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This is the first book I have ever read during my scientific career where an
introductory chapter – Chapter 1, entitled ‘The What, the Why and the Where of
Emoji’ – confronts the reader with the statement: ‘By the time you read this book
it will be out of date’ (p. 3). And the author continues: ‘it’s arguably changing at a
faster rate now than at any previous moment in its history’ (p. 3). It’s hard to
imagine that emoji can become subject to such rapid change and immediate
modification.
I received this book in February 2020 by snail mail and I started reading it well
before the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted our smoothly running routine in
Estonia. My students and I celebrated Valentine’s Day (‘sõbrapäev’ or ‘friends’
day’ in Estonia); at our university, we had large gatherings during Estonian
Independence Day celebrations (24 February) and when I received a message
from my colleagues with an attachment of emoji wearing medical masks (Figure
1), I hardly expected that these mask emoji images would soon no longer be jokes
but virtual signs of dramatic changes in our real lives.
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Figure 1. Medical mask emoji images (received in private messages from colleagues as
examples of our ‘possible future virtual communication’ in the light of coronavirus).

Chapter 1 introduces the reader to the enormous complexity of emoji, how the
language of emoji (as the author asks on p. 11: ‘can emoji be said to be a language
in their own right?’) has evolved from being a semiotic creation consumed and
circulated by a number of people to a worldwide shared communication system.
Seargeant concludes that ‘emoji are far more than a simple set of picturesrepresenting-objects. To understand the full range of even the standard Unicode
emoji, you need to have some familiarity with the cultural conventions of various
aspects of contemporary society, along with an eclectic range of knowledge from
Eastern and Western written and gestural languages, sign languages and even
fictional communication systems’ (p. 25). Culture, language and non-verbal communication (gestures) are the core of emoji and this is why they are distinct on a
different level. Using them while communicating online can facilitate cooperation
and reduce uncertainty, but shared linguistic and cultural backgrounds are needed
to allow for mutual understanding. Sharing the same contextual background also
leads to mutual convergence in linguistic and cultural features of emoji.
Chapter 2, ‘Emoji and the History of Human Communication’, provides a
deeper historical look at human language and how it became productive enough
to communicate about any domain, and how emoji became a part of the human
communication experience. This involves human communication from ‘pictures
and symbols…used…as a way of expressing messages’ (p. 27) to ‘an emoji at the
end of a sentence as a counterpart to the literal meaning of the words’ (p. 50).
The next obvious question is whether there is anything else fascinating about
faces. This question is investigated in Chapter 3, ‘Making Faces’. Here we learn
that ‘people today prefer to message their friends rather than phone them’ (p. 56);
this is amazing, but we may be able to regard this as the semanticity of emoji in
‘more rushed and ephemeral’ online writing. Emoji tell us something about non-
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verbal communication and the features located behind/added to the written
message. A receiver needs to pay attention to the semiotic choices that reveal
something about the meaning and the intentions of the sender. Emoji need to be
well-placed in relation to the information they convey.
Chapter 4, ‘Metaphors and Moral Panics’, starts with the conclusion that ‘the
face-based emoji, along with many of the hand or body gestures, approximate to
some of the non-verbal communication that’s a fundamental part of how we talk
to each other’ (p. 67). At the same time the author poses a question about the
meaning of other symbols we use on the World Wide Web: ‘How do we
meaningfully make use of the strange selection of trains, speedboats and avocados
to enhance our online communication?’ (p. 67). Computer-mediated communication, and social media in particular, serves as virtual linguistic landscapes or
even virtual semiotic landscapes. Here a language and an emoji together form a
semiosphere that may be distinct on a different level. These distinctions serve the
function of marking boundaries between virtual semiospheres and people who
inhabit these semiospheres (online or offline; by the way, this dimension has
already become questionable). Emoji constitute a network of communication and
interaction. Seargeant argues that ‘emoji are clearly having a significant impact on
culture in general and communication in particular’ (p. 81). We are aware of the
fact that no culture exists without its own language variety (e.g. varieties of
English: World Englishes, Global Englishes and Translingual Englishes). What is
striking about the culture of emoji is their semiotic creativity, visibly
demonstrated in both creation and consumption processes, which might also
contribute to literacy development. By the end of Chapter 4, providing reasonable
arguments for an educational relationship between texting and literacy, the author
arrives at the opinion that ‘In many ways it seems strange that people should get
so upset about innovations in the shape of language’ (p. 91); he encourages us to
concentrate better on ‘the types of communication that digital technologies
facilitate and what these mean for people’s interpersonal relationships’ (p. 92).
This is professionally and wisely done in Chapter 5, ‘The Shaping Force of
Digital Technology’, in which the functions and the characteristics of emoji that
cross all platforms of digital communication are described as follows: ‘a solution
to a social problem that technology has created’ (p. 95); ‘they allow for a range of
creative meaning-making’ (p. 105), sometimes too creative, as some people might
even require a dictionary to comprehend them (notwithstanding the fact that emoji
are a part of Unicode); a ‘more stylised and static representation of emotions’,
helping to visually decipher text-based emotional communication (p. 114); ‘a way
of ironically commenting on, or undermining, the main sense of the message’ (p.
115); and even that emoji can act as meme replications or become memes in their
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own right. Thus, an emoji is a commodity of social interaction and it might serve
the interests of markets, either advertising or political, in communication
platforms.
The topic of the perception and use of emoji is continued in Chapter 6,
‘People, Politics and Interpersonal Relationships’. Are emoji full of doublemeanings and products of propaganda? Are they signs of emotive feedback of
happiness and sadness or appeals to emotions and manipulations of affect by
means of visual communication? How do they enter the political discourse? How
should we read and interpret them? What meanings/uses of emoji are
(in)appropriate and why? The discussion and provided examples in Chapter 6
reminded me of a situation once described by a Nigerian master’s student, in
which the student described how in a Whatsapp chat with a friend from
Kazakhstan (an Erasmus exchange student in Estonia), the Nigerian asked the
Kazakhstani student how he/she was coping with studies here at the university
and the reply was the emoji . The Nigerian master’s student thought that what
was being conveyed was feeling ‘a bit worried’, as that particular emoji signifies
that ‘there is trouble’ in Nigeria, and the Nigerian quickly asked what was wrong.
The Kazakhstani replied that there was nothing wrong. This led to a conversation
between the two students in which the Nigerian told the Kazakhstani that this
emoji was interpreted as trouble in Nigeria, while the Kazakhstani explained that
what it meant was ‘everything is OK’. As we see from this real-life example,
emoji might lead to intercultural misunderstandings. People interact with each
other using social media tools intensively. Such communication opens up more
opportunities for intercultural connections and increases intercultural contacts, but
with a particular emoji one never knows if the emoji is limited to a particular
region/country/social group/one person etc.: ‘it can modify or inflect the overall
message we’re communicating as well as acting as an index of identity’ (p. 108).
It is known that there are different perceptions of what constitutes appropriate or
polite in a particular communication context. This is true not only of verbal and
non-verbal communication but of emoji as well.
The topic of perceptions, emoji as symbols of inclusion and exclusion, is
further presented in Chapter 7, ‘Diverse Identities’. A group identity provides a
shared value system, leading to ‘we’-group creation (in opposition to a ‘they’group), and emoji as ‘touchstones for issues of representation’ (p. 144) might be a
source of symbolic capital – who are welcome and who are not welcome – and
also reproduce ‘the ideologies and stereotypes that are deeply embedded within
society’ (p. 144). Thus, designing and interpreting emoji are inherently human
endeavours and they do not change without (social media) users. These users are
always people who innovate and spread changes.
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As we see later in Chapter 8, ‘Creativity and Culture’, if ‘language is one of
the most salient ways in which we can express our creativity’ (p. 152), emoji have
become ‘an extension of the sort of everyday language play that has flourished so
extensively in the internet’ (p. 155). Emoji are used to create an informal tone and
to facilitate cooperation; their very presence changes the culture of communication in social media, which might be viewed, according to the author, as ‘a
cradle for everyday language play’ (p. 170).
The idea that ‘emoji, with their eclectic vocabulary and their pictorial nature,
are a perfect resource for social bonding online’ (p. 170) runs all through Chapter
9, ‘The Emojification of Everyday Life’. Here I would draw a parallel with the
notion of quotidian transversality suggested by Wise (2009:23) when describing
the processes in which ‘individuals in everyday spaces use particular modes of
sociality to produce or smooth interrelations across cultural differences’.
Pennycook and Otsuji (2015:10) have stated that metrolingualism (what they call
‘everyday urban multilingualism’) is ‘that form of quotidian translingual exchange
that is part of how the city works, how language and identity are negotiated’. If
linguistic resources, daily routine and virtual social space are involved in the
emojification of our everyday life, then emoji are truly a part of virtual quotidian
translinguality because they act as semiotic codes in computer-mediated
interactive moments.
Although Philip Seargeant believes that due to the rapidly changing nature of
emoji ‘this book will almost invariably be out of date by the time’ the reader starts
reading it (p. 189), still it is a highly relevant and instructive (introductory) text
for (future) sociolinguists, as new society models are built around networked communication, new realms of communication where the medium is the computer, the
language is digital, and the content is locally produced and globally diffused. As
technology is central to production processes in society, emoji and their historicisation as a social digital construct should be studied in order to understand their
real impacts in communication platforms and their role as commodities of
emotional interaction. More than that, the role of emoji as a part of virtual
intercultural communication should not be underestimated. Having said that, I
believe that graduate students would definitely appreciate a detailed list of notes,
conveniently presented after every individual chapter (pp. 191–218), which would
provide the reader with easily accessible and needed contextual background
information to better comprehend examples and references provided in the text.
To summarise my reaction to this accessible and practical publication, I would
modify Voltaire’s (1843:283) saying, ‘writing is the painting of the voice’, to
‘emoji are the paintings of computer-mediated communication’.
Thumbs up, Philip Seargeant!
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