
POWER DYNAMICS &
LANGUAGE

APPROPRIATION ON THE
INTERNET

 

A  D I G I T A L  Z I N E

B Y  L E A H  W R I G H T



SOCIAL
MEDIA
CONNECTS
US.

One of the greatest things about having so much

information at our fingertips is that we have so many

different cultures and voices at our fingertips too,

especially through social media.



But there is a downside to social media,
too. Posts, tweets, and status updates
have the tendency to emulate casual
speech very well. 

And often, when people encounter a
dialect that is unlike their own, they
have the tendency to either correct it, or
take it. 

In 2016, some of the top slang words
and phrases were "bae," "on fleek,"
"woke," "lit," "thicc," and "Bye
Felicia."
 
All of these originated from AAVE, or
African American Vernacular English. 

!!



Try this...
Think of how many times you've

heard "on fleek" used by

someone who wouldn't normally

speak AAVE, who is trying to be

funny on the internet. 

because AAVE is a historically oppressed dialect, and is often seen as unprofessional

when spoken by black people in an institutionalized setting. But when words are taken

from their original dialects and languages, the meaning of the word can be warped and

changed, and it's seen as "cool" or "hip" if used casually by someone who isn't black.

This is Problematic...



I can think of some verified companies...



Just trying to connect

with a younger

audience who thinks

these words are funny. 

Oppressed dialects

and languages are not

marketing strategies.

ihop



At first glance this seems like

a harmless tweet — a local

California aquarium

attempting to use Twitter to

connect and interact with

their younger national

audience. 



“I’m certain that @MontereyAq didn’t

realize that they were basically comparing

Black women to animals by using AAVE

developed [words] to talk about Black

women’s bodies to describe an animal."

Professor Chandra Prescod-Weinstein

"Organizations that are not

Black run or specifically

focused on Black audiences:

don’t do things like this.

@MontereyAq, this tweet

contributes to a hostile

environment for Black people,

including Black scientists.

AAVE isn’t a meme for white

consumption."

Professor Chandra Prescod-Weinstein

“... if your social media team were racially

diverse, someone probably would have

caught this."

@KateClancy



The Monterey Bay Aquarium did issue an apology

shortly after the backlash came out...

"In particular, several terms referenced

originated from African American Vernacular

English (AAVE) and specifically reference Black

women’s bodies. Using them in a sea otter

meme without that background makes

insinuations we never intended."

"If our tweet alienated you, please know

that we are deeply sorry, and that we offer

our sincerest apologies."

@MontereyAq



But that didn't stop the rest of (mainly white) twitter
expressing there was no need for an apology.

Everyone is so touchy.
It was a meme. The
internet needs to calm
down. 

@Exotic_ispunkd

Name one thing
millenials aren't
offended by. 
 
I'll wait. 

@itsSoto42

No one should
apologize for being
funny. It's a freaking
sea otter. 

@iMikeZero



So... when is it 

Sharing Language

And when is it

Cultural Appropriation?

Dialect and language fusion is a natural
process, especially in the mobile society we
live in today. Words in the English language
like "rendezvous" and "laissez-faire" come
from French, and the word "schmooze"
comes from Yiddish. 
 
These words have been added to the Oxford
English Dictionary, and are frequently used
by speakers of many different languages
and dialects. 

Cultural appropriation happens because
those in power want to commodify the
groups they’ve cast out.
 
By othering people, the dominant group also
makes the marginalized seem different, and
therefore desirable. So they want to become
like them, using their slang to seem cool but
in reality they're invading spaces, and the
institutionalized racism still exists.
 
 



So... What?
Keep in mind that cultural and language appropriation
comes in to play when there is some sort of power
dynamic, and yes, having a social media platform gives
people a power dynamic.
 
Having any sort of platform, whether it be a social media
account, a blog, or the desire to write and publish a book, is
a gift, and it's essential to learn how to use these platforms
ethically and successfully. 
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