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Abstract

As a highly representative visual communication medium in the context of new media, WeChat emot-
icons have reconstructed the communication paradigm of online language through their multimodal
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expressive forms. Grounded in the theories of visual language, multimodality, and pragmatics, this
study adopts the methods of questionnaire survey, individual interview, and literature review,
with college students from ten universities in the University Town of Guangzhou as the research
subjects. This study limits the research scope to user-created picture emoticons based on meme
culture, systematically analyzes the constituent elements and core characteristics of the visual lan-
guage of this type of WeChat emoticons, and explores the influencing mechanism of visual language
on their expressive effects. The study operationalizes the Gricean Cooperative Principle for the
context of online communication, extracting four secondary criteria: efficiency, empathy, enter-
tainment, and adaptability, which are verified by interview data and can effectively explain the
usage rules of the visual language of emoticons in online communication. The findings reveal that
the visual language of this type of WeChat emoticons is composed of three core elements: text, im-
age, and symbol, each of which has unique expressive features and functions and forms a comple-
mentary relationship with the others. The expressive effects of such WeChat emoticons depend on
the conversational context, and the application of visual language must strictly comply with the
Cooperative Principle and its secondary criteria adapted to online communication. This study en-
riches the interdisciplinary research results of online visual language and provides new theoreti-
cal and empirical references for understanding the evolution of communicative behaviors in the
new media era.
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Figure 1. WeChat text emoticons with infantilized characteristics
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Figure 2. WeChat text emoticons with viral characteristics
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Figure 3. WeChat text emoticons with liberalized form characteristics
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Figure 4. Animated WeChat emoticons
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Figure 5. Static WeChat emoticons
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Figure 6. Human-centric WeChat emoticons
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Figure 7. Anime-style WeChat emoticons
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Figure 8. WeChat emoticons with
punctuation combination
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Figure 9. WeChat system emojis
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