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Language, ldentity,
and Virtual ldentity

Sociolinguistics seminar lecture
for MA English / Linguistics students

Focus: how identities are indexed, negotiated, performed and
contested in offline and online discourse

* The deck moves from classical sociolinguistic accounts of identity to discourse-

based and virtual-world approaches.
« Examples are phrased for lecture delivery, with concepts that can be expanded

INn seminar discussion.

Prepared from Benwell & Stokoe (2006); Holmes (2013); Wardhaugh (2006); Ensslin & Muse (2011). 1
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1. Why language Is central to identity

Identity is not outside language; it is made socially visible through language and discourse.

 Sociolinguistics begins from the fact of variation: people do not all speak
the same way, and those differences are socially meaningful.

« Language indexes affiliations, stances, values, authority, intimacy,
expertise and belonging; it helps others place us and helps us place
ourselves.

« Wardhaugh emphasises that an important part of linguistic competence is
the ability to handle variation and the social uses of language — that is,
communicative competence.

« So identity Is not just a social label attached to a speaker; it is an ongoing
accomplishment mediated through choice of code, style, register, accent
and discourse practice.

Sources: Wardhaugh on communicative competence and variation; Holmes on social meanings of code choice. 2



2. Two broad ways of theorising identity

A useful lecture contrast: identity as category versus identity as construction.

Category-based / essentialist Constructionist / discourse-based

tendency tendency

» Treats identity categories such as gender, » Sees identity as emergent, negotiated and
class, ethnicity or age as relatively stable locally produced in discourse and social
explanatory variables. practice.

» Often asks how linguistic variables correlate » Asks how speakers position self and other,
with these social categories. invoke categories and perform recognisable

» Useful for mapping patterns across personae.
populations, but risks reifying identities. » Benwell & Stokoe reject the idea that identity

is simply a fixed property carried by
individuals.

Source: Benwell & Stokoe, Theorising Discourse and Identity.



3. Variationist sociolinguistics: identity as
patterned difference

« Variationist work charts linguistic variables across speakers and
communities and correlates them with social factors such as sex, age,
class, register and group identification.

* |ts strength is descriptive rigour: it shows that identity categories have
statistically observable linguistic consequences.

* [ts limitation, as Benwell & Stokoe argue, is that it can imply a causal
relation: being “a woman”, “working class”, or “Scottish” is treated as if it
straightforwardly causes particular language behaviours.

* For MA students, the key move is not to dismiss variationism, but to ask
what level of explanation it offers and what kinds of identity it can and

cannot capture.

Sources : Benwell & Stokoe on variationism and critique of group accounts.
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4. Speech community, network and community

Qettitpogcaﬁgstrlwge%ecise when we shift from abstract categories to participation.

« Speech community highlights shared norms of interpretation and
evaluation, not simply shared grammar.

 Social network research shows that dense, multiplex ties often support
vernacular maintenance, while looser networks often facilitate linguistic
change.

* Holmes stresses that who we talk and listen to regularly is a major
Influence on how we speak.

« Community of practice refines identity analysis further: people construct
identities through shared activities, goals and routines — not merely
through membership in categories like class or gender.

Sources: Holmes, Chapter 8; Benwell & Stokoe on communities of practice. 5
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5. Language choice and code-switching as

identity work

 In multilingual settings, speakers choose among codes according to
domain, addressee, topic, status and stance.

 But code choice is not merely rule-following: it can be strategic, affective
and identity-laden.

« Holmes argues that people draw on sociolinguistic norms and their social
meanings when they code-switch within a domain; skilled communicators
dynamically construct different facets of social identity in interaction.

* For a seminar lecture, this slide works well with examples of peer-group
solidarity, intergenerational distance, or prestige versus intimacy.

Source: Holmes on code-switching, social meaning and dynamic identity construction. 5
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6. Gender, ethnicity and class: not fixed

essences, but usable resources

Sources

 Earlier sociolinguistic research often asked whether women, men, classes
or ethnic groups speak differently.

« Contemporary work asks instead how speakers draw on linguistic
resources that index masculinity, femininity, authority, localness,
refinement, toughness or authenticity.

* Holmes shows that gender can be constructed rather than simply reflected:
speakers may adopt styles associated with masculinity or femininity
depending on context and role.

 This shift matters because it moves us from “who speakers are” to “what
speakers are doing” with available linguistic and semiotic resources.

: Holmes on the linguistic construction of gender; Benwell & Stokoe on performed identities. =



-
/. Discourse approaches to identity

A lecture bridge from macro sociolinguistics to micro analysis.

« Conversation Analysis asks how identities become relevant turn by turn
rather than assuming them in advance.

 Membership Categorisation Analysis studies how speakers invoke
categories such as mother, newbie, expert, local or outsider and what
actions these categories enable.

* Critical Discourse Analysis examines how texts position subjects and
naturalise ideologies through pronouns, modality, presupposition,
metaphor and evaluation.

» Narrative approaches show how speakers build coherent selves across
time by telling stories of experience, suffering, success, mobility or
exclusion.

Sources: Benwell & Stokoe on conversational, narrative, institutional and virtual identities; Holmes Chapter 14. 8
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8. From place to cyberspace: why virtual

Identity matters

» Digital interaction does not abolish sociolinguistic questions; it intensifies
them by changing embodiment, visibility, temporality and participation.

* Benwell & Stokoe note that the absence of audio-visual context in many
virtual settings encourages attempts to recreate embodiment, deixis and
social presence through discourse.

* Ensslin & Muse frame virtual worlds as socially and discursively
conseguential environments in which communities, identities and spaces
are constructed textually and multimodally.

* Thus “virtual identity” should not be treated as marginal to sociolinguistics,
but as a crucial test case for broader theories of identity.

Sources : Benwell & Stokoe, Chapter 7; Ensslin & Muse, Introduction. 9
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9. What is virtual identity?

Not a separate species of identity, but a distinctive site of identity performance.

» Popular discourse often treats online identity as freer, more playful, more
deceptive and more fluid than offline identity.

« Benwell & Stokoe caution that this may be overstated: if all identity is
constructed, then “virtual identity” may simply name identity work that
happens online.

* The better question is not whether online identities are real, but how
different media reconfigure the resources through which identity is made
legible.

 This pushes students to think in terms of a continuum of virtuality rather
than a binary opposition between “real life” and “virtual life”.

Source: Benwell & Stokoe on defining virtual identity and the online/offline continuum. 10
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10. CMC as discourse: how online language

compensates for absence

« Computer-mediated communication (CMC) often lacks co-present gaze,
gesture, prosody and immediate embodied feedback.

* |ts distinctiveness comes partly from compensatory strategies: typographic
emphasis, emoticons, abbreviation, stance markers, explicit deixis,
guoting, threading and metacommentary.

* These are not merely technical quirks; they are resources for stance,
alignment, politeness, irony, intimacy and conflict.

 For sociolinguistics, the key point is that medium-specific affordances
shape what kinds of identity performances become easy, difficult, risky or
normative.

Source: Benwell & Stokoe on genre-specific realisations of CMC and the absence of audio-visual context. 11
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11. Avatars, embodiment and the “second self”

* Virtual worlds such as Second Life complicate the idea that online identity
Is disembodied: users act through designed bodies, not through “no body”.

* Ensslin & Muse’s volume shows that virtual identities are constructed not
only linguistically but also through visual, spatial and multimodal design.

 Avatar choice can reproduce dominant norms — idealised bodies, gender
stereotypes, consumerist aesthetics — even in spaces celebrated as
liberating.

« At the same time, avatars can enable experimentation, ironic performance,
role-play, hybrid embodiment and alternative forms of public presence.

Sources: Ensslin & Muse volume on avatars, embodiment and virtual worlds. 12
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12. Community, norms and authenticity online

* Virtual communities are not norm-free. They develop expectations about
expertise, participation, etiquette, insider knowledge and acceptable style.

» Benwell & Stokoe analyse categories such as “newbie” to show how rights
and obligations are negotiated in online communities.

* This means authenticity online is interactionally achieved: it is granted,
challenged or withheld by others through discourse.

A useful teaching point: anonymity may widen identity options, but
communities quickly rebuild social order through norms, policing and
categorisation.

Source: Benwell & Stokoe on membership categorisation, politeness and newcomer identities in online communities. 13
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13. Methodological and ethical questions for

researching virtual identity

* What counts as “public” discourse online? Benwell & Stokoe discuss the
debate over whether public message boards can be treated like other
public texts.

« How should researchers deal with anonymisation, traceabillity,
screenshots, usernames and platform-specific context?

« Which method suits which data: corpus approaches, discourse analysis,
ethnography, CA/IMCA, multimodal analysis, platform studies?

» A strong MA-level conclusion is that online identity research must combine
linguistic analysis with attention to affordances, interface design and
community norms.

Sources : Benwell & Stokoe on ethics and message-board data; Ensslin & Muse on multimodal textual construction. 14
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14. Conclusions and seminar prompts

« Language does not simply express identity; it helps constitute it in
Interaction.

 Offline and online identities should be approached through the same core
sociolinguistic questions: variation, indexicality, stance, positioning,
categorisation and normativity.

* Virtual environments intensify older issues — performance, embodiment,
authenticity, power and community — rather than replacing them.

* For seminar discussion: (1) Is virtual identity analytically distinct? (2) Which
discourse methods best capture identity-in-interaction? (3) How do
platforms reshape what counts as an authentic self?

Core readin% base for the lecture
* Benwell, B. & Stokoe, E. Discourse and Identity (esp. Chs. 1, 2, 7)

* Holmes, J. An Introduction to Sociolinguistics (Chs. 2, 8, 12, 14)
* Ensslin, A. & Muse, E. (eds.) Creating Second Lives
* Wardhaugh, R. An Introduction to Sociolinguistics (communicative competence; identity and variation)

This lecture deck is designed for adaptation into a 60—90 minute MA seminar. 15



