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ABSTRACT 

Emojis function as purposeful stylistic devices in digital communication, 

operating within pragmatics, discourse analysis, and multimodality. Drawing on 

Danesi (2016), Dresner and Herring (2010), and Kress and van Leeuwen (2001), this 

study examines how emojis serve as expressive means, tone modulators, irony 

markers, intensification devices, and discourse-structuring elements. Through stylistic 

analysis of realistic examples from social media and messaging apps, the article shows 

that emojis fulfill roles analogous to prosodic and paralinguistic features in speech. 

Their omission often alters pragmatic meaning substantively. 
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When the Oxford Dictionaries named an emoji — specifically, the "Face with 

Tears of Joy" — its Word of the Year in 2015, the announcement was met with a 

mixture of amusement, consternation, and, among linguists, genuine scholarly 

curiosity. The gesture acknowledged what millions of digital communicators had long 

intuited: that these small pictographic symbols were doing something more than 

decoration. They were, in some meaningful sense, working as language. 
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Emojis — the successor to earlier text-based emoticons such as :-) and ;-) — are 

now embedded in virtually every register of digital writing, from casual text messages 

to corporate social media accounts and, increasingly, political discourse. Estimates 

suggest that over six billion emojis are sent daily across global messaging platforms 

(McCulloch, 2019), yet linguistic scholarship has been slower to theorize their stylistic 

functions than to document their prevalence. Early research tended to treat emojis as a 

compensatory device: a substitute for the facial expressions and intonation that written 

language cannot reproduce. While this view captures part of their function, it 

significantly underestimates the expressive range that emojis have developed in 

practice. 

This article asks how emojis achieve meaning stylistically and pragmatically. 

The stylistician's toolkit includes two related categories: expressive means, 

which are the linguistically codified resources that a speaker or writer can deploy for 

expressive effect, and stylistic devices, which are the specific figurative and rhetorical 

patterns — metaphor, irony, parallelism, understatement — through which such effects 

are realised. As Galperin (1977) observed, the distinction between the two is partly a 

matter of conventionalisation: a device that becomes sufficiently routinised eventually 

softens into an expressive mean. This dynamic, as will be argued below, is precisely 

what is occurring with emojis in digital writing. 

The study of language as it functions in computer-mediated environments — 

variously termed computer-mediated communication (CMC), digital discourse, or 

cyberpragmatics — has established that digital writing is not simply a degraded or 

abbreviated form of print literacy (Baron, 2008; Crystal, 2006). Rather, digital 

communication constitutes a distinct communicative mode with its own norms, 

affordances, and constraints. Herring (2007) developed a faceted classification scheme 

for CMC that takes into account such variables as synchronicity, persistence of text, 

and the degree of anonymity available to participants. Each of these variables 

influences the stylistic choices available to communicators. 
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A particularly influential insight from this tradition is that the absence of 

prosodic and kinesic channels in writing creates what Crystal (2006) termed a 

"communicative deficit" that digital users have consistently sought to resolve through 

typographic creativity — capitalization, elongation, and the deployment of 

paralinguistic symbols. Emojis represent the most elaborate and culturally diffused 

such solution yet developed. 

Multimodal discourse theory, as advanced by Kress and van Leeuwen (2001), 

provides a third conceptual resource for the present analysis. Multimodality holds that 

meaning is routinely made through the simultaneous deployment of multiple semiotic 

modes — linguistic, visual, gestural, spatial — and that no single mode carries the full 

semantic load of a message. In digital communication, text and image have become 

increasingly co-constitutive rather than hierarchically organised. Emojis, occupying an 

intermediate position between pictograph and written character, exemplify this co-

constitutive relationship. Their meaning is not independent of the verbal text but is 

produced in interaction with it, often modifying, reinforcing, or ironising the 

propositional content of the accompanying words. 

The most commonly cited function of emojis is straightforwardly affective: they 

signal the emotional register in which a message should be received. In this respect, 

they operate as what Dresner and Herring (2010) call illocutionary force indicators — 

markers that clarify the speaker's communicative intent. The distinction is critical. 

When a user writes "I passed the exam [party popper emoji]," the emoji does not add 

new propositional content but frames the utterance unmistakably as celebratory rather 

than neutral or ironic.  

Danesi (2016) characterizes this dimension of emoji use as affective indexicality 

— the capacity of a symbol to point, in real time and context, toward the speaker's 

internal state. Unlike conventional expressive interjections ("Oh!" or "Wow!"), emojis 

carry a visual schematism that makes their affective content immediately legible across 
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linguistic boundaries, lending them a supra-linguistic quality that no purely verbal 

equivalent possesses. 

Perhaps the most pragmatically significant function of emojis is their capacity 

to modulate tone — to soften, intensify, or complicate the illocutionary force of a 

verbal statement without altering its propositional content. McCulloch (2019) observes 

that the addition of a smiling emoji to an otherwise neutral request — "Can you resend 

that file? [smile]" — performs important interactional work by mitigating face-threat, 

signalling goodwill, and reducing the risk that the request will be read as curt or 

impatient. 

Importantly, the same emoji can modulate tone in contrasting directions 

depending on context. A smiling face deployed in response to a compliment genuinely 

softens the exchange; the same symbol used in a terse, monosyllabic reply — "Fine. 

[smile]" — can carry a distinct edge, functioning as what Sampietro (2019) terms a 

passive-aggressive marker. This context-sensitivity means that emojis behave less like 

fixed linguistic signs and more like intonation contours: their meaning is locally 

determined rather than lexically invariant. 

Emojis can also serve a purely emphatic function, reinforcing the affective 

weight of a verbal statement without introducing any ironic counterpoint. This use is 

especially common in social media posts where visibility and emotional impact are 

commercially or socially valued: "This is the most beautiful thing I've seen all year 

[crying face][heart][fire]." The three emojis function cumulatively as an intensifying 

device, comparable to the rhetorical figure of amplificatio, escalating the emotional 

claim through repetition and visual accumulation. Such stacking of emojis is a stylistic 

choice with identifiable effects: research by Sampietro (2019) found that emoji 

sequences in WhatsApp chats regularly function as a form of written prosody — a 

visual equivalent of the stressed, elongated syllable in emphatic speech. 

https://scientific-jl.net/


 ОБРАЗОВАНИЕ НАУКА И ИННОВАЦИОННЫЕ  ИДЕИ В МИРЕ       

     https://scientific-jl.net                                                                           Выпуск журнала №-91 

Часть–3_ Апрель –2026                     
368 

2181-3187 

Example 1: "Just got promoted [holding-back-tears face][party popper] Still 

can't believe it honestly" (Instagram caption) 

This caption illustrates the co-deployment of two functionally distinct emojis. 

The holding-back-tears face signals emotional overwhelm, occupying a semantic 

space that no conventional punctuation mark could fill — somewhere between 

gratitude, disbelief, and suppressed tears. The party popper adds celebratory 

exuberance. Together, they create a bimodal emotional texture: vulnerability paired 

with triumph. Crucially, the verbal text — "Still can't believe it honestly" — is itself 

understated; the emotional complexity of the experience is largely delegated to the 

emojis. This division of labour between verbal and visual channels is characteristic of 

what Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) call complementarity in multimodal discourse. 

Example 2: "Oh great another Monday [unamused face]" (Twitter/X post) 

Here, the verbal text performs surface-level positivity ("Oh great") while the 

unamused emoji immediately undercuts it. The ironic reading is not merely available 

but enforced: no competent reader of digital discourse would interpret this post as 

genuinely enthusiastic. The emoji functions as a disambiguation device, resolving an 

interpretive ambiguity that would otherwise require substantial contextual inference. 

This example demonstrates that emojis can operate as antiphrastic markers in a 

grammatically predictable way, interacting with specific lexical items to invert their 

conventional valence. 

Example 3: "The new update is SO good [fire][fire][fire]" (Reddit comment) 

The triple repetition of the fire emoji constitutes a classic amplificatio structure: 

the symbol is used iteratively to intensify the hyperbolic claim already present in the 

capitalised "SO." The fire emoji in this context carries connotations of intense quality 

— its meaning has been metaphorically extended from its literal sense, a process 

Danesi (2016) compares to the semantic drift common in slang. The example also 

illustrates register-specificity: this tripled-emoji construction is perfectly intelligible 
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within online fandoms and gaming communities but would mark a communicator as 

tone-deaf in a professional email — evidence that emojis, like all stylistic devices, are 

subject to register constraints. 

This article has argued that emojis are best understood not as marginal 

ornaments to digital text but as fully integrated stylistic devices with identifiable and 

analysable functions. Within the framework of stylistics and multimodal discourse 

analysis, they operate as expressive means that modulate tone, encode irony, intensify 

emotional claims, and structure discourse at the pragmatic level. Their significance lies 

precisely in the interactional work they perform across the visual and verbal channels: 

meaning in emoji-rich text is co-produced by words and images, neither channel 

carrying the full pragmatic weight of the message independently. 
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