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ABSTRACT 

The cute little emojis that we use daily in our conversations online have become an inherent 

aspect of casual communication on digital platforms. Originally an evolution from 

emoticons made of punctuation marks, emojis as pictographs were aimed to make digital 

communications more interesting. Due to the increased usage, they have acquired a 

complex role beyond the depiction of emotions and feelings. Just like human language, they 

are developing organic rules as they become a part of online written conversations of more 

and more people around the world. The paper attempts to explore the usage of emojis, 

arguing that their complex usage has led to various impacts in online communication, viz. 

emotive, phatic and ironic. It also analyses to what extent they are universal and are 

affected by cultural contexts. This is done by using the published studies about emojis in 

various contexts and domains as sources. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Emojis can be defined as small pictographs, as opposed to emoticons which are made from 

keyboard characters, commonly used in online texting. The word is derived from Japanese 

“picture characters”. The use of emojis has risen exponentially in recent years, especially after 

the advent of social media platforms such as Facebook Messenger, WhatsApp and Instagram. 

Initially, emojis were a depiction of human faces, but depictions of objects, nature and animals 

have risen too. With over 90% of 3.2 billion internet users regularly using these emojis 

worldwide, it has surely become an inherent aspect of online communication.2 Originally 

thought to be a marker of casual conversation, linguists and communication studies experts 

now deem it to be more complex than what it seems to be. They play a much more complicated 

role in communication. 

Non-verbal communication is a major part of communication. Cues such as the tone, facial 

expressions, gestures etc. are as, if not more, important as the words being said. Understanding 

is very heavily dependent upon the non-verbal cues. Thus, in an environment where such cues 

                                                      
1 Author is a student at IIT Madras, India. 
2 PHILIP SEARGENT, THE EMOJI REVOLUTION 1-3 (1st ed., Cambridge University Press) (2019). 
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are difficult to convey, communication becomes prone to be misunderstood.3 

An online medium like a computer is not conducive in conveying the non-verbal cues. 

However, as the usage of interpersonal communications increased on online mediums like 

chatting and emails, people devised new strategies to act out as substitutes of non-verbal cues 

present in face-to-face communication.4 Usage of capital letters to denote loud voice/shouting, 

exclamation points for excitement, using italics to portray a someone’s dialogue or as irony 

and using emojis to convey facial expressions are instances of such ways. The latter is the most 

prevalent and can lead to fascinating insights, due to the availability of a wide variety of emojis 

and equally various uses of emojis in communication. 

II. IMPACT OF EMOJIS 

Since most of the writing systems in the world developed as pictographic symbols such as 

Egyptian hieroglyphics or Chinese characters, it is claimed that emojis signify a return to those 

systems.5 However, emojis cannot be classified as a language or even a writing system. They 

have no grammar and can be interpreted by people according to their own cultural and social 

backgrounds. The rules for using emojis are being made very organically. 

An interesting study has shown that emoji are significantly related to the traits that have shown 

the most consistent links with emotions and affective processing – i.e., emotional stability, 

extraversion and agreeableness. Self-identification with emoji depicting both positive emotions 

and blushing might reflect individuals' tendency to see and present themselves as benevolent, 

other-focused and straightforward, which in turn are distinctive characteristics of individuals 

scoring high on the agreeableness trait.6 

(A) Emotive 

Emojis act as non-verbal cues in these cases, they compensate the messaging on an online 

medium that may seem to be emotionally blunt. Whereas face-to-face or voice-to-voice 

communication can express emotions through facial expressions and voice intonation, short 

length messages may tend to fall short on their capacity of conveying emotions. Emojis prove 

to be a means of ensuring the emotional context of the message.7 Just as non-verbal cues, they 

                                                      
3 PEARSON et al., HUMAN COMMUNICATION (McGraw-Hill Publications) (2011) 
4 T Highfield & T Leaver, Instagrammatics and digital methods: Studying visual social media, from selfies and 

GIFs to memes and emoji, 2(1) COMMUNICATION RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 47, 47-62 (2016). 
5 A Robb, How Using Emoji Makes Us Less Emotional, NEWS REPUBLIC (July 7, 2014), 

https://newrepublic.com/article/118562/emoticons-effect-way-we-communicate-linguists-study-effects. 
6 Davide Marengo, Assessing personality using emoji: An exploratory study. 112 PERSONALITY AND 

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES 74, 78 (2017). 
7 M DANESI, THE SEMIOTICS OF EMOJI 21-22 (Bloomsbury Publishing Plc) (2019). 
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tend to help in removing the ambiguity of the message. 

Eg. If I send a message saying my friend slipped on the wet floor, it would not be clear whether 

I am concerned, sad or making fun of him. Adding a laughing emoji at the end of the message 

will make it clear that it is said in a humorous tone. 

Also, adding more emojis into the message intensifies the intended emotional effect. Given the 

fact that non-face emojis are an extension of the face emojis, it is found that the former has the 

same effect as the latter. They also show excitement, soften negativity, depict intimacy through 

informality and playfulness. Researches conducted on the use of emojis have shown that 

positive emojis alter the intensity of the message, not entirely changing the valence. For 

example, adding a smiley emoji in a negative message will soften the effect, but overall the 

message will remain as negative.8 

However, we need to keep in mind that emojis cannot be an exact substitute for non-verbal 

cues. This is so because emojis in a message are deliberate emotional expressions. Smiling or 

an expression of displeasure is spontaneous and involuntary in a face-to-face conversation and 

thus is a clear sign of what one is feeling. On the other hand, emojis are seen to be a voluntary 

expression of feeling, which may or may not be due to the actual feeling.9 That is why emojis 

cannot entirely translate as facial expressions and other non-verbal cues from the reader to the 

writer in a face-to-face conversation. Nevertheless, emojis have acquired the function of 

emotive enhancement in an online medium where they help in conveying what the writer wants 

to convey. 

(B) Phatic 

Emoji, more or less also constitutes the phatic aspect of language usage, that is the banter which 

is used to keep the conversation polite and pleasant. This refers to the small talk, that is, a 

bonding ritual to keep the interaction open. Emojis play a role in phatic communication such 

as pleasant communication openers “using the smiley emoji” or to avoid uncomfortable silence 

“thumbs up emoji” etc. Thus, it shows that emojis here are used to keep interaction cheerful 

and friendly. Such usage is prevalent among the informal interactions between people but 

avoided in formal texts such as academic papers or seminars where they can be interpreted as 

ironical or even cynical.10 

                                                      
8 M Riordan, Emojis as tools for emotion work: Communicating affect in text messages. 36(5) JOURNAL OF 

LANGUAGE AND SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY 549, 552-553 (2017). 
9 Riordan, supra note 7, at 554. 
10Danesi, supra note 6, at 19. 
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(C) Ironic 

Another use of emojis that is evident in online textual communication is to hide the real 

emotions behind the message. It contributes to it acquiring a passive-aggressive tone. Eg. 

Adding a smiling emoji at the end of “You always talk like this to me, don’t you”. Another 

aspect of such paradoxical usage is sarcasm and irony. Here the underlying notion is that emoji 

is an element that is consciously put in a message, so it opens up an opportunity to intentionally 

insert an expression of emotion which may or may not be true. An interesting pragmatic 

function found in the chats is the conveyance of irony—and in some, cynicism. For example, 

the “extremely happy” face, is used often as an ironic discourse particle, similar to a grin for 

conveying irritation or annoyance at something. 

III. CULTURAL CONTEXTS 

One thing to be kept in mind regarding emojis is that they have been created in a western 

environment, so are conditioned to the white, western audience. Be it the food emojis, emojis 

of objects and public places or even clothing and accessories— all are suited to a western 

audience. However, there have been attempts to diversify the emojis to accommodate various 

other groups, such as offering emojis in different skin tones to allow more racial diversity. 

Solutions like this for improving emoji diversity signal a further evolution in the business 

models of affective digital communication.11 

Another aspect is that emojis are far from universal. Tyler Schnoebelen, a linguist who 

analysed the emoji use on Twitter, claims the use of emoticons varies by geography, age, 

gender, and social class—just like dialects or regional accents.12 This implies that cultural 

emphases and patterns of symbolism, indicating that emoji may be modern-day forms, but their 

meanings come from cultural backgrounds. 

For example, the “high-five” emoji shows two joined palms, which is a friendly gesture in 

Western countries. However, the same emoji is interpreted as a greeting (‘namaste’, 

‘vanakkam’) by Indian users. This is because of the similarity between the depictions is 

interpreted differently. 

Another example is that of the “thumbs-up” emoji, which means affirmation and approval in 

the western culture, is a highly offensive gesture in many parts of the world, including the 

Middle East and Greece. 

                                                      
11 L Stark & K Crawford, The conservatism of emoji: Work, affect, and communication, 1(2) SOCIAL MEDIA 

+ SOCIETY (2015).  
12 Robb, supra note 4. 
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Regarding emoji usage, cultural environment plays an important role because meaning can be 

derived only when there is sufficient context and knowledge.13 The usage of an emoji depicting 

a person with magnifying glass may signify a sleuth or a detective for us because we have been 

culturally trained by popular culture to identify that as a caricature of a detective. However, it 

would carry no meaning for a member of an isolated tribal society in, say, Andaman and 

Nicobar islands who had no such exposure to such elements. 

New forms of symbolism and literacy are entailed by emoji literacy. As such, it is morphing 

into a symbolic, rather than purely iconic, language. This is perhaps why a specific emoji can 

elicit misinterpretation between users. It is assuming symbolic value more and more as it is 

used. At one 

level, therefore, the emoji code does indeed enhance communicability of common concepts 

across verbal languages, but at the interpretive level, the transference effect comes into play.14 

Moreover, since emoji grammar is based on conceptual structure, extracting meaning from an 

emoji text involves a high level of subjective interpretation. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

Emoji is regarded as the cute and humane aspect of the digital platforms that we inhabit. It has 

more or less overcome the key challenge of the written language in conveying emotions as well 

as the tone without resorting to illustrations. The popularity of emojis can be gauged by the 

fact that Oxford Dictionary named the “laughing with tears emoji” as word of the year in 2015. 

On the other hand, relying on the literary potential of emojis to become the universal language, 

data engineer Fred Benenson set out to translate every line of Moby Dick into emoji. Using 

Amazon’s crowd-sourcing project Mechanical Turk, Benenson managed to find thousands of 

strangers willing to work on the project. He named this project “Emoji Dick”.15 One more 

example is the translation of Katy Perry’s song “Roar” into emojis.  

Thus it is evident that emojis have changed the way we communicate on digital platforms. 

Originally a cute way of expressing non-verbal cues, emojis have developed into complex 

usages including ironical as well as phatic ones. Since humans are using them, they act in a 

very organic way similar to a human language.  

However, they are not a language, let alone being universal. They have no grammar, and one 

needs a context to understand an emoji being used in a particular place. A string of emojis in a 

                                                      
13 Rawlings, Why emoji mean different things in different cultures, BBC (Dec 11, 2018) 

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20181211-why-emoji-mean-different-things-in-different-cultures.  
14 Danesi, supra note 6, at 121. 
15 Robb, supra note 4. 
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sentence will make no sense unless and until a context is provided. They are also deeply 

affected by the cultural contexts and environments, which makes them more complicated than 

what seems to be the case when glanced through a perspective of a nonchalant daily user. 

Perhaps the only universally understood emoji is the smiling face, conveying the same intended 

message worldwide.  

Nevertheless, this new form of communication is transforming digital conversations very 

quickly. Their high popularity, their ability to convey messages with immediacy and the fact 

that they are language-free make emojis a very interesting aspect of communication. It can help 

explore the myriad ways in which humans express their feelings and even assess their different 

personalities, exhibited by their creative expressions. 

***** 


