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Hacker slang is a specialized form of informal language that developed within techni-
cal and digital subcultures, particularly among programmers and computing enthusiasts
since the 1960s. Originating in environments like the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology (MIT), this unique lexicon reflects both the technical ingenuity and playful spirit
of early hacker communities. Drawing on foundational sources such as the Jargon File
and key works in sociolinguistics, this article explores the origins, evolution, and func-
tions of hacker slang as a distinct linguistic register.

Slang is generally understood as informal, creative, and often provocative language used
by specific social groups to express identity, emotion, and group solidarity. Hacker slang
builds on these qualities, employing abbreviation, symbol substitution, wordplay, and
novel word formations to enable precise technical communication while simultaneously
reinforcing community identity. Terms such as “hack”, “leet”, and “pwn” exemplify
how language in these subcultures blends technical reference with social meaning.

The study also examines how hacker slang has migrated from underground circles into
mainstream technology discourse. Words that were once obscure or playful are now
widely recognized in IT, cybersecurity, and popular media. This shift illustrates broader
linguistic processes such as semantic change, lexical innovation, and social indexing.
Understanding hacker slang thus contributes to a richer view of how language evolves
in tandem with technology and how digital communities shape modern communication.

Key words: hacker slang, Sociolinguistics, digital subcultures, language evolution, se-
mantic shift, technical language, computer science language.

XAKEPCBbKWH CJIEHT: EBOJIIOLIA, BUSBHAYEHHA
TA COLIOJIHIBICTUYHI ®YHKIIIT
Ky3nenosa I'aymna
cTapInii BUKJIagay
OnecpKuii HalliOHAJIBHU YHiBepcuTeT iMeHi 1. I. MeuynukoBa

Xakepcokuil crene — ue cneyianizosana gopma HeghopmanvHoi mosu, wo cgopmy-
6a1ACS 8 MEXHIYHUX [ YUPPOsUX cYOKYAbMYpax, 30Kpema ceped npoepamicmie i eH-

my3ziacmie Komn’romeprux mexnonoeiil, nouurarouu 3 1960-x poxie. Lleii yHikanvruii
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NeKCUKOH BUHUK Y cepedoguuiax Ha 3pazox Maccauycemcbko2o mexHoaoeiuHoeo in-
cmumymy (MIT) i gidobpaxcae sk mexuiuHy sunaxioausicme, mak i epaiiaueuii 0yx
nepuiux xakepcokux cninvHom. Cnuparouuce Ha ocHoeHi Oxcepeaa, maki ax The Jargon
File, a makooic karouosi npayi 3 coyioninesicmuku, cmamms 00CAI0HCYE NOXOONCEHHS,
€8010Ui10 Ma QYHKUIT XAKepCbK0o2o cAeH2y AK OKPeMO20 MOBHO20 PEECMpY.

Cnene 3a3euuaii po3ymiemocs K He@OPMAanbHa, KPeamugHa i 4acmo npoeoKamueHa
M08a, AKY GUKOPUCMOBYIOMb NEGHI COYIaNbHI epynu 041 8UPANCEHHS I0eHMUYHOCHI,
emouiil ma epynoeoi conidapnocmi. XakepcoKuii caeHe TPYHMYEMbCA HA YUX XAPAK-
mepucmukax, 3acmocogyrouu abpegiamypu, 3amiHy CUMBOAI8, epy cAié ma Ho8i c1080-
MeopeHHs 0151 MOYHO20 MEXHIMHO20 CRIAKYBAHHS 1I 0OHOHACHORO0 3MIYHEHHS CNIAbHOM -
Hoi idenmuunocmi. Taki mepminu, sk <hack», «leet> i «<pwn», inrocmpyroms, 5K M0o8a
yux cybKyabmyp NOEOHYE MexHiuHe 3HaAYeHHs 3 COUIANbHUM 3MICHOM.

Y emammi makoorc pozersoaemoca, sk XaKkepcoKuil ciene nepeiiios i3 8y3vbKocneyiani-
308aH020 8CUMKY 00 3a2anbH020 MexHiuHo20 duckypcy. Croea, Axi pawiwe 6yau mano-
gidomumu abo ycapmienrusumu, menep wupoko euxopucmosyromocs ¢ 1T, kibepoesneui
ma nonyasprux media. s mpancgopmayis intocmpye wupuwi MoeHi npoyecu, 30Kpema
ceManmuyHi 3pyuieHHs, AeKcuunti iHHoeayii ma coyianvhy indexcayiro. JlocaiodceHns
XaKepcbKoeo CAeH2Y CRPUAE 2AUOUIOMY PO3YMIHHIO 020, K MOBA PO3BUBAEMbCA PA30OM
i3 mexHnonoeiamu, i K yU@dposi cninbHOMuU GNAUBAIOMb HA CYHACHY KOMYHIKAYH0.
Karouosi caosa: xaxepcokuii caene, coyioninegicmuka, yugposi cyokyabmypu, e6onro-
Yis MOBU, CeMAHMUHUHE 3PYUleHHS, MEeXHIYHA M08, MOBA KOMN IOMEPHUX HAYK.

Introduction. This article offers a comprehensive analysis of hacker slang
as a dynamic linguistic phenomenon that bridges technical innovation and
social identity within digital subcultures. Unlike prior works that focus sole-
ly on technical jargon or sociolinguistic theory, this study integrates histori-
cal perspectives, semantic shifts, and subcultural language features to reveal
how hacker slang evolves both internally and in interaction with mainstream
discourse. It also highlights practical implications for IT education, sug-
gesting sociolinguistic awareness as a valuable skill for future technology
professionals. This research employs a qualitative literature review meth-
od, drawing primarily on seminal hacker lexicons such as the Jargon File,
alongside academic linguistic and technological sources. The study analyzes
key slang terms and their semantic developments to illustrate sociolinguistic
phenomena like language change and group identity construction. It also
synthesizes examples from online hacker communities and historical doc-
umentation to trace the evolution of hacker language from subculture to
mainstream use.

Slang is a dynamic linguistic phenomenon that plays a vital role in ex-
pressing identity, emotion, and social affiliation (Yule, 2020). Often viewed
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as a marker of group membership, slang reflects shared values, humor, and
cultural experiences within communities (Eble, 1996). Among various
forms of slang, hacker slang stands out as a specialized subset developed
within technical and digital subcultures. Emerging from the early days of
computer science at institutions such as the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT), hacker slang exemplifies how language innovation is
driven by technological contexts and subcultural identity (Raymond, 2003).
This article explores the evolution, definitions, and sociolinguistic functions
of hacker slang, drawing on seminal sources like the Jargon File and aca-
demic literature.

The aim of the article is to explore hacker slang as a type of language
that mixes technical terms with subcultural identity in digital communities.
It looks at how this slang has developed over time, what its main features
are, and how it functions socially and linguistically. The article also shows
how hacker slang influences communication, group identity, and the way
language and technology interact in both hacker culture and wider society.

Results and discussion. Slang is broadly recognized as informal, non-
standard vocabulary used by specific communities. Dictionaries consistent-
ly describe slang as highly informal language, typically spoken rather than
written, and associated with particular social groups. For example, the Cam-
bridge Dictionary (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.) defines slang as “very infor-
mal language that is usually spoken rather than written, used especially by
particular groups of people.” The Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford English
Dictionary,n.d.) emphasizes its context-specific usage, while the Merri-
am-Webster Dictionary highlights slang’s coinages and unconventional ex-
pressions (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, n.d.). Similarly, the Collins English
Dictionary notes that slang is used among people sharing common interests
(Collins English Dictionary, n.d.). Yule further characterizes slang as “very
informal language variety” that can include “new and sometimes not polite
words” and is generally avoided in formal speech or writing (Yule, 2020: 259).

From a sociolinguistic perspective, slang exhibits fluid boundaries
between formal and informal varieties (Eble, 1996; Green, 2014). An-
droutsopoulos (2014) discusses the internal heterogeneity of slang, where
distinct lexical repertoires emerge within subgroups, reinforcing social
identities and group solidarity. Partridge (2006) observes that slang varieties
may differ as much from each other as they do from the standard language.
This diversity underscores slang’s complexity as a social and linguistic phe-
nomenon.
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For this study, slang is defined as “informal, often playful or provocative
language used by particular groups to express identity, emotion, or in-group
belonging” (Yule, 2020).

Slang is typically casual, creative, and highly expressive, serving im-
portant social functions within communities (Eble, 1996). It often em-
ploys innovative word-formation processes such as blending, clipping, and
borrowing to create novel terms (Green, 2014), for example, “slurping
squares”/“munching squares” — blend of action + shape creating evoca-
tive terms for graphics hacks (Wickipedia) or “mung” — originally recur-
sive acronym “Mung Until No Good,” blending “mung” + acronymic play;
“slurp” — clipped from “slurp in,” used to describe reading an entire file
into memory (The Hacker’s Dictionary, 1983). Hackers borrow English
technical terms and adapt them across languages—in creative, sometimes
humorous ways: German: mount — mounten — gemountet; grep — grepen —
gegrept. They also enjoy creating surreal wordplay using overgeneralization
and novel suffixes e.g. “winnitude”, “lassitude”, “cruftitude”, “lameitude”
adding “-itude” onto any noun for comic effect. Beyond their literal mean-
ings, slang terms frequently carry connotative or affective meanings that
communicate attitude, humor, or social stance.

Notably, slang is rarely found in formal communication contexts like
academic writing or official documents, instead flourishing in everyday con-
versation, online forums, and subcultural spaces (Crystal, 2001). Its rapid
evolution is driven by cultural shifts and technological advancements, with
new terms emerging, spreading, and either fading or becoming mainstream
(Partridge, 2006; Yule, 2020).

Historically, many words once classified as slang in the mid-20th century
have been assimilated into everyday language, reflecting evolving social at-
titudes towards informal speech (Green, 2014). We can illustrate this trend
with the following examples:

1. “Bug”. Early computing engineers (e.g., Grace Hopper in 1947) used
“bug” to describe flaws or glitches in systems. Now it is also widely used in
non-technical contexts (e.g. “There’s a bug in my phone”) (Green, 2014;
Ceruzzi, 2003).

2. “Crash”. It was used as a slang among early programmers to describe sys-
tems suddenly stopping or failing. Now it is commonly used outside IT tech-
nologies (e.g., “My phone crashed,” “ The website crashed”) (Green, 2014).

3. “Cloud”. It was initially used for representing abstracted storage/pro-
cessing; visualized as a cloud diagram in network maps. Now it is ubiquitous
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across digital services (“Save it to the cloud”, “I don’t have the file on my
laptop—it’s in the cloud”) and many more. (Green, 2014; Raymond, 2003).

This ongoing transformation illustrates the permeability of the boundary
between slang and colloquial language.

Hacker slang developed during the 1960s and 1970s in early computing
communities, particularly at MIT, where pioneering programmers crafted
a distinctive lexicon that mirrored their technical expertise and subcultural
values (Raymond, 2003). The term “hack” was originally used to describe
a clever or innovative technical solution, reflecting the creative and playful
spirit of the early hacker community (Levy, 1984).

The Jargon File, a comprehensive glossary of hacker slang compiled by
figures such as Eric S. Raymond, captures this unique lexicon and the hack-
er philosophy of curiosity, mastery, and humor (Raymond, 2003; Thomas,
2002). Hacker slang is characterized by brevity, frequent abbreviations, and
symbolic forms. A well-known example of hacker slang is “/eet” (also writ-
ten as 1337), which comes from the word “elite”. In “leet speak”, letters
are replaced with numbers or symbols that resemble them in appearance—
for example, “E” is written as “3” and “T” as “7”. This form of writing
was originally used by hackers and gamers to demonstrate technical ability
and to mark their identity as part of a specific subculture. It also functioned
as a playful method to avoid detection by outsiders, such as moderators or
authorities, while highlighting the creative and exclusive nature of hacker
culture. (Raymond, 2003). The term “pwn”, which originated as a typing
mistake of the word “own ”, illustrates the hacker community’s inventive use
of language and its way of signaling membership within the group. (Thurlow
& Brown, 2003).

Beyond communication, hacker slang functions as a social marker that
fosters group solidarity while maintaining exclusivity, as its complexity and
ambiguity often exclude outsiders (Thurlow & Brown, 2003).

Further we would like to illustrate some cases of semantic shift within
hacker slang. The term “hack” provides a clear example. Originally emerg-
ing at institutions such as MIT during the 1960s, “hack” referred to an
ingenious, elegant technical solution—often improvised to operate within
hardware or software constraints (Levy, 1984:42). These clever program-
ming ideas reflected the hacker community’s emphasis on creativity and
problem-solving.

By the 1980s, the meaning of “hack” began to change. Influenced by
media coverage and growing concerns about computer security, the term
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started to be associated with unauthorized access or breaking into systems
(Thomas, 2002). This shift reflected a broader change in how society viewed
computer users. However, the original meaning—focused on skill and cre-
ativity—has remained within technical communities. Today, academic and
professional discussions often use terms like “ethical hacking” or “penetra-
tion testing” to highlight hacking as a legitimate and valuable activity (Ray-
mond, 2003). This change in meaning—where “hack” has both technical
and illegal meanings—shows how hacker slang can develop in different di-
rections. It reflects how language in subcultures is shaped by both the com-
munity’s own values and the way society talks about them.

Another case is with the term “phreak” that comes from combining
“phone” and “freak”, and it refers to people who explored and experiment-
ed with telephone systems, especially in the 1960s and 1970s. According to
The Jargon File, phreaking was “the art and science of cracking the phone
network,” often done to make free long-distance calls. Early “phreakers”
saw this as a fun and clever challenge, not as theft. They discovered how
the phone network worked by studying the system’s tones—like the famous
2600 Hz signal—and even built devices called “blue boxes” that let them
control calls. Over time, however, as more people learned these tricks, some
began using them for illegal purposes, such as stealing phone card numbers.
This change caused a divide in the community between those who were cu-
rious and those who were breaking the law. Even though phone systems later
changed and tools like blue boxes became outdated, some early “phreakers”
kept practicing as a way to honour the creativity of the original culture.

Many hacker slang terms have transitioned from subcultural sector usage
to mainstream technical and popular discourse. For example:

— “root” was originally a Unix term for the “superuser” with full access
to a system, but today it generally means having complete control over a
computer or device (Raymond, 2003);

— “script kiddie” started as an insult for beginners who used ready-made
hacking tools without really understanding them. Now, it’s a common term
in cybersecurity to describe unskilled attackers (Jargon File, n.d.);

— “exploit” used to be a hacker term for code that takes advantage of
security flaws. Today, it’s widely used in both tech and media to describe
attacks on software weaknesses (Jargon File, n.d.);

— “Botnet” means a group of infected computers secretly controlled by
someone, usually for harmful purposes. It’s now a standard word in discus-
sions about internet security (TechTerms, n.d.).
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These examples show how the line between slang and formal technical
terms is often blurred, highlighting how new words created in subcultures
can influence official language (Yule, 2020).

Before 1970, specific mechanisms of jargon formation — termed “jar-
gonification”— were identified within hacker and technical cultures. These
included verb doubling, sound-alike slang, the ‘-P’ suffix convention, over-
generalization, spoken inarticulations, and anthropomorphization. While
verb doubling, overgeneralization, anthropomorphization, and spoken in-
articulations have become widespread, sound-alike slang remains mostly
confined to institutions like MIT, and the ‘-P’ suffix is predominantly used
among Lisp programmers (Raymond, 2003). Here are some examples in
accordance with the above mentioned:

— Verb Doubling: repeating a verb for emphasis, as in “hack-hack,” to
show ongoing action. This reflects natural speech patterns and persistence
(The Jargon File, n.d.).

— Sound-Alike Slang: creating playful words that sound like others, such
as “frob” from “frobnicate”, common in academic hacker groups like MIT
(The Jargon File, n.d.).

— ¢-P’ Suffix: in Lisp programming, functions ending with -p (e.g., “ev-
enp”) indicate a true/false test, marking function type within that environ-
ment (Steele, 1990).

— Overgeneralization: broadening a word’s meaning, like “bug”, which
moved from meaning a hardware insect fault to any system error (Levy,
1984).

— Spoken Inarticulations: use of filler sounds like um or er to show hesi-
tation or pacing, common in hacker and tech conversations (Crystal, 2001).

— Anthropomorphization: giving human traits to machines, such as say-
ing a computer “hangs” or a program “cries,” to make technical issues eas-
ier to understand (Baron, 2008).

Conclusion. Hacker slang shows how special communities create new
language to serve both technical and social needs. It helps people commu-
nicate quickly and clearly using abbreviations, while also building a sense of
group identity and culture (Crystal, 2001; Thurlow & Brown, 2003). When
hacker slang becomes part of common technical language, it reflects larger
social language changes, new word creation, and how language signals so-
cial belonging (Yule, 2020).

Studying hacker slang improves our understanding of how digital sub-
cultures influence language change, showing the close relationship be-
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tween technology, society, and communication. This research benefits
linguistics and fields like computer science by revealing how language
shapes community identity and technical practices (Crystal, 2001; Levy,
1984).

Future research could examine variations within hacker slang, such as
differences across groups, locations, or skill levels. This might involve an-
alyzing real-time language from online forums, coding communities, and
cybersecurity groups to track linguistic trends (The Jargon File, n.d.; Ray-
mond, 2003). In practice, this research can be applied in I'T and cybersecu-
rity education by creating courses on the sociolinguistics of hacker language
to help students grasp cultural and communication aspects of their field,
assigning projects where students study hacker communities to connect lan-
guage research with technology use.

By linking linguistic study with IT education, future research can offer a
fuller understanding of technology’s social side and better prepare students
for their professional environments.
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