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On the definition of slang


The study of slang and its vocabulary is by no means new. In the eighteenth century, Francis Grose published A Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue in Great Britain (1785), and in France argot has been a focus of interest of lexicographers of slang for at least as long (see for instance David Szabó 1997:182). Even though the interest in slang is this old, or perhaps because of this, the definition of the concept poses difficulties. There are probably many reasons for this, one of which has been formulated by Tamás Kis (1997:294): „Bonyolítja a szleng meghatározását, hogy szlengen két egymással szorosan összefüggő, de a leírás szempontjából élesen elkülönítendő, ám eddig el nem hatá�rolt nyelvi jelenséget értenek. A szleng egyrészt szó- és kifejezéskészlet, másrészt pedig egy sajátos nyelvhasználati-stilisztikai forma: beszédstílus vagy Bahtyin terminusát átvéve: a beszéd egyik műfaja.” In the same publication, Jirí Nekvapil differentiates three approaches to the study of slang. He talks about the ”lexicographic, grammatical (word-forming) and communicative approaches”, of which he considers the communicative one to be under-represented in slang research to date (Nekvapil 1997:88). 


The research in slang has, with but a few exceptions (e.g. Connie Eble 1996:98-114), concerned itself with lexicographical and grammatical questions, perhaps with some comments on the actual use. Jannis Androutsopoulos, researcher in youth language at Heidelberg University, calls this perspective ”system oriented” – in a paper (1998) given at a workshop on youth-language in Finland. Androutsopoulos terms the study of language usage ”speaker oriented”� and advocates a combination of these two, whereas Kis in his paper (1997:294) says that ”[t]his distinction in the description [of slang] has not been made so far.”  In this paper I will try to find a definition of slang that includes both perspectives, seeing them not as different entities but as two aspects of the same phenomenon. 


How should one then form a definition of slang? A definition depends on purpose of the definition, what it is needed for. I will therefore start by describing my own research and its basis. In his book Approaching dialogue (1998), Swedish linguist Per Linell differentiates between two approaches to language as a whole. He sets the traditional system oriented approach, ”monologism”, in contrast to the ”dialogistic” approach that sees language in practice as the prime focus of interest. He argues that a language system cannot be separated from language in practice and treated in abstracto. 


The monologistic approach sees language as an abstract system that is being put to use by individual language users, whereas the dialogistic approach assumes rather the reverse relationship: the language system is dependent on how language actually occurs in practice as a social construction by participants in conversation (Linell 1998:3ff). But Linell goes on to conclude that within the dialogistic paradigm it is held that language system and discursive practices are interdependent and none of them has any absolute priority over the other. This is the paradigm that this paper will build upon: the interdependence of language system and discourse practices, which are fundamentally social in character. 


At the end of the 19th century, a time before mass communications and fast travelling, certain groups, at that time defined as socially less statusfull – like gypsies, traders, thieves, schoolboys and in Helsinki paperboys – where more homogenous, isolated and firm than groups and subcultures are today – at least from a linguistic point of view. This is probably a prerequisite for the creation and endurance of traditional slang words that a priori could be defined as slang and still today can be distinguished as slang. It may be a prerequisite for the whole concept of slang as an identifiable, special stock of words and phrases. Temporary, situationally specific internal language games have had time to establish themselves and spread within the speech communities, as conversation participants and contexts have remained the same over longer periods of time, and the need for external normation (therefore) has been almost non-existent. Using a term by H. Clark (1996), it could be said that the rather stable common ground of certain socially clearly distinguishable groups has made it possible for slang variants to establish themselves.


Might the definition of slang as, and only as, abstracted vocabulary and morphology of language be a result rather of linguistic methodology than of any characteristic of the actual slang phenomenon itself? To begin with, the study of spoken language only became possible at the end of 19th century with the invention of the phonograph. Also, talk-in-interaction wasn’t seen as interesting for linguists until the latter half of the 20th century (e.g. Teleman 1985:66). Until then language was mostly studied, within a monologistic paradigm, as an abstract system, la langue, whereas language use, parole (Saussure 1964) was seen as a secondary phenomenon where the speaker makes use of a already existing language system. Within this paradigm, the written language has been the basis for analysis. Linell (1998:28) calls this phenomenon the written language bias, and refers to the use of written language as a model or norm for what language is like or should be like. 


The part of slang that has been introduced in written texts is the lexicon, which at the same time is the part that can be studied in spoken language without technical machinery. But it is probably only a part – the most frequent and stable – of slang users vocabulary and conversational strategies that are caught by lexicographers and slang dictionaries�. Therefore slang dictionaries can only be seen as constructions, or de- or reconstructions, of what could be or really has been going on in situations when participants have played with language or reconstructed previous language games. Only those element of the conversations prominent enough to remain in the slang users’ or lexicographers’ consciousness and memory have reached the dictionaries and the research. And yet, slang is mainly a form of language that lives in and through dialogue. 


With literature and texts in newspapers and magazines the situation is probably more complex, innovative writers can occasionally contribute to slang, but they can also adopt words and phrases from interactions they have heard or participated in. From a dialogistic point of view, though, one cannot apply the label of slang to a word if it does not reach the dialogue, the use of slang speakers. 


As I see it, it is methodological and technical reasons, together with the trends, needs and interests in the surrounding society or culture, that have lead linguists to concentrate on the vocabulary and morphology of slang and the definition has been framed by this. But these dictionaries and grammatical descriptions do not give full access to and understanding of the phenomenon. The abstract system of words, phrases and word-forming patterns described by traditional slang researchers is a very significant part of slang, just as morphology and lexicon are central parts of language as a whole. But in order to better understand the vocabulary, and at the same time the whole phenomenon of slang, a description is needed of how the slangy elements and strategies contribute to building up dialogue, and what function they are given by the participants. In this area a dialogical approach has much to give. 


How do slang words come into being, into use? How does slang get its meaning and spread?  What kinds of situations promote slang in a dialogue? Do different situations perhaps lead to different kinds of slang usage, different slang? These are some of the questions that could be further elaborated and described within a dialogistic framework that concentrates on ”what is made known by what is said” in specific contexts (Rommetveit 1980). They are at the same time some of the questions that German linguist Neuland (1987) would like for youth language researchers to answer in the future.


Within this framework, slang is, or at least can be, more than the words and phrases we can recall from our own experience, more than the collections of words and word forming models that slang research traditionally has concerned itself with. But to approach slang from this point of view we need to establish a basis for distinguishing slang from non-slang in authentic talk-in-interaction – an operational definition. How then should we form such a definition?  It cannot, in Zoltán Kövecses words (1997:38), be a ”one-sentence” one, and it needs to account for all the complex social, psychological and situational factors which form the concept of slang. The American linguists Bethany Dumas and Jonathan Lighter found that such a definition would be far too vague and did indeed question the whole concept of slang as useful within linguistics in the seventies (1978: 14ff). In spite of this they formed four criteria for identifying (American) slang:


Its presence will markedly lower, at least for the moment, the dignity of formal or serious speech or writing.


Its use implies the user’s familiarity either with the referent or with that less statusful or less responsible class of people who have such special familiarity and use the term.


It is a tabooed term in ordinary discourse with persons of higher social status or greater responsibility.


It is used in place of the well-known conventional synonym, especially in order (a) to protect the user from the discomfort caused by the conventional item or (b) to protect the user from the discomfort or annoyance of further elaboration.


(Dumas & Lighter 1978:14 –16)


But Dumas and Lighter continue (1978:16): when a word or phrase fits at least two of these criteria the sensitive listener will react to this in a certain way. It is this reaction, which cannot be measured in any way, which provides the ultimate identification of true slang. Dumas and Lighter then go on to discuss examples. But here they use constructed or reconstructed example sentences and utterances, taken out of their contexts, which – as I see it – is not in line with their criteria. 


I will now discuss the four criteria and the conclusion by Dumas and Lighter in relation to authentic conversation, and, when appropriate, to other given definitions of slang. As a conclusion I will reformulate them so that only three criteria are needed. My aim is, at the same time, to show how a dialogistic approach to slang research can contribute to the further knowledge and understanding of slang as a universal language phenomenon.


The first criterion concerns the informality of slang. This is perhaps the most commonly noted characteristic of slang all through the history of slang research (see e.g. Partridge 1950:1ff). However, the concept of formality versus informality is a complex one, and needs to be put in perspective. What is considered formal today in youth culture in a given country might at the same time be considered highly informal by members of another group in the same country or in a different country. Similarly, what was considered highly informal a century ago, might in many aspects be considered formal to the highest degree by youths today. Formality in this sense depends on peoples’ perception of norms, not just within a language but in culture as a whole.


Furthermore, the implicated change in the degree of formality that follows from slang-usage is problematic. There need be no lowering movement, a conversion can through and through keep an informal level, and it can still contain slang elements. In order to avoid the concept of changed level of formality it can be said that slang, according to the first criterion, is violations of norms that language users perceive as established and conventional within a certain context.


As discussed above there is no way to establish an absolute, abstracted measuring scale of formality, applicable to all conceivable situations. It therefore seems inevitable that the perspective on the degree of formality in the study of slang should be the one of the participants in the interaction, not of the analysing researcher or of his or her culture. This means that it is in the responses by the participants that the researcher will have to look for signals of what is considered formal or non-formal in the specific situation. But the responses too must be considered within their contexts, and therefore it is necessary to take account of factors like time, culture, situation, participants and local context in the interaction. If slang is examined as an abstract system or vocabulary, this is an aspect that cannot be considered, whereas within a dialogistic approach to slang the question of formality versus non-formality, though complex, does not provide insuperable difficulties. The analysis is done on a micro-level on specific excerpts of conversations and the influencing factors mentioned above can therefore be described in detail for the analysed examples. So, with this in mind, I would like to reformulate the first criterion:


1. An element can be considered as slang when it is responded to as violating norms that the participants in a conversation perceived as established and conventional within a more formal context.


The second criterion would also seem somewhat problematic. First of all it states that the (slang-) word implies the user’s familiarity with the referent. This seems inevitable for all uses of words, not just slang-words. How are we to communicate at all if we are not familiar with the referents of the words we are using? Secondly it states the user’s familiarity with „that less statusful or less responsible class of people who have such special familiarity and use the word”. This is, in my view, far too loaded with subjective judgement for a scientific criterion of classification. Furthermore it implies some kind of one-directional movement of slang words from socially less valued, more informal styles to more highly valued ones. This does not, however, correspond with results from modern slang research, which show that slang words are taken from all possible directions, even from the most formal levels of style. For instance the words glimrande ‘glimmering’ and gosse ‘boy’, are both, in Swedish, of very litterary origin, but at the same time given as slang synonyms in a questionnary I did in Helsinki 1998 on slangwords. 


But how is the phrase „less statusful and less responsible class of people” to be interpreted? If the perspective is that of the participants in a conversation it seems highly unlikely that they create or use slang that has less status than their own established one. If the perspective is that of the culture the difficulty lies in the vagueness of the concept of status. Less or greater responsibility that is mentioned both in the second and the third criterion should probably be set against the tradition of sociolinguistics in the seventies, where defined social classes were a measurable entity. 


But perhaps the second criterion can be rephrased to function as a criterion for excerpting slang elements in any authentic conversation? Its essence is the element’s function as a signal to the other participants of familiarity with a specific group and it’s special language usage. This formulation differs from Dumas & Lighter’s in perspective, even if the essence is the same:


2.  An element can be considered as slang if other participants in a conversation respond to it as a means of identifying the speaker as a member or a potential member of a group or as an expression of the speaker’s wish to identificate with the group or subculture where the element is commonly used.


Like the two previous ones, the third criterion is somewhat problematic from a dialogical point of view. It states that a word is slang if it is tabooed „in ordinary discourse with persons of higher social status or greater responsibility”. The term „ordinary” is here somewhat vague and can be interpreted in many ways. But the meaning seems to be that a speaker would hesitate to use words or other elements that a he or she regards as slang, when speaking to persons perceived to own a higher social status. But it can also mean that a speaker considered by others to be of higher social status is not supposed to use „their slang”. 


It is not difficult to find examples of this sense of taboo. Among other recorded conversations in my research material, there are some interviews where this can be observed. A 22 years old interviewer tries to use slang while interviewing young people, about 17 years old pupils, and gets, to say the least, negative responses or no responses at all from them. 


I would, though, like to argue that it is not the higher or lower status of a person that makes his or her use of in-group slang taboo but the fact that he or she is not perceived as in-group or as part of the slang-using group or subculture. He or she is seen as an outsider and should therefore not use the insiders’ slang. 


But can this be a criterion for pointing out slang-elements in a conversation? Well it can, provided that the participants in the conversation perceive an imbalance in their levels of social status, and this is observable in the dialogue. In this sense the third criterion is included in the rephrased second one, because the response given by other participants to a slangy element can be negative and thus signal that the element is seen as taboo in the specific situation. If, on the other hand, the participants consider themselves equal as to social status or membership in a group, the taboo-concept will usually not „make itself known by what is said” (Rommetveit 1980). The remaining implication of the third criterion is that the use of slangy elements in any context is conscious, but this aspect is also included in the fourth criterion. The conclusion then is that the third one is not necessary and can be left out.


This brings us over to the fourth criterion, which states that a slang-element „is used in place of the well-known conventional synonym…” First of all it is doubtful whether there are any real synonyms. Connotations and secondary meanings are very seldom exactly the same, especially for slang-word and their alleged standard language synonyms. Secondly, what exactly is meant by „well-known” and how the analyst can decide wheteher something is „well-known” by a speaker is not made clear in Dumas & Lighter’s text (1978:16). But looking at what happens in a dialogue, the question whether a conventional synonym is „well-known” by a speaker or not, is irrelevant. However, all evidence of intentionality in the use of a specific element, which diverges from formal norms within a language, can be used as arguments when identifying slang in a conversation. 


On the question of to what purpose these intentionally used norm-breaking elements should be used, in order to be identified as slang, I find Dumas & Lighter too narrow. They provide only two reasons or goals that mark an element as slangy: slang protects the user from the discomfort caused by the conventional item or from the discomfort or annoyance of further elaboration. 


But Partridge (1950:6), for instance, also mentions self-expression, humour and a wish to be ingenious or startling. A common feature of all these identifying characteristics is their social aspect. The slangy elements would not seem to be used for exclusively semantic reasons. In a conversation, slang elements are also, and perhaps mainly, chosen for social reasons. However, it might not be necessary to a priori decide what goals may be aimed at by participants in a conversation, since these cannot be observed in the conversation as the conversation is built up by all the participants together. I would consequently rephrase the fourth criterion as well (now numbered 3. as the previous criterion 3. has been included in criteria 2. and 4.):


3. An element can be considered as slang if there is evidence of some intentionality of a social character on the speaker’s side when uttering it and it consequently achieves a certain goal, dependent of the specific context.


As mentioned above, Dumas & Lighter do not consider these criteria as conclusive for whether a word is slang or not but say that it is the reaction of the audience that „is the ultimate identifying characteristic of true slang”. Professor Connie Eble in the USA is one of the few researchers who have studied slang in authentic talk-in-interaction. She finds this conclusion indisputable (1996:12f), but would still like to add some consistent characteristics of slang, i.e. ephemerality and innovativeness. These, however, can not be observed in a synchrone micro-analyses of the kind used within the dialogical paradigm, but rather in a monologistic study of slangwords in a historical perspective, and I will therefore not elaborate them further here. 


Eble is also very specific when she restricts slang to the lexicon (1996:21), even if she admits that sounds and sound-effects are used to convey meanings of certain slang-expressions.  Like Eble, Partridge accepts the definition of slang as a stock of words and phrases (1950:2). Within a dialogistic framework, however, there is no a priori need to restrict slang to the vocabulary or morphology. The fourth criterion, which states the intentionality of slang, rules out every-day use of dialects or dialectic phonology. It does not, however, rule out the possibility of dialect functioning as slang in certain contexts, whereas it does rule out miscellaneous syntactic irregularities and more or less automatically used discourse markers and particles. 


As a conclusion I will recapitulate the criteria as I rephrased them to be used as an operational definition when distinguishing slang from non-slang in an authentic conversation:


1.  An element can be considered as slang when it is responded to as violating norms that the participants in a conversation perceived as established and conventional within a more formal context.


2.  An element can be considered as slang if other participants in a conversation respond to it as a means of identifying the speaker as a member or a potential member of a group or as an expression of the speaker’s wish to identificate with the group or subculture where the element is commonly used.


3. An element can be considered as slang if there is evidence of some intentionality of a social character on the speaker’s side when uttering it and it consequently achieves a certain goal, dependent of the specific context.


Finally I would like to point out the fact that the choice of a dialogistic framework does not permit me to use the given criteria in an abstract way out of a specific context and apply them to the system of slang in general. I cannot use these criteria to say anything about a word taken out of its context, a word in abstracto. Furthermore, I cannot use these criteria, the operational definition they constitute, in a historical study of slang and its development. But then again this is not my goal. Within a synchrone study of slang in actual use and ‘produce’ this operational definition can serve to point out a group of elements consistent with characteristics that distinguish what we would call slang. A close study of these may – and I hope shall – show that, even if there are no formal characteristics of slang that can be applied universally (or even internationally), there are functional and situational characteristics of slang-usage that are not strictly culture-specific or language-specific.








Irodalom





Androutsopuolos, Jannis (1998): Forschungsperspektiven auf Jugendsprache: Ein inte�grativer Überblick. In Androutsopoulos, J. & Scholz, A. (editors): Jugendsprache – langue de jeunes – youth language. VarioLingua 7. Frankfurt a. M. Germany.


Clark, Herbert (1996):  Using Language. Cambridge University Press. Great Brittain.


Dumas, Bethany and Lighter, Jonathan (1978): Is Slang a Word for Linguists? In Ameri�can Speech 53. p 5 – 17. USA.


Eble, Connie (1996): Slang and Sociability. In-group language among college students. The University of North Carolina Press. USA.


Kis, Tamás (1997): Viewpoints and Notes on Hungarian Slang Research. In Kis, T. (editor): A szlengkutatás útjai és lehetőségei. p. 237 – 296. Kossuth Egyetemi Kiadó, Debrecen. Hungary.


Kövecses, Zoltán (1997): American Slang. In Kis, T. (editor): A szlengkutatás útjai és lehetőségei. p. 7 – 40. Kossuth Egyetemi Kiadó, Debrecen. Hungary.


Linell, Per (1998): Approaching Dialogue. Talk, interaction and contexts in dialogical perspectives. John Benjamins Publishing Co. Amsterdam. The Netherlands.


Nekvapil, Jirí (1997): On the Communicative Approach to the Study of Slang. In Kis, T. (editor): A szlengkutatás útjai és lehetőségei. p. 81 – 90. Kossuth Egyetemi Kiadó, Debrecen. Hungary.


Neuland, Eva (1987): Spiegelungen und Gegenspiegelungen. In Zeitschrift für germanis�tische Linguistik 15. p 58 – 82. Germany.


Partridge, Eric (1950):  Slang to-day and yesterday. third edition, first published 1933. Routledge & Kegan Paul LTD. Great Brittain.


Rommetveit, Ragnar (1980): On meanings of acts and what is meant and made known by what is said in a pluralistic social world. In Brenner, M. (editor): The structure of Ac�tion. p 108 – 149. Blackwell. Oxford. Great Brittain.


Saussure, Ferdinand de (1964) [1916]: Cours de linguistique générale. Publié par Char�les Bally et Albert Sechehaye. Payot. Paris. France.


Szabó, David (1997): The French Argot. In Kis, T. (editor): A szlengkutatás útjai és le�hetőségei. p. 159 – 184. Kossuth Egyetemi Kiadó, Debrecen. Hungary.


Teleman, Ulf (1985): Historien och sprĺkhistorien. In Allén, S., Andersson, L.-G., Löf�ström, J., Nordenstam, K. and Ralph, B. (editors): Svenskans beskrivning 15. Förhandlingar förda vid Sammankomst för att dryfta frĺgor rörande svenskans beskrivning. Gothenburg. Sweden.


� Saussure (1964) terms langue and parole could bee seen as parallels to these ”system- and speaker-oriented approaches”.


� The Swedish lexicographer A.Thesleff (1912), along with for instance Eric Partridge who edited A Dictionary of Slang and unconventional English (1937), who published a dictionary on Swedish slang, states that they included only words that they had read, heard and checked with enough different sources of information.
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