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f you go on Facebook, Twitter or Instagram right now, you’re almost guaranteed to see them. They have penetrated every corner

of the Internet and show no signs of slowing down. Over 90% of global Internet users partake.

You might think this sounds pretty trivial or juvenile, yet with over two billion emojis being sent everyday, and even the Oxford

Dictionary making the ‘Face with Tears of Joy’ emoji it’s Word of the Year back in 2015, the cultural significance of emojis can’t be dis-

puted. Perhaps you view emojis as the last nail in the coffin for language as a whole, and envision a future of illiterate adolescents

standing over the corpse of the English language tweeting ‘poo with a smile’ faces. But do these claims that emojis mark the end

times for language have any credence? Are they really destroying communication?

“The short answer is they’re not”, says Vyvyan Evans, Professor of Linguistics at Bangor University in Wales and author of The Emoji

Code, set to be published later this year. Contrary to many of his peers, Vyvyan looks at emojis as a fascinating  linguistic phenomena,

and a clear demonstration of humanity’s ingenuity when it comes to communication. A far cry from those who argue we’re all
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headed for something of a linguistic apocalypse.

Vyvyan argues that the emoji’s entrenchment upon society has not come through the degradation of language, but rather, a necessity

intrinsic to how we actually communicate with each other.

“To understand why we use emojis, we need to have an accurate understanding of how language works,” Vyvyan tells me. “About 60

– 70% of our spoken communication comes  from kinesics, such as facial expressions and gestures.”

Kinesic communication is an integral part of our communication, with us humans having 250,000 distinct facial expressions alone.

Paralanguage – the vocal features that allow us to convey meaning and emotion in our words – is also a vital component, according

to Vyvyan.

“I could say I love you with a falling pitch contour and it would be a statement, but if I said it with a rising pitch contour, it would be a

question,” he explains. “Digital communication can often invoke the ‘angry jerk reaction’; when you’re reading an email from some-

one, text alone sucks out the empathy and its near impossible to gauge a person from it – usually it just leaves them sounding quite

blunt.”

In this sense, emojis allow you to understand what people are implying with their words, fulfilling the linguistic potential of how we

communicate. Surprisingly, Vyvyan was not always flying the flag for our favourite digital emoticons. His research into emojis began

after he was called in as an expert by The Guardian in 2015, when a 17-year-old Black Lives Matter supporter was arrested under terror-

ism charges for tweeting emojis of a police officer and three guns. The jury had to decide whether these emojis were conveying an

idea or inciting violence against officers.

“They declined to indite because the function to incite violence hadn’t been met – so they were evaluating this threat posed by emoji

in the same way as language.”

However, many have been critical of emojis, dismissing them as facile or adolescent and fearing for the future of communication be-

cause of them. Although most of us can quite happily construct a sentence without having to resort to smiling-cat faces and

aubergines, commentators such as Jonathan Jones foresee us abandoning the literary genius of Shakespeare for these “brainless little

icons”.

But as Vyvyan points out, this purist view of language has existed for as long as language itself and he believes that these prescrip-

tivist preconceptions are doomed to fail.

“There’s a misconception that language is something that doesn’t change,” he says. “But we don’t speak the same English as Chaucer

and new word coinages only get off the ground when people use them. In this regard, language is the great leveller – it’s a living

breathing organism that’s constantly evolving.”

“The problem is people are responding in a prejudiced way because [emojis] are cartoon-like. It’s a gut response that lacks

foundation.”
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Share this

What must be remembered when looking at emojis is that they aren’t a language, but a facet of communication; they nuance lan-

guage, rather than replace it. But Vyvyan believes that given the staggering increase in use of emojis over only a few short years, their

evolution could see them become a language all of their own.

“It is possible for emojis to become a functioning language,” he says. “You can look at blissymbols as an example of how language can

be visually based; it’s a symbol-based language that allows people with severe speech and motor difficulties to actively communicate

with purely representational symbols, it’s been particularly useful for many people with cerebral palsy.”

However, before you go ahead and burn your dictionary, Vyvyan feels that in their current incarnation, emojis will not become a

language.

“Emojis as we know them today have only been available since 2012, so this is still very recent,” he explains. “Yet in such a short space

of time emoji has become the worlds global form of communication. In Silicon Valley they’re already experimenting with animated

emojis, so without trying to predict the future, it seems we could be seeing the foundations of a new language.”

Perhaps it’s not yet time to construct our linguistic bomb shelters, and instead embrace the continuing evolution of human commu-

nication. But one burning question remains; as someone who has studied emojis in great depth, which emoji is Vyvyan’s favourite?

“It would have to be the dancing lady in the red dress,” he laughs. “I’ve been asked this question before and the response is always

‘when would you even use it?’ But I just think it’s a great emoji! And it further demonstrates their versatility as a means of

communication.”

The Emoji Code: How Thumbs-ups, Smiley Faces and Hearts Shape Our Language will be  published in May 2017. You can preorder it

(https://www.amazon.co.uk/Emoji-Code-Thumbs-ups-Smiley-Language/dp/1782437878/ref=sr_1_1?

ie=UTF8&qid=1484304227&sr=8-1&keywords=the+emoji+code) now. 


(https://www.amazon.co.uk/Emoji-Code-Thumbs-ups-Smiley-Language/dp/1782437878/ref=sr_1_1?

ie=UTF8&qid=1484304227&sr=8-1&keywords=the+emoji+code)

Enjoyed this article? Like Huck on Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/HUCKmagazine) or follow us on Twitter

(http://twitter.com/huckmagazine). 
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The art director pushing the limits of design
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creator-collective-sergio-del-puerto/)
In partnership with Adobe Creator Collective
(https://www.huckmag.com/art-and-culture/creator-stories-adobe-
creator-collective-sergio-del-puerto/)In the latest from our Creator Stories series, Sergio del Puerto, founder and director of the studio Serial Cut™, shares his

commitment to constant evolution.
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‘I’m willing to take the repercussions for my music‘
(https://www.huckmag.com/art-and-culture/im-willing-to-take-the-
repercussions-for-my-music/)
Obongjayar in conversation (https://www.huckmag.com/art-and-
culture/im-willing-to-take-the-repercussions-for-my-music/)
As he gears up to release his debut album, the Nigerian-born, London-based musician talks refusing to be boxed in and

tackling politics head on.
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A glimpse behind the scenes of Spike Lee films
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Doing the right thing (https://www.huckmag.com/art-and-
culture/photography-2/a-glimpse-behind-the-scenes-of-spike-lee-
films/)David Lee’s photos, captured on set, offer a unique look inside the mind of the pioneering filmmaker.
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Teachers and students are uniting for Goldsmiths strikes
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‘Knowledge before profit‘
(https://www.huckmag.com/perspectives/teachers-and-students-are-
uniting-for-goldsmiths-strikes/)

Following the institution revealing that it plans to cut at least 52 jobs, staff have organised a three-week walkout over

redundancies with students standing in solidarity with them.
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As an Insulate Britain activist in prison, I keep on fighting
(https://www.huckmag.com/perspectives/opinion-perspectives/as-
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‘I haven’t regretted a second‘
(https://www.huckmag.com/perspectives/opinion-perspectives/as-an-
insulate-britain-activist-in-prison-i-keep-on-fighting/)

Emma Smart, 44, explains why she vowed to stop eating when she was jailed in November for breaching an M25 injunction.
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A photographer’s touching tribute to County Mayo
(https://www.huckmag.com/art-and-culture/photography-2/a-
photographers-touching-tribute-to-county-mayo/)
Irish Work (https://www.huckmag.com/art-and-culture/photography-
2/a-photographers-touching-tribute-to-county-mayo/)A new book brings together photos by Tom Wood taken over a period of over nearly 50 years, centring the photographer’s

often-fraught lifelong relationship with Ireland.
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