The European Journal of
Humour Research 14 (2) 293-296
www.europeanjournalofhumour.org

Book review

Yus, Francisco (2025). Emoji Pragmatics. Palgrave Macmillan.

Francisco Yus’s Emojis Pragmatics is a seminal work that examines the role of emojis in
internet-mediated communication. Based on the assumption that the use of emojis carry
communicative intentions and that their interpretation relate to context, Yus positions his study
within the field of pragmatics. According to the author, the various functions of emojis, the ways
they are interpreted or the role they play in interpreting the typed text to which they are attached
can be highlighted in pragmatic terms, and, particularly, through Relevance Theory (Sperber &
Wilson, 1995). Thereby, the aim of the book “is to provide a first systematic study of emojis
from a cognitive pragmatics (mostly relevance-theoretic) point of view, using its theoretical
foundations to ascertain the role that emojis play in everyday virtual interactions” (p. 4). Its
originality lies with the systematic application of pragmatic notions which are typically
examined in verbal communication, such as the role of intentions, inferential strategies, the role
of context and the variability of interpretations, to the use of emojis (pp. 1, 4, 5). Within this
framework, humour is also examined as one of the areas in which emojis are used (see e.g.,
Section 3.4.3 and Section 8.2).

The book is divided into two Parts and consists of nine Chapters. In Part [, “A proposal of
emoji pragmatics,” which includes four Chapters (Chapters 2-5), the author develops his
theoretical and analytical point of view. In Part II, “Emojis and their contexts,” Yus examines
how contextual factors that shape online communication, such as the users’ social profile,
interfaces’ design and thematic areas of communication, influence the use and interpretation of
emojis.

In the first, introductory Chapter, Yus outlines his research aim and objectives, explains the
perspective he adopts on emojis, and offers an overview of the book. His study exploits data
from an extensive corpus of messaging conversations among Spanish users of WhatsApp and
also provides the reader with additional examples in English.

In Chapter 2, Yus outlines the theoretical basis of his research on emoji pragmatics. Starting
from the general definition of pragmatics as the field that studies communication within context,
he adopts the perspective of Relevance Theory to illustrate the processes involved in the
production and interpretation of meaning. Within this framework, he effectively transfers central
questions traditionally examined with reference to language, e.g. how interlocutors
communicate more information that is encoded by words or phrases in their utterances, how one
or another interpretation is selected, and what role context plays in this process (see Spencer-
Oatey & Zegarac, 2020, p. 72), to the field of emojis’ use and interpretation (pp. 21-22). Thus,
by defining key pragmatic and relevance theoretical concepts (e.g. communicative and
informative intention, communicative principle of relevance, inferential strategies,
explicatures/implicatures), he theoretically equips the reader and prepares them to understand
how these concepts also apply to the study of emojis. Therefore, the Chapter connects the wider
cognitive pragmatic theory with the more specific pragmatic study of emojis, which is developed
in detail in the following chapters. In the final section, Yus explicitly positions the study of
emojis within the broader framework of Cyberpragmatics (see e.g., Yus, 2011), that is, within
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the overall approach he has developed for the pragmatic study of internet-mediated
communication from a cognitive perspective.

In Chapter 3, the author’s aim is to demonstrate the pragmatic functions of emojis in
internet-mediated communication. Considering the relevant literature and extending his earlier
work (Yus, 2019) with new examples, Yus proposes a three-fold classification of emojis’
functions. The first set, called emoji within (the text) functions, refers to cases in which emojis
play a significant role in the interpretation of the accompanying text. More precisely, Yus
emphasises their role in influencing, qualifying, clarifying or altering the interpretation of the
text, for example when they help clarify attitudes, add emotions or convey a humorous or ironic
interpretation of the text. In the second set of emoji without (the text) functions, he examines
cases of naked emojis, that is, emojis typed in isolation, or instances where emojis show no
relation with the accompanying text. Here, Yus acknowledges that emojis do not always
function as elements that complement the text but can perform an independent communicative
function, for example, a denotative one based on the prototypical meaning of the emoji in use.
Finally, in the category of emoji beyond (the text), he examines cases in which their functions
underlie the whole act of communication, such as when they are used as politeness strategies or
as means for establishing social contact and bonding. The author provides detailed explanations
on a wide range of examples from internet-mediated communication to illustrate this
classification and support the validity of his analysis.

In Chapter 4, Yus delves into the pragmatic analysis of emojis, comparing them with verbal
content as two distinct coding systems (word versus image). The central question he raises is
whether emojis mirror verbal languages in terms of their features, structure, and functions: “to
what extent do emojis differ from words? Is there an emoji grammar that resembles those of
languages? And, ultimately, does an emoji language exist?” (p. 128). The Chapter highlights the
fact that, although there is no emoji language, emojis exhibit similarities with their verbal
counterpart (words/utterances). These similarities lie, inter alia, in the similar inferential
strategies required to enrich their interpretation in relation to the context, especially when emojis
are used to substitute words in a text (p. 140). Specifically, Yus discusses in detail how his
proposal encompasses the terms visual explicatures and visual implicatures, as concepts adapted
to the visual system, to demonstrate that emojis function as visual stimuli guiding the addressee
to infer explicit and/or implicated interpretations based on the context and on expectations of
relevance (see also Chapter 2). The Chapter concludes by comparing emojis to elements of non-
verbal communication (e.g. gestures), which are absent from text-based online communication
and are often supplemented by emojis. By underlining both the differences and the similarities
among emojis, language, and non-verbal communication, the Chapter becomes pivotal for a
better understanding of the cognitive-pragmatic study of emojis.

In Chapter 5, which Yus describes as “the most important” (p. 6), the focus turns to the
inferential strategies applied to the interpretation of emojis, and more specifically to the
relevance theoretic notion of ad hoc concept adjustment, which the author adapts as emoji
referent adjustment (p. 175). Considering that the notion of ad hoc concept lies at the core of
the relevance-theoretic unitary account of literal, loose and figurative language comprehension
(see Wilson & Sperber, 2012), Yus proposes a unified account of emojis’ interpretation (p. 175).
As he points out, emojis’ meaning is often not simply derived from identifying their default
visual referent. Depending on the context and the addressee’s expectations of relevance, the
addressee identifies the image and infers its interpretation through processes of referent
adjustment (narrowing and/or broadening) for the derivation of metaphors, approximations and
hyperboles. Within the framework of this unified account, Yus includes metonymy which is
derived from a process of selection of one or several encyclopaedic features associated with the
encoded concept, rather than a process of referent adjustment. The selected features are raised

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org

294



The European Journal of Humour Research 14 (2)

to a higher-order level where they represent the whole concept. The Chapter also examines how
non-propositional information (feelings, emotions) is conveyed using emojis and describes five
scenarios regarding how feelings can be communicated during interactions via emojis. Another
issue that is investigated is how emojis are misunderstood in different cases.

Moving on to Part II, the author scrutinises the factors that shape the context of
communication, affect the kind of discourse used and thereby influence the use and the
interpretation of emojis. Within this framework, Chapter 6 is dedicated to emojis’ users. Yus
develops the concept of user-related contextual constraints to illustrate how aspects of users’
social identities, which are perceived as existing prior to the communicative act, function as
constraints of the emojis’ use. Specifically, through a literature review, he examines how
demographic variables (such as age, gender, cultural background, ethnic origin, personality, as
well as the type of relationship among users) function as factors influencing whether and how
frequently emojis are used, which emojis are selected, and how they are interpreted. The Chapter
clearly demonstrates that the use of emojis is a choice shaped by sociocultural factors.

In Chapter 7, the author focuses on interface-related contextual constraints in messaging
platforms, social networking sites, and streaming services. The topics discussed in the Chapter
are related to how easily emojis can be used by the user, how they appear on the screen, and
whether the same emojis are used across all platforms. Specifically, Yus analyses the
communicative possibilities offered by each platform and the extent to which they encourage,
or limit emoji use. By referring to the relevant literature, he provides examples of emoji use on
each platform to illustrate what users aim to achieve in each case. The author also interestingly
mentions the so-called emotes, i.e., the unique emojis found in Twitch, whose meaning is not
always clear to all users, but only to those who belong to specific user communities formed
within the platform.

In Chapter 8, Yus highlights that the thematic areas of online communication constitute
another factor that enhances or restricts the use of emojis and refers to relevant studies so as to
focus on those areas where the use of emojis is more frequent. Firstly, he concentrates on
humorous interactions, emphasising the important role of emojis either as reactions to a previous
humorous message or as elements that guide the addressee to interpret the text in a humorous
way. Drawing on findings from his previous study (see e.g. Yus, 2023), he shows how humorous
(laughing) emojis play an important role in the humorous turn management of the interactions.
Also, he refers to marketing and advertising on social networking sites, where advertisers often
use emojis to attract consumers’ attention. Particularly interesting is the discussion concerning
the context of the law. As emojis have the capacity to convey multiple meanings beyond their
default visual referent, it is necessary to understand their interpretation when they are used in
legal cases. The use of emojis in political and health-related contexts is discussed as well.

Completing his study, in the final chapter of the book, the author offers some concluding
remarks and outlines suggestions for future research.

To sum up, Emoji Pragmatics by Francisco Yus constitutes an important and original
contribution to the study of emojis as elements of online communication, as it places them at
the centre of a cognitive, pragmatic analysis in relevance theoretical terms. Through a solid
theoretical basis, a rich bibliography focused on relevant studies, and a systematic analysis of
authentic examples, the book successfully connects theory with practice. It underlines the
complexity that characterises the new and constantly evolving practices of online
communication and the role of emojis in the production and interpretation of meaning.
Considering the extent to which emojis are used in digital texts, the book deals with a
contemporary issue through a well-founded scholarly and analytical approach. Furthermore, this
book enriches the pragmatic analysis of online communication (Cyberpragmatics) and clearly
highlights the similar cognitive processes involved in meaning-making beyond the traditional
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oral/written and verbal/visual dichotomies (see Yus, 2011, p. 288). As a result, it can be used as
a reference work primarily aimed at students and researchers of Online Communication,
Pragmatics, Discourse Analysis, Visual Discourse Analysis, Multimodal Discourse Analysis,
Media Studies, and Humour Studies. At the same time, this book can be useful for school
educators who use ICT to achieve learning objectives related to the teaching of multimodal
digital texts, for designers of interfaces and emoji galleries, for professionals in digital marketing
and advertising, and more generally for anyone interested in developments in online
communication and the use of emojis.
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