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Abstract  : This article explores the impact of social networks on language change 

from a variationist sociolinguistic perspective. It examines how social ties and interactions 

within different networks contribute to the diffusion and adoption of linguistic features, 

thereby driving language change over time. The study emphasizes the role of social 

network structure, strength of ties, and network density in shaping linguistic variation. By 

analyzing various examples and theoretical insights, the article offers a comprehensive 

understanding of the dynamic relationship between social networks and language 

evolution. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Language is a dynamic and ever-evolving system, constantly shaped by the social 

interactions of its speakers. One of the key factors driving language change is the influence 

of social networks—the webs of relationships and connections through which individuals 

interact and communicate (Milroy & Milroy, 1992). From a variationist sociolinguistic 

perspective, social networks play a crucial role in the diffusion and adoption of linguistic 

features, ultimately contributing to language evolution (Labov, 1972). This article delves 

into the impact of social networks on language change, highlighting how the structure and 

nature of these networks shape linguistic variation over time. 

At the heart of the variationist approach to sociolinguistics is the idea that language 

variation and change are intrinsically linked to social factors (Tagliamonte, 2012). Speakers 

do not exist in isolation; they are part of social networks that influence their linguistic 

choices. These networks consist of various ties—relationships between individuals—that 

can range from strong ties, such as close family and friends, to weak ties, such as 
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acquaintances or colleagues. The strength and nature of these ties, along with the overall 

structure of the network, play a significant role in determining how linguistic features 

spread and evolve within a community (Granovetter, 1973). 

One of the foundational concepts in the study of social networks and language 

change is the distinction between strong and weak ties. Strong ties are characterized by 

frequent and close interactions, often within tight-knit groups such as families, close 

friends, or small communities (Milroy, 1987). These ties tend to reinforce linguistic norms 

within the group, leading to greater linguistic homogeneity. Weak ties, on the other hand, 

are connections between individuals who interact less frequently or belong to different 

social groups. These ties are crucial for the diffusion of linguistic innovations, as they 

provide bridges between different networks, allowing new linguistic features to spread 

beyond their original community. 

The strength of weak ties, a concept introduced by sociologist Mark Granovetter 

(1973), is particularly relevant in understanding language change. While strong ties 

reinforce existing linguistic norms, weak ties facilitate the introduction and dissemination 

of new linguistic forms. For example, a linguistic innovation that emerges within a small, 

tightly-knit community may remain confined to that community if its members only 

interact with each other. However, if members of the community also maintain weak ties 

with individuals in other networks, the innovation is more likely to spread to a broader 

population. This process of diffusion through weak ties is a key mechanism by which 

language change occurs. 

Another important aspect of social networks that influences language change is 

network density. Network density refers to the degree to which members of a network are 

interconnected. In a dense network, most members know and interact with each other, 

leading to a high level of linguistic conformity within the group. In such networks, linguistic 

change may be slower, as the strong internal connections reinforce existing norms and 

resist external influences (Eckert, 2000). In contrast, in a less dense network, where 

members have fewer connections with each other and more connections with outsiders, 

linguistic change may occur more rapidly. The lower internal cohesion allows for greater 

influence from external linguistic practices, leading to a more dynamic linguistic 

environment. 

The concept of network density is closely related to the idea of multiplexity, which 

refers to the number of different social roles or contexts in which individuals interact with 

each other (Milroy & Milroy, 1992). In a multiplex network, individuals interact in multiple 

social contexts, such as work, family, and leisure, with the same set of people. This 

multiplicity of interactions can strengthen linguistic norms within the network, as 

individuals are exposed to consistent linguistic behavior across different contexts. 

Conversely, in uniplex networks, where interactions are limited to a single social context, 

linguistic variation may be more pronounced, as individuals are exposed to different 

linguistic norms in other parts of their social lives. 
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The role of social networks in language change is also evident in the concept of 

linguistic accommodation, where speakers adjust their language use to align more closely 

with their interlocutors (Giles & Powesland, 1975). This process is particularly common in 

situations where speakers wish to express solidarity, build rapport, or integrate into a new 

social group. In the context of social networks, linguistic accommodation can lead to the 

gradual adoption of new linguistic features, especially when individuals frequently interact 

with members of different networks. Over time, these small adjustments can accumulate, 

contributing to larger patterns of language change within a community. 

Variationist sociolinguistics also emphasizes the importance of social identity and 

group membership in language change. Speakers use language not only to communicate 

but also to signal their identity and affiliation with particular social groups. Social networks 

provide the context in which these identities are constructed and negotiated. For example, 

members of a close-knit ethnic community may use specific linguistic features to assert 

their ethnic identity and distinguish themselves from other groups. However, if members 

of this community also maintain weak ties with individuals from other ethnic groups, they 

may gradually adopt linguistic features from those groups, leading to language change. The 

impact of social networks on language change is particularly evident in cases of contact-

induced language change, where speakers of different languages or dialects come into 

contact and influence each other's linguistic practices. In such situations, the structure and 

dynamics of social networks play a crucial role in determining the outcomes of language 

contact. For instance, in situations where members of different linguistic communities 

interact primarily through weak ties, there may be a greater exchange of linguistic 

features, leading to the emergence of hybrid forms or the adoption of loanwords. 

Conversely, in situations where social networks are highly segregated, language change 

may be less pronounced, with each community maintaining its linguistic distinctiveness. 

The digital age has added a new dimension to the relationship between social 

networks and language change. Online social networks, such as those formed on social 

media platforms, provide new avenues for linguistic interaction and innovation. These 

networks often transcend geographical boundaries, allowing individuals from different 

linguistic backgrounds to interact and influence each other's language use. The rapid 

spread of linguistic innovations, such as slang, memes, and new expressions, on social 

media is a testament to the power of digital social networks in driving language change. 

Moreover, the nature of online communication, with its emphasis on brevity, informality, 

and creativity, has given rise to new linguistic norms and practices that continue to evolve. 

However, the influence of digital social networks on language change is not uniform. 

The impact of these networks depends on factors such as the platform used, the 

demographic composition of the network, and the nature of interactions within the 

network. For example, a linguistic innovation that emerges on a platform popular among 

younger users may spread rapidly within that demographic but may take longer to reach 

older users. Additionally, the algorithms that govern social media platforms can influence 
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which linguistic practices gain prominence and which remain marginal, further shaping the 

trajectory of language change in the digital age. 

A practical example: for example, among those who live in rural areas, innovations in 

one language spread more slowly, since they mainly have strong connections. But in the 

city, people infiltrate different social groups through more vulnerable links, and this 

accelerates language change in those groups. 

 It is possible to show news that has become public through weak links on social 

networks. For example, new words that appear on TikTok or Twitter, memes spread 

through other platforms and quickly become popular in the wider community. 

The spread of African American Vernacular English (AAVE)in the United States has 

accelerated through weak links in social media, leading to the language's global popularity. 

When an immigrant joins a new society, they try to bring their language closer to that 

society, and gradually this process leads to language change. 

In conclusion, social networks are a fundamental driver of language change, 

influencing how linguistic features spread and evolve over time. From a variationist 

perspective, the structure and dynamics of social networks—such as the strength of ties, 

network density, and multiplexity—play a crucial role in shaping linguistic variation and 

change. Social networks provide the context in which linguistic innovations are introduced, 

adopted, and disseminated, ultimately contributing to the dynamic nature of language. As 

social networks continue to evolve, particularly in the digital age, they will remain a key 

factor in the ongoing process of language change, reflecting the complex interplay 

between social interaction and linguistic evolution. 
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