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The lexical metamorphosis of the word ‘chat’ has been a profound one as the
term came to evolve beyond its traditional denotation of informal verbal
discourse into encapsulating more digitally mediated forms of
communication. The present investigation is a multi-layered corpuses analysis
that uses four lexicographical genres; (1) canonical dictionaries, (2) crowd-

sourced repositories, (3) expert-user platforms, and (4) social media discourse.

These analyses are aimed at documenting the systematic re-contextualization
of the lexical item ‘chat’ within the framework of Computer-Mediated
Communication (CMC). Through a diachronic analysis using distributional
semantics, coupled with social network_ theory, the study seeks to unearth
how the term chat was calibrated in light of progressive datafication of day-
to -day life (1990-2025). The findings reveal a salient divergence between
conservative dictionaries that maintain a prescriptive standpoint and modern
ones that veer toward updated description.
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Introduction

Human language exists in a continuous
spans
linguistic strata: phonology, morphology,
and syntax, but most importantly,
semantics (Blank, 1999). The mutability
that characterizes human language reflects
the evolving nature of this linguistic code

dynamicity that across various

that serves the changing needs of its users.
Nevertheless, the pervasiveness of digital
communication in contemporaneous times
seems to have altered fundamentally both
the velocity and mechanisms that underpin
semantic change and evolution (Campbell,
2004). The digitalization of human
communication has spurred what Crystal
(2006) describes as a ‘Netspeak’. This form
of language promises to challenge the
of
repositories, producing, in so doing, novel
and often uncharted lexical grounds.

traditional boundaries lexical

Historically, the word ‘chat’ originates
in onomatopoeic depictions of rapid and
indistinct sounds. Etymologically, ‘Chat’
has been used to denote swift vocalizations
of birds, and was often used to describe
involuntary percussion of teeth. The term,
thus, undergone a
remarkable semantic evolution (Oxford

seems to have
English Dictionary, n.d.). This evolution
mirrors the rapid, informal, and multimodal
re-contextualization practices in light of
which linguistic codes are progressively re-

defined, especially in digital times.

The affordances of digital technology
have introduced digital communication
platforms. These latter have hybridized
of
transforming them into what Herring
(2004) terms ‘computer-mediated

elements traditional discourse

discourse.”  Within  these
platforms, the semantic range of ‘chat’

evolving

grew rapidly and expanded markedly. It
came to encompass synchronous text
threaded
video conferencing and

messaging, asynchronous
conversations,
voice-over-internet discussions. Beyond
linguistic modes of expression, the term
has came to equally encompass non-
linguistic and multimodal exchanges that
make use of emojis, GIFs, and various
other forms of digital artifacts. Usmonova
(2025) describes this semantic re-definition
as ‘the diffusion of neologisms’, which
refer to words expanding in semantic range
due to the impact of social media
platforms, where these words are rendered
context-specific. Contemporary digital
communities altered fundamentally the
ways traditional words are used. Under
these new digital guidelines, words become
tied to special communities and gain new
and expanded shades of meaning Noble et
al. (2021). In this sense, the evolution of the
word ‘chat’ can be viewed as a microcosm
that represents the
phenomenon

larger
which
terminology is metamorphosed in digital
discourse communities.

linguistic

in traditional

The present study aims to address a
critical gap that infiltrates the current
literature on semantic change. It employs a
corpus that
transcends traditional dictionary-based
comparisons and integrates diverse digital

multi-layered approach

genres. Instead of regarding dictionaries as
ends per se, the study uses them as tools to
answering the broader question as to how
day-to-day  progressive  datafication
recalibrates fundamental human concepts,
and how semantic change is captured,
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resisted, and, often, masked by different
lexicographical traditions.

Three primary objectives underpin the
present study. First, via distributional
semantics, a diachronic analysis of the
word ‘chat’ is conducted across multiple
lexicographical genres to quantify the
patterns of semantic change. Second, the
study aims at examining the sociolinguistic
implications implied by this semantic
evolution and its role in both community
formation and identity construction within
digital communities. Third, the study seeks
to probe the implications that could accrue
out of this semantic change and how they
reflect on our understanding of how
linguistic change could be introduced by
digital innovations, and the more practical
implications regarding the practice of
lexicography and how it could affect
emerging areas like natural language
processing.

The study touches on a threefold
scholarly First,
historical lexicography, the study provides

conversation. under
systematic evidence of how semantic
change could be accelerated by digital
communication technologies. Second,
under critical studies, the study accentuates
the asymmetries that disjoin linguistic
innovation and lexicographical
documentation to reveal the delay of
traditional authorities in capturing user-
driven semantic changes. Third, under
computational linguistics and natural
language processing, the study seeks to
provide time-encoded semantic data that
can enrich sense inventories and help
automated

improve language

understanding systems.
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The approach
employed combines quantitative corpus
with  qualitative  discourse
It uses both established
lexicographical and emerging
digital repositories. Thus, to enable us

methodological

analysis
examination.
sources

capture the breadth of semantic changes in
different communities and the depth of
meaning transformation in digital settings,
a mixed methods design is deemed
essential. The analysis shows, in addition
to the changes that occurred, the way these
changes reflect more general patterns of
technological adoption, social network
formation, and cultural adaptation within
contexts of digital communication.

The case of ‘chat’ promises insights into
how human language is adapted in light of
technological innovation and how, within
digital spaces, meaning is negotiated in
Additionally, it
provides insights into the ways in which

different communities.

lexicographical authorities keep track of
and respond to rapid linguistic change.
Beyond linguistics, these
insights can, thus, offer implications for
digital literacy education and human-

academic

computer interaction design.

2. Theoretical Framework: Mechanisms
and Patterns of Semantic Change in
Digital Environments

2.1 Classical Typologies of Semantic
Change: Foundations and Extensions

As a fundamental phenomenon within
historical linguistics, semantic change
includes the diachronic alteration of lexical
meaning by virtue of interactions between
cognitive, social, as well as technological
forces (Geeraerts, 2010). The classical
typology for capturing semantic change,
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established by scholars such as Blank
(1999) and Campbell (2004), offers a
groundwork for understanding how
referential and associative values are
acquired, retained and/or transformed over
time (Traugott, 2008). Yet, the new
mechanisms and accelerated timescales
introduced by technology can often
challenge traditional frameworks and can,
thus, call for further theoretical extensions.

Semantic changes take place through
of
narrowing,

mechanisms;
broadening, pejoration,
amelioration, metaphor, and metonymy.

one or more SIX

These mechanisms can capture the velocity
of semantic change in digital settings
(Sweetser, 1990). Broadening is a form of
semantic extension which occurs when the
original meaning of a given word is
enlarged and endowed with more referents.
For example, the term ‘friend’ came to
refer to, in addition to personal, even online
acquaintances in digital environments, and
the term ‘wall’ which now refers to, in
addition to physical, virtual barriers (Shen,
2024). The word chat, hereby, represents a
case that illustrates the phenomenon of
semantic broadening as its original
meaning came to encompass further lexical
layers in digital exchanges.

Conversely, narrowing is a seen as the
referential restriction of meaning to more
specific domains. Digital contexts of
communication discerned various
instances where the semantic range of one
word came to be narrowed. For example,
the word ‘stream,” which initially signified
running water, was limited in that it now
data
broadcasts on diverse social media
platforms (Hopper and Traugott, 2003).

signifies transmission and live

Another example is that of the word
‘thread’ which was associated with textile
and came to be universally known as a
structured digital space for communication
and programming.

Another form of semantic change that is
pervasive across digital environments is
metaphorical ~ extension.  Conceptual
metaphor theory by Lakoff and Johnson
(1980) offers us insights regarding the way
in which abstract digital concepts assume
attributes of concrete physical entities.
Digital communities are replete with
metaphorical For

instance, the words ‘surfing, navigating

re-contextualizations.

and visiting’ came to be largely associated
with websites, blurring, in effect, their
original meanings when used in digital
These
changes
understanding of the
communication

context. new context-specific

semantic facilitate user

terms  when
‘navigating’ in digital
spaces.

The term ‘chat’ displays some form of
metonymic change. While it does not
indicate associative similarity, fully, it
shows a form of contiguity which plays a
in its semantic
‘Chat’
extension in that some of its uses as in

¢ chat rooms’ or ‘chat application’ came to

crucial role digital

evolution. shows metonymic

be associated with the communicative act
per se (Kovecses, 2002). This change could
also indicate a form of pragmatic
strengthening in that the word becomes
more readily understandable when used in
a digital context (Traugott and Dasher,
2002)
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2.2 Digital Communication and
Accelerated Semantic Change

The temporal dynamics of semantic
change have been redefined fundamentally
by digital advents. Through the mediation
of gradual social adoption and institutional
acknowledgment and validation,
traditional semantic evolution could take
typically decades or more to take place
(Landau, 2001). However, in the digital
era, these factors seem to be less and less
instrumental for semantic change to occur.
Crystal (2006) calls this ‘democratization
of linguistic innovation.” It is a novel age
of semantic change acceleration that, that
despite formal lexicographical under-
documentation, does not call for formal
approval to manifest itself as it relies on
viral network effects and digital

proliferation (Aitchison, 2013).

Semantic change and evolution could be
both boosted and constrained by the advent
of Computer-Mediated Communication
(CMC). This could be seen in some
platforms with character limits such as
Twitter. These limits often deny linguistic
expatiation and prioritize efficiency and
but
compact semantic representations
(Mukhtar et al., 2024). However, some
asynchronous platforms allow for revision

linguistically more parsimonious

and reflection which could distinguish
them from synchronous platforms in which
communication could be spontaneous and
free-flowing. This could lead to more
experimentation with how semantic change
occurs in these digital platforms.

The complexity of tracking semantic
change can be further exacerbated in digital
communication. Due to the multimodal of
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some forms of digital communication such
as emojis, GIFs and others semantic
analysis can be made more challenging.
This 1s described by Danesi (2017) as
‘semio-communication’ which makes use
of non-linguistic or hybrid forms of
communication for several purposes. The
ever-growing multimodal means of
thus, more
holistic and theoretical frameworks that
can operate with diverse semiotic
representations.

communication, warrant

Semantic change is often amplified by
social networks. Gumpers (1982) reveals
that a digital community structure can
influence semantic evolution in that the
interconnectedness of individuals within
the network accelerates adoption and
adapted use of certain modes of expression.
Likewise these modes of expression

become transferrable through
community diffusion, leading to the digital
standardization of these modes of
expression (Noble et al., 2021). This is

accentuated with the case of the word

Cross-

‘chat” which grew in popularity across
some digital spaces like gaming platforms
and was diffused into broader digital
communities.

2.3 Technological Affordances and
Semantic Innovation

Originally conceptualized by Gibson
(1979) and extended by Norman (1988),
the concept of technological affordances
offers key insights on how semantic
evolution can be shaped by digital
platforms. How perceived communicative
acts by individual in digital communities
can be both influenced and constrained by
different

communication technologies.
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Semantic associations with immediacy and
informality, for instance, could be due to
early text-based forms of communication
that are based on real-time textual
exchange. However, more contemporary
platforms that integrate more multimodal
means of communication such as voice and
emojis further expand the semantic range
of ‘chat.” The of Artificial
Intelligence  (Al) significantly
redefined the lexical territories of the word
‘chat’ through the different chatbot
services. Thus, the term came to signify,

advent
has

beyond human-to-human interaction,
interaction with technology itself through
means like Alexa, Google Assistant, and
ChatGPT (Russell & Norvig, 2010). These
developments, thus, invite us to reflect on

the of
conversation and communication as well as

and reconsider very nature

human agency and intentionality.

Technological affordances have another
platform-specific layer that, according to
(Androutsopoulos, 2015), creates digital
that offer linguistic
specific to certain digital contexts where
their lexical range is common code for

dialects verities

users. For example, many differences can
be seen in how discourse is interpreted on
Discord as opposed to on WhatsApp,
which, in turn, differs from Slack chat.
These platform discrepancies reflect the
ways in which the technological design of
a platform can influence the interaction
patterns among users in various ways,
impacting, by extension, the meaning of
the word and what it signifies in each
platform. This makes it further challenging
to define the term chat not by simple
dichotomy between physical and online
forms of interaction, but by inclusion of

SlOlS]O)
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inter-platform variations that amplify the
semantic range of the term within one part
of the dichotomy.

2.4 Sociolinguistic Dimensions of Digital
Semantic Change

In digital contexts and beyond lexical
innovation, digital semantic change can
have implications from sociolinguistics in
the sense that issues of power dynamics,
identity construction and community
formation become central questions
(Eckert, 2000). Hence, the evolution of
term ‘chat’ surfaces concerns regarding
how social communicative practices are
redefined in light of digital communication
patterns.Digital communication enables
what Boyd (2010) identifies as “networked
publics,” spaces where social interaction
occurs through technological mediation. In
these spaces, the semantic evolution of
terms like ‘chat’ becomes interconnected
with processes of identity performance and
community membership. The ability to
‘chat’ effectively within specific digital
communities calls for mastery of platform-

specific  semantic  conventions and
pragmatic norms.
In digital platforms, generational

differences are also a key factor is semantic
understanding and reflect what Prensky
(2001) terms “digital native” and “digital
immigrant.” In that, younger users who are
more accustomed to digital communication
technologies often display more flexibility
in understanding terms like ‘chat,” while
older users may retain more entrenched
with  traditional
conversation. These generational
differences introduce risks for semantic

associations spoken
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conflict and negotiation within mixed-age
digital communities.

The global nature characteristic of
digital communication introduces further
complexity through adaptation and cross-
linguistic semantic borrowing. English
terms such as ‘chat’ become loan word for
other languages with varying levels of
semantic modification. This results in what
Androutsopoulos (2015) refers to as
‘translingual practices,” which can further
make more challenging the task of
semantic analysis (Blommaert, 2010).
These cross-linguistic dynamics thus take
part in the overall semantic evolution of the
word ‘chat’ as it is both adopted in and
adapted to diverse cultural and linguistic
settings.

2.5 Implications for Semantic Change
Theory

The digital evolution of the term ‘chat’
requires further theoretical extensions to
the classical frameworks of semantic
change. Traditional typologies that are
often based on gradual and socially

mediated change must come to
accommodate the rapid and
technologically driven innovations of

digital environments. The case of ‘chat,’
thus, suggests a number of theoretical
First,
required for the temporal dimension of
semantic  change. Digital semantic
evolution is faster than traditional semantic

modifications: recalibration is

evolution and, as such, it must operate on
monthly or yearly timescales instead of
being measured by decades or centuries.
This calls for new methodological
approaches for tracking and analyzing
change processes (Kulkarni et al., 2015).
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the of
affordances as catalysts of semantic change
necessitates more theoretical attention.

Second, role technological

Decisions regarding platform design
influence directly semantic evolution in
ways that traditional social factors
cannot. Third, traditional text-based
semantic analysis is challenged by the
of
communication. Contemporary semantic

change theory ought to integrate meaning-

multimodal nature digital

making in different semiotic resources,
including visual, auditory, and interactive
elements (Forceville, 2009). And, fourth,
the global and networked nature of digital
communication introduces novel patterns
of semantic diffusion that go beyond
geographical social

traditional and

mappings.

These theoretical implications transcend
academic  linguistics into  practical
applications in areas such as natural
language processing, digital literacy
education as well as human-computer
interaction design. Thus, it becomes crucial
to understand how semantic change takes
place in digital environments. This could
be instrumental in developing more refined
language technologies and more effective

digital communication tools.

3. Corpus Analysis: Lexicographical
Manifestations of Semantic Evolution in
‘Chat’

A profound empirical investigation of
the semantic evolution of the term ‘chat,’
includes both its verbal and nominal
instantiations, correspondingly, a multi-
layered corpus analysis was undertaken.
This beyond mere dictionary
comparisons and systematically stratified

moves
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digital repositories of linguistic meaning
into distinct epistemological categories.
The overarching objective was, thus, to
ensure capturing the differences between
traditional and digitally-powered semantic
interpretations within different

lexicographical strata.

3.1 Methodological Framework: A
Multi-Layered Corpus Approach

Traditional lexicographical studies are
often based on limited sets of authoritative
dictionaries. These references could often
prove valuable for historical insights but
may not capture fully some of the rapid and
dynamic shifts that occur in contemporary
language use in digital environments. In
order to address this limitation, the present
study used a multi-layered corpus design
based on data from four distinct genres of
linguistic resources. This approach allows
for a more nuanced understanding of how
semantic change is acknowledged, resisted
and/or masked in different digitally-
mediated genres.

3.1.1 Corpus Layers and Data Collection

1. Canonical Lexicographical Layer:
it included definitions that were
extracted from established and
authoritative online dictionaries that
provide both prescriptive and
descriptive traditions. The selection
included:

Oxford English Dictionary
(OED): this dictionary was
used due its comprehensive
historical coverage. Despite
being primarily prescriptive, its
continuous updates discern
inherent descriptive tendencies.

The extraction of data was
limited to verbal definitions.
Merriam-Webster: is a
prominent American
descriptive dictionary. It is
known for its occasionally
updated responsiveness to
contemporary language use.
Cambridge Dictionary: is a
widely used descriptive
dictionary which often reflects
British English usage.
Collins Dictionary: is another
descriptive dictionary that
offers a broad overview of
current English terminology.
Dictionary.com: is an online
aggregator of dictionary
content that includes modern
usages.
Webster’s 1828 Dictionary:
is included as a historical
baseline that offers a
representation of purely
prescriptive lexical stances that
predate digital communication.
Crowd-Sourced Lexicographical
Layer: it captured user-driven
linguistic innovation and offers
diachronic depth by means of revision
histories. The primary source was:
Wiktionary (Full Revision
History Dumps): is a
collaborative,
dictionary. It reflects emergent

open-source

and community-driven
meanings and its revision
history offers a diachronic
record of how definitions
evolve in response to user

contributions and real-world
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usage. Data were extracted
from XML dumps and were
normalized by year so as to
track changes over time.

3. Expert-User Discourse Layer: it
provided insights into specialized
language use within technical and
professional  digital communities,
where new terms and usages often
originate. Sources included:

—  Stack Overflow: is a question-
and-answer  platform  for
professional and enthusiast
programmers.  Posts  that
included relevant terms (e.g.,
‘ggplot’, ‘D3.js’, ‘Tableau’)
were analyzed for the usage of
the word ‘chat’ in technical

contexts.
— GitHub READMESs: these
highly-forked GitHub

repositories README files
which contained the term ‘to
chat” were examined. This
offered us a corpus of language
used by developers in order to
describe their projects. It
provided us with insights
regarding the valency of the
word ‘chat’ in a coding context.
GitHub API timestamps were
used so as to normalize data by
year.

4. Social Media Discourse Layer: it
captured the most dynamic and
informal aspects of digital language
use. This is done to capture rapid
semantic shifts and the emergence of
neologisms.

— Facebook, Instagram,
YouTube, and Telegram: as

344
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highlighted by Usmonova
(2025), suchlike platforms are
rich grounds for rapid semantic
transformation. It is in these
platforms that words acquire
new meanings driven by
platform  design and the
patterns of user interactions.
Data were collected from
public posts, comments and as
well as trending topics. The
focus was on how words like
‘chat’ are re-contextualized.
This aligns with Shen’s (2024)
methodology of extracting
textual content from social
media platforms for the
analysis of semantic evolution.

3.1.2 Data Processing and Annotation

After the extraction process, all
definitional and wusage data were
categorized. Each instance of the word
‘chat’ (both verb and noun) labeled as
either ‘traditional’ or ‘modern/digital’.
This classification was based on the
presence of explicit lexical indicators that
donoted online communication modalities
(e.g., ‘online,” ‘internet,” ‘digital,” ‘chat
room,’ ‘messaging,’ ‘computer,’
‘platform,” ‘app,” ‘text,” ‘video call,” ‘Al
conversation’). This binary categorization
allowed for a quantitative assessement for
the semantic range of the word ‘chat’ as
depicted in the selected lexicographical
sources and digital corpora.

For both the expert-user and social
media discourse layers, additional
linguistic analysis techniques were used,
including:
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*  Collostructional Analysis: for the
identification of significant shifts in
the grammatical constructions in
which the word ‘chat’ occurred. For
example, a shift from “chat a course”
(path prepositions) to “chat the data”
(object = data frame, by-phrase) would
indicate a collostructional shift.

*  Metaphorical Mapping Analysis:
was conducted through tools like
MetaNet or manual annotation and
how they captured change in the
underlying metaphorical mappings
(e.g., from cartography to analytics)
were tracked.

* Valency Shift Analysis: examines
changes in the verb’s valency (e.g.,

“chat  the  figures”

vs. intransitive “these variables chat

transitive

well”). This analysis was conducted
particularly within the GitHub corpus.

* Sentiment Analysis: assessed the
evaluative prosody of ‘chat’ in tech
genres. Sentiment analysis

applied to relevant sections of the

was

Stack Overflow corpus in order to
investigate whether ‘chat’ carries a
positive bias in these contexts.

Data cleaning and preprocessing followed
the outline outlined by Shen (2024). They
involved removing non-textual elements
like emojis and URLs and the processes of
anonymization of user data and
normalization of linguistic variations.
Likewise, tokenization, as part-of-speech
tagging, and lemmatization were both
performed to prepare the data for
computational analysis.

3.2 Results and Analysis

The findings provided evidence
regarding the semantic distribution of
‘chat.” They revealed salient divergence
between traditional and digital
lexicographical representations. The same
divergence in different digital genres was
observed. This study confirms previous
observations and integrates insights from
the broader digital corpus.

3.2.1 Lexicographical Divergence:
Prescriptive vs. Descriptive

As observed in the initial analysis,
traditional interpretations of ‘chat’ featured
in  purist lexicographical  sources,
Webster’s 1828 Dictionary and the Oxford
English Dictionary (OED). Webster’s 1828
contains exclusively traditional definitions.
This the  prescriptive
orientation of the dictionary and its

underscores

temporal antecedence to the digital
While i
comprehensive historical coverage, the

revolution. known for its
OED similarly demonstrated inclinations
towards traditional semantic renderings as
it offers only a singular modern definition
identified within its verbal entries. This
observation confirms theoretical
expectations that purist sources prioritize
the preservation of established linguistic
norms and historical usage over modern

and updated ones (Traugott, 2008).

Conversely, a notable assimilation of
digitally-inflected meanings is revealed by
modern descriptive dictionaries. Merriam-
Webster, Dictionary, and
Collins all toward
incorporating a substantial proportion of
modern/digital definitions with their
traditional counterparts. The Cambridge

Cambridge

Dictionary veer

SlOlS]O)

Attribution = Pas d'Utilisation

345

Commarciale - Pas de Madification 4.0
International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0)




Golea Tahar

Dictionary, on the other hand, shows an
equi-proportional distribution of both
traditional and modern definitions with
four instances for each category. This
shows the dictionary’s responsiveness to
contemporary  linguistic =~ phenomena.
Similarly, Dictionary.com reflects this
trend as it integrates definitions that
reference explicitly digital technology for
both the verbal and nominal forms of the
word ‘chat.” This responsiveness is vital for
the utility of any given dictionary in
contemporary times of rapid
progressive change (Landau, 2001).

and

Table 1: Distribution of Traditional
vs. Modern Definitions of ‘Chat’ Across
Canonical Dictionaries

Dictionary Modern Traditional
Name Type Definitions  Definitions
Cambridge Modern 4 4
Collins Modern 3 5
Merriam- Modern 2 5
Webster
OED (verb) Purist 1 8
Webster’s  Purist 0 5

1828

Further quantitative analysis reveals a
salient disparity in the proportional
representation of modern definitions

between the two overarching dictionary
categories is demonstrated in light of the
additional quantitative analysis. Together,
the purist dictionaries reveal an attenuated
proportion of modern  definitions
(approximately 0.07). This indicates their
adherence to historical linguistic usage. In
contrast, modern descriptive dictionaries
demonstrate an elevated proportion of
modern definitions (approximately 0.39).
This  highlights  their
methodological orientation as well as their
tendency to embrace contemporary and

descriptive
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digitally-mediated semantic extensions.
This quantitative divergence offers us
empirical substantiation for the profound
shift that the word ‘chat’
underwent in the digital era. It is a shift that
1s reflected conspicuously in descriptive

semantic

lexicographical practice.

3.2.2 Semantic Shifts in Crowd-Sourced
and Expert-User Corpora

In light of the analysis of crowd-sourced
and expert-user corpora, deeper insights
regarding the dynamic nature of the
semantic evolution of the word ‘chat’ are
revealed. This highlights the mechanisms
of
metaphorical extension that characterize
the semantic change of the word. For

broadening, metonymy, and

example, Wiktionary’s revision history
showed a clear diachronic progression
whereby early definitions of ‘chat’
However,
revisions

mirrored
subsequent

traditional usage.

post-2000
increasingly came to encompass digital
contexts. This interactive process of
community-driven definition refinement
suggests the descriptive tendency crowd-
sourced lexicography has in capturing
emergent meanings.

The ‘chat’
semantic nuances related to data analysis
and programming within the Stack
Overflow and GitHub corpora. Against the

word showed distinct

collostructional analysis, it was revealed
that a significant increase in phrases like
“chat the data,” “chat by gender,” and “chat
figures,” featured. This is a clear instance
of semantic broadening and metaphorical
extension. It shows that the concept of
‘chatting’ in informal exchange is applied
to the informal and often collaborative
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process of exploring and presenting
data.This observation is further supported
by the valency shift analysis that was
marked by an increase in transitive uses of
‘chat’ (e.g., “chat the metrics”) and its
traditional intransitive uses. Answers by
the sentiment analysis on Stack Overflow
featured a positive evaluative prosody for
‘chat’ in these technical contexts. The
analysis suggests that when the term is
applied to data-related tasks, it carries
connotations of efficiency and
collaboration. This positive bias reflects
the value that is placed on data-driven
communications within these
communities.

3.2.3 Social Media Discourse: The
Frontier of Semantic Innovation

The most compelling evidence of rapid
and pervasive semantic shifts was provided
by the social media discourse layer. As
detailed by Usmonova (2025), social media
platforms such as Facebook, Instagram,
YouTube and Telegram can act as
linguistic laboratories where existing
words are constantly re-contextualized and
repurposed and where new terms are
coined. The analysis of ‘chat’ within these
platforms discerned a spectrum of digital
meanings that range from direct messaging
to group conversations, live streams, and
even interactions with automated bots.For
example, on Telegram, ‘chat’ refers not
only to one-on-one text conversations but
equally to large group discussions and even
channels. The term ‘group chat’ has
become a fixed collocation that signifies a
specific digital social space. Likewise, on
YouTube, although broadly referring to
live comments during a stream, the word,

‘chat’ can also implicitly encompass the

broader interactive elements of the
platform. The widespread of emojis, GIFs
and other visual elements within social
media further complicates the semantic
of the ‘chat’. These
multimodal components contribute to the
overall meaning-making process of the

profile word

word and are often used to convey
emotional tone, pragmatic intent, and
cultural references that are not explicitly
present in the textual content alone. This
agrees with the concept of
communication put forth by Danesi (2017)

semio-

where meaning is constructed through a
blend of linguistic and non-linguistic signs.

3.2.4 Quantitative Divergence and
Qualitative Nuances

The quantitative data from the canonical
dictionaries, combined with qualitative
insights from the crowd-sourced and
expert-user corpora confirm the profound
semantic shift of ‘chat’ in the digital age.
The stark separating  the
conservative stance of purist dictionaries

contrast

and the descriptive embrace of modern
dictionaries underscores the progressive
tension between linguistic prescriptivism
and descriptivism in light of several social
and technological changes (Landau,
2001).Moreover, the analysis of digital
corpora reveals that the semantic evolution
of ‘chat’ is not monolithic. Rather, it is a
multi-faceted process that is influenced by
platform-specific affordances, community
norms and user-driven innovation. The
adaptability of the term, rooted in its
original informality, has allowed it to
integrate seamlessly into diverse digital
contexts and to gain new meanings that
reflect the communicative needs and social
practices of contemporary users. This

SlOlS]O)

Attribution = Pas d'Utilisation

347

Commarciale - Pas de Madification 4.0
International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0)




Golea Tahar

dynamicity that joins technology, society,
and language constitutes the hallmark of
contemporary linguistic
(Mukhtar et al., 2024).

evolution

Figure 1: Distribution of Traditional
vs. Modern Definitions of ‘Chat’

Distribution of Traditional vs: Modern Definitions of
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@« |

8. 4 \

2 24

D . I

Cambridge  Collins Memiam- OED (verb) Webster's
Webster 1978
Dictionary

I Modern Definitions  Traditional Definit:ons

Figure 1 provides a visual representation of
this semantic distribution. It offers a
comparative perspective on the evolving
semantic map of ‘chat’ considering the
The
figure reinforces the quantitative findings

and shows how modern dictionaries have

disparate lexicographical traditions.

adapted to reflect the digital semantic
extensions of the word ‘chat.” On the other
hand, purist sources largely retain the
traditional meanings of the word. The
figure underscores the argument that
lexicographical practices are not uniform in
their response to linguistic innovation
when they are driven by technological
advancements.

4. The Etymological Trajectory of
‘Chat’: From Onomatopoceia to Digital
Discourse

The etymological path of the lexical
item ‘chat’ provides a diachronic narrative
and demonstrates its historical semantic
development. It offers a crucial context for
its contemporary digital connotations. The
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Oxford English Dictionary (OED) traces
meticulously the verbal form of ‘chatter’ to
the Middle English period with its earliest
that
around the 13th century. Its semantic
content was largely onomatopoeic and

documented attestations emerged

served to mimic rapid and often indistinct
auditory phenomena. This included the
that 1s often a
characteristic of avian species (e.g., ‘birds
chattering’) and the involuntary percussion

swift vocalizations

of dental structures (e.g., ‘teeth chattering
from cold or fear’). Subsequently, the
semantic scope of ‘chatter’ saw a notable
extension and came to gradually
encompass human vocal communication
with a specific reference to rapid, informal
and frequently inconsequential discourse.

(Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.).

Webster’s 1828 Dictionary reflects this
earlier and more traditional semantic
understanding. It ‘chat’

primarily as an intransitive verb that

demarcates

signifies “to talk in a familiar manner; to
talk without form or ceremony” or “to talk
idly; to prate” (Webster, 1828). As a
nominal item, the word refers to “free,
familiar talk; idle talk; prate” (Webster,
1828). These definitions underscore the
historical focus on the spoken, informal
and lighthearted nature of ‘chat,” as devoid
from any technological implications or
digital referents. The absence of any digital
connotation in this dictionary from the
early 19th century is not surprising as it
serves as a critical baseline for observing
the subsequent semantic expansion the
term has undergone.

Accordingly, the foundational semantic
nucleus of the word ‘chat’ has consistently
revolved around the concept of informal
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verbal interaction. Rather than representing
a radical departure, the subsequent
semantic shifts that are influenced by the
advent of  digital
technologies

communication
represent a  significant
expansion and re-contextualization of this
inherent semantic core. Coupled with the
functional parallels between traditional
spoken ‘chat’ and early forms of online
text-based this  pre-

existing semantic flexibility, facilitated a

communication,

relatively smooth transition for the word
into the digital lexicon. The ease with
which ‘chat’” adapted to new technological
contexts accentuates a key mechanism of
highlights  the
repurposing of existing lexical items to
describe novel phenomena that share

semantic change. It

underlying conceptual similarities with
their original referents (Traugott & Dasher,
2002).

The transition of ‘chat’ within digital
contexts can be understood through the
of
metonymy. The initial text-based chat
rooms of the early internet such as Internet
Relay Chat (IRC) provided a medium for
textual
conversations that closely mirrored the

lens semantic  broadening and

informal and real-time
spontaneity of spoken chat. The shared
conceptual features including informality,
real-time exchange and the focus on social
interaction, together, allowed the term
‘chat’ to naturally extend its semantic
boundaries and become inclusive of these

new digital modalities (Sweetser, 1990).

Additionally,
crucial role in solidifying this digital
spaces or
these  digital

metonymy has had a

association.
applications

The physical
where
conversations occurred as in ‘chat rooms,’
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‘chat applications,” and ‘chat clients’
became metonymically linked to the act of
communication per se. The container (the
digital space/tool), thus, came to represent
the content (the conversation). This process
can be seen evidently in phrases such as
“I’ll meet you in the chat” or “Let’s have a
quick chat on Slack.” Here, ‘chat’ refers to
the platform or the interaction within it,
instead of to the act of speaking only
(Kovecses, 2002).

The evolution of ‘chat’ also reflects the
phenomenon of re-contextualization. This
is seen in how existing vocabulary is

adapted to fit new communicative
functions  within  digital settings
(Usmonova, 2025). The brevity and

informality that are inherent in early digital
communication and which were often
constrained by character limits (e.g., SMS,
early Twitter) seemed to favor words that
could convey meaning efficiently and
parsimoniously. The word °‘chat,” thus,
caters to this need perfectly as it offers a
concise term for quick and informal digital
exchanges. This  efficiency-induced
adaptation further cemented the place of
the word in the digital lexicon.

Recently, the advent of Al chatbots and
large language models (LLMs) has made
the word’s semantic analysis more
challenging as they introduced another
layer of semantic complexity. Users now
‘chat’ routinely with Al systems for
purposes. This
significant semantic extension. ‘Chat’ now
encompasses human-machine interaction

various represents a

and blurs the lines between human and
artificial interlocutors. This development
raises several questions reading the nature
of conversation agency and the future of
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further
solidifies ‘chat’ as a central term in the
growing age of Al (Russell & Norvig,
2010).

linguistic  interactions, and

the
of ‘chat’
onomatopoeic representation of sounds to a
descriptor of complex and multimodal

Fundamentally,
metamorphosis

etymological
from an

digital interactions showcases the impact
that human communicative needs and
technological innovation can have on
language. The adaptability of the word,
which is rooted in its original informality,
has enabled it to make the transition into
digital communities, and has endowed it
that reflect the
communicative needs of the internet age

with new meanings

5. Sociolinguistic and Pragmatic
Dimensions of ‘Chat’s’ Semantic Shift

The semantic evolution of ‘chat’ does
not represent only a lexicographical
phenomenon; it makes it closely tied to the
sociolinguistic and pragmatic shifts in
communication practices that have been
catalyzed by the digital revolution. The
pervasive integration of electronic devices
and networked platforms as well as
artificial intelligence into daily life has
altered radically the social contexts in
which language is used and made it
possible to issue new norms of interaction
that prioritize speed and informality
(Crystal, 2006). These changes have, in
turn, had their influence on the meaning

and usage of words like ‘chat’ that reflect a

dynamic interconnection between
linguistic form and social function.
SlolSlo)]
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5.1 The Blurring of Oral and Literate
Traditions

Historically, ‘chat’ as a verb and noun
had an almost exclusive association with
face-to-face or voice-based informal
conversations. The pragmatic implications
behind it were clear. ‘Chat’ implied a
relaxed and often spontaneous exchange
that implied almost no committal and that
was characterized by features of spoken
discourse such as turn-taking, immediate
feedback and the reliance on paralinguistic
cues such as tone of voice and gestures.
The advent of digital communication
platforms seems to have provided a new
medium that mirrored many of these
characteristics (Herring, 2004).Lacking the
immediate vocal cues of spoken language,
text-based communication adopted many
of the informal conventions of spoken
‘chat,” including abbreviations, emojis and
a more casual register (Baron, 2008). This
convergence of informal spoken and
written communication styles has made it
more readily possible for the semantic
extension of ‘chat’ to integrate these new
digital modalities. As observed by Mukhtar
et al. (2024), digital

strongly distinguishes between writing and

communication

speaking as users employ bases of both in
their written communication rendering it
casually informal. This blur between oral
and literate traditions came to define the
patterns of computer-mediated
communication. Crystal (2006) termed
these instances as “Netspeaks” or
“Cyberspeaks,” which refer to distinct
linguistic styles that are unique to online
environments.
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5.2 Social Network Dynamics and
Linguistic Diffusion

From a sociolinguistic standpoint, the
widespread adoption of digital ‘chat’ has
led to the word’s normalization in various
demographics and social networks.
Although it initially was used among
younger generations or specific online
communities, digital communication has
become ubiquitous. It permeated many
contents including professional,
educational and personal spheres. Thus,
this broad diffusion has solidified the
extended meanings of ‘chat’ in the
collective linguistic consciousness. The
ease with which individuals can now ‘chat’
with multiple people concurrently and
geographical and
perhaps even asynchronously has further

across boundaries
broadened the pragmatic scope of the term
(Mukhtar et al., 2024). A ‘chat’ can now
refer to a quick exchange of messages, a
prolonged text conversation, a group
discussion in a dedicated online space, or a
Each of these
meanings caries distinct but yet related

pragmatic nuances.

live video broadcast.

5.3 Identity Construction and Digital
Dialects

i1s also
of identity

The semantic shift of ‘chat’
deeply tied to processes
construction and the emergence of new
“digital dialects” (Mukhtar et al., 2024).
The flexibility of digital communication is
often leveraged by users to craft and
perform various aspects of their identity.
This is seen in their choice to ‘chat’ via
text, voice, video or even the specific
platform they use, and the linguistic
features they employ (e.g., abbreviations,

emojis, slang). The making of these
choices contributes to how individuals
present themselves and how they are
perceived within digital spaces. This
reflects the sociolinguistic understanding
that language is powerful tool for social
differentiation and identity formation
(Eckert, 2000).

5.4 Pragmatic Implications: Efficiency,
Immediacy, and Multimodality

The semantic shift of ‘chat’ provides
pragmatic implications that reflect a
broader societal emphasis on efficiency,
immediacy, and multimodal means of

expression in communication. This
efficiency-driven adaptation 1is further
highlighted by the widespread of

multimodal means like abbreviations,
acronyms, and emojis (Mukhtar et al.,
2024). Whereas traditional ‘chat’ could be
spontaneous, digital ‘chat’ often carries an
implicit expectation of rapid response. This
further blurs the

synchronous and asynchronous forms of

distinction between

communication. The immediacy attributed
to the word has brought about new
pragmatic conventions like the use of
“typing indicators” to signal ongoing
responses and the strategic delay in
replying to manage social impressions.

6. Implications for Linguistic Theory
and Lexicographical Practice

6.1 Reconceptualizing Semantic Change

in the Digital Age

The rapid and pervasive semantic shifts
‘chat’
traditional

call for a re-
models of
language change. Historically, semantic

exemplified by
evaluation of

evolution was often conceptualized as a
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gradual and cumulative process that occurs
over extended periods of time and it is
often primarily driven by internal linguistic
mechanisms such as analogy, reanalysis
and slow-moving socio-cultural shifts
(Geeraerts, 2010). The digital age,
however, introduces new variables that
accelerate and diversify these processes:

First, word meanings emerge and diffuse
in digital environments in unprecedented
rates.  This
linguistics  to

challenges  diachronic
develop methodologies
capable of tracking and analyzing semantic
change in near real-time, moving beyond
historical corpora to dynamic, constantly
updated digital datasets (Kulkarni et al.,
2015). The case of ‘chat’ demonstrates that
a word can undergo significant semantic
expansion within a single generation, and
this phenomenon is rarely observed in pre-
digital eras.

Second, digital platforms are not merely
passive contexts for communication. Their
design features actively shape linguistic
practices and, consequently, semantic
evolution (Gibson, 1979). Character limits,
multimodal capabilities, and algorithmic
curation all exert pressure on language
users. Correspondingly, novel forms of
expression emerge along with
contextualizing existing terms. Linguistic

Ire-

theory must, thus, integrate the concept of
technological affordances as a primary
driver of semantic change and account for
traditional cognitive and social factors.

Third, the  digital
empowers individual users and online

environment

communities to become active agents of
linguistic innovation, bypassing traditional
gatekeepers of language (e.g., academies,

publishers)  (Aitchison, 2013). This
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democratization of language change means
that semantic shifts can originate from
grassroots usage and spread virally, rather
than solely from elite or institutional
sources. The evolution of ‘chat’ is a
testament to this bottom-up linguistic
dynamism.

Fourth, the increasing integration of
visual, auditory, and textual elements in
digital communication complicates the
traditional focus on purely linguistic
semantics (Danesi, 2017). The meaning of
‘chat’ in a video call, for instance, is not
solely derived from the spoken words but
also from facial expressions, gestures, and
the visual context. Linguistic theory needs
to develop more robust frameworks for
analyzing meaning-making in multimodal
contexts, where semantic content is
distributed

resources (Forceville, 2009).

across various semiotic

6.2 Lexicographical Challenges and
Opportunities

The observed divergence between

prescriptive and descriptive
lexicographical practices regarding ‘chat’
highlights challenges

opportunities for the field of lexicography

critical and
in the digital age. Traditional dictionaries,
while invaluable for historical and
etymological insights, often struggle to
keep pace with the rapid semantic shifts
occurring in contemporary language use
(Landau, 2001).

The
“lexicographical lag,” where authoritative
sources like the OED are slower to

findings demonstrate a clear

incorporate emergent digital meanings
compared to more agile, descriptive
dictionaries or crowd-sourced platforms
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like Wiktionary. This lag can diminish the
practical utility of dictionaries for users
seeking to understand current language
use, particularly
domains like technology and social media.

in rapidly evolving

Lexicographers face the challenge of
balancing  historical ~ fidelity = with
contemporary relevance.

Platforms like Wiktionary, despite their
potential for inconsistency, offer a valuable
model for capturing emergent meanings in
real-time. Their iterative,
driven approach allows for rapid updates

community-

and reflects actual usage patterns more
closely than traditional editorial processes.
This suggests
lexicography that integrates both expert
curation and crowd-sourced contributions,

a potential future for

leveraging the strengths of each to create
more comprehensive and up-to-date lexical
resources.

The multi-layered corpus methodology
employed this study provides a
framework for operationalizing semantic

in
evolution in a way that is directly
applicable to lexicographical practice. By
systematically analyzing usage across
diverse digital genres (canonical, crowd-
sourced, expert-user, social media),
lexicographers can gain a more holistic
understanding of a word’s semantic
landscape. This approach allows for the
identification of emerging senses, the
tracking of their diffusion, and the
assessment of their conventionalization,
thereby informing the creation of more
accurate and responsive dictionary entries.

The static nature of print dictionaries is
ill-suited to the dynamic nature of digital
language. The future of lexicography likely

lies in dynamic, constantly updated online
@O
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databases that can reflect the fluidity of
semantic change. Such resources could
incorporate usage examples from diverse
digital corpora, track the frequency of
different senses over time, and even
visualize semantic shifts, providing a richer
and more nuanced understanding of lexical

meaning.

6.3 Implications for Natural Language
Processing and Al Interaction

In addition to theoretical linguistics and
lexicography, the semantic evolution of
‘chat’ has profound practical implications
for Natural Language Processing (NLP)
and the design of Al systems that interact
with human language. The ability of
machines to accurately understand and
generate human language hinges on their
capacity to grasp the nuanced and evolving
meanings of words.

NLP models rely on sense inventories
(e.g., WordNet, BabelNet) to disambiguate
word meanings. The rapid semantic shifts
observed in ‘chat’ (e.g., from informal
conversation to Al interaction) mean that
these inventories can quickly become
outdated, leading to misinterpretations by
Al  systems.
updates to sense inventories, informed by

Continuous  data-driven
analyses like this study, are crucial for
improving the accuracy and robustness of
NLP applications.

The context-dependent nature of ‘chat’s’
meaning (e.g., its different connotations in
a gaming chat vs.a professional chat)
highlights the need for Al systems to
develop
understanding. Al models must be able to
infer the intended meaning of ‘chat’ based

sophisticated contextual

on the platform, the interlocutors, and the
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broader communicative goals. This
requires moving beyond static word
embeddings to dynamic, context-aware

representations of meaning.

The semantic shifts, particularly those
involving pejoration or amelioration, also
raise ethical considerations for Al. If an Al
system is trained on a corpus where certain
terms have undergone negative semantic
shifts, it could inadvertently perpetuate
biases or misunderstandings. Continuous
monitoring of semantic evolution in
training data is essential for developing
ethical and responsible Al language
models.

In conclusion, the case of ‘chat’ serves
as a powerful exemplar of how digital
communication 1is reshaping the very
foundations of language. Its semantic

evolution underscores the need for
linguistic theories that are more dynamic
and  technologically informed, for

lexicographical practices that are more
responsive and inclusive, and for Al
systems that are more nuanced and
contextually aware. Understanding these
implications is not merely an academic
exercise; it is crucial for navigating the
complexities of human communication in

an increasingly digital world.
7. Conclusion:

The present investigation into the
semantic evolution of the lexical item
‘chat’ from its onomatopoeic origins to its
multifaceted digital manifestations
provides compelling evidence of the
profound adaptability of language in this
age of rapid technological and socio-
cultural change. Through a multi-layered
analysis canonical

corpus acCross
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dictionaries, crowd-sourced repositories,
expert-user discourse, and social media
platforms, this study has highlighted the
dynamic

interconnection between

linguistic ~ innovation,  technological
affordances and human communicative
needs. The findings also highlight a
significant divergence between traditional
lexicographical practices, which are often
marked by a delay in documenting
emergent digital meanings, and the more
agile, descriptive approaches that capture
the free-wheeling of contemporary

language use.

The metamorphosis of ‘chat’ from a
descriptor of informal spoken conversation
to an umbrella term encompassing text-
based messaging, video conferencing, and
even human-Al interaction, serves as a
powerful microcosm for broader linguistic
trends in the digital age. This semantic
broadening, driven by mechanisms such as
metaphor and metonymy, reflects a
of

communicative acts within environments

fundamental recontextualization
that prioritize efficiency, immediacy and
multimodal expression. The sociolinguistic
analysis further revealed how digital
platforms foster new norms of interaction,
contribute to the blurring of oral and
traditions, and facilitate the
emergence of distinct digital dialects, all of
which deeply intertwined with
processes of identity construction and

literate
are

social network dynamics.

This research has articulated the
implications of these semantic shifts for
linguistic  theory
practice. It

and lexicographical

necessitates a
reconceptualization of semantic change
models to account for accelerated pace,
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technological drivers, and user-driven
innovation. For lexicography, it highlights
the challenges of lexicographical lag and
advocates for more dynamic, responsive
lexical resources that integrate both expert
curation and crowd-sourced contributions.
Furthermore, the study offers critical
insights for Natural Language Processing
and Al interaction, emphasizing the need
for continuously updated sense inventories,
sophisticated contextual understanding,
and ethically informed design in human-Al
communication interfaces.

While this study provides a robust
framework for understanding the semantic
evolution of ‘chat,” future research could
delve deeper into specific platform-based
semantic nuances, conduct cross-linguistic
comparative analyses of similar terms, and
explore the long-term cognitive impacts of

such rapid linguistic adaptation. The
ongoing proliferation of new
communication technologies and the

increasing sophistication of Al systems
ensure that the semantic landscape will
continue to evolve, presenting an enduring
challenge and a rich field of inquiry for
linguists, lexicographers, and technologists
alike. Ultimately, the story of ‘chat’ is a
testament to the enduring vitality of human
language, its capacity to absorb and reflect
the complexities of an ever-changing
world, and its indispensable role in shaping
our digital future.
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