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ABSTRACT

Introduction: there has been a debate going on about the legitimacy of internet language and related terms since the
early 2000s. The present theoretical reasoning argues for the need for internet language as a term, taking into consideration
the not very strict criteria used to identify other language varieties as lects.

Objective: to lay down the considerations for deciding the debate on the existence of an internet language.

Research materials: the article reviews the English, German and Hungarian literature and argues for the existence of an
internet language through Hungarian language examples. The Hungarian literature and example material is relevant because,
alongside its English and German counterparts, Hungarian internet linguistics is among the oldest and has one of the richest
histories.

Results and novelty of the research: although sociolinguists tend to question the legitimacy of internet language
and similar terms, it is precisely from a sociolinguistic point of view that the enregistering of internet language can be
accomplished. Even though two of the six aspects presented in the paper (the principles of uniformity and novelty) argue
against the existence of internet language, the four remaining (quantity, community, analogy and illusorycum) guarantee its
legitimacy. The novelty of the paper lies in the synthesis of opposing views on the existence of a netlanguage.
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AHHOTALASA

Beenenne. C Havana 2000-x ro10B BeyTCs 1e0aThI O JCTUTUMHOCTHU UHIMEPHEeM-53bIKAd N CBSI3aHHBIX ¢ HUIM TCPMHUHOB.
B HacrosIiieM TEOPETHUCCKOM HCCIICIOBAHUN 00OCHOBBIBACTCSI HCOOXOAUMOCTD BBIACICHUS UHMEPHEM-3bIKA B KAYCCTBE
TepMUHA C YYETOM HE OUeHb CTPOTHX KPUTEPHEB, HCIOIB3YEMBIX U OMPEICICHHS IPYTUX SI3BIKOBBIX PA3HOBUIHOCTEH B
KayeCcTBE MIMOMA.

Henn: chopmyaupoBaTh 000CHOBAHUS [IsI IPUHATHS PEIICHUS B IUCKYCCHUHU O CYIIIECTBOBAHUN UHTCPHET-S3bIKA.

MarepuaJjbl MCCIeJOBAHMS: CETEBAs JTMHIBUCTUKA U3 AHIVIMMCKON, HEMELIKOM U BEHI'€PCKOU JIUTEPATyphI.

Pe3ysibTarhl 1 HayYyHAsi HOBU3HA HCCJIEAOBAHUS. XOTS COLIMOJMHIBUCTBI CKJIOHHBI CTaBUTh IOJ| COMHEHHE JIeTH-
TUMHOCTb UHMEPHEM-5A3bIKd W TIOAOOHBIX TEPMUHOB, IMEHHO C COIIMOJMHTBUCTUYECKON TOUKH 3pEHUSI MOXKET OBITh OCY-
IIECTBIICHA TIEPEPETUCTPAITHS UHmepHem-A3bika. HecMOTpsl Ha TO YTO JBa M3 MIECTH MPEICTABICHHBIX B CTaThe acIIEKTOB
(TIpUHIHATIBI eTUHOOOPA3Ms U HOBU3HBI) CBHIICTCIBCTBYIOT IIPOTUB CYIICCTBOBAHUS UHIMEPHEM-53bIKA, YCTHIPE OCTABIIAXCS
(KOJIM4eCcTBO, COOOIECTRO, AHAJIOTHUS U «HJUTFO30PHOCTHY ) TAPAHTUPYIOT €ro JICTHTUMHOCTh. HOBH3HA pabOoThI 3aKiIF04aeTCs

B CUHTE3€ IPOTUBOITIOJIOKHBIX TOYEK 3PEHUA HA OHTOJIOTUIO MHTEPHET-A3bIKA.
Knrwuesvie cnosa: HI/I(i)pOBaH KOMMYHUKaIud, CETEeBOM SA3BIK, CONUOJIMHIBUCTHKA, A3bIKOBbIC PA3HOBUIHOCTH, A3bIKOBBIC

HUACOJIOTHHN

bnazooapnocmu: ViccnenoBanne ObUIO BBIOJIHEHO MPH MoAAep)Kke MUHUCTEPCTBA KyJIbTYpbl M nHHOBai 1 OO1e-
cTBeHHOTO (oHMa « Tempus» B pamkax KOHKypca CTHIICHIUH JUIsl MOJIOJBIX BEHIepcKuX npenonasarenei 2024/2025 roxa.

Jns yumuposanus: ok b., Jlopunn I, Tor C. T., baka JI. T1. 3amMeTku kK OHTOJIOTUN MHTEPHET-SI3bIKA B CBETE BEHIEP-
CKOM M MEXIyHapOHOM COIIMOIMHTBUCTHYECKOH JIuTeparypbl // Becthuk yrposenenns. 2025. T. 15. Ne 1 (60). C. 180-188.

Introduction

A quarter of a century of research into digital
communication has passed without a consensus
among experts on whether or not such a thing as
an internet language exists at all. The process of
“enregistering” — this is the term Squires [24],
Proszéky, Domonkosi and Ludanyi [19, 49-50]
use for the process — internet language has been
the subject of numerous attempts, but it is still
greeted with skepticism by some researchers
(e. g., Schlobinski [21], Diirscheid [5], Szabo
[25]). The problem is that internet language and
related terms — e.g. netspeak [4, 48], digilect [29],
e-nyelv ’e-language’ [1, 30-31] — in themselves
(regardless of the author’s intention) suggest
the existence of some new language variety
that is missing from traditional typologies of
language varieties. The present paper takes stock
of the principles that can be taken into account
when assessing the legitimacy of the internet
language as a definable entity (language variety
or lect).

Materials and methods

The present paper reviews the arguments for and
against the use of internet language as a technical
term on the basis of Hungarian and international
literature, using Hungarian language examples
(Hungarian has one of the richest literature in
internet linguistics besides English and German)
[16, 102]. The aim of the theoretical reasoning
(quantitative comparison of arguments) is to
confirm the legitimacy of internet language and
related terms (in contrast to the German literature in
particular). The reasoning is based on the fact that
since dialect, youth language and other lects have
been identified as language varieties without strict
criteria, it is not fair to apply strict criteria with
regard internet language either.

Results
The principle of uniformity
Internet language and its counterparts are
generally held to account for what other language
varieties are not: uniformity and a quality related
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to it, delimitability. The legitimacy of “traditional”
language varieties (e.g., the standard, dialects,
youth language) is guaranteed by tradition, so
their status as language varieties is not (or even
cannot be) called into question (for a comparison
between dialect and netlanguage, see The principle
of analogy). If we were to raise such a question
anyway, we would most probably earn ourselves the
label of “destroyer of science and culture”; however,
we would only be pointing out what others have
already pointed out in the context of netlanguage:
the lack of uniformity and delimitability. After all,
just as the internet language is not uniform, no other
language variety is. This is so insomuch that, for
example, Klara Sandor considers only the language
varieties of individuals, the so-called idiolects,
to be proper language varieties, and voices her
criticism of any other varieties in the following
way: language varieties are in fact non-existent,
fictitious linguistic units, which can at most facilitate
linguistic description [20, 43—47]. The fact that
our belief in language varieties does not waver is
due to linguistic ideologies, which make them — in
Lanstyéak’s words [15, 164] — almost real, not only
a lay idea, but also a scientific belief. (Lanstyak
is basically saying this about language, but the
characterization of the language ideologies he lists,
shows that his statement also applies to language
varieties). Examples of such language ideologies
are language reificationism, language varietism and
language distinctionism: language reificationism is
the belief that linguistic varieties are quasi-entities
existing outside speakers; language variatism is
the belief that language is made up of separable,
countable, objectively imagined varieties of
language, such as dialects and registers; language
distinctionism is the belief that language elements
and rules can be clearly assigned to a language
variety and that, as a consequence, each language
variety can be clearly distinguished from the others
[14, 252-264]. These language ideologies are
essentially false ideas, yet they are necessary to
enable thinking in terms of categories and drawing
“characterizations” of language and its subsystems
in line with these categories (for more on this, see
The illusorycum-principle).

The first major critics of internet language and
related concepts were Peter Schlobinski and Christa
Diirscheid. Both questioned the validity of the term
netspeak that had been coined by David Crystal [4].
According to Schlobinski [21, 3], it is unfortunate
that Crystal [4, 76] considers the phenomenon to be
an “emerging variety” since the language variability

and language diversity that characterizes internet-
based communication is similar to that of the “real
world” in that it cannot be brought to a common
denominator. In one of his later books he writes
about the topic: “The Internet creates a complex
language space, defined by parameters such as the
medium, the background of the user, the software or
the contrast between written and spoken language.
Different functional media genres and styles emerge
as a function of the constellations of the various
parameters — there is no internet language, there are
only certain language phenomena that occur more
or less frequently at a given moment” [22, 230 cited
by 6, 7273 translated by the authors].

Like Schlobinski, Diirscheid [5, 1] also objects
to the designation of Crystal’s netspeak [4, 92]
as a “genuine language variety”, for two major
reasons: first, because there examples of what are
considered to be netlanguage elements also exist in
contexts independent of the Internet and also from
pre-Internet times (see The principle of novelty),
and second, because, even if there are elements that
can be described as belonging to internet language,
their use is not universal, but dependent on the
situation and the individual [5, 5-6]. Diirscheid
concludes by calling netlanguage a myth (as the
title of his paper suggests: Netzsprache — ein neuer
Mythos ‘Netlanguage —a new myth’): “There is no
such thing as an internet language, and there is no
netlanguage either. [...] Instead of making general
statements about language use on the Internet, we
should focus on the analysis of specific types of
online text and discourse” [5, 14 translated by the
authors].

The lack of uniformity and delimitability is,
of course, also criticized by other authors. David
Barton and Carmen Lee [2, 5] also argue that,
since the characteristics of Crystal’s netspeak are
not specific to all types of computer-mediated
communication, the trap of overgeneralization
should be avoided. Differences can also arise, for
example, as a result of the diversity of individual
language use and of online platforms [26; 27].

Proponents of the sociolinguistic approach in the
Hungarian literature also draw attention to the lack
of uniformity and the dangers of overgeneralization
(e.g., Szabo [25], Porkolab [18], Prészéky—
Domonkosi—Ludanyi [19, 49-50]. According
to Tamas Péter Szabd [25], the reason internet
language can seem “radically different” (see also
The principle of novelty) is that in examination or
inquiry we often prefer certain situations, such as
chatting with friends or forum discussions with
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people interested in a similar topic, over other types
of situations (e.g., formal conversations). Similarly,
Szabd also voices his view, that the problem is in the
tendency to treat the linguistic features of informal
conversations as general features of the otherwise
diverse internet language, as follows: however,
cherry-picking instances of very distinctive
language use distorts the overall picture and leads
to overgeneralization.

Adam Porkolab [18, 14-27] takes a similar view,
arguing that text-based interactive internet genres
(e.g., chat, instant messaging, e-mail, forums) do
not have a uniform linguistic norm and, in light of
this, concepts such as the term minimalect [9, 70—
71], which suggests the exclusivity of the effort to
reduce writing time, seem too simplistic, schematic,
so to speak.

According to Gabor Proszéky, Agnes Domonkosi
and Zsoéfia Ludanyi [19, 49], the internet language
can only be understood as a more or less separable
entity, as it is far from being uniform in terms of
linguistic patterns. The authors, referred to Lauren
Squires [24], explain the reason why it has become
a separate entity in the public consciousness as
follows: “the enregistering of internet language
stems from a linguistic ideology of standardism and
a deterministic view of technology, through which
certain features are interpreted as unconventional
and internet-specific in internet interactions” [19,
49, translated by the authors]. This means that
internet language is usually seen as a construct
that can be explained both by its deviation from
the standard linguistic norm and by the impact of
technology. It is hard to agree with the first point
because linguistic features that are assumed to be
internet-specific are not particularly common even
in conversations in instant messaging applications
[24]; at the same time, the second one is problematic
because examples of such features can be found
in pre-technological times (for arguments and
counterarguments, see also The principle of novelty
and The principle of quantity).

The complexity of the problem is shown by the
fact that even the authors of terms such as netspeak
share the critics’ views. For example, Agnes
Veszelszki, the creator of the term digilect, reacts
to the criticism of netspeak in the international
literature as follows: in her view, it is precisely this
heterogeneity and the embracing of different patterns
that is the specificity of digital communication
[30, 35-36]. Géza Balazs, the inventor of the term
e-nyelv ’e-language’ [1, 30-33], makes a similar
point, pointing out that the Internet should be seen

as a complex linguistic space. In his opinion, the
language of the Internet is not uniform, it is not
sociologically or even socioculturally delimitable;
the Internet has everything that reality has, or
languages in general have [1, 129].

The principle of novelty
(the cause of the problem)

Although Tamas Péter Szabo’s article [25] titled
Hatasvadasz nyelvészet [Claptrap linguistics] was
basically written as a critique of Agnes Veszelszki’s
digilect concept [28], it can also be interpreted as a
critique of any concept of internet linguistics that
tries to present internet language — or more precisely
its prototypical features —as novel, unique, or even a
curiosity. Among other things, Szab6 questions the
novelty of character reduction techniques, which
according to other researches are not only used on
the Internet, but also in youth language or even in
marketing language [11, 42; 12]. He argues that
abbreviations (e.g., hogy > h ’to’) could be found
earlier in school notes and private notes, mergers
(fusions) [13, 97-98] (e.g., azt hiszem > asszem ’1
think’) in fine literature (in passages imitating live
speech) and the juxtaposition of numbers and letters
(e.g., good night > good n8) in 18"-19" century
texts.

Based on an idea similar to Szabd’s, Stephan
Elspal3’s study [7] Alter Wein und neue Schlduche?
[Old wine and new wineskins; cf. “Neither do men
put new wine into old bottles” (Matthew 9:17)],
which refutes the novelty of the linguistic features of
the new media by presenting a number of examples
from private German letters from the 19" century
(e.g. ist > IS ’is’, habe > hab "have (something)’,
nicht > nich ’no’, war es > wars was’, sehen > sehn
‘see’, jetzt > jetz ‘'now’, etwas > was ’something’,
einmal > mal *once’). He concludes that “it is only
the media that is new, and the fact that we have
become more accepting, not the use of language
itself” [7, 27, translated by the authors].

Many netlinguists (including one of the authors
of this paper) have fallen into the trap of seeing and
presenting netlanguage as something completely
new (and somewhat sensational) [17]. Let’s look
at two examples: “Digilect is a new variety of
language with specific properties not typical of
communication mediated by other media” [28, 67,
translated and highlighted by the authors]; “The
most characteristic feature of the use of language
on the Internet is the absolute striving for linguistic
economy and increasing the speed of writing” [9, 67,
translated and highlighted by the authors]. Neither
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of these findings was motivated by a desire to make
an impact, but simply because even a researcher
can be dazzled by so much informal stimulus.

The principle of quantity
(the creator of consensus)

Consensus between the various positions can be
reached by recognizing that most of the phenomena
perceived as internet language are not new (even
if some of them are), what is new is the extent
to which we are confronted with them on certain
surfaces, which creates a sense of novelty. So it is
not so much a qualitative change as a quantitative
one. Figuratively speaking: it’s not so much the
flowers in the bouquet that are unique, but their
combination: it is the large number of abbreviations,
the large number of acronyms, the large number of
words without accent marks, the large number of
missing punctuation marks etc. (not everywhere,
of course, but any rapid exchange of messages and
comments provides a perfect substrate for such
phenomena).

In the light of the above, we can agree with Szabo
when, as part of his answer to the question “Is there
nothing new under the sun?”, he writes that the
foundations of the linguistic innovations used in IT
slang can be traced back centuries. However, even
he himself acknowledges that a new information
medium (the Internet) caused these to be noted. So
let us be under no illusion: it is almost certain that
in a quick exchange of messages and comments, or
even a relatively formal exchange of e-mails, we
will encounter more prototypical tokens than we
would on paper, or verbally. Therefore, the fact
that there is an example of number homophony
— as Veszelszki [30, 88] calls the substitution of
numbers for letters — in a letter sent by Pal Sipos to
his friend Ferenc Kazinczy should be considered a
wonder rather than a real argument for questioning
the legitimacy of netlanguage.

The community-principle

The result of quantitative changes is the
emergence of an internet norm, a norm that is
much more permissive than the standard. By
permissiveness we mean that not even an adherent
of the ideology of linguistic standardism will haul
another person up for sending a message without
accent marks and punctuation. It will be known that
the reason for this is that the other person is in a
hurry (e.g., getting on a city bus) and this is a natural
way to speed up character input. The accepted
view in sociolinguistics is that each language

variety has its own set of norms, so it is evident
that wherever a community perceives a new norm,
anew language variety (with its formal, neutral and
informal registers) can also be found. Three large-
sample surveys confirm the same: the proportion
of respondents voting in favor of the legitimacy
of internet language was 64% (N=1442) in 2000
[3, 82-84 and 190 — first survey], 76% (N=2945)
in 2001 [3, 82-84, 190 — second survey] and 81%
(N=1557)in 2016 [9, 62].

The principle of analogy

If we compare internet language with the
language varieties whose norm is the most deviant
from the standard, such as youth language as a
gerontolect or Paloc as a geographical dialect of
Hungarian (now, we will give a comparison using
the latter), we will see that (a) the formality of the
speech situation and (b) the age of the speakers
are the factors that determine the occurrence of
prototypical features and that prototypical features
are (c) not exclusive features of a particular
language variety. We highlight these three aspects
because a common argument against netlanguage
is that (a) the texts of formal digital genres such as
e-mail or (b) the linguistic behavior of older users
are less likely to contain prototypical features, and
that prototypical features in netlanguage are (c)
false (sham) features collected from other language
varieties.

(a) The more informal the speech situation,
the more prototypical features defining the given
language variety can be observed; and vice versa: the
more formal the speech situation, the fewer of these
features can be observed. In short, the formality
of the speech situation determines the likelihood of
prototypical features. Just as in a pub conversation
in Gomor we are more likely to encounter Paloc
prototypical features, such as the dropping of the /
and the elongation of the preceding vowel (e.g. volt
— vot *was’, bolt — bot ’shop’), a quick exchange
between friends is more likely to contain internet-
language prototypical features such as word
shortenings (e.g. depresszio — depi *depression’),
words without accent marks (e.g. szivbol — szivbol
“from the heart’) or typos (e.g. otthon — otrhon ’at
home’).

(b) The older a dialect speaker is, the more
dialect-specific prototypical features are observed
in his/her speech. This is because the decline and
transformation of the traditional peasant way of life
has accelerated the displacement of dialectal words
from the language of young people [10, 207]. Even
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if in the opposite direction, a similar trend can be
observed in the digital space: the younger the user,
the more prototypical internet-language features
appear in their texts.

(c) Of course, a prototypical feature does not
become a characteristic trait of a dialect because it
does not occur in other language areas, but because
its use is considered to be more common in a given
area than elsewhere (see the discussion on the
principle of quantity in connection with internet
language above).

Since we do not call into question the language-
variety status of dialects simply because (a) the
number of their prototypical features decreases with
increasing formality, (b) theiruse varies significantly
with age, or (c) because their prototypical features
may appear in other language varieties, we will
similarly refrain from questioning the lect status
of the internet language. Just as — contingent on
the above aspects — the vowel i is used often in the
Rye Island dialect (e.g. szép — szip ’nice’, beszéd
— beszid ’speech’), also contingent on the same
aspects, emojis characterize the internet language
in a similar manner.

The illusorycum-principle

Can we speak of an internet language if it is
not uniform, but has prototypical features that
are alive in the consciousness of the community?
Under what heading, then, do we examine these
prototypical features if we are to avoid the concept
of internet language and related collective terms?
Is it worth choosing an indirect solution (e.g.,
roundabout wording) rather than directly naming
the phenomenon?

The solution may be Istvdn Lanstyak’s
illusorycum concept (< illusion + ideologycum),
which compares languages and their varieties,
including dialects and registers, to (1) illusions and
ideologies [15,7, 17-19, 164-168].

(1) The traditional conception of language
sees languages and language varieties as distinct,
thing-like entities, since we are used to ‘using’,
‘possessing’, ‘passing on’, ‘counting’ [15, 17] and
even ‘researching’ or ‘studying’ them [23, 39].
Language is an illusion in the sense — here, Lanstyak
refutes the traditional understanding — that it does
not exist as a thing, it is just that speech and writing
would have us believe otherwise. An illusion,
in the psychological sense, is a false perception
based on a real external stimulus (as distinct from
a hallucination, which is a false perception without
a stimulus). Like illusions, »language« and the

other categories mentioned above are based on real
external stimuli (hearing people speak in this or
that way, reading writings that are done in this or
that way), but the appearance of their existence as a
thing is a false perception [15, 18].

(2) Lanstyak calls languages and their varieties
ideologycums because they are constructed by
language ideologies. When we say that language is
a multifaceted phenomenon, what we are actually
saying is that different researchers (belonging to
different trends) create for themselves the ideology
of language from different kinds of language
ideologies [15, 164, idea of the highlighted phrase:
23, 39]. It follows that a language (variety) is
exactly what and how (through which language
ideologies) the science — and not just the science,
but also society, politics, culture etc. — currently
regards as a language (variety).

Lanstydk sees the utility of illusorycums in
the ease with which they can be used to name
otherwise difficult-to-describe phenomena [15, 19].
[Mlusorycums are therefore necessary. “For if we
were to start eliminating them from linguistics, we
fear that chaos would ensue, resulting in a state of
affairs where even linguists belonging to the same
paradigm would be unable to communicate with
each other (which would come as a rather grim
consequence to the hard work of generations and
generations of linguists of great excellence)” [15, 8,
translated by the authors].

Based on the above, we can also regard internet
language as an illusorycum [8, 90-91]. Just as the
language and its varieties are not uniform, neither is
the internet language. Yet, it is necessary, because
without it the object of our study would be difficult
or impossible to name. Or then, for the sake of
consistency, we would have to discard similar
terms (e-language, digital communication, digilect
etc.) and with them the many names of the research
fields based on them (e.g., netlinguistics, internet
linguistics, digital communication research).

Proof of the necessity of internet language
as an illusorycum is also provided by Gébor
Proszéky’s, Agnes Domonkosi’s and Zséfia
Ludanyi’s book [19] in which the authors presents
the pitfalls of enregistering internet language as a
more or less separable entity and the concerns that
arise in connection therewith (see The principle
of uniformity), while at the same time they are
noticeably looking for (not yet stigmatized) words
to name and describe the phenomenon. In the cited
chapter[19,49-51]wecanfinduptotenillusorycum-
suspect solutions that have a meaning similar to that
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of internet language: digital communication, digital
language use, digital mode of communication,
online communication, communication conducted
in an online manner, online language use, online
language world, online language, internet language
use, mode of communication used on the Internet
(the Hungarian terms translated by the authors).
This example shows that even if we question the
legitimacy of internet language (although this is
not verbalized in her article) and try to avoid the
persecuted term, we will still have to somehow name
what we are talking about.

Discussion and conclusions
In general, there are two major criticisms of
internet language: the first is that the literature on it
tends to view it as a single and well-defined entity, a

linguistic variety; the second is that its prototypical
features are often presented as radically new, a kind
of curiosity. Our conclusion is that, although the
internet language is not uniform and its prototypical
features have antecedents in the past (the principles
of uniformity and novelty are thus defeated), its
legitimacy is sufficiently reinforced by four other
principles, the principles of quantity, community,
analogy and illusorycums (especially this last
one). Similarly to all other language varieties, the
internet language does not really exist, it is merely
an illusorycum — the illusion of its existence is
created by language ideologies (e.g., language
reificationism, language varietyism, language
distincionalism) and certain prototypical features.
Yet, it is necessary: for without it, we cannot even
name the object of our study.
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