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Introduction: The language
of social media

Philip Seargeant and Caroline Tagg

1 Early links in the chain

In 1929, the Hungarian author Frigyes Karinthy wrote a short story
called ‘Chain-links’ in which a group of friends discuss the fundamental
interconnectedness of the modern world:

Let me put it this way: Planet Earth has never been as tiny as it is
now. It shrunk — relatively speaking of course — due to the quicken-
ing pulse of both physical and verbal communication. This topic has
come up before, but we had never framed it quite this way. We never
talked about the fact that anyone on Earth, at my or anyone’s will,
can now learn in just a few minutes what I think or do, and what
[ want or what [ would like to do. (2007[1929], p. 21)

The character who makes this speech goes on to argue that everyone
in the world is related to everyone else though a series of chains of
acquaintance, and that no-one is more than five acquaintances away
from anyone else on the planet. Every individual is only six degrees of
separation away from any other.

Karinthy’s story is not a scientific hypothesis — it is more of a thought
experiment — but the underlying idea became the basis for a great
deal of the research and theorizing that has been conducted into the
social networks that people form, and the way that society as a whole
is structured around such networks. Part of Karinthy’s argument was
that changing patterns of social relations are a product of the ways in
which technologies - such as the telegraph and telephone in the 1920s -
‘shrink’ our notions of time and space: the fact that ever-evolving
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communications technologies allow us to stay in touch even when we
are scattered across distant parts of the globe, rendering geographical
boundaries increasingly less important. In other words, globalization
changes our social and cultural relations; and communications tech-
nologies are a major driver behind such change.

Almost 80 years after the publication of ‘Chain-links’, Karinthy's
idea was used as the name for what is often described as the first social
network site: SixDegrees.com (boyd & Ellison, 2008).! Launched in
1997 - less than ten years after the invention of the World Wide Web -
SixDegrees.com did not last very long itself, but the model it developed
was adopted and modified by other influential sites: first by Friendster,
then MySpace, and then Facebook. By the end of the first decade of the
2000s, social network sites had become an integral part of modern life
the world over, and figured as paradigmatic examples of the increased
social-orientation of online activity. The shift that occurred in the
nature of the web in the early years of the new millennium - the move
from the idea of Web 1.0 to Web. 2.0 (O'Reilly, 2012 [2005]) and the
rise of social media - saw an explosion in online interactivity and user
participation. The web was no longer a place where you went predomi-
nantly to consume content and information. It became a place where
you participated; a dynamic space that was shaped (both intention-
ally and inadvertently) by your own actions and contributions. And
social network sites, purpose-built to facilitate social interaction, grew
to become amongst the most used sites on the web (Pew Internet and
American Life Project, 2012).

One of the results of the rise of sites such as Facebook is that they have
transformed the ways in which people can interact. They do not simply
offer an alternative way of engaging in the same forms of communi-
cative interaction that were available prior to their emergence; they
also provide a number of notably different communicative dynamics
and structures. Just as the telegraph and telephone before them intro-
duced new possibilities for the way people could communicate - and
with this altered both communicative practices and patterns of social
relations — so online social media are having a profound effect on the
linguistic and communicative practices in which people engage, as
well as the social groupings and networks they create. The aim of this
book is to critically examine these effects, and investigate the implica-
tions that emergent online practices are having for an understanding
of language use in society. To this end, it brings together a collection
of studies exploring the linguistic and communicative practices being
used on social media in order to shed light on this important new form
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of communication and some of the influential roles it is playing in
contemporary society.

2 Sharing, connecting and commenting:
definitions of social media

This introduction has a twofold purpose: to outline the language and
communication issues that exist for social media; and to delineate the
topics, contexts and problems that the book addresses. The concept
of social media is an extremely broad one. The focus of the book is
primarily on those internet-based sites and platforms which facilitate
the building and maintaining of networks or communities through the
sharing of messages and other media. Social network sites (SNSs) such
as Facebook and Line and microblogging sites such as Twitter have this
as their primary function and thus figure as a central focus for the book.
Yet other forms of social media, such as YouTube and TripAdvisor, also
increasingly feature social network capabilities, and thus also give rise to
important issues concerning communication and language use which
will be covered in the book. Given the broad scope of the concept of
‘social media’, and in order to begin drawing out the nature of the com-
municative and sociolinguistic issues it presents, it is worth first giving
a brief overview of its development and definition.

A number of competing terms have been used to highlight different
elements of the changes that have taken place in the web over the last
decade or so. Michael Mandiberg, in his introduction to the Social Media
Reader, lists various names and phrases that have been used to refer to
the phenomena that constitute this phase in the use and development
of the internet (Mandiberg, 2012). As well as “Web 2.0’ (given currency
by Tim O’Reilly), these include: ‘user-generated content’; ‘convergence
culture’ (coined by Henry Jenkins); ‘the people formerly known as the
audience’ (coined by Jay Rosen); ‘participatory media’; and “peer pro-
duction’ (coined by Yochai Benkler). Each of these defines the general
phenomenon from a slightly different perspective, reflecting the par-
ticular interests of the analyst who coined or employed the term. What
they all have in common, with the exception of the first, is an acknowl-
edgment of the social nature of practices that constitute modern online
activity. In other words, the users of the services and sites which make
up the modern web are themselves central to its nature — the audience
or consumer is actively engaged in production (and not solely pas-
sively engaged in consumption) — and thus previous dichotomies such
as author/audience and amateur/professional are becoming porous.
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The first term in the list, “Web 2.0, indicates a new stage in the ongo-
ing development of the web. It is a metaphor which has been adopted
in other contexts (for example, Wael Ghonim's Revolution 2.0, which
documents the role played by social media in the Arab Spring of 2011),
and its use from the mid-2000s onwards was meant to signal that a new
model was in operation which had replaced the first phase of internet
development (which can symbolically be marked as ending with the
bursting of the dot-com bubble in 2001).

Scholars such as Leppédnen et al. (this volume) define social media as
including any digital environment which involves interaction between
participants (see also Barton & Lee, 2012, p. 3), and it is this broad defi-
nition that we adopt in this book. The essence of social media, therefore,
is a focus on the facilitating of participation and interaction, with the
result that the ‘content’ of what is developed and shared on the internet
is as much a product of participation as it is of traditional creative and
publishing/broadcast processes. The expectation therefore becomes that
this content is less regulated, more fluid, and more diverse, and that the
dividing line between private or personal communication and publish-
ing or broadcasting can be increasingly blurred.

The sites and platforms on which this happens are various and
widespread, and increasingly applications and services which have a
different primary purpose (e.g. the selling of books, the swapping of
music) also include and make extensive use of commenting or sharing
capabilities which allow users to interact with each other. Thus, for
example, media sharing sites such as Flickr and YouTube have network-
ing features, and, in a broad sense, have become social network sites
themselves. Also in this category are wikis — websites produced collabo-
ratively by users — which, despite their focus on content rather than
connections, bring people with shared interests together. More tradi-
tional websites where content is posted for user consumption — such as
newspaper sites and the TED website, which streams short conference
talks — now also enable users to comment on the content posted there
and thus to interact with each other. Furthermore, there is a growing
tendency towards interconnecting different services, so that, for exam-
ple, sharing options via Facebook or Twitter are integrated into operat-
ing systems (e.g. Apple’s i0S), thus allowing any activity performed in
any application to be linked to the social networks managed through
these sites. The result is that the ability to share the details of one’s
interaction with the internet, and through this to connect to people
and organizations, has become a fundamental part of the architecture
of the online world.



