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PREFACE

The world doesn’t make sense, so why should I paint pictures that do?

PABLO PICASSO (1881–1973)

In 2015, a truly remarkable event occurred. The emoji known as “Face with Tears of Joy,” [image: ], was chosen by the Oxford Dictionary as the “Word of the Year.” Not only was it not a word—it was a pictogram—but it was chosen by one of the most prestigious dictionaries in the world. Incredibly, the choice did not garner any significant complaints, protests, or polemical arguments from the guardians of traditional literacy (academics, teachers, language purists, and so on). This was a mind-boggling event in many ways, signaling that a veritable paradigm shift might have taken place in human communications and even human consciousness.

On its website, the Oxford Dictionary explained that it chose a pictogram over a word because it “captures the ethos, mood, and preoccupations” of the year and reflects “the sharp increase in popularity of emoji across the world in 2015.” Is this increase a signal that print-based literacy is declining since the arrival of Web 2.0 technologies? The spread of literacy is traced to the invention of moveable print technology in the late 1400s, which made printed materials broadly available and inexpensive, encouraging the acquisition of literacy among all classes of people. But the same kind of literacy that has served us so well since at least the sixteenth century may have, over the last few decades, lost much of its social value and prestige, as the Oxford Dictionary choice subconsciously suggested. The Internet Age is making new kinds of demands on writing practices, relegating the traditional practices increasingly to the margins.

The Internet has brought about new forms of writing and literacy. According to research carried out by Oxford University Press and the mobile technology business, SwiftKey, the “Face with Tears of Joy” made up over 20 percent of all emoji used in Britain in 2015, and 17 percent of all emoji used in the United States. Emoji are, in fact, becoming increasingly popular across the world, allowing people from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds to communicate and interact with each other more concretely, thus making it possible to facilitate intercultural communications by transcending the symbolic barriers of the past demarcated by specific scripts and the implicit sociopolitical ideologies that they entailed. In the current age of “connected global intelligence” these may have started collapsing.

This book is an attempt to explain why the topic of emoji is a significant one for everyone. In the age of the “electronic global village” where people of different national languages and cultures are in frequent contact through online interactions, the emoji code might well be the universal language that can help solve problems of comprehension that international communications have always involved in the past. Used initially in Japanese electronic messages and Web pages, but now used by anyone, irrespective of language or cultural background, the emoji code harbors within it many implications for the future of writing, literacy, and even human consciousness. Recalling movements, such as the Blissymbolic one which was proposed as an alternative to the vagaries and variability of phonetic writing systems, the emoji code may well be an indication of how writing and literacy are evolving; on the other hand, emoji may just be a passing fad. Either way, the study of the emoji phenomenon is, clearly, a rather significant one.

This book will look at emoji primarily from a semiotic perspective, adopting a nontechnical style, so that a general audience can engage with its subject matter. I will focus on emoji as signs or symbols connected to each other in specific semiotic (meaning-making) and formal ways, without utilizing the technical lexicon and often intricate notions of theoretical semiotics. However, I will not completely skirt around all technical matters, since this would water down my treatment considerably. However, if a specific technical notion is required at some point, I will define it or illustrate it as concretely as possible. Nothing is taken for granted in this book.

Many of the analyses carried out and described here are based on a database compiled at the University of Toronto, consisting of electronic messages that involve the use of emoji. The information for the database was collected by a “research team” of four students at the university—Nadia Guarino, Soli Doubash, Lily Che, and Yvone Tuan. They were assigned two main tasks: (1) collect actual written materials that allow for a first-hand analysis of emoji, and (2) interview an “informant group” composed of one hundred undergraduate students at the same university, all of whom were identified in advance to be regular users of emoji, and who willingly and even enthusiastically participated in the research project for this book. The group was selected, as well, to reflect an equal number of males and females—fifty each—in the event that gender emerged as a factor in emoji usage. All informants were between eighteen and twenty-two years of age. They provided the team with 323 of their personal text messages, tweets, and other social media materials. These were offered by every informant and their usage underwent an ethics approval process for utilization in this book. Personal information has been removed from the texts and materials if it entails some compromising situation. Overall, the informant group constituted a “field laboratory” within which emoji usage could be examined directly.

Emoji writing is a product of the Internet Age, although there are precedents for analogous writing styles in previous eras, as can be seen in the illuminated texts of the Medieval and Renaissance eras (to be discussed subsequently). My objective is to assess the raison d’être for the rise of emoji at this time and the social and philosophical implications it might have for the interrelation among literacy, human communication, and human consciousness.


1EMOJI AND WRITING SYSTEMS

Writing means sharing. It’s part of the human condition to want to share things.

PAOLO COELHO (B. 1947)

The Oxford Dictionary’s Word of the Year (see Preface) was not the only event in 2015 that brought out the growing communicative and social significance of emoji. Musicians, artists, politicians, and advertisers, among many others, started using them in their tweets, on their Facebook pages, on websites, and in other digital venues. Even a distinguished musical artist like Sir Paul McCartney, of the Beatles, was enlisted by Skype to create ten animated emoji, called “Love Mojis,” for its new app. These included characters named Flirting Banana, Excited Octopus, and Sumo Cupid. As their names suggest, they were timed to appear on Valentine’s Day. The emoji gyrated and wiggled to background music composed by McCartney. The Flirting Banana emoji could even be seen peeling off its own skin in a strip-teasing style.

Skype had previously introduced custom-made animated emoji that tapped into anything that was au courant, from images of major movie studios to those paying symbolic homage to Indian traditions. The Skype case is not atypical. Throughout modern society, there seems to be a kind of urgency to incorporate emoji to put on display a new and “cool” style of writing and communicating. And the urgency is not limited to the millennial generation who grew up in the digital world. It extends to virtually everyone, from Paul McCartney to Hillary Clinton. Emoji of the American politician were made for iPhone and Android users, and called, appropriately “Hillmoji.” There is even a “World Emoji Day” on July 17 to celebrate an ever-expanding emoji culture of sorts. As far as I know, no one has ever celebrated anything of the kind in the past—a “World Vowel Day” would have seemed trivial, banal, or sarcastic by those reared in the previous Print Age.

The spread of emoji raises several key questions about how we now communicate and, more significantly, why we do so in this new comic-book style. Before even attempting to consider this question, it is useful, if not crucial, to take a step back and look at the nature and role of writing systems in human life and how they evolved. That is the main purpose of this chapter. This historical sortie will allow me to establish the theoretical framework that will be required to discuss the emoji phenomenon semiotically. So, after a brief discussion of the origins of emoji, this chapter will look at writing systems schematically, along with the social aspects of writing and its various modalities. The discussion here is restricted to bare essentials. Finally, a description of the research method and semiotic tools used for this book will conclude the chapter.

Origins of emoji

The word emoji is an English adaptation of Japanese 絵文字—the e of emoji means “picture” and the moji stands for “letter, character.” So, the definition of emoji is, simply, a “picture-word”—a rather accurate characterization of what an emoji is. The word itself can be used as both singular and plural in English (which will be the practice in this book), although it is now also commonly pluralized (emojis). The first emoji symbols, as different from emoticons, were created around 1998 by a Japanese telecommunications worker named Shigetaka Kurita, who was (purportedly) an avid reader of manga comics, adapting the visually appealing manga style to replace the more graphic emoticon style. Actually, it was in 1997, the year in which internet use started becoming more and more dominant, that many users began employing ASCII emoticons on websites and in emails—ASCII stands for “American Standard Code for Information Interchange,” a standard set of digital codes representing letters and symbols, used in the transfer of text between computers. That was also the year in which Nicolas Loufrani created “portrait emoticon forms” to replace the plain ones constructed with punctuation marks. Loufrani is the son of journalist Franklin Loufrani, who was the first to trademark the smiley symbol in 1972. He did so in order to put a positive spin or tone to news reportage rather than the typical pessimistic one found in print media. Right after, the smiley was adopted as a symbol of “positivity” and “cheerfulness” around the world.

For the sake of historical accuracy, it should be mentioned that the smiley was invented by an American graphic artist called Harvey Ross Ball in 1964. He created it for an insurance company who wanted to put it on buttons for its employees in order to increase their morale. The button became a craze throughout America and, eventually, the world, thus embedding the smiley image into global consciousness. In the early 1970s, mugs, T-shirts, bumper stickers (with the phrase “Have a happy day”) were produced by two Philadelphia entrepreneurs, the brothers Bernard and Murray Spain. These could be seen throughout the social landscape. Then, in 1982 a group of Carnegie Mellon researchers who were using an online bulletin board to “trade quips” about events in their building, came apparently to the realization that others may have been eavesdropping and thus taken the conversation more seriously than it was intended to be. From this, so the story goes, they developed the smiley, :), to ensure that everyone would know that the message was intended to be jocular, not serious. A decade later, emoji emerged to make emoticons more pictorially complete: ☺ instead of :).

It was Kurita’s emoji forms, however, that gained widespread use starting in 2010. Since 2011, when Apple launched its Operating System Five (iOS5), which included emoji characters, Kurita’s picture-word symbols surged, across the spectrum of digital communication formats and across the globe. Emoji now are included on all kinds of computer keyboards. The one below is a typical example:

[image: ]

With the launch of Unicode 8 in 2015, which made a large repertory of picture-words available (including smileys with more skin tones), emoji use became a veritable new writing code, indicating how people communicated via the internet and mobile devices, and permeating as well many areas of society, from advertising to political campaigning. Unicode is an international encoding standard for use with different scripts—it assigns a unique number value to each character that applies across different platforms and programs, making it possible for users of different languages to use a unitary system of fonts.

As mentioned in the Preface, the rise and rapid spread of emoji might signal an incipient paradigm shift in how people perceive writing, literacy, and communication today. Unlike the Print Age, which encouraged, and even imposed, the exclusive use of alphabetic writing in most message-making media and domains of literacy, the current Internet Age encourages different modes of writing (visual and audio) to be utilized in tandem with alphabetic (and nonalphabetic) scripts in the composition of messages. This new kind of “blended writing” system harbors a broad range of implications within it, from the possible demise of the Print Age to a modern-day manifestation of the unconscious forces at work in the evolution of human communication systems and practices. The purpose of this book, as mentioned, is to grasp these implications by examining the forms, meanings, and functions of emoji, gleaning from them any relevant implications.

Since emoji are preconstructed and largely standardized pictorial characters, they can be seen to constitute a new kind of artificial, universally usable writing code. But there is much more to the emoji phenomenon than this, as will be argued throughout this book. So, it is useful to revisit here the notion of “writing system,” in order to establish




































OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
B LOOMSB URT

LONDON « OXFORD « NEW YORE « NEW DETHT « SYDNEY





OEBPS/images/img-vi.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Half-Title



		Series



		Title



		Contents



		Preface



		1Emoji and writing systems



		Origins of emoji



		Writing systems



		Writing as social practice



		Stylization



		Research method











		2Emoji uses



		Phatic function



		Emotive function



		Standardization



		Ambiguity



		Culture coding











		3Emoji competence



		General features



		The emoji code



		Core emoji



		The peripheral lexicon



		Compression











		4Emoji semantics



		The thesaurus effect



		Framing



		Connotation



		Facial emoji



		Blending



		The power of images











		5Emoji grammar



		Calquing



		Conceptualization



		Syntactics



		Rebus writing



		Overview











		6Emoji pragmatics



		Pragmatic competence



		Salutation



		Punctuation



		Other pragmatic functions



		Some relevant questions and findings











		7Emoji variation



		Cross-cultural variation



		Usage according to nation



		Cultural coding



		Visuality



		Adjacency pair variation



		Cartoon-style literacy











		8Emoji spread



		Emoji-only writing



		Emoji translations



		Emoji in advertising



		Effort











		9Universal languages



		Artificial languages



		Blissymbolics



		The emoji code











		10A communication revolution?



		The global village



		Emoji as trend



		The future of emoji











		References



		Index



		Copyright











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
- THE SEMIOTICS

OF EMOJ

g THE RISE OF VISUAL LANGLAGE
2 IN THE AGE OF THE INTERNET

$ MARCEL DANESI

BBBBBBBBBB





OEBPS/images/img-3.jpg
SEmojitorks

Keyboard with emoiji characters





