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Armenian State University of Economics

PRINCIPLES OF LANGUAGE ECONOMY
IN E-DISCOURSE

ABSTRACT

The paper explores the basic features of e-discourse which is used to
communicate across time and geographical borders and is used for
communication in virtual space. The main characteristic of e-discourse is the
principle of language economy realized on different levels (phonetic, syntactic,
lexical, etc.) This principle plays a great role in electronic communication as its
application significantly eases understanding between internet users. Thus,
dwelling on the language economy principle in e-discourse in the language
classroom will significantly help develop the learners’ communication skills across
time and space boundaries.

Key words: e-discourse, e-communication, computer mediated
communication, language economy

PE3IOME
NMPUHUMNbI A3bIKOBO 3KOHOMUU B ANTIEKTPOHHOM
AONCKYPCE

B cratbe paccmaTpuBalOTCH OCHOBHblE XapakTEPUCTUKW 3MEKTPOHHOIO
AVCKypCa, KOTOpbIA UCMOMNb3yeTCs MpU KOMMbIOTEPHO-ONOCPEAOBaHHOM 0bLue-
HUWU. OOQHMM 13 BaXXHbIX NPU3HAKOB 3MEKTPOHHOro AUCKYpca ABNAETCA MPUHLMN
A3bIKOBON 3KOHOMUW, 3HAHWE BWUAOB KOTOPbIX 3HAYUTENbHO YMPOCTUT KOMMYHU-
Kauuio B 3MEKTPOHHON cpefe. f3bikoBas SKOHOMUSA peanu3yeTcs Ha pasHbIX
YPOBHSAX A3blka, B TOM 4ucne POHETUYECKOM, CUHTAKCMYECKOM N NTEKCUYECKOM.
Takum obpasom, n3ydeHne OCHOBHbIX MPUHLMMOB S3bIKOBOW 3KOHOMWUM Npun 0by-
YeHUN aHIMUACKOMY A3bIKy CNOCOOCTBYET pasBUTUIO KOMMYHMKATUBHBIX HaBbIKOB
CTYAEHTOB B KOMMbIOTEPHO-OMOCPEA0BaHHOW Cpeae.

Knrodeeble cnoea: 351eKmpoHHbIU OUCKYPC, 371IEKMPOHHas KOMMYHUKaUUsl,
KOMrbromepHo-orocpedogaHHasi KOMMYHUKaUUS, A3bIKogasi 9KOHOMUSI
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uvenenhu
L6R4bh SLSEUU UL UURRNRLLLEME ELBUSMNLU3hL
THhuunhkrunhyu

nnwénd - ubpyuwyjwgynd Bu - BiEYunpnuwiht hwnnpnwygdwu  twyw-
wnwyny Yhpwndnn nhuynipupht punpn? wnwuduwhwwnynipniuubinp, npnughg
ptplu wdkuwYwpunpp Yupbh £ hwdwpb) |Gqyp wunbudwtu uygpniupubpp:
Jdbpohtuubipu dbd nbp nwbu hwnnpnwygdwu gnpdpupwgnd, pwuh np |Ggyp
wnunbudwt wnbuwyubph W dubph hdwgnieintup tpwuwlwihnpbu rynippu &
nwpdunwd  hwnnpnuygnwp  EiGYupnuwiht hwppwynud: Lbqyh  wnuwnbunwdu
hpwgnpdynd £ wwppbp dwywpnwyubpnd, win pynd’ hugniuwpwuwywu,
owpwhjnuwlwu b pwnwjhu: LEgyh wnunbudwu uygpniupubph nwunwiuwuppnt-
pIntup wugltptuh nuwuwywundwu gnpdpupwgnd Yuwywuwnh hwdwgwugnud
nwunnutiph hwnnpnwygdwu hdnnigyniuubph Yuwnwpbjugnpddwup:

Pwtiwgh puwnbip’ bippntwghti nhuynipu, bGGppnbught hwnnpnwlgnid,
hwdwlwpgsuyhti hwnnpnwlgnid, gy (ptpbunid

The interaction via computer or e-communication is considered to be a
relatively new phenomenon and is represented by a variety of forms as e-mail,
chat, forums and blogs. Tornow describes the written interaction that occurs in
electronic mail and online courses as a kind of ‘written talk’ (Tornow, 1997: 1).
Davis and Brewer use the term ‘electronic discourse’ to refer to written talk —
‘writing that stands in place of voices’. It is interesting to note that electronic
discourse or computer-mediated communication (CMC) has its own linguistic
and extralinguistic peculiarities. On the one hand, it is similar to an ordinary
conversation as it involves repetition and direct address. However, because ‘turn-
taking occurs differently in CMC, the interruptions so characteristic of
conversation do not occur’ (Davis, Brewer, 1997: 3). There is also an absence of
fillers (e.g., uh, er, mmm) so often met in oral conversations (Brown, Yule,
1983).

Sims points out that electronic mail is deliberate in that the writer has the
opportunity to plan and organize the discourse. Yet, it has some of the
spontaneity of oral discourse as most of the users report spending little time
planning and revising electronic mail messages. This spontaneity may in its turn
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lead to misspellings and the use of unconventional punctuation and capitalization
in electronic discourse (Sims, 1996). Chafe and Danielewicz claim that speakers,
in contrast to writers, produce language "on the fly" and therefore tend to use the
first words that occur to them. As a result, the vocabulary of spoken language is
more limited in variety and range. At the same time, the language of CMC shares
more similarities with written language in terms of its "lexical density" (Chafe,
Danielewicz, 1987:88).

The functions expressed by voice quality, intonation and pauses in speech
have traditionally been performed by such graphical means as capitalization,
punctuation, italicization, and paragraphing in written language (Brown, Yule,
1983: 10-11). In e-discourse, participants convey their feelings with the help of
the so-called emoticons (Hightower, Sayeed, 1996: 463; Jacobson, 1996: 467).
The latter are small icons created from various combinations of keyboard
characters. They express various attitudes and facial expressions and therefore
enable quite detailed and emotional discussions. The most frequently used
emoticons are those for a smile and a frown, usually represented as :) or :-) and
as :(or :-(.

The tone of an e-mail message can be made clear in more ways than by the
use of emoticons and explicit statements. Many users apply lower-case letters to
mark the speech-like nature of the medium and the casual tone of messages.
Furthermore, the use of lower-case letters increases the "economy of writing"
(Goodman, Graddol, 1996:120). The process of typing becomes easier and faster,
thus approaching the rapidity of spoken discourse.

The economy of language is an inextricable feature of everyday
communication. As it is known, this implies spontaneous unprepared speech
with a quite frequent exchange of sentences and word combinations which, in its
turn, results in the application of simple short syntactic structures, unprepared
phonetic articulation as well as negligible vocabulary choice with the consequent
avoidance of complex long words and the use of short ones, including
abbreviations, graphical signs, etc.

The concept of economy implies "the principle of least effort", which
consists in tending towards the minimum amount of effort that is necessary to
achieve the maximum result. This principle is at the very core of linguistic
evolution. The concept of economy can be interpreted at all linguistic levels,
including phonetics, morphology, syntax, lexis, discourse.
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Martinet describes a primary mechanism of language change as coming
from the interaction of two factors: first, the requirements of communication, the
need for the speaker to convey his message, and second, the principle of least
effort, which makes him restrict his output of energy, both mental and physical,
to the minimum compatible with achieving his ends. (Martinet, 1995: 79).

In his study of linguistic evolution, Leopold discovers that there are two
contradictory tendencies in any linguistic systems. Linguistic development
follows not one tendency, but two opposing ones: towards distinctness and
towards economy. Either of these poles prevails, but both are present and
alternately preponderant (Leopold 1930:102). The tendency to distinctness stems
from the fact that any speaker has ‘the predominant intention of being
understood’; tendency to economize on words is ‘the innate tendency of man,
wisely given him by nature, not to spend more energy on any effort than
necessary’ (Leopold 1930:102). In some languages, one of the two factors
usually prevails on the other, generating different balances depending on the
social or professional level.

Valter Tauli assumes that linguistic evolution is determined by five active
driving forces: (1) tendency towards clarity, (2) tendency towards ease or
economy of effort, (3) emotional impulses, (4) aesthetic tendencies, (5) social
impulses (Tauli, 1958:50).

Zipf tried to investigate speech as a natural phenomenon and discovered
that an inclination to economy is a criterion regulating any aspect of human
behavior, which is governed by this ‘principle of least effort’, operating within
linguistic evolution as well. In such a dynamic process as linguistic change,
words are constantly being shortened, eliminated, borrowed and altered in
meaning, but, thanks to ‘the principle of least effort’, balance with a maximum of
economy is always preserved (Zipf, 1949). By studying large samples of written
text, Zipf noted the intrinsic statistical interdependence between the length of a
specific word (in number of phonemes) and its rank order in the language (its
position in order of its frequency of occurrence in texts of all kinds). The higher
the rank order of a word or expression (the more frequent its usage in parole), the
higher was the probability for it to be ‘shorter’ (made up of fewer phonemes).
For example, he found that articles (the), conjunctions (and, or), and other
function words (7o, it), which have a high rank order in English, are typically
monosyllabic, consisting of 1-3 phonemes. He also saw that this compression
force in language does not stop at the level of function words. It can be met in a

81



wide range of cases, such as the abbreviation and acronymy of commonly used
phrases, (ad, photo, aka, DNA, 1Q, VIP, etc.). Zipf concluded that the more
frequent or necessary a form is for communicative purposes, the more likely it is
to be rendered ‘compressed’ or ‘economical’ in physical structure. The reason
for this seems to be an innate psychobiological tendency in human species to
expend the least effort possible in speech.

In virtual communication, language compression can be realized at various
levels. First of all, this is the phonetic level, where characters of the words are
reduced to minimum as to convey the meaning of the utterance. For instance, it
often happens that we see in e-communication texts such letter combinations
where single characters come to substitute whole words. For example, y for why,
b for be, u for you etc.

There are cases when we can observe vowel and vowel group reduction.
For example, sqre for square, prdn for pardon, crcle for circle, wtr for water.

However, this is not the case with the linguistic units where vowels are in
the initial position. Here the leading vowels remain unchanged whereas the rest
of them are reduced. For example, eq/ty for equality, undrstng for understanding,
intlgnt for intelligent, etc.

When speaking about letter group substitution it is worth mentioning the
role of numerical forms which are widely used in these terms:

1drfl — wonderful, 2mrrw — tomorrow, 2sdy — Tuesday, 4 — for, 2 — to or
too, b4 — before, etc.

At the grammatical level, language compression avoids the application of
any tense forms provided there are other time indicators, as in the following
cases:

m wrk tmrw =1"m working tomorrow.

m wrk now = I’m working now

Jane wrk ystrdy = Jane worked yesterday

I red tis recently =I have read this recently

Language economy at the syntactic level in e-discourse is also achieved by
ellipsis. Buzarov defines ellipsis as the result of contraction determined by the
tendency of language towards economy. It is an implicit sign which can be
inferred either by preceding or succeeding context. The main reason for ellipsis
is that through the omission of items attention is focused on what is new. A
response said by the second speaker may contain different types of ellipsis in
order to avoid the repetition of the whole or the part of what has been said by
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different speakers. On the basis of the present elements in the preceding context
we are informed about what has been omitted (Buzarov, 1992:57). In traditional
lingusitics ellipsis is defined as a process which excludes only structurally
important elements in the sentence (Shakhmatov, 1991: 115). It is most likely to
occur in dialogues and plays an important role in the connection between
sentences said by different speakers.

At the syntactic level language compression tends to the ellipsis of various
sentence members. Here we can observe:

The omission of the subject (especially when expressed by pronoun):

m busy now (/ is omitted)

couldn’t say better (/ is omitted)

was nice to chat with you. (/¢ is omitted)

The omission of the predicate:

- Did u go to the party?

- Yeah, I did. (the verb go is substituted by the auxiliary verb do)

As it can be seen, ellipsis in the verbal group is carried out by means of the
verb do, which can substitute for any verb provided it is active not passive,
except be or in some cases have.

It is of importance to note here that it is not always possible for the
substituting part to coincide with the ellipted one in tense. In the above-adduced
example the verb ‘go’ is substituted with the past form ‘did’ to denote that the
person applied the action was true in the past.

The omission of the subject and the whole predicate:

- Where are u going?

- (I am going) Germany.

- When are u leaving?

- (I am leaving) Early tomorrow morning.

The omission of the object of the sentence:

- Have u bought those red shoes?

- No, preferred the blue ones.

- Did u do exercises?

- The shortest one. (the nominal substitute one (plural ones) can substitute
for any noun)

The omission of the whole sentence:

- Have u finished your homework?

- Not yet.
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- Are u coming to the cinema?

- Think so.

Thus, at the syntactic level, various types of ellipsis can be found in e-
discourse. The element omitted can be the subject expressed by personal
pronouns, the predicate, the subject and the whole predicate, the object of the
sentence, the omission of the whole clause. It should be mentioned, that elliptical
sentences are grammatically incomplete but can be easily understood from the
context of the sentence.

As we can see, the principle of language economy is one of the main
characteristics of e-discourse, which functions at all linguistic levels. This
principle initially originated with the purpose of saving keystrokes caused by the
general tendency of not spending more effort than necessary. The knowledge of
the basic means of language economy will greatly contribute to the development
of students' communication skills at the level of virtual world.
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