Bectn. Mock. yu-Ta. Cep. 19. JINHrBUCTHKa M MEeXKYIIBTypHast KoMMyHHUKarwst. 2020. Ne 1

Nellie G. Avetisyan

THE PROCESS OF DEMOCRATIZATION IN THE
CONTEMPORARY LANGUAGE OF MASS MEDIA

Lomonosov Moscow State University
1 Leninskie Gory, Moscow, 119991

The article deals with the problem of language development and the language
of mass media in particular. The on-going process of globalization appears to affect
all aspects of social life, including language development and the language of mass
media above all. This influence results in the language of mass media becoming
increasingly international.

The democratization of social and everyday life over the past few decades,
radical changes in the field of public relations have greatly contributed to democra-
tizing the language of mass media. Whatever its negative consequences might be,
the democratization of the language of mass media is an objective reality, a reflection
of the current state of affairs. But the point is not only grammar and vocabulary
defects found in the language of mass media. It is a common worldwide problem.
There is an objective reason. The genre demands that information should be passed
on to the consumer as soon as possible. There is too little time to correct and edit
texts (speeches), which leads to journalists’ getting used to these standards and to
lowering requirements for the precision and accuracy of their messages.

There are perhaps more advantages than disadvantages arising from the process
of democratization, which can best be seen in the language of mass media. And it
is probably the language of mass media that is crucial to language development.

Key words: globalization; the internationalization of language; language devel-
opment; the language of mass media; the process of democratization.

There was, is and most probably will be a lot of disagreement about
different aspects of language. This will be the case as long as it remains
a means of communication. The disagreement is not only of a profes-
sional, but very often also of a political nature. Of course, linguists are
primarily (but not exclusively) interested in language as a linguistic
category. From that perspective, the on-going disputes about language
seem to be brought about by the fact that it comes in several and, as it
seems, hardly compatible categories, as well as in several types (spoken,
written, scientific, professional, etc.).

Language is said to be a mirror of the society, an impartial witness of
its level of development, the national character of its people, peculiarities
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of its history, cultural traditions and many other things. So why is there
so much controversy about what is supposed to be an indisputable objec-
tive reality?

On the one hand, language is quite a stable and conservative system.
It could not be otherwise, since it is a means of communication, a link
between generations, centuries, thousands of years. After 100, 200, 300
years people still read the written heritage of their predecessors. Even
today the English can read Jeffrey Chaucer’s works from the 14th cen-
tury as well as William Shakespeare’s masterpieces from the 16th — 17th
centuries, in the same way that Italians can read Dante Alighieri, who
started creating his masterpieces as far back as the 13th century.

On the other hand, however, language is a living being. It keeps de-
veloping all the time and cannot help doing so, because it is society as a
whole and every single person in particular that is constantly developing.
Each generation wants to (and indeed, it does) contribute to language
development. But there would be no division into conservatives and re-
formers (modernizers) if the former did not try to preserve whatever is
already familiar and easily recognizable, well-established, fully-fledged,
and if the latter did not seek a constant renewal in different fields of life,
including language. What seems an impermissible contamination, bar-
barization and even vulgarization of the language to some, is welcomed
by the others as a natural process of language development and enrich-
ment. Besides, there are both moderate modernizers and reforming con-
servatives in between these two extremes.

However, it is also within the language that tensions arise. Whereas
vocabulary keeps growing and is actually going far ahead, drifting away
from its original quality as a standard language, say Chaucer or Pushkin’s
language, grammar and spelling remain a lot more conservative. Vo-
cabulary changes leave modifications in word or sentence structures and
spelling far behind. English might be the most vivid example. If the vo-
cabulary development has been really explosive in the past decades,
English spelling still remains as notorious as it used to be, although there
is also a certain reasoning behind it. Anyway, philosophically speaking,
quantity will be transformed into quality in the long run. Revolutionary
changes in the vocabulary may call for a grammar reform of the language.

But if language is a mirror of the society, the language of mass media
is a diagnosis of the language situation as such, not to mention its impor-
tance as a tool of ideological, political and other types of campaigns.
Almost all the problems related to language as a phenomenon are ex-
pressed most thoroughly and, perhaps, most acutely in the language of
mass media, this is where they are also reflected. Nowhere else could you
find such a close link between language and social life. The language of
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mass media shows not only positive and negative aspects of language
development, but also the contradictions of that development. As a matter
of fact, language is a tool of communication, and as such it is supposed
to be neutral to different people (belonging to various social and profes-
sional groups, parties, classes), just like a typewriter, computer, fax, e-mail,
etc. At first sight, this does indeed seem to be the case. Irrespective of
their education, profession, status and so on, people normally tend to
speak and write in a way that they can be understood by others. Should
they fail to get their message across, it is their personal problem caused
by poor education, speech defects, etc. Even if, say, an English-speaking
foreigner would sometimes have difficulty trying to understand a Scott,
Irish or American from the Southern states, it is not a language problem
but the problem of deviations from standard English in certain regions or
English-speaking communities.

Nevertheless, given that language is just a tool of communication, why
should there still be occasional controversy and fierce battles about it not
only among linguists and literary critics, which would be understandable,
but also among politicians? The influence of English within a country has
often been condemned. For instance, in present-day France the language
problem has turned into a national problem of almost crucial importance
and is all about opposing the “Americanization” of French. In French-
speaking Québec, English advertisements, shop names, and traffic signs
have been changed in an effort to stop the advance of English in the
province. There have been anti-English movements in several other coun-
tries, as well.

Obviously, language is not just a tool, like a typewriter or a computer,
a dictaphone or a tape recorder. It is rather a collective product of a nation,
of an infinite number of generations. It is a means of communication used
by the people. As such, it has a social coloring, so to speak. In some
cases, it is just slightly discernible, in some — clearly expressed. But no-
where does it show as explicitly as in England. What is meant is not only,
and not really, cockney — a jargon, or rather, a special language spoken
by the lower classes of East End in London. What is meant is the language
itself. It is the pronunciation, oral speech as such — not the clothes, cars,
etc. that indicated the social group — if not the social class — the person
belonged to. Although democratization of almost all fields of life sweep-
ing across the West, including England, has done a lot to level off the
society, the language can still be used to identify the academic background
of a person, —even though BBC did for a long time promote and popular-
ize “classical” English among the British and has been quite a success in
this sense.

But apart from the social function, language also performs a cultural
one. As philosopher Martin Heidegger said, “Language is a home of
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reality”l. It is the native language that national culture, religion, etc. is
related to. Metaphorically speaking, to deprive a nation of its language
would mean taking its soul away. It might be the reason why the French
have upgraded a campaign against an influx of foreign (English in par-
ticular) words into the French language, against bills, posters, signs in
English, to an official policy. In fact, though, all their efforts are aimed
against the Americanization of social and cultural life in France, rather
than against the English language as such. According to Heidegger, “re-
ality lives in the innermost part of culture — that is, in the language™”.

But since language is also a battlefield for ideological, political rivals,
etc., it sometimes gets so much ideologized and politicized that it ends up
turning from a means of communication into a means of ideological
campaigns. And supposing such a language crossed the borders of politics
and became common in school and university textbooks and additional
materials, supposing it were introduced in the system of education aimed
at bringing up new generations, became part of their everyday lives and
(at least, to some extent) a language of fiction, it would be etched on mass
consciousness. In this case one could, of course, try and prove the op-
posite. There might be an argument, for instance, that language as such
remains a tool of communication in all the above cases. But like any
other tool, say a surgeon’s scalpel or a builder’s hammer, it can be misused
to do harm to others. We can talk about various approaches to language —
linguistic, philosophical, cultural, etc., thus shifting the focus of vision.
But science benefits from having different schools, different approaches
to the same problems, different solutions.

Speaking about the language of mass media as such, the discussion is
still centred round the same old themes. The language of mass media —the
subject of a relatively young branch of knowledge — Media Linguistics,
which studies the functioning of language in the sphere of mass com-
munication [Dobrosklonskaya, Edlichko, 2017: 187] — is claimed to be
stylistically uneven and grammatically imperfect, with plenty of vulgar-
isms and explicitly obscene vocabulary, contaminated with foreign words
and so on and so forth. Let’s assume it is true. But it is not the main
point — either if we choose to speak about the language of mass media in
general, or if we refer to the current situation, where the on-going process
of globalization appears to affect all aspects of social life, including lan-
guage development and the language of mass media above all. “Globaliza-
tion today has involved all countries; it has invaded all spheres of life,
and has now become an essential factor in the development of modern
society” [Cherezova, Yakukhnova, 2019: 148]. This influence results in

' Filosofskii ehntsiklopedicheskii slovar’. 1983 [Encyclopedic Dictionary of
Philgsophy]. Moscow: Sovetskaya entsiklopediya. P. 753. (In Russ.)
Ibid.
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the language of mass media becoming increasingly international. In fact,
the ever-growing trends we are now witnessing in Russian are a mere
reflection of global trends.

Every year we tend to find more and more common words in almost
any European language. Accelerated scientific and technological process,
radical changes in the field of public relations have brought about a great
many new words and notions, which are mostly adopted by other na-
tional languages as calques from English. The simple reason is that more
often than not, the notions expressed by those words emerge in English-
speaking countries, especially in the USA which is leading the way in
many aspects of progress. Since language is rational by nature, it cannot
function in any other way, because it would take dozens of words instead
of one to express many new notions in the native language. These are
notions, like, for example, “Internet”, “cloning”, “PR”, “HR?”, “fax”, “disc”,
“CD”, “marketing”, etc.

Accelerated development of the world economy, ever-growing business
activities of multinational corporations, the rapid spread of electronic
media have all given rise to a sort of “new Esperanto” spoken by business-
men from different countries. The process of creating this language has
been greatly assisted by extensive business contacts developed through
the Internet. As a result, communication on the Internet has become almost
impossible without knowledge of English, or rather that “new Esperanto”
as its substitute. But the internationalization of the language of mass
media is also reflected in the newly emerged trends common to the world
community (or at least, the community of developed countries). The de-
mocratization of social and everyday life over the past few decades,
revolutionary changes in relationships between and within sexes, chang-
ing attitudes to marriage, family, etc. have greatly contributed to democ-
ratizing the language of mass media and accepting words and expressions
previously considered as obscene, rarely used and just unthinkable in the
field of public relations.

Of course, there is still a certain split between serious, respectable
mass media on the one hand and the mass media commonly referred to
as “yellow” journalism, on the other hand. It is hardly possible, for in-
stance, that The Times, The Financial Times or BBC would stuff their
readers or viewers with vulgarisms or obscene words. The same is not
only possible, but rather, highly probable when it comes to The Sun or
other tabloids.

Yet, we should not generalize or take all the aforesaid to extremes. For
example, in post-Soviet Russia, “language emancipation” is dominated
by youth newspapers, such, for instance, as the Moskovsky Komsomolets.
To say nothing of the language of advertising, the Internet, including that
of mass editions distributed free of charge, which is inherently rude and
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explicitly obscene. However, words and expressions produced by that
“emancipation” ultimately make their way into rather conservative news-
papers, as well. Moreover, “emancipated language” also comes into fiction.
But the world has already seen the peak of “language emancipation” and
is currently witnessing campaigns for purification and elimination of
vulgarisms and the like (there can and should be no turning back to the
former state, of course).

Whatever its negative consequences might be, the democratization of
the language of mass media is an objective reality, a reflection of the cur-
rent state of affairs. This process fits into the current period. But at the
same time, it would be strange if the negative consequences of “language
emancipation” did not cause any outcry among Russian philologists, liter-
ary critics, specialists in culture, etc.

We must admit that the standards of Russian in the Soviet mass media
were higher than in post-Soviet Russia. The language quality requirements
set forth by the chief editors of periodicals and the management of elec-
tronic media appear to be too low. It is not only the bad style or the use
of vulgar words and expressions that is meant here. Many writers and
speakers obviously have trouble with cases. There are examples given by
some authors, such as “onmaceHue Bo3M0oXKHOM o0eap! ormosumuu’” (“fear
with the potential victory of the opposition”), “cokanenue TeM, 4T0”
(“regret with... )’ [Komissarov, 2001]. Many journalists and political
scientists do not have — and do not even try to get — a feeling for good
Russian.

But the point is not only the grammar and vocabulary defects found
in the language of mass media. It is a common, worldwide problem. And
there is an objective reason. The genre demands that information should
be passed on to the consumer (reader, viewer, or listener) as soon as pos-
sible. It leaves too little time to correct and edit texts (speeches), so that
journalists end up getting used to these standards and lowering require-
ments for the precision and accuracy of their messages.

Yet, the features we have been focusing upon so far are not essential
to the modem language of mass media. There are going to be more ad-
vantages than disadvantages arising from the process of democratization,
which can best be seen in the language of mass media.

It is probably the language of mass media that is crucial to language
development. Why? First of all, the language of mass media is the first to
respond to any innovations related to social progress, even though it has
accelerated so much that the amount of knowledge doubles every ten
years. Moreover, it is difficult to imagine that progress would be possible

3 Komissarov S. My zaputalis’ v padezhakh i oborotakh [We are confusing cases
and constructions] / Nezavisimaya gazeta, no. 14. 27.01.2001. (In Russ.)
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at all if the mass media did not introduce any new phenomena, notions,
names, etc.

Secondly, it is primarily the language of mass media that contributes
to vocabulary enrichment.

Thirdly, vocabulary will sometimes increase by leaps and bounds,
which, metaphorically speaking, could make it difficult for the grammar
systems of some languages to cope with the pressure, resulting in a con-
flict between vocabulary and grammar. If this really happens to be the
case, it should be treated as evidence that the language is badly in need
of a reform, and indeed, it soon turns out to be high on the agenda.

Fourthly, democratization of a language (going hand in hand with the
democratization of the society), accompanied with an influx of dubious
and explicitly vulgar vocabulary, including jargons, special criminal
language, etc., ultimately contributes to broadening the field of standard
language. Both English slang and local jargons, as well as criminal lan-
guage, are not mere products of a specific social environment. They can
often be seen as a challenge to official (standard) language, if not the
establishment as a whole; the attraction that vulgar vocabulary has for
the youth is similar to that of a forbidden fruit and is all about copying
“big guys”, etc. The contemporary language of mass media, especially
youth media, meets the demands and caters for the needs of those dis-
satisfied with standard language.

But given the so-called “pendulum pattern” of development, the trend
towards broadening the scope of language is bound to give way to —and
is already giving way to — a campaign for language purity, — this, how-
ever, already based on new vocabulary and with some innovations in the
grammar system of the language. We are now witnessing the emergence
of simplified linguistic constructions — probably, under the influence of
English among other things. For instance: “On oopamuncs k usbupamensm
noodoepaicams e2o na evtbopax” (“He called on his electorate to support
him”). From the point of view of standard Russian, the words “c npuswieom”
(“with an appeal (call)”) or “c npocvboi” (“with a request”) are missing
here. There are some authors strongly opposed to simplifications of this
kind*. But these simplifications are consistent with the rational nature of
the language. The English for it would be just that: “He called on his
electorate to support him”. It is its amazing flexibility and rationality that
proves to be the strong point of English (putting aside English spelling
and pronunciation) and largely accounts for the worldwide increase in its
popularity and its triumphant “conquest” of the Earth. It will easily adopt
any number of new notions and words and can hardly be damaged by any
borrowings. The linguistic contribution of American presidents would

* Ibidem.
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not be unwelcome in this connection. For instance, speeches, statements,
etc. of one of the most popular US presidents Theodor Roosevelt who
influenced the vocabulary of American English and enriched it with new
words, expressions, and phraseological units [Shukunda, 2019: 62].

However hard language purists might try to eliminate some new vo-
cabulary that does not sound elegant enough to their ears or to remove
increasingly widespread deviations from the existing grammar rules, both
should actually be seen as language development. Very controversial and
far from being linear, of course. But development is always controversial.
What seems to be a violation of the language laws today is likely to be
treated as the norm tomorrow. Had each new period failed to leave its
trace in the standard language, we would still speak the language of the
age of Classicism today.
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H.I'. ABeTncsin

IMPOUHECC JEMOKPATHU3ALIUUN COBPEMEHHOTI'O A3BIKA
CMH

Dedepanvroe 2ocydapcmeernoe 0i00icemHoe 00paA306amMeNbHOE YUPENCcOeHUe
sbicue20 00pazoeanus
«Mockosckuii 2ocyoapcmeennuiii ynugepcumem umenu M.B. Jlomonocosay
119991, Mocksa, Jlenunckue eopul, 1

B crarbe paccmarpuBaeTcs mpobiemMa pa3BUTHS S3bIKa U, B YaCTHOCTH, S3BIKA
CMU. S3BIK — 3TO AOBOIBHO YCTOMYHMBAs M KOHCEpBaTHUBHAs cucTema. M Tombpko
TaKOW OHa U MOXET OBITh KaK CPEACTBO KOMMYHHKAIIMH, KaK CBA3YIOIIEEe 3BEHO
MOKOJICHUH, BEKOB, ThIcsueneTnii. Ho B TO ke BpeMsi — 3TO BEYHO JKUBasi MATEPUSL.
OHn OecnipecTaHHO pa3BUBAETCA U HE MOXKET HE Pa3BUBATHCS, TIOCKOJIBbKY pa3BUBA-
€TCsI caMO OOIIECTBO, OTACIBHO B3STHIN YSIIOBEK.

B Hacrosmee Bpemst mporiecce raodain3aniuyi OKa3bpIBaeT OrpOMHOE BIHSTHHE Ha
BCE CTOPOHBI KM3HU OOILECTBa, B TOM YHCIE M Ha PAa3BUTHUE SA3bIKA, U B MEPBYIO
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ouepenb a3pika CMU, n60 HUTe HET TaKOW TECHOM CBSI3HU SI3bIKA C )KU3HBIO 00111e-
ctBa, kak B CMU. D10 Bo3aeiicTBue mposBiseTcs B ToM, uTo 5361k CMU Bce
00JIbIlIe HHTEPHAIIMOHATU3UPYETCS.

Pe3ko yckopuBIINIiCS HayYHO-TEXHUYECKHI IIPOTrpecc, paJuKalibHble H3MEHe-
HUS B chepe 0OIIeCTBEHHBIX OTHOLNICHUH BBI3BAIN K XKU3HH OTPOMHOE MHOXKECTBO
HOBBIX CJIOB M NMOHATHUH, KOTOpPBIE BXOASAT B HAllUOHAJIBHBIE S3bIKM KaK KaJbKU
IJIaBHBIM 00pa3oM ¢ aHIIMHICKOro s3bIka. MHTepHanuoHanu3anus s3sika CMU
MPOSIBUJIACH U B OOIUX JIJI MUPOBOI'O COOOIIECTBA TEHICHIIUX.

IIpouzomeamas B nocieaHee BpeMst IeMOKpaTH3anus 00I1eCTBEeHHOM 1 ObITO-
BOH )KM3HH, PEBOJIIOIIMOHHBIE U3MEHEHUS B OTHOIIEHUAX MEX1Y JIFOIbMHU, H3MEHE-
HHUSI TOYKH 3PCHUS HA MHOTHE YCTOSBIIUECS MOHATHS, IEHHOCTH, CYIECTBYIOIINE
WHCTUTYTHI U T.J1. CUJIBHO COJieiicTBOBaM JeMokpaTtu3anni sizbika CMU, npuxony
B HETO CJIOB U BBIPAXKCHUM, paHEe PENIKO YIOTPEOIIEMbIX U TPOCTO HEMBICTUMBIX
B c(hepe myOnuuHbIX OTHOHIEHUH. [leMokpaTuzauus si3pika CMU, kakue Obl OHA He
VMeJa HeraTUBHBIE MIOCNIEACTBH S, — 3TO JAHHOCTh, OTpakeHHE 00BEKTUBHOIO X0/1a
Bewiell. DTOT mpolecc aJieKBaTeH HbIHEeMIHeH 31oxe. Ckopee Bcero, 00blIIe IUII0COB,
4eM MHHYCOB B ITPOIIecce IeMOKPATU3AINH SI3bIKa, HAaHO0JIee OTYESTIMBO MPOSIBIIS-
foremcs B si3bike CMU. U, Bo3moxkHOo, uMeHHO 136Kk CMMU urpaer pemaromryo
POJIb B pa3BUTHH SA3bIKA.

Knroueswvie crosa: rno6ann3aum{; HWHTCpHAllMOHAIU3alu fA3bIKAa; pa3BUTUC
SI3bIKA, A3BIK CMI/I, nponecc A€MOKpaTUu3aluu.

Caenenus 06 aBrope: Agemucan Hennu ['ypeeHosna —KaHaUAAT QUIOIOTHYECKUX
HayK, JIOLEHT Kadeapbl perHOHAIBHBIX UCCICIOBAHNUN (haKyIbTeTa HHOCTPAHHBIX
SI3BIKOB U peruoHoBeaeHus MI'Y umenu M.B. Jlomonocosa (e-mail: ic_culture@ffl.
msu.ru).
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