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Abstract 

This study examines the use of humour on Ghanaian social media through a multimodal lens, 

focusing on how content creators use different modes such as verbal and multimodal (images, 

memes, and cartoons) modes to engage the audience. Drawing on Kress and van Leeuwen’s 

Visual Grammar framework as well Attardo and Raskin’s General Theory of Verbal Humour, 

the analysis explores how humour is constructed and understood within the context of Ghanaian 

cultural and linguistic diversity. English dominates as the primary language of humorous posts, 

though code-switching, Pidgin and local languages are also employed. The study identified four 

different modes used for humour presentation - verbal, photographs, cartoons and memes with 

the verbal overshadowing the others. In addition, the study identified a generous employment 

of exaggeration, irony, metaphor and sarcasm use by humourists. The findings highlight how 

social media humour reflects societal norms, fosters engagement, and serves as a tool for social 

commentary and cultural expression. 

Keywords: social media, humour, modes, multimodal, Ghana. 

1. Introduction 

As the new town square, the Internet has become a hub where people gather for various social 

interactions, and humour; an essential element of social cohesion and critique, is a significant 

part of this space. Many individuals, including colleagues, friends, and family members, often 

say that they turn to social media as a means of de-stressing, where they often engage with the 

endless and wide-ranging humorous posts freely shared by social media users. In response to 

this social phenomenon, recent scholarship has examined how humour manifests in digital 

spaces (Dynel, 2016). In Ghana, humour has been studied from multiple perspectives, including 

sociology and political science. Ofosu Marfo et al. (2021), for instance, took an interdisciplinary 
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approach to exploring how Ghanaians used humour as a coping mechanism during the COVID-

19 pandemic. Similarly, Adjei Arthur (2021) examined comedic content on social media and 

other platforms, highlighting its role in helping Ghanaians navigate pandemic-induced stress. 

These studies reflect a sustained academic interest in the intersection of humour and social 

media in Ghana. 

Everyday human communication, from friendly banter to formal occasional discourse, like 

teaching in the classroom, is interspersed with humour (Long & Graesser, 1988; Ruiz-Madrid 

& Fortanet-Gomez, 2015; Bernad-Mechó & Girón-García, 2023). Humour is, therefore, an 

integral part of communication. In his 1964 attempt to craft a theory of creativity, Hungarian 

author Arthur Koestler theorised humour as “the only domain of creative activity where a 

complex pattern of intellectual stimulation elicits a sharply defined response in the nature of a 

physiological reflex” (p. 95). Koestler goes further to showcase how all varieties of humour 

stem from incompatibility produced by incompatible bisociation of ideas. Koestler’s ideas 

remain primarily in the realm of the processes happening in the mind. Contemporary scholars 

have since defined humour in more comprehensive ways. Psychologists Rod. A. Martin and 

Thomas E. Ford define humour as 

a broad, multifaceted term that represents anything that people say or do that others perceive as 

funny and tends to make them laugh, as well as the mental processes that go into both creating and 

perceiving such an amusing stimulus, and also the emotional response of mirth involved in the 

enjoyment of it. 

(Ford, 2018, p. 3) 

The emphasis of both the older definition by Koestler (1964) and the newer and broader one by 

Martin and Ford appears to be on the physiological or mental processes through which humour 

is produced. Linguistically, the understanding of humour, however, may need to focus on the 

characteristics of the language that produce the psycho-emotive reactions that the scholars above 

concentrated on. Thus, Goatly (2012), for instance, focuses on the ideas of ambiguity and 

Koestler’s idea of bisociation to formulate the incongruity theory of humour where contradictory 

or incompatible linguistic elements are juxtaposed for comic effect. 

Scholarship on humour in literature and language studies in English has tended to 

concentrate on the linguistic elements and structures that underpin humour which has also been 

noted by Bernad-Mechó & Girón-García (2023). However, with social media replete with 

humorous posts coupled with changing reading habits of the general population in favour of 

short-form content, many scholars have turned their attention to social media seeking to unearth 

how social media users manage to create humorous content to capture their audience’s attention 

(Vlachaki, 2021; Adjei Arthur, 2021; Phillips-Kumaga et al., 2022). Vlachaki (2021), for 

example, examines how the humorous content of memes is structured using a multimodal 

approach while Adjei Arthur (2021) looked at how humour shaped the coping strategies in 

Ghana during the coronavirus pandemic. The present study adds to the growing literature on 

social media humour by examining humour discourse on social media, focusing on the different 

ways in which it is presented to elicit engagement using a multimodal approach. 

Humour creation is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon both in traditional texts and 

within the realm of social media. Social media has ushered in an era of humour creation where 

the barriers to authorship have simply evaporated and has emerged as a significant public space 

for audience engagement. As the plethora of authors and content creators increasingly utilise 

social media platforms, they must find multiple engaging formats to present their ideas to 

captivate audiences, particularly younger people, who increasingly gravitate towards social 

media-based content as opposed to traditional text-based humour. One such strategy is the 

adoption of multimodality, which involves the integration of various semiotic forms to capture 

the attention of different readers. According to Żebrowska (2014), multimodality encompasses 
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“the use and combination of different semiotic elements, including design, layout, images, 

photographs, film, color, and scent” (p. 9). Lamidi (2017) argues that these combinations are 

essential for effective communication, requiring both a “code” (language choice) and a “mode” 

(the communication channel). In the context of social media, content creators recognise the 

importance of utilising diverse modes and codes to achieve their desired engagement goals. 

Creators often incorporate elements such as cartoons, text, memes, and multiple codes to create 

humorous content and to elicit higher engagement which often translates to more opportunities 

to make money on those platforms. Arriagada & Ibáñez (2020), for example, argues that the 

success of content creators is “hitched to particular platforms of cultural production” (p. 1). 

Similarly, Malodia et al. (2022) also postulates that “memes in advertising generates a 30% 

engagement rate on social media compared to a 1% CTR in the case of Google AdWords” (p. 

1776). Again, Imlawi & Gregg’s (2013) study established that “instructor use of humor via a 

course-based social network group has a positive impact on students. This suggests that the use 

of humour via social network supports the instructor–student relationships and removes barriers 

between them” (p. 118). It is, thus, quite clear that the use of humour in social media has become 

a key factor in eliciting audience engagement giving success to the goals of content creators. 

In Ghana, humour has traditionally been conveyed through Ghanaian languages, especially 

by comedians like Opia, Santo, and Judas, largely because their audience, who lacked formal 

education, engaged primarily with oral humour. But with the rise in literacy education and 

constant interaction on social media, there has been a shift towards English, the primary 

language of social media in Ghana, likely due to its association with written discourse. Despite 

this shift, many Ghanaians still believe that humour in Ghanaian languages elicits stronger 

responses, leading to the use of multiple linguistic codes in creating content for the social media 

landscape in Ghana. For example, Phillips-Kumaga et al. (2022) highlight the continued 

relevance of Ghanaian languages in humour, as seen in Twi/English code-switching posts like 

“Kwatakwata by June, diɛɛ” (‘latest by June’). This highlights the complex nature of humour 

in the Ghanaian social media space, where a combination of linguistic and extralinguistic codes 

are employed to enhance audience engagement. It is in view of these that this study seeks to 

answer the following questions: 

1. What modes are dominant in social media humour? 
2. What languages are used in presenting humour in the Ghanaian social media space? 

3. How do creators use these modes to spark their readers’ interest? 

2. Humour in the social media landscape 

Studies into humorous texts are not a new phenomenon in research. Three theories, however, 

dominate the definitions of humour in the humanities: the superiority theory by Thomas Hobbes, 

the relief theory by Herbert Spencer, and the incongruity theory by Francis Hutcheson (Morreall, 

1987, p.19-110). Incongruity theory focuses on linguistics humour, and this present study tilts 

towards it where humour is achieved through ambiguity and bi-association (Goatly, 2012). The 

incongruity theory is apt for this work because the data yielded examples where the texts seem 

to be the antithesis of the messages they seek to convey. Social media represents a significant 

expansion of humour, moving beyond traditional text-based media to embrace new dimensions. 

As a result, in recent years, social media has emerged as a key focus in humour studies. Dynel 

& Chovanec (2021), in their introductory article on the creation and dissemination of humour 

across various media, for example, emphasise the importance of multimodal analysis in 

understanding how humour is produced and received in both traditional and new media contexts. 

They argue that social media represents a big shift in the focus and platforms for humourists in 
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the new media. Vasquez & Aslan (2021) utilise a multimodal approach by analysing linguistic 

humour across three social media platforms, showcasing how textual and visual elements 

interact to create humour. This multimodal approach is important for humour studies in the 

social media because textual elements alone may not fully convey the intended humour, nor can 

images suffice on their own—especially in the case of memes, where the same root-meme can 

convey different meanings through the different textual accompaniments. 

Other scholars in recent times have also worked on social media humour through 

multimodal approaches. Hakoköngäs et al. (2020) for example used multimodal analysis to 

explore internet memes shared by two far-right parties in Finland, where they found that the 

parties’ use of multimodal memes significantly improved the spreading of their ideas. Vlachaki 

(2020) also employed multimodality in studying humour in “Ancient Memes,” finding that 

while multimodality serves as a tool for humour realisation, cognitive recognition of humour is 

influenced by specific contextual factors. Ofosu Marfo et al. (2021) also utilised a social media 

approach to investigate how Ghanaians used humour as a coping strategy during the COVID-

19 pandemic, exploring trending social media clips such as the “ABC of Coronavirus Comedy” 

by emerging Ghanaian comedian Clemento Suarez. Ofosu Marfo et al.’s work argues that 

humour serves as a mechanism for tension reduction and disseminating crucial information in 

times of crisis. Given the integral role of social media in the daily lives of individuals, including 

Ghanaians, social media humour is now a legitimate and important subject of humour studies as 

these studies mentioned above clearly indicate. 

Humour should be understood within the geographical context where it is produced, as what 

is considered humorous in one culture may not be perceived the same way in another. In Ghana, 

humour is pervasive and deeply ingrained in the culture, to the extent that it is often said that 

Ghanaians thrive on it. According to Ofori (2019), Ghanaian humour frequently “involves 

invectives, ridicule, and mockery” (75). This humour spans a wide range of topics, including 

governance, human behaviour, work, sports, relationships, and religion; no subject is off-limits 

when it comes to creating humorous content. Ghanaians have a remarkable ability to “see the 

funny side” of almost anything, even serious issues like the coronavirus pandemic, which 

supports Martin’s (2019) assertion that humour serves as a coping mechanism that contributes 

to resilience and emotional well-being. In their study, Ofosu Marfo et al. (2021) for example 

identified various forms of humour that emerged during the coronavirus pandemic in Ghana, 

including terminology humour, where new terms such as “colona bilus,” “colonial virus,” “han-

santasa,” and others were coined (Ofosu Marfo et al., 2021, p. 64). Additionally, there was 

humour related to funny names for babies born during the pandemic, humour related to 

pallbearers, and humour related to nose masks use during the pandemic (Pulse Ghana, 2020). 

The rise of social media has therefore further amplified the creation of humorous content in 

Ghana. As one content creator notes (see Figure 1 below), in Ghana, all one needs is an internet 

connection to enjoy the plethora of humorous content available on social media. 
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Figure 1. All you need is data. 

2.1. Theoretical framework 

The study of humour in Ghanaian social media necessitates an interdisciplinary approach that 

integrates theories of multimodality, social semiotics, and humour studies. This current study 

adopts Kress and van Leeuwen’s Visual Grammar (2006), which provides a structured method 

for analysing how different semiotic resources such as text, images, memes, and cartoons 

combine to construct meaning. According to Kress and van Leeuwen’s Visual Grammar, a text’s 

visual components make up an autonomously structured and significant system (p. 19). The 

General Theory of Verbal Humor (GTVH), developed by Attardo and Raskin (1991) and later 

refined, extended and applied in book-length form by Attardo (2017, 2020) provides insight into 

the linguistic processes that underlie textual humour, which is a prominent component of 

comedy on Ghanaian social media. This study investigates the interplay between textual and 

visual modes in the multimodal expression of humour by combining both theories. 

Multimodal discourse analysis offers a foundation for exploring how various 

communicative modes work together to shape meaning. Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) contend 

that gestural, spatial, and visual means of communication are just as important as language in 

creating meaning. Their paradigm for Visual Grammar, which has its roots in social semiotics, 

offers a prism through which to view how text and images work together to create comedy in 

social media posts. This viewpoint diverges from the semiotic work of Barthes (1977), which 

postulated a parasitic relationship between image and word, especially in press photography. In 

Barthes’ framework, the text acts to connote meaning onto an image already imbued with 

denotative meaning. According to Kress and van Leeuwen, meaning in visual communication 

is realised through three interrelated metafunctions: representational, interactive, and 

compositional. The representational metafunction, which is the primary focus of this study, 

deals with what is depicted and how elements relate to one another. It distinguishes between 

narrative representations, which depict actions and events, and conceptual representations, 

which classify and define subjects. In humorous Ghanaian social media content (especially 

visual modes), narrative representations often rely on hyperbole (as we will see in Figure 7 and 

Figure 8) and facial expressions (Figure 8) to enhance comedic effect. Memes and cartoons 



The European Journal of Humour Research 14 (2) 

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org 
103 

frequently depict characters in motion or reacting to exaggerated scenarios, reinforcing humour 

through visual storytelling. Conceptual representations, on the other hand, employ symbolism, 

stereotypes, or cultural references to create humour. These may manifest in static images that 

juxtapose incongruous elements or employ exaggerated traits to make a humorous statement. 

While Kress and van Leeuwen’s Visual Grammar provides insight into how humour is 

visually constructed, Attardo and Raskin’s (1991) General Theory of Verbal Humour (GTVH) 

offer us a way to look at the textual and linguistic structures underlying humour. Attardo and 

Raskin’s GTVH outlines six knowledge resources that shape humour: language, logical 

mechanism, narrative strategy, script opposition, situation, and target (Attardo, 2020). Script 

opposition refers to the incongruity between expectations and reality, a key element in both 

textual and visual humour. For instance, a meme might depict a hyperbolic reaction to an 

everyday situation, subverting expectations through visual contrast. Logical mechanisms 

involve unexpected reasoning or absurd associations, often present in captions that deliberately 

misinterpret or exaggerate an image’s meaning. Situation encompasses the context in which 

humour arises, including cultural and social references embedded in the meme or cartoon. 

Target refers to the subject of the humour, which may be a specific individual, social group, or 

phenomenon. Narrative strategy relates to the structure of the joke, which may be conveyed 

through a visual sequence or a combination of image and text. Language plays a crucial role in 

reinforcing humour, particularly through code-switching, wordplay, and phonetic manipulation. 

Therefore, we use Kress and van Leeuwen’s Visual Grammar as our main frame for this work 

while using Attardo and Raskin’s GTVH to help explain how humour is realised in these 

selected humorous posts. By looking at how textual and visual components interact and how 

linguistic choices affect comedic meaning, this study attempts to unpack the layers of humour 

in digital content. The intersection of multimodal analysis and humour studies offers a 

comprehensive approach to understanding how Ghanaian content creators use humour to engage 

audiences and shape online discourse. 

3. Methodology 

This study employed a qualitative and interpretive approach with a content analysis design to 

explore, rather than exhaustively document, the occurrence of humour within its social context. 

The study is exploratory in nature, intended to identify patterns and tendencies in how humour 

manifests on Ghanaian social media rather than to provide a comprehensive survey of all 

humorous content. The analysis focused on the content of the humorous posts, utilising the 

representational meaning framework from Kress and van Leeuwen’s Visual Grammar theory. 

A total of 100 humorous posts were purposefully sampled from Facebook and WhatsApp 

between January 1 and March 31, 2023. This scope was deemed adequate for an exploratory 

analysis aimed at mapping key tendencies and semiotic features without claiming exhaustive 

coverage of Ghanaian social media humour. The time frame was to have a cut off to give enough 

time to study the posts for in-depth analysis. Public humorous posts were selected because they 

were already in the public domain and we would not breach any ethical rules for using them. 

100 posts were selected because we considered them a saturation point. Hennink et al. (2019) 

are of the view that a point of saturation is achieved when additional data does not lead to any 

significant new insights or information. All 100 posts were included in the analysis as they 

captured various aspects of social, cultural, and religious behaviours in Ghana. 

Screenshots of publicly posted humour were specifically collected from our Facebook and 

WhatsApp pages, as well as from friends and colleagues who voluntarily contributed content 

from their social media profiles. Contents of the screenshots were not edited in order to preserve 

their originality. After data collection, the posts were organised into a Google folder and 
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subjected to open coding to identify emergent themes, such as body shape, career, education, 

gender, and religion (Ryan & Bernard, 2003; Bernard et al., 2017). The posts were then 

categorised based on the type of humour they exhibited, including textual humour, pictorial 

humour, meme-based humour, and cartoons. Additionally, the data were classified according to 

the languages used—English, Twi (and other Ghanaian languages), code-switching, and Pidgin. 

The analysis was conducted in alignment with the research questions, applying the 

representational meaning framework of Kress and van Leeuwen’s Visual Grammar theory. In 

line with the framework, we examined the role of representational participants i.e. people, 

things, objects, or places represented in and by images or the entities about whom or which we 

are speaking or writing or producing images and the interactional participants – the ones who 

produce or create these images or the ones who view these work of art (e.g., the creator of the 

comics and the viewers) (pp. 47-48). It is important to note that this study’s focus is on doing a 

multimodal analysis of social media humour and not to do a thematic analysis of the social issues 

such as gender, politics, and age-related topics that appear in the humorous posts in this analysis. 

This study’s exploratory orientation suggests that its findings should be read as indicative rather 

than definitive. The sample chosen for this study represents broader multimodal patterns in 

social media humour. Future work might extend the analysis by engaging larger datasets and 

tackling key socio-cultural thematic areas such as those identified above.  

4. Findings 

As already stated, the data were analysed in response to the research questions employing the 

representational meaning of the Visual Grammar framework. We found a diversity of modes 

used on social media humour creation in Ghana along with a multiplicity of languages used in 

social media creation. In our review of the data, humourists tended to rely heavily on the 

placement of incongruous elements in their humorous constructions to elicit humour in their 

target audience. Below are our findings discussed in detail. 

4.1. Modes of humour in Ghanaian social media 

The data revealed four primary modes in which humour is presented on Ghanaian social media. 

These are verbal (written including emojis) and multimodal (photographs, memes and cartoons). 

Verbal (written) elements accounted for the largest share at 51%, followed by photographs at 

21%, memes at 17%, and cartoons at 11%. Given Ghana’s national literacy rate of 69.8% and 

an almost universal youth literacy rate of 90.56% (Gyesi, 2022; Adeniran et al., 2020), it is not 

surprising that a significant portion of humorous posts favoured written expression. Moreover, 

certain concepts, particularly abstract ones such as love, success, and honesty, are more easily 

conveyed verbally, hence, the propensity for verbal-based humour used by humourists in our 

study. Table 1 below and the accompanying chart details the figures and percentages, as well as 

sample images of the humorous posts in this category. 

Table 1. Modes used to create Social Media humour content 

CATEGORY NUMBER 

Verbal/text-based 51 

Photographs 21 

Memes 17 

Cartoons 11 
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At the risk of bleaching the life out of the humour in the posts we reviewed for this study and 

do what E. B. White says, “Humor can be dissected, as a frog can, but the thing dies in the 

process and the innards are discouraging to any but the pure scientific mind” (as quoted in 

Martin & Ford, 2018, p. 2), we will attempt to review some of the linguistic incongruity that 

was identified in much of the verbal/text-based humour in this study. The data showed that more 

often than not, the humour is found in the incongruous or unexpected responses to otherwise 

non-humorous utterances/posts, as in Figures 2 and 3. These came in the form of WhatsApp and 

Facebook posts. In Figure 2, the Joynews headline “Catholic Bishop resigns after falling in love” 

is benign at face value as formal news reporting tends to be. However, the humour is created by 

the humourists’ response to this headline where it is interpreted as “woman snatches man from 

God…This gender. mmmm…Ɛkuta Nyame εmpo no wagye.” (‘even in God’s grip, she has 

snatched it’). At face value, a contest between an all-powerful God and a woman will definitely 

favour God. The humour is thus created in this scenario because the less powerful (the woman) 

wins the contest for the bishop’s love showing the incongruity between expectation and reality 

demonstrating Script Opposition (SO) (Attardo, 2020). Also, the hyperbolic language ‘snatch’ 

and repetition in Twi ‘Ɛkuta Nyame ɛmpo no wagye’ function as the Logical Mechanism (LM) 

of exaggeration and the Target (TA)—women—is portrayed as aggressive and thick-skinned 

(Attardo, 2020). Similarly, in Figure 3, the incongruity, and thus the humour, is created in the 

interaction when one friend responds angrily that “I hope my car is in the taxi with you.” This 

relies on the Logical Mechanism (LM) of absurdity because, ordinarily, a car cannot fit into a 

taxi. This humorous exchange also employs the Narrative Strategy (NS) of dialogue within the 

post, which is visually enhanced by the ‘problem’ on a black background (symbolic of doom) 

and the use of laughter emojis by the humourist. 

 

Figure 2. Woman snatches man from God. 
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Figure 3. Problem no dey finish 

Other posts that relied on incongruity included those created by well-known social media 

humourists like Jessica Kassah and Veronica Zormelo Attah on Facebook as shown in Figures 

4 and 5 below. In Figure 4, the humour here comes from the creation of an antithesis between 

419 (fraudulent scams) and hard work, which are juxtaposed as the only two ways to success. 

This relies on GTVH’s Script Opposition (SO) between expected and actual paths to wealth, 

where the reader is expecting a list of 420 ways but is met with two clever, incongruous binaries. 

Humourists like Jessica, a university-educated creator, often use text-based humour to engage 

young followers in Ghana who are more proficient in English. The verbal elements employed 

narrative strategies that combined bold and normal fonts, different languages e.g., Twi/English 

code switching, spatial layout, etc. for effect. 

 

Figure 4. There are 420 ways to be successful. 
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As indicated in Table 1, the second most prominent mode of humour on social media in our 

study was pictorial. In this case, humourists purposefully posted pictures designed to elicit 

humorous reactions from their audiences. Most of the images in our study allowed social media 

users to recognise the humour within them. Humourists typically accompanied these pictures 

with witty remarks, leaving the audience to decipher the humour for themselves. The audience’s 

ability to identify the humour is one of the key aspects that make social media humour highly 

interactive. In this space, humour is co-created, with both the humourist and the audience 

playing complementary roles in recognising the comedic potential in an otherwise ordinary 

situation. 

For example, in Figure 5 below, the sign at Northampton General Hospital appears harmless 

on its own. However, the humourist invites the audience to notice the irony between the “Family 

Planning Advice” sign and the driving direction beneath it—“Use rear entrance.” The humour 

is generated by the juxtaposition of the two distinct concepts, which creates Script Opposition 

(SO) between the formal, official healthcare advice and the unintended, suggestive 

interpretation. The caption, “Herh!                      ,” acts as an anchoring verbal signal (VG/GTVH: 

LA) that cues the audience’s interpretation and ‘activates’ the humorous potential in the image. 

 

Figure 5. Family planning advice 

In Figure 6 below, the humour resides in the syntactic and spelling errors in the food vendor’s 

advertisement: “Have you eat?” and “Eat for the butter grouth. We have food & solft drinks 

here.” The humourist highlights these errors, which act as the Logical Mechanism (LM) of 

linguistic incongruity (error/anomaly). The humourist’s reaction, “by the way, have you eat?” 

uses the vendor’s error (LA) to create a comedic dialogue with the audience (NS), targeting the 
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perceived low literacy level of the vendor (Target (TA)) and the importance of English for 

promoting business (Situation (SI). 

 

Figure 6. Have you eat? 

Memes were the third most significant source of humour in our study. Memes have become a 

cultural phenomenon in online discourse. They are “a group of digital items that: (a) share 

common characteristics of content, form, and/or stance; (b) are created with awareness of each 

other; and (c) are circulated, imitated, and transformed via the internet by multiple users” 

(Shifman, 2014, p. 8). Pictures acquire meme status when they are used with different textual 

accompaniments by multiple internet users for different purposes in contexts. This is what 

Vasquez & Aslan (2021) refer to as “image macro,” where a visual image is superimposed with 

a textual element (p.3). Dynel (2016, p. 1) describes it as “a particular type of visual - verbal 

joke”. Yus (2019) argues that the “meaning of the meme cannot be obtained from the partial 

meanings of the text or picture taken separately, but from the combined meanings that yield 

implications” (p. 107). This is because one meme can be used multiple times to represent 

different concepts. This study noticed that the memes represented metaphorical concepts and 

presented connotative meanings that related objects to real life experiences as stated in the 

ideational metafunction of the SFL. This metaphorical nature of memes we noted, corroborates 

findings by Xu et al. (2022) as well as Scott (2021) who argued that the inherent location of 

metaphors is embedded in memes. In Figure 7, for instance, the representation of ‘men over 40 

in skinny jeans’ by the awkward dog is a powerful metaphor which acts as the primary Logical 

Mechanism (LM) for the humour. The caption’s sarcastic sympathy ‘We can’t grow old in 

peace?’ reinforces the comedic effect through Script Opposition (SO) between the stated 

sentiment and the visual ridicule. 
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Figure 7. Men over 40 in skinny jeans 

 

Figure 8. PhD supervisor 

Similarly, the humour in the Figure 8 meme uses the Logical Mechanism (LM) of metaphorical 

violence. The image of a physical fight is mapped onto the severe critique of a student’s PhD 

thesis by their supervisor. This relies on the Situation (SI) and the in-group knowledge of 

academics in training. The script opposition (SO) is between the expected professional 

evaluation (rational) and the hyperbolic representation of it as physical assault 

(absurd/exaggeration), allowing the audience to relate to the fear of the thesis process that is 

otherwise a preserve of academics in training. 
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Cartoons also represented a section of the modes used by social media humourists in our 

study. The study found that most of the cartoons were about relationships. Also, the humour 

was captured by combining the cartoon with verbal elements. Figure 9 for instance shows how 

the breasts perform a metonymic role as they replace the heart in matters of love. The post 

cleverly creates a Logical Mechanism (LM) of unexpected reasoning/redefinition by excusing 

the staring as a genuine search for the heart that is ‘blocked’ by the breasts. The comment, “it’s 

not our fault that the breasts decide to block our view,” justifies the behaviour by relying on a 

Script Opposition (SO) between the cultural ideal of seeking a ‘good heart’ and the biological 

reality of physical attraction. This comment again highlights the fact that there is active 

interaction between content creators and viewers. In Figure 10, the girl’s response to the 

mother’s query shows how words used out of context and out of order can create problems for 

listeners, in this instance for humorous effect. The humour here comes from the girl’s literal 

interpretation of her mother’s sex-education advice. This relies on the Logical Mechanism (LM) 

of faulty reasoning/linguistic confusion. The girl combined the two distinct instructions 

(“Don’t” for one action, “STOP” for the other) into a single, disastrous outcome, “DON’T 

STOP.” This Script Opposition (SO) is between the mother’s intended, ordered instruction and 

the girl’s literal, disordered execution, critiquing generational miscommunication (Target (TA)) 

in a sensitive Situation (SI). 

 

Figure 9. Majority of men look into the heart not the face. 
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Figure 10. Don’t stop! 

4.2. The language of humour on social media in Ghana  

Table 2. Languages used in humorous posts 

LANGUAGE PERCENTAGE 

English 62 

Pidgin 15 

Code Switching (CS) 15 

Twi 8 

The data yielded four languages that were used for the humorous posts in our study―English, 

Pidgin, Twi-English Code Switching (CS), and Twi. English, however, took precedence over 

the others, dominating the humorous posts at 62%, while Twi-exclusive posts was minimal. This 

is an indication that humorous content creators take into consideration the international space 

that social media provides and use a language that can be understood by the majority. In spite 

of this, they also appear mindful of the cultural setting as well as the audience who form their 

clientele; hence, we see the addition of Twi/Fante (Akan), the indigenous language with the 

largest number of speakers in Ghana, and Pidgin, a language with a large user base among 

Ghana’s youthful population. 

Twi and Fante (Akan languages) are predominantly used for affective and emotional 

amplification, often conveying cultural immediacy and shared in-group knowledge. For 

instance, the use of insults in Akan languages is an effective means of displaying intense anger 

and frustration, as described later on in this section, in relation to Figure 14. Similarly, the Fante-

English CS in Figure 11 is used to signal a familiar, serious, yet humorous ‘auntie’s advice’ 

within a Ghanaian context. The Twi-exclusive post in Figure 15 grounds the humour in a 

specific local cultural tension (Asante cuisine and the King). English functions as the default 

communicative code, often used to discuss global or formal topics, or for humour aimed at the 
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wider educated youth. For example, Figure 12, discussing International Women’s Day, uses 

exclusive English. Pidgin serves to create a sense of casual, youthful, and pan-West African 

solidarity. In Figure 14, the Pidgin phrases (‘Make I tell you the truth,’ ‘The song no nice’) 

frame the informal peer dialogue and the friend’s blunt critique. Its use also reflects a shared 

youth demographic and the convergence with Nigerian Pidgin humour. From our study, we 

observed that the choice of language mostly depends on the code that the poster thinks can best 

project the humour or the concept. In Figure 11 for instance, Auntie Mary’s advice in Fante-

English Code Switching (CS) “Sista, aato wu Kente?” creates humour through the Language 

(LA) choice. The use of Fante, coupled with the exaggerated facial expression, signals affective 

immediacy and the cultural Situation (SI) of a serious auntie’s advice. This CS uses the local 

language to achieve a specific Narrative Strategy (NS)—making the dire consequences (no 

CPR) more impactful and culturally resonant. The spelling of sister as ‘sista,’ i.e., the form that 

conforms to Ghanaian pronunciation of some English words based on the sounds, in this 

situation, the schwa /ə / has been replaced with /a/, a feature of Ghanaian English pronunciation 

(Adika, 2012) also adds to the creation of a local Ghanaian English Situation (SI). See other 

images that we sampled from the humorous posts representing the languages observed in the 

study below. 

 

Figure 11. Auntie Mary says 

One key finding of our research was that the English-exclusive humorous posts like the one in 

Figure 12 below celebrating men-gossips on International Women’s Day, uses the Logical 

Mechanism (LM) of metaphor/personification. Women are often the traditional target (TA) of 

the stereotype that links them to excessive gossip. The humour is generated by the Script 

Opposition (SO) between the intended celebration (of women’s achievements) and the actual 

subject of the post (men’s gossip), effectively subverting the formal Situation (SI) of the 

international day. By applying the stereotype to men, the post uses sarcasm and reversal (a form 

of LM) to deliver a critique of the gender stereotype itself. The use of English (Language (LA)) 

ensures the post addresses a globalised citizen audience familiar with the Situation (SI) of 

international days. 
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Figure 12. To all men who gossips a lot 

As indicated in Table 2 above, Pidgin was also prominently employed by humourists. We further 

observed a convergence of audiences from the English-speaking regions of West Africa, 

particularly Nigeria and Ghana, in the posts analysed—many of which featured overlapping 

humorous content. The material in Figure 13, created by a Nigerian humourist, was repurposed 

for a Ghanaian audience. This convergence between audiences and humourists is likely to 

heighten the influence of Nigerian Pidgin on contemporary Ghanaian Pidgin, a development 

that has already been traced by scholars such as Ofulue (2012) and Yakpo (2023) to the historical 

migration of Nigerian labourers. The post, predominantly in Pidgin (Language―LA), relies on 

shared cultural knowledge and the Logical Mechanism (LM) of wordplay/redefinition. The 

humour is triggered by the visual label “ESTUS” on the sardine can. The commenter creates a 

Script Opposition (SO) between the intended product name (a brand) and its humorous 

redefinition as a female counterpart Estus to a known male Roman name Festus, which is also 

the name of a popular sardine brand. This play on names and gender roles serves as the Logical 

Mechanism (LM) of paronymy (using similar sounding words) and reversal. The use of Pidgin 

further reinforces the comedic effect, establishing a youthful, informal Situation (SI) that 

resonates across West African audiences. 
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Figure 13. Estus na Titus wife 

In Figure 14 below, a blunt review by a friend of an artist’s creative work provokes an 

unexpectedly intense response from the artist. Twi, English, and Pidgin are employed 

strategically, with each code serving a distinct communicative function in the construction of 

humour. The insult “Kwasiaaaaa” (‘fool’) in Twi is a key instance of the Language (LA) 

knowledge resource, as the elongation of the final syllable /a/ accentuates the emotional weight 

of the insult (Logical Mechanism (LM) of exaggeration). Meanwhile, the use of Pidgin, English, 

and the inclusion of an angry emoji for the rest of the dialogue (NS) establishes the informal 

context, while the Twi insult provides the culturally specific, affective climax. 

  

Figure 14. Charley, how you see the song? 

The humorous post in Figure 15 shows an exclusive response in Twi buttressing the fact that 

Twi has greater currency than other local languages on the Ghanaian social media space even 

though netizens come from different ethnic backgrounds. The humorous response, an exclusive 

Twi comment, focuses on the headline about a KNUST study. The response, a concern about 

the Otumfoↄ (‘King of Asante’) shutting down the university, relies on a specific cultural 

Situation (SI) and in-group knowledge related to the power of the Asantehene and the sanctity 

of Asante cuisine. The humour is generated via Script Opposition (SO) between the objectivity 
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of science (KNUST researchers) and the emotional/political power of tradition (The King), 

leveraging Twi (Language (LA)) for maximum cultural resonance. The data showed that Twi 

and Fante (both Akan languages) were the only ones used in code-switching (CS) implying that 

Akan has greater currency on social media and is the only Ghanaian language to compete with 

English in different domains (Quarcoo, 2021). 

 

Figure 15. Fufu and fish soup causes cancer. 

4.3. Creators and audience excitement 

The study found four major ways that social media humourists engage and excite the interests 

of their readers by the use of incongruity, literary devices like 

sarcasm/irony/metaphor/exaggeration, highlighting of multimodal incongruity, and the use of 

dialogues. These four strategies outlined above could take the form of memes, photographs, or 

verbal messages and the humour are realised through the interplay of modes that align with 

Kress and van Leeuwen’s Visual Grammar and are underpinned by Attardo and Raskin’s 

GTVH. For instance, the instruction “TURN LEFT” in Figure 16 is incongruous with the 

direction of the accompanying arrow (which points right), creating humour through a direct 

mismatch between linguistic and visual codes (multimodal incongruity). This relies on the Script 

Opposition (SO) between the textual command and the visual directive. The audience 

experiences a moment of surprise when the two semiotic elements contradict the expected logic, 

which is the core of the Logical Mechanism (LM) employed here. Similarly, in Figure 17, the 

scientific definition of non-living things as that incapable of self-propelled motion is verbally at 

odds with the idiomatic expression “tables turning.” The humour arises from a clever conflation 

of a scientifically inanimate table with the metaphorical idea of reversal or retribution. The 

verbal text, which provides the setup, creates a Script Opposition (SO) between the scientific 

‘reality’ and the idiomatic ‘belief.’ The visual meme (the man’s surprised face) anchors the 

Logical Mechanism (LM) of faulty reasoning/redefinition, realising the incongruity in a single 
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frame. Humourists likewise drew on sarcasm and irony through the multimodal strategies 

identified above to generate humour. 

 

Figure 16. Turn left. 

 

Figure 17. Non-living things can’t move on their own. 

Sarcasm and irony are evident in the meme in Figure 18 and Figure 19. The meme in Figure 18 

satirises stereotypical advice on how to make a woman happy. The large, seemingly endless, 

blurred block of text that represents the ‘instructions’ uses a clear Logical Mechanism (LM) of 

hyperbole/exaggeration. The humour operates through Script Opposition (SO) between the 
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expectation of brief, actionable advice, and the absurd reality of the task’s complexity, which is 

visually represented as impossible to read, let alone complete. The post in Figure 19 relies on 

irony, satirising the national electricity provider, the Electricity Company of Ghana (ECG). The 

post uses a verbal Narrative Strategy (NS) of a brief anecdote, where the entity responsible for 

power is itself affected by a power outage. This situational irony forms the Script Opposition 

(SO) between the expected role of the institution and its inability to maintain service. The 

sarcasm is the primary Logical Mechanism (LM) used to deliver social commentary on the 

national Situation (SI) of unreliable electricity. In Figure 20, the humour lies in the exaggerated 

belief in miracles by some women and the excessive reliance on so-called “marriage anointing 

oil.” The verbal text presents a question that uses the Logical Mechanism (LM) of faulty 

reasoning/exaggeration to critique the Target (TA) (women relying on religious artifacts) and 

the pastor’s role. The Script Opposition (SO) is between the expected ‘miraculous’ effects of 

the oil and the reality that social engagement is required for a relationship, making the pastor 

seem like a liar. These examples, across Figures 17 to 19, employ time-honoured forms of biting 

sarcasm and irony as tools for social commentary, capturing audience attention and encouraging 

both engagement and emotional response. 

 

Figure 18. Instructions on how to make a woman happy 
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Figure 19. Light off at the ECG 

 

Figure 20. You’ve gone to collect 

As indicated above, another way that creators managed to capture social media users’ interest is 

through highlighting multimodal incongruity. In this case in Figure 21, a multimodal incongruity 

where there is a stark clash between verbal and visual modes on the food vendor’s banner. The 

humour is generated by the Scrip Opposition (SO) between the incompatible concepts; the 

verbal code “Gifty Fried Yam”/fried, cooked food on one hand and visual code of fresh raw 

fruit–pineapples, oranges, bananas and apples. This sharp, unexpected contrast serves as the 

primary Logical Mechanism (LM) of incongruity, where the image and text are mutually 

exclusive within the context of Ghanaian food service or Situation (SI). 
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Figure 21. What is going on here? 

Again, humourists frequently use everyday dialogue or text message exchanges as their 

Narrative Strategy (NS) to create humour as seen in Figures 22 and 23. In Figure 22, the humour 

is found in the incongruous way the conversation flows, where one party is clearly emotionally 

disadvantaged. The response “Etc.” is markedly brusque and, as such, highly unexpected and 

sarcastic, contributing to the humour through its perceived impropriety. This relies on the 

Logical Mechanism (LM) of sarcasm/brusqueness and the Script Opposition (SO) between the 

expectation of a caring response and the dismissive reality. 

 

Figure 22. Etc. 

In Figure 23, posted on Valentine’s Day, the humour derives from the implied emotional context 

depicted by the text and facial expression of the lady. The request to “Please stop the gift and 
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refund my money” relies on the Script Opposition (SO) between the joyous expectations of 

Valentine’s Day and the immediate, sad reality of a breakup or failed gesture. The Narrative 

Strategy (NS) of the screenshot dialogue, combined with the lady’s implied heartbroken 

expression, uses pragmatic irony as the Logical Mechanism (LM), cueing the audience to a 

shared cultural Situation (SI) of romantic disappointment. 

 

Figure 23. Val package 

5. Discussion 

As part of clarifying the link between the data and interpretation we are making, we have 

organised the images discussed in our Findings section based on the main representational and 

thematic functions they play. Table 3 below draws upon Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) Visual 

Grammar, particularly the representational metafunction, and Attardo and Raskin’s (1991) 

General Theory of Verbal Humour for the categorisation of the images. It situates each image 

(2-23) within the specific analytic categories that emerged from the study, ranging from 

narrative and conceptual representations to script opposition, cultural tension, and linguistic 

play. This overview makes visible the range of multimodal strategies employed by Ghanaian 

humourists and highlights the interpretative scope of this exploratory inquiry rather than 

suggesting an exhaustive typology of social-media humour. Table 3 is thus a quick visual 

synthesis of our findings based on the two theoretical lenses we used: Kress and van Leeuwen’s 

Visual Grammar (VG) and Attardo and Raskin’s General Theory of Verbal Humour (GTVH). 

We are not developing typological categories here but an analytic framework based on the 

theories. Some of the categories are derived directly from VG and GTVH, the primary 

theoretical frames for this study, and others like cultural and social tension as well as language 

and code-switching are data-driven emergent themes that intersect with GTVH’s Language KR.  
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 Table 3. Synthesis of multimodal humour strategies in Ghanaian social media 

Analytical Category Description / Theoretical 

Lens 

Representative 

Figures 

Key Features of 

Humour 

Narrative 

Representation (VG) 

Visual storytelling with 

actions or exaggerated 

gestures depicting events 

(Kress & van Leeuwen, 

2006) 

7, 9, 10 Exaggeration, 

situational irony, 

gendered roles 

Conceptual 

Representation (VG) 

Symbolic or stereotype-

driven compositions without 

explicit action (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2006) 

5, 16, 17 Irony, static 

juxtaposition, 

contextual/cultural 

inference 

Script 

Opposition/Logical 

Mechanism (GTVH) 

Juxtaposition of conflicting 

ideas, unexpected reasoning, 

or absurd logic (Attardo and 

Raskin, 1991). Includes 

exaggeration and incongruity 

2, 3, 4, 6, 18, 19, 

20, 21 

Sacred vs profane, 

rational vs absurd, 

disproportion, 

unexpected outcomes 

Cultural and Social 

tension (Emergent) 

Satire of hierarchy, 

traditional/modern norms, 

and cultural negotiation 

visualised through characters 

and roles 

8, 10, 15, 19, 20 Critique of authority, 

institutional failure 

(ECG), social roles 

(gender, academia) 

Language and Code-

Switching (GTVH) 

Use of linguistic hybridity 

(Twi, English, Pidgin) for 

affect (Attardo & Raskin, 

1991) 

11, 12, 13, 14, 15 Affective codes, 

phonetic play, 

cultural codes, pan-

African solidarity 

Dialogic Humour 

(Emergent) 

Humour realised primarily 

through conversational 

exchange 

3, 14, 22, 23 Sarcasm, unexpected 

timing, pragmatic 

irony 

When Kress and van Leeuwen’s Visual Grammar is applied more closely, it becomes clear that 

humour on Ghanaian social media is not just a form of amusement but also a place where 

structured semiotic choices are used to negotiate meaning. Specifically, the representational 

metafunction is expressed through intellectual and narrative representations. Exaggerated 

gestures and dynamic situations in memes and cartoons in the narrative mode promote 

relatability by expressing actions and reactions that the viewer may instantly identify. For 

example, by warping the conventional depictions of masculinity and youth culture, pictures such 

as Figure 7 (men over 40 in skinny jeans) use visual exaggeration and character positioning to 

induce humour. This example thus belongs to the narrative form, in which the picture tells a 

story in just one frame. 

In contrast, the conceptual representations typically use stereotype-driven or symbolic 

renderings that are consistent with common cultural knowledge. Examples include Figure 5, 

“Family Planning Advice” sign above a rear entrance: humour here originates not from an 

activity, but from a static juxtaposition that requires interpretation depending on contextual 

information. Despite the current study’s emphasis on representational meaning, this 

combination of salience, framing, and compositional arrangement is consistent with Visual 

Grammar’s compositional metafunction. It further supports Vlachaki’s (2021) claim that verbal 

signals are frequently required to ‘activate’ humour from visual stimuli as the phrases that 

accompany the images frequently operate as anchoring mechanisms, directing interpretation and 

clearing up ambiguities in the visual content. This is consistent with Kress and van Leeuwen’s 
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(2006) co-operative relationship between the text and the image where the text activates the 

humour in the image. 

Attardo and Raskin’s (1991) General Theory of Verbal Humour (GTVH) also accounted 

for how script opposition (e.g., sacred vs. profane, rational vs. absurd) and logical mechanisms 

(e.g., exaggeration, false logic) structure the humour in both textual and multimodal artefacts. 

In Figure 2, “Catholic Bishop resigns after falling in love,” for example, humour operates 

through a script opposition between the expected celibacy of the Catholic priest and romantic 

love, made comically subversive by attributing the “defeat” of divine authority to gendered 

power. 

Furthermore, social roles and hierarchies are embedded within these multimodal 

compositions. The tension between traditional norms and modern behaviour is visualised in the 

framing of supervisors (Figure 8), mothers (Figure 10), kings (Figure 15), and other authority 

figures in humorous contexts, thus critiquing power dynamics through satirical lenses. These 

modes also reflect an audience-aware performance, where creators rely on shared interpretive 

repertoires like Twi idioms or familiar image macros to generate a collective “aha” moment. In 

this way, the humour is co-produced by the content and its consumers. The combination of 

visual hyperbole and textual commentary in the humorous posts corresponds with Dynel’s 

(2016) conception of the ‘visual joke and to Vasquez and Aslan’s (2021) argument that humour 

in memes emerges from the symbiosis of text and image. As we stated above, our reading of 

humour as co-produced tracks with Hakoköngäs et al.’s (2020) findings on Finnish political 

memes shows that humour here relies on shared cultural schemas that make interpretation 

communal. 

Significantly, humour here becomes a social practice embedded in Ghanaian digital culture, 

simultaneously preserving, negotiating, and challenging cultural norms. The strategic use of 

incongruity, irony, and cultural symbolism allows humourists to engage audiences in a reflexive 

dialogue about identity, authority, and the shifting dynamics of public discourse in the digital 

age. Our findings indicating the use of linguistic hybridity in online humour in Ghana also tracks 

with recent studies on humour by Ofori (2019) and Ofosu Marfo et al. (2021) indicating that 

there exists a thriving and dynamic online humour culture in Ghana. 

6. Conclusion 

The study sought to answer three questions: 1. What modes are dominant in social media 

humour? 2. What languages are used in presenting humour in the Ghanaian social media space? 

3. How do creators use these modes to spark their readers’ interest? In responding to research 

question one, the findings showed the dominance of verbal/text-based humour in the Ghanaian 

social media landscape which made up more than fifty percent of the humorous posts selected. 

This highlights the significant role formal education plays in shaping the language choices of 

the youth who dominate the internet space in Ghana. As we highlighted earlier in this paper, 

with Ghana’s national literacy rate at 69.8% and a youth literacy rate of 90.56% , the dominance 

of verbal humour, predominantly in English, reflects the primary medium of instruction and 

academic discourse in the country. Since the youth, the major users of social media, are highly 

educated and proficient in English and written communication, they are largely both the creators 

and consumers of text-heavy humour. This proficiency makes written English and its 

conventions (including the rhetorical devices easily conveyed in text, such as exaggeration, 

irony, and sarcasm) the most accessible and efficient mode for creating and interpreting humour. 

Again, as highlighted above, certain abstract concepts like love and success are more easily 

conveyed in text hence the dominance of the text-based humorous posts in our study. 



The European Journal of Humour Research 14 (2) 

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org 
123 

In terms of the language of humour in social media spaces in Ghana that answers research 

question two, we conclude that English is the dominant linguistic medium, yet the interplay of 

Pidgin, code-switching, and local languages like Akan demonstrated that language choices are 

strategic, not incidental. With English and Pidgin making up almost eighty percent of the 

languages used in humorous posts, we also conclude that this reflects the cultural plurality of 

Ghana as well as the dominance of the youthful educated Ghanaians on social media. These 

linguistic choices shape the interpretation and impact of humour within a culturally pluralistic 

society.  

We also conclude for the third research question that creators spark readers’ interest by the 

overwhelming use of incongruity, sarcasm, irony, exaggeration, highlighting the benign and the 

simple use of dialogue. Most often, the humourists employed both the textual and the visual to 

bring these out. 

The study has shown that Ghanaian humourists employ multiple modes, languages, and 

engagement mechanisms to excite their audience as they construct and circulate humour on 

social media platforms. This aligns with Kress and van Leeuwen’s Visual Grammar and Attardo 

and Raskin’s GTVH. The findings underscore the centrality of representational meaning, 

particularly narrative and conceptual representations, in shaping humorous content. Rather than 

simply documenting humour, this study highlights how humour functions as a semiotic and 

socio-cultural tool. Through the juxtaposition of text and image, humourists create affective and 

socially resonant messages that reflect and critique Ghanaian cultural realities. Crucially, this 

study challenges the notion that visuals operate independently in digital communication. 

Instead, it affirms that meaning is co-constructed through multimodal integration; where the 

verbal component often frames or even activates the humorous potential of images. 

In sum, humour on Ghanaian social media is not merely light-hearted content; it is a 

performative space where culture, critique, and creativity converge. Future research could 

further investigate the interactive dimension between creators and audiences or explore 

platform-specific humour trends across different regions or demographics. Understanding 

humour in this layered, multimodal way provides vital insight into the broader dynamics of 

digital culture and discourse. 
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