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Emojis: AGrapholinguistic Approach
Christa Dürscheid & Dimitrios Meletis

Abstract. The present article stands at the interface of CMC research and
grapholinguistics. After outlining which features are typical of the writing of pri
vate text messages, the focus of the first part of the paper (Sections 2 and 3) lies
on the use of emojis. Notably, emoji use is not—as is commonly done—analyzed
under a pragmatic perspective, but grapholinguistically, at the graphetic and
graphematic levels: emojis are conceptualized as visual shapes that may assume
graphematic functions within a given writing system. In the second part (Sec
tion 4), it is underlined that all variants of written digital communication (such
as the use of emojis, but also all other characters) are made possible only due to
the Unicode Consortium’s decisions; this, finally, is argued to have farreaching
consequences for the future of writing.

1. Preliminary Remarks

In this paper, the use of emojis will be considered within a frame
work known in the Germanlanguage research area as “Schriftlinguis
tik” (grapholinguistics). As will be demonstrated, this term is not equiv
alent to the terms graphemics or graphematics. In a much broader sense,
grapholinguistics entails different aspects of writing (among them re
search on scripts and writing systems, the history of writing, orthogra
phy, graphematics, the acquisition of reading and writing, text design
and textimagerelations, and differences between the written and spo
ken modalities of language) (cf. Dürscheid 2016).1 This paper’s main
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focus will be on a certain phenomenon within this vast field of topics—
the fact that texts are increasingly being enriched by images. These in
clude emojis,2 ASCII signs, stickers, GIFs, photos, and videos, i.e., dif
ferent kinds of visual elements that Herring and Dainas (2017) sub
sume under the umbrella term graphicons. Among these graphicons, emo
jis constitute their own inventory of visual units. Not only is their
number growing annually (at this point, there exist about 3,000, see
https://unicode.org/emoji/charts/emoji-counts.html <31.08.2019>), but
their use in everyday writing, for instance in WhatsApp messaging, is
also on the rise. Unlike, for example, photos or videos, emojis function
as an integrated part of text messages. They are situated on the same line
as the other characters and often substitute them (cf. I’ll come by car > I’ll
come by ). These features give rise to the question whether emojis may
become the basis of a new way of writing (or even a new language),
a question never asked with regard to the other types of graphicons.
This question is also motivated by the unique technical status of emojis:
among graphicons, they are the only visual elements that are included
in the Unicode Standard. Notably, the inclusion of each new emoji re
quires a wellelaborated proposal to the Unicode Consortium. However,
once such a proposal is approved, the emoji in question can be inserted
into texts like any other character (see Section 4).

The theoretical framework on which this paper is based will be
discussed in the next section: we will present relevant research on
computermediated communication (CMC) on the one hand and on
grapholinguistics on the other. After that, a short overview of emoji re
search will be given. Here, the focus will shift towards the question of
how emojis may be analyzed from a grapholinguistic point of view (Sec
tion 3). In this context, data from a Swiss project empirically investi
gating the use of emojis will provide insight into the various functions
they fulfill in WhatsApp messages (cf. Ueberwasser and Stark 2017).
While these functions can be explained from a pragmatic perspective
(cf. Danesi 2016; Pappert 2017; Beißwenger and Pappert 2019; Dainas
and Herring in press), the present paper will instead focus on the func
tions emojis fulfill at the graphematic level (cf. Dürscheid and Frick
2016, Dürscheid and Siever 2017). Section 4 will then address the ques
tion of which role the Unicode Consortium plays with respect to the use
of emojis. How farreaching are the consortium’s decisions and what are
the consequences of the (non)inclusion of a graphic sign in the Unicode

2. As for the plural of emoji, the Oxford English Dictionary states that both vari
ants, emoji and emojis, are allowed (see https://www.oed.com/). Interestingly, in 2016,
Emojipedia, a famous website covering the use of emojis, revealed that, based on em
pirical data, the use of plurals is increasingly popular (see https://blog.emojipedia.
org/emojis-on-the-rise-as-plural/ <30.09.2019>).
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character set? A short reflection on the future of emoji use and related
open questions will conclude the paper (Section 5).

2. Theoretical Background

Significant research on CMC is closely linked to the name of Susan Her
ring, Professor of Information Science and Linguistics at the Indiana
University Bloomington, where she also founded and still directs the
Center for ComputerMediated Communication. Of her many works on
the topic, one that is particularly worth mentioning is “Pragmatics of
ComputerMediated Communication,” a handbook she coedited with
two colleagues (cf. Herring, Stein, and Virtanen 2013). In his chapter,
Markus Bieswanger compiles the most relevant features of writing in
CMC and discusses them at both the grapholinguistic level and the styl
istic level (cf. Bieswanger 2013). Bieswanger lists a bundle of typical
writing features for CMC such as acronyms (OMG), letter and number
homophones (4you), nonstandard spellings, and punctuation (really???).
As far as the stylistic level is concerned, he describes, among other fea
tures, the accumulation of syntactic reductions and the use of colloquial
expressions or dialectal elements. It is noteworthy that these features
are used predominantly in private, informal everyday communication
(e.g., messages in a WhatsApp family chat). Obviously, this means that
not all types of texts on the internet exhibit these features. For example,
to date, they hardly ever occur in texts directed at a large, anonymous
readership (e.g. on university and company websites) or texts produced
in the context of more formal onetoone communication (e.g., business
emails).3

While the features listed above are discussed in detail in both Ger
man and English research on CMC, a different approach is found pre
dominantly in the German research tradition: Here, a terminological
distinction is made between medium, form of communication, and text genre
(cf. Dürscheid 2005). A letter of application, for instance, can be con
sidered a special type of text (text genre) that may be sent as an email
(form of communication) via computer or mobile phone (medium). However,
the boundaries between these devices are increasingly blurred, as nowa
days, mobile phones function almost identically to computers and can
be used to write a range of significantly differing types of texts such as
letters of application or Facebook postings (for example about one’s last
holiday trip); these, ultimately, constitute texts from entirely different
text genres. The term form of communication is used to describe the various

3. This applies to the first contact with customers. If emails are exchanged back
and forth quickly, formalities may be abandoned to some extent. This is to say that
the more dialogical a text becomes, the sooner the abovementioned features occur.
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communicative practices which are possible within these media. These
include an email exchange, a telephone call, a text chat, or any other kind
of interaction at the oral or the written level (cf. Jucker et al. 2018). Text
genre, finally, refers to different communicative purposes that motivate
these interactions and enable different types of written texts (or differ
ent types of oral conversations, respectively). Some examples for such
text genres are (at the written level) business letters, love letters, letters
of application, or holiday greetings. Among the given examples, it is pre
dominantly the area of CMC researchmeeting the following criteria that
is treated in this paper: texts which are mediated by smartphones and
are part of an interpersonal exchange carried out in a private, informal
setting. Consequently, text genres such as business letters are not taken
into consideration here, and neither are more formal communications
on LinkedIn or other social networks.

As mentioned above, we will concentrate on the analysis of the
graphematic functions of emojis, which means that the following con
siderations are situated at the interface between CMC and grapholin
guistics. The term grapholinguistics is used here instead of other alter
natives such as graphonomy or grammatology which are meant to desig
nate research on writing systems (cf. the numerous works of Peter T.
Daniels and Florian Coulmas, for instance). One reason for insisting on
grapholinguistics is that we need an expression that refers not exclu
sively to one research domain of written language but to all writing
related aspects (cf. Dürscheid 2016). Furthermore, the use of grapholin
guistics is of programmatic character, highlighting that writing is by no
means a secondary system subordinate to spoken language but instead
a fully functional form of language in and of itself and must be exam
ined in its own terms (cf. also Meletis 2019). Worth mentioning in this
respect is a dictionary of “Schriftlinguistik” edited by Martin Neef, Said
Sahel, and Rüdiger Weingarten. It is part of a series of online (and, later,
printed) dictionaries covering various linguistic subfields (e.g., phonet
ics and phonology, word formation). While this project started out in
German, the longterm plan is to also publish the dictionaries in English.
The fact that grapholinguistics is a field included in this compilation of
dictionaries indicates that its relevance in German linguistics has risen.
This is also underlined by the fact that more and more research is be
ing embedded in this framework (cf. Neef 2015; Meletis 2018; Dürscheid
2018).

Interestingly, since 2009, there has even been an entry on grapholin
guistics in the German Wikipedia (see https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Schriftlinguistik, <30.09.2019>). The English Wikipedia, on the other
hand, only includes an entry on graphemics but not grapholinguistics. It
states that “graphemics or graphematics is the linguistic study of writ
ing systems and their basic components, i.e., graphemes” (https://en.
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wikipedia.org/wiki/Graphemics, <30.09.2019>).4 This gives readers the
impression that graphematics encompasses all aspects of the study of writ
ing systems which is, however, inaccurate: writing systems research
deals with many more topics than graphematics—and grapholinguistics
is still broader (cf. Meletis 2019, Chapter 2). Meletis distinguishes be
tween graphetics, the study of the visual resources used in writing, and
graphematics, the study of the relation between visual units (socalled
“basic shapes”) and corresponding linguistic units (such as phonemes,
syllables, morphemes). While graphetics treats all aspects of the materi
ality of writing (as, for example, the choice of typeface or the effect its
appearance has on its processing by humans), its “main object of study is
scripts, defined as inventories of discrete visuographic basic shapes such
as the Roman script, the Chinese script, and the Japanese inventories hi
ragana and katakana” (Meletis, 2018, p. 62). These scripts and the basic
shapes they consist of—in the case of Roman script often referred to as
‘letters,’ in Chinese script as ‘characters,’ but cf. Meletis (in press)—are
studied for their materiality alone, i.e., dissociated from any linguistic
function they might assume in a given context. They are not bound to a
given language and its respective writing system, which becomes obvi
ous when considering that many of them—such as the Roman script and
the Cyrillic script—are commonly used for more than one writing sys
tem (e.g., English, German, Dutch, Italian, and many more for Roman,
and Russian, Ukrainian, Serbian, etc. for Cyrillic).

Following this view, a writing system, as the main object of study of
graphematics, is the combination of a script and a language (cf. Wein
garten 2011). Thus, for instance, the German writing system employs
Roman script for the German language, the English writing system Ro
man for English, the Ukrainian writing system Cyrillic for Ukrainian.
The inventory of punctuation signs could also be seen as a script, as
could the inventory of digits. Both of these inventories are employed
across an even wider range of writing systems than scripts such as Ro
man or Cyrillic; consider, for example, the commawhich appears in very
similar functions in many typologically diverse writing systems. Simi
larly, in our grapholinguistic approach, emojis constitute their own in
ventory of basic shapes and are used as communicative and sometimes
genuinely graphematic resources whose functions are not specific to a
given language or writing system, although this would have to be tested
in a comparative typological study. The different facets of emoji use will
be explored in the following section.

4. Note that on the website of the conference at which a part of this paper was pre
sented, both terms are also used as synonyms: while the conference title was “/gʁafe
matik/,” its subtitle was “Graphemics in the 21st century” (see http://conferences.
telecom-bretagne.eu <25.09.2019>).
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3. Emojis and Their Use

In the last years, we witnessed a rise in works on emojis specifically from
linguistic and semiotic perspectives. The following selection of titles is
thus only supposed to give a first idea of the current state of research in
this field: Marcel Danesi’s book “The Semiotics of Emoji” (2016) distin
guishes between emoji semantics, emoji grammar, and emoji pragmat
ics, demonstrating the use of emojis from these different perspectives.
Susan Herring and Ashley Dainas examine different types of graphicons
(among them emojis) sampled from public Facebook groups and ana
lyze their frequency as well as their pragmatic functions (cf. Herring
and Dainas 2017). According to their findings, emojis may serve, for
instance, to express feelings or to clarify the communicative intention
of an utterance (as a kind of “tone modification”). Another article (cf.
Dainas and Herring in press) presents an emoji survey “administered
online in early 2018 to determine how social media users interpret the
pragmatic functions of popular emoji types”. The abstract from which
this quote is taken concludes with the assertion of “the importance of
analyzing emoji meaning from the perspective of pragmatics”. A concise
monograph that strongly emphasizes this aspect has just been published
in German and is titled “Handelnmit Emojis” (Beißwenger and Pappert,
2019).5 In it, the authors distinguish two main strategies of emoji use:
making readable (“Lesbarmachen”) and making visible (“Sichtbarmachen”).
Making readable refers to using emojis in order to provide readers with
information on how to interpret an utterance, while the goal of making
visible is visually framing an utterance (cf. ibid., pp. 71–73).

While all of the abovementioned works are grounded in semiotic
or pragmatic approaches, Dürscheid and Siever (2017) focus on the
grapholinguistic functions that emojis fulfill. Graphetically, they can be
used as visual units to separate sentences from each other (instead of a
period or a comma) or to indicate the end of the message, and graphe
matically, they can be functionalized in order to substitute a single
grapheme or a sequence of graphemes. Note that this structural analysis
of emojis does not compete with the determination of their communica
tive functions but instead complements the pragmatic approach with a
different perspective. This is illustrated in Fig. 1, a text message sent
along with a photo.

As is evident from this example, emojis are positioned on the same
line as characters and are approximately equal in size. The photo, on
the contrary, is presented separately. Although it is semantically con
nected with the text, it is not positioned within the text, but on top of
it. The text itself consists of a short sentence followed by five sun emo

5. The English translation is (the authors’ own suggestion): “How to do things
with emojis”.
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Fıgure 1. Text message with emojis

jis which likely imply that the sun is shining wherever the message was
composed. It is also possible, however, that the writer used the sun emo
jis only in order to render the message a little more cheerful and colorful
(cf. Dürscheid and Frick 2016), i.e., with no intention at all of making a
statement about the current weather situation. Of course, it is also possi
ble that the writer wanted to combine these two functions. Irrespective
of these considerations, it must be noted that the five emojis in 1 do by
no means stand for the word sun, which is to say that they are not used
logographically. If this were the case, the text would have to be read as
The beach says hi sun sun sun sun sun, and it is highly unlikely that this was the
writer’s intention. Thus, in this example, the sun emoji is used merely as
a graphetic resource that does not assume any linguistic function, i.e., it
does not refer to any specific linguistic unit. Irrespective of this, it does
of course have a contextsensitive communicative function.

In the following, however, we will show that emojis, similar to other
basic shapes, can be graphematically functionalized in order to refer to
different linguistic levels: In the word month, for example, the sun emoji
may replace the <o>, i.e., be used as an allograph of the letter <o>. For
the word frontdoor, an emoji representing a door can be used to replace
<door> (front ). The emoji in the sentence Shall we build a today? in
which it substitutes the word snowman functions similarly. If the writer
were to also omit the article in this sentence, the emoji would even sub
stitute an entire noun phrase (i.e., a snowman or the snowman or our snow
man). As this example shows, interpreting sentences in which an emoji
substitutes a noun phrase might produce a number of different readings.
Technically, in the last two examples, emojis function as ideograms.6

6. In this vein, emojis are similar not only to digits but also to other special char
acters such as <%> or <&>.
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The concept of ideography—at least the question of whether it consti
tutes writing—has been under a lot of scrutiny (cf. Unger 1990), and to
day, it is common consensus that ideograms are not considered writing
since in its narrow definition, writing is interpreted only as the graphic
representation of specific linguistic units (cf. Daniels 2018, p. 157). Fol
lowing this, only glottography, i.e., ‘language writing,’ is considered writ
ing, contrary to what is known as semasiography, referring to visual units
that represent concepts or ideas (cf. ibid., p. 126). While glottography
can be read, i.e., decoded directly, semasiography can only be inter
preted but never read since no specific linguistic units are associated
with the visual shapes.

Returning to our example from above, it is not clear how the snow
man emoji would be spelled out. This means that strictly speaking, emo
jis are ideograms, visual resources used with a communicative function
and a meaning, but they are not writing proper. This, however, would re
strain us from analyzing them in a grapholinguistic approach given that
grapholinguistics is only invested in the study of writing. The solution is
that while at the formal level, emojis are special characters, graphemati
cally theymay be ideograms, and in some uses even logograms: when de
coding a given written utterance in which an emoji substitutes a phrase,
a word, or a morpheme, the reader commonly decides for one specific
phrase, word, or morpheme, respectively, in order to read the utterance.
This is, for instance, the case in the example given in the preliminary re
marks above, I’ll come by car > I’ll come by . Here, the emoji is associated
with a specific linguistic unit—in our terms, it is used graphematically.
Note that such an association is often fluid and not only different indi
viduals might associate emojis with different linguistic units, but also
the same individual might read the same emoji in different ways de
pending on various contextual factors.

Authentic examples of the different uses of emojis both at the
segmental and suprasegmental graphematic levels are presented in
Dürscheid and Siever (2017).7 This paper also provides data on how
often emojis are used in WhatsApp chats and which of them are the
most popular. This analysis is based on a research project on WhatsApp
communication in Switzerland (see http://www.whatsup-switzerland.ch
<30.09.2019>). The data were collected in 2014, and the text corpus con
sists of around 750,000 messages for which sociodemographic informa
tion is also available (age, gender, mother tongue, etc.). In Fig 2, one
example chosen from this corpus will be presented.

The text in the example approximately translates to “I already went
__ today and the weather is nice for once,” where the underscore indi

7. A short English version of this paper, titled “Beyond the alphabet—
communication with emojis,” can be found on www.academia.edu.
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Fıgure 2. Graphematic use of the ‘Person Running’ emoji

cates the first emoji8 which replaces a graphematic word, i.e., a sequence
of graphemes—the question, now, is which one, as this emoji (its name
on Emojipedia is given as “Person Running,” its Unicode code point is
U+1F3C3) can represent a variety of verbal expressions: running, on the
run, walking, or jogging, to name a few. Thus, as illustrated in Fig. 3, the
emoji as a visual unit is the signifier of different morphemes which are
themselves, in the sense of Saussure, bilateral signs. This renders the
emoji graphematically ambiguous, as the specific linguistic unit it refers
to is not fixed but variable and determined by the context or the reader’s
interpretation of a given text in which it is used. Note that the global
concept the emoji represents—in the case of Fig. 3 the common concept
underlying the words run, walk, jog, and others—is relatively constant
and allows the emoji to be interpreted irrespective of the given context.
When used to substitute morphemes, words, phrases, etc. within writ
ten sentences, emojis become graphematic units as they are treated by
readers as sequences which are read instead of being only interpreted.

signifier
image acoustique

signified
concept

/'ɹʌn/ /wɔk/ /dȝɑɡ/

run walk jog

Fıgure 3. Example of the representation of an emoji within Saussure’s sign
model

Another interesting example of emoji use can be found on the Twit
ter page of a Police Department located in the heart of St. Louis County

8. The second emoji is used probably in the same way as the sun emojis in Fig. 1.
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(see https://twitter.com/CreveCoeurPD).9 On a regular basis, Creve Cœur
Police post tweets in which security announcements are given concern
ing residents’ properties and which have the goal of increasing public
safety. These tweets imply that the use of emojis is no longer restricted
to private everyday communication. However, it can still be assumed
that the respective form of communication (in this case Twitter) con
tinues to play an important role in how a text is structured; it is less
likely that texts such as these tweets appear in print flyers, for example.

Fıgure 4. Emoji use in a nonprivate setting

In Fig. 4, the key emoji can be read as the verb lock, the car emoji as
the noun car. The question arises as to how often emojis are used with
such a logographic function. The data from the Swiss WhatsApp project
suggest that this is actually only the case for a small number of all in
stances of emoji use. However, the text messages included in the corpus
were collected in 2014; at that time, Emoji Prediction was not yet available
to most writers. This software feature, introduced in 2014 on iOS and in
2016 onWindows Phone 8, facilitates the inclusion of emojis. The writer
no longer needs to scroll through the list of emojis in order to find a
suitable emoji, as contextrelated image suggestions are presented anal
ogously to word suggestions. This also serves to highlight the substan
tial impact that technology exerts on writing.10 It is only due to the fact
that emojis are available in the Unicode character set that we write with
them today, and it is only because software presents emoji suggestions
that they are increasingly functionalized logographically. This brings us
to the next topic—the relation between Unicode and grapholinguistics.

9. Thanks to Marc Wilhelm Küster for bringing this to our attention. Cf. also
Küster (in this volume).

10. The same was true for former SMS communication (cf. Bieswanger 2013). Cer
tain writing strategies such as word junctions without spaces (ShallWeMeetThisWeek
end?) were established because of the 160 character limit of text messages.
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4. Unicode and Grapholinguistics

In this section, the influence of the Unicode Consortium on writing will
be discussed. In this context, it will also be argued that grapholinguists
should have a say in the Unicode Consortium. Currently, the Consor
tium consists of about 20 people; Mark Davis cofounded it in 1991 and
is its longtime president. All of the major IT companies (Apple, Mi
crosoft, IBM, Facebook, Adobe, etc.) are “full members”. Additionally,
there are three “institutional members” (e.g., the University of Califor
nia in Berkeley) and two supporting members who also have the right to
vote.11 The members’ main task is to check applications for the admis
sion of new characters and to make a preselection of these characters on
which they vote in an annual meeting. The Consortium thus functions
as a kind of gatekeeper (cf. Dürscheid 2018).

In the following, a short passage of the Unicode website is presented.
This quote stresses the relevance of having a character coding system
that facilitates the smooth exchange of data:

The Unicode Standard provides a unique number for every character, no
matter what platform, device, application or language. It has been adopted by
all modern software providers and now allows data to be transported through
many different platforms, devices and applications without corruption. Sup
port of Unicode forms the foundation for the representation of languages and
symbols in all major operating systems, search engines, browsers, laptops,
and smart phones—plus the Internet and World Wide Web […].

http://www.unicode.org/standard/WhatIsUnicode.html <29.08.2019>

All Unicode characters (currently approx. 139,000) have a specific name
(e.g., greek small letter a) and are encoded with a numerical value.
However, the concrete graphic realization that is finally assigned to a
given Unicode code point and that appears on the device that is used
to display the character depends on the specific font that is being used.
Note, for example, how the respective sun emojis in Fig. 1 and 2 differ—
even if just in details—with respect to their form and their color. They
are concrete visual instantiations of the same basic shape. In this vein,
from a grapholinguistic perspective, the vast majority12 of Unicode char
acters are basic shapes that may be “embodied as graphs (sometimes
referred to as glyphs), concrete physical instantiations” (Meletis, 2018,
p. 63).

11. A complete list of the members is available at http://www.unicode.org/
consortium/members.html <29.08.2019>.

12. There exist some Unicode characters which do not have a visual representation
such as the soft hyphen character which marks boundaries between written syllables
(cf. Haralambous and Dürst in this volume).
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Unicode’s predecessor was the ASCII character set (“American Stan
dard Code for Information Interchange”). It originated in the 1960s, ini
tially comprised only 64 characters and was eventually extended by one
bit to 128. This, of course, led to various problems such as the faulty
representation of characters from nonRoman scripts (such as Cyrillic).
Moreover, many special characters from the Roman script could also
not be represented correctly.13 Thus, for example, when sending emails
including German umlauts or the sharp s (i.e., <ß>) in international cor
respondence, the German closing formula for Best regards could become
Sch%ne Gr&§e (instead of Schöne Grüße) or instead of the <é> in the word
varieté, only an empty box could appear.

These times, however, belong to the past. In the long term, the goal
of the Unicode Consortium is to integrate all scripts from the past and
the present into the Unicode Standard. While the decision to include
scripts currently in use appears selfevident, the question of why his
torical scripts should have a place in Unicode is justified. Consider, for
example, a person wanting to write an article about cuneiform charac
ters and to then publish it on the internet; without respective Unicode
values, that person would have the option of inserting the cuneiform
characters into the respective document as images. This is complicated
and cumbersome; it is much easier and straightforward to type in the
Unicode value of respective characters. Moreover, if image files were
used, people who search the internet for articles on cuneiform charac
ters would not find them with the aid of search engines. This goes to
show that there are good reasons to include old scripts as well, which is
how in Unicode, Egyptian hieroglyphics stand next to Germanic runes—
to name just two examples. However, many historical scripts (e.g., Ron
gorongo) are still missing, as well as some scripts that are currently be
ing used only by a small minority. These are listed on the website of the
Script Encoding Initiative (SEI), a research project at the University of
California at Berkeley (see below).

Obviously, every decision to include a new character in the Unicode
Standard needs to be carefully examined since once a given character is
added, it cannot be removed. This leads to the issue of the inclusion of
emojis in Unicode and specifically the following question: Which crite
ria are crucial for an emoji coding proposal to be accepted or rejected? A
page titled “How to Submit Proposal Documents” contains detailed in
formation on this topic and lists points for and against accepting emoji
proposals.14 For example, an emoji for a local food that is unknown in

13. The following passages are taken partially from an article that appeared in Ger
man under the title “Bild, Schrift, Unicode” (cf. Dürscheid 2018).

14. See http://unicode.org/emoji/proposals.html#selection_factors <30.09.2019>.
Note that in July 2019, the Unicode Consortium launched a new web
site in celebration of the world emoji day (see https://home.unicode.org/
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other regions (e.g., Swiss “Käsespätzle”) is rather unlikely to be included.
Another important criterion is the assumed frequency of a prospective
emoji: the emoji must represent something that is either in use world
wide or which is at least particularly frequent in a certain population
group. Furthermore, an important criterion is whether it can be used
in a sentence. This also explains why the emoji inventory contains so
many characters that represent concrete things, such as sports equip
ment, means of transport, animals, and plants. If integrated into sen
tences (e.g., I am , I love ), these for the most part culturally unspecific
emojis are easy to decode for any reader.

An application for the inclusion of a new emoji can be submitted at
any time. However, from application to final decision, up to two years
can pass. Unsurprisingly, such a longawaited decision is thus always
expected with great excitement. Every year in June, the Unicode Con
sortium becomes the center of attention when it finally announces the
new emojis to be introduced. Consider a small selection of headlines
from the first half of 2019 (all accessed on 28.08.2019) which highlights
the media’s and public’s interest in the introduction of new emojis:

New Emojis Are Coming: Interracial Couples, Guide Dogs, Falafel and More
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/06/technology/new-emoji.html
Disability emojis: Guide dog and wheelchair user revealed
https://www.bbc.com/news/newsbeat-48989950
OneWomanWants To Create This: *Insert Afro Emoji Here*
https://www.npr.org/2019/03/31/708537582/one-woman-wants-to-create
-this-insert-afro-emoji-here?t=1567008113435
Unicode emoji 12.0: Waffles, otters and period positivity
https://www.livemint.com/mint-lounge/features/unicode-emoji-12--0-waf
fles-otters-and-period-positivity-1550208051560.html

For a long time, the work of the Consortium did not receive this kind
of attention. It was, in fact, in 2010, precisely when emojis were in
cluded in the Unicode Standard, that this suddenly changed, which is
also acknowledged on the Unicode website: “Emoji were adopted into
the Unicode Standard in 2010 in a move that made the characters avail
able everywhere. Today, emoji have been used by 92% of the world’s on
line population. And while emoji encoding and standardization make up
just one small part of the Consortium’s text standards work, the growing
popularity and demand for emoji have put the organization in the inter
national spotlight.”15 This underscores not only Unicode’s importance

the-unicode-consortium-launches-new-website-in-celebration-of-world-emoji-day-2/
<30.09.2019>). As noted in the press release, this website “will make information
about the emoji proposal process more easily accessible while encouraging public
participation and engagement in all Unicode initiatives”.

15. See https://home.unicode.org/the-unicode-consortium-launches-new-website-in
-celebration-of-world-emoji-day-2/ <08.10.2019>.
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for global data exchange, but also that grapholinguists need to consider
the consortium’s work when investigating the impact of emojis on com
munication.

It is also worth noting that the decision to include emojis in the Uni
code character set in the first place was certainly not an easy one. On the
one hand, there were practical reasons in favor of their inclusion: emojis
had already been used millions of times on Japanese mobile phones and
large IT companies insisted on the need for globally uniform coding.
On the other hand, the question arose whether emojis might only be a
trend that would subside in a few years from then. Another question was
whether images should be included in Unicode at all. And these ques
tions only raise additional questions, including: Which criteria should
be used in decisionmaking; which proposals should be accepted and
which should be rejected? These are exactly the questions that Mark
Davis, cofounder of the Unicode Consortium, addressed when he gave
an interview in the Swiss newspaper NZZ am Sonntag.16 Every year, far
more coding proposals are submitted than can be accepted, making a
strict selection crucial. However, it is doubtful whether enough linguis
tic expertise is consulted when the consortium discusses these decisions.

This brings us to the point that is also advocated in Dürscheid’s Ger
man publications. As mentioned above, the Unicode Consortium in
cludes the representatives of all major internet companies (e.g., Adobe,
Apple, Microsoft, Google) as full members and some additional institu
tional and supporting members. Among these, there is currently merely
one researcher in linguistics: Dr. Deborah Anderson from the Univer
sity of California. This should definitely change; linguists should have
a lively interest in working on the future of the Unicode character set
and the question of which basic shapes should be added (and which
not). As for Deborah Anderson’s background, she is a member of the
Script Encoding Initiative (SEI), established in 2002, which is devoted
to the preparation of proposals for the encoding of scripts in Unicode. As
pointed out on its website, the SEI advocates the inclusion of minority
and historic scripts into Unicode:

For a minority language, having its script included in the universal char
acter set will help to promote nativelanguage education, universal literacy,
cultural preservation, and remove the linguistic barriers to participation in
the technological advancements of computing. For historic scripts, it will
serve to make communication easier, opening up the possibilities of online
education, research, and publication.

http://www.linguistics.berkeley.edu/sei/index.html <30.09.2019>

16. See https://nzzas.nzz.ch/gesellschaft/emojis-nachricht-mit-gefuehl-ld.
1336511 <08.10.2019>.
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Since today, in many literate societies, almost all reading and writ
ing occurs digitally, it is essential to pay attention to the work of the
Unicode Consortium, or even better: to participate in it. Linguists, and
especially grapholinguists, must be actively involved in deciding what
direction this process takes in the future. Not only do linguists have valu
able insight into questions concerning the use of written language, but
specialists in the field are also aware of the farreaching sociolinguistic
consequences of the introduction of digital writing in a given commu
nity.

5. Outlook

At the end of this paper, many questions remain unanswered: What will
be the future role of the Unicode Consortium regarding the adoption of
new characters? And what will be the future of emojis? Are they just a
trend that will eventually disappear? In this vein, it must be noted that
thanks to Unicode, it is to be expected that the number of emoijs will in
crease continuously. However, it is also possible that new technologies
will emerge that could make emojis obsolete. For example, voice mes
sages might replace text messages and thus make emojis irrelevant. In
any case, it will be interesting to observe how the relationship between
image andwritingwill develop further andwhich graphiconswill still be
used in the communication practices of the future. Moreover, it would
be interesting to carry out another data collection of WhatsApp mes
sages, comparing the new results with formerly described emoji prac
tices in WhatsApp. Such a comparison of how writers employ emojis at
various points in time might indicate that the frequency of emoji use is
diachronically growing. And given the optimization of Emoji Prediction,
emojis might also be increasingly used as logograms. Finally, it would
be interesting to investigate whether emojis are on the rise also in con
texts in which they were formerly not commonly used, for example in
text genres such as business letters or on social media channels of uni
versities, churches, museums, etc., i.e in nonprivate settings.When con
sidering the respective Instagram, Twitter and Facebook pages of such
institutions, this already seems to be the case (see for the University of
Zurich, for instance, https://www.facebook.com/uzh.ch/).
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