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Abstract

Emojis are a ubiquitous form of online expression.
In this paper, we explore emojis as affordances that
enact and sustain discursive violence via toxic content.
We take a case study approach by focusing on Chismes
Frescos Medellin (Fresh Gossip Medellin), a Colombian
Telegram group with over 125,676 members. Relying
on Communalytic, we collected 98,729 publicly
accessible posts. Next, we subdivided the posts into
3,155 toxic and 95,574 non-toxic posts using Detoxify,
a popular machine-learning classifier. We explored and
compared the two subsets through statistical analysis
and thematic analysis. Our findings show that emojis—
and specifically, emojis suggesting positive emotions
such as (5 and @ —are ofien used to accompany toxic
speech in ways that indicate the approval and
normalization of toxic speech. Overall, our study points
to the need to pay closer attention to how affordances
can enable symbolic forms of violence on digital
platforms in unexpected ways.

Keywords: Telegram, Emojis, Toxic speech, Platforms,
Violence

1. Introduction

Emojis are now ubiquitous on the internet, with
over 3,782 digital symbols available for users across
platforms, covering everything from emotions and
actions to national flags, animals, and food (Unicode,
n.d.). Indeed, emojis have become a key affordance on
digital platforms to express affect, developed under a
standard that enables its readability across platforms and
devices (Abidin & Gn, 2018; Berard, 2018). As a
technological affordance, emojis are a core component
of how we define and understand the internet—and,
thus, our contemporary cultural milieu. Such
importance was best demonstrated by the Oxford
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Dictionary, which made the face with tears of joy (&)
the 2015 word of the year, arguing that it properly
reflected the “ethos, mood, and preoccupations” of that
year (PBS, 2015, para 2).

Nevertheless, scholars and activists increasingly
highlight the role various platform affordances—such as
emojis—have in enabling and sustaining antisocial
behaviour (Munn, 2020; Recuero, 2024; Riedl et al.,
2024). For instance, Weigel and Gitomer (2024) discuss
how users of the platform Gab use the share function to
amplify and spread hateful speech. Likewise, Are
(2024) showcased how the flagging feature (a
mechanism for reporting offensive content) in platforms
like TikTok and Instagram is used to silence others. This
line of research has emphasized the consequences of
platform design, whereby certain features that may seem
mundane or positive at first can be used to facilitate and
even encourage online harm (Munn, 2020).

In this context, we aim to build on previous research
that has explored the role of emojis in the enactment and
propagation of antisocial behaviour (Ghaffari, 2022;
Lazareva, 2023; Matamoros, 2018). Here, we scrutinize
emoji use as a tool of infrastructural platform
violence—a concept put forward by Riedl et al. (2024)
that emphasizes how violence is both propagated on
platforms (that is, when people use platforms to bully
and harass others violence) and propagated by platforms
(that is, the platform affordances that are actively or
passively enabling harm). As such, infrastructural
platform violence marks that, while the infrastructure of
our digital landscape might not be created with the intent
to harm, it can nonetheless be harmful in its
implementation—thus suggesting that platforms bear
some responsibility for the negative uses of such
affordances.

In what follows, we explore emojis as affordances
that enact and sustain discursive violence as they relate
to other harmful content. While previous research has
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explored how emojis act as mechanisms to enact harm
(e.g., Al-Rawi, 2022; Matamoros-Fernandez, 2018), our
study aims to emphasize how emojis accompanying
toxic speech can sustain, expand, and normalize harmful
behaviours. Through this analysis, we seek to better
grasp the social gratifications (Walther, 2024) that
affordances such as emojis have in relation to online
toxic speech. To achieve this, we focus on two research
questions:

RQ1 How are emojis used differently on toxic
compared to non-toxic posts?

RQ2: How do group members use emoji-based
reactions on toxic comments?

As a case study, we examine interactions on the
Telegram group called Chismes Frescos Medellin
(Fresh Gossip Medellin). By focusing on Telegram, we
focus our inquiry on a platform often recognized for its
anti-sociability (e.g., Guhl & Davey, 2020; Urman &
Katz, 2022). This platform has increasingly become a
site where bad actors migrate due to its lax content
moderation policies (Rogers, 2020; Vergani et al.,
2022). As such, studying platform affordances within
Telegram holds a particular opportunity to understand
how affordances can relate to expressions of antisocial
behaviour.

Moreover, the Telegram group analyzed in this
study is a popular venue in Medellin (Colombia) for
discussing and making sense of events occurring in the
city. The group was selected due to its scale, popularity,
and contextual importance. At the time of data
collection (October 2023), it had 125,676 enrolled
members discussing what is happening in Medellin—
the second biggest city in Colombia and one of the
epicentres of violence in the country during the past
century (Centro Nacional de Memoria Histérica, 2017).
Emphasizing a context so closely connected to cultures
of violence presents an opportunity to unpack the
mediation processes of harm on digital platforms
(Morales, 2024).

2. Literature review

2.1. Emojis in the digital landscape

Ubiquitous in our digital landscape, emojis are
often seen as one of the vital building blocks for online
communication (Abidin & Gbn, 2018; Berard, 2018).
Their history traces to emoticons—a linguistic feature
that represents faces through the creative use of
punctuation, such as :-), and which has existed since at
least the 19th century (Bai et al., 2019). From this
context came emojis, which cannot be typed with
keyboards but require predefined names and code (Yoo
& Rays, 2021). Emojis—images measuring 12 by 12
pixels, which appear as a single character within inline

text on digital devices and platforms—serve as
graphical symbols capable of depicting facial
expressions, abstract concepts, emotions/feelings, as
well as animals, plants, activities, gestures/body parts,
symbols and objects (Berard, 2018). Emojis can be used
as independent message content or to react to others’
messages— for example, by adding a heart to another
user’s message on platforms like WhatsApp or
Facebook.

Amid their growing popularity, emojis are an
important affordance with which people can express and
communicate affect to others (Abidin & Gbn, 2018). For
instance, Kaye and colleagues (2017) found that
research into emoticons has underscored their utility as
valuable nonverbal communication tools, shedding light
on the cognitive and neural processes underlying digital
communication. However, to portray emojis as only an
affective mechanism is somewhat incomplete. Emojis
also represent an illocutionary force—that is, they
convey actions within digital messages, whether an
intention of playfulness, sarcasm or harm (Matamoros-
Fernandez, 2018).

Accordingly, as cultural objects and technical
constructs (Stark & Crawford, 2018), emojis have
presented opportunities for researchers to study online
communication  practices.  Indeed,  researchers
increasingly rely on ever more complex analytical
systems to analyze emojis, aiming to better grasp the
emotional intricacies of digital communication,
including sentiment analysis (Grover, 2022). Emojis are
also a valuable tool for researchers interested in the
qualitative shifts in how people negotiate meaning and
culture online—for example, by seeing how emojis act
to promote or inhibit conversations on politics (Riddick
& Shivener, 2022). Amid these methodological
possibilities, emojis remain a critical study artifact for
understanding the intricacies of digital communication.

2.2. Emojis and antisocial behaviour

In the context of such cultural relevance, emojis are
often used to accompany and even enact antisocial
behaviours. Examples of these antisocial uses of emoyjis
abound. For instance, Ghaffari (2022) discusses how
fandoms use emojis like @ (sick), © (masked) or 3
(pig) as forms of hate speech against female celebrities
on social media. Similarly, Matulewska and
Gwiazdowicz (2020) discuss how emojis are employed
to cyberbully those seen as different. Overall, these
examples illustrate how emojis can be employed as part
of hate speech, cyberbullying, and other forms of
antisocial behaviour.

The impact of emojis as tools for antisociality
draws from their role as affective affordances of
platforms—affordances that are often read as innocuous
but may be used to promote antagonism and even harm
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others (Sturm Wilkerson et al., 2021). For instance,
Matamoros-Fernandez (2018) illustrated how far-right
activists use emojis to incite anger and hate, thus
increasing the range of their racist discourses on
Facebook. Emojis then become essential for amplifying
or provoking emotions against others. Al-Rawi (2022),
for example, shows how Twitter and Instagram users
relied on emojis such as &9 (skull) and $4 (crossed
swords) to threaten Muslims. In this context, emojis act
as a “subsidiary mechanism used for various purposes:
establishing a power hierarchy, bonding between like-
minded readers, conveying unfavorable emotions, and
marking dehumanizing humor” (Lazareva, 2023; p. 42).

Researchers have aimed to use the preeminent role
of emojis in antisocial behaviour to better grasp their
pervasive nature on digital dialogues (e.g., Wiegand &
Ruppenhofer, 2021; Kirk et al., 2022). These
methodological approaches often rely on emojis that are
explicitly suggestive of harm and violence—such as €2
(skull) and = (water gun)—as ways of understanding
possibly toxic emojis. However, this kind of analysis is
not enough to capture the role of emojis in antisocial
behaviour, as they are often part of complex cultural
processes of adaptation and cooption of various visual
(and seemingly non-threatening) representations. For
instance, Bartolo and Matamoros-Fernandez (2023)
discuss how, in 2022, racists appropriated monkey and
banana emojis to attack black footballers in the 2022
World Cup. The harmful use of emojis such as these
ones would not necessarily be flagged by automated
systems without a full understanding of cultural and
contextual cues. While current methodological
approaches aim to address more complex readings of
emojis concerning hate speech—such as when emojis
are used as positive cofounders of toxic speech (Kirk et
al., 2022)—there is little research on such contextual
processes with real-life data.

Indeed, identifying and addressing emojis in
antisocial contexts is not an easy task—as they are
overly context-dependent. For instance, McMahon and
Kirley (2019) discuss the difficulties of introducing
emojis in criminal trials, as their interpretation often
depends on both the discourses surrounding the emoji
and the cultural background of both the perpetrator and
the target. Similarly, Highfield (2018) discusses how
emojis often contain semiotic ambiguity that constrains
a shared meaning even when used with community
hashtags. He illustrates that, for example, users often
respond to efforts to moderate specific language by
substituting the specific harmful word with a
corresponding emoji, which is, in turn, more
challenging to police. In this sense, Patton and
colleagues (2019) argue that “the perceived threats in
violent emojis or images are a ‘puzzle’ that requires
careful translation of meaning and understanding of

context, symbols, and placement of content.” (p. 70; see
also Wagner et al., 2020).

3. Conceptual framework: Emojis as
infrastructural platform violence

Violence that occurs due to the passive affordances
of social media platforms has been conceptualized as
infrastructural platform violence (Reidl et al., 2024).
This type of violence occurs when a “platform’s
infrastructure neglects—or does not sufficiently
protect—vulnerable wuser populations” (p. 3), for
example, when bad actors use the specific affordances
of a platform to perpetuate online violence. For instance,
Reidl and colleagues discussed how trolls abuse
WhatsApp’s reporting features to harass targets.
Similarly, emaojis are an affordance that can both spread
and reinforce online violence via a mechanism termed
value capture (Nguyen, 2024). Value capture refersto a
phenomenon whereby metrics, such as the step counts
via FitBits, likes and shares on Facebook, or the
accumulation of positive emojis on a Telegram post tend
to rise in value without a person consciously being
aware they are adopting the value specified by the
metric being tracked. Put simply, value capture occurs
when what is being measured becomes what matters.
Nguyen (2024) gives the example of a couple who
started to cancel dinner dates with friends because their
FitBit data reported they had not achieved their step
count for the day.

As part of the many affordances that people can use
to judge the way others receive their posts, otherwise
positive emojis can encourage a kind of value capture
that not only reinforces the strength of antisocial online
sentiment in the eyes of readers; but also, and perhaps
more importantly, could encourage the poster to ramp
up their antisocial or violent posting habits. By
providing feedback, often positive, to the original
poster, emojis can unintentionally incite the production
of more violent content, in addition to being a means of
communicating negative sentiment towards specific
groups directly. When emojis serve to reinforce a
message, they can create a type of violent value capture:
a feedback loop of online violence that is more difficult
to deal with than the simple use of negative emojis as a
means to demean marginalized groups. In this manner,
they can become part of a platform infrastructure that
rewards negative, toxic and antisocial posting
behaviours.

4. Method

To respond to our two research questions—
exploring the difference between emojis used across
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toxic and non-toxic posts and the use of emoji-based
reactions to toxic comments—we relied on
Communalytic (Gruzd & Mai, 2024). Using this
platform, we collected 98,729 publicly accessible posts
(with their accompanying emoji-based reaction counts)
from the Chismes Frescos Telegram group. The data
collection processes focused on messages posted
between April and September 2023. To further explore
the most antisocial content in the group, we relied on
one of Communalytic’s integrated toxicity analyzer
modules (Detoxify). This module automatically assigns
a toxicity score ranging from O to 1 to each post in the
dataset. Following previous studies that have relied on
similar analysis procedures (Gruzd et al., 2020; Pascual-
Ferra et al., 2021), posts with a toxicity score of 0.7 or
higher were deemed likely to be toxic. Of the total
corpus, 3,221 posts (constituting 3.2% of the dataset)
surpassed this threshold. A further qualitative review of
all the toxic posts removed 66 other posts because their
contents were falsely tagged as toxic. To achieve this,
we read the comments in context to better understand
and assess the use of toxic language in our data. For
instance, a post saying, “Here it's crazy,” was coded as
toxic by Detoxify. Under further scrutiny, it was clear
that the message was referring to a traffic jam and not as
an insult. As a result, this was removed from the sample.
Through this process, we had a total of 98,729 posts in
the study sample—3,155 toxic posts and 95,574 non-
toxic posts.

We relied on two analytic processes to respond to
the research questions of this study. For RQ1, we
exported the totals of emoji reactions for each post in the
sample—a total of 235,718 emoji-based reactions. We
relied on descriptive statistics to explore these emoji-
based reactions, particularly  examining their
distribution across toxic and non-toxic posts. To find if
the differences between the emoji use across toxic and
non-toxic posts were significant—and following
previous studies that have relied on similar processes
(Gruzd et al.; 2018)—we conducted an independent
samples t-test to compare the means of each of the seven
emojis across the two categories.

To make sense of the emotion portrayed by emajis,
we follow previous work on sentiment analysis of
emojis (e.g., Brito et al., 2019; Novak et al., 2017; Yoo
& Rayz, 2021), examining the prevailing attitudes
towards different posts in the sample. Nevertheless, we
are aware that emotions portrayed across emojis are
highly contextual. For instance, Brito et al. (2019)
discuss how the shy face emoji ((©) can be read as
sickness, indecision, silence, or wealth by readers across
various contexts and demographics. Similarly,
Czestochowska and colleagues (2022) found that while
some emojis are often unambiguous (such as the heart
emoji @), others pack more complex semantics that

inhibit their understanding across people (such as
religious and astrological symbols). We consider such
contextual richness of emojis in our study, aiming to
nuance the findings of our study to better account for
this limitation.

To respond to RQ2, we qualitatively analyzed the
messages displaying toxic speech. More specifically, we
relied on thematic analysis (Braun et al., 2019), creating
coherent themes and narratives across the toxic posts
that generated the most emoji-based reactions. To
achieve this, we categorized participants’ posts by
following an open coding scheme, where the first author
identified, grouped, and refined a series of themes
across the sample. Following the work of Braun and
Clark (2019), we focus on the narratives that are
prevalent across our analysis of the data.

Finally, it is worth noting that, as the data from the
Telegram group was in Spanish, the first author
translated the quotations showcased in this paper. In the
translation process, the objective was to preserve
participants’ intended meaning, achieve functional
equivalency between the texts in both languages and
capture the overall meaning of users’ posts (Munday,
2016; Roth, 2013).

5. Findings

In this section, we use toxic quotes verbatim in
order to illustrate how emojis occur on toxic posts. For
that reason, we caution the reader that some content in
this section may be offensive, but the context is
necessary for both the data richness and to remark on the
ethical implications of antisocial behaviour on digital
platforms (Jane, 2015).

5.1. Comparison of the use of emojis between
toxic and non-toxic posts

Among the 98,729 posts that comprise our sample,
there were a total of 235,718 emoji-based reactions. For
our study, we only include those presented across the
sample >1%, comprising seven different emojis. The
most used emoji in the sample is & (thumbs up), which
was used 101,417 times (43% of all emoji-based
reactions). Other popular emojis included the face with
symbols on mouth emoji @ (37,090, 15.7%), the
grinning face with smiling eyes emoji (31,236,
13.3%), the heart emoji @ (30,666, 13%), the face
screaming in fear emoji (17,471, 7.4%), and the
clapping hands emoji €) (11,592, 4.9%). Overall, the
emojis often associated with positive sentiments (3,
@, &), and @) represent the majority of the reactions
in the Telegram group (74.6%), while emojis often
associated with negative sentiments (&), @, and @)
are less prevalent (24.7%). These results suggest that the
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group often exhibits positive sentiments towards other
people’s posts.

A look at the distribution of emojis across toxic and
non-toxic posts further complicates the image of
positivity among members. Indeed, our results show that
positive emoji-based reactions to toxic posts are slightly
more likely to occur than those to non-toxic posts. As
shown in Figure 1 (below), the mean number of emojis
used per post is higher for toxic posts than for non-toxic
posts. For instance, while the mean of finding the face
with symbols on mouth emoji (@) is 0.37 across non-
toxic posts, it was 0.43 across toxic posts. Moreover, the
increased likeliness of finding emojis in toxic messages
is particularly evident across the emojis usually assumed
to be of positive sentiment. For instance, the mean use
of the thumbs-up emoji (¢4) was 1.01 across non-toxic
posts but 1.44 across toxic posts.

m Toxic Non-toxic

Figure 1. Mean emoji use per post across toxic and
non-toxic posts

To determine if the differences between emoji use
across toxic and non-toxic posts were statistically
significant, we conducted an independent samples t-test.
To do this, we first ran Levene’s Test for Equality of
Variances to determine the homogeneity of the variance
across the sample of each emoji (see Table 1).

F Sig.

B 98.471 <.001
¥ 6.017 0.014
O 38.496 <.001
& 9.758 0.002
26.756 <.001
® 2.122 0.145
® 27.853 <.001

Table 1. Levene's Test for Equality of Variances

Based on the results from Levene’s test of equality
of variances, the analysis of the @ emoji assumes equal
variances, while for the rest of the emojis, equal
variances are not assumed. With these results, we
conducted an independent samples t-test (Table 2). The
results of this test show that, except for @and @, most
emojis (A, €&, @, @), and @) were found to have
a statistically significant difference of means across
toxic and non-toxic posts. This suggests that toxicity can
play a role in determining whether or not people react to
the messages on social media platforms with emojis—
and more so when it concerns the use of emojis with
positive connotations.

. Std.
C o ShE e e
' Diff.
Equal
variances 3378.
%) not 7.5 3 <001 0.4 0.1
assumed
Equal
. variances 13 3376. 0.20 01 00
not 0
assumed
Equal
variances 3399.
) ot 31 s 0.00 0.1 0.0
assumed
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Equal

g Vs 30 T on0 01 00
assumed
Equal

@ Variances 37 3662. <001 01 00
not 3
assumed
Equal

@ variances  .754 1229 451 .050 .066
assumed
Equal

variances 1705

@ ot 112 g <.001 0.0 0.0
assumed

Table 1. Independent samples t-test for equality of
means

5.2. Exploration of the use of emojis in toxic
posts

A close examination of the toxic posts that generate
emoji-based reactions further shows how emojis, as a
technological affordance, can be used to enact,
reinforce, and occasionally challenge harm. Here, we
first found that negative emojis as a response to content
denouncing people who enact violence. For instance, a
user shared a photo of a person who was allegedly
hurting animals, saying “Get to know the face of the
most  despicable and psychopathic being in
Villavicencio, the animal killer.” Members of the group
reacted to this message with 97 @ emojis, thus
illustrating their disapproval of the violence against
animals. These responses serve to construe the refusal
of such enactment of violence.

In contrast, and more often in our dataset, when
users posted negative content directed at other members,
the most common emoji responses were positive. For
example, when a user posted a threat to another user (“I
want to take the silly face off this fool”), people reacted
with /4 38 times and two times, illustrating what
might be construed as an approval of the threat.
Likewise, when a user defended a politician, another
user replied, “You are a scumbag just like him,” which
generated a positive response among remembers of the
community, with them reacting with € 14 times.

People’s positive reactions were not limited to toxic
speech towards other users—they also occurred in
responses to calls addressing insecurity in the city with
further violence. For instance, when a user posted a call
for killing and torturing those who commit gender-based
violence (“This should be the end for abusers, rapists
and femicides”), community members reacted 89 times
with the @ emoji, 47 times with € emoji, 24 times
with the 4 emoji, and 14 times with the emoji.

Similarly, when a user posted that it would be great to
hurt thieves, saying, “It would be great to knock out
those teeth with three kicks in that head,” people reacted
with the € emoji 25 times, the /& emoji five times,
and the emoji two times. These reactions showcase
an approval of the call for taking justice into citizens’
hands by members of the group.

Finally, another common evidence of positive
reactions was seen in emojis tagged on xenophobic
posts—for instance, when discussing what to do with
the surge of migrants from Venezuela in their city.
When a user posted, “Venezuelans are the worst that the
earth could sprout. Polluting all countries where they
arrive, GARBAGE!!!!,” other members of the
community reacted with the & emoji 16 times and the
Q@ emoji three times. Likewise, when a user argued that
people should be “tough on those bastards
[Venezuelans]. What a pest they are, why don’t they just
go back to their own country and stop fucking around
the world?” members of the group reacted with 16 Q@
emojis, one emoji, and one @ emoji. These
reactions suggest a tacit acceptance and even approval
of the xenophobic comments toward migrants in the
country, implying that violent responses toward them
would be positively received, and increasing the
chances this type of behaviour will be reinforced.

6. Discussion

As mentioned in our introduction, the analysis of
emojis is like completing a puzzle, particularly when
researchers are trying to understand how harm is
perpetuated against marginalized groups on online
platforms (Patton et. al, 2019). This is because, even if
one can use toxicity and similar analysis tools to
understand the surface-level communication of an
emoji, it must actually be understood in context to fully
understand the implications of its use. Accordingly, in
this paper we have combined automated toxicity
analysis and statistical analysis with qualitative analysis
of emojis in context to understand the complex ways
that affordances such as emojis contribute to online
harm against others.

Emojis often serve as a symbol of what it means to
communicate with others in the postdigital world—a
way to depict and share affect and meaning with others
through simple images. However, they can and are often
used to enact harm to others. In this context, our findings
illustrate how emojis are an understudied way that hate
and harm are reinforced and escalated. Certainly, in our
data, emoji-based reactions (particularly those
suggesting positive emotions such as and /) are
more often used to accompany toxic speech than non-
toxic speech in ways that suggest the approval of toxic
speech. Through the lens of infrastructural platform
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violence, emojis act as affordances that enable the
normalization of harm across everyday uses of digital
platforms. To grasp the implications of our findings, it
is necessary to explore two related issues: first, the role
of emojis and toxic speech in the political economy of
digital platforms, and second, the social gratification
people expect and obtain when using them.

As we have already discussed at length, emojis are
one of the most commonly used features to express
affect on social media platforms (Abidin & Gn, 2018;
Berard, 2018). However, affect through the use of
emojis does not flow without barriers. Emojis are
constrained by platforms’ economic and political
interests, which decide which features better drive user
engagement and thus translate into profits for them—
without much attention to how they might be used for
harm (Munn, 2020). As noted by Stark and Crawford
(2015), “emoji offer us more than just a cute way of
‘humanizing’ the platforms we inhabit: they also remind
us of how informational capital continually seeks to
instrumentalize, analyze, monetize, and standardize
affect” (p. 8). Emojis are then not only a way of cultural
expression and communication across digital
platforms—they are a key component in these
platforms’ economic and political functioning. As such,
the use of emojis and toxic speech displayed in this
study are not just accidental manifestations of how
people communicate online. Rather, they are inherent
parts of our digital ecosystem.

Indeed, the affective forces displayed throughout
emojis in our study—joy, anger, hate—have long been
considered key drivers of engagement within digital
platforms (Boler & Davis, 2018). The implications of
platforms’ affective force on harm and hate—as the one
displayed here—cannot be underestimated. Examples of
the role of affect in anti-social behaviours in digital
spaces abound. For instance, Harel and colleagues
(2020) illustrated how affective polarization on social
media is used to dehumanize others in order to justify
harming them. In this context, positive emojis on toxic
messages are an intentional design feature to drive user
engagement, whether with the intention of sustaining
harm or not, making them a key site of unintentional
violence propagated by platforms (Riedl et al. 2024).
Thinking of our findings in this context means that we
need to consider how emojis can escalate already
negative and antisocial behaviour further, providing fuel
for the fires of online violence via a demonstration of
community support for it. Emojis are part of the
infrastructure that links online engagement to the
propagation of symbolic online violence—a
technological decision with profound and contradictory
social implications.

Thus, it is necessary to consider the social
gratifications people expect and obtain when engaging

in such antisocial behaviour. Value capture appears to
be part of the perverse incentives for toxic posts on
Chismes Frescos Medellin. Our findings show that toxic
posts most commonly receive the most positive emojis,
suggesting that those who post violent content might be
receiving positive reinforcement through the use of
emojis for posting the most negative content. While
people may come to this Telegram group to learn more
about their neighbourhood or to help advocate for
safety, if once in the group they are rewarded with
positive feedback for posting racist or otherwise toxic
content, they might be encouraged to keep sharing
toxicity. With value capture, one of the key dangers is
that the values being inculcated through metrics are
externally motivated and cannot take into account the
complexity of human interaction (Nguyen, 2024). This
is likely exacerbated by the fact that Telegram is famous
for a lack of moderation.

Seen through the lens of value capture, our findings
highlight the social forces at play in enacting toxic
speech. Indeed, our findings align with previous
research that has discussed how people engage in
antisocial behaviours to create bonds with like-minded
individuals (Marwick, 2021; Walther, 2022). In this line
of research, Walther (2024) discussed how people who
engage in antisocial behaviour can do so for any number
of social gratifications, including having fun, acquiring
social approval, or sustaining social support. Through
the use of positive emojis on toxic messages, our study
points out how such social gratifications might be
actually materialized—for example, by reacting with a
thumbs-up emoji (¢3) to a message that diminished the
existence of others.

Our analysis has implications for information
design researchers. With respect to the design of online
communities, we have shown how the affective
affordance of emojis may be used to escalate and
normalize digital manifestations of violence against
others. This use goes beyond the substitution of emojis
for banned words on platforms since even an emoji that
is used to symbolize a like (@ and ¢, for example)
can be used unironically to reinforce support for toxic
content. This suggests that information designers may
want to carefully consider the unintentional
consequences of affective tools like emojis. While the
ability to add emojis to a post is not a negative or toxic
affordance in and of itself, it can be used in
unanticipated ways to cause or reinforce online harms.
It may be necessary to accompany emojis with strategies
to diminish the possibility of using them to normalize
and enact violence, such as developing community
standards for their use in groups where people might be
at risk for harassment or other toxic online behaviour.

For information researchers, it is important to note
the complexities of toxic speech analysis on digital
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platforms and recognize the importance of engaging in
mixed-methods research, complementing big data
analysis of content with small sub-sample qualitative
coding. Otherwise, researchers risk missing important
contextual clues that can change @to g. Though
often assumed to be trivial or innocuous, emojis are
important tools for self-expression and affect. As such,
emojis offer clues to better grasp how hate and
polarization grow online, thus warranting further
attention from the scholarly community as a whole.

7. Conclusion

Whereas other platform features can be used in
ways that more directly enact harm to others—such as
surveillance (Dragiewicz et al., 2018) and harassment
(Marwick, 2021)—the impacts of emojis as
infrastructural platform violence cannot be overstated.
Here, the findings of our study point to emojis’ vital role
in enacting symbolic violence—that is, where abuses
and imbalances of power are legitimized and normalized
(Kramsch, 2020). In brief, we have showcased how
emojis are used to legitimize harmful discourses across
this Telegram group, such as xenophobia, insecurity,
and personal insults. More significantly, our analysis
illustrated how emojis concerning positive emations are
used along with toxic messages in ways that further
emphasize their symbolic harm. Through these
processes. platforms contribute to weakening the social
fabric by spreading, legitimizing, and enacting harm
(Recuero, 2024).

Scholars could take the insights of this study into
future work. First, given that we presented a single case
study, future studies could explore the role of emojis
(particularly positive ones) in enacting and naturalizing
toxic speech across various sociocultural contexts and
platforms. Second, as the non-toxic post in our sample
comprised 95,574 messages, we could not
systematically screen which ones were falsely coded as
non-toxic. Thus, future work could analyze the non-
toxic posts to better contextualize their toxicity.
Additionally, future work could take a more detailed
approach to emoji use concerning toxic speech. For
instance, future work could include variations in emoji
use concerning toxic speech across communities, topics,
and identities, to name a few.

These processes of symbolic violence displayed in
this study have severe implications in post-conflict
scenarios like Colombia. Amid a political struggle to
define the future of the armed conflict in the country and
its fight to make sense of its histories of violence
(Gutierrez-Sanin, 2020), mechanisms that reinforce the
legitimization of harmful discourses hinder the
possibility of fomenting a culture of peace in the
country. Moreover, as the processes of meaning-making

of citizens concerning peace and violence are
increasingly mediated through social media platforms
(Morales, 2024), the findings of this study then point to
emojis’ vital role in sustaining and expanding existing
cultures of violence and polarization in the country.
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