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@D I'm a linguist, and I live on the internet. When I see the boundless
creativity of internet language flowing past me online, I can’t ( a ) but
want to understand how it works. Why did emoji become so popular so
quickly? What's the deal with how people of different ages punctuate their
emails and text messages so differently? Why does the language in memes
often look so wonderfully strange?

(2 TI'm not alone in wondering about(b)these things. When 1 started writing
about internet linguistics online, I quickly ran into more follow-up questions
from readers than just another article could answer. I went to conferences

and dived into research papers and ran a few of my own queries.( )l
C

realized that in many cases there were answers, just not from an internet

native speaker, not all together in one place, not in a form that's fun to

read regardless of how much you already know about linguistics.

(® Linguists are interested in the subconscious patterns behind the language
we produce every day. But traditionally, linguistics doesn’t analyze writing
very much, unless it's a question about the history of a language and
written records are all we have. The problem is that writing is too
premeditated, too likely to have gotten filtered through multiple hands, too
hard to attribute to a single person’s linguistic intuitions at a specific
moment. But internet writing is different. It's unedited, it’s unfiltered, and
it's so beautifully mundane. And when we analyze the hidden patterns of
written internet language, we can understand more about our language in
general.

(@ Internet writing is also useful because speech is an absolute nightmare

(d)
to analyze. First of all, speech vanishes as soon as it's said, and if you're




just taking notes, you might be misremembering things or not noticing
everything. So you want to record the audio, but that's your second
problem: now you need to physically transport people into a recording lab
or travel around with a recorder. Once you've got recordings, you've got a
third problem: processing. It takes about an hour of skilled human work
per minute of audio recording to get speech into a transcript usable for
linguistic analysis. Many a beleaguered linguistics graduate student has
spent years of their life doing precisely this, in search of the answers to
just a handful of specific questions. It's hard to do at a massive scale. All
the while, there’s a fourth challenge: your participants probably won’t talk
to an academic interviewer the same way they’'d talk to a friend. Want to
analyze a signed language instead? Instead of analyzing audio in just one
dimension, now you're facing video in two. Want to skip a step and use
preexisting recordings? Good luck: most of that is news, acting, and other
formal varieties.

(® There were difficulties in studying informal writing before the internet,
too. It existed, in forms like letters, diaries, and postcards, but by the time
a collection of papers is donated to an archive, they've generally been
moldering in boxes for decades, and of course they also need to be
processed in order to be analyzed. Deciphering old-timey handwriting on
fragile paper is only marginally easier than transcribing audio. Studies of
Victorian letters and medieval manuscripts can tell us that a particular word
is older than we thought, or provide evidence of changing pronunciations
through idiosyncratic spelling, but we don’t want to limit our studies of
present-day English to a fifty-year time delay, based solely on the highly
biased sample of the kinds of famous people whose papers get donated to
archives. But if we wanted more recent stuff, we'd again face the
challenges of getting people to write, for instance, sample postcards for our

study and hoping that theyre not too self-conscious about researchers



reading their words.

® Lucky for us, internet language is both ( e ) to work with, since the
text is already digital, and ( f ) likely to get distorted because
someone’s observing it, since ( g ) of it is already public as tweets and
blogs and videos. Even the logistics of distributing fun language surveys or
asking people to donate archives of their private messages has gotten
easier online. Internet linguistics isn't just a study of the Ilatest cool
memes: it's a deeper look into day-to-day language than we've ever been

(h)
able to see. It brings new insight to classic linguistic questions like, How

do new words >Catch on? When did people start saying this? Where do
SO

people say that?

(Gretchen McCulloch, Because Internet: Understanding How Language Is
Changing, 2019 %6 —#NEZZ WL T5HIH)
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(Melanie Joy, Why We Love Dogs, Eat Pigs, and Wear Cows: An Introduction
to Carnism, 2010 2>5—ENAEZZHE L CT5I1H)
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