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Conventions and Abbreviations


Throughout this book, corpus examples are reproduced verbatim as far as possible. To preserve data integrity while ensuring clarity, the following conventions are used:

 

General notational conventions


	Italics — original text under analysis or highlighted linguistic items.


	Bold — in corpus examples, highlight negative self-identifiers (NSIs).


	Bold italics — in tables, the lemma heading when listing multiple attributes for the same verb (e.g., be: difficult, pointless).


	verb: attribute/value — attributes or values listed after the verb (e.g., be: 0 degrees).


	(n) — token frequencies in tables (shown in italics).


	(n = X) — token frequency in table captions (shown in italics).


	[NAME] — anonymized usernames or identifying details.


	[word] — editorial corrections of typos or minimal additions.


	[function] — bracketed function tags after pronouns (e.g., it [impersonal]) label grammatical function and are not editorial insertions.


	[…] — omitted material.


	[QUOTE], [PICTURE] — non-authorial text or non-verbal elements.





Chapter 8 (transitivity analysis)


	get [become] — verb-sense disambiguation.


	these [caves] — referent supplied from proximate co-text; ([anaphoric ref] for distal).


	it [impersonal], there [impersonal] — impersonal uses of pronouns.





Analytical abbreviations


	CA = Conversation Analysis


	NP = noun phrase


	NSI = Negative self-identifier


	SFL = Systemic Functional Linguistics


	To. = token (individual occurrence in the corpus)


	Ty. = type (unique lexical item or construction)


	sb. = somebody (used in glosses)


	sth. = something (used in glosses)






Foreword


Negative self-identifiers (NSIs) of the type “I + copula + NOT + indefinite NP” (noun phrase) are a fascinating starting point for studying the links between linguistic micromanagement of identity in interaction and broader questions about the performance and conceptualization of the self in digitally mediated contemporary social life. By mobilizing categories of negative self-identification in anonymous, disembodied online encounters, users indicate which identities they perceive to be situationally relevant. Thus, NSIs can be seen as a conversational resource (Ekström & Stevanovic 2023) that offers a reflexive comment on the speaker’s perception and stance toward what is interactionally accomplished. Doing, rather than having, an identity could also be seen as part of a broader shift in contemporary social life, challenging traditional notions of selfhood and its relation to language. United by topics of shared individual interest, people interacting online linguistically perform identity through affective alignment with community norms (Little et al. 2003; Androutsopoulos 2014; Tagg et al. 2017). 

Since the study presented in this book was conducted, forums such as Reddit have revived and gained significance, and community norms are increasingly materializing in platform architecture, abstracting and reflexively shaping forum-specific interaction even more, and deemphasizing or renegotiating the role of local, material boundaries such as nationality, language, and gender (Page et al. 2014). Thus, forum interaction simultaneously foregrounds the importance of (shared) individuality (Lüders et al. 2022) and platform-specific perceptions of authenticity – that is, being different and unique (Giddens 1991; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001; Leppänen et al. 2015). Against this background, the question that initiated this study appears even more relevant from today’s perspective: Which identification categories are felt to be relevant enough to be disclaimed, in which contexts do these occur, and what are their functions? The answer provided by this study also paves the way for research into a further question that has since gained significance: How do forum users strategically position themselves to authenticate their claims (Sierra 2023) and connect with others in digitally enabled conversations online? In light of recent sociopolitical developments, the link between identity, authenticity, and credibility has become increasingly salient. The confrontational nature of anonymous, digitally mediated interaction and the heightened risks associated with identification – not just who is writing, but whose authority their voice is taken to represent – only reinforce the importance of exploring this connection. 

This book develops a theoretical and methodological framework to qualitatively and quantitatively identify the multiple functions of NSIs, a context-dependent meaning potential (Ochs 1996; Aijmer 2013). It exemplifies how a corpus-based pragmatic study of a single formally defined structure can reveal patterned linguistic choices and provide windows onto speakers’ metapragmatic awareness, that is, their evaluations of what is pragmatically appropriate or ‘sayable’, and by whom (Silverstein 2003; Spitzmüller & Warnke 2011), in online contexts (Marwick & boyd 2011).1 Thus, it represents an approach to discourse analysis that links meticulous linguistic analysis to broader questions about language and the social world, assuming that the “big things reside in the small things, and the most inconspicuous and uniquely situated social action is, in that sense, ‘systemic’ and ‘typical’” (Blommaert et al. 2018: 5).

The data for this study is a corpus of 936 instances of NSIs in English, used on UK-based web forums. A web forum is defined as a “[w]eb application for publishing user-generated content under the form of a discussion” (Morzy 2013: 1) that “brings people together with [a] shared interest and mind-set” (Biriyai & Emmah 2014). At the time of data collection in 2019, traditional forums were already considered a dying medium (Dee 2017; Sterling 2017), and the now-exploding visibility of reimagined forums like Reddit – which, at the time of writing, boasts over 108 million users and more than 100,000 active communities (Reddit 2025) – was not yet on the radar.

Importantly, the study also predates a series of major sociopolitical and digitally amplified crises that have since aggravated epistemic uncertainty, undermined trust in traditional institutional sources of knowledge, and intensified ideological polarization driven by algorithmic recommendation systems (Chen et al. 2021; Muñoz et al. 2024). At the time these (now largely obsolete) forums were studied, bots did not participate in interactions, algorithms did not yet filter or distort participation, and research still relied heavily on manual coding rather than artificial intelligence (AI)-supported analysis. In this sense, the present book offers a snapshot of corpus-pragmatic research on digital discourse just before everything changed.

However, this does not diminish the significance of its results or design. On the contrary, when viewed against the backdrop of paradigmatic shifts in public discourse at the broadest societal level, the study’s findings – modest in statistical significance though they may be – appear all the more noteworthy. Shortly before a state of “permacrisis” (Musolff 2023; Bradford et al. 2024; Edmiston et al. 2025) came to define a “new normality” and began to undermine consensus on a “shared reality” (Wehrle 2023; Farkas & Schou 2023), this study already revealed discursive struggle (Fairclough 2010) over epistemic certainty and credibility in anonymous expert communities (Au & Eyal 2022).

Two paradigms of identification were found to stand out in the data: expertise on the one hand, and preference on the other. Functional analyses revealed that both types of NSIs serve tightly intertwined epistemic and social functions. The formulaic phrase I’m not an expert was found to be routinely used to metapragmatically frame subjective opinions as non-absolute, thus allowing speakers to perform their individually accrued expertise while formally canceling the power differential implied by metadiscursive processes of explaining, rationalizing, and assessing information (Silverstein 2003). Conversely, negative self-identification with highly specific preferences emerged as a powerful way of indexing awareness of choice, indicating that performing, rather than claiming expertise through linguistically demonstrating experiential knowledge could be a socially preferable strategy of enacting expertise while aligning with fellow users. Thus, the performance of expertise in online forums appears to be contingent on users indexing their ability to navigate the pluralizing and ever more specialized systems of knowledge (Grundmann 2017).

Beyond presenting novel insights about the pragmatics of online interaction and linking them to questions of key societal relevance, this book offers a transparent account of how a research project situated at the interface between pragmatics (Jucker et al. 2018) and critical discourse studies (CDS) (Unger et al. 2021) can be conceptualized and implemented. Building on research first developed in my doctoral thesis, it traces a trajectory from theorizing a structure with meaning potential, through the compilation of a corpus and its software-assisted analysis, to the critical contextualization of results. Conducted by a single researcher within relatively tight temporal and financial constraints, the project is presented in a way that does not shy away from acknowledging the caveats and obstacles that may arise when independently carrying out original research. Thoroughly grounded in relevant linguistic and discourse-theoretical frameworks, the book synthesizes theories about the social world, identity, and social media to explain why negative self-identification is a pragmatically noteworthy choice that can be examined to learn about conceptualizations that structure meaning-making in online interaction. The study contributes methodologically by demonstrating how micro-level analysis can be combined with explicit reflection on rigour and limitations. It qualitatively analyzes a self-compiled, secondary corpus of web language, employing a range of concordance programs and showing how this kind of data can be manually and automatically annotated to quantify insights about semantic meanings and pragmatic functions.

Since this study was conducted, and at the time of writing this foreword, there has been enormous technological progress, especially with major advances in artificial intelligence. Collecting and analyzing comparable social media data today would involve different methods – and probably more effectively so. For example, large language models like ChatGPT (OpenAI 2025) can write code to enable much faster and more systematic data collection, and the latest concordance software such as SketchEngine (Kilgarriff et al. 2014) allows for much easier and more automated processing and visualization of linguistic data.

Despite these advances, this study may be of particular interest to readers seeking to expand their knowledge of methodological decisions that lie beneath analyses seemingly effortlessly performed by software. For example, the book discusses challenges involved in systematically and transparently establishing criteria for categorization of natural language, highlighting that language – including metalanguage and analyses based on it – is a choice, which in turn is affected by contextual factors. Just as different researchers would code data slightly differently, automated linguistic analyses are not necessarily unbiased. The study could also be of interest to those interested in how texts can be systematically analyzed for communicative accomplishments, as it draws together notions that may be employed to categorize and measure discourse units at and beyond the clause level and their formal-functional relationships. By offering meticulous linguistic analyses of discourse around NSIs and situating the results in their immediate and wider social contexts, this book makes a methodological and conceptual contribution to critical linguistic research on the relationship between language, identity, and knowledge as claimed and negotiated on social media. It raises questions about the semiotic strategies that legitimize expert identities in the ‘post-truth’ era (O’Callaghan 2020) and the social practices through which opinions are formed (Cano et al. 2024).

In this sense, this study not only captures a particular moment in the evolution of digital discourse but also offers conceptual tools for understanding how language practices both shape and respond to shifting sociotechnical conditions. While the forums analyzed may no longer exist in the same form, the dynamics they reveal – around identity, expertise, and epistemic positioning – remain central to contemporary online life. As digital platforms continue to evolve, the questions posed here gain new urgency, and the analytical approach developed may inform future investigations into the discursive negotiation of selfhood, credibility, and community in a rapidly changing communicative landscape.

 

Vienna, September 2025

 

Eva Triebl 
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1 Introduction





1.1 Background to and motivations for the study



This study explores how speakers use language to discursively manage their social identities in informal communicative situations. More precisely, it investigates the discursive and social functions served by variants of one particular linguistic structure – NSIs of the type “I + copula + not + indefinite NP” – in English language as used by writers in UK online discussion forums. Formally, the structure is defined as “I + copula + NOT + indefinite NP”; functionally, the indefinite NP serves as an identifying expression, a perspective developed further in Chapter 3.3. Representing informal written conversations and, thus, highly interactive discourse, these forums are a promising discourse site for studying NSIs. The data for this study is a randomized corpus of 936 variants of the structure in their co-text of usage, annotated for formal, semantic, and functional aspects. This corpus was examined both qualitatively and quantitatively, the latter with the help of the concordance software WordSmith 5.0 (Scott 2008).

NSIs are pragmatically interesting structures because they serve to defeat explicit or implicit identity claims present in the immediate co-text, the situational context, or the wider cultural context of the utterance, and thus “display significant contextual and interpersonal meanings in addition to their ideational sense” (Jordan 1998: 706). For instance, while the utterance I am not a doctor could be a direct response to the question Are you a doctor?, it also has the potential to interact with and modify its co-text and context, guiding the interlocutor’s interpretation of the speaker’s utterance. To take two examples from my corpus, the NSI in Sounds like asthma to me, but I’m not a doctor reduces the epistemic status of the speaker’s diagnosis; in I’m not a doctor and this is just my experience, the NSI serves as background against which the (preceding or following) text referred to by this is represented as ‘just experience’, and thus as epistemically inferior, and hedges the clause coordinated by and.

Being or not being a doctor – and the motives for making this relevant in the context of a forum discussion – might also have implications beyond the local discourse context: certain discourse functions of the structure might transtextually correlate with certain contexts of usage, pointing to patterns of meaning-making or conceptualizations underlying how speakers routinely manage the interpretation of their utterances on web forums. These forums allow individuals with ever-more specific interests to informally interact across spatial distance, irrespective of factors that might separate them in real life. In these discourse contexts, marked by similarities rather than differences between participants, the question of what functions negative self-identification serves becomes particularly interesting. In other words, in certain communicative situations, ‘not belonging’ might be more important than ‘belonging’ to a particular social group, and this might relate to higher-order conceptualizations of the social situation enacted and the social world represented in these communicative situations.

Difference and differentiation, rather than sameness and identification, appear to be key paradigms of contemporary social life, characterized by a reconceptualization of identity toward individualization (Giddens 1991; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001; Bauman 2012; Rosa 2013). Next to globalization, marked by an ‘outsourcing’ of, for example, governance functions of the state to supranational bodies, individualization is the second constitutive feature of late modernity. Individualization can be defined as a process by which the individual becomes the center of social agency, that is, an ‘insourcing’, foregrounding individual choice and responsibility, as well as backgrounding the role of membership in more traditional social categories and the constraints they impose (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001). 

In this context, the categories people choose to identify with – and conversely, the pool of categories they choose not to identify with – might be proliferating, as social life, just like the free market, is increasingly diversified, that is, fragmented into ever-smaller fields of interest, expertise, and consumption choices. As social life and relations are also increasingly fast-paced, identity might also become an increasingly unstable, fluid, and continually transforming category, leading people to identify with a plurality of concepts and to highlight different aspects of their self-identities from one situation to the next, self-consciously weighing the risks and benefits involved in identity representation and negotiation.

According to Rosa (2013: 4), “social changes can be either analyzed ‘macrosociologically’ as alterations in ‘objective’ social or systemic structures or investigated ‘microsociologically’ from the viewpoint of a subject-centered social science as a transformation of logics of action and self-relations”. By microlinguistically examining the pragmatic functions of NSIs, this study seeks to contribute insights into how persons interacting on web forums linguistically manage their utterances and, thus, their social relations, in informal written conversations. It also seeks to find if particular functions served by particular variants of the structure can be observed across texts, and if so, what underlying conceptualizations structure such functional patterns. Thus, my study aims to bridge the gap between studying local instances of language in use and addressing questions on the level of the macrosociological context from a critical discourse analytical perspective.





1.2 Research questions



The research questions guiding this study were developed to explore both the linguistic patterns and the broader conceptual and sociopolitical implications of NSIs in online forums. While each question is addressed in detail in the chapters indicated below, they are closely interconnected, all grounded in the assumption that language use is shaped by – and in turn helps shape – the social world in which it occurs. Accordingly, the question of broader sociopolitical implications runs through all three research questions and is addressed, where relevant, across Chapters 7 to 10.

 

RQ1 (Chapter 7)


	With which nouns and noun phrases do forum users negatively identify?


	To which conceptual categories can these nouns and NPs be assigned, and how prominently (in frequency and lexical variation) are these categories represented?





RQ2 (Chapters 8 & 9)


	What are the formal–functional relations of NSIs in my corpus and their clause-internal and clause-external co-texts?


	What are the meanings and functions of co-texts with certain formal links to the NSI structure, and how frequently are they represented in the corpus?


	Do co-texts with specific meanings and functions occur together with particular conceptual categories of NSIs in patterned ways?





RQ3 (Chapter 10)


	What patterned relations can be observed between conceptual categories of NSIs and types of discourse contexts?


	What do these reveal about underlying conceptualizations of self-representation in web forums?







1.3 Structure of the book



To answer these questions, the book follows an hourglass-shaped structure: it begins with a broad theorization of identity and the self, then narrows its focus to a detailed linguistic analysis of NSIs, proceeding through increasingly fine-grained levels of co-text and context. In the final chapters, the perspective widens again to critically interpret the findings in light of their sociocultural and sociopolitical embeddedness. This structure allows the study to move between micro-level linguistic analysis and macro-level questions about discourse, identity, and contemporary social life.

Chapter 2 contextualizes the study and the social research interests it pursues. It reviews literature on different conceptualizations of identity and the self, focusing on how various linguistic approaches understand the relationship between language, mind, the self, and the social world. It also situates this book in a broader contemporary social context, raising questions about late-modern identity conceptualizations that can be addressed in a critical study of NSIs in use. The chapter further discusses web forums as the local discourse context in which negative self-identification is examined, explaining what makes them particularly well-suited sites for exploring how people discursively manage their identities in informal written conversations.

Chapter 3 theorizes negation in general – and NSIs specifically – from the perspectives of formal semantics, grammar, and pragmatics. It lays the theoretical foundation for studying the effects realized by the meaning potential of the structure “I + copula + NOT + indefinite NP” as used in authentic discourse contexts. The chapter also explains the criteria for selecting structural variants as data for analysis.

Chapter 4 theorizes negative self-identification from a functional perspective, explaining how structures like NSIs can be approached as multi-indexical meaning potentials whose functions depend not only on the value of the indefinite NP, but also on the textual, situational, and broader social contexts in which they are used. To explicate possible relations between individual utterances and (what is considered to constitute) context, the chapter reviews various linguistic theories that approach language-in-use and different levels of context. These range from theories that consider minimal textual and/or social context, such as traditional speech act theory and conversation analysis (CA), to those that treat context as a central departure point, such as systemic functional linguistics (henceforth SFL) and corpus-based approaches that study paradigmatically compiled discourse samples to quantitatively examine microlinguistic choices across texts. I then explain how a corpus-based pragmatic study of negative self-identification can be embedded in the broader framework of corpus-based CDS, which seek to uncover conceptual configurations that structure meaning-making in discourse as part of social practice. The chapter concludes by presenting the discourse model for studying NSIs developed in this study.

While Chapter 4 considers negative self-identification in relation to different conceptualizations of textual and non-textual context – seeking to theoretically bridge the gap between the linguistic structure in focus and the contexts in which people use language to contrast themselves with particular concepts – Chapter 5 discusses how the corpus of 936 instances of negative self-identification used in web forum discussions was collected, and what metatheoretical and methodological principles guided the process of data collection and analysis.

Chapter 6 elaborates on the analytical approach, introducing the formal–functional framework that provided the conceptual basis for annotating the data and analyzing the meanings and the meaning relations of and between NSIs and their co-texts. It also presents the annotation scheme applied prior to – and refined during – the analysis.

Chapters 7, 8, and 9 report and discuss the results of the analysis. Chapter 7 presents a conceptual profile of the indefinite NPs used in all instances of the NSI structure in the corpus, addressing RQ1. It concludes with a discussion of the implications of these findings and formulates expectations about the conceptual strategies that appear to guide how NSIs are used on web forums.

Chapter 8 focuses on how NSIs relate to their immediate co-texts. It presents both qualitative and quantitative analyses of the formal links between the structure and its surrounding sentences or clauses, and explores the experiential functions these co-texts perform in discourse.

Chapter 9 builds on this by examining how particular co-texts contribute to the meaning and function of specific NSIs. It also zooms in on two illustrative examples, analyzing their functions in their textual and situational context and relating them to broader questions about social meaning, epistemic stance, and discursive positioning.

The final chapter, Chapter 10 addresses RQ3, summarizing the study’s findings and critically discussing their sociocultural implications.

 



2 Identity, (Negative) Self-identification, and the Social World



While this study is primarily a linguistic project – analyzing authentic language use in particular contexts to explore the meanings conveyed by a structure with meaning potential – the impetus for analyzing negative self-identification in the first place is the assumption that notions of belonging and not belonging are undergoing transformation in the contemporary social world. In the words of Rosa (2013: 5), “[s]ocial-structural processes of modernization cannot occur without some correspondence in the construction of subjective senses of self, in other words […], social-structural transformation through modernization must necessarily go hand in hand with a transformation of identity”.

To lay the groundwork for positioning this within the wider sociocultural context about which it ultimately seeks to provide insights, Section 2.1 first presents different conceptualizations of identity and the self as found across disciplines, with a focus on issues of identity most relevant in the current sociopolitical climate. It also explains how different linguistic approaches view the relationship between language, mind, the social world, and identity. Section 2.2 then discusses specific identity-related concerns that are central to the research questions of this study. Section 2.3 moves from the broader social context to the specific context of linguistic interaction examined here – namely, web forums. It sketches the field of research on online communication and explains what makes web forums a particularly fruitful site for studying identity and negative self-identification.



2.1 Conceptualizing identity



It is possible to roughly distinguish four conceptualizations of the self. First, there are essentialist cognitive conceptualizations based on the notion of rational social actors reflexively creating their identities. These assume a prediscursive, ‘true’ (sense of) self. Second, there are psychoanalytic theories of the self, for which Freud (1923/1961) laid the cornerstone by being the first to challenge the essentialist notion of a single ‘entity’ constituting the self. This perspective conceptualizes the self as primarily a psychological, but also a social phenomenon. Third, social/collective identity models mainly define identity through social group membership (Tajfel & Turner 1986). Finally, there are discursive approaches, which are interested in (collective rather than individual) identities as discursively constructed and negotiated socio-cognitive representations (Koller 2012). In the following section, I briefly outline these conceptualizations, focusing on those most relevant to the present study.



2.1.1 Identity as an individual project



Contemporary popular representations of identity are largely dominated by the notion of authenticity, which can be understood in two (related) senses. First, authenticity can refer to a ‘unique’ self in the Romantic sense, which one should seek to express (Boas 1964: 1). Second, and particularly salient in late modernity, it can refer to a perceived coherence between online and offline persona.

Historically, this idea of a self-created, authentic identity goes back to Enlightenment thinkers such as Locke and Descartes, whose dictum cogito ergo sum (“I think, therefore I am”) sums up the view of the self as cognitively constituted.

However, in the contemporary context of late modernity, the individual – less and less constrained by traditional social norms and regulations based on collectivity – is becoming the central unit of social life. This phenomenon has been discussed as individualization. Individualization involves the reflexive ‘design of the self’ with an emphasis on individual agency and represents one of the key global transformations of social life, alongside risk, pluralizing choices, and perpetual change (Giddens 1991; Beck 1992; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001).

Today, two features of the contemporary social world are particularly influential in how people constitute a sense of authentic self and manage their identities in social interaction: the internet and the notion of choice between (mostly consumption-related) lifestyles. Owing to the internet, meanings are no longer anchored in place but are de-localized and negotiated paradigmatically on a global scale by “users who do not share a previous offline connection” (Androutsopoulos 2014: 63) – a phenomenon Giddens (1991) calls “disembedding mechanisms”. According to Dawson (2013: 87), choice represents “the first theme of late modernity”: online communication offers increasingly complex repertoires to choose from when reflexively managing identity in superdiverse settings (Vertovec 2007, 2015; see also Creese & Blackledge 2018). In these online settings, “[the] seamlessly carried out identification process in face-to-face interactions is challenged” (Bahri et al. 2018: 1).

As a result, authenticity in this second sense has become increasingly important, serving as a marker of trustworthiness (Seargeant & Tagg 2014: 7). At the same time, late-modern self-representations are often marked by a foregrounding of paradigmatic affiliations, whereby the paradigms of belonging frequently reflect highly semiotized consumption choices. Some have even argued that products have become “consumers’ extended selves” (Mittal 2006: 550). In marketing, for instance, “the idea that consumers use brands to express their identities has led many companies to reposition their products from focusing on functional attributes to focusing on how they fit into a consumer’s lifestyle” (Chernev et al. 2011: 66).

There has long been a tendency for companies to rebrand themselves as ‘authentic’ employers. Numerous studies (e.g., Kaneko 2005; Mautner 2005; Mautner 2010; Teixeira & Dill 2011; Tomlinson 2017) have examined the now-established climate of marketization in public institutions – including higher education – where differentiation through corporate identity strategies has become increasingly significant. This means that belonging to a global, lifestyle-based community can be intertwined with social difference and inequality. As Giddens succinctly puts it: “Modernity fragments; it also unites” (1991: 189).





2.1.2 Identity as a product of the social



The foregrounding of differentiation and ‘authentication’ through lifestyle choices – rather than affiliation via more traditional social categories such as class, gender, or race – has been critically discussed by theorists who adopt a more social or collective perspective on identity. For example, Dubrofsky and Wood (2014: 282) criticize “the privileging of self-reflexivity and seemingly authentic displays in a context marked by post-racism (i.e., racism no longer exists; we can ignore race altogether) and post-feminism (i.e., gender equality has been reached; there is no need for feminist activism)”. Benwell and Stokoe (2006: 19–20), in a similar vein, argue that “contemporary, late modern and populist notions of the ‘true’, ‘authentic’ self, enshrined in a thousand self-help books and magazines”, corroborate “the ideal of self-fulfillment at the expense of political engagement often deemed to be a feature, or even crisis, of late modern society”. Movements such as Black Lives Matter – which has developed “from a social media post to a global phenomenon” (Maqbool 2020: n.p.) – demonstrate that these ‘traditional markers’ of identity have by no means become obsolete.

The idea that identity is primarily a social construct is, among others, represented by social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner 1986), which assumes that affiliation with an in-group and differentiation from out-groups is central to one’s sense of self and, therefore, to one’s actions and behavior. In linguistics, the assumption of social group identities as variables to be correlated with other linguistic variables underlies variationist sociolinguistic approaches to language study. For example, in variational pragmatics, language use has primarily been studied in terms of its relation to social communities viewed as relatively homogeneous (Schneider & Barron 2008).

This perspective on identity is not without its critics, either. Cameron (1990: 85), for instance, describes such communities as “descriptive generalizations”, arguing that correlating them with particular linguistic variables “in fact do[es] not explain anything”. Similarly, Sealey and Carter (2001: 3) contend that “social categories cannot be regarded as given, independent variables to be deployed in the way that correlative models imply”. In the context of today’s globalized, highly mobile society – marked by large-scale migration – we are confronted with “an exceptional demographic situation characterized by the multiplication of social categories within specific localities” (Wessendorf 2014: 2). This situation has been studied through the lens of superdiversity (e.g., Blommaert & Rampton 2011; Arnaut 2012; Androutsopoulos & Juffermanns 2014).

The internet is a key driver of superdiversity, “both by enabling migrants to maintain links with their home countries and by bringing people together into groups shaped by common interest or purpose, regardless of geographical distance or of ethnic, cultural and linguistic difference” (Tagg & Lyons 2018: 312). Superdiversity challenges “groupism” (Brubaker 2004) insofar as it seeks to explore and critically question the centrality of “certain bases of social differentiation which cross-cut national origin or ethnic group affiliation (especially class and race) […] in super-diverse settings” (Foner et al. 2019: 3).

This means that it is becoming increasingly difficult to even unproblematically establish social groups as variables to be correlated with particular varieties of language use. To address this perceived explanatory gap between abstract social categories and concrete linguistic practice, approaches such as interactional sociolinguistics focus on the study of language as part of situated social interaction. These approaches assume that shared common ground is not a prediscursive given but is constructed in speech events that are embedded in, and conditioned by, the broader social context (Auer et al. 2014).





2.1.3 Identity as a discursive construction 



Just like the (critical, social constructionist) concept of discourse, the view of identity as discursively constituted is mainly associated with the work of Foucault (1972) and reflects the broader linguistic turn across the humanities and social sciences at the end of the 20th century. As Fox (2023: 361) explains, this turn entails a shift toward understanding reality not as something fixed and given, but as something shaped and produced through language. An important prerequisite for the adoption of a discourse-based conceptualization of identity was its theorization not as innately ‘given’, and modifiable by rational subjects, but as a socio-cognitive concept. In other words, an individual subject with conscious and unconscious mental processes is socialized and, thus, becomes part of a society and a participant in social and discursive practices.1 Foucault’s concept of the self is inextricably linked to his theory of discourse and based on the assumption that what one can be, at a particular point in time, corresponds to what can be said and, thus, known, which means that subjects are “unfinished product[s] of discourse” (Benwell & Stokoe 2006: 30). This view is, in principle, shared by critical theories of discourse. According to Fairclough (2003), styles – defined as ways of being – can be considered inculcations of discourses as particular representations of the world, serving as frameworks for identification, constitutive of and reflected in people’s identity representations and enactments. Similarly, socio-cognitive approaches theorize identity as representations of ‘ways of being’, which are socially constructed and shared in and through historically and culturally situated discourse (cf., e.g., van Dijk 2003; Koller 2005). In reference to Hall (1996/2011), Benwell and Stokoe (2006: 31) explain how radically constructionist views of identity that see subjects as mere products of discourse fail to recognize that a subject “must have some kind of psychic coherence and existence prior to discourse” to actively perform an identity. 





2.1.4 From linguistic (non-) identification to the material social world 



In linguistics and approaches based on it (to be discussed in Chapters 3 and 4), the relation between language in use, conceptualizations, power, and the material world is far from being unanimously agreed upon. Different approaches to studying language in use have different positions on the significance of local (negative) self-identification with respect to questions of identity beyond the immediate communicative situation or even the wider social context. For example, both SFL (Halliday 1978; Halliday & Matthiessen 2014) and CDS (e.g., van Dijk 2009) adopt a social constructivist perspective on language use. This perspective views identity as socially and thus linguistically constituted and considers any linguistic choice as conditioned by and serving a function in the situational context, embedded into and shaped by the larger socio-historical context. Within this shared perspective, CDS in particular takes an interest in inequalities between social groups and assumes that language features in action and interaction, social relations, and the material world as ways of acting, representing, and being (Fairclough 2003: 25). Such approaches therefore a priori consider the sociopolitical context of discursively enacted and negotiated identities. In contrast, linguistic approaches rooted in ethnomethodology, such as CA and membership categorization analysis (Sacks 1972; Schegloff 1988), have traditionally rejected the consideration of questions of identity beyond what is actually articulated in the conversations studied. While contextual variables such as gender or class are acknowledged to potentially influence talk, it is a requirement in CA to prove that these features are actually made relevant by participants as they interact on their own – not the researcher’s – terms (Schegloff 1992).

The question of whether or not it is possible (and fruitful) for a linguistic study of talk to take a strictly empirical and apolitical stance, instead of ‘imposing’ categories on the data that might only figure in the researcher’s understanding of the conversation, has been debated among CA and CDS practitioners. For example, Billig (1999) argues that it is questionable whether there can be an entirely neutral perspective on studying language in use that does not make any reference to speakers’ identities and orientation toward particular social orders beyond what is evident in the talk. Seeking to reconcile the empirical grounding of categories such as identity in CA with the view that concrete textual events are informed by broader conceptualizations of the social world, the genealogical approach combines CA’s attention to interactional detail with an orientation to macrostructures and cultural-historical contexts. It thus recognizes discourse as an interpretative framework and a point of orientation in particular interactions (Wetherell 1998: 403).

In a similar vein, in narrative theory, interactionally enacted identities are considered as meaningful in relation to narratives, which are embedded in the broader context of cultural narratives (Page & Thomas 2011). Beyond knowledge and views informing how speakers manage their linguistic self-representation in particular situations, critical realist practitioners of CDS such as Sealey (2012) stress the relevance of non-textual aspects of speakers’ identity, such as concrete, material obstacles shaping their experience of the world. Also, to a certain extent, it is necessary to recognize the existence of non-textual features of identity for CDS to be able to study language used by particular social groups (e.g., examining how marginalized groups discursively construct their identities requires assuming commonalities between texts produced by people sharing a particular subject position, cf. Koller 2013: 573).





2.1.5 Conceptualization of identity in this study 



My study sees identity work as primarily accomplished in discourse (Benwell & Stokoe 2006) and shares the assumption held by interactional sociolinguistics (Gumperz 1982; Coupland 2014) that meaning-making in interaction can be studied to explore “speakers’ perceptions of the relationships between linguistic forms and social realities” (Tagg et al. 2017: 30). Against this background, it considers the micro-functions of NSIs to learn how speakers use them to position themselves in relation to their utterances, and thus socially frame their interpretation in potentially patterned ways (Goffman 1981). These are considered to point to assumptions structuring how speakers reflexively use language to enact and explicitly contrast themselves with particular identities in forum discussions, which are embedded into the wider context of contemporary social life (Blitvich & Bou-Franch 2019: 4). Being interested in the categories speakers make relevant when linguistically managing their self-representation in online interaction, the analyses conducted for this study do not consider speakers’ real-life identities in the sense of “bundles of demographic characteristics” (Eckert 2012: 88). Consequently, it does not matter whether an NSI was uttered by a 60-year-old male person from China on a diabetes forum or by a 10-year-old Austrian girl on a gaming forum. Like variationist studies of pragmatic markers (Aijmer 2013), my study takes a quantitative approach to studying what functions NSIs, as meaning potentials, are routinely used to fulfill. 

This means that the main focus of this study is not, at least not primarily, to present a “situated, ethnographic investigation of unfolding interactions” (Tagg et al. 2017), but rather to conduct a microlinguistic, corpus-based analysis of instances of the focal structure. To bridge the gap between such microlinguistic analysis of a sample of NSIs in their proximate co-texts and questions about identity in relation to wider macrosocial concerns, I first situate the discussion in Section 2.3, where web forums are introduced as contexts in which linguistic strategies of (non-)identification become a particularly interesting phenomenon to investigate. Section 9.3 then develops this by discussing two instances of NSIs in more detail, considering participants’ online identities as represented on two particular forums.





2.2 Conceptual struggles around negative self-identification 



Given the context outlined above, the question remains as to what makes it interesting, in social research terms, to study negative self-identification rather than affirmative self-identification. Moreover, what conceptualizations characterizing the representation of identity in contemporary discourse might be considered worthwhile studying – or even critically questioning? The grounds for studying negatives linguistically are mainly pragmatic: negatives make presuppositions about the textual and non-textual context of usage. However, the prominence of the notion of authenticity and, thus, differentiation in late modern discourses of identity also suggests that not belonging – rather than belonging – might figure among the conceptualizations underlying people’s (online) self-representations.

I have already explained that one large-scale social trend that appears relevant is the increasing centrality of the individual as the primary unit of social life, increasingly less constrained by traditional social norms and collective regulations – a phenomenon referred to as individualization (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001). Individualization can, according to Vandenberghe (2015: 117), be seen as inextricably linked to globalization, in that the two form a “dual process” in late modern society. Individualization represents one of four main trajectories of social change in contemporary life, which is also marked by consumerism (as a consequence of capitalism as the dominant sociopolitical paradigm since modernity), scientization (a development based on rationalization), and subpolitization (emerging from modernity’s democratization) (Kelly & Charlton 1995; Wagner 2012; Marko 2015a).

Two trends along the trajectories of scientization and subpolitization appear especially noteworthy regarding the issue of identity and identification: the role and status of (different kinds of) experts against the background of increasing fragmentation and democratization of authority and knowledge. These will be discussed in more detail in Section 2.2.1, and related tendencies toward anti-elitism and populism in Section 2.2.2.



2.2.1 Contemporary notions and representations of expertise



This section defines the concept of expertise and discusses its role in late modern society. Because expertise emerges in my data as one of the most salient conceptual domains of NSIs, it is discussed in greater detail than other aspects of identity, with particular attention to how expertise and lay expertise have been theorized in late modern contexts. Firstly, the role of expert systems in the context of a society marked by heightened sensitivity toward perceived risks is outlined. Then, I explain how experts can be distinguished from non-experts – a differentiation necessary to discuss issues such as power differentials between the two groups, as well as phenomena like the increasingly important role of lay expertise in online contexts. My review also refers to constructionist views of expertise, which are a prerequisite for explicating the role of language in establishing expert identities and, thus, trustworthiness in interaction.



2.2.1.1 Expertise and expert systems in risk society



Risks, which are “socially manufactured and predicated on the awareness of a potential threat” (Vandenberghe 2015: 144), have come to feature prominently not only on a global scale (e.g., in discourses of terrorism or global warming) but also in individuals’ everyday lifeworlds. They are key factors even in very private decision-making situations – from major life choices such as whether or not to marry, to mundane decisions such as which brand of cereal to buy (Lash & Wynne 1992: 3).

In this context of decisions being seen as determining factors in individuals’ ‘self-designed’ biographies, the role of expert systems (Giddens 1993: 29) has gained momentum. These are systems of technological, professional, and scientific knowledge that are simultaneously insourced and outsourced, according to Lash (2001: 11, in his foreword to Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001). Specific knowledge is increasingly centered within the individual, who may be an expert in one highly specific area and, due to flatter hierarchies in access to knowledge and greater freedom of choice, can access and use information more easily to make reflexive life decisions (insourcing). At the same time, knowledge is lifted out of its original context and circulates globally as abstract (or expert) systems (outsourcing). This means that while the individual may possess deep knowledge in one area of life, they are likely to lack expertise in many others – and thus need to consult external sources of knowledge. However, these external sources – that is, individual experts or institutions that produce and disseminate knowledge – are themselves subject to the dynamics of economic, cultural, and technological change, and therefore compete with one another. This makes it more difficult to assess the status of the various expert systems available. Possessing and using (the right kind of constantly evolving) knowledge has therefore become a continuous struggle between different groups believed to hold or share particular kinds or amounts of knowledge.

On the one hand, Beck (1992: 58) argues that there is a contrast between, simplistically put, experts (“the technical people” who define what the risks are) and non-experts (“the public” who are informed about risks and thus placed in a passive role). Experts, in this sense, are conceived of as those capable of rational, evidence-based reasoning and, thus, are often equated with the natural sciences. Williams (2014: 1), too, refers to the notion of “professional experts armed with science, technology, and unquestionable authority”. The relationship between experts and non-experts has been discussed in terms of power asymmetries, face management, and mutual (mis-)understanding (Bromme & Jucks 2018), especially in health contexts (e.g., Roter & Hall 2006; Wirtz et al. 2006), but also in legal counselling (Godden & Walton 2006). These discussions have also been part of a larger trend toward increased client-centeredness (Bigi 2011: 67).

On the other hand, risk society has amplified “a struggle among rationality claims, some competing and some overlapping” (Beck 1992: 59), that is, there is growing competition among, and increasing skepticism toward ‘accredited’ experts. As Walton (1997) argues, an expert’s authority rests on mutual recognition of their expertise – a status that can be critically questioned not only by peers, but also by non-experts (Dear 2004: 206; Stehr & Grundmann 2017). In this context, Beck (1992: 61) highlights the importance of the social perception of rationality – that is, what is perceived as rational is no longer exclusively for the sciences to determine, especially since science itself, in their view, has contributed to the creation of many present-day risks. As laypeople go about their daily lives, they “themselves become small, private alternative experts in risks of modernization” (ibid.).

It should be noted that associating expertise with scientific knowledge and non-expertise with the absence of such knowledge is an oversimplification. First, it is possible to conceptually distinguish between knowledge and expertise. Williams (2014: 1) argues that expertise “refers to something more instrumental and pragmatic”, whereas knowledge may be seen as “more ‘meaningful’ and hermeneutic”. Elaborating on this distinction, Grundmann (2017), drawing on Bauman (1987), defines experts as interpreters rather than legislators, whose primary skill is advice-giving – that is, the ability to “mediate between the production of knowledge and its application; […] define and interpret situations; and […] set priorities for action”. From this perspective, the notion of expertise implies a “pragmatist take on knowledge” and suggests that knowledge without experience – or not gained through experience (i.e., tacit knowledge) – does not qualify as expertise.

Second, expert identities – like any other identities – are best seen as construals of discourse rather than as a binary presence or absence of knowledge. In other words, participants must linguistically enact expert identities in order to be perceived as credible sources of advice or help, particularly when they lack formal qualifications (Armstrong et al. 2011; Harvey & Koteyko 2013; Rudolf von Rohr et al. 2019). As Rudolf von Rohr et al. (2019: 242) point out, discursive credibility management is just as important for experts as it is for laypeople, since “being perceived as a credible expert is connected to establishing trust” (ibid.: 221; cf. also Mackiewicz 2010a, 2010b). 





2.2.1.2 Lay (online) expertise 



Representing “a core pillar of the modern information society” (Johnson 2021: n.p.), the Internet has become a vital source for retrieving, sharing and negotiating information for experts and laypeople alike. KhosraviNik and Unger (2016: 207) use the term “participatory internet” to refer to a culture on the Web 2.0 that is marked by changing relations of communicative power (KhosraviNik 2018). Indeed, as Herring (2004: 26) puts it, “it has become a truism that computer-mediated communication (CMC) systems, as compared with previous communication technologies, are cheap, fast, and democratic”. In this context of technological advance and democratization of knowledge, there has been a growing tendency for skepticism toward experts (in the abovementioned sense of those with formally accredited, technical knowledge), and the relationship between experts and laypeople has been observed to undergo change by, for example, Kerr et al. (2007). In fact, the very notion of what constitutes expertise has been called into question (e.g., by Williams 2014), with the role of lay experts, sharing their knowledge and experience on various platforms, having become more important, especially since the early 2010s. 

Lay experts have been defined as ordinary people with knowledge in a specific field of expertise that is based on their personal and thus subjective experience rather than scientific evidence (Rueger et al. 2021: 7). The concept of lay expertise challenges the conceptualization of laypeople as “empty vessels waiting to have their vacant heads filled” by experts (Williams 2014: 1). This can be related to developments in present-day web communication, in which “previous dichotomies such as author/audience and amateur/professional are becoming porous” (Seargeant & Tagg 2014: 3). In fact, the opposition between ‘ordinary people’ and ‘technical people’ and, respectively, between knowledge gained from experience and knowledge gained from formal education, appears to be based on a rather static, one-dimensional concept of expertise that is increasingly being challenged. 

As shown by the example of expertise created by people commonly referred to as ‘nerds’ and ‘geeks’ (Tocci 2009; Coleman 2017; Postill 2018), the knowledge and skills of certain groups of people who may not be accredited professionals working for authorized institutions can nevertheless be extremely technical. In fact, this expertise, considered by scholars such as Coleman (2017: 94) to be based on collectivist beliefs and exchanged in “free spaces” (such as forums) on the web, can ‘overpower’ the systems based on expertise held by official experts and become an instrument for undermining corporate monopolies (e.g., by providing free alternatives to programs, games and operating systems) or civil disobedience (e.g., in the case of hacker activism). Rudolf von Rohr et al. (2019: 220), too, reject the assumption that particular groups of people can be linked to particular types of expertise, pointing out that different interactional situations may require access to and bring forth different types of expertise created not only by individuals, but also by groups. As forum users try to jointly solve problems by relating their experiences with the issue of concern, for example, they act as ‘swarm intelligence’, with their individual lay accounts co-constructing expertise. This expertise, by virtue of being ‘tailored’ to a particular user’s problem, might indeed be even more useful than formal expertise available, for example, on an official website or in expert literature on the subject. 

Research on lay beliefs in the field of health has shown that the beliefs of ordinary people represent complex systems of knowledge that not only reflect societal conceptualizations about health and illness but also influence how people affected by certain health conditions cope with them (Lawton 2003; Taylor & Bury 2007; Barker & Galardi 2011). Online communication about health and illness on platforms such as forums can be considered to empower laypeople because it enables them to connect across geographic boundaries to share their experiences and generate novel forms of expertise. These potentially move beyond strictly scientific, medical explanations. It has been found that the health advice given by lay experts is highly appreciated among peers, and seen as useful (e.g., Mattson & Hall 2011), emotional support (e.g., Bar-Lev 2008, McBride 2011), complementing information by and facilitating communication with doctors (e.g., Rupert et al. 2014), but also representing a potential challenge to formal medical expertise (e.g., Crooks 2006; Radin 2006; Rueger et al. 2020). It has been observed that lay experts often tend to orient toward the same explanations for health conditions as medical professionals, emphasizing, for example, the role of lifestyle choices for health and ill-health and, thus, the importance of individual decision-making (Sosnowy 2014; Williams 2014). Nevertheless, the subjective nature of lay beliefs and the potential inaccuracy of information provided by peers online can pose a challenge in consultations with medical professionals insofar as this information might not be consistent with, or may even contradict, doctors’ views (Rueger et al.  2020: 2). This means that the need to epistemically frame information is likely to be higher when discussing delicate topics such as health, as there is a risk of inaccurate information causing damage to participants’ real-life physical existence. Thus, by contrasting themselves with medical expertise to hedge the information they share, speakers interacting on medical forums seek to prevent their advice having counter-productive effects. As my discussion of an expertise disclaimer in Section 9.3.2 shows, though, the construction and negotiation of lay expertise is highly relevant not only in online discussions on health issues, but also appears to play an important role in forums devoted to discussing information technology (IT) issues on an advanced level. Irrespective of the topic discussed on a particular forum, another reason why speakers may generally be more careful when presenting their (lay) knowledge and views online could be fears of their postings becoming “extextualized” – that is, lifted from their original context and reinterpreted by different, unpredictable audiences (Seargeant & Tagg 2014: 40) – and damaging their reputation on the forum (and, potentially, beyond).1

The notion of lay expertise has also been extensively discussed in relation to other genres of CMC, for example, online consumer reviews, also referred to as eWOM (electronic word-of-mouth) (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004). As Vásquez (2014: 65) explains, consumer reviews are a ‘digitally native’ genre providing a novel form of lay expertise previously unavailable, namely user-generated content about product experiences. As a form of expertise, emanating from laypeople one does not know personally, eWOM has rendered expertise “distributed, geographically dispersed, and interpersonally removed” (ibid.: 66). Just as lay medical expertise may “lessen the information asymmetry” between patients and doctors (Rueger et al.  2020: 5), online consumer reviews help consumers make informed, and thus less risky, purchasing decisions. Particularly in the final stage of the decision-making process, product experience reviews – such as those shared on Amazon – may exert a key influence on whether people decide to make a purchase (Ghose & Ipeirotis 2011; Yoo & Gretzel 2009; Phillips et al. 2016). In the field of travel and tourism, for instance, Vermeulen and Seegers (2009) found that whether a review was written by an expert or by a layperson made little difference. What these studies highlight is that expertise is discursively constructed rather than a pre-discursive ‘given’ – an issue taken up in the following section. In Section 2.2.2, I turn to a closely related issue: distrust in certain forms of expertise and its connection to broader sociopolitical trends such as populism.





2.2.1.3 Linguistically constructing expertise



Expertise is an aspect of discursively performed identities and plays a central role in forums, whose key purpose is knowledge exchange and advice-giving. As Carr (2010: 20) argues, expertise can be enacted by “establishing a deliberate stance in relation to a set of culturally valued or valuable objects”, which highlights the importance of language in constructing expertise. Negative self-identification can be seen as a particularly strong case of such deliberate stance-taking: for example, self-positioning as not a fan of […] or not a believer in […] explicitly contrasts the speaker with the objects or ideas under discussion, thereby projecting credibility and alignment through disalignment. The way people communicate in these spaces therefore has important effects on how they are perceived. If forum users are implicitly aware of what works in designing contexts for their postings, it can be assumed that they use language to present themselves as reliable and, thus, valued members. Indeed, studies have shown that the identities linguistically constructed by forum users affect how their contributions are evaluated by others (Vásquez 2014: 69), which, as Bennett (1999: 4, cited in Mackiewicz 2010a) observes, reflects the fact that online messages are often judged via the question “Who is telling me this?” Credibility, then, is inseparable from how the speaker’s identity is presented, and local linguistic choices that serve credibility management are not arbitrary but reflect wider notions of what counts as valid, appropriate, and effective communication in a given community (Tagg, Seargeant & Brown 2017; Bucholtz & Hall 2005; Leppänen et al. 2015). 

Several studies have sought to identify the linguistic strategies by which people position themselves as experts in online interaction. Mackiewicz (2010a) identifies a set of assertions reviewers use to convey their expertise. These include positioning oneself as someone with product-specific experience, invoking familiarity with related products, and making assertions of a relevant role – strategies also reflected in my data, for example in postings that combine disclaimers with experiential claims (e.g., I’m no expert, but in my experience…). Vásquez (2014) likewise shows how reviewers on Amazon use narrative positioning and hedging to make their accounts authoritative yet relatable. Metadiscursive devices such as definitions, too, have been found, as Marko (2017: 33) puts it, to “play a crucial role in interactively negotiating claims to knowledge and expertise and thus indirectly relations of power in […] lay discussion forum[s] – which does not predetermine these aspects”. Such definitional practices can also take playful forms, for instance when users coin pseudo-technical acronyms (such as OM to refer to married and thus “off-the-market” users in my data) to lend ordinary experiences an air of specialized knowledge. By contrast, acronyms such as PWP (“person with Parkinson’s”) serve to establish authority and common ground, functioning as shorthand that indexes both shared knowledge and insider affiliation in discussions of illness experience. As I have argued elsewhere, the negotiation and enactment of expertise can also be studied to reveal the ideologies of communication that structure meaning-making in online interaction (Spitzmüller 2015; Fairclough 2010; van Dijk 2017; KhosraviNik 2022). 

Whereas prior research has focused on such cues for enacting expertise, my study explores what people tell about themselves by explicitly disavowing certain identities through NSIs, thereby making a pragmatically marked linguistic choice. At the same time, NSIs interact in revealing ways with their co-texts. These co-texts can show information about speakers’ identities and beliefs (whether or not this is intended) (Vásquez 2014: 68), and reflect speakers’ awareness of and orientation to the interactional context of the forum. Unlike the studies noted above, then, my research approaches the question of how identities such as “the expert” are linguistically construed online from the opposite direction: rather than tracing linguistic cues strategically employed to enact a given identity, it takes as its point of departure a form that asserts a speaker’s non-identity and may serve a range of functions in co- and context. One such function could be credibility management: negative self-identification with particular groups or roles may project identities that peers interpret as cues for trustworthiness, and NSIs may interact with co-texts that have been shown to index expertise.







2.2.2 Expertise, (dis-)trust and populism



As the foregoing discussion has shown, in the contemporary sociopolitical context in which knowledge and risk constitute key paradigms, the issue of trust and the question of who has privileged access and the power to validate and disseminate particular kinds of knowledge and beliefs looms large. The impact of digital transformation on “different aspects of political legitimation, societal trust, scientific evidence and public discourse” and the issue of “control and ownership of the Internet” is by some considered to be “one of the most important battles of our time” (All European Academies 2019). 

Indeed, knowledge seems to be simultaneously becoming (perceived as) more democratic and what could be called an elitist privilege. More people now have access to and may profit from knowledge that has not necessarily been validated by traditional authorities (Jensen et al. 2012: 2). ‘Ordinary’ people now not only have more information at their disposal, but may also become what Mehlenbacher (2019) has theorized as citizen scientists. Citizen scientists manifest increasingly blurred boundaries between experts and non-experts, but also highlight distrust in experts who are perceived as isolated from the ‘normal’ population. Discussing the reasons for this skepticism, Stehr (1992: 108) explains that groups of experts in financially strong and politically defining fields of knowledge, like cutting-edge science and technology, are “often narrowly located at the apex of the social hierarchy” and considered to be “in the employ of the already powerful and influential”, monopolizing these fields of expertise (cf. also Reed 1996). Again, it should be highlighted that dichotomies such as ‘bottom-up’ versus ‘top-down’ do not suffice to explain the contemporary sociopolitical context, in which political, corporate, and social institutions are intricately connected with – and mediated and reshaped through – social media institutions and their users (KhosraviNik & Unger 2016). 

These dichotomies are, however, necessary to approach struggles around expertise and knowledge in relation to the global upsurge of populism (or, as Mudde 2004 put it, the “populist Zeitgeist”), which has become a much-researched topic across disciplines (Rooduijn 2014; Wodak 2015; Moffitt 2016; KhosravNik 2017; Ekström et al. 2018). Populism, rather than constituting an ideology itself, can be viewed as an underlying conceptualization about relations between what Mudde and Kaltwasser (2012) define as three core concepts, viz. “the elite, the people and the general will”, with “elitism and pluralism” as their “direct opposites” (9). These concepts, and assumptions about their relations, are “ideologically flexible” in that the concrete meanings with which they are imbued depend on the “host ideologies” to which they attach. The (perceived) opposition is between a knowledge monopoly held by a top-down elite and a process of knowledge democratization driven by bottom-up movements (cf., e.g., van Dijk 1993) or, more recently, movements representing “motivated resistance to expert consensus” (Merkley 2020a: 24). 

There are both anti-intellectual and hyper-intellectual yet anti-authoritarian movements that should be considered in this context. On one end of the spectrum, we find a tendency toward anti-intellectualism, which Merkley (2020b: n.p.) describes as “a fundamental mistrust of intellectuals and experts”. In its extreme form, anti-intellectualism manifests as science denial and conspiracy theories, often “aimed at challenging the status quo and those in power” (Atkinson et al. 2017). For instance, Douglas et al. (2019: 19) note that “extreme climate skeptics assert that climate scientists are involved in data faking and fraud so that they ensure that they keep receiving research funding”. An even more – perhaps the most – extreme case of radical epistemic dissidence is flat-earthism, described by Pannofino (2024: 1) as “a dissident narrative that, if on the one hand rejects the knowledge of institutionalized and organized science and religion, on the other hand accredits an alternative and anti-intellectualist path of knowledge, accessible to the ‘common man’”. Thus, “anti-intellectualism is directly connected populism, a worldview that sees political conflict as primarily between ordinary citizens and a privileged social elite” (Merkley 2020a: 24). At the other end of this spectrum of epistemic distrust, we find anti-elitist movements driven by individuals with a high degree of interest and expertise in science and technology – for example, hackers. These movements have often been interpreted through the lens of antiauthoritarianism, “which manifests itself as a profound skepticism toward institutions and other forms of entrenched power” (Coleman 2017: 93). 

Against this background of digital media being the primordial site for exchanging and (re-)negotiating expertise, the next section discusses web forums, which allow people from potentially diverse social backgrounds to discuss their views and knowledge on topics of shared interest. It embeds the present study in the research on online communication and discusses the possible relations between NSIs, the communicative context of web forums and questions of identity on a wider scale. While debates about expertise and trust operate on a macro-social level, they also permeate everyday digital communication. Online forums, where individuals negotiate belonging and credibility in peer-to-peer interaction, provide a productive site for observing how such broader dynamics intersect with microlinguistic practices such as negative self-identification.





2.3 The discourse context: Web forums as sites for studying negative self-identification



Analyses of language in use range from close attention to micro-level linguistic choices to broader concerns with their role in macro-level societal issues, with the context of a discourse event (discussed in Chapter 4) serving as the interface between these levels. The context of interest in this study are online forums, where NSIs are used to position speakers in interaction and index the wider social world in which these interactions are embedded (Bou-Franch & Blitvich 2019: 3). Accordingly, the project is conceptualized as a pragmatically oriented, socioculturally motivated and thus critical analysis of digital discourse, specifically web forum interaction, which warrants an overview of research on digital discourse and on identity in digitally mediated interactions. 



2.3.1 Researching digitally mediated discourse 



In the 1990s, the beginnings of online communication marked “a radical departure from what came before” (Herring 2004a: 26) in terms of influencing social practices. Ever since, online communication and online communities have been extensively studied from the perspectives of language-based approaches grounded in sociology, anthropology, and ethnography, as well as from interdisciplinary approaches that draw on concepts from both linguistics and other disciplines interested in exploring social processes (Sindoni 2019: 74). This scholarly interest coalesced into what Susan Herring (2001) termed computer-mediated discourse analysis (CMDA), a field that evolved out of earlier studies of computer-mediated communication (CMC). At its inception, CMC was defined as the study of “the social, communicative and linguistic impact of communication technologies, which have continually evolved in connection with the use of computer networks (esp. the Internet)” (Beißwenger & Storrer 2008: 292; see also Herring 2004b; Thurlow et al. 2004). Among the early landmark publications are Ferrara et al.’s (1991) study of “interactive written discourse” and Herring’s (1996) edited volume on CMC, which explored linguistic, social, ethical, and cross-cultural perspectives on online interaction. The launch of the Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication in 1995 signaled the consolidation of this new field, publishing early studies of interaction in platforms such as Icp OnLine (Hutchison, 1995).

The more explicit focus on language on the Internet – and thus the beginnings of linguistic and discourse-analytical approaches to online communication – dates to the early 2000s: during this time, CMC research became more focused on linguistics, acknowledging, like Crystal, that “what is immediately obvious when engaging in any of the Internet’s functions is its linguistic character”, and that [consequently, the Internet] is likely to be a linguistic revolution” (viii). The first wave of CMDA, then, was largely text-focused, describing the language of online genres and their socially conditioned varieties (e.g., Herring 1998; Baym 1996; Cherny 1999). Increasingly, CMC research sought to explain the social impact of newly emerging and fast-evolving communication technologies. The label CMDA, mainly associated with Herring (2001: 626), marked this shift in CMC studies toward engaging with the “discursive negotiation and expression of social relations in cyberspace”. Subsequent waves addressed online discourse more explicitly as social practice (e.g., Androutsopoulos 2006; Danet & Herring 2007; Bloor 2016) and increasingly turned toward multimodality (e.g., Kress & van Leeuwen 2001; O’Halloran 2013; Georgakopoulou & Spiliotti 2016; Ng 2018). 

Research in CMDA, not tied to a single method or linguistic theory, has been grouped into five strands (Herring 2014). The first strand encompasses studies where the genre is medium-constituted, such as Tagg’s (2012) work on text messages, as well as analyses of discursive practices associated with particular, but potentially transcending, media, such as YouTube eating shows (Rüdiger 2022) or online restaurant reviews (Vásquez & Chik 2021). These examples illustrate that, as Belcher (2023) notes, it is difficult to disentangle genres from the affordances of new media – a reason why she recommends emphasizing “prominence in contemporary communication” (Hafner & Pun 2020, p. 4) as a criterion in research on digital genres. For my study, this strand is relevant in showing how particular online environments shape recurrent pragmatic structures, a perspective I apply to forums and NSIs. The second strand comprises research on structural features of digital discourse, such as emoji (Riordan & Kreuz 2010; Danesi 2016), hashtags (Zappavigna 2018), and kineticons (Lyons 2018). This strand is relevant to my study in highlighting the pragmatic role of structural features in digital discourse, a perspective that informs my approach to analyzing NSIs in forums.

A third strand focuses on linguistic diversity, including studies of digital multilingualism (e.g., Danet & Herring 2007; Leppänen & Sultana 2023). This work underscores how online interaction complicates traditional sociolinguistic variables, a challenge that resonates with my treatment of NSIs beyond demographic categories. The fourth strand concerns pragmatic phenomena such as addressivity (De Oliveira 2013), performativity (Virtanen 2013), and interactional dynamics – for example, on YouTube (Benson, 2015) and more recently on TikTok (Dainas 2025). This research also examines specific resources mobilized in digital discourse, including punctuation (Androutsopoulos & Busch 2021) and intensification strategies (Cotgrove 2025), as well as discourse-specific practices such as polyvocal scorn in conspiracy communication (Dynel & Zappavigna 2023) or metalinguistic density in digital representations of protest (Deschrijver 2024). This is the strand most closely aligned with my own focus, since NSIs represent a pragmatic strategy for stance-taking and identity work in forum interaction. Finally, a fifth strand is constituted by CMDA ‘proper’, which, like my study, is concerned with the relationship between local practices in digital discourse and the social world more broadly (Herring 2001, 2004, 2019). However, the boundaries between these categories are increasingly porous. Platform infrastructures and affordances are shaped by social interactions, and vice versa (Lüders et al. 2022), so that structural, pragmatic, and social dimensions of digital discourse can no longer be easily disentangled. This is especially relevant for a study like mine, which moves across pragmatic, structural, and social concerns.

In the meantime, acknowledging that computers are no longer the sole technologies mediating digital interaction (Kopf 2025: 2), CMDA scholars have begun to adopt the label digital discourse analysis (DDA; Vásquez 2022). This move shifts the focus beyond “computer” as the primary reference point and instead foregrounds the wider ecology of devices and platforms through which communication is mediated, integrating multimodal and cross-platform practices under a more inclusive umbrella.

As the overview above suggests, the fifth strand of CMDA/DDA, concerned with the social and societal ramifications of digitally mediated discourse, overlaps with the research objectives of CDS (see Section 4.3). Although not traditionally focused on online discourse, CDS underwent a “digitally mediated turn” (Unger 2025: n.p.) in the 2000s, when the rise of the participatory web was understood to entail profound social change. Early critical scholarship already anticipated these concerns, with Graham (2000), for example, interrogating the role of information technologies in hyper-capitalism (see Unger 2025 for a comprehensive overview). Since then, a growing body of work in the CDS tradition – often under the labels social media critical discourse studies (SM-CDS; KhosraviNik 2023) or digitally mediated discourse analysis (DMDA; Unger 2020) – has explored the entanglement of discourse, platform affordances, and sociopolitical power. Platform affordances are here understood as “possibilities for action” that both enable and constrain behavioral outcomes (Evans et al. 2017: 36). Social media, in turn, are defined as “web-based and mobile services that allow individuals, communities, and organizations to collaborate, connect, interact, and build community by enabling them to create, co-create, modify, share, and engage with content (user- or bot-generated)” (Nau et al. 2022: 15).

Research in DMDA can be grouped into three broad orientations: (1) macro-level analyses of ideology and infrastructures, (2) meso-level analyses of genres and practices of digitally mediated communication, and (3) micro-level analyses of linguistic and semiotic strategies. 

At the macro level, scholarship has examined how digital infrastructures intersect with broader ideological and political formations. This includes studies on the ideological implications of user-led content production (e.g., Ritzer & Jurgenson 2010; Kopf 2020), the entanglement of social media with right-wing populist discourse (e.g., KhosraviNik 2017, 2018), and the circulation of misogynistic or extremist ideologies in online subcultures such as the manosphere and incel communities (e.g., Ging 2019). Critical work has also highlighted how social media enable new forms of activism, for instance in digital feminism (Dobson 2015).

At the meso level, research has focused on the communicative forms and practices characteristic of digital environments. This includes work on platforms such as Twitter (e.g., Zappavigna 2012) and genres such as text messages (Tagg 2012), shared small stories (Georgakopoulou 2014), selfies and captions (Page 2019), and Instagram practices (Ghaffari 2020). Other studies have examined pragmatic and interactional dynamics, for instance offence-taking on social media (Tagg et al. 2017) or relational work in text messaging (Spilioti 2012). Broader practice-based and ethnographic perspectives have foregrounded users’ mediated actions and everyday meaning-making (e.g., Androutsopoulos 2008; Barton & Lee 2013; Jones, Chik & Hafner 2015; García-Gómez 2017).

At the micro level, research has zoomed in on the linguistic and semiotic resources that constitute digitally mediated interaction. Examples include analyses of emoticons (e.g., Skovholt et al. 2014), punctuation (Androutsopoulos & Busch 2021), intensification strategies in YouTube comments (Cotgrove 2025), and humor and irony in online reviews (Vásquez & China 2019). Other work has highlighted multimodal resources for stance-taking and affiliation across platforms (e.g., Zappavigna 2018). Taken together, this body of work highlights both the diversity of approaches within CMDA/DMDA and their shared concern with linking digitally mediated forms of discourse to broader social processes.

Within this broader trajectory, my project aligns most closely with the fourth and fifth strands identified by Herring (2014) – research into pragmatic phenomena and CMDA proper, concerned with the relationship between online discourse and the social world (Herring 2001, 2004b, 2019). At the same time, it exemplifies the blurred boundaries between micro-level pragmatic research, meso-level analyses of communicative practices, and macro-level questions of identity and society. 

Rather than centering on platform-specific features or on large-scale ideological formations alone, my analysis of NSIs highlights a pragmatic structure that cuts across media, while also foregrounding forums as paradigmatic sites of interaction. In doing so, the study contributes to pragmatic and discourse-analytic understandings of online communication and opens a perspective on how processes of (non-)identification unfold in digitally mediated contexts. Having outlined these wider developments in the study of digital discourse, the next section turns more explicitly to the issue of identity and (non-)identification in online forums, which is central to my analysis.





2.3.2 Studying identity and (non-)identification in web forums



The influence of web communication on people’s social lives – and, by extension, their identities – has been enormous (boyd 2011; Seargeant & Tagg 2014). Between 2019 and 2025, the number of users of social networking sites rose from 3.31 to 5.44 billion, corresponding to just under two thirds of the world’s population (Statista 2025). Social media – broadly defined as “online environments which enable social interaction” (Leppänen et al. 2014: 113) – have thus transformed the web into a space where everyday sociality unfolds, reshaping interaction through linguistic as well as multimodal practices (Seargeant & Tagg 2014: 2–3). Scholars have theorized this shift in different ways. Parsell (2008: 41), for instance, highlights the Internet as a powerful force in “the manufacture of identity”, enabling new forms of participation, fragmentation, and meaning-making beyond traditional genres of conversation or narrative (cf. Herring et al. 2013: 9). Merchant (2006: 235) emphasizes the role of digital media in connecting dispersed networks and generating new forms of social identity, while Hodkinson (2007: 625) stresses their contribution to “fragmented, fluid patterns of individual identity”.

From a CMDA perspective, identity is understood as discursively constructed in interaction (Rudolf von Rohr et al. 2019: 219). Vásquez (2014: 67) describes it as an “interactional achievement”, inseparable from processes of belonging and differentiation (Benwell & Stokoe 2006: 35). Leppänen et al. (2014: 112) similarly underline the dynamic character of online identity as emerging through “active processes of identification and self-understanding, seeking or eschewing commonality, connectedness and groupness”. These insights have motivated a wide range of empirical studies. Research on virtual communities (Preece et al. 2003) has shown how forums allow individuals to experiment with self-presentation in ways often unavailable offline (Vásquez 2014: 67; Sims 2016), while also adhering to community-specific codes of practice. This dual orientation makes forums and related platforms compelling sites for studying discursive (non-)identification.

Given the sheer volume of research, only a brief sketch of key strands is possible here. Gee (2004) develops a theory of identity through participation in online games, linking digital and offline selves. Page (2012, 2018) and Georgakopoulou (2022) highlight the role of small, digitally mediated narratives in shaping how users position themselves. Work on gender has been particularly prominent: broad accounts trace how social media reconfigure gendered identity performance (Marwick 2014; Seargeant & Tagg 2014; Herring & Kapidzic 2015), while more focused studies examine specific genres or practices, such as Vásquez and China’s (2019) study of gendered product reviews or Maaranen and Tienari’s (2020) analysis of hypermasculinity on social media. Critical discourse studies have also attended to gender-based conflict and online harassment (Diabah 2023; Maruenda-Bataller, Mercé & Castellano-Ortolà 2024) as well as digital feminist activism (Mendes et al. 2019). Health-related identities constitute another major focus: Pavlova and Berker (2020) examine mental health discourse on Twitter, and Hunt (2015) investigates self-representation on diabetes-related Facebook pages.

The linguistic strategies used to enact identity have been extensively researched. For example, Deumert (2014) and de Lange et al. (2015) examine playful self-representation, while Page (2019) explores self-denigrating humor in so-called “ugly selfies”. Another key pragmatic strategy studied in digital discourse is sarcasm (e.g., Bamman & Smith 2015; Sykora, Elayan, & Jackson 2020). In the context of ‘post-truth’ digitally mediated public discourse (Farkas & Schou 2023) and increasingly polarized debates around competing “versions of truth” (Hutchby & Wooffitt 1998; Wehrle 2023), questions of how users take a stance in epistemological debates (Deschrijver 2021) have gained prominence in CDS.

As for the digital platforms of interest in discourse studies, scholarship has engaged with social networking sites (SNS) such as Facebook and LinkedIn (Seargeant & Tagg 2014; Tagg et al. 2017; Garzone 2018; Petroni 2019), as well as Twitter (now X) (e.g., Zappavigna 2012; Page 2014; Ross & Rivers 2017), Weibo (Zeng et al. 2017; Yu et al. 2023), and TikTok (Zulli & Zulli 2020; Zeng & Yan 2024; Tanner & Gillardin 2025). While forums were often described in the 2010s as being “eclipsed […] by social networking sites such as Facebook” (Pendry & Salvatore 2015: 211), they continue to serve as spaces for anonymous, peer-led interaction and contribute to individual and social well-being by fostering a sense of belonging among users (ibid.). Indeed, while traditional message-board-style online forums were in decline at the time of data collection for this study, the evolution of platforms such as Reddit – which had over a billion monthly users in 2025 (Saini 2025) demonstrates that forums remain relevant as sites of “rich social interaction and identity development” (Seering et al. 2019: 1417).

Forums – both old-school and newer variants – are particularly valuable for studying NSIs. They bring together people from diverse backgrounds to exchange knowledge and (lay) expertise on topics of shared interest. Authenticity – understood as personal uniqueness and coherence between online and offline persona – plays a key role in constructing expertise online. This can be linguistically indexed, among other things, by eschewing commonalities with particular social groups. At the same time, forums represent communities with their own interactional norms and sense of groupness, which means it may also be important for users to orient themselves toward their peers and highlight shared traits to create a sense of “shared individuality” (Lüders et al. 2022). Negative self-identifiers can function as linguistic indices of both individual authenticity and, thus, credibility, as well as group affiliation and belonging – two functions I will discuss in more detail below.

As for the first notion, authenticity, forums are online contexts in which lay expertise on topics of shared interest can complement, challenge, or even substitute traditional expert knowledge. To be perceived as credible, it is particularly important for users “to provide information about their identities, especially with respect to establishing credibility, and to give readers reasons for trusting the information offered” (Vásquez 2014: 68). As I have argued, credibility can be constructed on various grounds and linguistically indexed through multiple means. Interaction in forums is primarily text-based, more anonymous, and simultaneously less private than face-to-face communication. It tends to be more informal and allows users to display aspects of their identities that they might not emphasize offline. At the same time, it carries a heightened “potential for misunderstanding” (Delahunty 2012: 407). Within this context, the use of NSIs may reflect a greater need for a person to explicitly distance themself from particular social groups – to say who they are not – in order to construct authenticity and, by extension, trust (Page 2014: 46; Seargeant & Tagg 2014: 7). Against the broader sociocultural backdrop of trust struggles in contemporary knowledge society, distancing from certain group affiliations may enhance perceptions of trustworthiness. Such moves reflect underlying assumptions about what constitutes a credible identity. This, in turn, allows the analysis of NSIs to be situated within a wider sociopolitical context marked by distrust and heightened perceptions of risk. As Page puts it, “[t]he ambiguity associated with online representation of the self sits within a wider complex of debates about the nature of authenticity, trust and reputation” (2014: 47).

As for the second notion, groupness – a shared sense of commonality – is crucial for the achievement of identity, which, as Leppänen et al. (2014: 112) put it, is a “contractual achievement”. It shapes how speakers in “collapsed contexts” (Marwick & boyd 2011: 10) strategically manage discursive self-representation by stylizing their utterances with regard to their audience – both the immediate online community and, particularly in public forums, a potentially unlimited audience of anonymous readers (the ‘contractual party’, so to speak). Negative self-identifiers may be used to explicitly disalign with particular groups and implicitly align with others, allowing speakers to manage their face in front of their peers by pre-empting certain interpretations of their utterances. If speakers across online forum communities stylize their discourse to position themselves in relation to specific groups and perform particular identities to serve context-specific interactional functions – thereby achieving a sense of belonging – this may reflect their assumptions about what constitutes appropriate linguistic behavior in the online environments they inhabit.

In this sense, the use of NSIs can be understood in light of the conceptual frameworks that structure meaning-making in discourse. This includes van Dijk’s (1997) notion of cognitive context models – expectations about social situations that guide discourse production and interpretation. It also resonates with Keane’s (2018) concept of semiotic ideologies – that is, assumptions about the potential pragmatic effects of employing particular semiotic resources in particular ways.
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