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Comparison of Eastern and Western Emoticon Design:

A Semiotic Analysis of the ‘“Little Yellow Face” Emoji

Lin Shengdong Cheng Qian Qiao Jinzhe Pang Yunjie Li Yawel

Abstract: Emoticons are widely used in social interactions in cyberspace. The little
yellow face—emoji, which form the most popular set in the world, and
WeChat emoticons, which are the most popular set in China, are used as
the main materials for a cultural comparison of emoji. We compare them
from three perspectives: the platform that transmits the two emoticon
sets, social semiotic analysis, and the visual grammar frame. The two
platforms, used in different cultural contexts, have different interface
designs and operate at different technical levels, as reflected in the
different uses and users of the respective emoticon sets. The semiotic
meaning expressed by the features of the five senses, especially the
richness of the eyes and mouth, indicates that emoticons in the emoji set
generally focus on transmission, whereas those in the WeChat set
generally focus on ritual. The comparison of the three visual grammar
levels of reappearance, interaction and constitution from the yellow face
to other emoticons also reinforces our explanation of the two categories
of transmission and ritual.

Keywords: facial expressions, yellow faces, transmission, ritual
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