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Using Finnish and English for identity construction in a subcultural Internet discussion 
forum 
 
 
Many online environments offer a space for encountering others, interacting, sharing both 
information and particular worldviews. Thus, it is possible to form communities which provide 
means for constructing one’s identity in online settings. Ways of using language can be seen as a 
central means of acquiring a membership in online communities and accordingly, constructing 
individual or social identities.  
 
From a sociolinguistic and discourse-analytic perspective, this presentation illustrates one aspect 
of my ongoing doctoral research, focusing on identity construction in bilingual interaction 
between members of one online community. The community members consist of young Finnish 
Christians who share an interest in extreme sports activities. Even though the lifestyles related to 
Christianity and extreme sports seem to be removed from one another, the community members 
are able to create interfaces between these two cultural frameworks, also by their bilingual 
language use. The main language-of-interaction in their discussion forum is Finnish but the young 
continuously use English as a meaningful resource in their interaction. Following Auer’s (1999) 
typology of bilingual speech, instances of code-switching and language mixing from Finnish to 
English are identified in the forum discussion threads. 
 
According to a discursive approach to identities (Pavlenko & Blackledge 2004), I view the hybrid 
discourses, which emerge in the nexus of Christianity and extreme sports in this electronic space, 
as introducing particular identity options for the community members. In order to find out how the 
linguistic resources from two languages are used for constructing and negotiating the identities, I 
consider the ways in which the young position themselves and others throughout the interactive 
situations online. For instance, the young may use extreme sports jargon, mostly derived from 
English, for defining themselves as representatives of particular extreme sports, or apply the 
message found in the Bible (either the Finnish or the English version) to the context of their 
community activities. 
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