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HASHTAGS AS A SPECIAL TYPE OF THE INTERNET DISCOURSE
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Abstract

Internet discourse is a relatively new phenomenon that enables linguistic studies in a variety of areas, such
as blogs, information sites, cinema, literature, wikis projects, shops and auctions, advertising, payment and
search engines, e-mail, chats, forums, messengers, social networks, radio, television, information portals,
etc. One of the most popular forms to characterize the event, describe a photo or express feelings online has
become a hashtag. A hashtag can be defined as a label for content. It helps others who are interested in a
certain topic, quickly find content on that same topic.

People use hashtags in their Instagram and Twitter posts but there is not enough knowledge about their real
meaning and what they are used for. According to its structure, a hashtag can be a single word, an
abbreviation, an invented combination of letters and numbers, or a phrase. If it is a phrase, there can be no
spaces between words. It is not possible to have punctuation or symbols in your hashtag (other than the #
symbol at the beginning). Numbers are allowed, but it is necessary to have at least one letter with numbers
— hashtags cannot consist entirely of numbers.

According to its meaning, a hashtag can be related to a great variety of topics: private life, personal
characteristics, nature, holidays, events, activities, emotions, travelling and many others.

A hashtag as a linguistic phenomenon has not been studied enough, so, it requires researching.
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1. Introduction

The object of the research is a hashtag as a specific type of the Internet discourse. Discourse
is a complex term in a number of humanities, the subject of which directly or indirectly involves the
study of the language functions: linguistics, literature, semiotics, sociology, philosophy, ethnology
and anthropology. There is no clear and universally accepted definition of "discourse” that covers
all cases of use, and it is possible that this explains the considerable interest in this problem by both
foreign and domestic linguists. The subject of the research is hashtag features and structure.

Internet discourse is a new variety of language that leads to significant variations in written
structure of language. This discourse type lacks a number of grammar and spelling rules that is
inappropriate for written communication in other areas. Internet discourse lies in between speaking
and writing and it has its own features and graphology. The purpose of the research is the structural
analysis and classification of hashtags. This study attempts to present characteristic features and
provide a variant of the classification of hashtags as a new variety of language. In addition, it aims
to conduct linguistic analysis of the features found in the electronic discourse.
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2. Methodology

There have been chosen 1000 English hashtags used in Instagram and Twitter for the period
from November, 2018 to April, 2019. The most popular ones (used more than 20 times within the
mentioned time period) have been sorted out and classified in accordance with their linguistic and
semantic structure.

The combination of the following linguistic methods was used: acquisition, computer
analysis, quantitative method (to choose the most popular hashtags), induction and deduction (to
classify the results).

3. Results and Discussion

Discourse is the subject of interdisciplinary study. Of course, the study of discourse
involves, first and foremost, linguistics, but along with this, interest in it is also traced
in psychology, philosophy, logic, sociology, literary criticism, historiography, jurisprudence,
pedagogy, the theory and practice of translation, political science, and etc. Each of these disciplines
has its own approach to discourse study (I.V. Arnold!, J. Brown? R. Vodak® V. I. Karasik?,
0. O. Selivanova®).

The term "discourse”, as it is understood in modern linguistics, is close in content to the
notion of "text”, but emphasizes the dynamic nature of speech communication. In contrast, text
is conceived mainly as a static object, the result of linguistic activity. Sometimes discourse
is understood as the simultaneous interaction of two components: the dynamic process of speech
activity, written in its social context, and its outcome.

Scholars of different directions of linguistics at different times defended their vision
of discourse. As R. Bart® points out, the term discourse refers to a set of sentences. In his
interpretation, discourse is one big sentence, the components of which are not necessarily
the sentences themselves, and the sentence is, accordingly, a small discourse’.

According to P. Serio®, the main method of discursive analysis is to bring to the positional
unity of many statements, where the main thing is the attitude to the place of statement
of expression, which allows you to identify what is called "discursive formations”.

In numerous discursive studies of scholars there is also a certain diversity of thoughts and
positions on this issue. According to the most common definition given in the "Linguistic
Encyclopedic Dictionary” N. Arutyunova, the concept of "discourse” is reduced to three main
interpretations, where discourse is understood as: a) a coherent text in combination with extra-
linguistic-pragmatic, sociocultural, psychological and other factors ; b) the text taken in the event
aspect; c¢) the language considered as a purposeful social action. Discourse is a speech immersed in
life®.

However, attempts to create a universal classification of types of discourse do not stop.
Today, the leading criteria for the selection of types of discourse are those that are related to the
categories of discourse and can be distinguished in terms of formal, functional, and meaningful
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criteria. Consequently, the whole scope of discourse can be logically divided according to this or
that criterion™.

Thus, taking into account the addressing criterion, linguist V.I. Karasik highlights a
personality-oriented and status-oriented (institutional) discourse. In the first case communication
involves communicants who know each other well, and in the second one — representatives of one
or another social group. Personal discourse is represented by two main types: domestic and
existential. The specificity of domestic discourse is in an effort to compress the transmitted
information as much as possible, to create such a communication code when people understand
each other in a half-word. Essential discourse aims at the artistic and philosophical understanding of
the world.

Status-oriented discourse is the speech interaction of representatives of social groups or
institutions with each other, with people who realize their status-role opportunities within the
framework of established social institutions**. Taking into account the modern society, such
subtypes as political, administrative, legal, military, pedagogical, religious, mystical, medical,
advertising, scientific, media can be distinguished within the institutional discourse. It should be
noted that institutional discourse is historically variable — when a public institution disappears as a
special cultural system it dissolves in adjacent types of discourse.

The notion of "Internet” is used to define both separate networks and World Wide Web,
connected by means of IP and similar protocols*?. The emergence of the Internet is due not only to
technological development but also to human philosophical thought, since its prototypes began to
appear already in ancient philosophy, where there was an urgent need for an efficient repository of
information and "knowledge base”. In the Middle Ages, leading philosophers are aware of the ideas
of Virtus and "virtual reality,” and the main problem of this time is the unification of heterogeneous
knowledge. So the idea of "Network” matured, which in future goes into the Internet with a network
organization. In modern Western philosophy and science, the theoretical foundations of the Internet
concept, the concept of the "virtual world” and "artificial intelligence” 2 are finalized. The Internet
is a synthesis of ideas of virtuality, hypertext, multimedia, universal information network, network
society and nonlinear thinking. The fundamental theoretical ideas of the Internet fit it into the broad
context of world history and culture, whose paradigms and dominant ones were formed in critical
epochs, which are interpreted as revolutions and associated with radical changes in intellectual
technologies, that is, means of production, storage, transmission and consumption of information.

In foreign linguistics, the study of the features of virtual communication began in the
eighties of the last century, and is associated with the names of Thimbleby** and Crystal®>.

The contemporary discourse theories are still only beginning to turn their attention to social
media in general and social networks in particular. But as yet there has been little that has dealt
specifically with issues of multicultural discourse — how language, identity, cross-cultural social
relations and power play out in the rapidly evolving landscape of social media. Yet these new forms
of communication are fused into wider patterns of changing cultural values about forms of social
structure, knowledge itself and the kinds of issues that tend to form our individually civic spheres.
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A hashtag (“#” symbol) has become an integral part of social media. People use hashtags in
their Instagram and Twitter posts but there is not enough knowledge about their real meaning and
what they are used for.

A hashtag is a label for content. It helps others who are interested in a certain topic, quickly
find content on that same topic. To create one, a person starts with a hashtag symbol # and follows
it directly with letters and sometimes numbers. It is important to know that depending on
geography, the symbol # is called differently. For example, in the United States and Canada, it is
called a number sign or sometimes a pound sign. But in the United Kingdom and Ireland, that #
symbol is called a hash sign. That is exactly this name that has become internationally known and
sounds alike in different languages — “hashtags”. In essence, a hashtag is a label that consists of a
word or phrase tag with a hash symbol in front of it™.

The first known social media usage of hashtags was in October 2007 when Nate Ridder of
San Diego, California, tagged his social messages with #sandiegoonfire — informing people about
the wildfires his local area was suffering at the time.

Twitter was the first platform to officially adopt the hashtag in 2009, meaning that any tag
starting with # became automatically hyperlinked.

It was not long before most of the other networks added support for hashtags on their
platforms. This includes Instagram, which has probably seen the most significant uptake of hashtag
usage. Unlike Twitter, where not more than two or three hashtags are recommended for use in a
single tweet, Instagram encourages large-scale hashtag usage. It is common for people to include up
to 20 hashtags in a single post, and many use the maximum they are permitted — 30 hashtags.

The reason people and businesses use hashtags is to help to group content. These can either
be general hashtags that everybody uses — in which case posts and images are grouped with others
who upload similar content. Alternatively, many businesses create niche hashtags to develop
interest, and to consolidate posts relating to a particular product or campaign together.

A hashtag can be distinguished as a specific type of the Internet discourse, not just its
element as it has characteristics not those of separate words, but of phrases, sentences and texts.
Hashtags are used socially to convey broad meanings. It is possible to investigate the relationships
between their form and function.

Most Instagram users love to boost their following. But there is little point in being followed
by somebody with entirely different interests to you. By using appropriate hashtags with their
content, they are making their posts available to people who have an interest in the same subjects.
And if they like the other person’s posts, they are likely to follow this person in the hope of seeing
more content on the same topic.

Even if people do not follow the person, they may like the content of his\hers that they come
across when searching for a particular hashtag.

Instagram has grown phenomenally over the last few years. This means that there is no way
that businesses are likely to deliver the right content to the right people accidentally. When they use
hashtags, they are effectively helping Instagram sort and organize their posts — helping them reach
people who will value them.

A hashtag is obviously a new linguistic phenomenon that does not refer to any lexical or
grammatical group that exists. A hashtag can be classified from the following points of view:
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a) its structure;

b) its meaning;

c) its frequency.

According to its structure, a hashtag can be a single word, an abbreviation, an invented
combination of letters and numbers, or a phrase. If it is a phrase, there can be no spaces between
words. All letters and numbers must run together without spaces in a hashtag. It is not possible to
have punctuation or symbols in your hashtag (other than the # symbol at the beginning). Numbers
are allowed, but it is necessary to have at least one letter with the numbers — hashtags cannot
consist entirely of numbers.

According to its meaning, a hashtag can be related to a great variety of topics: private life,
personal characteristics, nature, holidays, events, activities, emotions, travelling and many others. It
is used to describe a picture, to give basic information and/or to share emotions. Hashtags are
widely used to avoid writing long texts, but to give all necessary information to the viewer / reader.
They can be as informative as sentences (e.g. #shiny#weather#good#mood#family#Sunday#zoo#).
It is easy to decode the idea based on key words, but it is time-saving.

According to its frequency, this classification is a variable one as priorities are steadily
changing. Currently, the 25 most popular Instagram hashtags are as follows:

1. #love

2. #instagood
3. #photooftheday
4. #fashion

5. #beautiful
6. #happy

7. #cute

8. #tbt

Q. #likedlike
10.  #followme
11.  #picoftheday
12.  #follow
13. #me

14.  #selfie

15. #summer
16. #Hart

17.  #instadaily
18.  #friends
19.  #repost

20.  #nature

21.  #qirl

22.  #fun

23.  #style

24.  #smile

25.  #food

These hashtags were analyzed from the points of their length (one or more words); parts of
speech used; their syntactical structure (a single word, a set expression, a phrase, a sentence,
abbreviation).
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The analysis of the most frequently used hashtags, proved that the most popular hashtags
consist of one word (18 out of 25), 10 of which are nouns, 4 of them are verbs, 3 are represented by
adjectives, 1 is a personal pronoun. The next popular structure is a phrase (used 5 times out of 25)
which is written as one word, without any spaces or punctuation marks between them. Only two
abbreviations (one with numbers) are used within twenty-five most widely-used hashtags.

It should be mentioned that seven of ten one-word hashtags represented by nouns express
positive attitude directly (love, fun, smile) or indirectly (summer, nature, friends, food). All three
adjectives denote positive emotions (beautiful, happy cute). Verbs are mainly used in the imperative
form to encourage the other users to follow or support the account (follow, like, repost).

So, the most popular hashtags are not long, refer to pleasant moments and explicitly invite
people to share and support the ideas.

4. Conclusions

To conclude, a hashtag can be called a separate type of Internet discourse as it refers to a
unit of language, transfers information and is used in a social context. Hashtags can be classified
according to their grammatical, semantic and syntactic structure.

While the exact list of most popular Instagram hashtags is continually changing, there are
clear popularity trends.

There are a few distinct niches which always perform well on Instagram. The above list
indicates how many popular posts feature fashion, beauty, and food. Although not currently in the
Top 25 at the time of writing, #travel often performs very well, too.

The success of the #nature tag suggests that people still love to see beautiful scenes of nature
and the environment.

This makes sense. Instagram is highly visual. People are going to want to share eye-catching
imagery — which they are far more likely to be able to do with an image of the latest fashion or a
delectable dessert than they are with a picture of yet another phone or computer.

Some hashtags are seasonal by nature. #summer may be top ranking from June to August,
but it will fall out of favour when it’s time to share the snowboarding and skiing pictures in winter.
#valentinesday jumps up the rankings each February and #christmas in December. At the end of
each year, #sale skyrockets in popularity.

Not every hashtag falls neatly into one category or the other: index and commentary
hashtags are more like two ends of a hashtag continuum. Somewhere in between is the #marketing
hashtag, where #brands #hashtag #random #words that are #topical but which no one is probably
searching for. And Shapp points out that hashtags sometimes start as one-off commentary hashtags
but get picked up by a larger group of people and become indexes, making them difficult to
classify. One common example of hashtags on this boundary are meme hashtags, such as the
"problems” set—#FirstWorldProblems and #90sProblems are indexes, but people also coin one-off
"X problems” hashtags as commentary on any problem characteristic of a particular group.
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AHoTanis.

InTepHeT-KOMYHIKalis Ta [HTEpHET-AMCKYpC € MpeaMEeTOM BHUBYCHHS 0araThOX JUCIMILTIH: COIOJIOTIT,
MICUXOJIOT1], MEHEJKMEHTY, PUTOPHKH, YPHATICTHKH Ta JISIKUX IHIIUX. [HTEpHET-ITUCKYPC YMOXKIIUBITIOE
MUTTEBY Tiepeaady iHdopmarii He3ajeKHO BiA BiJcCTaHi Ta reorpadivyHoro posranryBaHHs. Bennuesna
BipTyaibHa o0nacTb [HTEpHETY MPONOHYE KOPUCTYBaueBi MIMPOKUH CHeKTp miardopm: Mexia, OJoOrH,
iHpOpMaIlifiHI caiiTH, KiHO, JliTepaTypa, BIKi-POEKTH, MAara3WHMA 1 ayKIiOHHW, pPEKJIaMHi, IUIATDKHI Ta
MOLIYKOBl CHUCTEMH, €JEKTPOHHA TOWITa, YaTH, (QOpPyMH, MECEH/XEpH, COLialbHI Mepexi, pagio,
tenebaueHHs, iHQopMamiiHI MOpTamM TOWO. IHTEpHET-KOMYHIKallisl XapaKTepH3YEThCS TaKUMHU
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ocoOmmBocTsMH: 1) TomioHis; 2) TimepTeKCTOBI Ta IHTEPAKTHBHI MOXKJIMBOCTI MEpeXi; 3) aHOHIMHICTH 1
BIIJAJICHICTh. I[HTEpHET-TUCKYpPC, SK 1 Oyab-SIKUH IHIIMHA THI JHCKYPCY, XapaKTEPU3YEThCSA PSIOM
CTPYKTYPHHX i JICKCUKO-TpaMaTHYHUX OCOOJIMBOCTEH. XeITer - e MiTKa s 3MicTy. Lle nonomarae inmmm
KOpHCTYyBadaM, SIKi IIIKAaBJISATHCS TICBHOIO TEMOK, IIBUAKO 3HAWTH BMICT MO Til camiii Temi. Jlroau
BHKOPHCTOBYIOTh XEIIITETH B CBOIX MOBimOMIIeHHsX y Instagram ta Twitter, ame Hapasi Ime HeIOCTaTHBO
3HaHb TPO X peasbHUM 3MICT 1 TSI Y0T0 BOHHW BHKOPHUCTOBYIOTHCS. 3TiAHO 3 HOTO CTPYKTYPOIO, X3IITETOM
MOJKe OyTH OJ[HE CII0BO, abpeBiaTypa, BUHaliieHa koMOiHallis Oyks i mudp, ado dpasza. Axmio e ppasa, Mix
cioBaMu He Moxe OyTr rmpo6imiB. Bei OykBY Ta 1udpy MOBHHHI MPAIIOBATH pa3oM 0e3 MpoOLTiB y XemTesi.
HemoxmmBo matm 3Haku myHKTyarii abo cuMBoin y xemre3i (OKpiM CHMBONY # Ha mo4aTky). Umcia
JI03BOJICHI, aje HeoOXiHO MaTh xo4ya O oaHy OykBYy 3 mudpaMy - XEIITerd HE MOXYTh CKIaJaTHCS
BUKIIFOYHO 3 4YHCEN. 3a CBOIM 3HAYCHHSM XCIITEr MOXXE OYTH TMOB'I3aHWUN 3 BEJIHMKOK KIJIBKICTIO
PI3HOMAaHITHHX TEM: IIPUBATHE JKUTTS, OCOOUCTICHI OCOOIMBOCTI, MPUPOIA, CBATA, TTOii, MIsITEHICTh, EMOTIIl,
MOJIOPO3Ki Ta OaraTo iHIIUX.

Kuarouosi caoBa: [luckypc, AucKypc B [HTepHETI, XemTer, CTPyKTypa XeITery.
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