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Abstract. As a new language variant, Netspeak has been a part of English, and plays a more and more
significant role in modern communication. Therefore, the study of English Netspeak has a great
practical significance in the age of Internet. In this paper, it is found that English Netspeak has four
forms: homonyms, abbreviation, compounding and emoticons. In the aspect of features, the author
concluded that there are innovation, conciseness, flexibility and humor in English Netspeak. In
addition, the author points out the defects of English Netspeak.

1. Introduction

The birth of Internet initiates a new era for human to communicate. Internet is increasingly important
nearly in all aspects of daily life, and it often replaces some traditional methods of communication.
Internet, the information expressway, has already become a kind of necessity to modern people. In
some degree, it is unimaginable to work and live without Internet.

As we know, the leading language online is English; about 80% of the information on the Internet
is in English. No one can deny the essential place of English on the Internet. Therefore, it is necessary
to explore this new born language form-Netspeak, the English language on the Internet. David
Crystal, a professor of linguistics at the University of Wales, Bangor, first substitutes Internet
language for “Netspeak”™ in his book Language and the Internet (2001). And most people prefer to
call it E-language casually. In a narrow sense, English Netspeak is a language used on BBS, QQ or
WecChat. In a broad sense, English Netspeak refers to network-related language.

This essay looks into the English Netspeak used on the Internet, and attempts to study the new
language variant. To know better this language form, the author makes effort to survey and analyze
the forms and characteristics of English Netspeak.

2. The Forms of English Netspeak

2.1 Abbreviation

Abbreviation is a general word, which is the most common way to create Netspeak in the Internet
world, especially the technical words. In this paper, abbreviation is classified into two categories as
follows:

2.1.1 Initialism

Initialism makes words easy for understanding and fastens the speed of recognizing and
differentiating words. For example:

BBS=bulletin board system; Al=artificial intelligence;
NOYB=none of your business; VG=very good;
TY VM=thank you very much; EOM = end of message;
TIA=thanks in advance; PM=pardon me;
CPU=central processing unit; UK=United Kingdom.
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2.1.2 The abbreviation formed from the alphabets or numbers of a phrase
This abbreviation is to replace letters or morphemes with alphabets or number which have the same
or similar pronunciation. For example:

U=you; CUL~=see you later;
Ur=your; XLNT=excellent;

r=are; F2F=face to face;

B4= before; C2C=client to client;
Pls/Plz=please; E-book =electronic book;
mtg=meeting; B2B=business to business.

2.2 Compounding

There are two kinds of compounding. One is combining two words with their original form. For
example, “chat” and “room” are respectively independent words. Combine the two words together,
and you will get a compound word “chat-room”. There are more examples: online, webmaster,
download, login, backup, keyboard, hypertext and hyperlink. The other kind is blending. For
example:

medical + care — medicare; communication + satellite — comsat

net + citizen — netizen; web + economics — webnomics

2.3 Homonym

Homonym is the most common and active way to form Netspeak words. It refers to the words
identical or similar in pronunciation and spelling but different in meaning. In English Netspeak, a
quantity of common words gains some new and extended or metaphoric meanings. They are
interesting and yet suitable to describe certain things on the Net, and you can easily recognize these
words’ new meanings. For example, firewall originally refers to the barrier inside a building,
designed to limit the spread of fire, heat and structural collapse, but on the cyber world firewall is a
technological barrier designed to prevent unauthorized or unwanted communications between
computer networks or hosts. Hacker in the reality refers to people who cut something roughly or
unevenly but hacker on the Net means a person who is skilled in the use of computer systems, often
one who illegally obtains access to private computer systems. Bug, in the nature, is an insect and its
new meaning is a mistake or problem in computer system. Another example is Geek, which means a
carnival performer who does disgusting acts or a person with an unusual or odd personality, but on
the Net it refers to a person with great computer capability. In order to create a humorous and
interesting talking, netizens are inclined to use all kinds of homonyms on BBS, QQ or WeChat.

2.4 Emoticons

While chatting on the Interest, people cannot see the facial expression and cannot hear the voice of
each other, but using signs is a fast, convenient and effective way to convey messages. Therefore,
people create emoticons to show their feelings. An Emoticon is a sequence of ordinary symbols
which one can find on one’s computer keyboard. The most popular emoticon is smiley ©, and it is
used in QQ or WeChat to show that one is happy and pleased about something. For example:

The meaning of Emoticons

Symbol Meaning Symbol Meaning
©:-) smile = =) a cat’s smile
®: sad (0™ happy

: -0 shocked, surprised o 0 surprised
-1 indifferent A thumbs up
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3. Characteristics of English Netspeak

As a language variant, Netspeak not only has the common features of language, but also possesses
some unique characteristics. According to the collection above of the popular words used online in
recent years, this paper will summarize the characteristic of Netspeak from four aspects as follows:

3.1 Innovation

Innovation is a distinctive feature of the network buzzwords. Compared to the traditional written
language, English Netspeak is more creative and productive. The innovation is mainly reflected in
vocabulary. Innovation refers to the coinage use based on the words or expressions already existed,
namely, entitling the existing words new meanings.

3.2 Conciseness

As society develops fast, people have a great sense of time. Netspeak seems to be simple and
convenient to save time to communicate effectively. If one has conversations with several friends at
the same time on Internet, the concise Netspeak can help him/her save a lot of time to maintain
conversations with friends. English Netspeak tends to be concise and easy to understand, so just
several words or signs could carry many meanings. No doubt it is shared as a fashion.

In addition, network buzzwords have changed some conventional word-formation patterns to
create a new form of combination of sound and meaning, such as emoticons and figures talked above.

3.3 Flexibility

English Netspeak is flexible in creation and distribution. The word “flexibility” has two layers of
meanings. Firstly, we can freely invent any form or kind of Netspeak. In other words, no authority can
dominate the creation of Netspeak and everyone can create new words on the Net. For example, now
everyone knows “B2B”, and we can follow the example and invent “B2W” (business to women),
“B2K” (business to kids), “B2P” (business to parents), “B2Y” (business to youth) and even “B2A”
(business to job applicants) and “B2D” (business to decision makers). Secondly, Netspeak is easy to
be distributed, free of charge. With these kinds of favorable features, English Netspeak has no
reasons for not being popular all over the world.

3.4 Humor

In modern society, people face much more competition and severe pressure. Many people tend to get
rid of the pressure through all kinds of recreational activities. Netizens always deliberately use
surprising language to cause a shock effect. They use different word patterns to interact with others,
for instance, they use emoticons to show their facial emotions. No one will deny that the use of
emoticons and homonyms in QQ will bring us a lot of joys.

The emoticons can shorten the distance between people in online interaction. Many people are
attracted by the Internet and Netspeak. They think that Netspeak enriches the traditional language and
bring people a lot of joys.

4. Defects of English Netspeak

During the information times, there is a growth of informality in language use. Therefore people will
concern about the deterioration in the quality of the language. Parents and many educators are
becoming increasingly alarmed by the effect of English Netspeak on the writing skills. Teenagers
spend much time online everyday, exchanging “instant messages” with friends mainly in Netspeak,
showing little regard for formality. They may write like that: “can u plz write me a funny story about
friendship cause i need it for school.” The little concern to grammar and spelling may become
troubles in schoolwork and other formal writing, and even in communication. For example, the
famous pop singer Avril Lavigne’s biggest hits “Sk8r boi” once puzzled many people, “what does it
mean?” In fact, it means “Skater Boy”. She splits the word Skater into two parts: “sk” and “ater”.
Because “ate” has the similar pronounciation with 8 (eight) and “boi” has the similar pronounciation
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with boy, “Skater Boy” changed into “Sk8r boi” in English Netspeak. “Sk8r boi” indicates teenagers’
rebelling personality, but it does cause some troubles in communication, and it may mislead students
in English learning.

In addition, some abbreviation in English Netspeak have many possible explanations, which will
bring much difficulities to accurate understanding. For example, how do you know whether the term
““B2S’” implies “business to seniors” or “back to school”? And does “B2M” refers to “business to
men” or “back to mom’s”? This kind of abbreviation will confuse people, and misunderstanding
might happen.

5. Summary

There is a trend of the simplicity in English in history. At present, the trend of the simplicity of
English appears in the cyber world. The short form and other simple grammar of Netspeak is
increasingly accepted by people. As a new-born language, Netspeak is a part of English, and it is
worth studying. The paper finds that there are four forms of English Netspeak: homonyms,
abbreviation, compounding and emoticons. The paper concludes that English Netspeak has the
characteristics of innovation, conciseness, flexibility and humor. In addition, the paper probes into
the defects of English Netspeak.

Due to the limitation of time and knowledge, there are still some disadvantages in this paper. The
paper only analyzes the forms and characteristics of English Netspeak, and does not research the
reason of the emergence of Netspeak, which needs further study in the future.
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