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ABSTRACT 

This study is intended to investigate the impact of the internet on language use. The 

focus is on the use of emojis in the isiXhosa language and expression on virtual modes 

of communication. The challenges and adoption of emojis in the context of the 

isiXhosa language during virtual communication formed the central argument of this 

research. The history of emojis was explored, highlighting their evolution and origin. 

Emojis were defined and differentiated, providing a thorough explanation of what they 

are and how they can be distinguished from other modes of  pictographs. Their 

functions were examined, highlighting their effectiveness in text-based 

communication. The various interpretations of emojis were explored. Their cultural 

connotations were also examined, and their ambiguity was described in detail. Virtual 

modes of communication were explained as well. The generative lexicon theory, 

employed as the theoretical framework of this research, was further discussed. The 

data was presented and analyzed through the qualitative approach (discourse content 

analysis) used in gathering the data. Lastly, the findings of the study were provided 

and the conclusion based on the results found. 

Keywords: Emojis, IsiXhosa language, virtual communication, language varieties, 

applied language studies. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction and Background 

In the book titled, The extinction of the world’s languages, Nettle, and Romaine, (2000) 

argue that: “Every language is a living museum, a monument to every culture it has 

been a vehicle to.” This argument captures the essence of the isiXhosa language as 

it is underpinned by a wealth of cultural heritage. It is fundamental to acknowledge that 

isiXhosa is part of the Nguni family, and this includes other ethnic groups such as 

abaThembu, amaBhaca, amaMpondomise, amaHlubi among many others. These 

have been established in Xhosa communities over centuries, with a distinctive set of 

praises, according to Kalumba, (2014:1) and Peires, (1976:38-49). While the language 

of isiXhosa is spoken across all the provinces of South Africa, it is spoken 

predominantly in the Eastern and Western regions of the country Kalumba, (2014:1). 

It is also revealed that the language is practiced in other countries as a cross-border 

language, especially in the regions of Zimbabwe, Oosthuysen, (2016: v).  

Against the backdrop of the history of South Africa, the isiXhosa language has 

remained resistant and resilient, fulfilling an essential role in the struggle against 

apartheid, there by aligning with Sustainable Development Goal no.10 (reduced 

inequality), particularly regarding linguistic marginalization and historical inequalities 

in South Africa. The adaptation of isiXhosa in accommodating the apparent inevitable 

innovative forms of writing and expression proves its ongoing resistance in an ever-

changing world in the modern age. Building upon previous technological 

advancements such as the telegraph, telephone, computer, and radio, the birth of the 

internet has transformed the world of virtual interactions in unprecedented ways Leiner 

et al., (1997). These inventions have presented challenges, such as the absence of 

non-verbal cues in virtual interactions Garrison et al., (2011:114). This causes a 

reduction in the scope of exchanges, with more time spent and long messages that 

are needed to achieve the same relational effects as face-to-face conversations, 

Walther, and D’Addario, (2001:325); Kiesler et al., (1984). The essence of non-verbal 

cues in conversation has become more prevalent with the increasing use of electronic 

communication. According to Satyo, (1987:2), non-verbal cues such as gestures and 

body language are significant in providing additional information that can be used to 

regulate, modify, and control exchanges between speaker and listener in face-to-face 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



2 
 

conversations. This is also supported by Walther, and D’Addario, (2001:325); Kiesler 

et al., (1984). According to George et al., (2023), emojis were invented, originating in 

Japanese mobile phone technology in the late 1990s to address these restrictions. 

Emojis are adopted in virtual communication as an alternative to convey both 

emotional and semantic functions, Bai et al., (2019); Adams, (2017:7). Factors such 

as culture, gender, and education impact the use of emojis Chen et al., (2024); Bai et 

al., 2019; Du Plessis, (2020). 

With the rapid development of technology, emojis have become increasingly popular 

on virtual modes of communication. Consequently, their popularity has captured the 

attention of researchers from various disciplines. Some studies focus on the cultural 

aspect of emojis with a particular interest in the role they play in bridging cultural 

divides and shaping personal identity in virtual communities Adams, (2017); George 

et al., (2023). Most studies investigate the issue of interpreting and determining the 

semantic meanings of these symbols Nyakana et al., (2023); Grosz et al., (2023); Wu 

et al., (2022); Kunkeyana and Magaleta, (2019); Ai et al., (2017). Emojis have also 

intrigued scholars of African languages, who propose reinterpreting them, which also 

led to the examination of their meanings in the conversation of the isiXhosa language 

Mgogo and Nokutywa, (2023). 

This research explores how the varied use of emojis affects their interpretation of 

African languages, with a focus on the isiXhosa language. It also examines the 

semantic meanings of emojis using the generative lexicon theoretical framework 

proposed by Pustejovsky, (1998). This framework offers the levels of representation 

that account for word meaning in compositionality, which is significant for this 

objective. Additionally, Paolillo, (2006) argues that, to understand how the internet 

might shape our languages, we must understand how different language varieties are 

used on the internet. 

This argument highlights the significance of language varieties, which is a crucial 

aspect for this research. Barzan and Heydari, (2019) describe the term ‘variety’ as a 

particular form of a language, including dialects, accents, registers, styles, languages, 

and other sociolinguistic variations. Language variation refers to regional, contextual, 

or social differences in how individuals use a particular language Gómez, (2021:4); 

Barzan and Heydari, (2019). All properties of language, including sounds, morphemes, 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



3 
 

phonemes, and meanings, are subject to change Barzan and Heydari, (2019). 

According to Gómez, (2021:4), language variation subcategorizes into linguistic and 

sociolinguistic variation. Linguistic variation is constrained by the linguistic context in 

which it occurs, while sociolinguistic variation allows choices within the same linguistic 

context, Gómez, (2021:4). It also determines the non-linguistic factors that affect 

communication Gómez, (2021).  

Moreover, non-linguistic factors such as the socioeconomic status of the speaker, the 

setting of the situation, and the degree of formality affect the use of one form over 

another, Gómez, 2021 citing Mougeon et al., (2010:5). Variation can either be 

interspeaker or intraspeaker variation. Interspeaker variation occurs between 

languages, speakers, and dialects, while intraspeaker variation occurs within the 

language of a single speaker, Barzan and Heydari, (2019).  Consequently, variation 

has become a typical vehicle to language change, Barzan and Heydari, 2019; Gómez, 

(2021) citing Trask, (1999:6). 

This research also examines how the use of emojis in virtual communication 

influences languages, with a specific focus on the isiXhosa language. Given that 

variations can lead to language change, it is important to investigate the potential 

implications of emojis on languages. Factors such as culture, and gender impact emoji 

use, Chen et al., (2024); Bai et al., (2019); Du Plessis, (2020). It is these factors that 

make the use of emojis crucial to outline in relation to language variation, thus this is 

considered in this study. 

 

1.2  PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Emojis have emerged as a new form of expressing thoughts and emotions in virtual 

interactions. Having made a breakthrough, these expressions have captured the 

interests of linguistics researchers, particularly of African languages. The established 

study on reinterpreting the meaning of emojis through proverbs of isiXhosa language 

is one notable example, Mgogo and Nokutywa,  (2023). However, the existing 

literature of their study remains understudied. This knowledge gap provides a great 

foundation for further investigation, thus this study. 

1.3  RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
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This study seeks to address the following questions:  

1. How are emojis used in virtual communication through isiXhosa? 

2. What are the linguistic repertoires of isiXhosa transmitted through emojis in 

virtual interactions? 

3. What are the factors that influence the way emoji are used in conversation of 

IsiXhosa content?  

 

1.4  RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

• To examine how emojis are used in contexts of isiXhosa language in 

virtual modes of communication. 

• To investigate the linguistic repertoires of isiXhosa that are created 

through emojis in virtual interactions.  

• To assess the role of emoji usage on the isiXhosa language, whether 

their integration contributes to the evolution of language in the digital 

age. 

• To investigate the factors that influence the way emojis are used in 

content of isiXhosa in virtual conversation.  

 

1.5  SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

The significance of this study lies in its investigation of emojis in isiXhosa used in virtual 

modes of communication. Through critiquing the use of emojis in isiXhosa within virtual 

modes of communication, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of their 

impact on linguistic functions and cultural norms. The research also hopes to inform 

the efforts to preserve culture and promote linguistic diversity in virtual interactions by 

exploring the implications of emoji usage in the isiXhosa language. Moreover, this 

research seeks to highlight not only the evolution of language in the digital age, but 

also offers valuable insight for language practitioners, educators, language experts, 

and policymakers, on ways in which they can navigate the linguistic complexities of 

isiXhosa language in virtual modes of communication. This is in line with Sustainable 

Development Goal no.4 (quality education) which promotes inclusive and quality 

education that is equal for all. Lastly, this research seeks to offer insights into the 

cultural diversity of emoji usage, encouraging the necessity for culturally sensitive 
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virtual communication in a world that is increasingly interconnected. 

 

1.6 LIMITATION STATEMENT 

The available data on virtual modes of communication do not present a diverse dataset 

of isiXhosa language and expressions. This is due to various factors, including the 

nature of communication platforms. While platforms like Facebook are designed to 

enable users to interact according to their shared cultural backgrounds and formulate 

groups that promote contexts of their languages, others like Twitter do not offer such 

conveniences. Therefore, this limited the twenty screenshots data of sample size that  

was aimed for to 19 screenshots that I have managed to gather . However, the missing 

1 % does not affect the results as most of the screenshot’s data was captured. The 

efforts were made to collect larger datasets that seek to provide a deeper 

understanding of the influence of emoji usage and its implications in indigenous 

languages such as isiXhosa. Ultimately, these limitations are addressed and 

considered in the overall discussion of findings. 

 1.7 METHODOLOGY  

This study utilizes qualitative research methodology using content analysis research 

method. According to Tenny et al., (2022); Luo (2019); Hennink et al., (2011:9), 

qualitative research is an approach that allows researchers to study people in their 

natural settings as to determine how their behavior and experiences are shaped by 

the context of their lives including social, cultural, or physical context in which they live. 

It also studies things in their natural settings to make sense of or interpret phenomena 

in terms of meanings people bring to them Tenny et al., (2022); Hennink et al., 

(2011:9); Luo (2019). Given the above definition, this approach is considered suitable 

for this study, thus, it seeks to investigate the subjective meanings and experiences 

that Xhosa speakers transmit to emojis in their conversation on virtual communication. 

The qualitative approach allows researchers to examine people’s experiences by 

using a specific set of research methods including interviews, observation, focus group 

discussions, visual methods, biographies, and content analysis Tenny et al., (2022); 

Hennink et al., (2011:9); Luo, (2019). However, with the invention of the internet as a 

medium of digital communication the new form of exchanging knowledge drastically 
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extends the range of resources that researchers have for investigating social practice 

Gibson and Brown, (2009:79). Communication platforms such as social media, online 

forums, e-mails, and blogs, chatrooms, are a few great examples of digital methods of 

generating data for social researcher Gibson and Brown, (2009:79). Thus, this study 

adopts digital approach of content analysis. 

The sampling procedure that is  used in this study is purposive sampling. According 

to Cresswell, (2007:125); Gibson and Brown, (2009:56) in qualitative research the 

term ‘purposive sampling’ is used to refer to the process of selecting sites or individuals 

for study because they can purposefully inform an understanding of the research 

problem and central phenomenon in the study. He further points out that decisions 

need to be made about who or what should be sampled, what form of sampling will 

take and how many people or sites to be sampled. In correspondence to the above 

views, this research uses a purposive sampling to select the Facebook conversations 

that are significant to the purpose of this research. I have targeted the conversation 

that reflects isiXhosa content in which emojis are adopted, as to identify their role in 

isiXhosa conversation on virtual modes of communication, particularly the Facebook 

platform. This platform is chosen as source collecting data because it hosts a diverse 

range of interaction which can offer a broad spectrum of emoji use in conversation of 

isiXhosa language. Facebook is designed with features that enable various interaction 

for its users including comments section allowing replies and reactions, timeline, or 

post wall. Thus, the data will be presented in screenshots of conversation captured in 

the form of these Facebook features.  

This study  targets the population of Xhosa native speakers that uses Facebook , a 

communication platform that  is chosen because it is where users mostly  generate 

content that is required for addressing the issue being investigated. This research has  

sample size of seventeen screenshots of conversation including post, comment or 

replies of isiXhosa content in which emojis are used and two screenshots of English 

contents post. Therefore, the overall sample size of this study is nineteen screenshots 

that are presented for analysis. However, it is essential to note that I have targeted the 

conversation posts that are significant in addressing this research’s questions and 

objectives. 

This study will adopt a qualitative research approach using a discourse analysis 
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method for analyzing the collected data. Limpaecher and Ho, (2023) describe 

discourse analysis as a qualitative methods that explore the structure and expression 

of language within its social and cultural context. It looks at the linguistic content 

(what’s said) and language use (how it’s used) in a given text to convey meaning in 

different social settings Limpaecher and Ho (2023). This technique embodies both 

written and oral language including non-verbal communication such as sign language, 

gestures, and in this research, emojis Limpaecher and Ho, (2023); Luo, (2019). For 

instance, written text such as newspaper, books, advertisements, social media post, 

comments can be analyzed through this method Limpaecher and Ho (2023).  

In this research, the discourse analysis method is considered appropriate for 

investigating how emojis are used to express concepts or substitute actual written 

words in IsiXhosa textual conversations. This technique is useful for untangling the 

nuances of emoji meanings that may be presented on its adoption in virtual 

conversations that reflect context of isiXhosa language. It is fundamental for providing 

a comprehensive understanding of the interplay between traditional and modern forms 

of expressions. 

Furthermore, the discourse analysis is classified in various approaches, including 

narrative, critical, conversations, ethnographic communication, pragmatics, and 

variations among others, whereby more than one type of discourse may apply in a 

study Limpaecher and Ho, (2023). Thus, this study employs discourse analysis 

utilizing the pragmatic and variation approach, in examining the topic under 

investigation. Pragmatic approach is concerned about the use of language in context, 

whereas variation approach examines how language varies across social groups and 

contexts, Limpaecher and Ho, (2023). These two typical discourse analysis approach 

are well suited to this study, as pragmatic approaches will enable an examination of 

how the context impacts the interpretation of emojis in isiXhosa conversation, while 

the variation approaches will allow to explore the influence of linguistic and cultural 

variety on emoji usage in virtual interaction. 

1.8 THEOERETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The generative lexicon framework proposed by Pustejovsky, (1998) is proposed as 

the theoretical paradigm assumed in this study. Generative lexicon theory is intended 

to examine the composition of lexical meanings, which defines the semantic 
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expressions that are well-constructed in a language. It focuses on the creative use of 

words, specifically the matter of their polysemous behavior.  

The generative lexicon is characterized as a computational system constituting four 

levels of semantic representations: argument structure, event structure, qualia 

structure, and lexical inheritance structure Pustejovsky, (1998:58). These levels are 

linked by a set of generative devices such as type coercion and co-composition, which 

account for the meaning of words in composition as well as their (words) interpretation 

in context, Pustejovsky, (1998:58-60). However, it should be noted that out of the four 

levels of representation, the lexical inheritance structure will not be utilized in this 

research. The three employed levels will be further discussed in more detail during 

this study. 

Considering the views outlined above, the generative lexicon theory seems significant 

for investigating the interpretations of visual expressions such as emojis in this study. 

The issue of how the characteristic semantic generation of emojis occurs in virtual 

conversation, particularly in the context of isiXhosa language, is addressed within the 

framework of generative lexicon theory. 

1.8 OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS 

Chapter 1: This is an introductory chapter of this research. The background is looked 

at, highlighting the brief historical views of isiXhosa that relate to this research.  The 

problem statement is provided, pointing out the basis of this research and its necessity 

to extend the existing knowledge of studies relevant to this thesis title. Research 

questions, objectives, and significance of the study are formulated in this chapter, 

shedding light on what this research attempts to address and its importance.  

Research methodology, limitation statement, time frame, and outline of chapters are 

also included in this chapter.  

Chapter 2: In this chapter, the literature review is examined. This entails the 

emergence of emojis. The definition and differentiation of these symbols are looked 

at. For instance, what are emojis? How are they identified from other visual 

expressions? The functions of emojis form part of this chapter, shedding light on how 

they are incorporated into virtual interactions and their effects thereof. Also, the 

interpretation of their meaning is discussed, pointing out ways in which their meaning 
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is generated.  

Chapter 3: This chapter discusses the theoretical framework employed in this study.  

Chapter 4: This chapter will discuss the methodology undertaken in this study.  

Chapter 5: Data is presented and analyzed in this chapter. 

Chapter 6: This chapter discusses findings and conclusion. The foreseeable 

recommendation about the implications of emojis in the IsiXhosa language shall be 

suggested in this chapter for future investigation. 

1.9 CONCLUSION  

IsiXhosa, as with other languages, has remained representative to the  heritage of its 

cultural significance. It has fought against various threatening factors that assumes 

potential endangerment to its survival. Noteworthy, is the struggle against the period 

of apartheid in which African languages rights to practice were restricted. Following 

notably period to this, is the nineteen century. This marks the transition of isiXhosa in 

which the preservation of culture, including beliefs and customs that relied primarily 

on orality,  began to be recorded with the arrival of Western writing systems.  

The changes in times mean the changes in societal behavioral norms, and with 

language being the core to every human activity, it is subjected to change as a result. 

Taking into account the above view, the progression of the internet has revolutionized 

every facet of human interaction in everyday life. This is evident on the drastic 

transformation of human communication through electronic devices, where 

languages, in their adaptation endeavors, are constantly having to accommodate the 

pressure of the new communication forms in virtual platforms. The concerning form of 

expressiveness in this research context is the development of emojis. Consequently, 

their outbreak in virtual modes of communication, raising concern of their influence on 

languages such as IsiXhosa, hence this research. 

In the next chapter, I shall explore background of emojis, their use, and other topics 

related to the objective of this chapter as outlined above.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Emojis have become an integral part of communication in virtual interaction. The 

technological advancement has made a major contribution to their increasing use in 

virtual modes of communication. The invention of these images results from the 

absence of non-verbal cues in virtual interaction, which have crucial roles in human 

communication. Their popularity has captured the attention of academics from various 

disciplines, including politics, psychology, marketing, law, and linguistics, among 

others. In most studies, emojis have in many instances led to the examination of their 

interpretation and the aspect of culture, see Murniati, (2023); Sun et al., (2022); Sabri 

et al., (2021); Adams, (2017). The results commonly reveal that their creative use in 

virtual interaction is indeed culturally dependent and context-driven. Consequently, 

these studies have also shown that emojis play a role in shaping identity, enabling the 

formation of virtual communities that evoke a sense of belonging among individuals of 

a shared cultural backdrop. This chapter intends to review the literature on the visual 

language of emojis. 

This chapter is organized into seven sections. Section (2.1) provides the introduction 

to this chapter. Section (2.2) explores the definition concepts: language, language-

planning and visual literacy. Section (2.3) Examines the historical background of visual 

expressiveness. (2.4) Investigates the development of emojis. Section (2.5) provides 

definition of concepts: Emojis and Emoticons. Section (2.6) examines the role of 

emojis. Section (2.7) explores the variation of emoji use. Section (2.8) assesses the 

ambiguity of emojis. Section (2.9) contains the conclusion of this chapter. 

2.2 Definition of Concepts 
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This section aims to discuss some definitions of the concepts of language, language-

planning and visual literacy. I shall begin with language, to determine language from 

other modes of communication, such as the one used in this study, which is emojis. 

This form sub-section (2.2.1). Sub-section (2.2.2) explores the concepts of language-

planning. 

2.2.1 What is Language? 

Before language is defined, it is important to point out that it is a concept with various 

definitions; however, only those relevant to the objective of this study are considered. 

Lyons, (1981:4) ; citing Bloch and Trager, (1942:5) describes language as a system 

of arbitrary vocal symbols through which a social group interacts. Whereas Saussure, 

(1976:19) refers to language as the system of signs. What is noteworthy about the 

provided definitions is the use of the term 'signs or symbols and arbitrary’. 

Signs are classified into two components: the signifier, which refers to the sound of 

the image or a signified, and significant which refers to the signified concept Saussure, 

(1976:19). It is believed that the relationship between signifier and signified is arbitrary 

Saussure, (1976:19). In linguistics, arbitrary is the term used to describe the 

connection between form and meaning or between message and signal Lyons, (1981: 

19) ; Yule, (1985:21) ; Saussure, (1976:19). According to Saussure, (1976:19), there 

is no actual link between signifier and signified.  

Furthermore, Cohn (2018) is of the view that languages constitute three basic 

elements: grammar, meaning, and modality. For instance, in spoken languages, 

meaning is expressed using the modality of phonology, and grammar organizes the 

meaning into sequences Cohn, (2018). Whereas in visual languages, a systematic 

mapping of the combined modality and meanings results in stored lexical items Cohn, 

(2018) ; Weissman et al., (2023) Citing, Jeckendoff, (2002). Lexical items refer to the 

mapping between form and meaning that is kept in the long-term memory of a user of 

a language, and these include items such as words, idiomatic expressions, and 

morphemes, among other various forms Cohn,( 2018) ; Weissman et al.,2023; citing 

Jackendoff, (2002:154). 

According to Weissman et al., (2023) citing Cohn, (2016); Cohn and Schilperoord, 

(2022) ; Ladewig, (2020) ; McNeil, (1992), lexical items extend to other modalities that 

demonstrate the original flexibility of lexical items. These include items such as traffic 
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signs, logos, and gestural emblems Weissman et al., (2023) citing Forceville, (2019); 

Foroudi, Melewar, and Gupta, (2014). Emojis are also among these lexical items 

Weissman et al., (2023). 

Given the descriptions of language, emojis are language in the sense that they are 

visual signs or symbols that serve a communicative role in virtual interaction. Whereas 

the view that natural languages consist of three components (meaning, modality, and 

grammar) implies that emojis cannot be considered as language, thus there is a 

missing grammatical element in them. In this regard, Cohn, (2018) also argues that 

the combination of these elements can only be employed in native languages. Cohn, 

(2018), further postulates that it is not enough for expressions such as images to 

become a language alone, despite whether they are systematic or not; instead, they 

must be arranged using grammar, as this helps to organize them meaningfully into a 

sequence that is coherence in visual languages. Considering this perspective, emojis 

lack linguistic elements, thus the view that, for them to be explicitly used in isolation 

from words, they must develop their grammar, which is a crucial component they need 

to become the language of their own Kunkeyana and Magaleta, (2019: 106), citing 

Cohn, (2015). However, they also argue that the semantic presentation of these signs 

is independent of their sequence arrangements. 

2.2.2 Language-Planning 

This section examines the definition of the concept of language planning, particularly 

from the perspective of sociolinguistics. Fishman, (1974:104); Coulmas, (1997:346) 

has pointed out that language planning was the term first described in the literature by 

Haugen (1959/1966) in describing the effort in Norway over the past century to achieve 

a language expressive of an individuality nationalistic. While Fishman, (1974:105); 

citing Haugen, (1969:287) describes language planning as “the normative work of 

language academies and committees, all forms of what is commonly known as 

language cultivation, and all proposals for language reform or standardization. 

Fishman, (1974:104) defines language planning as an activity that attempts to solve 

language problems, usually on a national scale, and which focuses on either language 

form or language use or both. 

According to Coulmas, (1997:348) Fishman, (1974:105) language planning can be 

viewed from several points of view, such as being linguistically, socially, culturally, 
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politically, technologically, and economically, each with its own orientation. In other 

words, language planning can be classified into several types, such as the one 

highlighted above. In this regard, the same Fishman, (1974:108) argues that, despite 

the type of language planning, in most cases the language problem to be solved is not 

the problem in isolation within the region or nation but is directly associated with 

situations such as social, cultural, economic, or scientific situations. He further 

expresses the view that, theoretically, language planning is possible wherever there 

is a communication problem in relation to language. Fishman, (1974:108); citing 

Haugen, (1966b:162) argues that: 

Language planning may be directed towards either promoting or preventing 

change, towards either uniformity or diversity, towards either purification or 

hybridization; it may even be directed not to the maintenance of a given 

language but to the use of another. 

(Fishman, (1974:112); citing Kloss, (1971); Coulmas, (1997:348) identifies the three 

dimensions of language planning: Firstly, language corpus (codification) planning 

refers to the coining of new terms, to changes in spelling and morphology, or to the 

adoption of a new script. Secondly, language status (policy) planning is described as 

the position of language in relation to other languages as viewed by the national 

government. There are three types of language policy: official language policy, which 

is acknowledged by the government as to which languages are to be used and for 

what purposes; educational language policy, which concerns what language is to be 

used as a medium of instruction and as a subject of study at various levels of public 

and private education; and general language policy, which is the unofficial approval of 

the government regarding language use in mass communications, business, and in 

contact with foreigners Fishman, (1974:110) citing Kloss, (1971:25). The third 

dimension does not provide a specific term; hence, it is referred to as planning for 

language planning, which includes other managerial aspects as well.  

According to Coulmas, (1997:348); Fishman, (1974:108-122) as inspired by Haugen’s 

earlier model, language planning can be better understood when viewed according to 

some of the major steps and monitoring process which involve: 

(i) Planning: It encompasses all the data collection, linguistic and 

sociolinguistic surveys, and preliminary and feasibility plans that are 
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necessary for the decision-making concerning the language selection and 

policy Fishman, (174:109); citing Ferguson, (1966); Ohannessian, (1977). 

(ii) Implementation: This involves all the activity necessary for the execution of 

the plan, such as codification of the norm and multiple tasks that are 

achieved by both the educational and non-educational institutions in 

disseminating the codified norm. This is the fundamental step of the 

language planning process, as it is the diffusion and use of the language 

that the language is formed. The implementation activities dealing with 

language itself encompass the initial identification of the norm, the 

codification of the norm in terms of a writing system, grammar, and technical 

and non-technical dictionaries, and the dissemination of the norm 

throughout the population. 

(iii) Evaluation: This involves monitoring and assessing the results of both 

planning and implementation activities, including the development of the 

language itself, and providing feedback to both planning and 

implementation Fishman, (1974:109) citing Suchman, (1967). 

As the language and culture undergo changes over a period of time, these steps 

are repeated as the norm is again identified, codified, and disseminated, and the 

process is the same for all languages Fishman, (1974:10). 

Considering the views highlighted above, for this study, emojis as a form of visual 

communication in virtual interaction can be examined in terms of conceptual 

language planning. It can be investigated if the use of emojis as visual 

expressiveness is either linguistic-oriented, cultural-oriented, or social-oriented. 

Given that language planning can be intended towards either the use of another 

language or preventing or promoting change in accordance with the diversity or 

uniformity of a particular language, in this study, this view shall be considered in 

investigating emoji use in the isiXhosa language. The steps highlighted shall 

provide a guide on the implementation of language planning of emojis, as both 

form and use of visual language in virtual modes of communication.  

2.3 Historical background of visual expressiveness 
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This section intends to explore the history of visual expression in general, with a 

particular reference to the forms that are more significant to this study. The focus shall 

be on exploring the visual communicative forms that were used in ancient times. 

As Motaianu, (2022) points out, the significance of the use of visual expressiveness 

such as symbols, signs, images, painting, and art creations has been the foundation 

of all periods of cultural development in humanity. Gardinier, (1915:71) further 

supports this when he asserts that: 

The custom of drawing or carving images of things on stone, wood or other 

materials is a practice of immemorial antiquity; and even in the earliest times 

one of its purposes may have been the communication of ideas or information. 

The assertion above is further supported with the view that the painted, drawn, or 

carved images onto rocks and cave walls that have been discovered globally, reflect 

one of the earliest forms of human communication connected to the possibility of 

language development Little, (2021). 

One of the greatest examples is the Southern African rock art. As Ouzman and Smith, 

(2004) points out, thousands of Southern African rock art sites have rich associated 

archaeologies, ethnographies, and strong interpretive traditions. Pioneers such as 

David-Lewis William, Jannete Deacon, George Stow, Peter Garlake, Pat Vinnicombe, 

Lucy Lloyd, Wilhelm, and Dorothea Bleek, among others, have provided 

methodological protocols and interpretations that allow a deeper understanding of 

Southern Africa as home to multiple rock art traditions Ouzman and Smith, (2004).  

The earliest rock arts were discovered In 1752, when travelers led by ensign August 

Frederick Beutler noticed the rock paintings in the valley of the Great Fish River in the 

Eastern Cape when they were more than two hundred miles outside from their Cape 

Town base Huyge et al., (2012:7). According to Huyge et al., (2012:7), these paintings 

were recognized to be the work of San people (Bushmen), whom he refers to as the 

‘’little Chinese’’. Other ancient paintings of rock shelters and engravings of San people 

were discovered in Drakensberg and lower-lying areas of the Northern-Eastern Cape 

in the past twenty years Green, (2020). As Ouzman and Smith, (2004) highlight: 

….to the sophistication of 'San' hunter-gatherer shamanistic imagery has been 

added the initiation arts of various Bantu-Language speakers, the political 
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protest art of the northern Sotho, the military-magical rock art of the Korana and 

the quotidian markings of European colonists. 

In addition to the diversity of San art, another rock art tradition of Khoekhoen (formerly 

‘Hottentot’ or Khoi) herders was hinted by researchers such as Mike Wilson, Tony 

Manhire, Bert Woodhouse, Alert Campbel, Desmond Clark, and others Ouzman and 

Smith, (2004). According to Ouzman and Smith (2004), these researchers noticed that 

the appearance of Khoekhoe rock art is different from that of ‘San’ traditions. Hence, 

they point out that Khoekhoe rock art is often characterized by rough-pecked 

engravings and finger paintings with geometric appearances that do not seem San-

authored. Ouzman and Smith, (2004) express the view that South African geometric-

tradition rock art is connected, via the crucially essential ‘steppingstone’ of Tsodilo 

Hills in Botswana, to the Central African geometric rock art tradition made by hunter-

gatherers who became Khoekhoen herders by acquiring stock from Bantu-speaking 

farmers. 

However, studies demonstrate both Khoekhoe and San rock art with engravings and 

paintings containing common depictions, including medicine dancing and trancing, 

animals, and humans carrying either weighted digging sticks with bored stones, bows, 

arrows, and quivers, among others see Ouzman and Smith, (2004:4); Lewis-Williams, 

1990). According to Green, (2020); Ouzman and Smith, (2004); and Lewis-Williams, 

(1990), many of the paintings and engravings of San and Khoekhoe herders are 

connected to beliefs, ritual specialists, and records of their daily life experiences. As 

Lewis-Williams, (1990:8) suggests, the significant way of looking at this rock art is 

through the narrative, aesthetic, and interpretative approach. 

For instance, the Khoekhoen rock art found at the Eastern Cape riverside site displays 

an eland with tusks and an entoptic grid painted within its body, as illustrated in Figure 

(1) below. 
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Figure 1: Multi-component, multi-authored rock painting, Eastern Cape, South Africa 

Source: Ouzman and Smith, (2004) 

In interpreting this typical rock art, Ouzman and Smith (2004) express the view that it 

clusters as the punctuated point of contact between shamanic hunter-gatherers and 

Khoekhoe herders in the flow of interaction that took place in many areas for more 

than a millennium. Ouzman and Smith, (2004:4) interpreted the increase of elements 

in this rock art as most likely signifying the mutual absorption and reworking of 

personal and group identities, thus indicating a distinct expression that conveys how 

Khoekhoe herders adjusted and influenced people around them. As Ouzman and 

Smith, (2004) point out : 

…. rock art shows a variety of capabilities ranging from enforcing distinction to 

reflecting upon interaction and even producing new kinds of visual and personal 

expression. 

Other example is San art rock depictions found in Eastern Orange Free State, 

particularly the paintings of women holding digging sticks weighted with bored stones 

see Lewis-William, (1990:26). According to Lewis-Williams, (1990:26), women used 

the sticks in the activity of gathering plants. The stones in the digging sticks gave extra 

weight and made digging in hard ground easier Lewis-William, (1990:26). 

Another reference is from the rock painting of trance dance found in Drakensberg, 

whereby it demonstrates seated women clapping while men dance facing them see 

Lewis-William, (1990:28). According to Lewis-William, (1990:28), trance dance is the 

most essential part of religious ritual in San; thus, understanding its features and 

purpose is significant to a proper appreciation of the rock art. In explaining the trance 

dance, Lewis-William, (1990:28) expresses the view that women sit around the fire as 

they clap the rhythm and sing medicine songs, believing that they are imbued with 

supernatural potency. As Lewis-William, (1990:28) points out, the potency that comes 

from God himself is also in the stomachs of medicine people, who are also referred to 

as Shaman (ritual specialists who go into altered states of consciousness to heal 

people, change weather, and so forth). 

Nevertheless, as the trance dance increases in intensity, the singing and clapping of 

women combine with the insistent dancing of men to cause the potence to boil as they 
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put it and to rise up the spines of Sheman Lewis-William, (1990:28). After the explosion 

of the potency in their heads, they enter the trance, as their belief is that trance signifies 

the spirit of the world, in which they heal the sick, confront God, remonstrates with 

malevolent spirit and so forth Lewis-William, (1990:28). 

The examples highlighted above are inconsistent with the notion that paintings and 

engravings of some Southern African rock art have their own specific subjects and 

symbols, thus representing gender and gender roles, societal structuring principles, 

and identity formation, among others Ouzman and Smith, (2004); Green, (2020). 

Other references come from Paleolithic cave paintings found in Lascaux, a complex 

of caves in the Dordogne region of southwestern France. Several sections containing 

various paintings were identified in the Lascaux cave, including the Great Hall of the 

Bulls, the shaft of the dead man, the lateral passage, the chamber of engravings, the 

painted gallery, and the chamber of Felines. The figures in the cave have been 

classified into three main groups, namely human figures, abstract signs, and animals. 

For instance, hundreds of animal images, such as horses, bears, rhinoceros, and 

bulls, which were discovered in 1940 when some teenagers followed a dog, can be 

easily recognized in Lascaux Cave Little, (2021). See the example in Figure (2) below. 

  

 

Figure 2: Great hall of the Bulls (Source: google) 

It is assumed that Paleolithic people were admittedly hunter-gatherers, just like 

Shamanism. As a result, whenever the question of meaning arose, shamanism, as a 
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similar culture or religion, should have been the first logical step in interpreting these 

ancient cave arts. 

Alternatively, in the book titled “The Language of Study,” other various pictorial arts 

that form part of the historical development of writing systems are outlined Yule, 

(1985:9–18). Few references can be made from ancient precursor writing that 

concentrated on typical alphabetic scripts that came from inscriptions on stones or 

tables found in rubble-destroyed cities Yule, (1985:9). It is said that iconic signs such 

as pictographs and ideographs, which mostly resemble objects and actions, were used 

in the early scripts of Mediterranean civilizations. 

While pictographs are symbols that are more picture-like forms, ideographs are those 

symbols that take more abstract derived forms Yule, (1985:10). In other words, the 

distinction between these two iconic sign types is a contradictory relationship between 

the symbol and its representative entity Yule, (1985:10). Moreover, it is generally 

assumed that writing alphabets originated from pictographs and ideographs, which 

functioned as image-forming objects Yule, (1985:10). 

One specific example comes from hieroglyphic signs that were used in ancient 

Egyptians as formal writing systems for Egyptian language, whose traditions are 

mainly characterized by classical Greek and Roman texts, Brittany, (2020); Yule, 

(1985:10). The most widely known Greek text that purportedly translated from an 

Egyptian original is ‘Hieroglyph of Horapollo’ Haring, (2023). 

As Haring,(2023) points out, the development of Egyptian hieroglyphic writing began 

in the last centuries of fourth, and the first centuries of the third Millennium BC. The 

main source of hieroglyphic writing, as a form of literary expression, has been traced 

back to the complex scenes in which the Egyptians sought to record their actions. One 

particular reference which is very familiar from the monuments of various periods can 

be made from the scene of the Pharaoh grasping an Asiatic by the hair and smiting 

him with a club, Gardiner, (1915:73). This occurs, for instance, on the tablet of Sahure 

at Sinai from which variety of hieroglyphic words were generated, see Gardiner, 

(1915:63). It is argued that hieroglyphs in general may have first developed in the form 

of rebus-writings for the purpose of writing names and the like Gardiener, (1915:75). 

However, the attempt was made to narrow down the meaning of pictures by rendering 

them more symbolic and by dispensing with superfluous and possibly misleading detail 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



20 
 

Gardiner, (1915:75). For example, in Egyptian the eye (organ) was called ‘’yiret’’. The 

picture-sign of the eye might have been used to express things related or several 

functions of the eye, such as "to see," "to look," "to stare," "to watch," "to wink," and 

so forth Gardiner, (1915:65). Consequently, the methods for indicating the specific 

meaning to be adopted in a given scenario had to be found, according to Gardiner, 

(1915:65). For this study, of particular interests is on how hieroglyphic signs were used 

in ancient Egypt. Before examining this, I shall begin by explaining the term 

hieroglyphic writing.  

 

Gardiner, (1915:74) describes hieroglyphic writing as a sequence of small pictures 

with special meanings attached to them. According to Haring, (2023) Writing’ in 

hieroglyphic refers to the graphic or material forming of utterances including sounds 

of a particular language. This further corresponds with the notion that Egyptian 

hieroglyphics are derived from writing by means of pictures, whereby their use is 

characterized by combination of rebus-writings with phonetic writings, Gardiner, 

(1915:71). 

Some studies outline three categories of Egyptian hieroglyphic signs , Gardiner, 

(1915); Haring, (2023): The first being hieroglyphs as characters of writing (sound and 

meaning), also called phonograms. This category involves various kinds of 

hieroglyphic signs that serve various functions. As Gardiner, (1915) and Haring, (2023) 

point out, in this category some of the hieroglyphic signs serve to express sounds only. 

For example, the hieroglyph of ‘eye’ (yiret) was used to pronounce words with senses 

that were unrelated to the eye; instead, it was used based on the sound that nearly 

resembled the sound of y’ret. As a result, the ideogram or picture-sign of an ‘eye’ was 

used to generate other words such as the verb Ir-t  “to make,” which at the end 

sounded similar to yiret, the word for eye in Egyptian language Gardiner, (1915:65). 

Another example is the hieroglyphic of an ‘owl’ for’m’, not for the actual picture-sign 

depicting an owl Haring, (2023). Therefore, physical appearance, which resulted in a 

complete indifference of some picture signs, became the indicator of a mere sound, 

as the concern lay on the intent for which they were used, Gardiner, (1915:65). 
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Other hieroglyphic signs in this category can be used to convey meaning without 

sound. For example, the sealed papyrus scroll can denote various scribal and mental 

activities and their products and abstract notions, Haring, (2023). 

This category also serves to express both sound and meaning simultaneously. For 

example, the hieroglyph depicting a cow’s ear served to express masdger (msdr), the 

Egyptian word for ‘ear’, which represents either a human ear or that of an animal. At 

the same time, this was used to convey sodgem (sdm), the Egyptian verb ‘’to hear’’ 

Gardiener, 1915; Harring, (2023). Another example is the hieroglyph demonstrating a 

scribe’s palette, reed pen, and water bottle, which represents not only the word 

menhadg (mn. hd), an Egyptian expression for “a writing outfit,” but alternatively might 

signify skhai (sh’), the verb to ‘’to write’’ Garidiener, (1915:65). 

The second category highlighted is hieroglyphic as phonographic writing 

(consonants). According to Gardiner, (1915); Haring (2023) every Egyptian word was 

essentially consonantal, and the root-meaning of a word seldom changed by variation 

of vocalization but merely varied the nuance of meaning to be attached to it. For 

instance, the sound represented by the picture-sign of drought bought to write ‘she 

who remains’, the expression for marnet in Egyptian, is thought to have been the 

consonant of ‘‘m + n’’ Gardiner, (1915:67). For example, biconsonantal (signs with 

phonetic value of two consonants in certain arrangements) words such as moun “to 

remain,” emno “remains,” and menu “remaining,” among others, have been used as a 

phonogram for these consonants Gardiner, (1915:67). Another example is the sound 

represented by the hieroglyph of an eye for the Egyptian word ’yret’ in which it became 

a biconsonantal sign for ‘’y + r’’, and its adoption was not limited to the variation of 

vocalized derivatives of the verb stem ir or yr “to make,” but alternately as an element 

in the spelling of completely unconnected words such as eyrothet to write “milk” and 

Wesyfrew to express “Osiris” Gardiner, (1915:67). 

As Haring, (2023) highlights, the orthographic strategies existed to indicate the 

presence and quality of vowels; however, these were insufficient to reconstruct ancient 

pronunciation. In parallel to this view, Gardiner, (1915:67) asserts that: 

The Egyptian language possessed a number of words in which the consonants 

all except one were so weak, so similar to a breathing or vowel, that they could 
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be ignored just in the same way as it has been seen that vowels were always 

ignored. 

For example, the hieroglyph denoting a mouth organ, which was used as an ideograph 

to write ro’, the word meaning of the noun “mouth” in Egyptian language. Therefore, 

the omission of the vowel ‘o’ in ‘ro’ and the final consonant indicated by the comma 

(breathing) gave rise to the alphabetic (or mono-consonantal) sign ‘r’. Thus, it is 

thought that the birthplace of the alphabetic signs was closely analogous to that of the 

bilateral signs, Gardiner, (1915:67). 

In addition to alphabetic and biconsonantal signs of this category, there also evolved 

a triconsonantal group, although the words indicating the spelling of this group were 

strictly limited Gardiner, (1915:69). For example, the word of the scarabaeus or 

dungbeetle, which may have sounded something like khepror, could be used as a 

sound-sign for h+p+r, which derives from the hieroglyphic picture-sign denoting 

Khoper “to become” Gardiner, (1915:69). 

The third category of hieroglyphs is called an ideogram. Gardiner, (1915:70) 

expresses the view that ideograms arose from the tendency of positioning the 

ideographic part of the word after its phonetic elements. Consequently, this gave 

ideograms the appearance of determining the meaning of the phonetic signs that 

precede them, and Egyptologists referred to the ideograms occurring at the end of 

words as ‘determinatives’ Gardiner, (1915:70). 

As Gardiner, (1915) points out, it is essential to note that hieroglyphic orthographies 

for words of some length (mostly nouns and verbs) often include signs of all three 

categories, such as sḏm, ‘to hear or listen’. 

Ultimately, the historical visual expression outlined in this section suggests that emojis 

tap into the long-existing tradition of visual expressiveness. Haring, (2023) postulates 

that, in the present time, Egyptian hieroglyphs survive as symbols in artistic and 

popular imagination, even as emoji in digital communication. This further emphasizes 

that visual expression has long existed throughout the interaction and communication 

of human history. 

2.4 The Development of Emojis 
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This section aims to investigate the origin of emojis. Where did emojis emerge from? 

When were they created? What was the main cause of their creation? Who came up 

with the idea of their invention? Who is their founder? And lastly, how did they become 

widely spread? This section aims to address the above-highlighted typical questions. 

With the invention of email in the 1970s, the absence of natural paralinguistics due to 

spatial separation became challenging and more urgently important, Brittany, (2020); 

Galloway, (2016).According to Garrison et al., (2011:114), paralinguistic can be 

described as: 

‘’… Features that function outside a language system, such as non-

verbal cues like gestures or facial expression, or the modification of a 

verbal representation of a word or message like shouting or inflection’’. 

Paralinguistics function as representatives of concrete meaning, which is closely 

related to the semantic information in speech Holler and Beattie, (2004). They have a 

complementary role in which gestural and verbal information complement each other 

Holler and Beattie, (2004). 

Therefore, new visual forms of communication were invented to address this 

challenge. According to Stark and Crowford, (2015), Professor Vladimir Nabokov, who 

is a Russian novelist, suggested the need for a special typographical sign to signify 

emotions in an interview with the New York Times in 1969, Stark and Crowford, 

(2015:3). 

He was asked: ’How do you rank yourself among living writers and of the immediate 

past?’’ 

Nabokov: ‘’I often think there should exist a special typographical sign for a smile—

some sort of concave mark, a supine round bracket, which I would now like to trace in 

reply to your question’’. 

While this idea formed the groundwork for the invention of emoticons, its credit is often 

given to Scott E. Fahlman, a lecturer in the department of computer science at 

Carnegie Mellon University who proposed ‘joke makers’ on a bulletin board of this 

institution in September 1982, Du Plessis, (2020:30); Leonardi, (2022:26); Stark and 

Crowford, (2015:3). As a result of too much wordplay on the board of Carnegie Mellon 

University, in which humor and sarcasm were frequently misinterpreted, Fahlman first 
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pitched the idea of ’emoticon’ to signify jokes in an email composition that he posted 

for this institution in its bulletin board message, and it read as follows Garrison et al., 

(2011:114); Stark and Crowford, (2015:3); Leonardi, (2022:26): 

‘’ I propose the following character sequence for joke markers: 

☺ Read it sideways. It is probably more economical to mark things that are not jokes, 

given current trends. For this, use  ‘’. 

Emoticons were created to compensate for the absence of natural non-verbal cues in 

virtual modes of communication Wang, (2014:456); Huang et al., (2008a:467); 

Garrison, (2011:114) ; citing Antonijevic, (2005); Krohn, (2004); and Crystal, (2001). 

They grew along with the highly digitalized social interaction of day-to-day life (Stark 

and Crowford, (2015:3). In North America, emoticons developed as sideways vertical 

face images, and this is evident in the 1980s American Magazine, in which they are 

regarded as typographical art, as shown in Figure 2 below Leornardi, (2022:25); Stark 

and Crowford, (2015:3). 

 

Figure 3: Puck Magazine Featuring ‘Typographical Art’ 

Source: Leornardi, (2022:26) 

While Kaomoji, a Japanese emoticon that was commonly used for setting profile 

views, also has a similar appearance to the typographical art shown in the above 
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figure, unlike Fahlman’s punctuated design of these signs Stark and Crowford, 

(2015:3). Eventually, emoticons evolved to become emojis. An emoticon known as 

Smiley, which can be described as two dots for eyes and a yellow face with a wide 

grin that was invented in the 1960s, is regarded as the origin of emojis Bai et al., 

(2019). Smiley became popular through t-shirts and brooches in which it was printed 

Bai et al., (2019). 

According to Leonardi, (2022: 27); Docrat and Kaschula, (2020); and Galloway, 

(2016), emojis were founded by a graphic designer known as Shigetaka Kurita, who 

was involved in the launch of an integrated mobile internet service called ’I-mode’. This 

(I-mode) was developed by an NTT DoCoMo, a Japanese communication firm, 

Leonardi, (2022: 27); Docrat and Kaschula, (2020); and Galloway, (2016). Since then, 

emojis have become an integral part of virtual communication. The first 176 set of 

emojis was created by Kurita using a variety of sources such as manga, Japanese 

novels, Zapf Dingbats typeface, emoticons that involved illustrations of weather 

phenomena, and pictographs, Galloway, (2016); Adams, (2017). These were primarily 

utilized on pagers, a communication platform that was popular in Japan during that 

period, Quito, (2022). The early emojis appeared as pixelated designs, as illustrated 

in Figure (3) below, Pardes, (2018); Brittany, (2020). 

  

Figure 4: Shigetaka Kurita First 176 set of emojis pixelated designs in 1999 

Source: Pardes, (2018) 

Due to technological advancements and the increasing use of virtual modes of 

communication, emoji use extended beyond pagers Ai et al., (2017). Their popularity 

began when an Apple iPhone added them to its communication app after iOS 2.2 was 
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introduced in 2008, and other operating systems such as Android followed suit, 

George et al, (2023b:183); Galloway, (2016). In 2015, the Oxford Dictionary declared 

emoji as its word of the year, and ‘the face with tears of joy’ emoji gained its title, as 

this was the most used emoji on virtual conversations all over the world, Bai et al., 

(2019:4).Herring and Dainas, (2017); Schneebeli, (2017).  

A non-profit organization called Unicode Consortium acknowledged the prominence 

of emojis and began their standardization, ensuring that their adoption on operating 

systems such as Android and iOS continue independent of their manufacture or 

platform, Pardes, (2018). This commenced because of the petition that was initiated 

by Google Software Internalization in 2007, and the Consortium approved it in 2010 

Galloway, (2016); Kunkeyani and Magaleta, (2020:106). Since then, emojis have 

evolved significantly, and the consistent updates of communication devices contribute 

to their evolution. Thus, every year the consortium receives new emojis, which 

continue to carry the pixelated DNA of Kurita’s original emoji, Kunkeyani and 

Magaleta, (2020:106); Galloway, (2016). The figure (A) below displays emojis and how 

they look like in different devices. 

 

Figure A: Emojis appearance from Various device 

 

2.5 Defining Emojis and Emoticons 

The objective of this section is to assess the concepts of emojis and emoticons. It 

contains four sub-sections in which the first provides the general definition of the emoji 

concept and their precedent signs of visual communication, namely, emoticons that 

were mentioned earlier, to differentiate and identify them and provide clarity to avoid 

confusion for this study purpose. The second subsection explores the interpretation of 

emojis, including the contributing factors. The third subsection discusses the term 

ambiguity concerning emojis, and reference shall be made to a few examples in which 
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emoji ambiguity in interpretation has been encountered as to show the consequential 

impact they may cause when misinterpreted. 

Emojis are described as small digital images, pictographs, or icons that are used as 

expressions of ideas or emotions in virtual communication, Brody and Caldwell, 

(2017); Gawne and McCulloch, (2019). Kunkeyani and Magaleta, (2020) refers to 

emojis as a primitive language with emotive characters. They perceive them (emojis) 

as the first language born out of the digital world in opposition to flat text. According to 

Kunkeyani and Magaleta, (2020:106); Du Plessis, (2020:31), the term ‘emoji’ is 

derived from Japanese, which directly translates to ‘picture written character’ where 

(e=picture) 文(mo=write) 字(ji=character). Noteworthy, emojis tend to be used 

interchangeably with emoticons; however, these two visual expressions differ at some 

level, and it is important to outline their differences for this research. 

Emoticon is a term constructed from a combination of two English words: emotion and 

icon, Wang et al., (2014); Du Plessis, (2020:30). It refers to non-verbal cues that are 

formed by ASCII characters and the combination use of punctuation marks from 

standard computer keyboards, Du Plessis, (2020:30); Wang et al., (2014:456); Crystal, 

(2001:36). Non-verbal cues are speech attributes that convey the intended meaning 

through non-spoken words in human communication, Garrison et al., (2011:114). They 

carry ‘’rich social and emotional information conveyed through facial expressions, 

tones, voice pitches, gestures, and postures,’’ among others, Wang et al., (2014:456) 

citing Byron and Baldridge, (2007); Derks et al., (2008b); Krohn, (2004); Walther and 

D’Addario, (2001). Emoticons act as non-verbal cues, including examples such as☺ 

to signify a smile or☺ to indicate sadness. These symbols (emoticons) later evolved 

from being typographic and appeared as visual graphic emoticons that initially 

represented facial expressions, as illustrated in the table below, Adams, (2017:10); 

Huang et al., (2008:467). 
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Figure 5: Examples of typographic emoticons vs. graphic emojis 

Source: Adams, (2017:10) 

Unlike emoticons, emojis are graphic symbols with pre-defined code (Unicode) that 

developed to include not only facial expressions, emotions, and abstract ideas but also 

other varieties such as body parts or gestures, animals, weather conditions, food, 

activities, plants, nationalities, and objects, as shown in the following Figure (5) 

(Adams, (2017:9); Bai et al., (2019).  

 

Figure 6: Emojis type variations 

Source: AI-Husainy and Malih, (2015:155) 

Therefore, upon addressing the variety of visual forms of expressions above, 

particularly emoticons, it is important to emphasize that this research focuses on 

emojis. It seeks to assess the impacts of their adoption of isiXhosa language in virtual 

modes of communication. 
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2.6 Roles of Emojis 

This section intends to assess how emojis are used in virtual interaction. Emojis are 

widely used in virtual modes of communication such as Facebook, WhatsApp, TikTok, 

Twitter, Instagram, and emails, among others. Most studies, Adams, (2017); Bai et al., 

(2019), Du Plessis, (2020); Herring and Dainas, (2017); Leonardi, (2022) commonly 

outline these several functions of emojis: Firstly, they fulfill the referential role, meaning 

they can act as substitutions for concepts in which they signify or represent. Secondly, 

emojis have an emphatic role, which means they can be used to add more emphasis. 

Thirdly, emojis can act as tone modifications, in which an emoji directly modifies its 

accompanying text. As mentioned earlier, this function is the primary purpose of their 

invention. Their creation is aimed at compensating for the lack of paralinguistic cues 

in virtual interaction, which aid with conveying the intent and hedge the illocutionary 

force of an expression. Therefore, in other words, emoji usage helps to clarify the state 

of the mood or attitude in their interpretation in text, whether it is negative or positive. 

For instance, they can inject manners such as politeness or convey humor, sarcasm, 

irony, and aggression, among others. Fourthly, emojis are simply used as decorative 

components, and this is usually done to increase engagement or attract people to 

content rather than expressing any meaning. The fifth function of emojis is that they 

serve a narrative role, in which they are combined in a sequence to tell a story, 

exclusively without the use of words. 

Moreover, according to Adams, (2017), emojis are also used as symbols of cultural 

carriers. He further points out that emojis play a role in expressing personality and 

shaping identity. Other researchers, George et al., (2023a:186) suggest that the 

widespread use of emojis fulfills not only the role of conveying concepts, emotion, and 

context across linguistic barriers but also functions as a bridging barrier between 

cultural and generational divides, facilitating cross-cultural interactions on virtual 

communication. They provide some examples of emojis that serve as bridges of 

cultural diversity in virtual communication, which include the following: 

• Prayer emoji: During tragedies like natural disasters, people from different 

cultures use the prayer emoji on social media to show solidarity and support. 

This connects people through shared emotions. 
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• Food emoji: Food items like pizza, sushi, tacos, and cake emoji connect 

people through shared experiences of culture-specific cuisine or universal 

foods. 

• Thumbs up emoji: The thumbs-up emoji is used globally as an affirmative 

gesture and to communicate agreement or approval regardless of language. 

• Heart emoji: The red heart emoji is universally understood to convey love, 

care, and positive feelings across cultures. It transcends language barriers and 

is one of the most popular emojis globally. 

• Animal emoji: Animal emojis such as dog, cat, panda, and more are 

universally adored and understood across cultures. They help to create 

connections based on our common appreciation for animals. 

• Flag emoji: These allow multicultural interaction and exchanges between 

people of different nationalities to show cultural or national pride. 

• Family emoji: emojis like the baby, twins, and family sets allow people to 

visually represent their families and relationships. This helps to create bonds 

through our shared human experiences. 

• Celebratory emoji: Emoji like party poppers, graduation caps, and fireworks 

allow people to visualize celebrations and exciting moments together even 

when they cannot verbally express congratulations. 

Alternatively, the functions of emojis are limited not to the above-highlighted roles but 

are also used outside virtual situations because of their prominence in daily 

conversation. For instance, other studies, Docrat and Kaschula, (2020) investigated 

their use as evidence in court law cases, in which they suggested the need for linguists 

with expert knowledge of signs or symbols to help with their interpretation in court 

cases. 

Regarding the overall use of emojis highlighted above, this study intends to investigate 

the use of these visual signs in languages such as IsiXhosa so as to determine if their 

role is similar or different to the ones highlighted above. 
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2.7 VARIATION OF EMOJIS: EFFECTS ON THEIR INTERPRETION 

DIFFERENCES 

Following the previous discussion on variation, this section intends to explore the 

varieties of emoji use to determine the effects this may have on their (emojis) 

interpretation. This is done by reviewing some of the previous investigations that 

outline the issue of emoji variation. 

According to Heather, (2022); Pei and Cheng, (2022) the meaning of an emoji is 

context-driven and interpreter-dependent. In other words, the specific meaning of an 

emoji depends on the context in which it is used and the meaning available to the 

receiver and recipient in conversation. This is consistent with the notion that ‘’the 

meaning of a word is determined by the company it keeps” Sadeghi et al., (2014). 

While emojis are simply symbols, they are representatives of actual concepts or 

words. Thus, it can be argued that the view that the meaning of a word is shaped by 

the context in which it is used is also applicable to these phenomena. 

Nonetheless, some researchers, Pei and Cheng, (2022) identified several categories 

of variations that were useful to consider in interpreting the meaning of an emoji in 

some of the selected cases in Chinese court. These include variation across social 

groups, linguistic-cultural variation, variation across platforms, including devices, 

operating systems, and software programs, variation in individual participants, and 

temporal variation. Of the various variations outlined above, the linguistic-cultural 

variation and variation across platforms in particular will be further discussed below as 

to examine how they influence the interpretation of the meaning of emojis. It is 

noteworthy that these two variations are selected for discussion because they are 

significant in addressing the objective of this section. 

2.7.1 Linguistic-cultural variation 

It is essential to first define the concept of culture to understand how it contributes to 

the interpretation of emojis. Lyons, (1981:303) describe culture as socially acquired 

knowledge that constitutes both practical (knowing how to do something) and 

propositional (the truth of something without considering its actual truth or falsity) 

knowledge. Whereas Alshammari, (2018:98) citing Hall, (1997) refers to culture as a 

set of practices, and this regards the construction of meaning between groups of 

societies that share similar interpretations of an object. He further illustrates that: 
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If two people belong to the same culture, then they interpret the world in 

(roughly) the same manner and present their thoughts, feelings, and 

themselves in ways that can be understood by each other. 

Given the description of the concept of culture, investigations show that culture has a 

great impact on emoji use and interpretation. For instance, the study done by Pei and 

Cheng, (2022) shows the results that certain emojis are assigned culturally loaded 

meanings, probably leading to cultural variation in using and interpreting them. They 

further argue that the true understanding and interpretation of an emoji should be 

interwoven within specific cultural backgrounds and based on shared cultural 

knowledge between individual participants. In other words, emojis have conventional 

meanings, which result in them being interpreted according to what they signify to 

certain individuals. As a result, this may give rise to their interpretation differences due 

to the existing cultural varieties. According to Zabrodskaja, (2020), communication 

between people of shared cultural backgrounds helps to disambiguate the 

interpretation of emojis, allowing a mutual understanding between individuals in 

communication. Whereas cross-cultural communication increases uncertainties of 

emoji, which may ultimately lead to communication breakdown, Zabrodskaja, (2020). 

Furthermore, it was mentioned above that emojis lack grammatical properties 

Kunkeyani and Magaleta, (2020) citing Cohn, (2018). In support of this notion, 

Leonardi, (2022) argues that people transmit the components of their first languages 

into emojis, providing similar governance on their (emoji) use. Thus, linguistic 

variances can lead to different interpretations of emojis, as languages are governed 

by a system of rules that help people to express both simple and complex ideas or 

concepts in an organized way, Leonardi, (2022: 29). However, these rules vary for 

languages. Consequently, emojis may be interpreted correctly within the context of 

specific linguistic and cultural contexts, especially when they are used in sequence 

order without written words or text, Leonardi, (2022) citing Danesi, (2017: 78). 

2.7.2 Variation across Platforms 

Before exploring the effects of variation across platforms, it is essential to provide 

clarification of the concept of ‘platform for this research. Platforms refer to 

communication applications (i.e., Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, Twitter, etc.) that 

use Unicode-recommended emojis but do not create their design of a distinct set of 
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emojis (emojipedia). Other synonymous terms for this concept (platform) include 

computer-mediated communication, Netspeak, social media, and virtual modes of 

communication that is used in this study, Crystals, (2000). Nonetheless, while 

platforms have varying features and designs, they are used mainly for exchanging 

communication. 

Although emojis have names and code points assigned to them by the Unicode 

Consortium standard, individuals tend to not recognize them by these identifiers 

Duplessis, (2020:40). Instead, these visual symbols are usually used based on their 

graphic image, whereby a graphic appearance used for an emoji character is not 

standardized by the Unicode Consortium but rendered by what is known as a font Du 

Plessis, (2020:40) citing Hecht et al., (2018); Thornhill, (2019). According to Du 

Plessis, (2020:40), emoji fonts determine the appearance of emojis to users. How an 

emoji appears to the receiver and recipient may differ extensively across platforms 

and the device on which it is viewed, resulting in different interpretations that can 

ultimately lead to miscommunication, Du Plessis, (2020:40); Pei and Cheng, (2022:3). 

Pei and Cheng, (2022:3) citing Goldman and Ziccarelli, (2018) further describe two 

classes of emojis: (i) Unicode-defined emojis, which can be recognized across 

platforms using Unicode standards established by the Unicode Consortium, and (ii) 

proprietary emojis, whereby platforms and devices develop their own set of emojis. 

Pei and Cheng, (2022:3), citing Goldman and Ziccarelli, (2018) further point out that, 

when proprietary emojis are used outside their platform, their appearance transforms 

into symbols such as a blank square, indicating that the character does not recognize 

the platform of the recipient. 

In addition, other studies, Du Plessis, (2020) argue that demographics such as gender, 

racial groups, and age groups have an impact on interpretation variances of emoji use 

across social media platforms. 

2.8 Ambiguity of Emojis 

Given the factors contributing to interpretation differences of emojis examined above, 

it cannot be argued that emojis have an element of ambiguity, and this study would be 

incomplete without discussing this aspect. Consequently, this section intends to 

examine the issues of ambiguity in emojis so as to determine the potential impact this 

may have on their (emoji) use. Before exploring the ambiguity of emojis, it is essential 
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to first review the definition of this concept (ambiguity) so as to have a grasp 

understanding of what it means in this context. 

According to Baldick, (2008), ambiguity can be described as any form of an expression 

or concept that holds multiple meanings. 

In correspondence to the study on ‘visual lexicon of emojis’, it has been identified that 

emojis may in other circumstances demonstrate ambiguity, Cohn, (2018). Emojis such 

as eggplant, which are used as representatives of male genitals, and fruit emojis like 

peach, which are used as symbols of female buttocks, are good examples of some of 

the emojis that demonstrate ambiguity. 

Moreover, facial expressions such as smiley emojis, for instance, denote not only 

excitement or humor but may also be intended to express sarcasm or irony, according 

to Leonardi, (2022:27). Also, as mentioned earlier, culture and language variations 

could potentially lead to the ambiguity of emojis. For instance, a ‘’thumbs up” emoji 

conveys approval or agreement in languages such as English, whereas it expresses 

rudeness in the Middle East, according to Adams, (2017:199). In this regard, it may 

then be concluded that the universality of other emojis is applicable only to some but 

not all regions. This is further supported by the findings displayed in some studies, 

which highlight that some facial expressions are universal, while there are other 

emotions that are culturally specific, Goh and Kulathuramaiyer, (2020) citing Ekman, 

(2003). Consequently, the results showed that fear, disgust, anger, sadness, and 

enjoyment are universal emotions, while pride, guilt, and respect, are mainly culturally 

determined, Goh and Kulathuramaiyer, (2020) citing Ekman, (2003). 

Alternatively, Docrat and Kaschula, (2020) express the view that, in countries such as 

Canada, emojis are used as a source of evidence in court law cases. Interestingly, in 

court cases, all possible meanings of these signs can be interpreted to determine their 

intent, carefully considering the situation and context in which they were used. 

Overall, it is fundamental that the ambiguity of emojis is highlighted in this section, as 

this issue will be further investigated through the research paradigm employed in this 

study. 

2.9 Conclusion 
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Finally, this chapter has attempted to provide a comprehensive literature review, 

focusing on specific aspects that are relevant to the objectives of this research. The 

definitions of language have shown to be significant in determining the reasons why 

emojis are regarded as language. However, it is also outlined that they are not the 

language of their own, thus they have no grammatical system that guides their 

employment, Cohn et al, (2019). It is for this reason that they are regarded as an 

‘emerging language’, Leonardi, (2022:30). Also, the description of language as a 

system of signs that subdivides into signifier and signified components in which their 

relationship is arbitrary helps to determine that emojis are visual signs with 

communicative roles in virtual interaction, Saussure, (1976: 19); Lyons, (1981:4) citing 

Bloch and Trager, (1942:5). Whereas. The concept of language planning is explored. 

For this study, language planning is fundamental to include as emojis are visual signs 

with communicative functions. 

The exploration of the origin of emojis helps to clarify their initial purpose, which is 

mainly to fulfil the role of paralinguistic features that are not present in virtual 

interaction. It has also been reviewed that different interpretations of emojis may arise 

because of various factors, thus their ambiguity. 

In the next chapter, I shall discuss the research methodology and the theoretical 

framework that this study will adopt, particularly in examining how emojis are used in 

isiXhosa language on virtual modes of communication. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE GENERATIVE LEXICON THEORY 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter provides a detailed explanation of generative lexicon theory, particularly 

its three lexical semantic levels of representation (i.e. argument structure, event 

structure, and qualia structure) that will be employed as the theoretical paradigm of 

this study. The generative lexicon theory is intended to deal with the lexical semantics 

of words in natural languages. Pustejovsky, (1998) defines lexical semantics as the 

study of how and what words of language denote. In this theory, Pustejovsky, (1998) 

attempts to address the two crucial issues of lexical items that have received little 

attention from formal theories of natural language semantics: (i) the creative use of 

words in novel context; and (ii) an evaluation of lexical semantic model based on 

compositionality. Thus, the interaction of word meaning, and compositionality is 

examined concerning these matters. He argues that, by accounting for the issue of 

compositionality for the problem of creative word senses, the issue of compositionality 

is also directly addressed.  

According to Pustejovsky, (1998:62), the generative lexicon theory investigates the 

functional behavior of lexical items in terms of the four different levels of representation 

as to arrive at the characterization of the lexicon as an active and integral component 

in the composition of sentence meaning. Due to more expressive mechanisms 

involved in composition, this model attempts to conflate the different word senses into 

a single meta-entry, encoding regularities of word behavior dependent on context. 

Consequently, this greatly reduces the size of the lexicon semantic under specification 

for lexical items.  

Pustejovsky, (1998:62) calls such meta-entries as lexical conceptual paradigms. This 

refers to the ability of lexical items to cluster multiple senses Pustejovsky, (1998:91). 

He further points out that the lexical conceptual paradigm is useful for capturing 

systematic ambiguities pervasive in language. In this study, the generative lexicon 

theory is significant for examining the crucial issue related to the semantics of emojis, 

particularly in the context of isiXhosa language and expression. 
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The significant issue related to the semantics of emojis, the generative lexicon theory 

will be employed to analyze the semantics of emojis in terms of the three levels of 

representation: argument structure, event structure, and qualia structure. 

This chapter is organized into four sections. The first section contains the introduction. 

The second section discusses the argument structure. The third section explores the 

event structure. The fourth section examines qualia structure. The fifth section 

discusses generative devices. 

3.2 ARGUMENT STRUCTURE 

This offers the specific number and type of arguments for a lexical item. Pustejovsky, 

(1998:63) outlines the following four types of arguments for lexical items including 

examples illustrating the explained argument type, respectively.   

1. Default arguments: Refers to parameters that participate in the logical 

expressions in the qualia, but they are not necessarily expressed syntactically. 

This is illustrated in the example below. 

 

a. ‘’Jonh built the house out of bricks’’. 

b. ‘’Mary carved the doll out of the wood’’. 

 

In the examples (1) above, the expression of the underlined lexical items is 

optional, as their statuses are different from the created objects. Pustejovsky, 

(1998:63) call these optional arguments in alternations such as product or 

material, default arguments. As he argues that, while they are necessary for the 

logical well-formedness of the sentence, they may be left unexpressed in the 

surface syntax.    

 

2. Shadow arguments: Refers to parameters that are semantically incorporated 

into the lexical item. They can be only expressed by operations of subtyping or 

discourse specification. Below is an illustrating example in which the underlined 

lexical item expresses the shadow argument. 

 

a. ‘’Mary buttered her toast’’ 

b. Mary buttered her toast with an expensive butter 
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The hidden argument in example (2a) above is the material used to spread on 

the toast, shadow argument like default argument, also refers to semantic 

content that is not necessarily expressed in syntax as demonstrated in this 

example (2a). 

 

However, unlike default argument, Shadow arguments are expressible under 

specific conditions within the sentence, as demonstrated in example (2b) 

above. In this example, the verb ‘buttered’ stand in subtyping with the 

expressed underlined lexical items. Pustejovsky, (1998:65) regards these as 

expressible items as shadow arguments. 

 

3. True adjuncts: This refers to parameters that modify the logical expression but 

are part of the situational interpretation. They are not tied to any semantic 

representations of the lexical item and includes adjuncts that expresses 

temporal or spatial modification. For instance, in the example below the 

underlined lexical item illustrates true adjunct. 

 

‘’Mary drove to New York on Tuesday.’’ 

 

4. True arguments: Parameters of the lexical item that are necessarily expressed 

syntactically, as demonstrated by the underlined lexical item in the example 

below. 

 

a. The window broke. 

b. John broke the window. 

According to Pustejovsky, (1998:62), the semantics of a lexical item (α) can be defined 

as a structure that consists of the following four components:  

(1) α= <A, e, Q, I> 

Where A represents the argument, E is the specification of the event type, Q provides 

the binding of these two parameters in the qualia structure, and I is an embedding 

transformation, illustrating what information is inheritable from the global lexical 
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structure. Pustejovsky, (1998: 66) points out that the arguments for a lexical item are 

represented in a list structure in which the argument type is directly encoded in the 

argument structure (ARGSTR) illustrated below, where D-ARG represents the default 

argument, and S-ARG is shadow argument. 

 

α=                    ARG1       = …. 

                          ARG2     = …. 

ARGSTR=         D-ARG1 = …. 

                         S-ARG1 =….                          

 

For example, the lexical semantics for lexical items discussed in example (1a) and 

(2a) above can be represented with argument structure specifications, as 

demonstrated in (i) to (ii) below.   

 (i)     out of bricks 

         

        ARGSTR =   ARG1 = material  

                             ARG2 = phys_obj 

                             D-ARG = out of bricks 

 

(ii)    expensive butter 

                              ARG1= Food 

         ARGSTR=    ARG1 = phys.obj 

                              S-ARG2 =expensive butter 

 

The example in (i) and (ii) above are illustrations of how the lexical item can be 

represented with the argument structure in respective to its argument type. As 
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Pustejovsky, (1998 :67) expresses, the logical distinction in argument types, both 

descriptively in terms of coverage of construction types, and theoretically in terms of 

formulation of principles of mapping from lexical semantic form, is essentially useful. 

3.3 EVENT STRUCTURE 

Within this level, the event type of lexical and phrase structure is discussed. This 

structure is closely linked to the argument structure. Consequently, it is sometimes 

referred to as event arguments to show their interconnection. According to 

Pustejovsky, (1998:68), the listing of argument structure and event structure is 

represented as a listing of event variables as illustrated below. 

[ ARGSTR=ARG1, ARG2…, ARGn]  

[EVENSTR=EVENT1, EVENT2…, EVENTn]  

His view is that the semantics of a lexical item may be perceived as being described 

by qualia but constrained by type information from the two-parameter lists. 

Pustejovsky, (1998:68) points out that the event structure is classified into the following 

three classes: 

a. Process 

b. States 

c. and transitions  

According to Pustejovsky, (1998:69), the event structure defines the semantics of 

lexical items within the classes highlighted above. Pustejovsky, (1998:68) citing 

Grimshaw, (1990); Pustejovsky, (1991b) assumes that the classes of event structure 

may also have a sub-eventual structure that allows the principles of predicate 

arguments binding to refer to subevents in the semantic representation. The semantics 

of a lexical item that is defined by both the classes of events and internal 

configurational properties of an event, need to represent the relation between an event 

and its proper sub-events, Pustejovsky, (1998:69). He demonstrates an event 

structure with structured subevents in terms of event tree structure. Pustejovsky, 

(1998: 71) asserts that two facets of event tree structure need to be represented for a 

lexical structure: 

A. The specific events and their types  
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B. The ordering restriction of the specified events. 

This is illustrated schematically below.                                                    

   α = 

 E1 = … 

EVENTSTR =       E2 = … 

 RSTR = … 

 

According to Pustejovsky, (1998:71) in the representation of the event structure 

(EVENTSTR) that is demonstrated above, E represents the set of events and RESTR 

is the restriction ordering of events. He provides an example of the verb ‘build’ to 

demonstrate how lexical item can be represented with event structure: 

 (iii).                                                   

build  

 E1 = process 

EVENTSTR =       E2 = state 

 RSTR =… 

 

As Pustejovsky, (1998:72) further argues, there are many more possible relations 

between subevents than are actually expressed in lexicalized forms in natural 

languages. Thus, one of the principal goals of semantic theory must be to constrain 

the model to reflect these restrictions. 

3.4 QUALIA STRUCTURE 

Qualia structure discusses the modes of explanation. Within the view of generative 

lexicon theory, the qualia structure offers the structural template in which the semantic 

transformations may apply to alter the denotation of a lexical item or phrase, 

Pustejovsky, (1998:86). This level constitutes the following four roles that are essential 

for components of the semantics of lexical item as outlined by Pustejovsky, (1998:76). 
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1. Constitutive role: refers to the relation between an object and its constituent 

parts.  

a) Material 

b) Weight 

c) Parts and components elements 

 

Interpretation of constitutive: According to Pustejovsky, (1998:98) the constitutive 

quale refers not only to the parts or material of an object but defines, for an object, 

what is logically part of, if such relation exists. He further points out that the relation 

part allows for both abstractions:  

(a) [part_of (y, x) 

(b) [part_of (x, y)] 

Pustejovsky (1998:99) provides an example of a hand and its body, whereby the noun 

hand below shows how it encodes what it is logically a part of; to demonstrates this 

consecutive. 

(iv)                                                     

   hand 

ARGSTR =        ARG1 = x: limb 

QUALIA =          CONST = part of state (x, y: body) 

  

The example in (iv) above demonstrates that the relation in the CONST allows for 

reference to what something is constituted of as well as what it constitutes, in part. As 

for instance a hand is part of a body and a body has a hand, Pustejovsky, (1998:99) 

citing Vikner and Hansen’s, (1994). 

 

2. Formal role: It distinguishes an object from a larger set. 

a) Orientation  

b) Magnitude  

c) Shape 

d) Dimensionality  
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e) Color 

f) Position 

 

Interpretation of formal quale: It distinguishes an object from a larger set. 

Pustejovsky, (1998:95) is of the view that there are two possible structures 

associated with the formal quale: 

(a) Simple typing: expresses that the value of formal role is identical to the 

sortal typing of the argument. 

(b) Complex (Dotted) typing expresses that the value of a formal role defines 

the relation between arguments of different types. 

 

In the first point, the typing argument for a lexical item defines the information 

contributed by the formal quale. He further asserts that, for lexical items denoting 

simple types, the formal is itself the typing restriction on the argument structure (i.e., 

the one referential argument). 

In illustrating this notion, the examples of the noun woman and man are provided, 

whereby these are sorts of human, distinguished by gender, a binary characterization 

Pustejovsky, (1998:96).  With a structural representation, this can be illustrated as 

follows: 

(v)                                                     

   woman 

 ARGSTR =        ARG1= x: human 

QUALIA =          CONST = female (x) 

                           FORMAL = x 

 

Whereas, in second point, for a lexical item denoting a complex (or dotted) type, such 

as T1, T2 for example, the formal quale defines how the arguments are related to each 

other, Pustejovsky, (1998:96). He provides examples such as newspapers, books, 

reading, and examination among others. For instance, reading requires not only 
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information in nature, but that it is readable, that is, it must have some physical 

manifestation in order to be interpreted as symbolic, Pustejovsky, (1998:96). 

3. Telic role: it defines the purpose or function of a concept when such constraints 

is associated with it. This includes: 

 

(a) Purpose that an agent has in performing an act. 

(b) Built-in function or aim which specifies certain activities. 

  

Interpretation of telic quale: Pustejovsky, (1998:99) refers to telic as the purpose or 

function of a concept if such constraint is associated with it. He argues that instead of 

examining the semantic function associated with a lexical item or concept, in terms of 

traditional thematic descriptions, lexical knowledge encodes the modes of explanation 

associated with theta roles and qualia. Therefore, there is no simple one-to-one 

mapping between theta roles and qualia. Below are two modes of telic that he is 

referring to which describe how a telic quale captures aspects of several different theta 

roles but cannot be exhaustively associated with any one of them. 

1. direct telic, which refers to something acted on directly. 

2. Purpose telic, which describes something that is used for facilitating a 

particular activity.  

As an example, provided by Pustejovsky, (1998:100), the first type above is the telic 

quale for lexical items such as beer, in which the reference to drinking activity 

incorporates a variable for the noun as object of the predicate drink. The purpose of 

the object is given in the telic role as demonstrated below. 

 (vi)                                                        

   beer 

ARGSTR =        ARG1 = x: liquid 

QUALIA =          FORMAL= x 

                          TELIC = drink (e, y, x) 
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For the second type of Telic use, an example is found with objects that are used in the 

performance of an activity which includes tools such as knife according to Pustejovsky, 

(1998:100). The telic role of this kind is illustrated below. 

(vii)                                                        

   knife 

ARGSTR =        ARG1 = x: tool 

QUALIA =          FORMAL= x 

                          TELIC = cut (e, y, x) 

  

4. Agentive role: This refers to the origin of an object or its “coming into being” in 

Aristotle’s terms.  

(i) Creator  

(ii) Natural kind 

(iii) Artifacts  

(iv) Causal chain 

 

Interpretation of agentive quale: Pustejovsky, (1998:97) asserts that the 

knowledge of the ‘coming into being’ in Aristotle’s terms (Physics II), of an object, 

is encoded in the agentive quale of the lexical item associated with it. How 

something is created is a mode of explanation that will distinguish natural kinds 

from artifacts, Pustejovsky, (1998:98). He points out that how something comes 

about is an essential mode of explanation for distinguishing events and objects in 

the world. Consequently, if the lexical form is a noun, the agentive is represented 

as an event predicate, where the object being defined is typically bound to the 

second argument of the relation said Pustejovsky, (1998:97). 

For instance, in correspondence to the notion of coming into being viewed from 

constrained agentive, objects such as bread, cakes and cookies come into 

existence through the creative act of baking as shown in the example of the noun 

cake below. 
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(viii)                                                     

   cake 

EVENTSTR =    E1 = e1: process 

                          E2 = e2: state 

QUALIA=           AGENTIVE = bake_act (e1, x) 

  

The example in (vi) above demonstrates that cake comes into its being by an activity 

of baking which changes the internal states of an object. 

Additionally, Pustejovsky, (1998:76), points out the following two points that are worth 

noting about qualia roles:  

A. Every category expresses a qualia structure. 

B. Not all lexical items carry a value for each qualia role. 

 

The first point is important for how a generative lexicon provides a uniform 

semantic representation of lexical items. The second point enables us to view 

qualia as applicable or specifiable relative to semantic classes.  

(Pustejovsky and Jezek, 2011) proposes the concept of “conventionalized 

attributes,” which refers to objects used based on common-sense knowledge 

rather than their literal usage. Therefore, in addressing the second points above, 

this concept will be applied in instance where emoji displays no value for qualia 

role. 

3.5 Generative devices 

According to Pustejovsky, (1998:61), a set of generative devices connects these 

levels of semantic representations, providing for the compositional interpretation of 

words in context. He is of the view that the highlighted generative operations below 

include semantic transformations that illustrate the well-formedness conditions on 

type combination: 

i. Type coercion: Where a lexical item or phrase is coerced to a semantic 

interpretation by a governing item in the phrase, without change of its 
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syntactic type. This addresses the issue of how a particular interpretation is 

provided in a given context when lexical items are thought of as carrying 

various parameters of interpretation. The following examples are provided 

to demonstrate this phenomenon Pustejovsky, (1998:110). 

 

(a) John wants a beer. (to drink) 

(b) Mary wants a book. (to read) 

(c) Harry wants another cigarette. (to smoke) 

According to Pustejovsky, (1998:110), each of the example in (a) to (c) above illustrate 

the context dependence of the ellipsed predicate. 

 

ii. Selective binding: where a lexical item or phrase operates particularly on 

the substructure of a phrase, without changing the overall type in the 

composition. Pustejovsky, (1998:129) provides the following example to 

illustrate this notion. 

 

(a) a good knife: a knife that cuts well 

The lexical structure for a noun knife was given in (vii), as recalled below. 

                                                      

   knife 

ARGSTR =        ARG1 = x: tool 

QUALIA =          FORMAL= x 

                          TELIC = cut (e, y, x) 

 

As Pustejovsky, (1998:129) points out, the adjective good functions as an event 

predicate, hence it is able to selectively modify the event explanation in the telic quale 

of the noun, yielding in the interpretation provided in example (a) of (ii) above.  
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iii. Co-composition: where multiple elements within a phrase behave as 

functors, generating new non-lexicalized senses for the words in 

composition. This also involves cases of underspecified semantic forms 

becoming contextually enriched, such as manner, co-composition, feature 

transcription, and light verb specification. In demonstrating this 

phenomenon, the examples below are given by Pustejovsky, (1998:122). 

 

(a) John baked the potato. 

(b) John baked the cake. 

 

The lexical structure for the verb bake can be as follows:                                                     

   Bake 

ARGSTR =        ARG1 = x: animate_ ind 

                           ARG2= y: phys. obj 

EVENSTR          E1 = e1: process 

                            E2= e2: state 

QUALIA =          FORMAL= (x;y) 

                Agentive = bake_act(e1, x, y) 

 

In the examples (a) to (b) above, the underlined lexical item ‘bake’ holds two meaning, 

one which conveys a change of state sense and the other expresses a creation sense 

according to Pustejovsky, (1998:122) citing Atkins et al., (1988). However, this is 

further argued with the claim that there is only one meaning for bake, and that any 

other interpretation is captured through generative mechanisms in composition with 

its arguments, Pustejovsky, (1998:123). 

 Pustejovsky, (1998:59-60), also points out that the principle of compositionality is 

classified in two ways. Firstly, weak compositionality, whereby several distinct lexical 

senses are needed in the lexicon, rises proportionally to the number of interpretations 

in the language. Secondly, strong compositionality, where the number of lexical 
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senses remains roughly constant relative to the space of possible interpretations in 

the language. In other words, the actual senses in context are produced through this 

typical composition. He further postulates that these two parameters are crucial for 

characterizing semantic devices: 

i. The degree of composition with an expression  

ii. How many explicitly defined senses are necessary to accomplish a unique 

interpretation of the phrase? 

The first parameter describes how functionally the elements in the phrase are 

treated, relative to the resulting interpretation. The second parameter refers to 

the linguistic and logical tradition of simply multiplying senses on demand for 

new contexts as needed to create new word senses.  

Finally, given the above description of generative lexicon, it is important to highlight 

that this study seeks to examine the issue of the semantic of emojis in terms of the 

three levels of lexical semantic representation: argument structure, qualia structure 

and event structure. The goal of this model to explore the lexical semantics of words, 

specifically the issue of compositionality, seems relevant with the objective of 

investigating how emojis are interpreted in various context of isiXhosa language and 

expression during virtual communication. Therefore, the principle of compositions, 

conventionalization, and the notion of generative devices outline will be considered 

during analysis of data in this study. 

In the chapter that follows the data collected will be presented. In line with the 

qualitative content analysis explained in methodology, the data will be presented in 

terms of its representative contextual discourse. Thus, the terms of sampling and 

sample units were outlined along with other significant methodological concepts 

guiding this study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA PRESENTATION 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter I present the data gathered for this research, which investigates the use 

of emojis in isiXhosa language and expressions. The data was collected with the use 

of qualitative approach employed in this study. The varieties of social media platforms 

were strictly the primary sources in which the availability of the data depended on. As 

a results, the occurrence of emoji expressions found for this study are mostly from 

Facebook platform, where users often initiate trends that are based on specific 

context. Only one example was found on Twitter platform which is now known as ‘X’. 

In general, this shows the pattern in where emojis are used for conveying ideas and 

creative language use more on Facebook than on X platform. 

Nevertheless, (10) screenshots data representing emoji used in generating isiXhosa 

proverbial expression, (6) screenshots demonstrating emoji used in constructing 

words with combined text were captured and (2) illustrating derived words for other 

language(s). That is, a total of (18) screenshots containing emoji used in different 

contexts, specifically for isiXhosa language, were collected. These are in two samples 

units, with unit 1 containing emojis that represents isiXhosa expression. Whereas unit 

2 contains data representing emoji used with combined text in forming new words of 

isiXhosa language. 

Noteworthy, while 19 screenshots are presented in this chapter, only 8 will be selected 

for analysis in order to avoid overwhelming analysis. The 10 remaining screenshots 

will be used for further reference where a similar pattern or usage is identified from 

those that will be chosen for analysis.  

This chapter is made up of four section, with (4.1) providing the introduction. Section 

(4.2) contains unit 1 which contains data illustrating the emoji used to generate 

isiXhosa expression. Section (4.3) contains unit 2, where a data that displays emoji 

used in constructing isiXhosa and English words is presented. In section (4.4), a 

summary of the overall data presented in this chapter shall be provided using a table. 
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4.1 Unit 1: Emoji Use in Constructing isiXhosa Expression 

This section presents (10) screenshots data that demonstrates emoji use in the 

context of generating the expression of isiXhosa language on virtual communication. 

The data contains emojis that are employed in a sequential arrangements to convey 

the selected isiXhosa proverbial expression, and I start by:  

1.                                                     

 

Figure 7: Facebook post for proverb ‘ayikho inkomo yobuthongo’           
 
 

The proverb ‘ayikho inkomo yobuthongo’, which translates to ‘there is no cow for 

sleep’, conveys the meaning that rewards are not given freely or without effort; instead, 

they are earned through hard work and dedication. 

2. 
                             

 
Figure 7: Twitter (X) post for proverb ‘alikho ingcwaba lendlala’           
 

This proverb translates to there is no grave of hunger. It is used to express that hunger 

is not a temporary state or a condition destined not to be a final endurance. It suggests 

that hope and resilience are key to improving one’s predicament or situation with 

perseverance and effort directed to goals significant to it.                                                                                                                                                                                     
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3.                    

 

Figure 9: Facebook post for ‘isisila senkukhu sibonakalamhla kugquthayo’    

 

The proverb ‘isisila senkukhu sibonakala mhla kugquthayo’ translates to ‘the chicken 

tail is seen during windy condition’. In literal sense it carries a message that people 

tend to exhibit unusual characters when they are in unpleasant situations. 

4. 

 

Figure 10: Facebook post for ‘indoda idla umbilo layo’ 

 

This expression is used to convey the message that it is the responsibility of a man to 

provide the means necessary for the survival of his family and himself. 

5.  
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Figure 11: Facebook post for ‘inkom enomlomo ayinamasi’ 

 

The proverb ‘inkomo enomlomo ayinamasi’ (a cow with a big mouth has no milk) 

serves as a commentary on human behaviour, highlighting the tendency of those with 

limited knowledge and wisdom to be the most vocal. 

  6.                                                                           

                            

Figure 12: Facebook post for ‘inyathi ibuzwa kwabaphambili’ 

 

The proverb ‘inyathi ibuzwa kwabaphambili’ translates to inquire about the buffalo from 

those in front. It  carries the meaning that wisdom is learnt or acquired from the elders. 

This saying emphasizes the importance of seeking guidance from those who have 

more experience. 

7. 
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Figure 13: Facebook post for ‘inkawu idliwa ilila’                  
 
 

Inkawu ityiwa ilila is a proverb which translates to ‘a monkey gets eaten even when 

crying’. It conveys the meaning that “whether you feel the pain of adversities, you ought 

to face them as the monkey gets eaten regardless of its agony” Gelese, (2020:64). In 

other words, it means showing no sympathy towards an individual even when they are 

in a difficult situation.  

8. 
 

 
Figure 14: Facebook post for proverb ‘inkungu ilala kwintaba-ngentaba’ 
 

This proverb is intended to express the unpredictability of life events. It encourages 

people to be humble and treat each other with kindness. The proverb translates to ‘the 

mist lays on mountain by mountains.’ 

9. 
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Figure 15: Facebook post for proverb ‘ixesha lixhatshwe yinja’ 

 

This proverb ‘ixesha lixhatshwe yinja’ which translates to ‘the time has been lapped 

up by a dog’ is used to express that the meaning that the time has passed, or it is late. 

 

 

10.                                                    

 

Figure 15: Facebook post for proverb ‘indlovu ayisindwa ngumboko wayo’ 
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The Xhosa proverb ‘indlovu ayisindwa ngumboko wayo’  which translates to an 

elephant’s trunk does not weigh it down, encourages to remain strong in challenging 

situation. No matter how bad it seems, you should fight not be defeated. 

All the data presented above displays emoji used without words to generate isiXhosa 

proverbial expression. The sections that follow will present a data containing emojis 

that were creatively blended with written characters to create new words for the 

languages of IsiXhosa and English. 

 

4.2 Unit Two: Emoji used in constructing isiXhosa words with combined text 

The following data presents emojis used to construct some of  isiXhosa words. 

 

                                                                         (1)                          

        (2)  

(3)   (5) 

                                                

                                                                 (4) 

 

 

(6)          

                                                                              (7)  
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 Examples from (2019-2021): Facebook comments (1-7) presenting the created isiXhosa 
words with emojis and texts. 

 

In the example presented above, the screenshots placed  in the center are the caption 

of a posts, in which the sided example comments were directed as  response toward 

them. Below, I present the data containing some of constructed English words through 

Emoji and texts. These additional examples were collected to show that in constructing 

words, these images were used similarly in a language other than isiXhosa.  

 

                     A1                                                                        A2 

 

 Examples of the selected English words formed from emoji with combined with written 

text. 

Table 1: Summary of data presented in both units  

 

Figure  No. 

Or example  

                 

          Emoji(s) used 

Replaced 

expression or 

word (s)  

Fig.7                                

 
 
 
Fig.8 
 
 
 
Fig.9                          
 
 
 

       

         

 

 

 

ayikho inkomo 

yobuthongo 

 

alikho ingcwaba 

lendlala 

 

isisila senkukhu 

sibonakala mhla 

kugquthayo 
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Fig.10 
 
 
 
Fig.11 
 
 
 
Fig.12 
  
   
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
 
Fig.13 
 
 
 
Fig.14 
 
 
 
Fig.15 
 
 
 
Fig.16 
                         

   

 

      

   

    

    

 

 

 

 

  

 

         

indoda idla 

ukubila kwebunzi 

layo 

 

Inkomo 

enomlomo 

ayinamasi 

 

Inyathi ibuzwa 

kwabaphambili 

 

 

Inkawu idliwa ilila 

 

 

Inkungu ilala 

kwiintaba-

ngentaba 

 

Indlovu 

ayisindwa 

ngumboko wayo 

 

Ixesha 

lixhatshwe yinja 

Unit 2 

 

Ex.1 

 
Ex. 2 
 
 
 
Ex.3 
 
 
Ex.4 
 
 
Ex.5 
 
 
Ex.6 
 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

  injalo 

 

ndiyiphakamisela 

 ikhaphu 

 

 

uthini mkhaya ? 

   

iyanibhida ne?  

 

nyamezela 

 

 

sekunjalo 
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Ex.7 
 
 
Other 
language (s) 
 
Ex.A1 
 
 
 
 
Ex.A2 
 

 

 

 

; ;  

 

; ;  

 

;  

ngase 

ndibakhabe 

 

 

 

I can’t believe 

emojis are                                                                             

trending on 

Facebook 

 

Whoever started   

this emoji                                                                                    

trend should be 

fired because  

it’s boring.                                                     

 
Fig.=Figure, Ex.= Example  

The data presented above along with the tabulated summary serve as a basis for 

examining how meaning is formed and interpreted through emojis in IsiXhosa 

language and expression. Given this, the following chapter will provide a detailed 

analysis of the presented data above, through the lexical semantic representation of 

generative lexicon framework adopted in this research. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DATA ANALYSIS 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter is intended to analyze the above presented data which is obtained on 

emoji use in the isiXhosa language on virtual modes of communication. As mentioned 

earlier, the methodology adopted in this study is a qualitative approach using the 

discourse analysis method and research paradigm of generative lexicon theory to 

analyze and interpret the data. The generative lexicon theory is utilized to examine the 

lexical semantic representations of emojis through the notion of the three levels of 

representation: argument structure, event structure, and qualia structure. The 

argument structure will be examined to determine how the types of arguments are 

realized both syntactically and semantically in emoji use. The event structure will be 

employed to assess what an emoji denotes. The qualia structure is explored to 

determine a set of properties that relate to an emoji.  

This chapter focuses on analyzing the data through exploring the lexical semantic 

representation of emojis in terms of argument structure, event structure, and qualia 

structure, It consists of three sections with the introduction forming section (5.1). 

Section (5.2.) analyses data containing emojis that are used to generate isiXhosa 

expressions as demonstrated in unit one above. Section (5.3) underscores the 

interpretation of data illustrating emoji use in deriving the selected isiXhosa words or 

concepts as shown in unit two of data presentation. Lastly, section (5.4) provides the 

summary of the results, for both interpreted units. It is essential to highlight that the 

data will be analyzed according to the sample units that were presented, and I shall 

begin with unit one.        

 5.2 Analysis of unit one: Emoji used in generating isiXhosa expression  

This unit focuses on providing an analysis of the data illustrating emoji use in 

constructing the selected isiXhosa expression. The four Figures (7-10) are selected 

for analysis for this unit, and the six remaining Figures (11-16) will be used for 

reference as explained earlier. I start by analyzing the emojis used in screenshot figure 

(7) as follolws: 
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5.2.1.  Ayikho inkomo yobuthongo (There is no cow for sleeping) 

Figure (7) displays emojis employed in sequential arrangement to construct an 

isiXhosa proverb ‘Ayikho inkomo yobuthongo’. As explained above, this proverb 

implies that for a person to earn rewards or achieve success they need to apply effort.    

Through the adoption of argument structure, event structure, and qualia structure, the 

analysis below focuses on examining the issue of the lexical-semantic representation 

of emojis demonstrating the proverb ‘ayikho inkomo yobuthongo’. I have analyzed 

them according to their represented arrangements in which each shall be marked as 

(a,b,c.,) as shown in (7a) below.  

 

(7a) Ayikho (Emoji gesturing there is no ‘X’) 

‘ayikho’ in (7a) is constructed by prefixing the negative subject concord ‘ayi’ to -kho 

(na). The word ‘ayikho’ helps to express there is no ‘X’ whereby the negative concords 

‘ayi’ indicate that ‘X’ can be any noun of which in the context of this proverb it indicates 

the nonexistence of ‘inkomo’.        

The following is the analysis and interpretation of generative model for the emoji in 

(7a). 

                                                                                                              

ARGSTR     = ARG 1 = x: human  

                     ARG2=y: r (reference) 

                      ARG3= z: phys. obj 

 

EVENTSTR         =D- E 1 = e1: process 

                            = D-E2 =e2: state      
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            QUALIA         = FORMAL = (er, x, y) 

                                     CONST= arms 

LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (7a) 

The lexical semantic presentation of the emoji in (7a) above has two arguments in its 

argument structure: The first argument (ARG1) displays that this emoji denotes 

human. The second argument (ARG2) displays the reference (r) of the process (e1) 

of not earning or accomplishing something without putting in effort. The third type 

argument (ARG3) conveys that the emoji in (7a) visually denotes physical object (z). 

The event structure (EVENTSTR) follows, illustrating the type of argument where it 

encodes information about the physical object (y) that is the emoji in (7a) in which it 

depicts the crossing of arms. Thus, visually gestures the meaning of ‘no’ to signify 

rejection or negation to reference (x) of the process (e1) of sleeping. The qualia 

structure displays two quales. The first quale is formal quale whereby it conveys that 

the physical object as illustrated in the first argument, visually denotes that this object 

is a human. The second quale is the constitutive quale whereby it encodes information 

about the relation between humans (formal quale) and arms, which visually denotes 

crossed an emoji gesturing ‘no’. 

Given the analysis above, the emoji in (7a) expresses the meaning of ‘no or rejection 

that is described for a particular event. In this discourse, the lexical semantic 

representation captures the interpretation that the emoji in (7a) visually signifies the 

meaning of ‘no’ to express that something is negated or rejected. In the context of this 

proverb, it is used together with other emojis in Figure (7) to convey that there is no 

success that can be attained without dedicated effort. Furthermore, this emoji’s 

meaning is used in this proverb as it is assigned by the standard Unicode consortium. 

 

(b).Inkomo (cow) 

Below is the analysis and interpretation of the ‘inkomo’ as denotated in (7b) 
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ARGSTR     =ARG1= x: Animal 

                      ARG 2= y: Phys.obj 

                      S-ARG2 =z: Valuable/wealth 

         EVENTSTR =E 1 = e1= process 

         QUALIA        =FORMAL= (x, y) 

                       TELIC =T1= economic value; rituals 

                

LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (7b) 

The lexical semantic representation of an emoji in example (7b) above displays three 

arguments in its argument structure. The first argument (ARG1) demonstrates that the 

cow emoji is an animal, which visually denotes a physical object, as shown in the 

second argument (ARG2). The third type of argument (S-ARG) conveys that the cow 

emoji is regarded as a valuable asset or the symbol of wealth. Therefore, in this 

discourse, the parameter that a cow is regarded as a valuable object is semantically 

incorporated to express the intended meaning of the proverb ‘ayikho inkomo 

yobuthongo’. 

The event structure displays the event that it is a process (e1) that requires work for 

one to earn rewards or achieve success. Thus, in the context of this proverb, the cow 

emoji symbolizes a valuable object that can be attained through dedicated effort.  

The qualia structure displays two roles: The formal quale where it is identical to the 

sortal typing arguments (x, y) as demonstrated in the argument structure, hence 

categorizing this emoji as simple typing. The telic quale on the other side expresses 

the purpose telic of this object, where it conveys that by nature cows possess 

economic value including the production of food (dairy products) and clothes design. 

Also, in the societies of amaXhosa, this typical animal is regarded as the symbolism 

of manhood, hence the famous Xhosa phrase that ‘Ubuhle bendoda zinkomo zayo’ 

(the man’s beauty is determined by his kraal). Consequently, cows contribute 

significantly to ceremonies such as in particular, marriage of isiXhosa cultural tradition. 

The lexical semantic representation of this lexical form captures the meaning that is 

used in line with the context of this Xhosa proverb. By analyzing the structure levels 
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of this emoji, it becomes easy to determine and understand how and what meaning it 

serves in this specific discourse. 

(7c).yobuthongo    ‘of sleeping’ 

The following modification takes place in constructing the word ‘yobuthongo’ 

(inkomo): 

  Subj. concord     possessive formative 

  i    +    a     >   ya-: ubuthongo   >  ‘yobuthongo’  (possesive) 

(becomes semi-vowel y)      o (coalescence of vowel) 

 

The following structures provide analysis and interpretation of the use of this emoji 

(bed) within this proverb. 

                                                                                                              

ARGSTR     = ARG1 = x: reference 

                      ARG2 = y: phys. obj 

 

EVSTR         =E 1 = e1: Process  

                       E 2 = e2: State 

 

QUALIA         = FORMAL = (y) 

                         TELIC=T1=Sleep_act (x, y, e1)  

                                  AGENTIVE= man-made 

LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (7c) 

The lexical semantics representation of this emoji displays two arguments in its 

argument structure. The first argument displays the reference (r) of bed emoji to the 

process (e1) of sleeping. As results this led to the second event, which is the state of 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



65 
 

remaining asleep. The second argument conveys that this emoji is a material. The 

third argument expresses that the bed emoji is a physical object. The event structure 

illustrates reference of the event that is expressed in first argument (ARG1), which is 

the process (e1) and resulting state (e2) of sleeping. The qualia structure 

demonstrates two qualia: The formal quale conveys that bed emoji is identical to the 

type arguments, which suggest the bed emoji is a simple type of lexical item. The 

second quale is telic quale, particularly a mode that is direct. This conveys that the 

bed emoji is directly utilized for sleeping activity. The second quale is Agentive, where 

it encodes information that this emoji is man-made, which is what brings it to existence. 

The above interpretation and analysis of the levels of representation of emoji in (7c) 

capture the meaning of ‘sleep’, that is interpreted in relation to a specific discourse. In 

this proverb, this emoji is used figuratively, hence the act of sleeping demonstrates the 

state of rest or relaxation. Consequently, when someone is at rest that means they are 

inactive to do anything productive or progressive in their lives. Thus, accomplishing no 

task. Therefore, this emoji is used as a depiction of the consequences of sleeping 

activity as implied by the bed emoji. In the context of this proverb, this emoji is used in 

combination with others to convey the meaning that, anyone who remains at rest 

cannot achieve success or earn rewards.  

The meaning of this emoji is type coerced, thus the interpretation in this proverb’s 

context varies with its meaning of simply being a ‘cow’ as assigned by standard 

Unicode consortium. 

5.1.2. Alikho ingcwaba lendlala    ‘There is no grave of hunger’ 

This proverb is used to express that hunger is a temporary state or a condition destined 

not to be a final endurance. It suggests that hope and resilience are key to improving 

one’s predicament or situation with perseverance and effort directed to goals 

significant to it. The emojis demonstrated in Figure (8) to construct this proverb are 

interpreted and analyzed below: 
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(8a) alikho    ‘An emoji gesturing there is no ‘x’ 

The demonstration below shows the process that takes place in constructing the 

negative predicate of absolute negation ‘alikho ‘(ingcwaba (li-)): 

 

qualificative formative                   subj.concord   

      a   +    li +      -kho   > alikho (negation) 

    

The word -kho is the short form. The long form is expressed as -khona, Ström (2020). 

The use of either short or long form of -kho(na) depends on several instances. Ström, 

(2020:221) citing Oosthuyen, 2016; buell and De Dreu (2013) who are of the view that  

-na’ in ‘-khona’ is retained when -khona represents a known place; expresses the 

affirmative whereas  -kho is used in the negative instances as illustrated below. 

a.  Likhona ingcwaba     ‘there is a grave’ 

b.  alikho ingcwaba.         ‘there is no grave’ 

nevertheless, below is the interpretation and analysis of the emoji representing the 

word ‘alikho’. 

 

                                                                                      

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



67 
 

 

     ARGSTR           = ARG 1 = x: human  

                                ARG2    =y: phys. obj 

     EVENTSTR         =E 1 = e1: state 

     QUALIASTR         = FORMAL = (x, y) 

                                      CONST= z: arms etc 

 

LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (8a) 

The lexical semantic presentation of the emoji in (8a) above displays two arguments 

in its argument structure: The first argument displays that this emoji visually denotes 

a human being. The second argument conveys that human emoji denotes a physical 

object. The event structure demonstrates that the emoji conveys the event state of 

being a human where it denotes the crossed arms gesturing a ‘no’. The formal quale 

demonstrates two parameters (x; y) that are identical to type arguments, which 

describes the emoji as simple typing lexical item. The constitutive quale conveys that 

there is an existing relation between type argument (X) and its constituents (z). Hence, 

the arms are part of the human body. These quales together are displayed in qualia 

structure. 

The lexical semantic structures of this emojis represent its meaning as it is 

standardized in Unicode consortium, which is a ‘no’ gesturing meaning. In this proverb, 

the meaning interpreted with this emoji is also the same as its standard meaning in 

translation to isiXhosa language whereby it visually expresses negation. 

 

(8b)  ingcwaba  ‘a  grave’ 

Class 5  
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Prefix: i(li) 

It is worth noting that words in this noun class (5) may be used either with full form or 

with contracted form of prefix in the singular. As in the noun ‘ingcwaba,’ the form 

used to construct this word is contracted form prefix i-. Full form is commonly used in 

words with monosyllabic stem such as ilizwe, ilitye, ilifu etc. 

Below is the analysis and interpretation of the emoji representing ‘ingcwaba’. 

 

   ARGUSTR        =ARG1 = x: material  

                                ARG2=y: phys.obj 

     EVENSTR      =E1=e1=process 

                               E2=e1=state 

      QUALIASTR   = FORMAL= (x; y)  

                               TELIC = burial 

LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (8a) 

The lexical semantic representation of the coffin emoji shows two argument in its 

argument structure. The first argument conveys that coffin emoji is a material. The 

second argument conveys that the coffin is also a physics object. The event structure 

expresses that coffin is in state event. The qualia structure demonstrates two quales. 

The first is formal quale which encodes information that is identical to type arguments 

(x; y) defining it as simple typing lexical item.  

The above lexical semantic analysis of coffin emoji illustrates the meaning that is 

identical to its standard meaning. However, different interpretation is encountered in 

the context of the proverb ‘alikho ingcwaba lendlala’. In this proverb, the coffin is 

used as reference to graveyard, thus coffin is a material used for burial or burying of 

a lifeless body. Another possible interpretation is that it may represent death. However, 

all the highlighted interpretation above has shared interest, which is the theme of 

permanence in relation to coffin activities. Thus, in this proverb it is used in sequence 

with others to express the rejection of permanence for hunger. 
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(8c) lendlala   ‘of hunger’ 

 

le- (possessive concord) = (li   +    a >  la-:)  

                                (vowel omitted) 

With noun from class 5:  

la   +    indlala   >  lendlala (ingcwaba)            (possesisive) 

      e (coalescence of vowel) 

The above illustration shows the modification that takes place in constructing the 

word ‘lendlela’.  

Below is the analysis and interpretation of the emoji representing the ‘lendlala’ in 

(8c). 

 

ARGUSTR      =ARG1 =x: phys.obj  

EVENSTR      = E1=e1 =State 

QUALIASTR   = FORMAL = (x)  

                        TELIC = T1= eaten 

 

LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTEPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (8c) 

The argument structure displays one argument in its argument structure, whereby it 

conveys the information that the sandwich emoji is a physical object. The event 

structure encoders information about the sandwich is the event state. The qualia 

structure illustrates two quale. The formal quale is the same as type argument, thus, 
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defining the sandwich emoji as simple type lexical item. The telic expresses the 

sandwich is typical food that is directly eaten.  

This lexical semantic presentation demonstrates that the emoji is a sandwich, which 

is identical to its standard meaning. In this context it is used symbolically to express 

the intended message of this proverb, indicating overcoming the state of poverty or 

that sustainability is achievable. Therefore, this emoji underscores type coercion. The 

compositionality it displays is strong composition. 

5.1.3.  ‘Isisila senkukhu sibonakala mhla kugquthayo’ 

This proverb is used to express that a person hidden, or true character is usually seen 

when they are experiencing hard or stressful situations. Its translation read as ‘a 

chicken tail is seen when it’s windy’. Below is the analysis and interpretation of emojis 

used in generating this proverb, as demonstrated in screenshot figure (9). 

 

(9a)   Isisila    ‘ a tail’ 

The emoji (tail) representing the noun (class 7) word ‘isisila’ is analysed and 

interpreted below. 

 

ARGUSTR             = ARG2= phys. obj 

                    =T-ARG=feather 

EVENSTR              =E1 =e1=state 

QUALIASTR           = AGENTIVE =nil 

                     =TELIC = skin covers 
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LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (9a) 

The lexical semantic of the emoji in (9a) demonstrates two arguments in its argument 

structure where it conveys that the emoji visually denotes a physical object. The true 

argument describes that the emoji depicts a feather. The event structure on the other 

side, expresses that the event demonstrated by the feather is a state event, enabling 

it to be identified easily. The qualia structure displays two quales: the agentive quale 

expresses that the feather demonstrates a nil value. The telic quale conveys that the 

function of the feather is to protect and cover the chicken’s skin and body.  

The lexical semantic analysis above shows that the emoji denotes a feather, which is 

its standard name from the Unicode consortium. In this proverb a feather is regarded 

as a tail due to the position in which it grows in the chicken, it is at the back part of the 

body. However, this is used figuratively to symbolize a person’s hidden character. 

Hence, the feather at the chicken’s back covers its anus. 

 

(9b) Senkukhu        ‘of chicken’ 

The following modification takes place in constructing the word ‘senkukhu’ (isisila). 

 Subj concord       possessive formative                  

  Si          +      a       +         inkukhu (N)        > senkukhu (possessive) 

   ϕ                              e (coalescence) 

 

ARGUSTR =ARG1 =x: animal 

                    ARG2= y: phys. obj 

EVENSTR =E1=e1= state 

QUALIASTR =FORMAL = (x; y)  
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LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (9b) 

The lexical semantics of the chicken emoji above display two arguments in its 

argument structure. The first argument conveys that the chicken denotes an animal. 

The second argument expresses that the animal is a physical object. Following is 

event structure, which demonstrates the chicken is in state event of its being. The 

qualia structure on the other side displays a formal quale, which is identical to the type 

of argument, thus, suggesting that the chicken emoji is a simple type of lexical item.  

The lexical semantic above demonstrates that the emoji is a chicken, but in the context 

of this proverb, it is used to represent a person’s unusual character. Standard Unicode 

consortium also describes this emoji as chicken, thus visually denoted, however, the 

interpretation is dependent on specific context as evident in this proverb. 

 

(9c) sibonakala  ‘apparent/seen/visible’ 

The following is the analysis and interpretation of the emoji (eyes) representing the 

word ‘sibonakala’ in (9c). 

 

ARGUSTR =ARG1 =x: phys. obj 

EVENSTR =E1 =e1=state  

QUALIASTR = TELIC= seeing 

LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (9c) 

The lexical semantic of the eyes emoji above contains one argument in its argument 

structure, in which it represents the eye emoji that visually denotes a physical object. 

The event structure follows, where it displays that eyes and emoji are in a state event. 

The qualia structure underscores a telic quale, where it demonstrates that eyes are 

used as the sight of seeing.  

The lexical-semantic analysis of the emoji above illustrates the function of seeing, thus 

in this proverb, it is used to express that people pay attention and observe how others 
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behave or treat them when they are angry or stressed. In the Standard Unicode 

consortium this emoji is also referred to as eyes. 

 

 

(9d) mhla kugquthayo   ‘when the weather is windy’ 

This phrase ‘mhla kugquthayo (kugqutha) expresses the construction of relative 

clause. As (Doke 1930:324) postulate, in relative clauses, the verb is sometimes 

closed by an enclitic formative -yo  in which there are rules governing its use (see 

Doke,1930:322-325). 

For instance, the rule governing the clausal phrase ‘mhla kugquthayo’ as Doke, 

(1930:325) states: 

‘’the close relationship between the relative construction and the ordinary use 

of the participial mood after certain conjunctions is seen in the use of -yo in 

such participial construction. ‘’ 

For example: 

a.  xa umthunywa efikayo   ‘when the messenger arrives’          Doke (1930:325). 

b. …. mhla kugquthayo (phandle)  ‘when it is windy’   

Nonetheless, below is the analysis and interpretation of the emoji (tornadoes) 

representing the phrase ‘mhla kugquthayo’. 

ARGUSTR    =ARG1 =x: weather condition  

EVENSTR    =E1 =e1= state 

QUALIASTR = AGENTIVE= nil 

LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (9d) 

The lexical semantic of the tornado emoji displays one argument in its arguments 

structure, which demonstrates that the emoji visually denotes a particular condition of 
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a weather. The event structure conveys that the tornado emoji demonstrates the event 

of its state. The qualia structure shows the agentive quale, which conveys that tornado 

occurs naturally. 

The lexical semantic analysis of the emoji above shows that tornadoes are weather 

conditions, thus classifying it as natural event. In this proverb, the tornado emoji is 

used to express extremely unpleasant weather conditions in relation to difficult 

situations where a person’s hidden or unusual character may be evoked. As 

standardized by Unicode consortium, the interpretation is the same as that the emoji 

is tornado, where the context of this proverb does not alter the rationale of this weather 

phenomenon. Except that it is idiosyncraticized. 

In the section that follows, I will provide the analysis of the six selected screenshot  

isiXhosa example (1-7) presented in unit two.  

4.2.2 Analysis of unit two: Emoji use in constructing the selected isiXhosa 

words with combined text 

 Before providing the lexical semantic representation of emoji use under the context 

of this section, it is important to briefly explore the definition of morphology and other 

concepts that are crucial to the objective of this section. Morphology is the study of 

word formation through morphemes Aronoff and Fudeman (2011:2). In order to 

understand morphology, it is essential to explain the term Morphemes. 

While Aronoff and Fudeman (2011:2) describe morpheme as the smallest linguistic 

units of a word with a grammatical function. Anderson et al., (2022:211) defines 

morpheme as the smallest systematic pairing of both form (sign or sound) and 

meaning or grammatical function. As Anderson et al., (2022:211) argues, morpheme 

includes both “meaning or grammatical function” instead of just “meaning” because 

other morphemes express more abstract grammatical information while some 

morphemes have clear meanings, respective of the type (functional meaning and 

content meaning). 

Morphemes can come in different types and forms. There are morphemes called 

affixes. As Selkirk, (1945:59) defines, an affix is a lexical item that is assigned to a 

category, and has a lexical entry, like any other unbound morpheme or 

morphologically complex item, be it a word, a stem, or whatever. According to 
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Anderson et al., (2022:213) affixes have to attach to something (base) hence they 

cannot stand on their own. 

According to Anderson et al, (2022: 251), the order in which affixes are attached, or 

words are constructed sometimes matters. As a result, in linguistic, words follow a 

hierarchal organization called a morphology tree, also known as tree diagram. Trees 

are used to represent the constituency of language, the subgroupings of pieces within 

a larger word or phrase Anderson et al.,(2022:256). One of the big insights of 

linguistics is that constituency is always relevant when describing how pieces combine 

together, whether we are looking at morphemes within a word or words within a 

sentence Anderson et al., (2022:256). For example, the word quickly is the result of 

combining the root quick- and the suffix -ly. With a tree diagram this structure can be 

represented as follows: 

 

Adverb 

 adjective             suffix (adv) 

                                             

                                             quick               - ly                

                                          Figure 17: Tree diagram for quickly 

As an adverb suffix’-ly’ changes the stem word into an adverb. While -ly’ does not 

have a content meaning on its own, it does have a functional meaning which in this 

case lies in changing the stem verb word ‘quick’ into an adverb ‘quickly’. 

The examples made above are just an illustration of prefix and suffix typical affixes in 

English languages. However, it is important to highlight that affixes are not the same 

for all languages. For instance, isiXhosa is an agglutinative language with an array 

affixes (prefixes infixes and suffixes) that are attached to the root word or stem word 

to alter their meaning and convey grammatical information. As Mletshe(2019:19) 

asserts, nouns in most of African languages are derives from other word categories 

more especially the verb category through the utilization of prefixes and suffixes. For 

instance, nouns in isiXhosa are classified into fifteen (15) morphological classes with 

different prefixes for both singular and plural.  
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Anderson et.al.,(2022) points out that in the study of morphology, the vital skill is being 

able to segment words in another language into their individual morphemes. In other 

words, being able to identify roots and affixes in complex words.  

In addition, morphemes are further examined in the study of phonetics. Satyo (1987:3) 

defines phonetics as follows: 

‘’…. lufundo-nzulu olucwangcisiweyo ngendlela yokuphinyiselwa kwezandi zolwimi, 

oko kukuthi izandi ezi sizisebenzisayo ekuthetheni.’’ 

In linguistics, phonetics is the study of how words are pronounced or uttered during 

communication. The phonological realization of a morpheme is referred to as morph, 

which sometimes is called a variant or allomorph Aronoff and Fudeman, (2011:2).  

According to Aronoff and Fudeman (2011:2) the position of the articulation of the final 

consonant of the verb stem determines one morph over another Aronoff and 

Fudeman, (2011:2). Stem is the base unit in which morphological units are attached. 

Given the above explanation of morphology and phonetics, this section provides the 

analysis of emojis used to form words or concepts. It is important to highlight that this 

section presents data that focuses on the content of isiXhosa. The data contains the 

context of informal conversation or language as visible to the represented 

screenshots. The focus shall be on how the semantics of emojis occur in these 

conversations. The screenshot examples (1-4) are selected for analysis for this unit 

and I will begin with example (1) below. 

In examining the meaning of the emoji dog in screenshot example (1), below is its 

analysis of the argument structure, event structure and qualia structure: 

ARGSTR      =   ARG1        = x: animal 

                             ARG2        =y: Phys. obj 

                            T-ARG2     = dog 

  EVENTSTR   =     E1           = z: state 

  QUALIA         =      FORMAL= (x, y) 

LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (1) 
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The lexical semantic representation of the emoji above displays three arguments in its 

argument structure. The first is the default argument which shows that this emoji 

visually represents an animal. The second default argument conveys that an animal 

is a physical object. The second type of argument is a true argument, which conveys 

that the emoji denotes a dog animal.  The event structure conveys that the dog emoji 

demonstrates the event of state. The qualia structure displays two quale, whereby the 

formal quale demonstrates qualities (x; y) that are identical to the default arguments 

type, thus suggesting the dog emoji is a simple type of lexical item. 

The semantic analysis above shows that the dog emoji is used as a derivation of the 

Xhosa word ‘injalo’. The pronunciation of the word ‘injalo’ results in a tone that 

determines its meaning in line with a particular context, as outlined in the screenshot 

example (1) above.  While the Unicode consortium describes this emoji as a dog, its 

meaning is defined by a specific context, as suggested in the above interpretation. The 

compositionality that this emoji displays is weak composition. 

The analysis that follows is for the car emoji in screenshot example (2) that 

demonstrates how car emoji is combined with written texts to construct words such 

as ikhaphu, -mkhaya, and -khaba. However, I will only provide interpretation for 

‘ikhaphu’ as it (car emoji) is used the same way in all these words but altered by 

vocalization of variation.  

(2)  a.  Le trend ye -emojis ndiyiphakamisela ‘i        phu’            (I am raising trophy 

for this trend of emojis) 

The word ‘ikhaphu’  is the result of combining the noun class 9 prefix [i [-        ph-]u], 

and the suffix -u which serves to complete the word. With a tree diagram, this 

structure can be represented as follows: 

Claas 9 

Prefix: i- 

Suffix: -u 

ikhaphu             ‘a trophy’ 
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                                             Noun 

                                      Prefix                             Noun Stem 

             Noun root                         Suffix 

                                         i-                ph-              -u 

Figure 18: Tree diagram for ikhaphu 

In this example the car emoji functions as a root whereby its meaning is unrelated to 

word, instead its use is based on similar sound for -kh/a- in isiXhosa. 

Below is the analysis of the argument, qualia and event structure for the emoji of car 

to examine how its meaning altered within this example (2a). 

 ARGSTR       = ARG1= x: phys.obj 

                       S-ARG = y: travelling 

 EVENTSTR    = E1     = State 

 QUALIA          =Forma= (x, y, E1) 

                          TELIC = traveling act result (y) 

                           AGENTIVE= design/make 

LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE(2) 

The car emoji in example (2) is used as a replacement for the written word -kha-’ to 

construct the concept ‘ikhaphu’. Cup is used to signify excellence or recognition of 

participants involved in particular activities such as sports, competitions, etc. 

 

For screenshot example (3) showing the emoji of a bee representing -bh/i- with 

combined text to derive the word -bhida-. Other terms that can be derived from this 

verb root include: 

(3) a. bhida  ‘confuse’   >   mbhidi   ’refers to a person who does the action of     

confusing’. 

     b. bhida                          > ukubhida          ‘to confuse’ . 
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With a morphological tree for instance the word ‘umbhidi’ can be represented as 

shown below. 

                                                Noun 

                                         Prefix               Noun stem                    

                     root        suffix                           

 Um-   d           -i              

Figure 19: Tree diagram for ‘umbhidi’ 

Below is the analysis and interpretation of ‘bee’ emoji illustrated in screenshot example 

(3). 

ARGSTR            = ARG1= x: insects/animal 

                                    ARG2=y: phys. obj 

                                     T-ARG2 =z: bee 

  EVENTSTR          =     E1 = e1: state 

  QUALIASTR         =      FORMAL= (x, y, z) 

LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (3) 

The lexical semantic representation of the emoji above displays three arguments in its 

argument structure. The first is the default argument which shows that this emoji 

visually denotes an animal. The second default argument conveys that an animal is a 

physical object. The second type of argument is the true argument, which conveys 

that the emoji denotes a ‘bee’ animal.  The event structure conveys that the bee 

demonstrates the event of state. The qualia structure displays a formal quale where it 

demonstrates characteristics (x; y, z) that are identical to the type arguments, thus, 

implying the bee emoji is a simple type of lexical item. 

The semantic analysis above shows that the bee emoji is used as a derivation of the 

word -bhi’ where its pronunciation produces a tone that describes its meaning 

depending on the concept it is used to construct as demonstrated in example (3) above 

and other examples (ukubhida,umbhidi) made.  While the Unicode consortium 
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describes this emoji as a bee, its meaning is determined by its use, as implied by the 

interpretation captured in this context. The composition that this emoji displays is 

strong composition.  

Following is the analysis and interpretation of the drumstick emoji in screenshot 

example (4), which is combined with other text to derive the word -nyamezel-. When 

prefixing class nouns (1) and (15) the words below can be derived from the root word 

-nyamezel-  as shown below: 

(4)   a.  ‘  mezela’     ‘tolerate’         um mezeli          >   ‘person who tolerate’ 

       b.  ‘ mezela’    ‘tolerate’         ukunyamezela         > ‘to tolerate’.  

With a tree diagram for instance, the derived noun umnyamezeli in (4a) can be 

represented as follows. 

Class 1 

Prefix: Um- 

Suffix: -i 

Umnyamezeli  

 

 

 Noun 

                            Prefix                        Noun Stem 

                                                          root                       Suffix 

                                um                 mezel             -i 

Figure 20: Tree diagram for ‘Umnyamezeli ‘ 

It is now clear that, the drumstick emoji in these examples act as visual morpheme 

that substitute the word ‘ny/a’ in Xhosa linguistic. Below is the analysis and 

interpretation of the argument structure, event structure and qualia structure for the 

drumstick emoji shown in screenshot example (4): 
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ARGSTR      =      ARG1= x: drumstick 

                              ARG2=y: phys.obj 

  EVENTSTR   =     E1 =e1: state 

  QUALIA         =      FORMAL= hold (x; y) 

LEXICAL-SEMANTIC INTERPRETATION OF AN EMOJI IN EXAMPLE (4) 

The lexical semantic representation of the emoji above displays two arguments in its 

argument structure. The first is a default argument which shows that this emoji is a 

drumstick. The second type of argument is a true argument, which conveys that the 

emoji denotes a physical object.  The event structure conveys that the drumstick emoji 

demonstrates the event of state. The qualia structure displays a formal quale where it 

displays characteristics (x; y) that are identical to the type arguments, thus, implying 

the drumstick emoji is a simple type of lexical item. 

The semantic analysis above shows that the drumstick emoji is used as derivation of 

the word ‘-nyamazela’ where its pronunciation produces a tone that describes its 

meaning in a specific context as demonstrated in example (4) above.  While Unicode 

consortium describes this emoji as a drumstick, its meaning is determined by its use, 

as implied by the interpretation captured in this context. That is, the drumstick is meat 

which in isiXhosa language called ‘inyama’. Hence, in this context this drumstick 

behaves as polysemous item of ‘inyama’ whereby it is used to derive the visual 

morpheme ‘nya- or nyama- together with the written words ‘ezel’ to form the word 

‘nyamezela’. The compositionality that this emoji represents is weak composition. 

In the section that follows, the provided table (3) summarizes the key findings of the 

analyzed and interpreted emoji use for both sample units in this chapter, drawing on 

the theoretical framework used in lexical semantic interpretation, specifically the 

principles of composition, co-composition, type-coercion, and conventionality. The 

emojis are classified based on how they function in context, whether they demonstrate 

strong or weak composition, co-composition and so forth. 

4.3 Table 3.: Summary of analyzed emojis in units 1 and 2 

Emoji type         Description    Emoji example (s)      
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Strong 

composition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Weak  

composition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Type coercion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emoji meaning remains    

constant and corresponds with its 

standardized Unicode name and 

meaning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

Flexible meaning, open to 

multiple possible interpretation 

senses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emoji forced into meaning 

different  from its Unicode. 

However, it is related to its visual 

representation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cow emoji (       ) = used to express 

the value it has on producing dairy 

products such as milk, amaasi, etc. 

In context of the isiXhosa (i.e Fig 

(7), this is shown in figurative 

sense to convey its intended 

purposes. Also see Fig.(11) in 

(pg.52). 

The other one is an emoji indicating 

there is no ‘x’ (       )= used for 

expressing ayikho, alikho, as 

shown in Fig. (7-8). Also see Fig. 

(16) in (pg.53). 

 

Bed or person in bed emoji 

(              )= used in literal sense to 

express a relaxation or sleeping 

‘yobuthongo’ activity that bed is 

usually used or made for, see Fig. 

(7). However, it is also used 

idiosyncratically to convey the act 

of laying ‘lala’ for things such as 

mist, as shown in Fig. (14), (pg.52). 

 

Chicken (     ) = used figuratively to 

represent a person with certain 

character or behavior, see Fig. (8). 

Also see emojis such as (monkey 

     ), elephant (    ), Buffalo (     ) 

which are used for similar function 

in Fig. (12,13, and 16), (pg. 52-53) 

Cow emoji (       )= for signifying 

valuable assets that anyone desire 

to own, see Fig.(7). Also used to 

express the value of importance in 
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Co-

composition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conventional 

attribute                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emoji act as functors creating 

new non-lexicalized meaning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emoji is used based on common-

sense knowledge     rather than 

their literal usage.  Physical 

appearance relates to its 

standardized semantics.  

regard to a person, i.e, Fig. 

(11),(pg.52).  

 

Tail (🪶) = symbolizes a person’s 

unusual character or behavior, that 

is exhibited or triggered by certain 

circumstances, as illustrated in Fig. 

(9). 

Sandwich (          ) = used to represent 

hunger ‘indlala’, see Fig. (8). 

All emojis analyzed in unit (2), (dog 

(      ), car (        ), bee (         ) and 

drumstick (    ). For instance a dog 

(      ) in ex.(1) for isiXhosa 

language ‘inja’, which is used to 

construct words like ‘injalo or 

sekunjalo with new non-

lexicalized meaning. Also (pg. 54) 

for examples in other languages 

(English).  

 

Tornado (     ) used to illustrate the 

windy weather condition. Thus, 

expressed as ‘mhla kugquthayo’. 

See, Fig. (9).  

Coffin (         )= used to express that 

there’s no place for hunger, not 

even the grave ‘ingcwaba’ can be 

solution to poverty, see Fig. (8). 

Hence, the coffin  is commonly 

used for burial purposes, which is 

the last place for any dead person.  

Eyes emoji (   ) = serve the 

function of seeing’, since it used to 

express ‘sibonakala’ for apparent 
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or visibility in isiXhosa language, 

demonstrated in Fig. (9). 

Sandwich (          ) =used for eating, 

and normally people eat to get rid 

of hunger, ‘indlala’, see Fig. (8).  

For emojis (        ,      ) with similar 

usage, see Fig. (10,13 and 15) in 

(pg. 51-53). 

Fig. =Figure, i.e =For instance, Ex. =example  

The table above presents the results based on conceptual categories of generative 

theory across units 1 and unit 2, which help to demonstrate the ways in which meaning 

is formed, interpreted through emojis in isiXhosa language and expression. 

The chapter that follows provides the discussion and conclusion of this study. The 

discussion will engage directly in the research questions and objectives outlined at the 

beginning of this study, so as to evaluate how, if at all, they have been addressed. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter the focus shall be on discussing the results of this study, providing 

fundamental insights obtained in previous chapters. It was mentioned in earlier 

chapters that there is limited investigation related to emoji use in isiXhosa language, 

therefore this study was conducted as an attempt to fill this gap in knowledge. It was 

also highlighted that previous studies, Mgogo and Nokutywa, (2023) has shown 

interest on the ways in which emoji meaning is constructed on virtual communication. 

In this study this issue was also dealt with, within the perspective of the theoretical 

paradigm of generative lexicon theory, providing a deep understanding of the ways in 

which the meaning of these visual signs is interpreted within contexts of isiXhosa 

language.  

Upon investigating, the selected emojis were analyzed and interpreted in terms of 

three out of four levels of representation as proposed by, Pustejovsky, (1998): Firstly, 

the argument structure which further classified into four types for lexical item including 

default argument, shadow argument, true adjunct and true argument. Followed by the 

event structure and lastly the qualia structure which provides four qualia (i.e. formal, 

constitutive, telic and Agentive) that deals with the characteristics of a lexical item. In 

this theory Pustejovsky, (1998) provides devices that enable significant generalization 

of the semantic aspects of a lexical item. Thus, this further explains its essence in this 

study.  

Pustejovsky’s theory was adopted along with the applied strategies of qualitative 

content approach using discourse analysis method. It was explained that the 

qualitative data can either be analyzed in its entirety or divided into smaller units (units 

of analysis), where each units suggest a different focus of the study, Bengtsson, 

(2016).  

During the analysis and interpretation of the emojis in selected content of isiXhosa 

language in virtual modes of communication, two units of analysis were established: 

(i) Emojis used to generate the Xhosa phrases and idiomatic expression and (ii) 

derivation of isiXhosa words or concepts. Therefore, it is worth highlighting that the 
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discussion below shall be dedicated to providing results established in the two units 

highlighted above, respectively. Thus, determining how each of these units’ answers 

and addresses the questions and objectives of this study. 

This final chapter is divided into four sections. Section (6.1) form the introduction. In 

section (6.2) addresses the research questions and objectives of this study. Section 

(6.3 will provide a conclusion. Section (6.4) shall contain the recommendation of the 

issues that arise during investigation, for further insights. 

6.2 Discussion of Results 

As outlined above, With this section I seeks to address the objectives and questions 

that were asked earlier in this research. I also aim to provide a critical reflection on the 

cultural, linguistic and semiotic implication of emoji use in isiXhosa language by 

aligning the analytical outcomes with  the objectives of this study. Below I begin with 

the first question that was asked, and that is, how emojis are used in isiXhosa 

language on virtual communication? 

Firstly, two ways of emoji use were identified in the units of analysis highlighted in 

chapter five, hence addressing this question. Units (1), dealt with emoji use in 

generating isiXhosa proverbial expression. Proverbs are culturally rich. That means, 

one need to be well equipped with the knowledge of Nguni languages in order to have 

a grasp of their meaning. They convey messages that serves significant roles in Nguni 

communities, such as to educate, to warn, teach, to guide and instils values. For 

instance, the proverb ‘Ayikho inkomo yobuthongo’ in Figure (7) may be used in a 

certain situation to encourage individual that success achieved through dedicated 

efforts. Some of these expressions are historical based or are the results of specific 

events significance to the heritage of amaXhosa. 

However, of particular interest was the issue of emoji meaning used to generate the 

expressions that were selected for analysis and interpretation in this section. The 

strategies of qualitative content approach using discourse analysis methods were 

applied along with Pustejovsky’s theory, providing the potential insights of emoji use 

in isiXhosa language through the theoretical principles and levels of representation: 

argument structure, event structure and qualia structure.  
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By examining each emoji used, I was able to determine factors that evoke both their 

literal and figurative meaning. Similar to previous studies, the context and culture are 

the major factors that impact the interpretation of emoji in contents of isiXhosa 

language. An emoji meaning can be utilized literally or figuratively depending on the 

context and the way in which it is used. For instance, the argument structure (ARG1) 

of emoji in example (2) of Figure (7) denotes a ‘cow,’ and this semantic feature is 

shared with the formal role in qualia structure. In the event structure, it is demonstrated 

that the state of this emoji demonstrate is cow. However, the interpretation of the 

lexical semantic of the same ‘cow’ emoji is figurative, as it shows that it symbolizes the 

valuable object that people aspire to attain. This example also outlines the influence 

of culture in the use of this particular emoji, as an individual needs to understand how 

and why cows are regarded as highly valuable animals within societies of amaXhosa.  

This example and others that were analyzed in this study, supports the notion of the 

significance of examining the entirety of an item in terms of compositionality, thus 

disambiguating its use in context as to capture the actual sense. It was explained that 

compositionality of a lexical item can either demonstrate strong composition where the 

number of lexical sense remains constant to the possible interpretation in language,  

or weak composition, where the multiple distinct of lexical senses required in the 

lexicon rises proportional to the number of interpretations in the language.  

In this units (1), I have examined that some emojis demonstrate a weak composition 

while others display a strong composition (see table 3). Through this principle, I have 

observed that an emoji could illustrate weak composition in one context, however the 

same emoji can illustrate strong composition in other context, highlighting the effect of 

contextual variety on their usage . 

In addition to the above observation on the compositional type of an emoji, I was also 

able to observe the impacts of context variation on the meaning of emoji use in 

isiXhosa language. This is in correspondence with the view that language variation 

refers to the regional, social or contextual differences in the ways that a particular 

language is utilized as this was pointed out previously in this study. It was also 

explained that language variation divides into linguistic variation and sociolinguistic 

variation. The need to explore the variation of emojis was outlined, hence the 

contextual variation is observed and identified in the use of emojis in isiXhosa 
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language as shown in units (1) and (2) of chapter five. It is worth noting that the impact 

of the context variation of emoji use in these units is linguistically, because it is 

constrained by the context in which an emoji is adopted. 

This units (1) do not only highlight the ways emojis are used in isiXhosa language, but 

it also outlines their fundamental function in ensuring that, isiXhosa language 

continues to represent its profound knowledge through the innovative forms of writing 

in the digital age. As a results of the adaptation of IsiXhosa language, the culture and 

traditions of amaXhosa are preserved through the creative use of these visual signs. 

This also suggests the development of isiXhosa language.  

The second units of chapter five explored that emojis in isiXhosa language are also 

used to derive some of the isiXhosa words or concepts. As illustrated in the analysis 

of this unit, emojis are used in combination with written words to derive new isiXhosa 

words in virtual communication. I have observed that this is done by replacing actual 

letters with the emoji that resembles their sound meaning. Thus, in explaining this 

creative use of these symbols, I have considered the linguistic aspects of 

morphological components.  

In this units, it was observed that emojis serve grammatical functions including 

morphemes, stems, roots etc. For instance, in example (1) the emoji of a ‘dog’ which 

in isiXhosa translate to inja,  is used to derive the visual morpheme /nja/‘ for 

constructing words such as ‘injalo , sekunjalo’.   

Another example that outlines this variation is car emoji in example (2) of units (2) of 

chapter 5, where several words including ‘mkhaya, -ikhaphu, among  others (see table 

2)  were derived. In these words, it seemed that the car emoji is used because in 

English language, the sound of the word car when uttered resembles the sound of 

/kh/a/ in isiXhosa language. However, the pronunciation and tone variation determine 

the intent of its usage in replacing the morpheme /kha/ in these derived concepts.  

Therefore, in these words, tone is the essential factor that governs the meaning of the 

emoji use in deriving the meaning of isiXhosa concepts. 

While not analyzed, similar to isiXhosa , the emojis in English were used as visual 

morphemes. For instance, the example (6-7) illustrates that emojis such as emoji of a 

bee for be, because; fire emoji inflected to become fired among others. In general, this 

observation highlights the potential communicative use that emojis have, not only for 
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isiXhosa but also for other universal languages. Therefore, in this unit (1), the 

relationship  between the meaning of an emoji meaning and its grammatical use, is 

completely arbitrary, and this applies to all the emojis (analyzed) adopted for deriving 

new words in unit two.   

Alternatively, the use of emojis in deriving words as shown in unit (2) is similar to the 

way Egyptian hieroglyphic were used, as this was discussed earlier in this study.  

The second question asked was, which linguistic repertoire transmitted into emojis? It 

is important to explain the concept of ‘linguistic  repertoire before discussing this 

question.  

According to Busch, (2012:504) linguistic repertoire is a term used to refer to the entire 

range of communicative resources that individuals use in several settings including 

languages, styles, registers, codes and even non-verbal cues such as signs and 

gestures. individual routines that characterize interaction in day-to-day life. As Busch, 

(2012:2), citing Gumperz,(1964) points out, the exploration of these repertoires 

depends on both individual choice and the socially agreed-upon conventions that 

serve to categorize. However, their options are shaped by grammatical rules and 

social constraints.  

Considering and adapting the explanation above to the context of emoji use in 

isiXhosa language, in this study I have investigated the linguistic repertoires and the 

ways in which they are transmitted into emojis. During investigation, I have examined 

that emojis become part of repertoire through fulfilling communicative roles that 

substitute traditional language in particular contexts. I have observed various ways 

that linguistic repertoires transmitted into emojis in isiXhosa language. 

Firstly, I examined that emojis are used in isiXhosa language to visually represents 

some of isiXhosa expressions particularly, of proverbs and idioms that are deeply 

rooted in both linguistic and cultural practices of Xhosa communities. 

For instance, the proverb in Figure (7) which is ‘                    ’ inkomo enomlomo ayimasi’ 

illustrates the way in which emojis can be combined in sequential arrangements to 

construct the meaning that is culturally specific. Through the theoretical perspectives 

of generative lexicon and its significant principle of compositionality, I have examined 

that in this Figure (7) the linguistic repertoires transmitted into the emojis employed in 
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this proverb include the figurative and symbolic components of the language. Hence, 

facilitating the relevant and relatable communication in the modern age. Consequently, 

identity is formed or shaped. 

Secondly, I have observed that emojis are used in the isiXhosa language to derived 

words with new meaning. For instance, in example (2) of units 2 in chapter 5, the use 

of the car emoji          in ‘m        ya’ (mkhaya) to create a new word based on phonetic 

similarities outlines the ways in which emojis function as linguistic building blocks. This 

process of word derivation adapts emojis to fit the structural and phonetic 

characteristics of IsiXhosa. Thus, their integration is the result of these linguistic 

repertoires being transmitted onto them. 

Thirdly, as Busch, (2012:3), citing Gumperz (1964: 134), linguistic choices are 

influenced by social conventions and the etiquette of communication that serve to 

categorize speech forms as informal, literary, humorous, politeness etc. In isiXhosa 

contexts on virtual communication, the choice to use emojis to express particular 

etiquette such as humor or politeness and so forth, reflects these social norms. For 

instance, the proverb in Figure (3) ‘isisila senkukhu sibonakala mhla kuggquthayo’ as 

explained, this proverb is often used to refer to situation in which a person shows their 

true colors or unusual character when experiencing unpleasant circumstances in their 

lives, and with spoken language it sounds extremely intense especially when uttered 

by an adults.  

However, by expressing it with emojis, this adds a layer of playfulness while 

representing its significance message. Another example, the proverb alikho ingcwaba 

lendlala’ in Figure (2) is used to describe hunger and poverty cannot be tolerated. The 

use of emojis in this proverb helps to lessen the intensity than a normal tone cause in 

spoken words, and the seriousness of this proverb, making it a relatable way of 

motivating perseverance, thus corresponding with the cultural etiquette of not 

expressing compassion in isiXhosa language. In these examples, the emoji use adds 

politeness and humor to the proverbs keeping the interaction less intense while 

maintaining the original meaning.  

In the creation of new words using emojis (unit 2), the cultural etiquette of isiXhosa is 

also demonstrated. For instance, the words ‘mkhaya,ikhaphu’, in example (1) to (2) 

are represented in a playful way by using a car emoji as a phonetic replacement of the 
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morpheme /kha/ . Consequently, this playful use of emojis embraces both the visual 

and phonetic components of isiXhosa language, reflecting the informal and exciting 

way of expressing particular words in virtual communication. 

Fourthly, I have observed that, while the use of emojis as visual signs of 

expressiveness is globalized, they are adapted to cultural meanings, particularly in 

context of isiXhosa context on virtual communication. In a conceptual term of lexical 

semantics we say, they are conventionalized. For instance, in Figure (1)  while an 

emoji denoting a cow        , is universally acknowledged as a domestic animal, it 

signifies an added meaning in isiXhosa culture, where it has specific social and 

economic significance as shown in the interpretation of these examples. The repertoire 

being transmitted in this emoji is the cultural significance adapted behind both the 

emoji and the language. Hence, combining them with particular messages relevant to 

individuals of isiXhosa speaking societies.  

The third and last question asked was, what are the factors influence the way emojis 

are used in communication of isiXhosa contexts? 

It should be clear in the above discussion that context and culture are obviously the 

main factors that influence use of emojis in communication among Xhosa speaking 

individuals. Firstly, as highlighted on the discussion about context variations in this 

chapter, I have examined that an emoji meaning is determined by the specific context 

in which it is used. For instance, an emoji can convey a different meaning in different 

contexts.  

Fourthly, I have examined that culture is at the core of emoji integration in the contexts 

investigated of emoji use in isiXhosa language. As explained earlier in this study, 

culture is the combination of shared knowledge and social practices. This is true to the 

use of emojis in isiXhosa language as I have observed that, for individuals to 

understand and interpret them correctly, they must possess a shared cultural 

knowledge of isiXhosa language. Consequently, this reflects the language 

competency and performance, determining the significance of culture in the use of 

emojis in virtual communication of isiXhosa language and expression. 

Alternatively, in addition, to these findings, with this study I have also observed that 

the emoji use among Xhosa speaking individuals on social media, display similar 
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pattern with the historical writing symbols that were discussed earlier in this study, that 

is the Egyptian hieroglyph. How? 

In my observation I have noted that the three categories of  Egyptian hieroglyphic signs 

that were discussed including phonograms, phonographic and ideograms, can be 

used in classifying emojis too, as they demonstrate similar pattern of their use, or their 

functions is also true for these modern visual sign. For instance, I have identified the 

following similarity between use of emojis in isiXhosa and Egyptian hieroglyphic signs. 

The use of emojis as characters of writing (phonogram) to express sound and meaning 

being the first similarity I identified. As it was discussed, hieroglyphic sign in this 

category serves several functions, and I shall  mention only those corresponding with 

the identified emoji use in the isiXhosa language. That is the hieroglyphics function of 

conveying sounds only is also identified in emoji use. For example, the emoji of a dog 

(inja) is used to pronounce words with meaning unconnected to the dog, but their use 

in forming these words is based on the resemblance of the sound of inja. For instance, 

the dog emoji is used to derive words such as ‘injalo’ to convey ‘as it is’ or to express 

‘it is like that’ which sound similar to -nja- the word for dog in isiXhosa language. Other 

examples include emojis such as bee emoji, ball emoji, and car emoji among others, 

which shown that they are not used for what they denote, instead they became the 

representative of the phoneme as their meaning depends on the intent they are used 

for. 

This category also serves to express meaning with sound, and this is true for emoji 

use in isiXhosa expression. For instance, this is mostly demonstrated in unit one of 

chapter five, where emojis are mainly used for the meaning, they signify both literally 

and figuratively in the constructing isiXhosa expression. An example to be made is 

that of an emoji of a bed which is used for expressing the purpose it serves, to sleep; 

of sleeping which are the words for ‘ukulala’; ubuthongo’ in isiXhosa words. Hence 

the proverb ‘ayikho inkomo yokulala’ conveys its intended meaning. In general, I would 

say the use of all the emojis illustrated in unit one demonstrates meaning without the 

sound. 

The second is phonographic writing, which means emojis are used to express 

consonants. As it was explained, each of the Egyptian word was consonantal and the 

meaning of a root-word is altered by variety of vocalization, thus the meaning attached 
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to it varied. This is also true to the use of emojis in constructing isiXhosa word as 

illustrated in unit two, their use is consonantal, and the root-meaning of a word is 

changed by variation of vocalization however differs the meaning to be attached to it. 

For example, the sound represented by the emoji of a car, for the isiXhosa words such 

as -mkhaya ‘person of same region’, and -khaphu ‘to kick’, has been used as a 

phonogram for the consonant of ’k’. However, in emoji used in the context of 

constructing words, they substitute not only consonants, but in translation , are 

combined with vowels too. Thus, in contrast to hieroglyph, I instead noted them 

functioning rather as morphemes in this particular context (unit 2). 

Another example is the sound represented by drumstick emoji for the word -

nyamezela ’to tolerate or persevere’ which is used as a biconsonantal sign for 

‘n+y’.Others include the emojis of ball, dog, bee among others. It is worth highlighting 

that same as with some hieroglyphic signs, it is observed that some use of emojis as 

phonographic is not limited to their derivatives of either root-word or stem word instead 

they are used as components in the spelling unrelated words . For instance, the sound 

represented by the emoji of a dog for consonantal ‘n+j’ in injalo is like that’ and 

nyamezela to write ‘persevere’  

The third and last category of hieroglyphic use is ideograms, which are used to express 

the ideographic part of the word after phonetic components. While this was not closely 

examined, it is observed during investigation that emojis in isiXhosa are used at the 

end of a clause as a closing sentence, serving various purpose including decoration, 

complement, conveying emphasis, expressing emotion and intended tone. For 

instance, emojis such as tears of joy emoji that is visible in some of the presented 

data, are commonly used for serving the outlined categorial function of ideogram on 

social media. 

The purpose of identifying the similarities above is to highlight that emojis are not only 

tapping into the history of pictographical signs, but there seem to be a shared behavior 

on their use with the ancient pictographic writing. Whereas there are slightly different, 

in their use as consonants, but rather  morphemes. 

6.2 Conclusion 

In conclusion, this research has investigated emoji use in isiXhosa language and 

expression. The questions along with the objectives were addressed by this study’s 
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results as discussed, providing insightful understanding of emoji use in isiXhosa 

language and expression: the uses of emojis in isiXhosa language were investigated, 

where findings have shown that these visual signs can be used in sequential 

arrangements without words, to construct idiomatic expression of isiXhosa language. 

This study has also identified that emojis are used in isiXhosa language to construct 

words, whereby their use is based on several factors including culture, context, and 

phonological effect. Thus, addressing the first objectives of this study.  

In addressing second objectives, investigating the linguistic repertoires transmitted 

into emojis, finding in this study has shown that emojis in isiXhosa contexts are not 

just a novelty but are integrated into the linguistic repertoires of speakers, functioning 

within a socially and grammatically constrained framework. They provide innovative 

ways of transmitting meaning, drawing from language properties including both global 

and cultural knowledge. This extension of linguistic repertoires into emojis outlines the 

evolving nature of communication among Xhosa speakers, especially that virtual 

communication becomes more and more prominent in day-to-day life on virtual 

interaction.  

The last objectives on factors influencing the interpretation of emojis were addressed, 

whereby findings show that emojis are both cultural and contextual driven. The 

adoption of generative lexicon theory has been useful in reducing their ambiguity, 

capturing the meaning that is specific to the contexts in which they are used. 

The overall analysis of both units (1) and (2) shows that emojis have influenced the 

way traditional linguistics are used in informal conversations on digital platforms 

through shift in meaning, sentence structure, morphological components and syntactic 

components of isiXhosa linguistics. As findings show, emojis such as inkomo, 

ingcwaba, isisila, visually substitutes nouns. Other emojis substitute for verb, like in 

the example of bowl or plate with food emoji visually represent the verb, idla. Some 

emojis replaced negation of isiXhosa liinguistic, Such as crossing arm emoji negated 

to represent the nonexistence of ‘X’ (ayikho, alikho, etc). Others such as ‘senkukhu’ 

as shown visually replace possessions which are illustrated by the parts that particular 

emoji constitutes. Interestingly, this raises concern of whether emojis violate or 

preserve the rules that govern the use of isiXhosa language? If so, how? While this 

question open for research of its own, drawing on observation made, their usage can 
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be said to demonstrate the preservation of isiXhosa linguistics and also showing the 

adaptation of the language in a time and space where people mostly interact. Thus, 

language lives where people live, that is their use in every aspect will likely strive where 

it finds its people. In contrary, it is observed that this adaptation may occur at the 

expense of violating the rules warranting the use of language, as data shows that 

people depend on several factors such as contexts, knowledge of the language, in 

which they have to apply what they assume the expression or word that an emoji 

represents, and surprisingly the phonetic similarity between an emoji and uttered word. 

Hence, emojis in Unit 2 demonstrate that sound plays a crucial role in constructing 

new words. This highlights that while the adoption of emojis offers new linguistic tool, 

they also pose challenges to the traditional rules governing the use of  isiXhosa 

language.  

On the other hand, findings show that emojis are used as visual morphemes to 

construct isiXhosa linguistic words, thus the shift in morphological components. For 

instance, emojis like car, drumstick, ball, bee substitutes morphemes such as /kha/; /-

nyam-/; /bhi/ of isiXhosa linguistic. Thus, they have no content meaning, however their 

meaning is functional. Also see data presentations for additional examples from other 

languages in which these images are used in similar ways to derive new non-

lexicalized words as in isiXhosa linguistics. 

Finally, this research contributes significantly to sharpening perspectives on the 

interplay between language, culture and media. It is fundamental in highlighting the 

adaptation, development and preservation of isiXhosa language and culture using 

emojis on virtual modes of communication. Lastly, the data illustrating the use of 

emojis in constructing words was not yet investigated until the existence of this thesis. 

This significantly remarks its contribution in bringing new knowledge towards the 

existing investigation of isiXhosa linguistics and informing language practitioners of 

the behavior of language in this digital age.  

6.3 Recommendations 

The questions on factors influencing the use of emojis within isiXhosa language can 

be further investigated. The factors identified in this study are limited due to the 

methodological approach adopted in this study and this presents the opportunity for 

future investigation. For instance, the investigation on sociolinguistics factors such as 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 
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age, education, region can provide significant insights on the choice and use of these 

images, especially extending on the definition of linguistic repertoires and language 

Variation. Further investigation is also recommended in examining the translation and 

code switching between emojis and isiXhosa language as to determine how the 

interaction between modern and traditional forms of writing illustrate linguistic 

properties passed onto emojis. The focus could be on the significance of language 

competence in translating and interpreting the semiotic of emojis. With their use in 

constructing proverbial expression, the behavior or transformation of African literature 

in modern age can be investigated. 
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