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“One of the many ways in which the Internet affects language (Stein 2006) is the creation of new genres, or at least the transformation of old genres into new garb and functions. Through its technical possibilities and the new communicational situations enabled by it, the Internet evolves genres that have the potential to redefine and change social structure and networks (Bergs 2006), including the power structure, rules of cooperation and norms for language use in the domains. The issue of genres in the Internet is only now coming into focus of linguistic research (Kwasnik & Crowston 2005, especially the contribution by Askehave & Nielsen).” Dieter Stein, 2006

Introduction
Over the last 5 years I have participated in numerous online communities – discussion boards, chat rooms, and blogs – that have attracted other participants from a variety of geographic locations. What has consistently seemed remarkable to me is that in these on-line arenas, two languages prevail: 1) English, and 2) a language specific to the communities themselves. Though any group of individuals who come together to discuss a shared passion will undoubtedly use slang and jargon that people outside the community may not employ nor comprehend, what strikes me as remarkable is that due to internet technology, there is a speed and ease with which people can now come together to form such communities and that the participants have a conscious awareness of their specialized language. Having written this, I think to myself, “But people come together all the time, book clubs, parent-teacher associations, study groups, etc., the list is endless, and these communities share common terms.” Though this is true, without internet technology, it would not be possible for such immediacy of formation and communication. Thus online services have the ability to allow access to specific communities in a manner that was not possible prior to such technology. Moreover, the communities themselves may never have formed without the technology. Even if they had, would they have allowed such a diversity of participants, bringing such a variety of perspective, language, and input?


The language of these online communities, whether facilitated by discussion or message board (e.g. Yahoo Groups, MySpace), chat room (e.g. PalTalk), or blog (e.g. the sites hosted by Blogger.com) all foster the use of language (vocabulary, terminology, semantics, etc) specific to the various communities of users. Though I mentioned English as the other prevailing language, this paper will not address the growing English hegemony of the internet, but is more interested in community-specific language. Depending on the discipline, different terms have been used to describe such communities, e.g. communities of practice; discourse communities; and speech communities. In these communities, characteristic language may be created by borrowing from other languages (popularizing words from second languages that are not commonly used in the first language) or other disciplines (e.g., metaphorical language; using musical terms to discuss perfumery due to a lack of terms specific to the genre of perfumery). Additionally, acronyms, shortened forms, and new slang/jargon may be created (e.g. shortening “See you later” to “c u ltr”; acronyms such as “ttyl” from “Talk to you later”, etc). 

More than just the words themselves is the pragmatics of the language created. The prevailing cultures of such communities influence how language is used and may prescribe rules and behaviors specific to each community. 
Finally, the nature of communication via machine, without the members of the community actually physically present, must have some kind of impact on language formation and development. Just as with previous advances in technology, community involvement and resulting language use is limited to those who can actually acquire and use such technology. The actual participants themselves are a key factor in determining language production and use.
In his book, Language and the Internet (2001), David Crystal examines the linguistic ramifications of internet technology, examining electronic forms of communication from email to text chat. Considering Crystal’s identification of five main features of written language, I shall specifically discuss the lexical (vs graphic, orthographic, grammatical or discourse) features, examining words and phrases specifically (jargon and slang). 
Membership in many on-line communities requires a new literacy, an ability to understand and use the language of the group, be it lexical or otherwise, for successful participation. Focusing on a particular on-line community of individuals as evidence to support the above assertions, I’ll attempt to answer the following questions: 1) How does participation in an on-line community require literacy; what is the relationship between a community of practice and literacy; and 2) How does internet technology, specifically on-line communities, facilitate the creation and development of new lexical language? Does this language use constitute literacy?
Discourse, Communities of Practice, and Literacy
A clarification and definition of terms is necessary in order to appropriately describe evidence and answer the questions raised. According to Schwandt, the study of discourse is “an examination of language-in-use or the study of actually occurring language (‘texts’) in specific communicative contexts” (2001, p.57). However, from a Foucauldian perspective, discourse, as Schwandt continues, may also refer to “systems of thought that construct subjects and their world…practices (composed of ideas, ideologies, attitudes, courses of action, and terms of reference) that systematically constitute the subjects and objects of which they speak” (p. 58). Landis (2002) adds that for Kathleen Tyner, author of Literacy in a Digital World: Teaching and learning in the Age of Information, literacy is discourse: “Discourse in Tyner’s view includes the full range of cultural knowledge needed to fully participate in a culture, including appropriate ways to speak and behave at different times and places. The particular linguistic structures are important, but so are the subtle delivery and style cues” (p. 56).  Discourse then may be understood as an interaction of language, thought, and practice (action). 

Advancing to the concept of community, and examining other terminology that may be synonymous with discourse community, Amy Devitt in Writing Genres (2004) states: “Transferred to the concept of discourse community, the concept of speech community shows that common traits of written discourse are significant to the extent that they reveal underlying commonalities of identity” (p. 39). Devitt then goes on to quote Olsen: “…a few of the studies also suggests that there is sometimes an effect of the content and form of a document, on its context, including helping to define the sense of community and to project its set of values and attitudes” (p. 62). Noting Devitt’s comment about document and context which will be further discussed later in this paper, it is the ideas of community and identity that I next want to discuss. 

Swales (1990) characterizes discourse communities as among other things, having a broadly agreed set of common public goals; mechanisms of intercommunication among its members; and having acquired some specific lexis. It is these three characteristics that seem to easily lend themselves to the definitions of both an online discourse community and community of practice. Wenger writes: “Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” (2006, para. 1). For the remainder of this paper I will use the terminology “community of practice” but will ask the reader to evoke the concepts of speech community and discourse community as well.
The actual terminology used to describe how people come together to pursue, discuss, or advance a specific passion seems less important than their behaviors and how they are shaping language. It is this behavior that requires “literacy”, though the term itself has a wide array of definitions. UNESCO defines literacy as follows:

Literacy is the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate and compute, using printed and written materials associated with varying contexts. Literacy involves a continuum of learning to enable an individual to achieve his or her goals, to develop his or her knowledge and potential, and to participate fully in the wider society. (2006, retrieved from Wikipedia.com)
It is this definition that I will continue to work with, specifically the idea of literacy itself as enabling communication and participation within a specific community.
Lexical Development: Jargon
Now that we have explored the concept of community with regards to on-line communication, and briefly touched on the definition of literacy, I’d like to explore lexical language before providing specific examples of community, new language, and literacy in action on the internet.

Again, what I find most fascinating about online communities is their facilitation of both the emergence and development of new language, specifically lexical language, new words, phrases, slang or jargon. Tennant writes 
Jargon is a word for technical terms for which the meanings are known only to a select few. Jargon is sometimes used to establish one's credentials…to impress one's colleagues, and, frankly, to confuse intentionally when clearer language may not result in the desired outcome…. Still, jargon is sometimes inescapable. Accuracy often dictates that an exact term be used. Or there may be no reasonable substitute. (2004, p. 26) 
Jargon then is but one form of language facilitated by internet technology, but one that may have such specific usage that by its very nature can define membership in a specific community of practice (or discourse community, etc). Not surprisingly, internet communication has developed to an extent that there is even an online dictionary specifically dedicated to understanding internet-specific established and emerging jargon: 

NetLingo has thousands of definitions that easily explain the Internet and the online world of business, technology, and communication. Updated regularly with new terms, NetLingo is ranked #656 in Google's Top 1000 Web sites and is often featured in the news. We are a resource for new users and industry professionals, as well as a reference for students and educators. (2006, NetLingo.com)

I doubt that NetLingo.com would be an exhaustive reference considering the spped at which new communities are emerging, but I include it here to serve as evidence as to how internet technology is re-shaping lexical language such that a guide to understanding such language is now available, and for some internet users, necessary. 


Next I will present specific examples of two genres of online communities that share a common passion, lexis, and means of participation. By shining a light on the world of aroma and fragrance, specifically an on-line discussion board and reference site, and personal blog (weblog), I hope to further address my questions regarding on-line communities as communities of practice, and as such, how they require lexical knowledge and new literacy.

“Decant”: Facilitating Lexical Development
In the fall of 2000 I began exploring the internet for information regarding a specific hobby of mine that I feel very passionate about: fragrance. My use of internet search engines led me to the discovery of Basenotes.net, a reference guide to understanding the world of fragrance (also known as perfumery, aroma, scent, etc). In addition to a searchable database of fragrances that offer information as to their creation and compositions, including reviews written by site visitors, Basenotes also maintains an on-line community in the form of discussion boards and a chat room. 
Upon beginning my participation in this community, I had already acquired years of experience in the fragrance industry, both working in fragrance retail and in the pursuit of becoming a self-proclaimed aficionado. Therefore, although the community’s participants shared my passion and my goal for wanting to both discuss and further an understanding of fragrance, members brought different levels of lexical understanding to the discussions. At that time I recognized a common concern by users of the site, especially new community members: Not everyone understood the terms (or jargon) that were casually being used by the more experienced members. I volunteered my services and created a user’s guide that explained much of the common jargon used. That was in 2000 and due to technical issues, the guide has been lost and not yet re-created. As recently as December, 2006, newcomers to the community still share their frustration about not understanding the terminology used (see Figure 1 below):

Figure 1. Screenshot from Basenotes.net, December 3rd, 2006 (http://community.basenotes.net/showthread.php?t=190085)
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Use of Terms 



I have always been a "scentaholic", but I just found this site. I am new to some of the terms. The main one is Decant. What does this mean.

Thanks
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Re: Use of Terms 



A decant is an amount of perfume taken from one bottle and put into another. Say if I have a bottle of Trouble and you would like to try it I could decant it into a smaller vial or sample bottle and give you some. Usually a decant refers a bottle of about 5 - 10 mls. It's enough to use the scent for quite a while but you don't need to put out the big bucks for a full bottle. You can find a lot of decants on Ebay, and many people here will decant some of their stash and either gift you with it or sell it. This is my understanding of the term, but others may be better able to explain this term to you. I can assure you of one thing; if you are on this web site, I foresee many decants in your future.


The above excerpt is taken from a specific discussion board within the community, one dedicated to new members who are “just starting out” and need a crash course in the language used by this unique community of practice. Figure 1 above illustrates how a new member of the community must be literate (knowledge of textual discourse and its jargon) to fully participate with other members, even though the individual considers himself as having a significant connection with the subject matter (illustrated by the use of another new term, “scentaholic”). The actual jargon being discussed above is “decant”, defined by Webster.com (2006) as:

1 : to draw off (a liquid) without disturbing the sediment or the lower liquid layers
2 : to pour from one vessel into another
3 : to pour out, transfer, or unload as if by pouring 

Participants in this community of practice have taken this term and re-designed it to carry a second definition, related, yet unique. The term, “decant”, shows up approximately 500 times throughout the community (as archived from August, 2005).
On her blog, Aromascope.com, writer and perfume enthusiast Ina Prouty pointedly discusses the phenomenon of jargon specific to the perfume (fragrance) communities:

It’s been on my mind for a while to do a post on perfume fanatic jargon because, let’s face it, we speak our own language, only understood by the fellow afflicted and/or others in the know. I love perfume jargon, for obvious reasons, but also for the fact it’s so easy to learn and extremely exciting to teach. Today I’ll mostly talk about the jargon adopted at certain online perfume communities (Makeupalley, mostly). (2006, Aromascope.com)

Prouty beautifully answers the research questions I posed earlier by stating that as members of a specific community, there is a unique language. Moreover, this language is characteristic of on-line communities. Prouty feels the need to teach this language to better facilitate understanding and communication among its members. Below (Figure 2) are some examples of jargon as noted by Prouty:
Figure 2. Excerpt from Aromascope.com, October 5th, 2006

(http://www.aromascope.com/wp/2006/10/05/perfume-fanatic-jargon/)
[Acronyms]:

FBW - the obvious one, one of the first questions that usually pops in your head when you smell a new scent. Is it Full Bottle Worthy?

HG - the never ending, often futile quest for the Holy Grail perfume.

[Borrowed from other languages]:

Sillage - (French) a trail of scent a person leaves behind or is followed by. Not all perfumes have sillage, and sillage is not necessarily an attribute of a good quality perfume. In fact, I could name a few with devastatingly awful sillage. But not today. 

[A word given new meaning]:
Decant - perfume poured or sprayed into a certain size bottle, usually smaller than the original bottle. Typical decant sizes are 2 ml, 5 ml, 6 ml, and 10 ml. A decant is something you want to get if you don’t want to/cannot buy a whole bottle or just want to sample a scent.

And here again we see mention of the word “decant”, further reinforcing the new and shared definition used throughout various genres within the fragrance community.


From the examples above, the questions posed earlier may be answered as follows: Participation in an on-line community requires literacy in that in order for a participant to actively engage, he or she will need to learn the language and surrounding customs of that community. Internet technology, specifically on-line communities, facilitate the creation and development of new lexical language through the proliferation of developed jargon such as borrowed terms, words given new definitions, that are put to common usage within a community such that outsiders cannot effectively participate without that knowledge.
Conclusion
In 2006, a new on-line journal was formed, “language@internet”. The journal describes itself as follows:

LANGUAGE@INTERNET will focus research on the pivotal role of language under the new medial conditions of use and interacting with the various societal domains. Linguistic concerns, including sociolinguistic, discourse analytic, and pragmatic perspectives will be at the centre of interest, but it will have to include the conditions, functions and constraints of the societal domains like law, economy or medicine, as they are factors in shaping language and are themselves transformed in their practice in the process. In order for society to be able to exploit and implement these new uses, there has to be a body of scientific knowledge for these domains to draw upon in application and teaching. The purpose of this journal is not only to enhance our linguistic body of knowledge, but also to make available a repository of knowledge for application. LANGUAGE@INTERNET is published as an open access, peer-reviewed electronic journal. (2006, Languageatinternet.de)

The fact that a journal attempting to form a legitimate body of research regarding the evolution of language in the face of internet expansion exists, serves as further evidence as to the how new literacy is needed to participate in the community of the world wide web, in general, and within communities of practice, specifically.

Crystal poses the following questions: “Will linguistic flexibility and creativity be lost as globalization imposes sameness (p. 2); What happens linguistically when the members of the human race use a technology enabling any of them to be in routine contact with anyone else (p. 5); What are the shared features of language which give the world community of users their sense of identity” (p. 6)? In answer to his own questions, Crystal concludes, and I concur, that rather than creativity being lost, it is actually being proliferated due to the establishment of new modes of communication, new communities of users with specific identities (communities of practice) whose users are giving birth to new types of language. 
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