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Abstract 

This study explores the role of intertextuality in shaping humorous responses to the COVID-19 

pandemic on Twitter/X. Through an analysis of a corpus of 381 English-language posts from 

2020-2021 tagged with leading COVID-19 humour hashtags, 72 posts were identified as 

containing intertextual references. These draw from diverse domains, including religion, 

culture, cinema, television shows, songs, popular icons, literature, sports, and history, to frame 

the pandemic through relatable narratives. By intertwining these varied elements, the posts 

present individual perspectives and reveal broader societal attitudes and concerns regarding 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Posters employ these references to entertain, express anxiety, critique 

authority, and foster solidarity. Parody, in particular, through imitation and exaggeration of 

the intertextual elements, comments on pandemic-related experiences. The findings reveal that 

intertextual humour functioned not only as entertainment but also as a means of cultural 

reflection during a time of global crisis. 
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1. Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic, a global crisis that affected every aspect of human life, also became 

a fertile ground for humour, particularly on social media platforms like Twitter/X1. Individuals 

used the platform not only to share information, updates, and serious discussions about the 

pandemic but also as a way to deal with stress through humour (Cancelas-Ouviña, 2021; 

O’Donnell, 2021). Humour emerged as a way to cultivate a sense of community, with users 

 
1 Twitter, rebranded to X in July 2023, is an online social media and networking service operated by X Corp., 

the successor of Twitter, Inc. 
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employing memes, jokes, and witty commentary to address a wide range of COVID-19-related 

topics (Alkaraki et al., 2024). Such humour offered an alternative perspective on the pandemic, 

highlighting its funny and ironic aspects (Phillips-Kumaga et al., 2022) as well as reflecting 

society’s diverse responses to the crisis. Thus, an investigation of the diverse nature and inter- 

and intra- relationships of such humorous content would be significant (Kadri & Jumrah, 2022; 

Mittal et al., 2021). Many researchers have studied COVID-19 humorous posts for various 

characteristics they show, such as creativity, informal register, code-mixing, satire, sarcasm, 

surprise, silliness, exaggeration, juxtaposition, irony, parody, wordplay, visual play, and 

intertextuality (Bageshwar & Zafar, 2023). 

When it comes to intertexuality, Knobel and Lankshear (2007) argue that successful 

humorous posts rely on three key characteristics: humour, intertextual references to popular 

culture, and the juxtaposition of shocking and surprising elements. Emphasising the role of 

intertextuality, Nicholls (2020) states that COVID-19 humour often draws on literary, visual, 

written, oral, and other forms of texts for its expression. Tsakona (2020, p. 40) also suggests that 

“humourists often resort to previous texts to create their jokes, thus establishing intertextual 

links between them.” These observations suggest that intertextuality has been a crucial 

mechanism for meaning-making in pandemic humour. However, while intertextuality is often 

mentioned in COVID-19-related humour studies, it has rarely been treated as the central focus 

of analysis and little attention has been given to how these references function as discursive 

resources that shape meaning, identity, and forms of social critique. This study, therefore, 

investigates how intertextuality operates in humorous COVID-19 posts on Twitter/X, examining 

how such references are used to articulate individual and collective responses to the pandemic. 

It aims to identify the types of intertextual references found in COVID-19-related humorous 

posts, examine how these references contribute to the creation of humour, and understand the 

broader cultural and social meanings conveyed through these intertextual links. Thus, the study 

seeks to trace key patterns and thematic trends in how humour on social media draws upon 

shared cultural knowledge to articulate experiences of the pandemic. By focusing on English-

language Twitter/X posts circulating during the global crisis, the present study attempts to offer 

insight into how intertextual humour operates within digitally connected communities and 

negotiates meaning across shared cultural frameworks. 

2. Theoretical background and literature review 

Intertextuality, a term introduced by Julia Kristeva (1966/1980, p. 66), refers to the 

interconnectedness of texts, namely, how one text draws upon or is shaped by others. Building 

on the theories of Ferdinand de Saussure (1916/1983) and Mikhail Bakhtin (1975/1981), 

Kristeva emphasises that texts are not isolated entities but derive meaning from the cultural, 

historical, and social co(n)-texts in which they exist. Fairclough (2003) expands on this by 

distinguishing external and internal textual relations, while Gee (2011) frames intertextuality as 

a mechanism through which language carries “traces” of other voices, discourses, and genres. 

These traces are particularly salient in humorous discourse as humour relies on shared cultural 

knowledge and the audience’s ability to recognise intertextual cues. As Attardo (2014) explains, 

humour arises when familiar schemas are disrupted, creating incongruity and surprise. In this 

sense, humour is fundamentally intertextual because incongruity relies on evoking prior scripts 

(Tsakona & Chovanec, 2020). Thus, intertextuality functions not just as a stylistic device but as 

an important mechanism through which digital humour resonates with audiences. 

In addition to examining intertextuality as a discursive mechanism, this study draws on 

established humour theories, particularly, Superiority, Incongruity, and Relief theories. 

Superiority theory views humour as arising from feelings of dominance over others (Hobbes, 
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1651/1991), Incongruity theory links it to the unexpected clash between expectation and reality 

(Kant, 1790/2007; Schopenhauer, 1819/1969), and Relief theory understands humour as a 

release of psychological tension (Freud, 1905/1960). While these theories explain how humour 

is generated, Martin et al.’s (2003) Humor Styles Model shifts the focus to how humour 

functions in social interaction and well-being, distinguishing four styles: affiliative humour 

(enhancing relationships through amusement), self-enhancing humour (using humour to cope 

and maintain perspective), aggressive humour (ridiculing or disparaging others), and self-

defeating humour (self-disparagement to gain social approval). Together, these perspectives 

clarify both the mechanisms and the interpersonal functions of humour, which are applied in the 

present study to analyse how intertextual references operate in COVID-19 posts. 

Researchers such as Dynel (2021), Wiggins (2019), and Zenner and Geeraerts (2018) have 

examined how digital humour relies on intertextual structures for meaning-making. 

Cheshmedzhieva-Stoycheva (2022) explores how ideology intersects with intertextuality in 

COVID-19 memes, often making celebrity-based humour more accessible. Similarly, Nicholls 

(2020) and MacDonald (2020) claim that intertextual humour enables critique of social and 

political norms, while also helping users adapt to a disrupted reality. Tulloch (2023) 

demonstrates this in her analysis of the controversial “Boomer Remover” meme, where varied 

audience interpretations underscore how intertextual humour functions differently across 

discourse communities. Hamed (2024) shows how humour in COVID-19 memes across Arabic 

and English contexts draws on intertextual and incongruous references, often from popular 

culture, to achieve cognitive relevance and satirise exaggerated social reactions. Bischetti et al. 

(2021) found that memes with multiple layers of intertextual references tended to elicit 

amusement, whereas strips depicting the more severe consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic 

were perceived as disturbing. Similarly, Martínez-Cardama and García-López (2021) analyse 

Spanish COVID-19 memes as cultural and communicative artefacts embedded within a broader 

pandemic “communicational ecosystem” (p. 52), arguing that memes function not merely as 

trivial entertainment but as meaningful units that contextualise emotional and social responses 

to crisis. In Poland, memes drew on contrasts between life during the COVID-19 pandemic and 

socialist history (Chłopicki & Brzozowska, 2021); in Nigeria, humour reflected indigenous 

health beliefs (Ogoanah & Ojo, 2021); and in Indonesia, cartoon characters like SpongeBob 

were used to express social critique (Kadri & Jumrah, 2022). Intertextual references during 

COVID-19 spanned across pop culture, politics, health communication, film, and even 

pornography (Chłopicki & Brzozowska, 2021; Dynel, 2022; de Saint Laurent et al., 2022; Kadri 

& Jumrah, 2022), making humour highly contextual and often multi-layered. This diversity of 

interpretation highlights a broader trend: across global contexts, intertextuality has emerged as 

a dominant characteristic in pandemic humour. 

A specific form of intertextual humour that gained prominence during the COVID-19 

pandemic is parody, a genre that shows imitation and distortion of existing texts to produce 

humour or critique. As Norrick (1989) explains, parody relies on recognisable elements of the 

original text, exaggerating or subverting them to generate a comic effect. Considered a special 

type of mockery, parody hinges on a flaunted representation that makes the audience aware of 

its playful distortion (Rossen-Knill & Henry, 1997). Ross (1998) notes that while parody 

depends on the original text for meaning, it also allows for creativity and reinterpretation. During 

the pandemic, parody took many forms, from spoof news headlines (Shilikhina, 2020) to 

repurposed classical artworks (Cancelas-Ouviña, 2021). Artistic works by Diego Velázquez, 

Francisco de Goya, Fernando Botero, Vincent van Gogh, and Leonardo da Vinci, as well as 

sculptures by Michelangelo or those in Vigeland Park, have been parodied to reflect the COVID-

19 crisis (Cancelas-Ouviña, 2021). These visual parodies offered both entertainment and subtle 

critique, engaging audiences through humour rooted in cultural familiarity. In addition to visual 

and meme-based humour, Roig and Martorell (2021) provide an important empirical account of 
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parody as a form of digital storytelling during the pandemic. Their analysis of the Spanish 

Twitter parody account @Coronavid19 illustrates how character-driven humour can act as a 

real-time narrative of crisis, blending popular culture, irony, and empathy. They demonstrate 

that parody accounts not only entertain but also serve a social function, enabling users to 

participate in collective meaning-making. 

This article attempts to examine how intertextual references can shape the meaning, 

reception, and communicative functions of pandemic-related humour in the digital space of 

Twitter/X. Drawing on existing scholarship on humour in online culture, the study situates 

internet humour as a central communicative mode in contemporary digital life. With the rise of 

mass and social media, humorous expressions such as memes, ironic commentary, and playful 

discourse have become key ways through which users engage with current events and public 

discourse. Although existing scholarship has extensively explored humour as a coping 

mechanism with emotional, cultural, and social dimensions, less attention has been given to the 

role of intertextuality as a central discursive strategy, particularly in parody on platforms like 

Twitter/X. While studies have examined humorous content across diverse national and cultural 

contexts, intertextuality is often treated as a peripheral feature rather than as a primary analytical 

focus. Even in works that acknowledge intertextual references, there remains limited exploration 

of how specific types, such as cinematic, religious, or literary allusions, interact with different 

humour types and styles to express or critique prevailing social, political, and cultural realities. 

This study addresses this gap by analysing how intertextual elements are strategically employed 

in COVID-19-related humour on Twitter/X to generate diverse comedic effects, aiming to offer 

fresh insights into how shared cultural knowledge can be repurposed discursively to make sense 

of, and respond to, a global crisis. 

3. Research methodology 

This study engages with content analysis to explore intertextuality in COVID-19-related 

humorous posts on Twitter/X. While the primary analytical lens is intertextuality, the study also 

draws selectively on Gee’s (2011, p. 2) argument that language always involves “saying, doing, 

and being,” that is, it not only communicates information but also enacts actions and identities 

in social contexts. This perspective can help contextualise humour within broader patterns of 

meaning-making. The dataset consists of 382 public, text-based posts collected from Twitter/X 

using selected hashtags, and dated between 2020 and 2021, which reflect the peak of online 

engagement with COVID-19-related content. The data collection process began with the 

generation of 56 hashtag combinations, formed by pairing terms such as covid, corona, 

lockdown, quarantine with humour-related keywords like humour, meme, joke, funny. From 

these, the four most active hashtags were selected for the final dataset: #coronameme, 

#coronavirushumor, #covidjokes, and #coronahumor. The posts included were in English, text-

based (analysis of visual elements is beyond the scope of this study), intelligible, and non-

promotional. The hashtags selected are presented in Table 1: 

Table 1. Selected hashtags with the total number of posts 

Sl. No. Hashtags Total number of posts 

1 #coronameme 97 

2 #coronavirushumor 96 

3 #covidjokes 95 

4 #coronahumor 94 

 Total 382 
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From the extracted dataset of 382 posts, 72 were identified as containing intertextual references 

using several strategies, including the recognition of shared cultural knowledge (Tsakona, 

2020), modified idioms, and instances of incongruity tied to humour theory (Attardo, 2014). 

When references were unclear, online searches were employed to trace their origins. To support 

a structured analysis, the categorisation of intertextual references was carried out in three stages: 

3.1. Initial analysis 

A preliminary review helped identify emerging themes and keywords relevant to different types 

of intertextuality. 

3.2. Coding 

Using the open-source qualitative data analysis (QDA) tool Taguette, posts were coded based 

on the nature and source of the intertextual reference. The categories identified include: 

 

a. Religion: Sacred texts, religious figures, or rituals 

b. Culture: Norms, traditions, or everyday practices 

c. Cinema: Movies, iconic characters, or scenes 

d. Television: TV programmes and fictional personas 

e. Songs: Lyrics, titles, or musical references 

f. Popular Icons: Celebrities, influencers, or viral figures 

g. Literature: Books, characters, or famous quotes 

h. Sports: Athletes, teams, or significant events 

i. History: Historical figures or events 

 

Each post was analysed for its intertextual reference type, highlighting how various forms of 

intertextuality can enhance humorous discourse. 

3.3. Final analysis 

The categorised data were analysed in relation to the broader discursive context, drawing on 

Gee’s (2011, p. 30) conceptualisation of language as simultaneously enacting “socially situated 

practices.” In particular, the analysis was informed by his framework of how discourse 

constructs “significance” (what is made important or downplayed), “practices” (socially 

recognised activities), “identities” (roles enacted through language), and “relationships” 

(connections signalled with others), “politics” (the distribution of social goods), “connections” 

(linking or disconnecting ideas), and “sign systems or knowledge” (invoking cultural or 

symbolic literacies) (Gee, 2011, pp. 17-19) in contexts. 

In addition, the analysis was informed by the classical humour theories (Superiority, 

Incongruity, and Relief) and Martin et al.’s (2003) Humor Styles Model. These frameworks 

were applied to identify how each intertextual post generated humour (e.g., through incongruous 

juxtapositions, expressions of superiority, or tension release) and how humour functioned 

interpersonally (e.g., affiliative bonding, self-enhancement, aggressive critique, or self-

defeating commentary). This dual analytical lens enabled a systematic interpretation of both the 

mechanisms and the social functions of humour within the selected dataset. 
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4. Results 

4.1. Intertextuality in COVID-19 humorous posts 

The selected posts demonstrate different types of intertextual references. Figure 1 presents the 

distribution of intertextual references in COVID-19 humorous posts. 

Figure 1. Distribution of intertextual references in COVID-19 humorous posts 

Here, popular icons dominate the chart (35 per cent), making up the largest segment. Following 

closely, cultural references (21 per cent), Cinema (14 per cent) and religion (10 per cent) also 

represent significant portions, reflecting their widespread use in creating pandemic-related 

humour. Smaller segments, referenced less frequently, include literature, history, sports, songs, 

and television shows. This distribution highlights a preference for humour grounded in popular 

icons, culture, and entertainment, while other forms of intertextuality were employed less often. 

The following section examines these different domains of intertextuality individually, 

providing examples from selected posts and analysing the humour in these posts. 

4.2. Elements of intertextuality in COVID-19 humorous posts 

By referencing sacred texts, religious narratives, and symbols, the selected posts showcase a 

blend of the sacred with the secular. For instance, posts like “This COVID19 Pandemic feels 

like God punishing us for electing the wrong people in Power just like in the Bible” (X 1) and 

“Easter 2.0: -My God, why have you forsaken me? Social distancing!” (X 2) have biblical 

references which critique social and political leadership, positioning the poster2 as morally 

superior to those in power through superiority humour. Similarly, the comparison of Jesus 

turning water into wine with the need for high-alcohol sanitiser (X 3) highlights the absurdity 

of pandemic life. Another post, “WHY IS TONIGHT DIFFERENT FROM ALL OTHER 

NIGHTS? It’s not” (X 4) has the reference to the Passover Seder that comments on the monotony 

of lockdown life, building a relationship with those familiar with these traditions, leading to 

 
2 A term used throughout this research paper to refer to users who create and share posts on Twitter/X 
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affiliative humour. Similarly, a post refers to an “abbey” and a “Mother Superior” (X 5), both 

tied to Christian monastic life, in which the humour arises from juxtaposing this solemn setting 

with a pun on “Corona”, referring to both the virus and Corona beer. The punchline, “I was 

getting sick of Heineken” (X 5), adds a modern consumer twist by contrasting religious 

seriousness with everyday drinking, which leads to incongruity humour. 

 

(X 1) 

 
 

(X 2) 

 
 

(X 3)

 

(X 4) 

  
 

(X 5) 

 

The intertextuality in the selected posts also helps enact practices, identities, and relationships 

within the context of the pandemic. By comparing pandemic hygiene practices to religious 

rituals (X 3), the posters present pandemic adaptations as new forms of ritual. Humour is used 

to reinterpret religious identities, such as Jesus and God, in the context of the pandemic. 

Furthermore, the posters appear to build relationships with audiences familiar with religious 

narratives, using humour to create a sense of belonging through shared knowledge. Additionally, 

by connecting the COVID-19 pandemic to divine punishment (X 1), the poster seems to critique 

leadership during the crisis. Overall, religious intertextuality in COVID-19 humour 

demonstrates a nuanced use of shared religious knowledge to critique, comment, and provide 

relief. However, this blending of the sacred and secular is not without its tensions, as such 

humour may alienate those who find it disrespectful, upsetting the delicate balance between 

humour and respect for religious sentiments. 

Humour around COVID-19 seems to have been shaped by everyday cultural practices, with 

posts exaggerating or satirising social norms, traditions, and everyday experiences. For instance, 

posts in Hindi making allusions to “zyada ruka hua rishtedaar” (an overstaying relative) (X 6) 

and “Gol-gappe/Panipuri” (a popular Indian street food) (X 7, X 8) build significance for the 

typical Indian experiences, highlighting how the pandemic disrupted familiar practices. 

Incongruity humour arises from the comparison of romantic interest to drinking cow urine (a 

ritual in some Indian sects) (X 9) or the use of masks post-Halloween (X 10). Superiority humour 

is evident in posts that critique spiritual leaders, “babas” (X 11) - figures deeply embedded in 

South Asian cultural and religious traditions – for not predicting the pandemic, and mock the 

reliance on horoscopes, which hold significant cultural importance as a means of guidance and 

fate prediction (X 12). These cultural references construct identities tied to specific 

communities. Relationships are also depicted through references to family dynamics, such as 

the wife’s indulgence in “Daal Makhani” (a rich Indian dish symbolising comfort and domestic 

life) (X 13) or the overstaying relative (X 6). Self-enhancing humour is present in a post that 
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reflects financial challenges, such as being unable to afford a vacation to Hawaii (X 14). 

Similarly, the critique of India’s pandemic response, such as the use of COVID-19 caller tune 

(X 15), in light of other countries’ response, contrasts cultural approaches to problem-solving 

and highlights disparities in resource allocation. The use of regional language terms, traditional 

foods, and social customs in these posts reflects the distinctive cultural markers and shared 

understandings within a particular community, which can create humour that connects audiences 

through shared experiences. 

 

(X 6)

 
 

(X 7) 

 
 

(X 8)

 
 

(X 9)

 
 

(X 10)

 
 

(X 11) 

 
 

(X 12)

 
 

(X 13)

 
 

(X 14) 

 
 

(X 15)

Cinema-based humour on X redefined familiar narratives, with films reinterpreted to capture 

monotony, anxiety, or critique. For example, references to movies like Groundhog Day (1993) 

(X 16), which portrays the experience of living the same day repeatedly, find parallels in the 

monotonous lockdown life. Reference to Blast from the Past (1999) (X 17), about a man raised 

in a fallout shelter, is akin to the quarantine experience. These cinematic echoes construct the 

identity of an isolated, frustrated, and bored individual during quarantine. Another poster throws 

light on the scarcity of toilet paper by referencing the resourcefulness of orphans in Annie (1982) 

(X 18), while a post invoking The Matrix (X 19), a 1999 American film about reality, control, 

and disruption suggests that the year 2020 feels like a glitch in the simulation, which seems to 

offer a fantastical escape from real-life problems, leading to relief humour. A poster alters the 

line from the movie It’s a Wonderful Life (1946), to “every time an anti-vaxxer dies, an angel 

gets its wings” (X 20), bringing a sense of superiority by mocking anti-vaccine activists. Overall, 

the integration of cinematic intertextuality in the selected posts seems to underscore the 

significant role of popular culture in reflecting pandemic experiences. 
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(X 16)

 
 

(X 17)

 
 

(X 18)

 

(X 19)

 
 

(X 20)

 

Characters, scenarios, and dialogues from television shows, much like those from cinema, 

became material for COVID-19 humour. They were reinterpreted to humorously reflect the 

pandemic’s impact. For instance, a post with a reference to Sarabhai vs Sarabhai (2004-2017), 

an Indian sitcom centred on an upper-class family, satirically suggests that COVID-19 is an elite 

class problem (Maya’s level) rather than a middle-class issue (Monisha’s level) (X 21), thereby 

building significance for the class distinctions. Similarly, characters from American sitcoms like 

Danny Tanner from Full House (1987-1995) and Monica Geller from Friends (1994-2004), 

known for their obsessive cleanliness, are invoked to imply that quarantine should have 

transformed everyone into clean freaks (X 22), attempting to generate self-enhancing humour. 

Likewise, the post about “walking dead reality show” (X 23) connects the real world with the 

apocalyptic setting of The Walking Dead (2010-2022), an American drama series, to comment 

on the overwhelming nature of the pandemic. Overall, the use of television show intertextuality 

in these posts, like those related to cinema, provided humour and perhaps made the crisis more 

relatable to those familiar with the references. However, this approach might have alienated 

those who were unfamiliar with the shows being referenced, limiting the reach and impact of 

humour. 

 

(X 21)

 

(X 22)

 
 

(X 23) 

 

Songs in pandemic parodies create humour by mixing lyrics with COVID-19 themes and 

experiences. For instance, a post consisting of “One is the Loneliest Number” (X 24) in a 

Mathematics class alludes to the 1968 song One by American singer-songwriter Harry Nilsson, 

creatively blending technical language (mathematics) with poetic language (song lyrics). This 

interconnectedness of different subjects despite their seeming incongruity, seems to be an 

attempt at making mathematics more relatable and accessible. Similarly, another poster rewrites 

the lyrics of “Hey There Delilah” (2006), a song by American pop rock band Plain White T’s, 

into a quarantine-themed parody, changing “what’s it like in New York City?” to “how’s 

quarantine in New York City?” (X 25) and adding, “I’m a thousand miles away but somehow 

you still gave me COVID” (X 25). The twist blends the song’s sentimental tone with ironic 

exaggeration, creating self-enhancing humour rooted in pandemic anxieties. Elsewhere, a 

reference to an Indian Hindi song known for its energetic and danceable beats, “Saki Saki” 

(2019) (X 26), in the context of serious ICU and ventilator-related matters during the COVID-
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19 crisis, attempts to foreground the absurd nature of life. Thus, these posts demonstrate how 

songs, are repurposed to offer a creative escape through intertextual references 

 

(X 24)

 
 

(X 25)

 
 

(X 26)

Popular personalities, such as athletes, celebrities, politicians, and cultural figures, are often 

referenced in the selected COVID-19 posts to create humour. For example, Indian Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi’s decision to impose a 25-day lockdown is portrayed as a move to 

generate memes (X 27). At the same time, the President of Russia’s, Vladimir Putin’s early 

quarantine measures are compared to the President of the United States’, Donald Trump’s 

delayed response (X 28), signifying a perceived failure in leadership and mocking the 

dependency between global leaders. Similarly, aggressive humour is evident in posts that mock 

Donald Trump Jr.’s book by suggesting it could be used as toilet paper (X 29) and in posts that 

critique the Mexican president calling to complain about “why the wall isn’t up yet” (X 30) or 

the fictional suggestion that COVID-19 would be used to silence someone with dirt on Hillary 

Clinton (X 31). Additionally, Trump’s antagonistic relationship with the press (X 32), his 

fondness for gold-plated items, and his boasting about a fictional “Covid-99” (X 33) are 

subjected to aggressive humour. The discourse in the posts also builds significance for the 

popular figures’ responses to the pandemic through satire and criticism. For instance, the 

portrayal of Amazon Inc. chief Jeff Bezos as a cunning capitalist (X 34) critiques corporate 

power, and the politics of unequal economic distribution. Similarly, Donald Trump’s 

controversial image is emphasised in posts criticising his use of racially charged language (X 

35) and depicting him as materialistic (X 33). In one post (X 36), the larger-than-life image of 

Rajnikanth, an Indian movie star, is exaggerated further by suggesting that after his exposure to 

COVID-19, the virus itself had to be quarantined for 14 days rather than the actor, attempting 

to raise his legendary status further through an ironic reversal. 

 

(X 27)

 
 

(X 28)

 
 

(X 29)

 

(X 30)

 
 

(X 31)
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(X 32)

 
 

(X 33)

 
 

(X 34)

 

 

(X 35)

 
 

(X 36)

Canonical texts and concepts can be reinterpreted to comment on contemporary anxieties as is 

evident in the instances of adaptation of books and literary ideas to create humour. For instance, 

the term “Bizzarro Coronaverse” (X 37) is used to indicate the upheaval of everyday life by the 

pandemic, which was soon as a surreal new normal. Similarly, a poster quoting William 

Saroyan’s (1908-1981) darkly humorous line, “Everybody has got to die, but I have always 

believed an exception would be made in my case” (X 38), connects with people’s fear through 

self-defeating humour. The coining of the term “THRIVUS” (X 39) introduces a twist on the 

literary concept of Pollyannaism, which refers to an excessively optimistic outlook originating 

from Eleanor H. Porter’s novel Pollyanna (1913), leading to self-enhancing humour. These 

allusions to literature not only add layers of meaning to the post but also showcase the adaptation 

of literary concepts to suit contemporary circumstances. 

 

(X 37)

 
 

(X 38)

 

(X 39)

 

Sports offered another facet of intertextuality in humour, with posters drawing on well-known 

athletes, events, and scenarios. For example, one of the posters, through the post “At least the 

Cavaliers won’t lose for a while” (X 40), suggests that America-based National Basketball 

Association’s suspension of the matches of the season due to the pandemic is a blessing in 

disguise for fans of the struggling Cleveland Cavaliers team. Reference to this unexpected 

benefit associated with the self-enhancing humour is used here to reframe the crisis. Similarly, 

another post refers to the University of Michigan Wolverines team mistakenly believing their 

basketball games against the Wisconsin Badgers team were cancelled due to COVID-19 issues 

(X 41). This joke plays on rivalry dynamics and miscommunication in sports, using the 

pandemic context to inject humour into familiar sports rivalries. 
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(X 40)

 
 

(X 41)

 

Historical references to well-known events and figures in selected COVID-19 humorous posts 

were found to have been used to create connections and contrasts, which seemed to have led to 

enhancement of the overall comedic effect. For instance, the comparison of the pandemic to the 

World War, by suggesting that hand sanitisers and face masks are “weapons” in the fight (X 

42), highlights the perceived severity of the pandemic through an exaggerated militaristic 

metaphor. Another post conveys that the USA was better prepared for the Y2K bug (a computer 

problem in the early 2000s) than for COVID-19 (X 43). This comparison, involving superiority 

humour, is a critique of the poor administrative management of the pandemic. The humour here 

can also be seen as self-defeating, acknowledging the shortcomings in handling the COVID-19 

crisis by comparing it to a less critical event. Another poster (X 44) uses sarcastic humour by 

alluding to Hitler to criticise authorities for holding exams during the pandemic. Comparing 

their actions to those of a notorious historical figure indicates the authorities’ perceived lack of 

concern for student safety. 

 

(X 42)

 
 

(X 43)

 
 

(X 44)

4.3. Parody in COVID-19 humorous posts 

While the previous section discussed the range of intertextual references employed in humorous 

COVID-19 posts, this section turns to parody, in which such references are not only invoked 

but also deliberately reworked through imitation, exaggeration, or distortion. Parody transforms 

familiar cultural texts into humorous commentaries on the pandemic, which allows users to 

mock official discourses, trivialise restrictions, or dramatise everyday struggles. These parodies 

often draw on popular culture, viz, well-known films, television shows, songs, and characters, 

to comment on the pandemic in inventive yet relatable ways. For example, a post references 

Thanos from the Marvel Cinematic Universe and his iconic finger snap from Avengers: Infinity 

War (American superhero film) (2018) (X 45), merging superhero fantasy with pandemic 

anxieties about mortality. Similarly, another poster presents the titles of American film director 

Quentin Tarantino’s movies by applying pandemic themes, showcasing playful puns and 

wordplay. For example, Reservoir Dogs (1992) becomes “Totally Reserved Dogs,” True 

Romance (1993) is turned into “True-Distancing-Romance,” From Dusk till Dawn (1996) is 

altered to “Stay-at-home From Dusk to Dawn,” Django Unchained (2012) becomes “Corona 

Unchained,” Kill Bill: Volume 1 (2003) is remade as “Kill Bill Corona Style,” and Once Upon 

a Time... in Hollywood (2019) is transformed into “Once Upon a Time in Isolationwood” (X 

46). This reworking seems to privilege the sign system of wordplay over formal language and 

depicts a way of knowing rooted in humour and creative reinterpretation. The incongruity 
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between the original film titles and their pandemic-themed versions creates a parodic effect. 

Likewise, “I wanna be in the zoom where it happened” (X 47) is a playful adaptation of lyrics 

from the American musical Hamilton, explicitly referencing the song “The Room Where It 

Happens” (2015). The original refers to being inside a powerful decision-making space; 

replacing “room” with “Zoom” humorously reduces this political drama to the everyday reality 

of online meetings, creating the parodic effect. 

 

(X 45)

 
 

(X 46)

 

(X 47) 

 
 

Historical and religious references are also used in parody to highlight the surreal nature of the 

pandemic. In one post, the pandemic is compared to an imagined World War III, where 

unconventional “weapons” like “spray bottles and hand sanitiser” take centre stage (X 42). This 

exaggeration of mundane objects leads to humour through absurdity and ironic contrast, 

underscoring how strange everyday life had become. Another poster parodies the religious 

miraculous story of turning water into wine to align with the need for high-alcohol sanitiser (X 

3). Similarly, the Easter story is recast as a divine reason for abandonment (X 2). Additionally, 

television shows and characters provide a rich source for parody. One of the posters references 

characters from the Indian television sitcom Sarabhai vs Sarabhai (X 21) to mock the idea that 

COVID-19 treats people differently based on their social status. A poster uses Rodney 

Dangerfield’s humour style to joke about social distancing by imagining how he would have 

reacted to it (X 48), mixing old-school comedy with today’s issues. Furthermore, songs and 

lyrics are adapted to reflect the absurdity of the pandemic. One of the posters changes names 

like “Tchaikovsky” to “Tchaicoughsky” and “Rimsky-Korsakov” to “Rimsky-Korsacough” (X 

49), adding cough-related puns to lighten the situation. By blending familiar cultural allusions 

with contemporary issues, these parodies appear to serve multiple functions: they can provide 

comic relief, critique societal responses, and highlight the absurdity of pandemic life. 

 

(X 48)

 
 

(X 49)

 

Overall, the results demonstrate that the intertextuality in COVID-19 humorous posts presents 

a tapestry of references from diverse domains, including religion, culture, cinema, television 

shows, songs, popular icons, sports, and history. These intertextual elements not only entertain 

but also critique society and politics, provide relief from pandemic stress, and create a shared 

identity among audiences familiar with the source material. 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

The exploration and subsequent analysis of COVID-19 humorous posts reveal a complex 

interplay of intertextuality and humour, reflecting unique societal responses to the pandemic. In 
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Gee’s (2011, p. 2) terms, these posts demonstrate how discourse not only communicates but 

also “does” things, such as critiquing authority or entertaining audiences, while simultaneously 

building identities, whether as insiders, critics, or survivors. These posts utilise intertextual 

references, drawing on sources such as religion, culture, cinema, television shows, songs, 

popular icons, literature, sports, and history. These sources carry broad utterance-type meanings 

which are the general associations attached to them; but in the selected posts they are 

transformed into highly specific utterance-token meanings, or what Gee (2011, p. 63) calls 

“situated meanings.” Through this contextualised use, familiar texts seem to acquire new 

relevance. 

While several studies have examined themes such as religion (Cheshmedzhieva-Stoycheva, 

2022; de Saint Laurent et al., 2022), culture (Chłopicki & Brzozowska, 2021), cinema 

(Chłopicki & Brzozowska, 2021; MacDonald, 2020; Norstrom & Sarna, 2021), television 

(Chłopicki & Brzozowska, 2021; Kadri & Jumrah, 2022), history (Chłopicki & Brzozowska, 

2021; Norstrom & Sarna, 2021; de Saint Laurent et al., 2022), sports (de Saint Laurent et al., 

2022), literature (Pinar, 2020; Norstrom & Sarna, 2021), and popular icons (Cheshmedzhieva-

Stoycheva, 2022; MacDonald, 2020; Norstrom & Sarna, 2021; de Saint Laurent et al., 2022) in 

the context of COVID-19 humour, most of these works do not focus on intertextuality as a 

central analytical lens. The present research highlights the multifaceted role of intertextuality in 

COVID-19 humour, demonstrating how posters draw upon a variety of pre-existing texts to 

create resonant jokes (Tsakona, 2020). Specifically, intertextuality not only spans diverse 

domains such as religion, cinema, and history, but also performs multiple functions: it frames 

the pandemic through recognisable narratives, generates humour through parody and 

incongruity, enables social critique, facilitates collective sense of belongingness, and provides 

psychological relief. Together, these roles illustrate the dynamic ways intertextuality may 

operate in digital humour during a global crisis. 

The results highlight that popular icons and cultural references dominate COVID-19 

humour. Referencing celebrities or leaders is not just entertainment but a way of establishing 

social relationships and negotiating significance within discourse. Because such figures are 

easily identifiable, humorous posts that feature them tend to require little interpretive effort 

(Cheshmedzhieva-Stoycheva, 2022), enabling them to play a significant role in participatory 

culture, both locally and globally (Norstrom & Sarna, 2021). This accessibility may also explain 

why pop-cultural references prevail; as Hamed (2024) notes, such familiar media texts achieve 

higher cognitive relevance by demanding less processing effort while fostering emotional 

connection. Gee’s (2011, p. 70) notion of “figured worlds” further clarifies this: drawing on 

culturally recognisable stories and character types allows these posts to fit into shared narrative 

scripts, making the humour intelligible and relatable. Within this framework, pop-cultural 

intertextuality can be used to critique leadership, governance, and social norms. This 

intertextuality seems to offer layers of comparison and critique in COVID-19 humour. 

Other intertextual elements such as television shows, songs, literature, sports, and history 

also contribute to the humour by linking the pandemic to particular characters, stories, or lyrics. 

However, relying heavily on specific media references might leave out people unfamiliar with 

them, potentially leading to cultural bias in the humour. Chiaro (1996) and Cheshmedzhieva-

Stoycheva (2022) share a similar view on the use of movie images or cultural borrowings, which 

can be difficult for those outside the relevant culture to understand because they rely on shared 

knowledge. The literary and historical allusions add a more reflective or critical dimension to 

the humour, while sports references often create humour around the disruption of athletic events. 

Further, religion and cinema emerge as significant sources of intertextuality, albeit with different 

connotations. Religious invocations are used to reinterpret biblical narratives in the context of 

the pandemic, which offer a critical view of societal and political leadership. However, such a 

connection sought between the sacred and the secular in religious intertextuality examples risks 
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offending those who might find such humour disrespectful. Cinema-based allusions, by contrast, 

recontextualise iconic elements from films to create new meanings in the new context of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and provide entertainment during the lockdown. Overall, the analysis 

points to a focus on mainstream figures and culture, missing the voices of marginalised 

communities and their experiences during the pandemic. 

The study also demonstrates how intertextuality contributes to the creation of humour. The 

examination of various types and styles of humour engaged with here, including superiority, 

incongruity, relief, self-enhancing, affiliative, aggressive, and self-defeating, shows that humour 

is used to critique society and cope with the crisis. Superiority humour is prominent in posts that 

highlight the audience’s perceived moral or intellectual superiority over political figures, 

spiritual leaders, and questionable societal practices, prompting audiences to notice socio-

political flaws. Incongruity humour, prevalent in these posts, thrives on unexpected 

juxtapositions, like comparing sacred narratives with fictional universes, while relief humour 

offers emotional release. Further, self-enhancing humour is found in posts that reframe 

lockdown hardships positively. This humour attempts to help lighten quarantine routines by 

foregrounding the bright side of challenging situations. Additionally, affiliative humour seems 

to play a role in building a sense of togetherness by drawing on shared cultural, historical, and 

religious references. Conversely, aggressive humour is used to target political figures through 

critique and mockery, whereas self-defeating humour turns the spotlight inward, with 

individuals joking at their own expense as a way of managing anxiety and uncertainty. These 

styles reveal how humour can mediate both critique and coping. Parody was found to deepen 

many of these effects. The findings indicate that parody here functions as a collective coping 

mechanism that tries to transform experiences of fear and confusion into a shared meaning 

process with the help of references to popular culture, as also concluded by Roig and Martorell 

(2021). Alkaraki et al. (2024) similarly view parody as a crucial tool for conveying pandemic-

related messages and emotions. In the selected posts, while intertextuality broadly encompasses 

references to prior texts, parody narrows this practice into deliberate imitation, exaggeration, or 

distortion for comic effect. Within the dataset, parody functioned as one of the most prominent 

expressions of intertextuality, operating simultaneously as entertainment and as a means of 

social critique. Nevertheless, the effectiveness of these parodies relies on the audience’s 

familiarity with the referenced media. This reliance on shared knowledge could have limited the 

impact of humour on diverse audiences. As Wiggins (2019) and Hitchon and Jura (1997) note, 

a lack of intertextual literacy may dilute or even compromise the intelligibility of such humour. 

This ambivalent reception aligns with Bischetti et al.’s (2021) findings that while intertextual 

COVID-19 humour can enhance amusement, it may also provoke discomfort depending on 

individual dispositions and psychological distance. 

Overall, the results indicate that intertextuality helps enrich humour by recontextualising 

the linguistic details of allusion. This technique appears to add depth to humour by placing 

familiar references in unexpected situations, often through wordplay. It is typically used to 

reframe the context of a joke, which builds anticipation, while the punchline twists expectations 

or leads to surprising parallels. Since in parody, intertextuality is used to mimic or exaggerate 

other texts to create humour, such allusions and cultural references add nuance to jokes for those 

who recognise them, creating a sense of community among audiences with shared knowledge 

while possibly excluding those unfamiliar with the source. Moreover, intertextuality can help 

critique contemporary issues by connecting the past with the present, enriching the comedic 

impact. In Gee’s (2011, p. 102) terms, it “builds connections” between different events, actors, 

and cultural stories, making these links meaningful and highlighting their relevance to the 

pandemic moment. In this sense, COVID-19 humorous posts may also be viewed as digital 

artefacts contributing to the cultural memory of the pandemic, echoing Martínez-Cardama and 
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García-López’s (2021) argument about the heritage value of memes and their role in 

documenting collective responses to crisis. 

In conclusion, this exploration of intertextuality and parody in COVID-19 humorous posts 

highlights the vital role of intertextual humour in dealing with the pandemic. Here, popular 

culture served as the most significant source of intertextuality, simultaneously leading to 

reflection on social values, critique of social and political leadership, and offering a distraction 

and relief from boredom during lockdowns. Drawing on Gee’s (2011) framework further 

facilitated the illumination of these dynamics. Intertextual references in selected posts 

functioned as “building tasks” of language, particularly in how they constructed identities, 

enacted social relationships, and built connections among cultural narratives, and shared 

experiences. The analysis also reveals that while intertextual humour helped people connect and 

cope, it also indicated risks such as alienation, over-reliance on popular culture, and a lack of 

diverse voices. It also reflects the tensions between humour and offence, inclusion and 

exclusion, and the power of intertextuality in shaping public discourse. Critically, while humour 

is an adaptive response to navigating the pandemic, it is essential to acknowledge its limitations 

and responsibilities. Balancing humour as critique and comfort is vital to ensure it unites rather 

than divides. As the world continues to reflect on the impacts of COVID-19, the role of humour 

in shaping societal responses remains an important area for further study. 
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