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Abstract

This paper explores the cultural phenomenon of meme and hugot culture in the Philippines, examining its roots, evolution, and enduring
relevance in digital spaces. Combining humor and emotional depth, memes and hugot lines have become tools of storytelling, resistance,
and identity-making. Drawing on digital ethnography, media analysis, and sociolinguistic perspectives, this study traces how these two
expressive forms shaped Filipino online behaviour, influenced language, and transformed communication across social, political, and
psychological contexts. The paper investigates key influencers, critical milestones, and the wider implications of this trend on

contemporary Philippine society.

Index Terms: Filipino pop culture, hugot, memes, digital storytelling, emotional expression

l. Introduction

“Wala na nga tayo, pinaparamdam mo pa rin na may tayo.” This line—witty, wistful, and painfully relatable—has appeared in thousands
of posts, TikToks, and tweet replies. It's not from a best-selling novel or award-winning film but from the ever-expanding world of
hugot: emotionally charged lines often wrapped in humour or sarcasm. Paired with memes—those viral visual punchlines—the hugot

phenomenon forms the emotional core of Filipino online storytelling.

Meme and hugot culture peaked in the Philippines between 2015 and 2021, but its influence has rippled far beyond. What started as
social media content for heartbreak and laughs has evolved into a broader digital language—used for activism, brand marketing,
education, and even mental health awareness. Rooted in deeply personal emotion but expressed through humour, these two cultural

forms mirror the Filipino psyche: expressive, resilient, and quick to laugh through the pain.

Understanding the appeal of hugot and meme culture requires an appreciation for the broader historical and cultural context of emotional
storytelling in the Philippines. From traditional balagtasan (poetic debates) and radio dramas to the intensely emotive narratives of
teleseryes and romantic cinema, Filipinos have long engaged with storytelling as a means of navigating personal and collective

experiences. Hugot and meme culture are simply the most recent expressions of this age-old tradition, now remixed for the digital age.

The advent of social media offered a new stage for these expressions, allowing anyone with a smartphone to become a creator, poet, or

comic. Platforms like Friendster and Tumblr in the early 2000s introduced the idea of “status drama”—cryptic quotes or song lyrics
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hinting at personal heartbreak. As internet speeds improved and visual culture took over, memes provided a perfect visual counterpart
to these emotional outpourings. What was once shared as a text post on Facebook is now often a perfectly timed reaction image, a

remixed teleserye clip, or a TikTok voiceover.

In this context, this study examines meme and hugot culture not as ephemeral entertainment but as cultural artifacts worthy of academic
attention. Through a combination of media analysis, social observation, and comparative cultural studies, it aims to offer a

comprehensive picture of how these forms have shaped and been shaped by Filipino digital life.

1. Research Elaborations

Theoretical Framework

This study is anchored in the theories of cultural semiotics and digital anthropology. Roland Barthes’ theory of mythologies and
cultural signs informs the analysis of memes as semiotic units that reflect deeper cultural truths. Additionally, Stuart Hall’s
encoding/decoding model supports the interpretation of meme and hugot consumption and meaning-making. These frameworks

contextualise how visual and textual content carries layered meanings in digital spaces.

Conceptual Framework

The research is guided by a three-pronged conceptual lens:

1. Emotional Resonance — How users interpret and engage with content based on personal and collective affective experiences.

2. Participatory Culture — Drawing from Henry Jenkins’ work, this element explores meme and hugot creation as acts of
cultural participation and community building.

3. Narrative ldentity — Influenced by Paul Ricoeur’s narrative theory, this component evaluates how Filipinos use memes and

hugot lines to construct personal and national narratives.

Methodology

The study adopts a qualitative, mixed-methods approach. Data were gathered through:

e Digital Ethnography: Observing and analysing user-generated content on platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, TikTok, and
Instagram from 2020-2024.

e Content Analysis: Reviewing 200 meme-hugot hybrid posts, tracing themes, language patterns, and engagement levels.

e Interviews: Semi-structured interviews with 10 meme creators and 5 spoken word artists.

e Literature Review: Synthesising academic and journalistic work on Filipino digital culture, linguistics, and internet

behaviour.

Review of Related Literature

Several studies have explored emotional expression and humour in Philippine media:

e Reyes, V. (2017). “Tagos sa Puso: An Ethnographic Look at Hugot Culture in Metro Manila.” Philippine Sociological
Review, 65(1), 45-62.

e Cruz, A. (2019). “Language and Longing: Taglish and Emotional Syntax in Hugot Lines.” U.P. Journal of Linguistics, 11(2),
78-91.

e Gonzales, M. (2021). “From Teleserye to Tweet: Digital Affect in Filipino Memes.” Asian Media Studies, 14(3), 201-223.
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e Tan, E. (2020). “Visual Irony and Moral Commentary in Southeast Asian Memes.” Journal of Asian Pop Culture, 9(4), 119—
135.

e Mercado, 1. (2022). “Therapy through Tagalog: Hugot and Mental Health in Online Filipino Communities.” Asian
Psychology Quarterly, 5(2), 65-88.

These sources establish a scholarly foundation for understanding how meme and hugot culture functions both as social commentary

and emotional catharsis within digital spaces.

Hugot: From Cinema to Social Media
The term “hugot” originates from the Filipino word meaning “to pull,” but in a cultural and emotional sense, it has come to signify
pulling deep-seated emotions into language—often through poetic, punchy, or sarcastic lines. Its current popularity can be traced to a

long-standing Filipino affinity for dramatics, emotional nuance, and romantic storytelling.

In Filipino cinema, particularly during the 1990s and early 2000s, hugot-style lines became cultural milestones. Characters in romantic
dramas would deliver monologues that distilled heartbreak, longing, or bitterness into a single quotable moment. Films like One More
Chance, Starting Over Again, and The Breakup Playlist delivered dialogues that transcended their scripts to become everyday

expressions.

Parallel to this, the rise of spoken word poetry and platforms such as Words Anonymous or individual artists like Juan Miguel Severo
added a literary depth to the hugot phenomenon. These performances combined rhythmic delivery with raw emotion, capturing the

attention of digital natives and transitioning easily onto social media platforms.

The 2010s saw hugot culture take off online, particularly with the rise of Facebook pages such as “The Art of Hugot” and “Hugot
Lines.” These spaces became hubs for collective emotional catharsis. They also contributed to the development of a new kind of

digital vernacular—one that mixes Filipino, English, sarcasm, and self-deprecating humour.

Meme Culture: Digital Satire and Visual Wit
Meme culture, though global in nature, has found a uniquely Filipino form. Rooted in the local traditions of political satire, street

humour, and linguistic play, Filipino memes often carry dual layers—surface-level humour and underlying social critique.

The earliest widespread Filipino memes revolved around subcultural phenomena like the “Jejemon” language—characterised by
exaggerated spellings, numerals, and unnecessary capitalization. While often derided, Jejemon memes were one of the first examples

of youth asserting an identity outside mainstream linguistic norms.

By the 2016 Philippine presidential election, memes had become a political force. Campaigns, critiques, and conspiracy theories all
found visual life through bite-sized digital images. Pages like “Meme Pilipinas” and Twitter accounts such as @malditangromantic or

@memaislife helped solidify meme-making as both a creative outlet and a tool of mass communication.

The COVID-19 pandemic saw another evolution. As Filipinos navigated lockdowns, job loss, and grief, memes became coping
mechanisms. Public health infographics were edited with humour; President Duterte’s speeches were turned into reaction GIFs; and

even vaccine education was meme-ified to reach skeptical audiences.

This publication is licensed under Creative Commons Attribution CC BY.
10.29322/1JSRP.15.06.2025.p16231 www.ijsrp.org


http://ijsrp.org/

International Journal of Scientific and Research Publications, VVolume 15, Issue 6, June 2025 242
ISSN 2250-3153

Hybridization of Hugot and Memes
Increasingly, memes and hugot lines began to merge. A screencap from a teleserye could be paired with a hugot caption like “She
treated you like a star, and you gave her night.” These hybrids took on new dimensions of relatability, especially among millennials

and Gen Z Filipinos accustomed to mixing emotional vulnerability with ironic distance.

As a result, the meme-hugot hybrid has become a powerful storytelling tool: one that conveys complex emotional truths in a format

accessible, visual, and widely shareable.

I1. Results or Findings

The success of meme and hugot culture stems from its emotional resonance, accessibility, and adaptability. In online ethnography

conducted across Facebook, TikTok, and Twitter from 2020 to 2024, multiple findings stand out:

1. Multi-Generational Appeal: Teenagers, middle-aged office workers, and even senior citizens engage with hugot content.
Many senior creators have used hugot to bond with younger audiences, reshaping the platform’s age dynamic.

2. Mental Health Discourse: Hugot memes have become entry points for talking about depression, anxiety, and trauma—
issues previously taboo in Filipino households. This digital emotional language makes complex feelings more socially
acceptable.

3. Branding and Marketing: Corporate brands have co-opted hugot lines for relatability—bank ads, coffee shops, and telcos
use memes and emotional hooks to drive campaigns. While effective, this trend raises concerns about emotional
commodification.

4. Political Messaging: During election seasons, memes with hugot undertones—e.g., “Mahal ko ang bayan kahit hindi niya
ako mahal”—are widely used to frame political dissatisfaction in personal, emotional terms.

5. Diaspora Reconnection: Overseas Filipinos share and create hugot content as a way to stay emotionally connected to the
homeland. This becomes a vehicle for transnational identity maintenance.

6. Cultural Hybridisation: Hugot memes often blend local languages (Tagalog, Bisaya, llocano) with pop culture references
from Korean dramas, Hollywood, or anime. This hybridity reflects the globalised yet localised experience of Filipino youth.

7. Platform-Specific Variations: On TikTok, hugot is often paired with voiceovers or background music for dramatic effect,
while on Twitter it takes the form of quote retweets or reaction images. Instagram and Threads users tend to stylise hugot
content with visuals and curated aesthetics.

8. Educational and Advocacy Use: Teachers and NGOs have adopted hugot-infused memes to teach grammar, consent,

climate change, and civic responsibility, demonstrating the format's adaptability to pedagogical and social campaigns.

These findings suggest that hugot and meme culture is not merely recreational. It’s a tool for meaning-making, connection, critique,
and even activism. What began as fleeting digital expressions now functions as a resilient, evolving form of communication that

bridges private emotion and public discourse.

V. Conclusions
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Meme and hugot culture, at first glance light-hearted and ephemeral, actually represents a profound shift in Filipino emotional
expression. These cultural forms have democratized storytelling, turning smartphones into confession booths, comedy stages, and
protest placards. In an era of shortened attention spans and visual overload, they have preserved—and even enhanced—the Filipino

instinct to connect through narrative.

They also reflect the nuanced way Filipinos handle pain: through laughter, language, and layered metaphor. This is not accidental—

it’s survival. It’s resistance. And it’s deeply Filipino.

The sustainability and impact of meme and hugot culture point to a larger shift in the dynamics of power and participation in
communication. Traditional gatekeepers—media executives, literary scholars, religious leaders—are no longer the sole narrators of
collective sentiment. Now, a teenager on TikTok or an anonymous Twitter account can spark nationwide conversation with a single

poignant post.

While the format may evolve, the cultural function of hugot and memes—to validate emotion, facilitate humour, and build
community—is unlikely to disappear. Already, Al tools are remixing hugot lines into automated captions or suggesting emotional

memes based on user moods. This points to a future where digital storytelling becomes even more personalised and ubiquitous.

Educators, mental health professionals, and policymakers would do well to understand this ecosystem—not only to participate in the
conversation but to harness its potential. What if hugot memes were integrated into therapy? Or used to gauge student well-being in

schools? The possibilities are many, and the implications—culturally, psychologically, politically—are profound.

As both a researcher and participant in this digital ecosystem, | view meme and hugot culture as the diary entries of a collective

generation—part poetry, part punchline, all truth.
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