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AMERICAN SLANG: DIACHRONIC ANALYSIS
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This work is devoted to a diachronic analysis of American slang. These days the English language
became a global language, and its American variant strongly influences the international norm. To use
and understand a language properly, one should not forget about its slang units. Being a significant part
of a language, reflecting the culture and history, slang changes with years. To bridge a generation gap
diachronic analysis is a research of great importance.
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Introduction. Slang is an important part of any language. New slang words constantly
occur in our everyday routine. Some words have a short life — they can live a day, a week,
a month and then they become outdated. Other words live a long life since they cannot
be replaced. Slang can be a reflection of fashion, music, literature, politics and history.
Sometimes these words can be called symbols of an epoch. That is why it is very important
to analyze the development of slang in different generations [2; 3].

The frequency of usage of some elements and phenomena is coming reduced, and it
happens that some of them completely disappear, while others are beginning to appear
more frequently than before. Changes of the language occur for various reasons, but most
of all take their origin in psychological, social and cultural facts. The identification,
description and interpretation of the language changes over time are the problems of
diachronic study [1; 4].

The tasks of identifying and researching the sources of youth slang, that can be
characterized by its fast speed of changing, and computer slang, the development of which
is due to the rapid development of modern computer, cloud, mobile and Internet
technologies, were considered and described in the following papers [5; 6]. Less studied
issues of the use of American slang in the English language and its analysis in time are
reflected in this article. The relevance of this study is also due to the fact that in accordance
with the educational standards of higher education, an important element of the
information culture of a modern student of linguistics, focused on translation activity, is
his ability to provide oral, written, simultaneous translation of texts and speeches that
contain different types of slang.
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The purpose of this article is to analyze changes of American slang in time. The problem
of diachronic analysis of changes of American slang from the middle of the XIX century
to the present day was considered. The practical value of the work consists in the fact that
its results can be applied to clarify the methodology of studying the phenomenon of
American slang in time, based on the elaborated corpuses. These results can be used while
teaching English, in classes on scientific and technical translation, in developing
recommendations for a workshop in the teaching process for students of linguistics [7].

Slang is an important part of every language, but in our work we decided to concentrate
on American English. It acquired a status of an especially internationally important
language because of the influence that the United States have on the whole world due to
their advances in economics and modern technologies. Today it is American English that
possesses a unique status in forming an international English norm. The following factors
promoted American Engish:

— Its population (Among the native English speakers Americans count as 70%
compared to 17% of British English speakers of the total number);

— The numerical superiority of higher education institutions in the United States in
comparison with the United Kingdom;

— A high spread of the US printing industry;

— An international influence of the American media and I'T

— The impact of American pop culture on the language and lifestyle of the entire
globe;

— The importance of economic situation in the United States.

Moreover, analyses of American slang unites will be of use to many English learners
since English is now considered a global language. Many people see knowledge of
American English as their goal, and an ability to use and understand its slang in its modern
and past variant, presented in the last century, will for sure bring them closer to their goal.

Diachronic Change of American Slang over the Last 65 Years. Logically, many slang
words and units have been transformed over time the last century. They either completely
changed their meanings or changed them to certain extend. For example, 7o be up meant
“to be happy” in the 60™, but then transformed its meaning into “to be late” in the 80"
There are cases when the meaning stays the same, but the word changes its graphical
form. It can be seen in the pair what the frig used in the S50™ and what the frick used in the
80", Though they mean the same thing they are written differently. But if we analyze this
pair in Google books Ngram Viewer, we get that the “frig” form was always more popular
then “frick”, even during the 80" (fig. 1).

Trying to analyze it further we looked both ways of writing in Corpus of Historical
American English (fig. 2). There we can see that the word “frick” actually was quite
popular about that time, but mostly not because of its slang meaning, but because of the
Frick Museum and a name of a character in the play “Red Emma”. “Frig”, according
to the corpus being not so popular, was still used in its slang meaning (How’re your plans
for getting that frig? Ah, frig’ em).

It can also happen that the slang word will be revived. Let us illustrate it with the
example on the word “armpit”. Originally it means a part of a human body (a drop of
sweat from his left armpit). In its slang variant it means an unpleasant place (7hen it set off
in a new direction and disappeared into a dark armpit). In that meaning it was mostly used
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in the 50™ and 60™, as we can judge by the dictionary and the information in the corpus.
But it happens that modern authors use words with outdated slang meaning. So, Cizmar
Paula, the author of “Pretty Places” used “armpit” in its old slang meaning: This is an
armpit place. This is a nightmare place.
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Fig. 1. Analyzing words “frig” and “frick” in Google Ngram Viewer
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Fig. 2. Analysis of the word “frick” from the “Corpus of Historical American English”

What is also of interest about the slang meaning of “armpit” is that though it itself is
not frequently used these days, it is left in idioms. We still can get across it in the idiom
“the armpit of smth”: The armpit of New England had become the renaissance city. There
are some slang words whose frequency of usage does not radically change through time.
These words were popular in the S0™ and they are still around us these days. Let us examine
the frequency of usage of the slang idiom “on cloud seven” (fig. 3).
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Fig. 3. The frequency of using the slang idiom “on cloud seven”
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Some slang words changed their meaning only slightly and became more specific.
Nerds who are now strongly associated with computers originally were just unattractive,
unsociable and with strange hobbies. The original slang meaning appeared in early 50"
and naturally computers were not such a usual thing as it is now. But then the meaning
became more peculiar. Despite the reduction of a sphere of application in its “reduced”
meaning the word became far more popular. Its reason is the popularity of everything
connected with computers in general (fig. 4).
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Fig. 4. Display of a popularity of computer subjects slang terms

It is important to point out that old people who come to know the particulars of modern
technologies, social networks and mass media issues usually do not have problems with
modern widespread slang. They may lack knowledge of some specific slang, such as slang
of students, but on the whole they can understand younger generations. People who do
not have troubles with communication with youngsters at all are those who do that on
general occasion. They are mostly people with many children and grandchildren and
spend a lot of time with them or social workers specializing in children care.

Younger and “middle” generation who are fluent in old-styled slang are far less
common. It is always easier to borrow language peculiarities of the same social group as
these are the people you see most often. To get into that old variant of slang the person
has to have either a specific hobby (it might be an interest in linguistics) or a specific job
(social workers of houses for aged). Usually people who can easily understand slang of
the elder generation are either philologists or well-bred and educated ones.

The problem connected with old slang words is that it is quite difficult to find them.
They could be generally in use among the young generation, but we cannot find it in
books, songs, films, play scrips. The reason is that at that time the system of censorship
was extremely strict. All scripts and song lyrics were thoroughly checked, so it all sounded
more like a literary language then a colloquial speech. So even in the corpus we cannot
find all the information which would reflect the situation in the language for sure. That
iswhy it is so important to make polls, interview the elder generation and compile special
slang dictionaries.

With the increasing possibilities of communication there is a need for abbreviations
and catchy slang units that can express emotions in a short but colorful way. So it is
possible to explain the fact that now in the world slang units are used far more than some
decades ago. Moreover, some slang units were adopted from other languages. Especially,
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this phenomenon became apparent after English became the language of the Internet.
Slang has changed and continues to change as a consequence of the development of mass
media. New cultural phenomena generate a need for new kinds of verbal manifestation
of emotions. Words often used on television or in cinema tend to get into the language
and in rare cases to remain there for years. The twentieth century was very intense. Full
of new trends, subcultures, discoveries and development. Twenty-first century perfectly
keeps up with it. If earlier slang could live a decade, it is now rare for a “buzzword” to
stay in use longer than for a year.

Its study is highly important because it not only allows us to trace the development of
slang, but also helps to narrow the generation gap. We sometimes do not realize that the
elder generation speaks about. We think their words are strange, like strange sayings. Our
grandparents, in their turn, believe our modern language is barbaric and uneducated. But
studying the language of each other we as well start to understand each other better.
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AMEPUKAHCKWW CJNIEHT: AUAXPOHUYECKWUA AHAJIU3
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JaHHast paboTa TOCBsIIeHa TUaXPOHNIECKOMY aHaJIM3y aMepUKaHCKOTO ciieHTa. B HacTosee
BpeMsl aHIJIMIACKUIA SI3bIK TIPU3HAH «IJ1I00ATbHBIM SI3bIKOM», U €T0 aMEPUKAHCKUI BADUAHT B CBOIO
odepeb CUJILHO BIUSIET Ha MEXXIyHApOIHYIO HOpMY. UTOOBI MpaBUJIbHO UCITOTB30BaTh M TOHUMATh
SI3BIK, HEJIB3$1 3a0bIBATh O €T0 CJAEHTOBOI COCTaBsIONIEH. ABIIsIsICh 3HAMEeHATeIbHOM YacThIO SI3bIKa,
OTpaXarolllero ero KyJIbTypy U ICTOPUIO, CIIEHT MEHSIETCST ¢ TogaMHu. [I1si TpeoioIeHus pa3phiBa 1o~
KOJIEHUI TaKoe KcclieoBaHKe, KaK AMaXpOHUYECKUIT aHaIM3 CIeHTa, UMEET 00JIbIlIoe 3HAaUeHUE.

KioueBbie cjioBa: C/IEHT, aMepUKAHCKUI aHTJIMUCKUI, aMepUKAHCKUIA CJICHT, AMaxXpOHUs, Tua-
XPOHUYECKUI aHAINU3, UCTOPUUYECKUI KOPITYC aMePUKAHCKOTIO aHIJIUHACKOTO
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