
International Journal of English Linguistics; Vol. 9, No. 4; 2019 
ISSN 1923-869X E-ISSN 1923-8703 

Published by Canadian Center of Science and Education 

252 

Power, Ideology and Identity in Digital Literacy: A Sociolinguistic 
Study 

Fatima Zafar Baig1, Wajeeha Yousaf1, Fareeha Aazam1, Sarah Shamshad2, Iqra Fida2 & Muhammad Zammad 
Aslam3 

1 Bahauddin Zakariya University, Multan, Pakistan  
2 National College of Business administration & Economics, Multan, Pakistan 
3 University of Sindh, Jamshoro, Pakistan 

Correspondence: Muhammad Zammad Aslam, University of Sindh, Jamshoro, Pakistan. E-mail: 
zammad.aslam@gmail.com 

 
Received: March 6, 2019   Accepted: April 16, 2019   Online Published: July 3, 2019 

doi:10.5539/ijel.v9n4p252       URL: https://doi.org/10.5539/ijel.v9n4p252 
 
Abstract 
This study investigates the significance of digital media in terms of social implications. It draws its theoretical 
insights from the Darvin and Norton model of investment (2015) as it gives purely a new dimension to the 
concept of digital literacy. The study is designed in order to evaluate some important aspects of Social media, 
particularly Facebook, as an important digital literacy practice. Firstly, the study examines the way power is 
operated in the digital mediated construction of social identities. Certain social identities position other identities 
and accord or refuse them power. These even shape social ideologies and identities as English-language speakers 
hold a privileged position in society while Urdu-language speakers are marginalized all over the world. Secondly, 
it explores the role of digital media in the investment of language and digital literacy practices to represent social 
ideologies at three different angles of marriage, adulthood and family. Having established a sampling frame 
consisting of nine Facebook pictorial postings from three Facebook pages, the findings suggested that the text 
and visual representations of Facebook postings use various linguistic features like literary devices that are 
playing an evident role in the representation of social ideologies. 
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1. Introduction 
Digital literacy was introduced as an attempt to capture the ways in which literacy has been changed in our 
digital society. According to Martin (2006), digital literacy should be regarded as an umbrella term or 
“framework for integrating various other literacies and skill sets.” In simple terms, digital literacy is literacy via 
technology. Also, Futurelab’s definition contains a subtle and situated understanding of digital literacy. It is 
largely about understanding and conveying meaning just like literacy, but this time mediated through a digital 
domain. “Digital literacy refers to the subtler and situated practices associated with being able to create, 
understand and communicate meaning and knowledge in a world in which these processes are increasingly 
mediated via digital technologies” (Futurelab, 2010). 

Initially, about some 3000 years ago, the term literacy meant being an effective public speaker and being able to 
use the rhetorical tools of persuasion. So, basically, literacy is the sharing of meaning through language. 
Guttenberg redefined literacy to include reading and writing. With the invention of portable camera, educators 
introduced the concept of visual literacy that enhanced the significance of looking at images and understanding 
the way images communicate and carry meanings. When new powerful technologies were introduced with the 
emergence of databases, information literacy was created because new strategies for searching, finding and 
evaluating information were required. Media literacy followed shortly with hundreds of TV channels to choose 
from. Richard Lanham (1995, p. 198) suggested that “literacy” has extended its reach from old meaning “the 
ability to read and write” to new meaning “the ability to understand information however presented.” Moreover, 
the Internet, the World Wide Web, smartphones, Facebook are very recent terms. We are not only consumers but 
also producers of what is happening on the web and digital spaces. Not only the form of reading has been altered 
from books to online reading but also the material is changing from simple text to infusion of the visual into text 
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which has given a new dimension to literacy. Literacy needs to encompass understanding and interpretation of 
the visual symbols of all kinds and images. 

Literacy practices are in the simplest sense ‘what people do with literacy’ (Barton, Hamilton, & Ivanic, 2000, p. 
7) and are internal to individuals whilst at the same time being social processes that connect people with one 
another. Digital literacy practice can be defined as the way people use digital texts in order to represent and 
construct their attitudes, feelings, and social relationships. 

1.1 Statement of the Problem 

With the increase in technological development, today’s generation seems to be encapsulated in digital culture. 
Activities like social networking, texting, video streaming and others offered by digital media are a basic 
element of their daily routine. These activities are important digital literacy practices and they have greater social 
implications on people engaged in with. People, in most circumstances, lack the insight in how to gain benefit 
from being involved in such activities. More specifically, they do not really know how to capitalize on 
technology. The text of digital literacy practices can be created, viewed, distributed, modified and preserved on 
digital electronics devices for a much longer time. This text has a significant, wide-ranging and complex impact 
on society and culture in a way that it represents and constructs various social ideologies. This current study is an 
attempt to find out the social meanings the text of digital literacy practices carry that play a vital role in the 
positioning of social identities. It concentrates on how these social identities are positioned in certain ways by 
virtue of their gender, race, ethnicity, social class, or sexual orientation. It demonstrates how certain social 
identities position other identities and accord or refuse them power. Nevertheless, the truth is that today’s 
generation appears to be unaware of this vital role digital media is playing. The most common problem is to 
understand the nature of digital literacy practice and its different linguistic, discursive and social implications on 
people. So, this study tries to develop a critical digital literacy in order to provide insight regarding operation of 
power in digital media. Also, it focuses upon how digital media shape our ways of thinking and constructs 
various ideologies. 

1.2 Objectives of the study 

1) To examine how power is operated in the digital mediated construction of social identities. 

2) To explore the role of digital media in the investment of language and digital literacy practices to represent 
social ideologies. 

1.3 Research Questions 

1) How power is operated in the digital mediated construction of social identities? 

2) How digital media invest in language and digital literacy practices to represent social ideologies?  

1.4 Literature Review 

1.4.1 Critical Digital Literacy 

Pangrazio (2016) formulated a critical digital design that served as a political model of digital literacy. He drew 
his inception from New London’s Group (1996) design which is considered as a basic constituent of literary 
education. According to Pangrazio, the understandings of discourse, ideology and power provide support to this 
model in the critique. This critical framework, apart from laying its focus on specific technologies, refers to 
individualized practice. It lays emphasis upon personal position that is a mirror of one’s emotions and beliefs. 
Recognizing that technology or internet and multi model features of digital tool are analyzed side by side, it 
evaluates the way systems of power and privilege are reproduced by these structures. It connects personal 
responses to digital texts with wider ideological concerns as it considers ideology to be deeply rooted into 
affective experiences of texts. Aiming of creating an authentic framework for critical digital design, Pangrazio is 
recently working on the feasibility of this framework that incorporates visualization, transcendentalism and 
self-reflection. 

According to Santo (2013), digital spaces are tractable and one can easily reform and rearrange these spaces. 
This is due to the logical relationship between social and technical. So, he devised the term hacker literacies 
while considering the importance of critical digital literacy. Learners reconfigure with technologies and counter 
patterns of control through powerful entities by being as hackers. Dooley and Exley (2015) elaborated this notion 
by stating that with the help of afterschool digital programs, the blogosphere, watchdog groups and voices in 
academia, these learners gain training. Then, by being part of the subcultures, they are able to challenge the 
hegemonic control of established sites. 

Merchant (2007), upon considering Giroux’s (1994) perspective of critical pedagogy, identified critical digital 
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literacy as an essential part of literacy education. Digital spaces must be nurtured, preserved and understood in 
relation to their constructed nature. Educational institutions own the liability for developing critical lens among 
learners. They promote the availability of the tools so that they can be able to analyze various discourses. Such 
discourses focus on topics like occurrence of power relationships due to inequities in social circumstances. There 
is a need for learners to indulge in digital spaces so that critical digital literacy promotes capabilities of 
criticizing dominant discourses in them that are available in such spaces. 

Similarly, Jenkins (2006) investigated that learners must develop a critical ability to analyze the information 
shared in the digital spaces. This perspective, extracted from a report of twenty-first century based upon media 
education, elaborates the importance of critical thinking in order to get involved within participatory cultures. 
Considering new media literacies as a social skill, Jenkins explains that critical awareness allows learners to 
comprehend the way media structures our worldviews in relation to its conventions. This will enhance the 
interpretative ability among learners regarding the quality of availability of information on technology. 

1.4.2 Digital Media and Digital texts 

Digital media incorporates multiple literacy practices for various social purposes. Such practices promote 
engagement among users. They are concerned with hybridity, vocabulary and other textual features. 
Hybridization involves production of new text forms through reconstruction and blending of literate cultural 
practices. While concerning textual features, Black (2009) explained the creative production of texts by female 
users of online fanfiction sites. By disregarding definite social patterns, these users primarily focused upon 
modified textual patterns by investment in linguistic resources. 

Lee (2007) researched upon computer-mediated communication and explored the presence of new textual 
practices such as lexical choices, language-based shortenings and improper verb forms leading towards 
grammatical mistakes. The study data contained 70,000-word corpus of e-mail and instant messages texts. The 
population of study involved users of online text from multilingual Cantonese youth of Hong Kong. He 
explained that there are various ecological factors that influence language of instant messages text. 

1.4.3 Digital Media and Power 

Sanford and Maddil (2006) studied digital practices of youth in online spaces. Their main focus was the patterns 
of power and marginalization that were conveyed through digital practices. Through a case study regarding 
adolescent males’ engagement in video games, they explained that videogames play a prominent role in 
imparting knowledge, intertextuality and text design. This study also highlighted that such digital practices of 
video gaming not only give opportunity to inhibit institutional authority but also strengthen hegemonic 
representation of masculinity. 

Challenging implicit and explicit social messages incorporated in digital media is a main element in various 
critical media researches. One such critical media project, Exploring Freedom, was demonstrated by Domica 
(2006). This project was concerned with fifth grade students who were trained in interpretation and evaluation of 
multimedia sources (websites, books, magazines and newspapers). It placed special focus on the multimedia 
texts (editorials, films, reports, poetry and news broad casts) present in such sources. The main aim of the project 
was to develop understanding towards critical media approach so that students could learn to act positively 
against social issues involving unequal power relations. 

1.4.4 Digital Media and Identities 

According to a study by McGinnis and colleagues (2007), online spaces can serve as a means for meaning 
construction, identity negotiations and digital literacy practices. The three case studies presented demonstrated 
that digital multimodal literacy practices represent and construct transnational identities. They showed how 
transnational youth interacts with diverse media modes and multiple language forms in their online sites in order 
to represent their differing identities as youth along with contest their positioning. 

Norton (2010) conducted a comparative analysis of three studies regarding English language learners in Pakistan, 
Uganda and Canada. The analysis suggested that investment of language by learners in Pakistan is similar to 
investment in identities because of their ownership over the language. The Canadian learners invested in literacy 
practices to construct readers’ identities. The Ugandan female learners invested in digital tools and literacy 
activities to disclose restricted identity choices available for them to adapt by their social context. 

The above-mentioned studies were somehow concerned with the role of users while operating digital spaces. 
They focused on usage of digital skills in users during socialization and communication with other users. The 
very process of socialization and communication enable them to evaluate their own identities with respect to 
other identities in digital environment. They are also able to relate various ideologies respective to their sense of 
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Social ideology 

The text reveals a social norm of code-switching in native language. 

Identities 

English language speakers (dominant) 

Urdu language speakers (subservient) 

Literacy practice 

The textual layout of this Figure 10 is such that the exact words of the parents are quoted here in order to create 
an emphasizing effect upon the social norm of code switching being signified from the text. Also, it is important 
to notice that people who practice this norm tend to use verbs and nouns of English language more in their 
speech rather than conjunctions or other parts of speech. By doing so, they mean to create a more impressive 
impact over the listeners because core message is delivered through verbs and nouns rather than other parts of 
speech.  

4. Discussion 
The main idea behind this study was to assess the power that is exercised in the digital mediated constructions of 
social identities. It proves that certain social identities are positioned as dominant entities by virtue of gender and 
social relations. These dominant social identities are responsible for positioning other identities by refusing them 
power. It demonstrates how social identities like husband, mother-in-law, parents, relatives and English-language 
speakers hold a privileged position in society while making wife, single girls, children/daughter, adults and 
Urdu-language speakers marginalized respectively. 

This study has clarified the imperative role of digital media in the investment of language and digital literacy 
practices to represent social ideologies. The three angles deduced from the represented ideologies were: marriage, 
adulthood and family. Such social ideologies include social norms, values and beliefs prevalent in Pakistani 
society. Dowry and demands of groom and his family, uncanny standards of mother-in-law for single girls, 
submissive role of wife on holidays, early marriage, restrictions for daughter and code-switching in native 
language are some of social ideologies represented from the literacy practices used in Facebook pictorial 
postings. The conclusive findings also manifest the fact that the text and visual representations of Facebook 
postings use various linguistic features. The use of literary figures like transliteration and ellipsis in some 
postings are playing an evident role in representing the social ideology. There is careful selection of words, 
choice of language and each text carries a specific ideology for the people. The position of core words is also 
important as most of them are placed in the beginning of the lines, hence, constituting towards ideological 
representation. Thus, digital literacy practices have social implications upon people. 
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Figures Retrieved from: 
The Hadharam movement: https://www.facebook.com/TehreeqEhadharam/ 

Sarcamistan: https://www.facebook.com/sarcasmistan/ 

Khabees Orat: https://www.facebook.com/khabeees/ 
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