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Since emoji came into widespread use, their merits or otherwise have been extensively discussed, and opinion has been divided. On one hand they’ve been lauded in pieces (misguidedly) proclaiming them a new universal tongue, ‘the world’s fastest growing language’; on the other they’ve been belittled in comments like this one from the New York Times:
Given their resemblance to the stickers that adorn the notebooks of schoolgirls, not to mention their widespread adoption as the lingua franca of tweens and teens everywhere, some people wonder whether grown men should be using [emoji] at all.
This has something in common with the popular response to other linguistic innovations, like uptalk and vocal fry, which are associated with young women. When a linguistic form is stereotyped as a ‘girl thing’, you can bet that people will disparage it–and also that they will project a meaning onto it which reflects their ideas, or prejudices, about girls. Uptalk, for instance, has persistently been interpreted as a sign that the speaker doesn’t know what she really thinks, and/or is desperate for others’ approval–a story we’d find less intuitively plausible if it were told about something middle-aged men did. (If you want to know why linguists who’ve studied uptalk don’t buy this interpretation, see here).
By likening them to the decorative stickers young girls put on their school notebooks, the writer quoted above implies that women’s enthusiasm for emoji is of a piece with their more general fondness for frivolous embellishments. In scholarly discussions you’re more likely to encounter a different stereotype: women use emoji more than men because they’re more ’emotionally expressive’. Apart from being suspiciously circular, this argument presupposes that expressing emotion must be the function of emoji. Which might seem to be self-evident (isn’t the clue in the name?), but is actually an oversimplification.

image1.png
“People instinctively register and change their styles depending upon
‘who they’re communicating with and how that person speaks,” says
Naomi S. Baron, a linguistics professor at American University.
Conversing without punctuation to cushion our points seemed to level
the tone of my discourse with colleagues, if only in my mind. My
messages weren’t pandering to my teammates’ emotions, nor were
theirs to mine. And so while the conversational style felt stark and
dismissive to me at first, it soon felt honest and easy.

Strange as it may sound, dropping the & s from my workplace
communication wasn’t just a relief—it was empowering.

From childhood, women are conditioned to smile and nod to ensure
that others feel comfortable and confident. This dynamic translates in
digital communication through emoji and exclamation points, as this
hilarious video drives home. Enthusiastic punctuation marks and
pictures are “the textual versions of body language,” says Jenny Davis, a
social psychologist, professor at the Australian National University, and
editor of the blog Cyborgology.
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Goin for it. (AP Photo/Martin Meissner)

SHARE Last week, I did an experiment: I decided to stop using exclamation

v 0 @ X points and emoji. In an office that’s completely reliant on Slack, this
was difficult.

WRITTENEY

Leah Fessler I often felt anxious and rude. When my boss asked me to proof an

article, Id feel guilty for responding “ok” instead of “absolutely!” When
T my editor sent revisions, I"d worry that responding “thanks” (sans &)
The Office effectively translated to “Wow, you destroyed my work.” And when my
friend texted me asking if I wanted to grab dinner, my

P reply—"sure”—prompted her to text back, “everything okay?”
uly 17,

Yet as I altered my communication style, I noticed that my colleagues
did too—a phenomenon that linguists call “registering.”





image3.png
communication wasn’t just a rell

it was empowering.

From childhood, women are conditioned to smile and nod to ensure
that others feel comfortable and confident. This dynamic translates in
digital communication through emoji and exclamation points, as this
hilarious video drives home. Enthusiastic punctuation marks and
pictures are “the textual versions of body language,” says Jenny Davis, a
social psychologist, professor at the Australian National University, and
editor of the blog Cyborgology.

As Quartz has previously reported, women’s speech styles traditionally
tend to be about “about making space for others’ expressions,” says
Davis. And so “the love hearts and winky face emoji are [also] forms of
deference and affection that show care for those with whom a person

communicates.”





