by activating the literary
knowledge stored in their mind.

Apart from the sentence pattern, senders also replicate the whole format of poems, adver-
tisements, or even political documents to bring certain pragmatic effects.

(4) The Analects on the New Year: Aren’t we happy to pay New Year visits just by texting
messages?/Is there any gentleman to whom you do not give a red packet as a gift? /Are
there any good friends who miss each other and do not send regards to each other?
/Confucius said: A ringing cell phone is more precious than gold. With my best wishes.
CBrE QBB « JMEFE, AINRFPINBLM, ANETF2 HEN I, R
K2, ATRBRPITE: FH—W, e M, BB
Xinchin Lunyt: dudnxin bainian, bayi 1¢ ha? Bisong hongbao, buyi jinzi hi? Qingyi
shi xi zh1, weénhou chang dazhi, blyi zhiyou ha? Z1 yué: shduji yi xidng, shéngguo
huangjin wanlidng, ci zhi jinli!

(5) Think of me, do not neglect me. Care about me, do not ignore me. Compliment me, do not
criticize me. Treat me to dinners, do not take advantage of me. Always keep the doctrine
“Eight Honors and Eight Disgraces” in mind. Happy New Year!

(D&, DLERENIL; DSRLBEIR, DIANEIONILE; LI, B
HOATIOGHE; CAREERIZRONSE, DL REE L. S\ L, JTERER )

Y1i xidngnian wo wéi rong, yi halu¢ wo wéi chi; Yi gudnxin wo wéi rong, yi buli wo
weéi chi; yiI zanméi wo wéi rong, yi pIping wo wéi chi; yI qingwd chifan wéi rong, yi
zhanwd pianyi wéi chi. Jinji “baréng bachi” , yuandan kuaile!

Example (4) borrows the layout of Confucius’ classic Analects, and example (5) adopts the
whole format of the political document “Eight Honors and Eight Disgraces” issued by the Chi-
nese government to advocate the morality in modern Chinese society. The familiar structural
organization of these two texts provides a sharp contrast between their original serious academic
or political contents and the casual and merry New Year wishes, which thus yield a humorous
effect. This is particularly obvious when senders replicate the blue-prints of well-known address-
ing formulae, with their distinctive linguistic features. For example:
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(6) Dear, the Dragon Year is coming! You could have all the commodities in our shop for free!
Dear, what you can get from our shop includes coziness and contentment, happiness and
health, constant success as well as enormous wealth! All the commodities have already
been dispatched to you, dear, please check and receive your package. And all of them were
sent to you without an extra delivery charge. Dear! Please give us the five stars and
favorable comments in your online evaluation of our service!

Gk, BlesE THRY AJEPTA RS — A s R | oK, ARSI ARE SN
B, GUURfgRE, A28 art. MERREW! eS8 RERTH, 3K, HERE
ok BERTWORG, BATECRME, — Rt HRNER, 28! 4 s k! 40FTHR )
Q1in, dao Long nian le o! Béndian sudydu shangpin yilv midnféi song ni o! Qin, béndian
zéngsong ninde you wénxin yi rayi, you kuailé hé jiankang, you bubu gdoshéng caiyuan
glingtin o! Huo yijing fa géini le o, qin, zhuyi chashou o! Ji ké shoucang, yé ké

zhudnfa o, yilv midnféi qié baoyou o, qin! Quan 5 fén o! Géi hdoping o!

In example (6) Qin ‘Dear’ is the general form of address to the buyer, while ‘five stars’ is
the sellers’ request for the customer’s favorable online evaluation of their service. Over the last
two decades, online shopping became a wide spread option in China, especially with “Taobao”,
one of the most popular online shopping websites. Example (6) replicates their sales pitch for
promoting their commodities, which enhances the receivers’ experience of shopping online and
hence quickly becomes a meme in communication.

To conclude, in Chinese, a language meme arises from manipulations in the area of ho-
mophony (at phonological and/or lexical level), homography (writing sign) or as a parody of
widely circulated literary productions or political discourse, by filling their syntactic frames with
novel lexical contents.

4. SOCI0-PSYCHOLOGICAL MOTIVATIONS

The production of a language meme does not guarantee its survival. As a factor of replication,
the existence of linguistic memes conforms to the principle of natural selection in which memes
compete with one another, and those more adapted to the psychological demands of the receivers
will be copied and spread. In this section the socio-psychological motivations behind the strong
memes in Chinese blessing texted messages will be explored.

4.1. Humor

The fast pace of living in modern China makes people more and more vulnerable to the pressure
of industrialization and modernization, which involves a stressful lifestyle. Thus, a good selling
point for a language meme is to address the people’s need for relaxation, especially on holidays,
through humorous remarks that ease the pressure in various aspects of life. Hence, the linguistic
tools mentioned in the previous section must be combined with humorous ideas, as in Example
(7) and (8).

(7) Here is the Imperial Edict for you. In compliance with Heaven’s decree, the Emperor said:
in the forthcoming autumn with its crispy air and clear sky, I hereby send you, my dear
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Subordinate, a message wishing you in advance a healthy, carefree, and happy day every
day, for this this autumn full of osmanthus scent! - By the emperor himself.

CERR, FRAKiZ, BWMHEE: KREKD, ARRE, BBERE %, BoE0
FEFHEPRER T R SRR, PURSW, SRAERRE! %ik! )
Shengzhidao, fengtian chéngyun, huangdizhao yué: giitian ldidao, qishudng tiangao, téci
fa dudnxin yitido, yuzhu aiqin zai danguipidoxiang de rizi 1ishénti kdngjian, fanndo
quanxido, méitidn bdochi létaotao! Qinci!

(8) Robbery! Freeze! Hands up! We don’t need your money or women. Give us all your
troubles. Don’t cry! Keep quiet! Leave all your grief and agony. You know our intention:
we need you to be happy and laugh every day.

T8, Avrgh, ZERTR! AHM, AHE, SlmsmEEdk, A, Ay,
Ll Tk RMEEN A, HRRZERRREITR. )

Ddjié, buxti dong, juqi shou ldi! Bu jiécai, bu jiése, fanndo tongtong nd guolai; Buxt hdn,
buxil jido, béishang tongki 1iG xialai. Wode yongyi ni mingbai, mudi jiushi yao ni
tiantian 1¢ kaihuai.

Example (7) replicates the underlying structure of an imperial edict from feudal China but
inserts with the sender’s wishes in it. It violates the maxim of quality yet the receiver will not be
offended by the condescending tone of the sender. In example (8) the sender adopts the tone of a
hijacker with the illocutionary force of wishing. The memes combine two contrasted speech acts
to create the humorous effect of dispelling the receivers’ troubles and annoyance in their lives.

4.2. Modernity

Gao & Yuan (2005) argued that the use of Chinese internet language results not only in serving
the purpose of information in communication, but also, perhaps more importantly, in
constructing a modern identity. In today’s China, festivals are more and more westernized, due
to the internet, and many holidays that are usually celebrated in the west are now very popular
among the Chinese, particularly the members of the young generation, who want to establish
their identities as more modernized and socially open-minded. For example, young people try to
make their messages more westernized by integrating English letters or words, numbers, symbols
and graphics seen on the internet.

(9) My wishes for you: a pocket full of money, a happy mood at all times, a sunny day every
day, childish joy, a life full of luck. Happy New Year!
B 9L A money, OEE/E happy, TFRABIR sunny, BRIRFFEA baby,
— At A lucky, FEEPUR! )
Zhuni: dou’ er 11 zhudnmdn money, xInging zong shi happy, méitian dou hén sunny,
kuail¢ de xiang gé baby, yishéng yishi dou name lucky, xInnian kuaile!

(10) (-~-) you will get wrinkles when angry, (* ) you will be younger when happy, (#-#) your

health will suffer if you work overnight, (-. -) sufficient sleep will make you vigorous. So
don’t forget to have a good rest after work!
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((~) RS, ("N TFOA RZER, (-4 BETAERGIS, (. -) FoA2HE
R— &k, BARTAEZR, AEHFIFWRE! )

(-~-) Shéngqi hui zhéng zhouwén, (* *) kaixIn cai hui bian nianqing, (#-#) doye gongzuod
hén shangshén, (-. -) chongza shuimian yishén qing, yuan ni gongzuo zhi yi, biwang
hdohdo xitxi!

With the westernization of Chinese society code-mixing of Chinese and English languages
is prevalent in blessing texted messages especially among youngsters illiterate of English to
establish their image as modern individuals, as in example (9). In example (10) there are
emoticons from internet that compensate for the lack of language communication, especially for
use in text messaging. By adopting these symbols and graphics, the senders intend to construct
their identity as a capable internet user.

4.3. Revering the traditional culture

According to Blackmore (1999), in memetic theory, culture is an aggregate of many different
meme sets or memeplexes shared by the majority of a population. The copying and spread of
memes related to cultural elements contribute to its transmission and preservation. In China the
new tendency for reviving the traditional culture constitutes another mindset for replicating the
language memes in texting messages during traditional festivals, which constitute an integral part
of Chinese culture.

(11) Sunlight streams on the New Year Day / From high above, happiness hanging above
us/The river steadily plunges/three thousand feet of sparkling water / Happiness pouring
down from heaven // Looking from infront it looks like health / Looking from behind it
looks like security / And from any angle it looks like luck / You could not understand what
the New Year is about / unless you receive my message----Happy New Year!

(HE T BARI, @R FMRENTT, WRET=TR, BERMIREIR. ME MR
Bp2z, @EAIRELFE, APUTEREE, REREERMERE. TERR!)

Ri zhao Yudndan shéng ziyan/ydokan xingfi gua qidanfang/féiliti zhixia sanqian chi/yi
shi kuaile luo jititian/héngkan jiankang shu ping’ an/yudnjin gaodi gé hdoyun/bushi
Yudndan zhén mianmi/zhi yuan wei shou wo dudnxin/Yudndan kuaile!

(12) I stole the nectar from the Heavenly Queen, I embezzled the abundantriches from the God
of Wealth, I abducted a long life from the God of Longevity and I stole happiness and
health from Buddha to bake in all sincerity a rare moon cake for all my dear clients and to
wish them a happy Mid-Autumn Festival!

(B EE EHORH, ERMEMIEEE, 845220 AATE, HREF
SRR, FFOMEUE SRR A B, R PEEENME A, BARRCTRR. )
Toudé Wangmt de yuye qidngjiang, daoldi Caishén de caiyudn xIngwang,gudidé
Shouxingldo de wanshouwdjiang, jiélai Pisa de xingfi ankdng, yong zhénchéng
hongbeéi chéng xishi yuébing, songyljing’ aide keéhl péngySu, yudn Zhdngqitjié
kuadile.)
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Example (11) brings the combined memes of two Chinese poems: Waterfall at Lushan
Mountain by Li Bai and Inscription on the Wall of Xilin Temple by Su Shi. These ancient seven-
character poems are characterized by antithesis and tonal rhymes, which exalt the joyous
atmosphere of the traditional festival. In example (12), the mythological figures in Chinese folk
culture are mentioned to highlight how special the moon cake is, therefore, how special the
clients are, thus ensuring the effectiveness of the sender’s wishes of wealth and prosperity.

4.4. Emotions

Heath (2001) argues that the reason why some memes get replicated is that they ellicit common
emotional reactions in people. This is especially true for a typical oriental culture where the
relations between the members of society are largely dependent on emotional bonds. In China,
one major aim for sending messages during festivals is to convey the sender’s feelings and
establish harmonious interpersonal relationships. Thus the patterns and phrasing that manage to
most effectively arouse the receiver’s emotions and strengthen their ties with the sender prevail
and survive by being transferred from one speaker to another. See the examples below:

(13) I’'m sending you a dish especially made for you. Ingredients: sincerity, yearning, and
happiness. Nutrients: sweetness and benevolence. Manufacturer: your friend. Date of
expiration: your whole life. Wish you all the best!

(ER— e fr, gy 00, B&. UK. E9F: REB. 248, HIER: RN
k. GRIW: —4. SETHRME! )

Song ni yifén tézhi méishi, chéngfén: zhénxin. sinian. kuailé. Yingydng: wénxin.
xingfl. Zhizao shang: nide péngyou. Youxido qI: yishéng. Zhu ni wanshi rayi!

(14) My heartfelt wishes for you: please accept my sincerest wishes for leisure every day. I
wish you the brightest future. A toast for you! How long can the signboards last in the
weather-beaten street? How many beloved old songs can still be remembered by people?
Well, from all my acquaintances, you are still my dearest friend for life...

(ELIIPARIR: MEMAZLTNE—RE, HEZRIEITOPN, FHOUEIRTE
AR IRFARY X EEk, MR ELZ A, R, mSiemma)lE,
LRI AAERE T, LRI NE R

Zhongxin de zhufl ni: jiu zai na bujingyi de méi yitian 1i, qing jieshou wo zui zhé
nchéng de zhufta. Weéi ni ganbei! Féngyti de jietou, zhaopai néng gua dudjit, aiguo de 1a
0gé, rujin jidé de you jishou, jiGoguo de péngydu zai wo shéngming zhong, zhixin de
rén youni«e--

The phrasing of example (13) ensures a strong meme since it is based on food allegory.

Example (14) replicates the words of an old popular song, which builds a nostalgic ambience and

strikes a chord in the receiver’s mind, enhancing the feeling of being important and cared for by
the sender.
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5. CONCLUSION

This paper aimed to apply the Meme Theory to Chinese blessing texted messages in order to
point out the most common language tools resorted to for their composition, as well as the most
common socio-psychological values they contain. The conclusion is that the most successful
language memes in Chinese rely on playing with homophony, homography and
discursive/structural patterns established in literary production or political discourse.
Contentwise, the most successful language memes target the promotion of modernity and
westernization in the youth, the appeal to traditional values for the more conservative population,
and, overall, appeal to the receivers’ need for affection and attention.

It is undeniable that many of the successful language memes become gradually bleached
and ineffective, as they are replicated too many times, and the originality wears off. That means
their replacement, and the continuation of language meme creation. Thus, the compiler/creator of
the texted messages becomes an active participatant involved in this process that enhances the
creativity of the communicators, which ultimately contributes to language change.
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