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Abstract

In today’s digital age, language is no longer just a tool for communication — it also reflects who we are in
terms of gender, social class, and our place in society. This paper looks at how digital platforms shape the
way people use language, and how these patterns can either reinforce or challenge existing social
inequalities. Using insights from sociolinguistics and digital discourse analysis, the study examines how
people from different gender and class backgrounds communicate on platforms like social media,
messaging apps, and online forums. It explores whether online communication simply mirrors the
inequalities we see offline, or whether it creates space for more equal and open interaction. The paper also
discusses the rise of new digital forms of expression and how they help people construct and express their
identities. In addition, it considers how algorithms influence which voices are heard and which are pushed
aside. Particular attention is given to how marginalized groups use digital spaces to make themselves visible
and question dominant language norms.Overall, the study shows that digital communication has a double
effect. On one hand, it can reproduce existing social imbalances, but on the other hand, it offers real
opportunities to challenge them and promote inclusion. The findings suggest the need for more thoughtful
digital literacy policies and more inclusive approaches to content creation, especially when considering
how language connects with gender and class in today’s interconnected world.

1. Introduction

Language is not just a neutral way of passing information—it also reflects how society is structured,
including ideas about gender, social class, and power. In today’s digital age, where a large part of
communication happens on social media, messaging apps, and online forums, the relationship between
language, gender, and class has become even more noticeable. These platforms have changed how people
express themselves and present their identities, but at the same time, they often reproduce the same
inequalities we see in everyday offline life.

The connection between language and gender has been studied for many years. For instance, Robin Lakoff
(1975) described what she called “women’s language,” pointing out features like hedging, tag questions,
and politeness markers, which she linked to women’s subordinate position in society. Deborah Tannen
(1990) built on this idea with her “difference model,” suggesting that men and women are socialized to use
language differently—men often focus on status and information, while women tend to focus on connection
and emotional expression. Even in digital spaces today, these patterns are still visible. Studies show that
women are more likely to use expressive language, emojis, and punctuation, while men often adopt a more
direct and assertive style (Herring &Kapidzic, 2011).

Social class also plays an important role in how language is used. William Labov’s work on language
variation showed that people from higher socioeconomic backgrounds tend to use more standard forms of
language, which are often seen as more prestigious. In contrast, working-class speakers may use more
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informal or nonstandard forms that carry their own kind of value within their communities. These
differences are also visible online—in the way people write, the words they choose, and even the platforms
they use. Access is another important issue. The “digital divide” means that not everyone has equal access
to technology or digital skills, and this often affects disadvantaged groups, including women and
marginalized communities (Hilbert, 2011).

At the same time, digital platforms are not just spaces where inequality is repeated—they can also be spaces
for resistance. New forms of language, such as “algospeak,” show how users creatively adapt their words
to avoid algorithmic restrictions and still express themselves (Aleksic, 2025). Online spaces also allow
people to experiment with identity, sometimes crossing traditional boundaries of gender and class. As
Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003) suggest, communities of practice play a key role here, as people shape
and reshape language through shared interaction.

This paper therefore looks at how digital communication both reflects and reshapes the relationship between
language, gender, and class. Drawing on sociolinguistic theory, digital discourse analysis, and real-world
examples, it explores whether online language simply continues existing inequalities or whether it offers
new ways to challenge them.

2. Gendered Language Styles in Digital Media

The rise of digital communication has not removed gender differences in language—it has simply given
them a new space to appear. When we look at social media posts, text messages, or online discussions, it
becomes clear that gender still influences how people communicate. Even though digital platforms allow
more freedom of expression, they are still shaped by long-standing social norms about gender, which affect
both how people speak and how they are perceived.

Deborah Tannen’s (1990) “difference model” helps explain this. She argues that men and women grow up
learning different communication styles. Men often use what she calls “report talk,” which focuses on
sharing information, showing authority, and maintaining status. Women, on the other hand, tend to use
“rapport talk,” which emphasizes connection, empathy, and relationship-building. These patterns can easily
be seen online. For example, women are more likely to use emojis, expressive punctuation like “!!”
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or“...”,
and softer phrases such as “I feel like...”. Men, in contrast, often use more direct and assertive language
(Herring &Kapidzic, 2011).

Robin Lakoff’s (1975) earlier work also helps us understand these differences. She identified features like
tag questions (“It’s cold, isn’t it?””), qualifiers (“kind of,” “maybe”), and polite forms as typical of women’s
speech, linking them to social expectations of femininity. While some critics argue that her ideas can be too
general, they still offer useful insight into how gendered language works today. In online spaces, these
patterns often shape how people are judged—women may be seen as too emotional or indirect, while men
may be viewed as confident or clear, even when they are saying similar things.

Research supports these observations. Studies such as Thelwall et al. (2008) show that women tend to use
more emotive language and emoticons in social media communication, while men often use more neutral
or task-focused language. Other studies on texting and messaging (Baron, 2008; Rossetti, 2012) suggest
that women use more expressive features like exclamation marks or creative spelling, while men often aim
for brevity and clarity. Of course, these are general trends, not strict rules, but they reflect broader patterns
of socialization.
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However, digital spaces are not just passive reflections of society—they are also places where identity is
actively performed. Judith Butler’s (1990) idea of gender performativity is useful here. Online, people do
not simply express a fixed gender identity; they shape and reshape it through the way they write and interact.
For instance, someone might use a more expressive, “feminine” style on Instagram but adopt a more direct,
“masculine” tone in a debate on Reddit. This flexibility shows how digital communication allows for more
fluid identity expression.

Platform design also plays a role in shaping language. For example, platforms like Twitter (now X), with
character limits, often encourage short and direct messages, which may align with more assertive
communication styles. On the other hand, platforms like Tumblr or TikTok allow longer, more narrative
forms of expression, which may support more descriptive or emotionally driven communication.
Algorithms further influence this by promoting certain types of content—posts that sound confident,
humorous, or authoritative may gain more visibility, which can reinforce particular styles of
communication.

It is also important to note that digital spaces have created room for people who do not fit into traditional
gender categories. Non-binary and gender-nonconforming individuals are using online platforms to
challenge the idea that language must be tied to fixed gender identities. Through gender-neutral pronouns,
inclusive symbols, and new forms of expression, they are helping to reshape how language is used and
understood in digital contexts.

In summary, digital media both reflects and reshapes gendered language patterns. While traditional
differences—such as women’s use of more expressive language and men’s use of more direct language—
are still visible, online spaces also provide opportunities to question and redefine these norms. To fully
understand these changes, it is important to consider not just gender, but also factors like platform design,
audience, culture, and individual choice.

3. Class, Language Prestige, and Digital Inequalities

Social class still plays a major role in how people use language and how they participate in digital
communication. Even though the internet has made it easier for more people to take part in global
conversations, it hasn’t completely removed class differences. In many ways, those differences have simply
taken new forms online, often reflecting the same inequalities linked to income, education, and social status.

One useful idea here is language prestige, which refers to the value society places on certain ways of
speaking. William Labov (1966) showed that people from different social classes tend to use language
differently. Those from middle- and upper-class backgrounds often use more “standard” forms of language,
especially in formal situations, because these are seen as more prestigious. On the other hand, working-
class speakers may use more informal or nonstandard forms. While these may be looked down on in wider
society, they often carry strong social value within their own communities.

These patterns are still very visible online. People’s language choices on the internet are often shaped by
their educational background and social class. For example, users from more privileged backgrounds may
write in a more formal or polished way, especially on platforms like LinkedIn, academic blogs, or
professional forums. Meanwhile, others may feel more comfortable using slang, local dialects, or informal
spelling in spaces like WhatsApp, Facebook, or TikTok.
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Another important issue is digital literacy, which is closely tied to class. Not everyone has the same level
of access to education or technology, and this affects how confidently they can use digital tools. This gap
is often described as the digital divide—the unequal access to technology and digital skills across different
social groups (Hilbert, 2011). In many developing countries, this divide is even more obvious, as some
communities still struggle with poor internet access or lack of digital infrastructure.

Even when people are online, not all languages are treated equally. Standard forms and global languages—
especially English—tend to dominate many digital spaces. This can make it harder for speakers of
indigenous or minority languages to fully express themselves or feel represented. In response, some
communities have created their own online spaces to promote their languages, although these efforts often
lack enough support.

Algorithms also play a role in shaping these inequalities. Content that fits mainstream language norms or
reflects middle-class values is more likely to be seen and shared. As a result, certain voices are amplified,
while others remain less visible.

In the end, while digital platforms give people new ways to express themselves, they also reproduce many
of the same class-based inequalities found offline. Addressing this issue requires not just improving access
to technology, but also recognizing and supporting different ways of speaking and expressing identity
online.

4. Algorithmic Influence and “Algospeak”

In today’s digital world, language is shaped not only by people but also by algorithms — the systems that
control what content is shown, promoted, or removed on online platforms. Because of this, users have
started adjusting the way they communicate in order to avoid censorship, reach more people, or stay within
platform rules. This has led to the rise of what is now called “algospeak.”

Algospeak involves changing words in creative ways—through misspellings, substitutions, or coded
language—to avoid being flagged by automated systems. For example, people may use words like
“unalive” instead of “suicide,” or indirect phrases to refer to sensitive topics. These changes often begin
within specific online communities and quickly spread across platforms like TikTok, Instagram, YouTube,
and Reddit (Aleksic, 2025). Over time, they have become part of everyday digital culture, especially among
younger users.

Interestingly, algospeak is not just about avoiding censorship—it has also become a kind of identity marker.
People who understand and use it show that they are familiar with digital culture and how these platforms
work.

However, the need for algospeak also points to a deeper issue. Algorithms do not treat all users equally.
Content from marginalized groups—especially discussions around race, gender, mental health, or
sexuality—is more likely to be flagged or restricted (Noble, 2018). Because of this, these communities
often develop their own coded ways of speaking to keep their conversations going without being silenced.

This situation raises concerns about how much control platforms have over communication. Since
algorithms are designed to detect harmful content, they sometimes misunderstand context, especially when
language is nuanced or culturally specific. As a result, people may start censoring themselves, changing not
just what they say, but how they say it.
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In a way, algospeak is both a form of resistance and a form of adaptation. On one hand, it allows users to
work around restrictions and maintain their voice. On the other hand, it shows how much influence digital
platforms have over everyday language.

Overall, algospeak highlights how deeply technology now shapes communication. It also raises important
questions about whose voices are being heard and whose are being limited in digital spaces.

5. Intersectionality and Communities of Practice

To fully understand how language works in digital spaces, it’s important to look at the idea of
intersectionality and how people interact within communities of practice. Intersectionality, introduced by
Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), explains how different aspects of identity—such as gender, class, race, and
age—overlap and affect people’s experiences in complex ways.

In online spaces, identity is often expressed through language, and these overlapping identities play a big
role in shaping communication. For example, a young Black woman from a working-class background may
experience digital platforms very differently from a middle-class white man. This difference is not just
about personal identity, but also about how audiences, algorithms, and platform norms respond to them.
Intersectionality helps us see these layered experiences more clearly.

Language online is therefore not just about what is being said, but also about who is speaking and how they
are perceived. People may adjust their language depending on how they expect others to react, or based on
their previous experiences in similar spaces.

This is where the idea of communities of practice, developed by Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003),
becomes useful. A community of practice is a group of people who share common interests or activities
and develop their own ways of communicating over time. In these groups, language becomes a way of
showing belonging and identity.

There are many examples of this online—fan communities, gaming groups, social justice networks, and
more. Each of these spaces often has its own slang, jokes, and communication style. For instance, LGBTQ+
communities online have created inclusive language and expressions that reflect their experiences and
values. In these spaces, language is not just for communication—it is also a way of resisting mainstream
norms that may exclude or silence them.

At the same time, not everyone fits perfectly into a single community. A person might share one aspect of
identity with a group but differ in others, which can affect how they are accepted or understood. For
example, language that works in one online community may need to be adjusted in another, especially when
issues like race, religion, or class come into play.

Platform design also influences how these communities function. Spaces like Twitter/X encourage short,
sharp communication, while platforms like Medium allow for longer and more detailed expression. These
differences shape how people interact and how ideas are shared.

In conclusion, intersectionality and communities of practice help us understand that digital communication
is complex and layered. People do not use language in the same way, and their choices are shaped by
identity, context, and social interaction. Recognizing this diversity is essential if we want to create digital
spaces that are more inclusive and representative of different voices.
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6. Intersectionality and Communities of Practice

The concept of intersectionality, first introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), provides an important way
of understanding how different aspects of identity—such as gender, class, race, sexuality, and age—work
together to shape people’s experiences, especially in digital spaces (Cho et al., 2013; Emejulu& McGregor,
2019). Rather than looking at these categories separately, intersectionality emphasizes that they overlap and
interact, often creating unique forms of both disadvantage and privilege that cannot be fully understood in
isolation.

In digital communication, language becomes one of the main ways these intersecting identities are
expressed and negotiated. For instance, a Black working-class woman may communicate differently—and
also be perceived differently—compared to a middle-class white man. This difference is not simply about
gender or race alone, but about how these identities combine with class and other social factors in online
environments (Emejulu& McGregor, 2019). Looking at things from an intersectional perspective helps to
reveal how power structures, platform features, and moderation systems influence the way people use
language and how their voices are received.

Penelope Eckert’s idea of communities of practice (CoP) (Eckert & McConnell Ginet, 1992; Eckert, 1996)
adds another useful layer to this discussion. A community of practice is basically a group of people who
interact regularly and, over time, develop shared ways of speaking, behaving, and understanding the world.
In these communities, language is not just about communication—it is also about identity and belonging.
At the same time, these groups are shaped by members’ different social identities, meaning that the same
way of speaking can carry different meanings depending on factors like gender, class, or ethnicity (Eckert
& McConnell Ginet, 1992; Eckert, 2008).

In digital spaces, there are many such communities—ranging from fandoms and activist groups to gaming
circles and professional networks. Each of these tends to develop its own style of language. For example,
LGBTQ+ online communities have created terms and expressions that reflect awareness of gender identity
and inclusivity. However, belonging to these communities is not always straightforward. Factors like
education and class can influence who is seen as a “true” member and whose way of speaking is taken
seriously.

Research also shows that intersectional identities affect how people participate online. For example, studies
on digital health engagement found that individuals from overlapping marginalized backgrounds—such as
older people from economically disadvantaged or minority ethnic groups—often have different levels of
trust and different experiences online, which in turn shape how they communicate (Mohammed et al.,
2025). This supports the idea that without an intersectional approach, digital systems may unintentionally
exclude certain groups (Emejulu& McGregor, 2019).

Intersectionality also helps explain variation within communities themselves. Eckert (2015), in her study
of adolescent groups, showed how “anti-school” and “pro-school” communities used different speech
patterns to express identity, particularly around class and group values. She describes this as “fractal
recursivity,” where larger social differences—like class divisions—are reflected in smaller group
interactions (Eckert, 2015).

Digital platforms further shape how these communities function. Different platforms encourage different
styles of communication—Twitter/X, for example, favors short and direct posts, while platforms like
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TikTok or Discord allow for more creative or extended forms of expression. Users often adjust their
language depending on the space they are in. Someone might use standard English in a formal or academic
setting, but switch to slang or community-specific language in more informal spaces like Discord or fan
forums.

Overall, combining intersectionality with the communities of practice approach gives a deeper
understanding of how language works in digital contexts. It shows that language is not just shaped by shared
activities, but also by overlapping systems of power, identity, and platform design. Recognizing this
complexity is important if we want to build digital spaces that are more inclusive and reflective of diverse
voices.

7. Conclusion and Implications

This study has explored how language, gender, class, and social dynamics interact within digital spaces,
showing that technology is not just changing how we communicate, but also shaping existing social
inequalities in new ways. Digital platforms have created opportunities for both inclusion and exclusion,
making language a key site where power is negotiated and sometimes resisted. The rise of concepts like
algospeak, algorithmic bias, and platform-driven language hierarchies clearly shows that digital
communication is far from neutral (Gillespie, 2018; Noble, 2018).

Gender differences in communication are still visible online. In many cases, women tend to use more
supportive and relational language, while men often adopt more direct or assertive styles. However, these
patterns are not fixed, especially with the increasing visibility of non-binary identities and changing social
norms (Herring & Paolillo, 2006). At the same time, class-based inequalities continue to shape access to
digital platforms, digital skills, and visibility, reinforcing existing hierarchies around language prestige (van
Dijk, 2020).

One of the key insights of this study is the importance of intersectionality in understanding these issues.
Language use in digital spaces is influenced by the combined effects of gender, race, class, and access to
technology (Crenshaw, 1989; Wenger, 1998). Communities of practice—whether formal or informal—
reflect these overlapping realities and play a major role in shaping how people express themselves and
develop new forms of language.

These findings have several practical implications. For educators, understanding digital language
differences can help in developing more inclusive teaching and literacy practices. For those designing
digital platforms, it highlights the need for greater transparency in how algorithms work, as well as more
culturally sensitive approaches to content moderation. For policymakers, it points to the importance of
ensuring equal access to digital tools and protecting linguistic diversity in online spaces.

Looking ahead, more research is needed to understand how marginalized groups continue to adapt and
innovate language as a way of resisting exclusion and maintaining visibility. As digital communication
continues to evolve—especially within systems shaped by algorithms—it is important to ensure that these
changes do not simply reinforce existing inequalities but instead create space for more inclusive and diverse
forms of expression.

33



EBSU JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES Volume 16, Number 2, 2026

References

Cho, S., Crenshaw, K. W., & McCall, L. (2013). Toward a field of intersectionality studies: Theory,
applications, and praxis. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 38(4), 785-810.

Crenshaw, K. W. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist critique of
antidiscrimination doctrine. University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989(1), 139-167.

Eckert, P. (1996). Vowels and nail polish: The emergence of linguistic style in the preadolescent
marketplace. In N. Warner et al. (Eds.), Gender and belief systems (pp. 183—190). Berkeley Women and
Language Group.

Eckert, P. (2008). Intersectionality and the social meanings of variation: Class, ethnicity, and social
practice. Language in Society, 44(4), 629—652. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404515000585

Eckert, P., & McConnell-Ginet, S. (1992). Think practically and look locally: Language and gender as
community-based practice. Annual Review of Anthropology, 21, 461-490.
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.an.21.100192.002333

Emejulu, A., & McGregor, A. (2019). Digital citizenship with intersectionality lens: Towards participatory
democracy—driven digital citizenship education. International Journal of Communication, 13, 3756-3776.
(summary retrieved from ResearchGate)

Gillespie, T. (2018). Custodians of the internet: Platforms, content moderation, and the hidden decisions
that shape social media. Yale University Press.

Herring, S. C., & Paolillo, J. C. (2006). Gender and genre variation in weblogs. Journal of Sociolinguistics,
10(4), 439-459. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9841.2006.00287.x

Mohammed, et al. (2025). The role of intersectionality in shaping participant engagement with health
research through digital methods. Trials. https://doi.org/10.1186/s13063-025-08929-0

Noble, S. U. (2018). Algorithms of oppression: How search engines reinforce racism. New York University
Press.

Tannen, D. (1994). Talking from 9 to 5: Women and men at work. William Morrow and Company.
van Dijk, J. (2020). The digital divide. Polity Press.
Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity. Cambridge University Press.

West, C., & Zimmerman, D. H. (1987). Doing gender. Gender & Society, 1(2), 125-151.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243287001002002

Zuboff, S. (2019). The age of surveillance capitalism: The fight for a human future at the new frontier of
power. PublicAffairs.

34



