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Abstract: Background: The high pace of cyber speech has profoundly changed
traditional mechanisms of language development, moving the locus of lexical innovation
from print media to multimodal digital platforms. In this environment, online memes do not
just function as ephemeral cultural objects, but as potent engines of semantic drift, neologism
creation and syntactic remodelling. The present study intends to analyse online memes as
lexicographic phenomena, especially, the function of multimodal conceptual mixing in
semantic shift and the development of new phraseological units in modern digital speech.
Methodology: This study employed a diachronic corpus-based approach to trace the
emergence and semantic development of fifty meme-based lexemes and phrasal templates
over a period of twenty-four months. Data were taken from worldwide digital networks and
analysed with Conceptual Blending Theory and contemporary lexicographic tracking
software to quantify contextual variance. Results: The results indicate that online memes tend
to produce semantic broadening and bleaching, where hyper-specific concepts are generalised
through recurrent visual recontextualization. The study also points to the rise of “multimodal
snowclones,” strict syntactic templates whose semantic payloads are wholly defined by the
images they accompany. Conclusion: Internet memes are a hyper-accelerated language
evolution process. The paper argues that the present lexicography should expand to embrace
the multimodal situations since the semantic bounds of the contemporary cyber speech are
increasingly governed by cognitive visual blends rather than by standalone textual definitions.

Key words: cyber speech, semantic drift, conceptual blending, internet memes, digital
pragmatics.

Introduction and literature review

The rise of digital communication technology has utterly transformed the architecture
of modern language change. In the past, lexical innovation and semantic change were modest,
as seen in the gradual diffusion of print literature over decades and in local oral transmission
moving the locus of lexical innovation from print media to multimodal internet pages
(Alexander, 2023; Farid, n.d.). The present digital world has, nevertheless, given rise to a
new kind of language register, cyber speech, characterised by its hyper-velocity, globality
and multimodality (McCulloch, 2020). That internet meme is at the heart of this linguistic
paradigm shift. Early sociological models conceptualised memes as simple elements of
cultural transmission, but current cognitive linguistics considers memes as sophisticated
language incubators that allow for morphological and semantic change (Dancygier &
Vandelanotte, 2017).

Moreover, these digital creations often transcend linguistic boundaries in terms of
lexical typology. Memes are cross-linguistic vectors for rapid loanword uptake and
simultaneous semantic alterations across languages that typical monolingual dictionaries are
ill-equipped to track (Huang et al., 2024; Meier, 2025).
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To truly grasp the linguistic weight of memes we must step beyond their socio-
pragmatic roles and analyse their structural impact on the lexicon as contemporary cognitive
linguistics considers them smart linguistic incubators that trigger rapid morphological and
semantic change (Dancygier & Vandelanotte, 2017; Pratiwi et al.,, 2023). Thus, the
declarative Uzbek phrase “Vahimaga o’rin yo’q” (There is no need to fear / no space for
panic) is usually used to reassure the public officially. This is a common term in formal
bureaucratic or news discourse during a crisis. However, lexicographic research of Uzbek
online speech demonstrates a serious polysemous divide. When overlaid on a normal news
broadcast framework, it preserves its literal denotation. But, in tandem with a visual template
of severe anarchy or infrastructural failure, e.g. flooded Tashkent streets or enormous traffic
jams, the phrase is immediately subject to pragmatic inversion. It does not mean reassurance
any longer. The graphic template means a new meaning of humorous resignation and
criticism of administrative inefficiency. The context is apparent to the reader, who must
decide if the definition is literal or humorous.

Theoretically, this study is based on Conceptual Blending Theory, which states that
human cognition builds meaning by mapping elements from several mental spaces into a
newly blended space (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002). Memes are intellectual mixes,
materialised in the case of cyber communication. The visual component offers a consistent
cognitive model, while the textual dimension supplies new vocabulary elements. When these
features combine, they often result in semantic drift, a process whereby the basic meaning of
a word is permanently changed or enlarged through connection with the viral picture (Zenner
& Geeraerts, 2018).

Internet memes have had a ubiquitous impact on day-to-day communication, yet
lexicographic study has typically struggled to catalogue digital neologisms because of their
fleeting nature. Traditional dictionaries are built on static corpora of text, which means they
do not capture the subtleties of words whose definition relies on transient visual macros
(Bieswanger, 2024). Therefore, the systematic study of the ways in which memes form
phraseological templates and change semantic boundaries is a burning issue for practical
linguistics and lexicography. This study fills this gap by tracing the emergence of meme-
based vocabulary, giving a rigorous lexicographic analysis of the impact of multimodal cyber
speech on the rapid development of modern language.

Methodology

To reflect the dynamic character of language change in digital environments, this study
adopted a diachronic, corpus-based lexicographic design. The study did not depend on static
linguistic analysis but rather traced semantic changes across a continuous twenty-four-month
period, from January 2024 to January 2026. The time frame was chosen so that the birth and
the final stabilisation (or disappearance) of new digital lexemes could be registered.

The primary data set was collected by scraping publically available high-traffic digital
communities that are known to produce cyber speech, with an emphasis on text-and-image
hybrid platforms. We employed a proprietary web-crawling algorithm to locate and extract
viral image-macro templates with high rates of textual modification. From an original pool of
several thousand digital artefacts, a refined target corpus of fifty unique lexemes and phrasal
templates was extracted. The only requirement for selection was that the target language
should have first appeared in a meme format, and then shown evidence of crossing over into
normal, non-meme digital speech. To perform a rigorous lexicographic study of the visual
aspects, Optical Character Recognition (OCR) techniques were merged with standard corpus
software. The methodological combination made it possible to transcribe the embedded
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meme text exactly and to preserve its essential spatial and contextual relationship to the
underlying image macro (Bieswanger, 2024; Zhang & Wang, 2026).

Collocation frequencies and semantic prosody were calculated using state-of-the-art
corpus linguistics software, and the analysis was performed accordingly. The text recovered
from the memes was subjected to a strict lexicographic analysis. The study traced the first
semantic contours of each target term at its first occurrence and followed its use in new
situations month by month. The ways in which the meaning has changed from the original
were sorted into the typical mechanisms of semantic change (namely semantic broadening,
narrowing, amelioration and pejoration). In addition, the syntactic structures of the text were
analysed to identify the production of multimodal snowclones, i.e. phrasal templates where
some linguistic slots are kept fixed and others can be substituted, significantly depending on
the visual picture to give the syntactic anchor.

Result

The diachronic corpus analysis provides strong evidence that internet memes are highly
efficient drivers of structural language change. The lexicographic tracking of the fifty target
units revealed two major language phenomena, i.e. fast semantic expansion and the
entrenchment of multimodal syntactic templates.

The most frequent mechanism of change seen in the corpus was quick semantic
broadening and semantic bleaching. In classical linguistics, bleaching is the loss of a word's
distinct original meaning when it is employed in more and more broad settings. The findings
showed that the combination of a very particular term with a diverse visual meme template
led to the exponential increase of its meaning. For instance, technical jargon or niche culture
words incorporated in a viral reaction meme were recontextualised by users who applied the
image to completely unrelated everyday scenarios. In three to six months the original specific
meanings of these lexemes would fade until they were simply generic indicators of mood or
state of being. The visual meme acted as a semantic bridge, carrying the word from a
specialized lexicon into everyday cyber speech and fundamentally altering its. dictionary
definition The semantic development of the lexeme “jigar” (meaning “liver” in Uzbek) in the
Uzbek digital corpus is a striking example. The term was originally used as a colloquial term
of endearment for a blood relation or loyal friend in the language of the local culture. But as
it got increasingly memefied, sometimes pasted on top of exaggerated imagery of street
interactions, funny “brotherhood” cliches, or even animals, its semantics quickly bleached.
Lexicographic tracking over a brief diachronic window revealed the term migrating
completely away from biological or profound emotional proximity . It became an ironic,
generalised vocative for addressing anonymous strangers in online comment areas, fully
losing its original specific denotation.

This phenomenon creates a high frequency of “visual polysemy” in terms of
lexicography. In cyber speech, a single digital lexeme could have several meanings,
sometimes conflicting, which depends totally on the visual template it is associated with at
any given time (Zenner & Geeraerts, 2018; Pratiwi et al., 2023).

Second, it was found that multimodal snowclones are strongly formed. These are highly
formalised phraseological units that operate as linguistic formulas in digital discourse.
According to the data, memes often generate fixed syntactic frames (e.g. the “Nobody: /
Absolutely no one: / [Subject]:” frame) that are established in the cyber lexicon. Most
importantly, the lexicographical research showed that these phrasal templates are
semantically incomplete without their visual equivalents. The cognitive blend is so complete
that the syntactic frame has no independent meaning but is merely a directive that the
semantic weight of the accompanying image be applied to the substituted variables within the
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text. A good example of a comparative syntactic frame which is particularly popular with
Uzbek youth and university students is provided by the local data: “O’qituvchi (Teacher):
[Variable A] / Orqa partadagilar (The students in the back row): [Visual Image]”. The text in
isolation tells a fragmented story lacking a coherent pragmatic resolution. The syntactic slots
just establish the cognitive setting of an academic world. But when the last slot is filled with
an image that is very contextual and culturally unique — such as a group eating palov in secret
or playing traditional games during a lecture — the whole phrasal template immediately
translates onto a common cultural notion of university revolt. The grammar is the set-up, but
the semantic payload, the satirical punchline of the speech act is provided only through the
visual artefact, showing that the syntactic structure is fully dependent on multimodal
completion. This is a different turn of phrase. Grammar and syntax are physically co-
dependent on visual digital media.

Discussion

The outcomes of this research reveal a deep paradigm change in the mechanics of
language evolution. In the past, the process of a new word becoming part of everyday speech
and changing meaning took decades and was mostly controlled by editors of printed
publications. The results from this diachronic investigation demonstrate that online memes
shorten this lexicographic chronology into weeks. Memes provide millions of users with a
highly repeatable, visual-linguistic scaffold for jointly experimenting with, and settling on,
the semantic parameters of new terminology in real time (Evans, 2025).

From the cognitive linguistic perspective, the phenomena of the multimodal snowclone
provides solid empirical evidence for Conceptual Blending Theory in digital contexts. The
meme’s set visual template acts as the entrenched mental space, which allows users to
securely incorporate radical semantic modifications in the text without collapsing the
communicative act (Dancygier & Vandelanotte, 2017). This cognitive safety net is what
permits the rapid semantic broadening observed in the data. The phrase accompanying the
visual can diverge somewhat from its etymological roots, for the image anchors the broader
feeling.

This cognitive anchoring gives applied lexicography a particular structural problem. It
actively obscures the line between the denotative meaning of a term and its pragmatically
derived implicature based on the visual information. It forces scholars to rethink the way
digital entries and their meanings have to be constructed in contemporary multimodal
glossaries (Hafner, 2023; Majdzinska-Koczorowicz & Ostanina-Olszewska, 2024).

These fast mechanisms of cyber speech pose an unprecedented challenge to the study of
lexicography. Today, dictionary makers and applied linguists cannot afford to depend solely
on text-only corpora in order to document the present vocabulary. The semantic dependence
of meme-derived phraseology demonstrates that the text cannot be divorced from its visual
context without a fundamental loss of meaning (Bieswanger, 2024). Looking ahead,
lexicographic databases should acquire multimodal capabilities to archive the visual schemas
governing the usage of digital neologisms. To miss the visual half of the cognitive blend is to
provide an incomplete and heavily skewed record of current language evolution.

Conclusion

Internet memes are far more than being transitory digital pleasure, functioning as
essential mechanisms of linguistic innovation in the twenty-first century. The diachronic
lexicographic study shows that memes are actively building the architecture of modern cyber
speech through rapid semantic drift, semantic bleaching and the creation of new
phraseological templates that rely on multimodal resources. Memes drive language
development at an unparalleled rate by exploiting the cognitive power of visual-textual
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integration. Therefore, studies of language evolution and the construction of dictionaries
should adapt to this new reality. Contemporary communication is no longer limited to paper,
but its linguistic bounds are constantly negotiated, expanded and reinvented in the
multimodal crucible of online memes.
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