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In this paper, I discuss the variation of usage of two iconic deictic lexical items in an 

online community. These iconic deictics, ^ and <--, are sequences of non-alphabetical symbols 
resembling arrows and used for anaphoric reference; however, in the particular community I 
studied, these symbols have grown to take on semantic meaning outside of, but derived from, 
deixis. ^ is used to indicate agreement with a previous utterance, and <-- functions as a pseudo-
pronoun; furthermore, these semantic extensions coexist with the deictic meanings. In my 
analysis, I describe the patterns of variation and connect the meaning change process to other 
phenomena not only in online environments (such as emoticons, e.g. Yuasa et al. (2006)), but 
also in spoken language, notably grammaticalization such as that described by Armstong (2008) 
and Laitinen (2002).    

I use data collected from my ethnography of a community of World of Warcraft players 
to describe the variation of arrow-shaped deictics. I extracted uses of ^ and <-- from my corpus 
of chat data and coded for available demographic and linguistic information, including speech 
situation (social or task-oriented), chat channel, network membership, intended meaning, and 
date of use. Since this is an online environment, traditional demographic information (such as 
age and gender) was not available. My initial hypothesis was that I would find a change in 
intended meaning over time; however, I find that the speech situation is the key factor in the 
pattern of use, which reflects the presence of different communities of practice within the larger 
game community.  

This study not only documents an interesting linguistic phenomenon, but shows 
connections between language processes in text-only and spoken language; in turn, this study 
informs spoken language theories by providing evidence for variation processes from a new 
medium of interaction. 
 


