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"communiqué"

dull communiqué is more than i can bear

in fact let this adage state

that talent now is rare

where are they all, the oh so few,

who once shewed debonair?

alas, oh pen, thy friends are gone

thy role is in despair

for many years thou blest us all

thy speeches we've adored

but times do change, the wagon came

and we jumped all-aboard

so i wish thee well and bid thee luck
and pray i've underscored

thine everlasting value

though this i write with my keyboard
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1.
Introduction

It is my purpose in this essay to define the language of the internet sufficiently to show that it is more than just a transcription of spoken language or the equivalent of traditional written language; it has sufficient uniqueness and conventions to deserve acknowledging and studying it as a “language” by its own rights. I use the word language loosely, as it is difficult to categorise the language of the Internet, as I discuss in this essay.

Probably not since written forms of languages were first developed has there been such a shift on the way language is used, as caused by the internet.
The language of the Internet has been dubbed with different names: Netspeak (as used by Crystal in Language and the Internet (2001)), Internet slang or jargon, chatspeak, and many others. I have chosen to use the term “Netspeak” throughout this essay to refer in general to the language of the Internet. The origins of the term are unknown, as are many internetisms, but it seems to be the most appropriate term for encompassing the language of the Internet, without restricting it to certain domains, such as chatting, instant messaging, gaming, blogging, l337 speak,
 etc. Ironically, “speak” implies that verbal communication is involved, but in Netspeak it should be seen as representing the idea of communication.
The internet has often been analysed regarding its professional potential – the dissemination of information, the simplification of life’s chores such as banking and shopping – but one aspect of the Internet that is overlooked is not how the Internet is affecting other aspects of life and society, but what aspect of life and society is the Internet itself. 
 There are those who use the Internet as a tool, and as a means of communication, but there are also those who have a “life” online, with friendships, relationships, problems, and many of the elements common to real life, or RL
 as Netizens abbreviate it. The development of Netspeak is largely due to the relevance of the Internet to people’s lives. As the Internet gains predominance in society, people begin to find conventions that enable them to communicate as they so desire, and thus the language of the Internet develops into its own unique form of communication.

2.
Netspeak – what is it?

As with many things, Netspeak is impossible to define completely. There are no living languages with exact limits, so that they can be analysed and categorised as unique and with no linguistic crossover into other languages. Instead, languages can be described by their tendencies, by how people use them, by comparing what appear to be prototypical tendencies with more obscure usages that appear to be part of the same continuum. Netspeak refers to the language of the Internet, which is essentially typed (non-verbal).

Crystal’s Language and the Internet is an excellent discussion on Netspeak and its use in different online domains. He recognises the problem with viewing Netspeak as written speech (2001, p.25). He draws a distinction between speech and writing, but does not distinguish writing from typing, a distinction which I feel is important enough to dedicate a lengthy discussion. He writes, “There is a widely held intuition that some sort of Netspeak exists – a type of language displaying features that are unique to the Internet” (Crystal 2001, p.18). But in discussing Netspeak I do not feel that he emphasises it enough as distinct from verbal and written communication. This may be due to the fact that he analyses Netspeak purely as a linguist, and not as a “bilingual” in Netspeak. He quotes an example used by another author: Hay! Odz r he wen 2 Radio Hack 4 a nu crys 4 hiz rainbow box! (Ihnatko 1997, p112 cited in Crystal 2001, p.89). Crystal makes the footnote, “I don’t understand it either” (2001, p.89). The difference between Crystal and me is that I do understand the sentence, or as much as possible in the given context. As editor of the Cambridge Encyclopedia, he is obviously well qualified to discuss this issue, and his book is a useful resource on Internet language use.
Besides Crystal’s book, there is very little written on the nature of Internet language. It appears that qualified linguists have so far overlooked this issue. Wikipedia has good articles on various aspects of Netspeak, but its main article is titled Internet Slang (2006), a reflection of the attitude that Netspeak is merely spoken language written with some changes. Another common resource for online information is Answer.com, which defines Netspeak merely as, “the vocabulary associated with the concepts, functions and features of the Internet” (2006). Overall it is a difficult topic to study because of the apparent lack of resources dealing with the topic.
To call Netspeak a dialect would state that it is related to another language, and although Internet language is always based on another language, there are universals that apply to all Internet language use (which is beyond the scope of this essay), regardless of the spoken language from which they originate. To call it a pidgin would also be unsuitable, since Internet communication is predominantly between speakers of the same mother tongue, and the evolution of Internet language is not due to multiple languages encountering each other, but with one language and a new medium to express it. This is the key issue in the development of Netspeak – the medium. It is my belief that we have a unique situation regarding language use and the Internet, where, for the first time in history, a substantial amount of communication is being done with significant new elements.

2.1
Elements

2.1.1
Delayed-instantaneousness
Usually there is some kind of delay in Internet communication, but not like the sending of letters and reading of books of old; and yet much of Internet language functions as instantaneous communication. Up till now, communication has generally been either instantaneous, i.e., verbal communication (audio recordings are an exception, but are a very small part of daily communication), or delayed, i.e., written communication. The Internet, instead of being limited to instant words or sounds, allows people to prepare sentences or discourses and deliver them relatively instantly.

2.1.2
Detachedness
Practically all Internet communication is done between individuals who are not in close physical proximity with one another. Netspeak is used by people who may be experiencing all different sorts of environments, such as different weather, personal safety, time zones, privacy, background noise levels, which are normally all shared by verbal communicators (although telephone communication has this element), or even across the dimension of time (many forums have discussions which go on for days, and users respond when they choose to do so, and the time between responses is insignificant to the discourse).

Some people enjoy the non-confrontational aspect of Netspeak, since facial expressions can’t give you away, or the pressure of keeping up a conversation with the dynamics of verbal communication doesn’t apply.

2.1.3 
Simultaneousness
It is not uncommon for Internet users to have multiple chat windows open with different people, carrying on simultaneous conversations, or be logged in to multiple forums, switching back and forth between completely different topics either at whim or while one page is loading. In gaming chat, there are often many channels which a player will monitor, which is very confusing to someone who is not familiar with this style of conversation, but quite easy to follow for someone who is. The abbreviation “mt” has become popular to mean “mistell” or “mistype” and is used when a person either writes in the wrong channel or mistypes something, which happens often. A transcript of an actual gaming conversation can be found in the appendix.

2.1.4
Anonymity
Most Internet communication is by people who do not know each other away from the Internet, and have few means to discover the identity of an individual. Voices, handwriting, and faces are recognisable and traceable to an individual. Except where location information (like IP addresses) is stored on servers and accessible by administrators, typed text is usually untraceable to an individual. A typed message such as “My name is Betty and I’m a 21 year old nurse” could be easily typed by anybody. A verbal utterance of this statement would most likely confirm or deny gender and age, and most people even instinctively recognise (to a lesser degree) gender and age differences in handwriting. Since Netspeak allows anonymity, it can be a preferred means of communication for some people, either for sinister reasons, or for safety reasons, or simply because people like not having to commit themselves when interacting with others.

2.1.5
Dynamically Visual
Netspeak is visual, not verbal, but is in a realm of change, colours, pictures, shapes, and yet not visual in the same sense as sign-language.

2.1.5.1
Typed Language
Netspeak is usually thought of as written language, but I suggest that the differences between written language and typed language are significant enough to allow it its own category, as can been seen in Table 1 in the appendix.

Netspeak is limited to a computer keyboard. As verbal language relies on oral articulators, Netspeak relies on the visual articulators of a keyboard. While some errors made in typing are due to word confusion, e.g., “I didn’t sea you their,” others are made by pressing the wrong articulators. In spoken English, one would never accidentally pronounce an “o” as a voiceless bilabial plosive,
 but where the keyboard is the articulatory system, it is easy to make a “p” when attempting to make an “o.” This allows for a very different category of errors compared to verbal language, and even written language. An example of this is the common Netspeak word “pwn,” which is derived from mistyping the word “own,” a mistake which would never be made in spoken language.
2.2
Conventions
2.2.1
l337 speak

l337 speak, or 1337 5p34k, or leet speak,
 is an aspect of Netspeak’s graphemes. It involves the substitution of normal or expected keystrokes with symbols that are similar enough to be recognised as allographs of that grapheme. For example, the number 3 is similar to the letter E, so it can be substituted in words like “h3at” and “ic3,” etc. Such substitutions are almost limitless, but there still must be some resemblance to the original grapheme. Most attribute the origin of leet speak to hackers who would hide their words from searches. This way they could talk about h4ck1ng and p1rat3d software without getting caught. The concept caught on, and now is mostly used in Netspeak humour.

2.2.2
Abbreviations

A feature of Netspeak is the tendency for favouring abbreviations. This allows typists to increase their communicative output rate. Netspeak abbreviations are usually based either on the phonetics of verbal language:

· c – see

· r – are

· u – you

· ur – you’re/your

Or by shortening or removing elements of a word:

· probly – probably

· spose – suppose

· diff. – different/difficult, etc.

· imma
 – I’m going to

· w/ and w/out – with and without
2.2.3
Acronyms

In the same spirit of convenience, acronyms are a common feature of Netspeak. Acronyms develop where usage of a particular phrase is common, and most Internet domains (specific games, instant messaging, topical forums, etc.) share many acronyms, and employ ones unique to their environment. Some of the most common acronyms used in Netspeak include:

· lol – laughing out loud

· omg – oh my god

· wtf – what the fuck?/!
· lmao – laughing my ass off

· rofl – rolling on the floor laughing

· brb – be right back

· afk – away from keyboard

2.2.3.1
Acronym Relexification

A feature of Netspeak which is not commonly discussed, and when it is, is not recognised as a significant feature, is something I call acronym relexification. When acronyms are used often enough, they develop along a separate linguistic path compared to the utterance from which the acronym developed. The best example of this is what is probably the most common Netspeak acronym, “lol.” In the early stages of online communication, users quickly realised that smiling and laughing, spontaneous and common features in verbal communication, could not be communicated easily through typed text, and so people would use the acronym “lol” as a response to inform the other user that they laughed. Over time, “lol” went from meaning that a person laughed aloud, to meaning that a person found humour in the discussion or topic, for example:


sc0rcher: my dog ran inside and peed on my bed


funguy: lol


sc0rcher: yeah, i was sleeping in it


funguy: LOL!!

Since “lol” no longer means “laughing out loud,” other conventions have developed to express that one is really laughing out loud, the most common of which is to say “I laughed” or, “I actually laughed out loud.” Netspeak expressions do not usually convey degree of physical reaction, but reflect one’s cognitive evaluation of a situation, so that “lmao” might mean, “I found that pretty funny,” whereas “LMAO!!” means “That was hilarious,” and not necessarily “I really laughed a lot.” Similarly, the emotive or expressive use of asterisks tend to function the same way, so that *sigh*
 may not mean the communicator actually sighed, but that he feels it is the appropriate expression in that situation.

Another acronym that has relexified is “wtf.” While originally it stood for “what the fuck?/!” as an acronym it is considered less offensive, and some people who wouldn’t ever use the word “fuck” might use “wtf.”

In a sense, acronyms can become new words in the lexicon of Netspeak. This has given rise to websites such as www.urbandictionary.com, which is a highly descriptive dictionary, with entries written by anyone who chooses to sign up. Just about any word in Netspeak can be found at this site. Their slogan is, “Urban Dictionary is a slang dictionary with your definitions” (2006).

2.2.4
Spelling and Grammar

The conventions for capitalisation, spelling and grammar in Netspeak vary from domain to domain. In more formal writing, such as public blogs
 or articles, these features continue their traditional use, i.e., capitalise the beginning of sentences and proper nouns, use standard spelling and proof read to correct errors. In informal writing, such as emails or forums, capitalisation tends toward the traditional use, but is considered optional without bringing the typist’s intelligence or seriousness into question. In these cases, writing in ALL CAPS (excluding acronyms or technical words) is the equivalent of shouting, and is considered rude by most people, for example:


pwnjoo: can someone help me finish this mission?


(no response)

pwnjoo: anyone there? can someone help me finish this mission?

(no response)

pwnjoo: HEY CAN SOMEONE HELP ME FINISH THIS MISSION??!?!

superspam: quit shouting u tard and go ask in the help channel, not on broadcast

2.2.5
Coding

A convention of Netspeak is its development of codes and symbols to express emotion, figures of speech, interjections and expressions, and other features which are usually expressed in verbal communication by such things as body language, tone, stress, and pauses.

Many of the Netspeak codes are based on programming codes, e.g., square brackets are used by forum users when applying certain features in phpBB,
 such as [b]hi[/b], which would produce a bold formatting, i.e., hi. Users of such bulletin boards know that the slash within the second square brackets closes or ends the coding, so that the programme knows where to stop applying the formatting. A similar convention is found in html programming, where <b>hi</b> would be used. This concept of formatting and encoding information has carried into Netspeak, for example,
h4xman83: the problem with americans is they only like pepperoni pizza

nub4life: gee that’s weird, because i hate pepperoni pizza, so am i not american anymore?

h4xman83: sry, forgot the [/sarcasm]

In such a discourse, the user h4xman83 has made a comment, which nub4life didn’t realise was not supposed to be taken seriously. h4xman83 then employs the slash formatting to show that the utterance was supposed to be sarcastic.
Asterisks * have gained increasing use in Netspeak. There are many different functions the asterisk marks, such as,

Action:


bigdaddy: *looks left, looks right* Hi everyone!


missy_star: *waves* hi big d


Correction (usually only one asterisk is used):


GamerChick: oh, it was so vood


GamerChick: *good


Profanity substitution:


l337sT@: ur full of s**t


Emotion:


topdog: I got a massive test tomorrow *dread*

(Smiley faces, or emoticons, are also a common way of showing different emotions or expressions, and have websites dedicated to demonstrating and categorising their usage)


Expression:


gunHo: here we go again *sigh*


Attention:


davo123: ***three days till my birthday!!!***


Allusion (“tongue in cheek,” or double meaning):


puters4me: i was at my gf’s house helping her


abbadabjab: yeah, i’m sure you were *helping* her =p


(This function is also expressed by inverted commas)


Emphasis:


duder: when are they going to fix the bugs?


smashlots: they’re *not* going to fix the bugs

(the emphasis use of * has grown more in the domain of instant messaging and gaming chat, where CAPS are generally used for shouting, and the user does not have access to italics or bold formatting for emphasis. To say, “they’re NOT going to fix the bugs” could mean, “Shutup you idiot, they’re not going to fix the bugs… we’ve said it before.”)
2.2.6
Further Distinguishing Features

Since the visual element of Netspeak is so predominant, users of it rely less on their knowledge of their spoken language, and can begin to see Netspeak without reference to its origin of verbal communication. This is evident in Netspeak words that have developed independently of verbal language, and are considered unpronounceable, including relexified acronyms. One such word is “LMAONADE,” a play on the acronym “lmao” and the word “lemonade.” It has the visual effect of looking like “LEMONADE,” but it has no verbal counterpart.

Some popular Netspeak words have gained use in verbal communication, mostly for humourous reasons. People say the acronym “lol” in conversations, humourously alluding to its use in online conversations. “Double u, tee, eff” is also a common joke between online friends who actually interact with each other offline.

One of the most interesting word loanings that has happened between Netspeak and spoken English started with the phrase “rolling on the floor laughing.” This became “rofl,” and due to its pronounceability as “roffle,” it became a common term in spoken Netspeak. It was then re-loaned by normal typed Netspeak, written as “roffle,” and during June 2005 an eBay member set up an auction for “roffle waffles,” a pair of waffles with “roffle” written on them in black marker. The auction description was extremely long, and was updated multiple times a day. It became one of eBay’s most watched items, and was featured on many websites. The roffle waffle auction had a whole story line that went with the waffles, about earth being invaded, and it used many internetisms, so that people familiar with Netspeak found the auction to be extremely funny (myself included). Unfortunately, the auction eventually finished (the roffle waffles going for $65), and the page is no longer available.

Other elements of Netspeak are still in volatile stages of development. While capitals, italics, and bold have established themselves as clear features, other things like font colours have less rigid limitations, and therefore less communicative ability. These may solidify over time.

3.
Conclusion

In this essay I have shown that Netspeak is unique, having many characteristics common to languages, although it is unlike any dialect or pidgin that has ever developed. Netspeak can satisfactorily express emotions and expressions, and has the means for developing new terms as the language develops. Netspeak is relatively young, so as yet it has been studied very little. It is also quite volatile, and makes significant changes much faster than spoken languages. Articles more than five years old on Netspeak need to be assessed carefully for their validity. Netspeak is very important to its users, and it will be interesting to observe the changes in Netspeak over the next five to ten years, as generations are brought up learning Netspeak from a younger age, and new technologies are invented, impacting the articulation and environment of Netspeak.
4.
Appendix
4.1
Table 1

	Written Language
	Typed Language

	The communicator crafts letters (graphemes) to produce his own unique set of letters (allographs), and develops a personal and recognisable handwriting style (similar to an accent).
	The communicator essentially borrows allographs from someone else (font designer). Most typed communications use one of two main fonts – Times New Roman and Arial. Anyone can use the same allographs. Since allographs are not unique to communicator, style cannot be traced to him (only to font designer). This is a significant difference between the visual aspect of typing, and the visual aspect of sign-language, which is more similar to verbal communication.

	Writing (about 20-25 words per minute (Lee, 2000, p.282)) is generally much slower than speech (140-160 words per minute (Morrison, 1997, p.31)). Written communication cannot approach the realm of verbal conversation. Written communication also slows down when actual documents must be transferred, either by letter or passing a note, etc.
	Although typing speeds vary, it is not uncommon for people who have grown up typing to type at 50 words per minute copying text, 70 words per minute of memorised text, and 90 words per minute of short, informal, conversational text that does not require high precision.
 Typing speeds in excess of 80 words per minute begin to approach the functionality of verbal communication. Transference of typed information on most Internet connections takes less than one second.

	Errors are generally permanent (except where pencil is used and erasing is possible).
	Errors are not permanent until the information has been “submitted” or transmitted, and sometimes even then (e.g., forums, personal websites) they can be edited. Technically, typed language is always editable.

	Usually one original writing is involved.
	Due to the nature of electronics, actual typed letters are not stored, but are reproduced by programming code.


	Once written, information practically cannot be altered, deleted, tampered with, edited, or reproduced, without apparent signs.
	Information can be altered, deleted, tampered with, edited, reproduced, with no apparent signs.


4.2
Gaming Conversation

Note that I have given the different chat channels different colours, as they would be shown in game. This does not necessarily mean that there is only one conversation happening in each channel. Normally each channel is displayed in the one window, so that the next line of text could be from any channel, as in this example:
[FTW] DR. DUBIOUS: you quit ftw?

[FTW] Goldenedges: yup

[FTW] DR. DUBIOUS: shame on you ge... =P

[FTW] Goldenedges: yes  i apologize

[FTW] Goldenedges: but i posted reasons why

[FTW] hook: oh, bummer... just read it

[FTW] hook: that sux

[Team]Cathy: this is probably my last mish i have to sit down and get my builds ready for the freespec

[Team]Crash: wussy =P

[Team]Cathy: have 5 toons I am respecing :/

[Team]Cold Spoon: <hook>: how do u get them ready?

[FTW] Goldenedges: tc is last one to piss me off

[Team]Cold Spoon: <hook>: don't u just get the respec then do it?

[FTW] Goldenedges: oops mt

[Team]Cathy: i mean as in I am gunna use hero builder

[FTW] hook: lol

[Team]Cathy: plan em out

[FTW] hook: hi tc
[FTW] DR. DUBIOUS: lol

[FTW] Goldenedges: im sure he knew anyway

[Team]Crash: she means...they gotta get psyched for the neutering she's gonna give em'

[FTW] hook: but where are u going to go? u'll never find ppl like me and der
[FTW] Goldenedges: that i know :(

[FTW] DR. DUBIOUS: he doesn't like der =P

[Team]Cathy: more like I am happy that my tank will finally be able to do damage again

[FTW] Punkd: grrr, just failed manticore tf...the av regens to fast for 2 blasters to take him down...what bs

[Team]Crash: mine is getting stamina

[Team]Crash: coming dudes?

[Team]Cold Spoon: rgr

[Team]Cathy: My defender will be more "team friendly" so I can get her to 50

[Team]Crash: cool

[FTW] Y-hammer: test

[Tell]Thunder Jim 2: u need a healer?

[Tell]-->Thunder Jim 2: sure

[Tell]-->Thunder Jim 2: we're in sirens

[Team]Crash: my dark/regen is losing hasten

[FTW] Y-hammer: ok got that thing working

[Team]Cold Spoon: <hook>: thunder jim is a healer, wants in

[Team]Crash: hate that shit

[Tell]Thunder Jim 2: what lvl do u have to be there?

[Tell]-->Thunder Jim 2: 20-30

[Tell]Thunder Jim 2: u doing missions?

[Team]Shadow Wars: back]

[Team]Silver Cat: shadows back, should be here in a min

[Team]Cold Spoon: <hook>: sry, Thunder Jim 2

[Tell]-->Thunder Jim 2: yeah
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� “leet” speak, from elite, addressed later in the essay.


� Since this paper was first written, social networking sites like Facebook and Myspace, although in use in 2006, have become prolific. It is probably fairer to say in 2010 that ‘online life’ is more accepted and acknowledged today.


� The term “Real Life” generally refers to life apart from “Online life” or “Internet life,” even though online life may be just as real and significant as offline life.


� See Table 1.


� I restrict typed language to computer usage, and exclude typewriters, which are obsolete, even though some aspects may still apply to both 


� a “p” sound.


� leet is from “elite.”


� Probably: I’m going to > I’m gonna > I’m a gonna > Imma (“imma head out now”)


� For a more comprehensive list, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.gaarde.org/acronyms/" �http://www.gaarde.org/acronyms/�.


� See 2.2.5 Coding


� blog comes from: web log > weblog > we blog (via play on words) > blog (Blog 2006)


� One of the most common bulletin board programmes on the Internet.


� An archived version of the page can be viewed here: � HYPERLINK "http://sitetheory.com/clones/rofl/" �http://sitetheory.com/clones/rofl/�


� In my high school General Typing class, a minimum speed of 40 words per minute was required to achieve in A in the class, and almost every student achieved this. The typing speed was assessed by typing a block of text from paper while not looking at the screen or hands. My own typing speeds are about 60 words per minute copying text, 75 words per minute of memorised text, and 95-110 words per minute of conversational text, and these are not abnormal rates.


� When you send an email, the actual letters aren’t transferred to someone else’s computer, but that person’s computer recreates those letters based on its programming. This is why a picture can be sent electronically, since technically it’s only a recreation of a picture and not the picture itself, compared with, say, a piece of food.
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