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Editorial

As cultural boundaries blur and virtual and physical spaces merge, interculturality
and digitalization mould our everyday world. We believe these entangled concepts
should be viewed together. Our interdisciplinary book series is dedicated to the idea
of a scholarly Intercultural Communication, informed by the perspectives of critical
Digital and Internet Studies: Studies in Digital Interculturality. In this series we
wish to publish thematically relevant monographs, anthologies, dissertations, and
edited volumes of the highest quality.

The series is edited by Luisa Conti, Fergal Lenehan, Roman Lietz and Milene
Oliveira.

Milene Oliveira is a lecturer in Applied Linguistics at Newcastle University, UK.
She earned her PhD in Applied Linguistics from the University of Potsdam in 2018,
where she also led the BMBF-funded project Digital Communities and Online
Intercultural Competence (2020-2024). Her research explores digital intercultural
communication, interactional sociolinguistics, English as a lingua franca (ELF),
and business communication.

Luisa Conti (PhD) is a researcher based at Friedrich-Schiller-Universitit Jena and
P.I. of several national and international projects on digital interculturality. Her in-
terdisciplinary research aims to understand the impact of digitalisation on individ-
ual and social well-being, while exploring its potential to drive a sustainable societal
transformation.



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

Milene Oliveira, Luisa Conti (eds.)

Explorations in Digital Interculturality

Language, Culture, and Postdigital Practices

[transcript]



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

This volume was an outcome of the joint project ReDICo: Researching Digital Inter-
culturality Co-operatively.

Bibliographic information published by the Deutsche Nationalbibliothek

The Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche Nationalbib-
liografie; detailed bibliographic data are available in the Internet at https://dnb.dn
b.de

©Nole

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons License BY-SA 4.0. For the full license
terms, please visit the URL https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/.

Creative Commons license terms for re-use do not apply to any content (such as graphs,
figures, photos, excerpts, etc.) not original to the Open Access publication and further per-
mission may be required from the rights holder. The obligation to research and clear per-
mission lies solely with the party re-using the material.

2025 © Milene Oliveira, Luisa Conti (eds.)
transcript Verlag | HermannstraRe 26 | D-33602 Bielefeld | live@transcript-verlag.de

Cover design: Maria Arndt

Cover concept: Akemi Paz, Tatiana Maria Pinz6n Villafrades
Cover illustration: Timo Ott

Printing: Elanders Waiblingen GmbH, Waiblingen
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291

Print-ISBN: 978-3-8376-7629-7 | PDF-ISBN: 978-3-8394-7629-1
ISSN of series: 2942-2620 | eISSN of series: 2942-2639

Printed on permanent acid-free text paper.



https://dnb.dnb.de
https://dnb.dnb.de
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://dnb.dnb.de
https://dnb.dnb.de
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291

Contents

Acknowledgements ...........c.oooiiiiiiiiiiiii e

Introduction

Interculturality and postdigital communicative practice
Building interdisciplinary pathways between intercultural communication,
sociolinguistics, and related fields

Milene Oliveira and Luis@ CONti . .......uneeeee e,

Part I: Conceptualising interculturality,
digitality, and language: Past, present, and future

Towards a posthumanist interculturality
Theory development in intercultural communication research

DOMINIC BUSCR «.vveee e

The colonial roots and continuities of Al language culture

Britta Schneider and Bettina Migge ...........ccovneeriiii i,

Part II: Understanding postdigital practices

in a changing world: Language, technology, and culture

Story-formatting on social media
Ways of telling, teller identities, and audience engagement

Alex Georgakopoulou ..........c..eeeennie it



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

The use of language technologies in forced migration
An explorative study of Ukrainian women in Austria
Jenia Yudytska and Jannis AndroutSopoulos. ..........eoveeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeean 135

‘Living at the limit’
Sociotechnical affordances and unlearning colonial gender and sexuality
Daniel N.Silva . ..o 167

Sustainability communication between globalisation and localisation

A comparison of corporate websites in the oil & gas industry
Nadine Thielemann and Zlatoslava Savych..........cooiiiiiiiii e, 195

Part lll: Contextualising digital interculturality:
Between connectivities and exclusions
Digital interculturality

Understanding postdigital reality through a new conceptual lens
Luisa Conti, Fergal Lenehan, Roman Lietz, and Milene Oliveira ........................ 231

Appendix

AULROTS oo 261



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

Acknowledgements

This volume emerged from sustained intellectual collaborations, shaped
throughout by mutual trust and shared curiosity. It is rooted in the ReDICo
2024 Encounters: Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Digital Interculturality, a scholarly
series which also included a PhD colloquium, held in collaboration with the
German Association for Intercultural Studies (IKS), to whom we extend our sincere
thanks for their collegial partnership. The Aydsol Collective’s performance Aus-
landerbehiorde, uma cachaga, bitte! on the eve of the colloquium offered a powerful
impulse for our collective reflections, and we are grateful for their original and
provocative contribution.

Foremost among those who shaped the spirit of this book are the ReDICo
Encounters speakers, whose contributions—alongside those of the ReDICo
team—sparked vibrant discussions and opened key conceptual pathways.
Each event brought together two scholars to explore a shared topic from
different disciplinary perspectives: Dominic Busch and Rodney Jones; Jannis
Androutsopoulos and Zhu Hua; Adam Brandt and Alex Georgakopoulou; Cig-
dem Bozdag and Daniel Silva. We are especially grateful to Ben Rampton for
his sustained intellectual presence throughout the project. The data session
he facilitated on interactional exchanges within a virtual intercultural game
prompted a truly interdisciplinary and genuinely eye-opening dialogue for all
participants.

The contributions to this volume grew out of these encounters and the
conversations they initiated. We are indebted to all authors for their insightful
contributions, their openness to feedback, and their willingness to engage
with new perspectives, which built on and extended those initial dialogues.
Our blind peer reviewers likewise deserve sincere thanks—their critical en-
gagement and consistent focus on digitality and interculturality were crucial
in refining the chapters.



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

Explorations in Digital Interculturality

With insight, commitment, and solidarity, our ReDICo colleagues Fer-
gal Lenehan and Roman Lietz have accompanied this book project, just as
they have been committed collaborators throughout the entire four years of
ReDICo. We are grateful to both for their steady, supportive, and intellectually
engaged presence along the way.

Special thanks go to Mario Antonio Tuccillo, who diligently supported both
the organisation of the Encounters and the preparation of this volume, handling
author communication, formatting, and logistical workflows with calm preci-
sion and great care. He was supported by Carmen Pereyra, whose experience
with previous ReDICo publications and conferences proved invaluable. Cor-
mac Anderson’s support with proofreading is likewise appreciated. We also
thank our colleagues at transcript for their friendly and accommodating col-
laboration throughout the publication process.

This volume would not have been possible without the funding from the
German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF, today Federal
Ministry for Research, Technology and Space — BMFTR) and the steadfast
administrative support from the University of Potsdam.

Finally, we thank the graphic designer of this volume’s cover, Timo Ott,
whose creative vision gave a face to the multifaceted questions explored in
these pages.



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

Introduction



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

Interculturality and postdigital

communicative practice

Building interdisciplinary pathways between intercultural
communication, sociolinguistics, and related fields

Milene Oliveira and Luisa Conti

Abstract This introductory chapter sets the stage for a volume that brings together
perspectives from sociolinguistics, discourse analysis, and intercultural communication
studies to explore the complex interplay between digital and intercultural practices.

Grounded in discussions from the ReDICo Encounters series, the chapter reflects on how
digital technologies shape communicative practices and interculturality in ways that
challenge existing theoretical and methodological frameworks. We argue for an inte-
grated approach that draws on the strengths of both sociolinguistics and intercultural
communication, particularly in the context of what we term postdigital communicative
practice—i.e., the practices shaped by the interweaving of online and offline modes of
interaction. The chapter introduces key concepts, outlines methodological considerations,

and proposes the use of data sessions as a means of fostering interdisciplinary dialogue.

It also offers an overview of the chapters in the volume, highlighting the diverse ways in
which contributors investigate the cultural, social, and linguistic dimensions of digital
communication.

Keywords Postdigital Communicative Practice; Interculturality; Digital Intercultural-
ity; Sociolinguistics; Intercultural Communication; Digital Communication

1. Introduction

Throughout the last decades, we have experienced, sometimes viscerally, how
digital technologies shape the way we access information, communicate, con-
struct identities, form relationships, and engage with interculturality. From
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social networking sites to video-sharing platforms and instant messaging
apps, digital spaces have become arenas where intercultural encounters take
place, social and cultural meanings are negotiated, and norms are established.
We have thus witnessed how digital practices, defined as assemblages of
actions, digital technologies, social goals, and social identities (Jones et al.,
2015, p. 3), have become intermingled with intercultural practices, in which
a myriad of cultural references, norms, and modes of expression operate
simultaneously.

Sociolinguistics, discourse analysis, and related fields have made foun-
dational contributions to understanding how digital practices contribute to
identity work and reveal underlying language ideologies and power relations.
Intercultural communication studies have, in turn, critically examined the
concept of culture itself, frequently challenging essentialist leanings and
instead highlighting the potential for dynamic and context-sensitive perspec-
tives. This edited volume emerged from the ReDICo Encounters, a series of
scholarly sessions that combined presentations and discussions, seeking to
bring scholars from these fields into dialogue. The series aimed to explore and
experiment with methods of integrating diverse perspectives to enhance and
deepen our understanding of practices that are both digital and intercultural,
and that, therefore, potentially require more comprehensive epistemological
and analytical frameworks than those provided by sociolinguistics or inter-
cultural communication studies alone. We hope this volume will serve as a
valuable resource for a broad readership, including researchers and students
in language-related disciplines (such as sociolinguistics, discourse analysis,
applied linguistics, and others) and intercultural communication studies who
are interested in how digitality impacts the ways we communicate and ‘do
culture.

This introductory chapter is organised in the following way: In Section
2, we explain what we mean when we refer to intercultural communication
and interculturality. In Section 3, we examine the notion of communicative
practice, as described and well-researched in sociolinguistics and linguistic
anthropology, and demonstrate how language, society, and culture intersect
in communicative practices. In Section 4, we turn to what we call ‘postdigital
communicative practice, i.e., practices where the online and offline per-
spectives intersect, again highlighting the interplay of language, society, and
culture, but now influenced by digital technologies. In both Sections 3 and
4, we ask how our understanding of sociolinguistic processes can be mean-
ingfully connected with conceptualisations of culture and interculturality
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as part of our effort to foster dialogue between sociolinguistics (and related
disciplines) and intercultural communication studies. In Section 5, we point
to existing methods for researching intercultural communication streams and
digital communicative practices and propose the organisation of data sessions
as an analytical exercise that supports the kind of interdisciplinary analysis of
postdigital intercultural practices we have in mind when we call for a coming
together of sociolinguistics and intercultural communication. In Section 6,
we introduce the chapters and provide an overview of what readers can expect
from the multifaceted contributions to be found in this volume.

2. Intercultural communication and interculturality

The concept of ‘culture’ has been at the core of scientific discussions and
disputes. Our joint project ReDICo (Researching Digital Interculturality
Co-operatively) has based its theoretical undertaking, to understand ‘digital
interculturality’ (Conti et al., forthcoming; see also Conti et al’s chapter in
this volume),' on Bolter's theory of interculturality, which acknowledges the
multiplicity of Lebenswelten comprised in the notion of ‘culture’. In this vein,
Bolten (2015, p. 118) defined culturality as “familiar multiplicity” (vertraute
Vielfalt). Thus, culturality denotes a situation in which individuals act within
a field of action that is known and familiar to them; that is, they know the
conventions of behaviours and thoughts and can easily make sense of words
and actions employed and performed by other individuals in that same field
of action. Interculturality, by contrast, is defined as “unfamiliar multiplicity”
(unvertraute Vielfalt) (Bolten, 2015, p.118). According to this definition, inter-
culturality occurs when individuals find themselves in a situation where the
frames of reference are strange (see Schiitz, 1944) and cannot be immediately
grasped. However, given that individuals endure in this new field of action,
culturality will progressively emerge as unfamiliarity gives way to familiarity
(see also Conti, 2023).

Bolter's theory also acknowledges that interculturality can be experienced
from structural or processual perspectives (Bolten, 2012, 2020). The structure-
oriented perspective presupposes a view of culture marked by a high degree

1 Digital interculturality has been defined as “an interdisciplinary field that deals with
intercultural practices, as well as intercultural discursive developments, methods, and
theories related to the digital space” (Conti et al., forthcoming, n. p.).
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of spatial specification and boundedness. Discourses around national or re-
gional cultures are often connected to the structural perspective, which regards
cultures as containers (Bolten, 2012). The process-oriented viewpoint implies
a dynamic understanding of culture, as reflected in the actual processes tak-
ing place in interaction, whether working jointly on a particular task, as in the
workplace and other institutional settings, or establishing rapport with con-
versational partners. The theory also acknowledges that there is no correct or
false perspective and that “every perspective retains a certain level of validity”
(Bolten, 2014, p. 1). In this context, the closer one zooms upon a particular cul-
tural field of action, “the more differentiated and multifaceted the relationship
networks (local culture, group culture, couple culture, etc.) will be deemed to
be” and “the further one zooms away, the more undifferentiated and homoge-
neous such a field will appear (organizational culture, ethnic culture, national
culture, etc.)”. Analytically speaking, Bolten (2014, p.1) then argues that one
should avoid a loss of orientation (“One cannot see the woods for the trees”),
as well as the dangers of essentialism and stereotyping asin, e.g., seeing a ho-
mogenous area of forest but failing to recognise the individual trees. Thus, both
perspectives, the structural and the processual one, may be deemed relevant.”

There are several other theories of culture and interculturality (see, e.g.,
Holliday, 1999, on big vs. small cultures, see Busch'’s chapter in this volume) as
well as models that attempt to describe intercultural processes, i.e., changes in
perception of social situations resulting from intercultural contact (e.g., Ben-
nett, 1986, 2017).> However, it has been argued that, due to a disciplinary basis
inbusiness studies, management studies, and psychology, the field of intercul-
tural communication has not paid enough attention to linguistic aspects. Piller
(2012, p. 9) writes that “[flor a linguist, a large part of the intercultural com-
munication literature makes surprising reading. Part of the surprise results
from the limited to nonexistent attention to language, as if (...) languages were
anegligible aspect of communication”. This is unfortunate because, in fact, lan-
guage-related disciplines, such as sociolinguistics, have a sophisticated appa-
ratus for describing the relationship between language and society, and ulti-
mately also culture, from both structural and processual perspectives. In the

2 See Bolten’s 2020 critique of scientific debates regarding the notions of inter- and tran-
sculturality.

3 For descriptions and critique of models of interculturality and intercultural compe-
tence, see e.g., Bolten (2020); Rathje (2007); and Schroder (2024, pp. 9-89).
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following, we review some of these notions that have come to shape how so-
ciolinguists, linguistic anthropologists, discourse analysts, and scholars in re-
lated disciplines explain the interplay between language, society, and culture.
At first, we will focus on conceptual notions that have been developed out of
research with physically co-present communities. Later, in Section 4, we will
proceed to examine how these notions have been adopted in studies of digital
practice.

3. Language, society, and culture as offline communicative practice

Linguistic theory has experienced significant shifts throughout the decades.
An important and influential trend was Noam Chomsky’s framing of linguis-
tics as a science of linguistic ‘competence’ (Chomsky, 1965), i.e., a speaker’s
mental knowledge of the rules of a language and their ability to generate and
understand grammatically correct sentences. ‘Competence’ is thus abstracted
from actual language use and assumes an idealised speaker-hearer in a homo-
geneous speech community. Modern sociolinguistics, according to Blommaert
(2018, p. 22), emerges as a reaction to that: “the abstract language designated
as the object of linguistics was countered by situated, contextualized ‘speecly
and such speech had to be understood in terms of a dialectics of language and
social life”.

Thus, sociolinguistics—understood here as an umbrella term encompass-
ing other language-related disciplines, including linguistic anthropology (see
Coupland, 2001)—paved the way for a focus on communicative practice de-
scribed as the socially and culturally embedded ways people use language in
everyday life. According to Hanks (1996), communicative practice consists of
three interwoven elements: (a) formal structure, (b) activity, and (c) ideology.
Formal structure refers to linguistic forms and conventions and comprises,
for example, syntax and lexis in language in use. Activity refers to what peo-
ple accomplish, or try to accomplish, interactionally—e.g., negotiating, apol-
ogising, engaging in small talk, and teaching—and the social roles performed
by speakers in such interactions. Finally, ideology refers to values, beliefs, and
power relations that shape how language is perceived and used, for instance,
which language, with which linguistic features, are considered legitimate and
which ones are marginalised; thus, ideology is embedded in cultural norms
and social practices, and it has a bearing on speakers’judgments, expectations,
and positions concerning language and communication.

15
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This and other influential descriptions of communicative practice (see Sil-
verstein's Total Linguistic Fact, 1985) came to shape the study of languages in
productive ways as language started to be examined as much more than a bun-
dle of lexical items and syntactic rules (formal structure) and began to be looked
at as a social phenomenon influenced by interactional settings (activity) and
socially shared norms and beliefs (ideology).

This multilayered understanding of language is connected to sophisti-
cated analytical notions and frameworks within sociolinguistics and linguistic
anthropology which enable us to understand and describe sociolinguistic
processes that occur when people interact with each other in real-world sit-
uations. In the following, we will explain the notions of contextualisation,
indexicality, enregisterment, chronotopes, scales, and language ideologies as
they have proven highly influential in the description of meaning-making and
meaning negotiation in communicative situations. This list is not exhaustive,
but it addresses concepts mentioned in some chapters in this volume and
aims to ensure a shared conceptual foundation among readers from diverse
disciplinary backgrounds.*

‘Contextualisation refers to the process by which speakers use verbal and
non-verbal cues to signal how their utterances should be interpreted in a given
social situation. It serves as a foundation for interaction, guiding speakers
and listeners in producing and interpreting utterances through linguistic and
non-linguistic cues (Gumperz, 1982). These cues, such as prosody, discourse
markers, and code-switching, contribute to the construction of meaning
within a specific interactional frame. A well-known example comes from
Gumperz’s (1982) analysis of interactions at a cafeteria in an airport in the UK,
where communication breakdowns occurred between South Asian staff and
British customers. In one case, it was noted that the intonation used by Indian
and Pakistani staff members when asking customers if they wanted some
gravy (“Gravy?”, p. 173) was perceived as rude by the British customers, who
were likely to interpret it as a command rather than a polite offer. However, in
the servers’ cultural background, such intonation is neutral and appropriate.
Gumperz argued that the lack of expected contextualisation cues, such as
rising intonation or hedged phrases (‘Would you like some gravy?”), led to
misinterpretation of intent. While the literal message was clear, the social

4 For more encompassing discussions of conceptual ‘nuggets’in sociolinguistics, see
Coupland, 2016, p. 10; Blommaert, 2018, pp. 19—40).
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meaning (i.e., politeness, friendliness, service orientation) was misunder-
stood due to differing contextualisation cues by the South Asian staff and the
British customers.®

Crucially, contextualisation is closely connected to ‘indexicality’, the phe-
nomenon that explains how linguistic features (such as words, prosody, or
communicative styles) come to signal broader social meanings, including
identities, stances, and ideological positions (Silverstein, 1985). Through re-
peated use, these indexical relationships become sedimented, shaping how
particular speech patterns are perceived within or beyond specific communi-
ties. For instance, the use of formal titles may index respect or social distance,
while saying ‘y’all’ can signal a Southern U.S. identity. In his study of multi-
ethnic urban areas in London, Rampton (1995) observed how white working-
class youth adopted elements of Punjabi, Caribbean English, and Creole to
index stances of coolness, defiance, or solidarity in peer-group interactions.
Indexicality is thus a dynamic sociosemiotic process through which language
choices signal identity, group affiliation, and social positioning in particular
interactional moments.

The process of social recognition and entrenchment of indexical relation-
shipsis encapsulated in the notion of ‘enregisterment’ (Agha, 2003), which
describes how linguistic forms acquire social salience and become associated
with social identities, ideologies, and context. Once enregistered within a
given social order, these linguistic features are available for performance,
parody, or authentication, reinforcing or contesting social hierarchies. Using
the prestige register of spoken British English Received Pronunciation (RP)
as a central empirical case, Agha (2003) showed how linguistic forms (such
as accents) acquire and circulate cultural value through enregisterment. He
demonstrated how RP came to be constructed as a socially recognised marker
of elite status, authority, and education and how this recognition is sustained
and transformed through media, institutional practices, and everyday inter-
actions. In this vein, Agha (2003) argues that “cultural value is not a static
property of things or people but a precipitate of sociohistorically locatable
practices, including discursive practices” (p. 232).

Understanding enregistered linguistic forms requires situating them
within ‘chronotopes’, which link communicative practices to specific histor-
ical moments, spatial imaginaries, and interactional expectations. Based on

5 For a short overview of Gumperz’s work in German, see Oliveira (2023); for English, see
Oliveira (2023a).
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Bakhtin (1981), Blommaert (2015) described chronotopes as “invokable chunks
of history that organize the indexical order of discourse” (p. 105), given their
capacity to “invoke and enable a plot structure, characters or identities, and
social and political worlds in which actions become dialogically meaningful,
evaluated, and understandable in specific ways” (p. 109). For instance, refer-
ring to Stalin in Western Discourse can evoke a Cold War chronotope, where
Stalinism is equated with the enemy and the Stalinist leader is characterised
by dictatorship, violence, and totalitarianism. Similarly, images of Che Gue-
vara can serve to reframe current acts of social activism within a historical
tradition of leftist rebellion, establishing an indexical connection to that past
(Blommaert, 2015, p. 111). Chronotopic frames, thus, make us aware that lan-
guage users evoke multiple temporal-spatial orders in discourse and everyday
communicative practice, engaging in an ongoing display and negotiation of
stances and social identities.

‘Scales’ offer a helpful way to understand how language use is shaped by
broader social hierarchies (Blommaert, 2015). Not all language resources cir-
culate freely or are treated equally. Instead, they are subject to social processes
that assign them different degrees of value and legitimacy, depending on the
context in which they are used. This means that certain ways of speaking or
writing may be considered more “appropriate” or “prestigious” in particular
institutional, national, or global settings, while others may be overlooked or
marginalised. Blommaert (2007, p. 6) illustrates this through the example of a
student telling their supervisor, “I'll start with a chapter reporting on my field-
work”, to which the supervisor replies, “We start our dissertations with a liter-
ature review chapter here”. In this moment, the supervisor shifts from the im-
mediate, personal context (the student’s plan) to a broader institutional norm
about academic writing. This shift represents a ‘scale jump—a move from the
local and situated to a translocal, generalised level, where conventions that are
valid across a wider academic field are invoked. In this way, the notion of scales
helps us trace how language practices travel across contexts, how they gain or
lose value, and how their meanings change depending on their position within
local, national, or global structures.

Finally, language ideologies’ refer to understandings about the nature,
structure, and use of linguistic forms that are socially embedded and politically
positioned (Gal, 2023; see also Silverstein, 1985). These shared understandings
about language use and language varieties often influence one’s perceptions
of languages and their speakers as more legitimate or better suited for cer-
tain purposes than others (Da Costa et al., 2014, p. 359). Examples of language
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ideologies discussed in the literature are ideologies of language hierarchy—ac-
cording to which certain varieties are considered more legitimate than others
(e.g., national languages vs. dialects)—and language purism, which natu-
ralises the idea of pure and bounded languages and marginalises linguistic
diversity (Weber & Horner, 2017, pp. 16—20).

Thus, sociolinguistics and related disciplines have developed a pretty
robust analytical apparatus for describing how the three dimensions of com-
municative practice—formal structure, activity, and ideology—interact and
undergo semiotic processes that are in place not only within well-established
speech communities and communities of practice but also in intercultural
contexts. In this vein, if we want to shed light on how individuals transform
(or attempt to transform) unfamiliarity into familiarity—i.e., interculturality
into culturality—it seems crucial to understand the processes that invari-
ably influence their interaction with the unknown. Therefore, differing sets
of contextualisation cues and indexical relations—pointing to differently
enregistered linguistic and communicative resources—may be in place due
to speakers’ unique socialisation trajectories. Besides this, invoking shared
chronotopes and performing scale operations (e.g., scale jumps, as exempli-
fied above) may likewise prove more challenging in situations where some
linguistic and communicative resources cannot be assumed to be shared
(Blommaert & Rampton, 2011; Mortensen, 2017). Finally, the power of lan-
guage ideologies cannot be dismissed: the very choice of language and the
use of certain syntactical, prosodical, and lexical features by speakers in in-
tercultural encounters are embedded in centuries-long conceptualisations of
what linguistic and communicative resources are considered appropriate and
legitimate. This is crucial for understanding asymmetrical power relations in
gate-keeping intercultural encounters, such as asylum-seeking (Blommaert,
2009; Reynolds, forthcoming), schooling (Rampton, 1995, 2006), and other
types of gate-keeping encounters (Gumperz, 1982).

4. Language, society, and culture as postdigital
communicative practice

Communicative practice has undergone dramatic changes in the last few
decades as the media through which interaction takes place have evolved in
unprecedented ways. From telephones to mobile phones and smartphones,
from desktop computers to laptops, from video-conferencing applications
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such as Skype (recently discontinued) and Zoom to messengers and apps
featuring video calls such as WhatsApp and Facetime, the media affordances
available in different types of hardware and software have impacted the way we
communicate to one another. These technologies have also impacted the reach
of communication. Whereas in the past, the telephone was used to communi-
cate with friends, family, or institutions, today’s digital technologies—such as
apps, software, and social media—enable both focused and unfocused inter-
action (Goffman, 1963)° with virtually anyone, including countless individuals
we may not know personally and will likely never meet. However, throughout
these developments, some strands within language-related disciplines have
remained largely committed to what is considered the prototypical form of
social interaction: face-to-face communication within physically co-present
speech communities or communities of practice, often in dyadic formats. This
scenario is changing, and scholars have increasingly acknowledged that the
complexity of communicative practice has taken on new dimensions with the
growing integration of digital technologies. Jones et al. (2015) make the point
that

[d]igital technologies have made (...) aspects of context much more compli-
cated. They have altered our experience of the spatial and temporal aspects
of context by creating complex ‘layerings’ of online and offline spaces. They
have altered our experience of social contexts, allowing us to participate in a
wide range of different kinds of synchronous and asynchronous social gath-
erings with different configurations of participants (Jones, 2004). And they
have altered our experience of the ‘context of culture’ by enabling new and
complex global flows of cultural products and ideas. (Jones et al. 2015, p.9)

Thus, digital communication reshapes sociolinguistic processes, influencing
how communicative practices emerge, gain meaning, and circulate across on-
line spaces. The sociolinguistic processes described in Section 3 above gain new
nuances when examined in their connection to postdigitality, a notion that

6 In the original reference, focused interaction refers to situations in which individuals
engage in a shared activity or conversation and maintain mutual attention, such as in
meetings or dialogues. In contrast, unfocused interaction occurs when individuals are
co-present in the same space but do not directly engage with one another, as in pass-
ing on the street, while still managing social cues like eye contact or body orientation
(Goffman, 1963).
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stresses how the online and offline dimensions of life cannot be seen as sepa-
rate but are instead deeply entangled and mutually constitutive (Cramer, 2014;
see also the chapter by Conti et al. in this volume). In this vein, the process
of enregisterment in digital spaces (Blommaert, 2018) plays a crucial role in
shaping online linguistic repertoires. Internet slang, emojis (Beiflwenger &
Pappert, 2022; Logi & Zappavigna, 2023), and graphic cues (Androutsopoulos,
2023), for instance, become recognisable as part of specific registers, indexing
particular identities, affiliations, and communicative norms. The same is true
for online storytelling, a major trend on social media, which follows specific
patterns (or ‘formats’, see the chapter by Georgakopoulou in this volume) and
thereby communicates certain stances, positions, and social identities. How-
ever, this process is not isolated,; it is also shaped by algorithmic effects (Blom-
maert, 2018, p. 55; Maly, 2023). Aslinguistic forms gain enregistered meanings,
their indexical associations are further reinforced or disrupted by platform al-
gorithms, which largely determine their visibility or marginality. For instance,
the strategic use of hashtags, emojis, or specific linguistic markers can index
political stances (Silva & Maia, 2022) or belonging (Zappavigna, 2014; Zappavi-
gna & Ross, 2024). Still, algorithms mediate whose voices are amplified and
which linguistic resources become dominant (see Conti et al.’s chapter in this
volume).

The circulation of enregistered and indexicalised linguistic resources
across digital platforms also highlights the role of scales in global digital
communication. This process, for instance, leads to certain features—e.g.,
language varieties or communicative styles—gaining popularity and ac-
quiring new indexicalities overnight. At the same time, globally circulating
discourses, memes, and communicative norms are locally recontextualised,
acquiring new indexical meanings within different cultural settings (on local
recontextualisations, see Thielemann & Savych in this volume). This scalar
movement of language interacts with chronotopic framings in online dis-
course (Blommaert & Varis, 2015; see also ‘mobile chronotopes’ in Lyons and
Tagg, 2019) as digital users situate linguistic practices within temporal and
spatial frames. For example, narratives about the “early internet” or futuristic
Al-driven communication construct specific chronotopes that shape users’
perceptions of authenticity, linguistic change, and digital identities.

Within these shifting linguistic landscapes, multimodal communication
(Page, 2022) further illustrates the complexity of digital discourse. To navigate
multiple communicative contexts and audiences, online users switch between
languages and linguistic varieties, platform-specific vernaculars, and multi-
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modal resources, such as GIFs, memes, and emojis. These instances of digital
language use are not merely a matter of individual choice, but they are em-
bedded within broader enregistered practices, indexical associations, and al-
gorithmic constraints. A meme, for instance, may carry specific enregistered
meanings within a digital community while also acquiring new indexical val-
ues as it scales across different digital spaces and chronotopic framings.

Against this backdrop, the understanding of what a community is gains
brand new shades. While a community of practice has been characterised by
the sharedness of objectives and communicative resources, other forms of
community—e.g., light communities and transient communities and groups
(Blommaert & Varis, 2015; Lgnsmann et al., 2017; Pitzl, 2018; Oliveira et al.,
2024)—have begun to be discussed and rendered in analytical and concep-
tual terms. These are communities where indexicalities cannot be assumed
to be shared (Mortensen, 2017), a phenomenon that is especially relevant in
intercultural contexts.

It is also interesting to observe how the digital sphere, which often grants
users anonymity, has been a space where language ideologies—which fre-
quently remain hidden in everyday communication—are given full disclosure
in online discourse. Szabla and Blommaert (2019) have demonstrated how, in
a Facebook discussion, users orient to local digital community norms by explic-
itly referring to community rules, especially when they perceive these rules
as having been violated. The discussion contains several tokens of situated
digital-community norms referring to legitimate rules in this community or
on the platform/social media as a whole; however, it also includes comments
that reveal “a higher-scale context” in which language ideologies are at play,
for instance when a user accuses the author of a Facebook post of illegitimate
use of the Polish language: “Fucking great journalist who makes spelling
mistakes...” (p. 22).

Taken together, these interconnected notions and processes illustrate
what postdigital communicative practice looks like: while the three dimen-
sions described by Hanks (1996)—formal structure, activity, and ideology—are
still in place, they are constantly influenced by a blend of digital affordances,
multimodal practices, and algorithmic effects. This understanding of postdig-
ital communicative practice embedded in the online-offline nexus’ provides

7 The online-offline nexus refers to the inseparable and dynamic relationship between
online and offline social life. In this sense, digital communication is not understood as a
separate realm but deeply intertwined with offline contexts—shaped by and shaping
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a useful background for examining digital intercultural practices. These prac-
tices indicate an omnipresent confrontation with interculturality, as described
above, which involves unfamiliarity with, for example, new digital technolo-
gies, platforms, and digital communities. This confrontation may, in turn,
trigger renewed strategies to create culturality—i.e., new routines of action
(Groschke & Bolten, 2013) and new belongings in affinity spaces (Gee, 2007;
Dovchin, 2020; Zappavigna, 2014) and light communities (Blommaert & Varis,
2015).

Amidstallthis, generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) and language tech-
nologies have shaken the foundations of postdigital communicative practice,
as acknowledged in both the intercultural communication (Zhu et al., 2024)
and the sociolinguistics literature (see the discussion article by Kelly-Holmes,
2024, and commentaries on the Journal of Sociolinguistics). Some empirical
work suggests that postdigital communicative practice has been significantly
impacted by language technologies and Al tools, for instance, in interactions
with voice assistants such as Alexa (Leblebici, 2024) and in contexts of migra-
tion (see the chapter by Yudystka and Androutsopoulos in this volume). There is
also a growing awareness about the potential implications of interactions with
GenAl and large language models in terms of cultural change and the amplifi-
cation of existing cultural biases (Jones, 2025; Schneider, 2022).

Thus, as individuals engage with new technologies, platforms, and digi-
tal communities on a daily basis, their interactions with interculturality and
their search for culturality are ubiquitous. In this vein, engaging in postdigital
intercultural communicative practice means undergoing the above-described
sociolinguistic processes while attending to the dynamics of intercultural en-
counters in the digital space, such as repeated experiences of uncertainty and a
constant search for “culturality”. Building on these considerations, the follow-
ing section proposes bringing the analysis of interculturality and postdigital
communicative practice together through interdisciplinary work.

5. Analysing interculturality and postdigital communicative practice

Intercultural communication is an interdisciplinary field (Piller, 2012) that has
traditionally drawn on a wide range of research methods (see Zhu, 2016, Ed.),

social identities, power relations, and communicative practices (Blommaert & Maly,
2019).
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some of which overlap with certain orientations in sociolinguistics. Examples
are ethnography (Jackson, 2016), (critical) discourse analysis (O'Regan & Betzel,
2016), and conversation analysis (Brandt & Mortensen, 2016), among others.

Within sociolinguistics, research methods that consider the online-offline
nexus have gained prominence in recent years. An early example is Androut-
sopoulos’ discourse-centred online ethnography, which aims to “combine the
systematic observation of selected sites of online discourse with direct con-
tact with its social actors” (Androutsopoulos, 2008, p. 2). Another example is
Georgakopoulou’s use of ‘technography’ as a methodological approach that ex-
amines the interplay between technological platforms and storytelling prac-
tices, particularly within social media contexts (Georgakopoulou, 2024). This
methodology integrates corpus-assisted narrative analysis to track media af-
fordances and the directives platforms impose on storytelling practices, em-
phasising the co-construction of narratives through platform design and user
interaction. Zappavigna’s social semiotic analysis of ambient affiliation in so-
cial media corpora, strongly informed by systemic functional linguistics, is an-
other case in point (Zappavigna, 2014; Zappavigna & Ross, 2024). Similarly, the
body of research under digital discourse analysis (Visquez, 2022, Ed.) exam-
ines the interplay between language use, social practices, identities, and ide-
ologies across platforms and modalities.

Inrecentyears, digital ethnography has gained traction within and beyond
the field of sociolinguistics. This research method, we argue, is potentially
productive for a fruitful investigation of interculturality and postdigital com-
municative practice in specific digital settings, such as social media. Digital
ethnography has been defined as a research method “interested in the ways
in which people use language, interact with each other, employ discourses,
and construct communities, collectives, knowledge, and identities, through
and influenced by digital technologies” (Varis & Hou, 2019, p. 230). Digital
ethnography studies usually take into account both screen data and user data
(Heyd, 2023, p.250), where screen data means that online observation and
participation are achieved through discourse analysis of digital communities.
User data refers to an ethnographic approach, incorporating participant ob-
servation, interviews, and field notes, where users’ offline surroundings and
practices are taken into account.

Because digital ethnography is a method employed in various disciplines,
including anthropology, sociology, business studies, and communication
studies, it “offers the perspectives and benefits of transdisciplinary work”
(Heyd, 2023, p. 249). Thus, we argue that digital ethnography is a research
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method well-positioned to aid the analysis of postdigital and intercultural
communicative practices.

When deploying any of the methods mentioned in this section, conceptual
and methodological questions remain about how to account not only for soci-
olinguistic and semiotic processes but also for the phenomenon of intercultur-
ality. If we want to take postdigital intercultural communicative practice seri-
ously, analysts must scrutinise and account for both (socio)linguistic processes
and experiences of interculturality. Attending to both entails addressing the
challenges of interdisciplinarity in general and the specific issues involved in
the convergence of sociolinguistics (and related disciplines) and intercultural
communication more specifically.

The general constraints to interdisciplinarity involve different epistemolo-
gies, terminological mismatches, methodological tensions, and collaboration
struggles. Moreover, the fields of sociolinguistics and intercultural commu-
nication already entail a significant level of interdisciplinarity in themselves,
which has been associated with challenges in terms of visibility and recogni-
tion. For example, Sommier et al. (2021, p. 12) have argued that “trapped be-
tween the looming legacy of cross-cultural communication and the grand aura
of cultural studies, intercultural communication sometimes struggles to es-
tablish itself” (on the history and epistemologies of intercultural communica-
tion studies, see Busch’s chapter in this volume).

Despite the challenges involved, we propose that the study of postdigital
intercultural communicative practices can significantly benefit from a close ex-
amination of both sociolinguistic and intercultural processes. Pragmatically,
this can be achieved through interdisciplinary dialogue, such as the kind of
collaboration proposed by Rampton and van de Putte (2024) in their effort to
bridge memory studies and interactional sociolinguistics. The authors outline
two modes of interdisciplinary engagement (see also Rampton et al., 2014): In
mode 1, focal problems or research questions emerge within a specific disci-
pline, but researchers encounter bottlenecks that require engagement with al-
ternative analytical and conceptual frameworks. In mode 2, by contrast, the
problem or research question arises first and is then addressed by a multidis-
ciplinary team that brings together diverse areas of expertise. As Rampton et
al. (2014, p. 6) note, mode 2 interdisciplinarity requires “quite a high tolerance
for ambiguity”, and it is crucial “not to commit too quickly to the specification
of the key methods and dimensions of analysis”.

However, how do we bring modes 1 and 2 of interdisciplinarity to life in
our everyday practices as researchers, usually confined to the modus operandi
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(or culturality!) of our own fields and academic communities? Rampton and
van de Putte propose data sessions as incubators of interdisciplinarity. In
laying out how an interdisciplinary data session works, they explain that a
“data-bringer” shares a short excerpt (around three minutes) of verbal in-
teraction—usually transcribed and accompanied by audio or video—with a
small group of around fifteen people. After a brief contextual introduction,
the group listens to or watches the recording multiple times. Participants
then spend 15-20 minutes analysing the transcript individually, followed by
60—-90 minutes of group discussion. The focus is on open-ended questions
such as “What is happening here?” to allow diverse interpretations to emerge.
Importantly, the data-bringer remains silent during this discussion and only
shares their own analysis in the final 10-15 minutes, reflecting on how the
group’s insights align with or challenge their original interpretations. This
practice is inspired by conversation analysis, whose data sessions focus on
the here-and-now of interaction. However, in interdisciplinarity-oriented
data sessions of the kind proposed by Rampton and van de Putte, “although
the ‘facticity of recorded data is something to check back to throughout a
session, interpretations usually go far beyond the structures and processes
of interaction itself, and the openness to different interpretative logics allows
scholars of interaction, memory, and other traditions to learn from each other”
(Rampton & van de Putte, 2024, p. 17).

Therefore, we argue that bringing intercultural studies and sociolinguistics
into dialogue through data sessions—potentially incorporating diverse modes
of data such as social media posts, comment threads, or TikTok videos—offers
a productive means of exploring epistemological alignments and analytical
complementarities. During the ReDICo 2024 Encounters, we had the oppor-
tunity to experience the potential of such interdisciplinary engagement in
a 9o-minute data session facilitated by Ben Rampton. In this session, par-
ticipants analysed excerpts from video-mediated interactions in English as
a lingua franca, recorded within a virtual intercultural game environment
(see Oliveira, 2024; Oliveira et al., 2024). The discussion was enriched by the
contributions of PhD students, early-career scholars, and senior researchers
from various universities, who gathered at the Friedrich Schiller University of
Jena in March 2024. This particular ReDICo Encounters session was organised
in collaboration with the University Association for Intercultural Studies in Ger-
man-speaking Countries, which regularly brings together doctoral candidates
through colloquia held at different venues across Germany and Austria.
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6. Structure of this volume

During the editorial process, we encouraged contributors to reflect on how dig-
itality and interculturality are featured in their theoretical reflections and em-
pirical studies. The contributions to this volume address these complex issues
and, at the same time, lay the groundwork for further empirical examinations,
as well as theoretical and epistemological reflections, regarding postdigital in-
tercultural communicative practices.

Part 1, Conceptualising Interculturality, Digitality, and Language: Past, Present,
and Future, comprises two chapters that are complementary in tracing theo-
retical and epistemological developments in the study of intercultural com-
munication and language. In Chapter 2, Dominic Busch outlines theory de-
velopment in intercultural communication, which is of crucial importance for
a field where theory building has been largely neglected. This outline leads to
an incursion into epistemology and ontology, with the author arguing that the
disentangling of epistemology and ontology in intercultural theory-building
can aid our understanding of the notion of culture in sets of theories cate-
gorised within two paradigms: the difference approach and the newness approach.
In short, the difference approach, which presupposes the primacy of episte-
mology over ontology, outlines the notion of culture as a “gap-filler” between
empirical perception and what theories can claim. In contrast, the newness ap-
proach rejects this gap by acknowledging the intertwinement of epistemology
and ontology and thus of culture and lived experiences. Busch situates posthu-
manism within the newness approach. According to the author, this approach
“may help to open up new horizons in intercultural communication research,”
and we argue that it may prove productive in further explorations of the entan-
glement between (post)digitality and interculturality (see also Lenehan, 2025).

While Busch puts intercultural communication theory into perspective
in Chapter 3, Britta Schneider and Bettina Migge review language ideologies
from colonial times and compare them with current discourses on Al lan-
guage technologies. The authors conclude that these technologies “represent
a continuation of colonial endeavours from the Global North.” The chapter
makes us acutely aware that “we are currently confronted with a reordering
of sociolinguistic realities” and makes the case that the current “digital turn
follows a well-trodden and historically shaped path”. Thus, the two chapters in
Part 1 provide a much-needed overview of how the present or the here-and-
now of communicative practice and intercultural communication are entan-
gled in past societal configurations, discourses, and epistemologies. While
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Schneider and Migge’s chapter highlights the importance of examining the
past to create more equitable futures with respect to conceptions of language
and language practices, Busch entertains the potential of posthumanism to
experiment with the ‘radically new’ in intercultural communication research
and radically change the field in the years to come.

Following these two chapters, we enter Part 2 of the volume, Understanding
Postdigital Practices in a Changing World: Language, Technology, and Culture, which
contains empirical studies focusing on various aspects of postdigital com-
municative practices. The authors examine Gen-Z social media practices, the
communicative practices of forced migrants aided by language technologies,
corporate communication across websites, and activism education medi-
ated by video-conferencing technology. In Chapter 4, Alex Georgakopoulou
builds on the ethnomethodological concept of ‘format’®to analyse positioning
in stories on social media, including Snapchat, Instagram, TikTok, Facebook,
and Weibo. The author uses the so-called technographic method to examine
both the here-and-now and the historicity of semiotic choices featured in
these stories. She demonstrates how specific formats and storytelling ap-
proaches—both in terms of telling and engaging with others’ stories—are
tied to self-presentation strategies. Using examples from TikTok, the au-
thor illustrates the processes of reconfiguration and repurposing of stories
across different platforms. These processes attest to the power of creating
and engaging with stories as postdigital communicative practice. Because
storytelling formats on social media often transcend linguistic and cultural
boundaries, these stories feature as a focal phenomenon to be explored for a
better understanding of interculturality and postdigital practices. In this vein,
the author observes how “the tension between the drive for homogeneity”
in story-formats and “users’ individual creativity and agentive power” raises
questions about “the future of storytelling and storytellers, especially in an era
increasingly dominated by GenAI, which is only going to increase the drive for
replication’.

In Chapter 5, Jenia Yudytska and Jannis Androutsopoulos explore how
forced migrants, with limited knowledge of the language of their new com-
munity, use language technologies (LTs) to address everyday communication
challenges. Through interviews and video-recorded re-enactments with six

8 A format is a recognisable pattern or structure of interaction that people use to make
sense of everyday social encounters, for instance, typical ways in which telephone con-
versations start and end (see Garfinkel, 2002).
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Ukrainian women in Austria, the authors examine their strategies to overcome
linguistic barriers despite limited resources, highlighting the vital role of their
co-national community—facing the same struggles simultaneously—in facil-
itating these strategies. The authors demonstrate that both LTs and human
translators are crucial for exercising agency, illustrating not only the experi-
ences of using each resource individually but also their integration through
the ‘human-in-the-loop’ strategy, where individuals are incorporated into
workflows reliant on LTs. The study reveals that participants often prefer
untrained, ad-hoc interpreters over technology in complex communication
situations. However, this reliance on others might burden those assisting, par-
ticularly as these helpers typically offer their support without compensation,
considering the precarious living conditions of the refugees. While acknowl-
edging that migrants are “at the forefront of adopting digital technologies
for interpersonal communication”, the authors go further, emphasising the
dual pressures they face: the urgent need to communicate effectively and the
mental strain imposed by language barriers, which can compound the trauma
of forced migration.

The challenges faced by forced migrants described in Chapter s—linguistic
marginalisation, precarious living conditions, and the enduring trauma of
displacement—find a compelling resonance in Daniel N. Silva’s analysis in
Chapter 6, albeit in a different socio-political context. While Silva focuses
on youth in Rio de Janeiro's favelas who have grown up within systems of
structural exclusion, both cases show how marginalisation—and forms of
empowerment—are mediated and negotiated through language. Silva’s chap-
ter centres on a Google Meet-based workshop in which young, marginalised
participants engage in the unlearning of colonial, gendered, and racialised
norms that sustain the imaginary of (in)securitisation, which frames them
as existential threats. The digital space functions here not as an abstract or
disembodied medium but as an affective and relational setting, intimately
tied to participants’ lived realities and embedded in broader regimes of vio-
lence, exclusion, and surveillance. It is within this postdigital entanglement of
online and offline worlds that the workshop creates a dialogical space where
participants reflect on their positionalities, share experiences of structural
violence, and co-produce knowledge. Digital tools thus play “a key role in
this epistemic transformation” by exposing “the ideological foundations of
gendered and racialised oppression”, according to Silva. Through multimodal
practices, participants articulate the intersections of race, gender, sexuality,
and militarisation, thereby challenging and reframing entrenched systems

29


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

30

Introduction

of oppression like patriarchy, racism, and LGBTQI+phobia. At the heart of
this process lies what Silva describes as the affective and epistemic labour
of “living at the limit,” where speaking, sharing experiences, and connecting
under duress becomes both a survival strategy and a form of resistance.
Chapter 7, by Nadine Thielemann and Zlatoslava Savych, adds another di-
mension to the second part of the volume by shifting the focus to the corpo-
rate sphere and analysing postdigital sustainability communication in the oil
and gas industry. Based on a comparative analysis of corporate websites from
companies in the United States, Austria, Poland, and Russia, the authors ex-
amine how global sustainability discourses emerge from the interplay between
international standards and local sociopolitical contexts. Corporate communi-
cation in this context must negotiate the demands of global frameworks—such
as sustainability reporting standards and stakeholder expectations—while si-
multaneously responding to nationally specific regulatory, cultural, and po-
litical conditions. This negotiation is evident in linguistic and communicative
choices, particularly how language (English vs. national languages) influences
the visibility, reach, and legitimacy of sustainability narratives. These dynam-
ics are further shaped by the affordances of the medium: corporate websites,
as predominantly one-directional (Web 1.0) platforms, are not designed for di-
alogue but for strategic message control. They define who is addressed, which
narratives are foregrounded, and how sustainability is framed—thereby func-
tioning as tools of communicative boundary-setting. In examining how com-
panies frame the Triple Bottom Line (economic, environmental, and social sus-
tainability), the chapter shows that while all firms link sustainability to share-
holder value, significant rhetorical differences persist. U.S. companies empha-
sise diversity and inclusion,’ Russian and Polish firms emphasise corporate
philanthropy and patriotism, and the Austrian company shifts between these
two orientations. Interpreted through the lens of glocalisation, these patterns
reveal how corporate sustainability communication is shaped by both global
convergence and local differentiation—offering insights into the cultural hy-
bridity that characterises corporate discourse in the digital realm, which is also
embedded in particular historical discourses. Furthermore, the authors argue

9 During the final revision of this chapter, completed in May 2025, we were compelled
to reflect on how unfolding geopolitical developments—such as the return of Donald
Trump to the U.S. political scene—can rapidly reshape the trajectory of digital corpo-
rate discourse.
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that “sustainability communication in the digital age is not merely a replica-
tion of global best practices but a dynamic process shaped by the intersection
of global trends, local demands, and the unique affordances of digital media.”

Offering sociocultural insights into meaning-making within postdigital
communicative environments, Part 3—Contextualising Digital Interculturality:
Between Connectivities and Exclusions—turns to the concept of digital intercul-
turality as developed over four years of joint interdisciplinary research within
the joint project Researching Digital Interculturality Co-operatively (ReDICo).
Thus, in Chapter 8, Luisa Conti, Fergal Lenehan, Roman Lietz, and Milene
Oliveira argue that intercultural communication in postdigital societies must
be reconceptualised in light of the infrastructural, algorithmic, and economic
architectures shaping digital platforms. The chapter outlines how these archi-
tectures are not neutral but actively reproduce historically developed power
asymmetries through processes of digital colonialism. It explains how “[t]hese
asymmetries are not external to the epistemic architectures of the Al-infused
internet, [but] they are constitutive of it.” These layers profoundly shape how
communication, interaction, and understanding unfold within digital envi-
ronments, significantly influencing wider societal transformation processes.
Digital interculturality, as framed in the chapter, is not an additional layer
to ‘traditional’ intercultural exchange; it constitutes the very condition of
living in postdigital societies. Communication is no longer separable from the
technological systems that mediate it, and cultural meaning is co-constructed
through processes of algorithmic visibility, platform governance, and digital
normativity. Drawing on the contextual dependency of meaning, the authors
argue that, therefore, an expanded understanding of context is needed, one
that includes not only social and spatial but also infrastructural and compu-
tational dimensions. Moreover, they insist that this transformation calls for a
shift from static, identity-based models of intercultural competence to more
critical, processual, and infrastructural literacy, capable of grappling with
how cultural forms are rendered (in)visible, amplified, or suppressed. The
chapter highlights the paradoxes of digital life: while digital platforms foster
connectivity and the emergence of hybrid, fluid identities, they also impose
(new) exclusions, standardisations, and forms of soft coercion. The authors
argue that understanding the complexity of these dynamics and rethinking
the internet as a cultural infrastructure is an urgent and necessary task for
fostering more equitable forms of (post-)digital interculturality.

This volume ultimately reflects the very scholarly event that inspired it:
an encounter of diverse theoretical, empirical, and epistemological perspec-
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tives—an engagement that is neither simple nor seamless but both challenging
and necessary. We invite readers to engage with all chapters, even when they
traverse unfamiliar conceptual terrains, disciplinary conventions, or bodies
of literature. Levels of familiarity with textual organisation and references
will naturally vary. Still, it is precisely in confronting the unfamiliar (or, in
other words, the ‘intercultural’) that the potential for new insights emerges.
We thus hope the volume encourages readers to remain open to new connec-
tions—whether they resonate now or spark reflection in the future.
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Towards a posthumanist interculturality
Theory development in intercultural
communication research

Dominic Busch

Abstract Intercultural communication research has sometimes been criticised for being
under-theorised, and particularly in the 1980s there were several attempts to strengthen
what could be called ‘intercultural theory’. But just as these efforts were beginning, the
discipline’s core premises were coming under increasing scrutiny: What is culture? Can
there be any analysis at all of a phenomenon that is so abstract from the outset? Ifwe have
to admit from the start that culture is a man-made black box, will we not always be going
round in circles? How is it possible for us to find out anything new at all? Theorising the
issue seemed to bring out even more contradictions. This chapter is an attempt to trace
the development of this dilemma. Accordingly, the concept of culture has been navigated
into a situation of epistemological crisis. In order to escape this impasse, theories have
been put forward that attempt to widen the epistemological scope of human perception:
human beings and cultural researchers can only grasp the world by interpreting it. Our
perceptions of the world are discursively constructed, and we participate in cultural dis-
courses. While this approach may have placed intercultural communication research on
a more solid theoretical footing, findings based on these approaches could no longer be
said to be new, and empirical approaches very often seemed much move fruitful. The re-
cent awakening of poststructuralist and, more precisely, posthumanist thought in social
theory seems to address exactly these weaknesses by reintroducing and reconstructing the
role of ontology in social and cultural theorising. Theorising in this way supports research
to find bases on which exploring the radical new is supposed to be possible. This chapter
attempts to trace and explain these stages, periods, and perspectives within intercultural
research.

Keywords Posthumanism; Cultural Theory; Circularity; Epistemic Violence; Ontology
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1. A theory perspective on intercultural communication research

More than ten years ago, I wrote a book chapter, the title of which might
translate as ‘How does the theoretical concept of diversity affect social action?’
(Busch, 2011). Of course, this was meant to be a provocative and rhetori-
cal question, to which my chapter would answer that such a relationship is
complicated and that different answers compete in research. But if we ask
ourselves what kind of theory is behind something like a research field of
intercultural communication, then perhaps this title could already provide a
core statement: In our language, we have terms for phenomena such as culture
and diversity that are themselves somehow based on the assumption that,
firstly, they exist, secondly, that their relevance lies in the fact that they have
an impact on people’s social behaviour, and, thirdly, that the task of research
is to explore this relationship in more detail.

A discourse-theoretical perspective may soon deflect this question in a
complicated way, but for the purposes of this initial observation it can be
summarised as follows: Humanity has created concepts such as culture and
diversity and all the presumed effects associated with them over a long period
of time—mostly in order to consolidate and strengthen strategically desired,
powerful structures. The discursive construct of culture that has been cre-
ated in this way is such that even attempts to mitigate the negative social
consequences of it only serve to reinforce its existence. It is thus guaranteed
to continue to exist indefinitely (Busch, 2021). This would be an example of a
theoretical explanation of the phenomenon of intercultural communication
with the help of a (neighbouring) (social) theory, in this case, discourse theory.
Such an approach could also be described as deductive, because in this case
an existing theory is applied to intercultural communication as a concrete
individual case.

In contrast, this article will make a reverse, inductive, attempt to deter-
mine the role of theories in the field of intercultural communication. It will
ask what role, in the ongoing development of the field of intercultural com-
munication, the study of theories and theoretical foundations has played. This
exploration will reveal an epoch around the 1980s when authors even within
the discipline warned against the neglect of theory-building in intercultural
communication research and therefore called for more efforts in this area. At
the same time, however, social theory from both within and outside the disci-
pline was increasingly questioning the role of culture in theorising. This chap-
ter will trace this debate and prepare for a more in-depth reflection on it, also
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considering fundamental questions about what social theories are and what
their roles and functions are. A disentangling of epistemological and ontologi-
cal aspects of intercultural theorising may show that the concept of culture has
long been used as a kind of gap filler between what theories claim and what
empirical perception can produce—a gap that has at the same time been con-
sidered inaccessible to human perception. Poststructuralist thought, in short,
claims that this gap does not actually exist, and that we are actually always liv-
ing in the world we are studying. Posthumanist approaches also relativise the
role of human beings in their world in relation to their material and organic
surroundings. Taken together, intercultural communication research seems to
have recently rediscovered a way of thinking and theorising that even helps and
encourages the perception of the radically new. This chapter will trace this long
and complex journey from the supposed crux of cultural theory to a recent form
of more inclusive theorising that may help to open up new horizons in inter-
cultural communication research.

2. What is a theory, and what is the purpose of a theory
in intercultural research?

Especially in the 1980s, a number of arguments for theories in intercultural
research are found in the literature, as well as works that are described as the-
ories by their authors. William B. Gudykunst, in particular, argues for the ur-
gent need to develop theories for studying intercultural communication. In his
view, there have already been a number of approaches to the conceptualisa-
tion of culture, but these have had little to do with communication (Gudykunst,
1983, p. 13). Specifically, Gudykunst notes a prevailing “antitheory’ perspective”
(1983, p. 14) in intercultural research, which favours more empirical research.
Indeed, Gudykunst concludes that de facto many fields of research were at best
just beginning to translate their findings into theories. If we look at the dis-
cipline of communication from the perspective of Kuhn's model of paradigm
shifts (1962), communication can at best be described as being in a ‘preparadig-
matic’ stage, that is, the discipline still hosts more than one general compet-
ing theory. By comparison, research on intercultural communication was even
less developed, according to Gudykunst (1983, p. 14). It was still in an ‘aparadig-
matic’ stage, where any form of paradigm would have to be developed. A gen-
eral definition of theory can be found in Georg Ritzer’s (2005a) Encyclopedia of
Social Theory. In it, Markovsky (2005) writes about “theory construction’:
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Theories are repositories of general knowledge. Through testing and refine-
ment, scientific theories change over time in ways that lead them to provide
increasingly accurate explanations for ever-widening ranges of phenomena.
Their accumulated wisdom far exceeds the ability of common sense to ex-
plain the complex world around us. (p. 830)

Markovsky points out, however, that in the social sciences, for example, many
approaches arelabelled as theories thatin fact do not meet these requirements.
They should rather be described as “quasi-theories” (Markovsky, 2005, p. 831).
These are typically just loose ideas, propositions, concepts, or observations.
For intercultural research, Gudykunst (1993) takes a pragmatic stance, arguing
that theories should be logically consistent, that they should provide a plausi-
ble explanation for a given phenomenon, that all levels of analysis should be
addressed, and that they should ultimately be able to be applied (p. 34). In a
similarvein, Spitzberg and Changnon (2009) stress that researchers should not
“lose the proverbial forest in the trees” (p. 5) when developing theories. Theories
should atleast have the core concepts in place, and they should have something
like a logical proposition at the heart of them.

Halualani and Nakayama point out that theories, especially in the field of
intercultural research, are always themselves both culture-specific and posi-
tioned in an intercultural perspective. However, the specific context studied
and the theorising done within that context are interdependent and influence
each other (Halualani & Nakayama, 2010, p. 9).

From a philosophy of science perspective, these contextual factors can also
be described as ‘meta-theoretical assumptions’ that guide theory building. For
Gudykunst (1993), for example, the classical components of epistemology and
ontology are part of these assumptions (p. 35). Kim (1988) adds that these meta-
theoretical assumptions also provide guidance as to whether a theory is more
concerned with understanding or prediction (p. 15). The more familiar term
‘paradignt is also used to refer to such meta-theoretical assumptions, although
there are many different definitions as well. Ritzer (2005b) writes about them:

A paradigm is a fundamental image of the subject matter within a science.
It serves to define what should be studied, what questions should be asked,
how they should be asked, and what rules should be followed in interpreting
the answers obtained. (p. 543)
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Gudykunst and Nishida note that the classics in this regard, Burrell and Mor-
gan (1979), distinguish between subjectivist, i.e., interpretive, and objectivist,
i.e., positivist understandings (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1989, p. 18). Lincoln and
Guba (2011) also list epistemology, ontology, and methodology as components
of paradigms, which they refer to as “basic beliefs” (p. 168). They later add that
axiology is actually part of it as well (Lincoln & Guba, 2011, pp. 167-169). Arne-
son (20092, 2009b) defines epistemology and ontology for the Encyclopedia of
Communication Theory (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009). Epistemologists ask “whether
and to what extent knowledge is based on the existence of phenomena and/or
on human perceptions. Their goal is to provide a general basis that would en-
sure the possibility of knowledge” (Arneson, 2009a, p. 349). This includes the
question of whether people are assumed to be able to access and perceive their
environment directly, or whether this can only be done through reconstruction
and interpretation. Culture is often understood to be precisely this process of
perceiving and constructing the world (Demerath, 2002). And Arneson (2009b)
writes about how “[o]ntology [...] considers the nature of being, the philosoph-
ical investigation of being. [...] With respect to human communication theory,
ontology is the study of what it means to be human’ (p. 695).

Indeed, ontology was originally concerned with naming entities. As exam-
ples of common ontologies in communication studies, Arneson (2009b) cites
“realism, nominalism, and social constructionism” (p. 695). According to Men-
doza, ontological assumptions in intercultural contexts are often explained
as belonging to (cultural) identities. And these are ultimately essentialising,
political, and often constructed as unquestionable, which is precisely what
should be confronted with “radical suspicion” (Mendoza, 2005, p. 238). From
the perspective of intercultural research, ontological reasoning emerges first
and foremost as “naming”, as Jackson II and Moshin (2010, p. 348) resume with
reference to Fanon (1967). Thinking about ontological foundations therefore
always runs the risk of essentialising and fixing phenomena that are in fact
artificial constructs. Seen from this angle, talking about ontologies runs the
risk of laying the groundwork for cementing difference and discrimination
(Jackson II & Moshin, 2010, pp. 348-349).

An intercultural comparative perspective relativises these assumptions
about the concepts of epistemology and ontology. Chen and An (2009, p. 204)
present a schema in which Western and Eastern assumptions about episte-
mology, ontology, axiology, and methodology are juxtaposed, and all these
components of paradigms can themselves be relativised for their cultural
specificity (Miike, 2010, p. 193). As with theories, intercultural research also
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assumes that the discipline’s self-image of diversity must also apply to dealing
with different paradigms “by encouraging interculturalists to understand the
diverse lines of our history in an intercultural way” (Kulich et al., 2020, p. 62).

3. Predictions or openness for something new?

As noted earlier, Kim suggested that theories—and, by extension, all re-
search—can serve different purposes, which can basically be divided into
predicting and understanding. Research can be designed to anticipate what
will happen in the future, with these options for future outcomes grounded
in a study’s theory. Alternatively, research can be designed to be as open as
possible to whatever may be discovered—in the present observation or in
future developments. In other words, as an alternative to predicting, research
can also be designed to find out something completely new and unforeseen.

The call for more theories was certainly also motivated by research pol-
icy. Kim (1984) argues that “there have yet to emerge coherent conceptual
paradigms of intercultural communication” (p. 13). For her, part of theorising
is “using common terminological currencies” (Kim, 1984, p. 13). Wiseman and
Van Horn (1995) go further, arguing that without theories it would not be clear
what to study at all (p. 2), a position that, as we shall see, was later explicitly
rejected. From the point of view of the time, however, Gudykunst (1983) in
particular was not only interested in explanations but above all in predictions
(pp. 14-15). Kim (1984) also confirms that the aim was to “describe, explain,
and/or predict intercultural communication phenomena in a number of social
contexts” (p. 14).

In fact, at that time there were several prominent approaches that were
primarily concerned with the prediction of people’s behaviour in different
cultures and in intercultural contact situations. These include, for example,
Ting-Toomey’s face negotiation theory (1988, p. 231), but also models with
cultural dimensions such as individualism-collectivism (Gudykunst & Lee,
2002, pp. 26—27). At the turn of the millennium, Gudykunst (2000) still affirms
the goal of testing “theoretical predictions about [...] behavior across cultures”
(p- 295). Even in cases where intercultural research draws on the findings of
neighbouring disciplines that have a wide range of exploratory and descriptive
approaches in their portfolios, intercultural research tends to cherry-pick the
predictive ones. For example, intercultural research has drawn on linguistic
approachesin its models for predicting differences in speaking behaviour, em-
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phasising, for example, categories such as indirectness (Bond et al., 2000) that
Edward T. Hall had earlier rooted in intercultural communication research.

On the other hand, the field of intercultural communication has always
identified with a self-image of discovering something new. This has helped
the field in its strategy to set itself apart from the existing disciplines. Terence
Jackson, for example, writing for the field of cross-cultural management, ar-
gues that Hofstede has indeed created something radically new by exposing
the cultural roots of Western positivist management research and thus its lim-
ited scope. Hofstede has created a counter-narrative so to speak, and Jackson
(2021) calls for this to continue in the field and for the discipline to find its role
in constantly creating new narratives (p. 175). As Jackson (2021) writes: “Good
social science scholarship does not relate to the status quo. In producing new
knowledge it disrupts what we previously ‘know’ about what we know about”
(p. 178).

However, finding the new is not without its challenges, and on closer in-
spection it becomes clear that intercultural research, like classical social re-
search, has usually seen the new in terms of difference, i.e., something is iden-
tified as ‘new’ in that it is described as being different from something that
already exists. In the strongest sense, however, something truly new should be
new and autonomous in itself, not referring to or comparable with something
that already exists. Gudykunst seems to have already identified the dilemma
or challenge. In his early discussion and plea for more theories in intercultural
research, he states that there are three ways to create new theories: either de-
velop the theory from the subject matter of the discipline itself, import it from
a neighbouring discipline, or break down a theory from a more general super-
discipline to the specific subject area (Gudykunst, 1983, p. 16).

Gudykunst argues that the best strategy for advancing the discipline would
be to develop theories from within. On the other hand, as Ting-Toomey (1984,
p. 230) later criticises Gudykunst’s volume, most intercultural theories are in
fact imports from neighbouring disciplines. Kim (1984, p. 14) confirms this for
the field as a whole.

Indeed, this is still the case today with the classic intercultural theories
that describe themselves as such. For example, the best-known approaches are
imported from psychology, such as Gudykunst’s uncertainty reduction theory
(1985), which he later developed into anxiety-uncertainty management theory
(1993). Other examples of imports from psychology include Tajfel’s social iden-
tity theory (1982), Ting-Toomey’s face negotiation theory (1988), or Stephan
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and Stepharn’s integrated thread theory (2000). Sociology is another potential
provider of theories, such as Bourdieu’s theory of social capital (1984).

4. The difference approach

The hypothesis of this chapter is that intercultural research has long under-
stood its search for the new in ‘foreign cultures’ as a search for something that
is new in the sense of being different from one’s own or from what is already
known. This may be because intercultural research, as a discipline, was still
strongly tied to the traditional understandings of the nature and purpose of
theories discussed above. It may also be that this view of the new as nothing
more than different has hindered intercultural research from producing more
convincing results—an effect that may have cast a less than promising light
on theorising as an approach to intercultural research in the past. This section
will therefore explore these pitfalls and subsume them under the rubric of what
here will be termed the ‘difference approach’. In a subsequent section (Section
5), this difference approach will be contrasted with what can consequently be
referred to here as the ‘newness approach’: Recent applications of theories from
poststructuralism, and posthumanism in particular, to intercultural research
may have opened up new perspectives and new ways of exploring something
genuinely new beyond difference. This may ultimately return theorising to a
more promising position and role in intercultural research.

While theory fulfils its traditional and stable role in the difference ap-
proach, designed to make predictions rather than to discover something rad-
ically new, imported theories remain more or less outside the core concepts
of intercultural research, leaving this core open to be filled with something
new. The notion of culture could therefore still be defined as something open
and changeable, fuzzy, and in flux. In fact, the concept of culture occupies
a somewhat undefined middle position between a given field of empirical
observation on the one hand and a stable theory on the other. In this constel-
lation, culture even incorporated the new and the open—but still somewhat
confined by theories.

In this strategy, culture is defined by and defines a gap towards external
theory. This construct will also be called the ‘two-world approacly’ later on. In
order to distinguish more clearly between the two strategies of searching for
differences and searching for the new, the difference-oriented approach is
analysed in more detail below.
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4.1 The functionalist paradigm and circular definitions

Indeed, the first definitions of intercultural communication were often cir-
cular. The very first Communication Yearbook of the International Communication
Association included a section on intercultural communication, and Tulsi B.
Saral (1977) provided an overview of intercultural communication theory and
research, followed by further contributions under similar titles by Prosser
(1978) and Saral (1979). Yet the definitions of intercultural communication
collected by Saral appear to be tautologies. We are told, for example, that
“communication is intercultural when occuring between peoples of different
cultures”, or that “intercultural communication obtains (sic) whenever the
parties to a communication act bring with them different experiential back-
grounds” (Saral, 1977, p. 389). In other words, the discipline is still very much
convinced of the existence of its own basic premises.

After all, from the very beginning, the discipline has talked about theories
of intercultural communication without really looking at the phenomenon it-
self. Instead, it has pursued an application-oriented approach. Authors con-
tinue to speak, as a matter of course and without further definition, of in-
tercultural theory (Liu, 2016; Vande Berg & Paige, 2009, p. 419), culture theory
(Bhawuk, 1998), theories of intercultural communication (Panocova, 2020), or
intercultural communication theory (Eguchi & Calafell, 2020, p. 6).

4.2 External theories were the necessary frameworks for designing
‘culture’ as intangible

Aside from the problem of congruent theory and object of research, inter-
cultural research is often faced with the problem that culture is defined as
something that is itself virtually incomprehensible, or is located within a
sphere that is in itself particular by virtue of its incomprehensibility. Ex-
amples of this self-referentiality can be found repeatedly in intercultural
communication research. For example, Edward T. Hall, under the influence
of Sigmund Freud, placed the cultural in the human unconscious and thus
has rendered it inaccessible (E. T. Hall, 1959, pp. 59-62, as cited in Rogers et
al., 2002, p. 6). The idea of understanding culture as context in the ethnog-
raphy of communication in the sense of Gumperz and Hymes (1972) can also
be interpreted as a strategy in which culture bridges the gap of the intangi-
ble. Bourdiews approach to cultural capital in the truest sense of the word
borrows from economics and sociology, and the ‘communities of practice’
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approach provided by linguistics (e.g., Corder & Meyerhoff, 2007) receives its
cemented theoretical pillars from sociological group theory. If we assume that
this difference approach always borrows an existing theory and confronts it
with a selected empirical setting, this will automatically lead to situations in
which the theory does not fit perfectly with the empirical observation—a gap
that these approaches have tried to fill with culture as a flexible filler. From
a philosophy of science perspective, this scheme would leave and rely on a
gap between its assumptions about epistemology and ontology. Difference
approaches to intercultural research share epistemological assumptions about
human perception and human understanding of the world on the one hand,
and they share ontological assumptions about what humans and their world
are like on the other. The two assumptions will never fully coincide, leaving a
gap that is not even perceived by humans. Again, it is culture that fills the gap
in these models, confirming its character as something dynamic, flexible, and
in flux. Moreover, the external theories help to avoid the circular definitions
mentioned above.

4.3 ‘Culture’ prevents epistemological crises

The difference approach in intercultural research also helps to avoid epistemo-
logical crises. The latter term refers to situations in which empirical observa-
tions, following a set of given epistemological assumptions, no longer produce
the expected results—or provide access to the ontological world at all. The no-
tion of crises in this context was introduced by Thomas Kuhn (1962, pp. 66—91),
who said that they occur more or less regularly in academic research, and that
they usually lead to a major paradigm shift that will then readjust the episte-
mological-ontological fit.

Philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre derives an alternative notion of paradigm
shift from the work of Michael Polanyi (1966), known for his concept of tacit
knowledge. In Polanyi’s view, people always have much more knowledge at
their disposal than they can consciously articulate. Such tacit knowledge
always precedes scientifically validated research and description, according to
Polanyi. In other words, we cannot use science to find out more than what we
already suspect. We cannot ask or look for anything else. In contrast to Kuhn's
view, in which epistemological crises occur almost abruptly or surprisingly, for
Polanyi epistemological crises are rooted in academic discourse and emerge
as slowly developing processes. Seen in this light, epistemological crises are
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even necessary pillars of any academic reflection—and thus rooted in cultural
and social traditions (MacIntyre, 2006, p. 16).

As we have seen in the previous considerations, culture per se is also of-
ten defined as something that is unconscious to human beings—and yet it is
obviously something that exists and is somehow felt, or to which certain per-
ceptions are attributed that cannot be classified in any other way. Accordingly,
it seems plausible that culture is used as something unconscious in order to
explain or substantiate aspects that are assumed to be unconscious.

It could also be argued that culture has always found its way into the disci-
plines when it was no longer possible to explain something with one’s own the-
ory. But this was not surprising, it was expected. And the solutions, in this case
culture, do not come as a surprise either, but can only be what has already been
anticipated. In this respect, even with paradigm shifts, we cannot go beyond
our existing cultural knowledge of the world. If we find gaps between theories
and the empirical world, we will not be surprised and we will fill them with our
notions of culture.

This gap between epistemology and ontology has a long tradition. Jessica
Moss (2021) has recently traced the distinction between the two worlds of
‘episteme’ (truth/knowledge) and ‘doxa (beliefs/experiences) in Plato, with
Plato distinguishing between the two worlds of thinking and experiencing,
which are in dialogue with each other. As Beitz (n.d., p. 21) has recently shown
for Kant and Hegel, among others, a distinction between theory and empir-
ical experience—and a natural gap between them—has a long tradition in
European philosophy.

To this day, research builds on this tradition when it comes to discovering
something new. More precisely, in the gap between theorising and the non-
scientific world, the new has its pre-organised place in these models. In some
cases, it is ‘culture’ that incorporates this ‘newness’ and that is located in this
gap. For this approach to work, it is important that this gap for the new be-
tween theory and the empirical world is actually maintained. Authors should
not, for example, bend theory towards the empirical world to make it fit. It is
in this sense that Karl Popper argued that theories must remain open to falsi-
fication. For this to happen, however, theories must remain unchanged. They
should not simply be changed in their definition and thus supposedly made
to fit again if there are signs of falsification (Popper, 1959/2005, pp. 60-61). In
this context, the use of methods is to ensure that theories remain what they
are, rather than being bent to fit reality.
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According to this difference approach, discovering something new is rela-
tively easy and can be done at almost any point and in any place, because what-
ever you look at, there will always be a gap between theory and the empirical
world. For cultural research, this means that ‘culture’ can be discovered at any
point. The only thing is that the results of this approach may be less spectacu-
lar and more or less easy to achieve. In this sense, in the field of intercultural
management research, Bonache (2021, p. 40) has recently referred to this re-
search strategy as “gap-spotting”. Ironically, this seems to be even more valued
in the discourse of the field than a courageous and open-minded approach to
the world.

Certainly, there are some rhetorical strategies that can be identified in the
communication of the field of intercultural communication that have fuelled
this image of the identification and filling of gaps. Over several decades, au-
thors in the discipline have repeatedly claimed that intercultural communica-
tion is a young and emerging field (Grosskopf & Barmeyer, 2021, p. 182;Jahoda
& Krewer, 1998, p. 3; Leeds-Hurwitz, 2014, p. 17; Saral, 1977, p. 389). In spite of
this, it has since become a “complex field” (Braithwaite, 2018, p. 47; Snow, 2018,
p- 59) which, instead of falling into an epistemological crisis, can actually take
pride in having already survived and undergone a number of paradigm shifts.
Both diachronic and synchronic overviews of the existing literature continue
to reflect these different paradigms. Scollon and Wong Scollon (1997), for
example, distinguish between a “utilitarian discourse system” (p. 111) in the
discourse of research and their understanding of “interdiscourse communi-
cation” (p. 15). Zhu (2016) alternatively takes a more epistemological stance
and lists a “positivist paradigm” starting a row of an “interpretive paradigm”, a
“critical paradigm” up to a “constructivist paradigm”, and a “realist paradigm”
(pp. 6-16). While these authors argue that intercultural research has so far
survived almost every paradigm shift, it could also be argued that these are
still paradigm shifts and that cultural research under one paradigm no longer
has much in common with cultural research under other paradigms. Leaving
that aside, it is still remarkable that the notion of culture is still included. From
the perspective of the ‘difference approacly, this pertinence of culture is not
surprising. Since all these paradigms operate on the basis of providing a gap
between theory and empirical experience, ‘culture can easily continue to fulfil
its role—and is even urgently needed—in filling the epistemological gap.
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4.4 Challenges for the notion of culture under the difference approach

Let us assume that these paradigm shifts mentioned above did not challenge
or bring the concept of culture into crisis anyway, then we may ask: Are there
any other challenges anywhere in social theory that did so? And if so, what were
they?

4.4 Moving to the macro level: politics and identities

Originally, intercultural research was limited to and focused on interpersonal,
face-to-face interactions. The aim was “to study interpersonal interactions”
(Sarbaugh & Asuncién-Lande, 1983, p. 54) and “interpersonal relations” (Rogers
& Hart, 2002, p. 2; Spencer-Oatey, 2000). For culture to become something
that people perceived as part of their identity, and thus to move from Edward
T. Hall's understanding of culture as something that people were unconscious
of to a notion of culture as part of people’s conscious identity, social discourses
and individuals had to begin to perceive aspects such as ethnicity, race, gender,
and class as something uniquely their own (Zaretsky, 1995, p. 245).

This allowed national movements around race and ethnicity on the one
hand, and movements around sexuality and gender on the other, that had
previously been separate, to come together. This also led to a repositioning of
the spheres that previously were considered private such as culture but also
the family. What had previously been a private matter was now becoming a
public and political issue—and not in the form of persons but in the form
of identities (Zaretsky, 1995, p. 246). This new notion of culture as (public)
identities was difficult to accept and integrate into cultural research within its
existing epistemological assumptions, which still assumed that culture was
the traditional unconscious gap-filler, by definition beyond what people could
epistemologically perceive.

4.4.2 Power, postcolonial theory, and culture as conflict

Building on poststructuralist and power theories, postcolonial theory argued
that it was not cultural differences that determined social relations, but power
imbalances that were only argumentatively disguised and legitimised by cul-
tural differences. This kind of consideration was also only made possible by
thinking on a more general level than the purely interpersonal level that had
previously prevailed (Bhabha, 1994; Said, 1978; Spivak, 1988). Within cultural

1 Zaretsky (1995) would later describe how, together, they had become quite powerful.
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studies, culture was at best seen as a social conflict (S. Hall, 1992). The move
away from the micro-level suddenly brought into view dimensions and influ-
ences that challenged the interpretive primacy of the concept of culture.

Approaches from cultural studies with Stuart Hall's understanding of
culture as conflict are taken up in intercultural research by Halualani and
Nakayama (2010), for example. Approaches to intercultural research based on
a power-critical paradigm (Chuang, 2003) see its origins as relevant to their
own discipline, for example, in van Dijk’s (1993) critique of racism. Writers
within the power-critical paradigm have often argued that the notion of cul-
ture has often been used in both social and academic discourse as nothing
more than a disguise for differences that are in fact power differences. This
logic adopts Kuhr's understanding of paradigm shifts, according to which
a new paradigm completely replaces an older one, with no chance of more
than one paradigm existing in parallel (e.g., Tanno & Jandt, 1993)—a line of
argument that had clearly challenged the role and persistence of culture as a
concept.

4.4.3 Critical Realism

For a long time, the two-world approach between epistemology and ontology
meant that research was limited to acknowledging that researchers can only
ever interpret the world but never directly access it. For the social sciences, this
insight could even be seen as an achievement, as it was a significant step for-
ward from positivism, a paradigm that had assumed that people had direct
access to their world, i.e., that they could measure and describe it in an objec-
tive and neutral way. Accepting that what people see will always be subject to
their interpretation was, by contrast, a paradigm shift that Bachmann-Medick
(2008, pp. 86—87), for example, has called the ‘anthropological turr!, because it
was in anthropology that this insight was first recognised and from where it
spread to other disciplines.

Ejnavarzala (2019) provides a summary on the assumed relationship be-
tween epistemology and ontology and its development in the history of sci-
ence. There is a long tradition of positivist-empiricist theories of knowledge
as well as interpretive approaches (Ejnavarzala, 2019, p. 96). In the paradigm
of critical realism, which goes back to Roy Bashkar (1989), Ejnavarzala (2019)
identifies a third way that has recently emancipated itself from this (p. 97). This
approach involves an epistemological middle ground that assumes, on the one
hand, that people are indeed trapped and limited in their perceptions, but that,
on the other hand, there is a fixed reality that is independent of them.
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Karin Zotzmann (2016) explains why this matters when it comes to inter-
cultural research. Critical realism recognises that people interpret their world
and make these interpretations the basis of their actions. At the same time,
there is a real world of given structures, and these structures may differ from
what people interpret. Zotzmann argues that recent intercultural research
has been dominated by de-essentialising approaches, i.e., attempts to avoid
the idea of clear and fixed structures and cultural boundaries. Instead, culture
should be seen as something that is in constant flux and not confined to
borders. According to Zotzmann, this leads to the paradoxical situation that
writers who want to argue against cultural essentialist approaches are in fact
those who need to talk about them even more. Zotzmann (2016, pp. 80-81) con-
cludes that structural boundaries do exist—even if they are man-made—and
also that a completely de-essentialised understanding of culture is not really
helpful, because then the term would only signify something that it should
deny. In other words, the concept of culture itself is experiencing an epistemo-
logical crisis: It still points to something that researchers do not really want
to see. This is where critical realism accepts both perspectives, it “decouples
ontological and epistemological questions” (Zotzmann, 2016, p. 82) and thus
also avoids an epistemological crisis—a task that ‘culture’ has so far been used
to help with as a gap-filler.

Critical realism supports the insight that culture is always both structure
and agency. Among other things, this is how concepts such as Spivak’s strate-
gic essentialism work (Jones, 2013, p. 241). As a result, culture can no longer
be seen as the mysterious gap-filler that bridges the space between theory and
human experience of reality. Apart from this, critical realism brings with it a
strong handicap for earlier notions of intercultural competence, since the re-
alist structural side of critical realism claims that people will not be able to
fully understand and even change their worlds anyway. In other words, even
the management of culture is no longer fully in people’s hands. Later intercul-
tural research has indeed found a way out of this dilemma by moving the locus
of ‘culture’ from interpersonal interaction to people’s heads and minds. If we
see ‘culture’ as a mindset inside each individual, we no longer have to wrestle
with the dilemma of whether and how culture is the invisible buffer between
our theoretical assumptions and the real world. Examples of this strategy in in-
tercultural research include Kim's (2015) concept of intercultural personhood,
where interculturality is seen as a certain mindset, and Holliday and Amadasi’s
(2020) concept of decentring, where people are advised to take a sideways po-
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sition in the face of cultural essentialisations in the real world—creating their
own new notion of culture in their minds.

L.4.4 Epistemic violence

The ‘writing culture’ debate, and the subsequent accusation of cultural re-
searchers of epistemic violence, is another way—alongside the critical realist
approach—of demonstrating how easily the epistemic gap for culture can
collapse in intercultural theorising. The ‘writing culture’ debate in cultural
anthropology in the 1980s (Clifford & Marcus, 1986) epitomised the insight
that what is said to be culture in research is still a deliberate human choice.
In other words: It may be that there would be no such thing as culture at all if
researchers did not keep writing about it and thus cementing it. For our two-
world-difference approach, in which culture is placed as a gap-filler between
epistemological reasoning and ontological perception, this would mean that
this gap-filler is also nothing but a human construct, and therefore part of
theory-building prior to empirical observation.

The notion of epistemic violence casts another, power-critical, light on the
fact that cultural researchers create their own object of study: By writing about
people who are presumably from other cultures, writers claim the right to de-
fine who these people are without giving them a chance to define themselves or
speak for themselves. This is seen as a violent act, as the people observed have
no chance of changing this relationship. As late as 2020, Bernadette Calafell
warns that intercultural studies—a discipline that should know better—still
seems to be comfortable with the continued practice of epistemic violence
(Calafell, 2020).

The concept of epistemic violence was first introduced by Spivak (1988,
p- 280) when she discussed Foucault’s concept of ‘episteme’ in Madness and
Civilisation (Foucault, 1988, pp. 251, 262, 269; Spivak, 2008, p. 310). Spivak
(1988, p. 281) points out that Foucault, in Power/Knowledge (Gordon & Foucault,
1980, p. 82), spoke of episteme as including “subjugated knowledge”, i.e., the
knowledge of peripheral and marginalised groups, which was repressed. Spi-
vak argues that Foucault should apply this to the postcolonial context but does
not. Thus, he remains Eurocentric in his understanding of ‘epistemes’. What
happens in colonial and postcolonial contexts could also be called epistemic
violence in this sense. Indigenous knowledge does not stand a chance and is
systematically denied in a science based purely on Western epistemes. As far
as qualitative research is concerned, this means de facto that it is no longer
possible to carry out simple interpretive research (Marker, 2003). Authors
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such as Smith (1999) and Mignolo (2012) therefore argue that there is a need
for decolonisation of scientific methods.

5. The newness approach

If epistemic violence is to be avoided in research, the traditional assumptions
of Western epistemologies must be abandoned in favour of a postcolonial ap-
proach. Given these basic prerequisites, we must above all abandon the pri-
macy of knowledge over being, the material and the body. Similarly, the as-
sumption, prevalent in both positivist and interpretive approaches, that we can
best perceive our world by being there and present in a given situation, needs to
be abandoned (Derrida, 1978, pp. 278-79, as cited in St. Pierre, 2019, p. 4). Even
more, we will have to give up the assumption that the best way for us to per-
ceive our world is through our immediate presence. Instead, perception may be
better achieved through feeling our bodies as they are embedded in our world
and nature. This breaking away from epistemological primacy and the explo-
ration of ontological presuppositions is a recent figure of thought for which
Rosi Braidotti found the term “new materialism” (Deleuze, 1968, p. 4, as cited
in Braidotti, 1991, p. 112). This later became the name of a whole new paradigm
thatalsolaid the foundations for new approaches to analysis, such as postqual-
itative inquiry (Lather & St. Pierre, 2013, pp. 629—630).

The new focus on ontological aspects first of all challenges the human-cen-
tredness of existing ontologies. Thus, there is a particular openness to the re-
sulting and necessary new direction of research. In the new so-called postqual-
itative research that builds on this, Lather and St. Pierre (2013, p. 629) find a
programmatic description of this direction of research in Spivak, who spoke
of the need to research “the new new” (Spivak, 1999, p. 68). Accordingly, re-
searchers have had to rethink what they are looking for (decolonising episte-
mology) and, at the same time, rethink the ways and methods of approaching
this new knowledge.

These considerations have been possible as a result of, and in conjunction
with, a general ontological turn in the social sciences. Previously, it was as-
sumed that there are different cultures and perspectives, but only one reality,
one nature. There are many cultures, one ontology. The ontological turn wants
to break this up and say that there are many cultures, but also many ontologies
and realities (Heywood et al., 2017, p. 2). There are even cultures that believe
that people all have the same (cultural) perception, but that only the (physical)
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condition of people/living beings is different, so they have different percep-
tions because of their different bodies. The classical view would be that of cul-
tural relativism, i.e., that all people have different cultural perceptions, but that
the world is the same. The opposite would be natural relativism: everyone has
different bodies and thus different perceptions of different worlds (Heywood
etal., 2017, p. 3).

The ‘difference approach’ discussed in the previous section would there-
fore be even more complex because there would now be not only one but two
terms that would be under research, culture and ontology/the human body.
In contrast to what in the upcoming sections will be discussed as the search
for the ‘new new’, this dilemma here could be termed as a search for the ‘dif-
ferent different’ (thanks to Milene Oliveira for this idea): How can cultures be
described in terms of their differences if there are also differences in assump-
tions about where these differences lie and what constitutes them? Does the
difference reallylie in the (different) views of the world or somewhere else (Hey-
wood et al., 2017, p. 4)? If cultural researchers must be prepared to encounter
not only different cultures but also different ontologies and assumptions about
the role of human beings in their material and organic world, then researchers
will have to try more than ever to break free of their given assumptions about
the world, i.e., they would have to be even more prepared to face the radically
new, which can no longer be based on their existing knowledge of the world
and then called ‘other’. More specifically, this double openness of both culture
and ontology as variables would mean that researchers would have to be pre-
pared to experience and to acknowledge phenomena that do not make sense
against the background of their own categories (Heywood et al., 2017, p. 5).
Heywood et al. (2017) illustrate this with the example of a researcher meeting
a subject who points to a tree. It may be that the researcher’s view of the tree
is that it is a thing, but it may also be that the subject’s view of the tree is that
it is a ghost. Traditionally, the researcher’s conclusion might then have been
that this subject has a ‘spiritual belief’. After the ontological turn, however, re-
searchers need instead to ask themselves how they can change their own con-
ceptual schemas so that it makes sense for them to think that the tree is a ghost
(Heywood et al., 2017, p. 5).

For social research, this means that we need to stop comparing and dif-
ferentiating, and instead start “registering the ‘making indeterminate’ out of
the ‘call of the other” (Lather, 2022, p. 32). In other words, when we are faced
with something that might be new to us, we should not try to figure out how it
is different from what we already know. Instead, we should acknowledge that
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this newness is actually speaking to us and calling us to perceive it as some-
thing that we must acknowledge will remain indeterminate for us. In fact, the
ontological turn makes it possible to “make a science out of indeterminacy”
(Lather, 2022, p. 32), i.e., we get the chance to integrate the indeterminate as a
legitimate variable in our models. Instead of placing ourselves above the world,
we as researchers will then meet the world “half-way”, in the words of Barad
(2007b), Lather (2022, p. 32) resumes. This is a much more direct way than ac-
cording to the old “two-world approach’, which distinguishes between a re-
searcher’s world of theories and the world of human experience. The propo-
nents of the postqualitative approach are convinced that, without such a re-
newed awareness of ontology, nothing new can be discovered: “if you don't have
an awareness of the ontological underpinnings of your work, you can’t actu-
ally engage in the production of the new” (MacLure, 2023, p. 213). The engage-
ment with ontology also sets in motion all the other components of a paradigm
(MacLure, 2023, p. 213).

5.1 The new: Deleuze’s immanence

French poststructuralism reverses the two-world approach even further. On
the one hand, in contrast to the two-world approach of the previous logical-
empirical paradigm, we must actually speak of a one-world approach and, at
the same time, this includes an endless number of worlds. Nevertheless, re-
searchers and what they perceive will always necessarily have to be part of the
same world.

St. Pierre (2019, p. 4) reports that, for Foucault, it is only by talking about
themselves that people become what they are. Foucault concludes that there
must also be phenomena that have not yet been talked about, and this is what
he calls immanent'—already there but not yet addressed. The French philoso-
pher Gilles Deleuze would also speak of the virtual, of all that is possible. Only
a part of it is in fact in existence, which is the actual. But the virtual and the
actual have to be thought of as being fundamentally of equal value. The imma-
nent is therefore not the other (because then it would be outside the model, as
a contrast, as a comparison). It is simply something new, something radically
and individually other, something that cannot be grasped by comparison. Elis-
abeth Adams St. Pierre (2019, p. 5), among others, derives the concept of im-
manence from Deleuze’s (1997) notion of ‘planes of immanence’ (French: ‘plan
d’immanence’; Deleuze, 1995).
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This immanent ‘new’ as something that has always been there, at least
virtually possible, but never addressed and talked about, will by definition
be something that human beings will never be able to grasp with mere rea-
son; they will only be able to experience and feel it. The new comes to people
through force, it happens to them, not the other way round. If human beings
were to try to grasp it, they would be injuring it and at the same time they
would be destroying it. What this means for St. Pierre is that even the methods
of qualitative research should no longer be used because they do not fit into
the ontology on which the rest of the paradigm is based. Qualitative research
is always about categorising, abstracting, coding, and ordering. These are all
principles that would require the assumption of a second world. They would
no longer be immanent. Human beings are not capable of actively thinking a
thought. Instead, it is the thought that comes to the person. The most a person
can do is feel it (St. Pierre, 2019, p. 8).

Guiliana Ferri (2020) applies this paradigm to intercultural research. Ferri
reads fictional literature and allows herself to be influenced by it. This helps
Ferri to take a standpoint from which she can identify points where both au-
thors and the characters they write about experience their worlds in an imma-
nent way. On a third level (after the protagonists and the writers about their
protagonists), Ferri (2020) takes care to transmit this immanent newness in
her own writing about these literary works. She finds one such example in Au-
dre Lorde’s (1982) narration Zami: A New Spelling of My Name. In it, the author de-
scribes her own biography as a permanent becoming, in which traditional op-
positions of majority and minority, gender and political orientation dissolve,
and in which becoming is in fact manifested as a “desire” instead of a static
rational distinction (Ferri, 2020, p. 413).

The role of language has recently been somewhat marginalised in social
theory and thus in intercultural research. Access to the world through language
is seen as too indirect and obstructive. Newer paradigms claim that people
should be able to experience more of their world if they could access it with-
out going through language. New materialism also rejects a linguistic dimen-
sion (Barad, 2007b). In postqualitative inquiry (St. Pierre, 2019), language is
considered to be too anthropocentric and too westernised. In the sense of de-
colonisation, it is a pre-linguistic approach that should be chosen.
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5.2 Foundations for posthumanist research in intercultural
communication: The example of Donna Haraway

Donna Haraway criticises the ontological implications of the concept of the An-
thropocene epoch proposed by Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer (2000).
The Anthropocene replaces the previous geological epoch, the Holocene, which
began when the last Ice Age ended. The Anthropocene is characterised by the
fact that the earth as a planet has been significantly and irreversibly shaped
by human impacts, such as industrialisation and the subsequent environmen-
tal damaging. However, Haraway argues that the term Anthropocene gives too
much prominence to humans and their capabilities. They have done damage
to the planet, but they are unable to undo it.

Karen Barad (2007a) therefore claims that we should start a new era as soon
as possible that she terms as “posthumanism” (p. 136). Haraway (1997), on the
other hand, does not find the term Anthropocene appropriate because, more
precisely, it is capitalism that is responsible for humanity’s misery (p. 3). She
therefore prefers to speak of the “Capitalocene” (Haraway, 2016a, p. 102), which
for her should best be followed by the “Chthulucene” (Haraway, 2016b, p. 2), an
epoch in which human beings feel and act in a responsible way with regard to
the earth that they have damaged. Haraway is therefore looking for terms to
describe an ontology that adequately discerns the limits but also the possibili-
ties of humanity within its environment. Haraway is also primarily concerned
with overcoming the anthropocentric perspective. However, she is also inter-
ested in what the paths to a future worth living might look like.

It is the interconnectedness and biological kinship of everything with
everything that, for Haraway, ontologically constitutes the scope of human
agency, and which we should therefore make use of. In her chapter “The
Camille Stories” (Haraway, 2016c), Haraway takes the metaphor of ‘humus’
and ‘compost’ for the embeddedness of humans into their natural environ-
ment literally and creates several versions of a fictional narrative in which
humans form new life forms with animals, such as butterflies in compost, and
in this way shape a future.

All in all, ethnography inspired by new materialism is characterised by a
new practice of representing people as embedded in their nature, and thus also
by a metaphorical transfer to the nature of human relations. In intercultural re-
search, for example, Vanessa Meng describes the forging of relationships in the
sense of Haraway’s concept of kinship and makes the activist potential of Har-
away'’s ideas tangible in a project of “grassroots aesthetic education as world-
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making within a diaspora Chinese community in the United States” (Meng,
2023, p. 62).

Similarly, Arias Galindo et al. (2023) report on an arts-based commu-
nity project in Mexico that aimed to bring together different cultural groups
and improve social cohesion among them. In this art project, Haraway’s
idea of ‘making kin' explicitly served as the theoretical basis and inspiration
for the participants to realise their narratives on film (Galindo et al., 2023,
pp- 548-549). Haraway’s concept of creating new kinships in a decolonial
world of compost also serves here as an ethical orientation and as opening up
possible spaces for creating new worlds.

5.3 Foundations for posthumanist research in intercultural
communication: The example of Karen Barad

Karen Barad introduces the concept of ‘intra-action’ as a replacement for the
traditional concept of interaction and as a way of fitting individual action into
anew ontology of posthumanism and, in particular, Barad’s concept of agential
realism, described below.

In the 1920s, Danish physicist Niels Bohr gained new insights into theoreti-
cal quantum physics that contradicted previous assumptions of scientific epis-
temology and ontology. Barad (e.g., 2007b, pp. 97-109) reviews Bohr’s papers
on this topic, published in 1987 in three volumes as The Philosophical Writings
of Niels Bohr (1987a, 1987b, 1987¢). As a particularly vivid example of these find-
ings, the so-called two-slit experiment in its (then only theoretical) experimen-
tal set-up shows that electrons are either particles or waves but never both at
the same time. The result depends on how the experiment is set up and whether
and how the electrons get observed at all. Bohr concludes from this that elec-
trons do not exist as particles or waves before the experiment and without be-
ing observed, but that this concretisation into observer and object only oc-
curs during the observation (Barad, 2007b, pp. 97-109; see also de Freitas, 2017,
PD. 742—743).

Bohr and Barad believe that these logics are scalable and applicable to all
areas of the world. It is therefore also true for social research that subjects and
objects of research only emerge through observation and are not pre-existent.
Barad refers to this emergence of subject and object in observation as intra-
action. In terms of the theory of science, this is where epistemology and ontol-
ogy merge. They cannot exist without each other. Barad (2007b) uses the con-
cept of “agential realism” (pp. 136—141) to describe the insight that an object to
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be observed is inextricably linked to the subject observing it and does not ex-
ist without it. Conversely, it also produces and shapes the observer in the first
place.

Barad sees the method of reflection, which in a Cartesian sense emphasises
human perception and processing, as the traditional epistemological approach
to the world of science. Barad’s substitute for this humanistic approach is the
phenomenon of diffraction. Bohr’s experimental apparatus, conceived as an
epistemological tool, in this specific case produces a scattering, a diffraction.
The matter interacts with the apparatus and with the observer and, through
this diffraction, creates a subject and an object that are related to it. A descrip-
tion must therefore focus primarily on relations, which is why Barad also refers
to relational ontologies (Barad, 2007b, pp. 71-91, as cited in Bozalek & Zemby-
las, 2017, p. 112). In one of his essays, Rodney Jones (2013) writes about “[c]ulture
as both wave and particle” (p. 241) and draws a parallel with Barad: culture, too,
can refer to both structure and human agency in a critical realist sense.

The effect of clothing is a particularly good example of the phenomenon
of intra-action with the material. On the one hand, clothes and disguises
are made by people. On the other hand, they change the way people perceive
themselves and are perceived by others, i.e., only when they are observed. For
instance, Dare (2020) highlights this effect and phenomenon at the example
of the 2017 Women's Marches in the US. Participants knitted and wore pink
woollen hats to protest against Trump’s misogynistic statements: From Barad’s
point of view, not only the knitted hats, but also the bodies of these women did
not exist as such before someone observed them during their performance.
After all, the whole protest does not come into being, but through observa-
tion (Dare, 2020, pp. 178-179). Rodney Jones points out that the example of
clothing goes back to Georg Simmel (Simmel, 1905/2003, as cited in Jones,
2013, p. 238). First, people create clothes to express their individuality, and
then suddenly the clothes are there, providing a structure for something given
(Jones 2013, p. 238). Barad’s idea of intra-action thus highlights the conditions
and consequences of a critical realist view in all its complexity.

As an example from intercultural research, Allen and Quinlivan (2017,
p- 187) describe a situation in a sexuality education class in an Australian
school where the didactic goal is the radical recognition of each student as an
individual. At first glance, this may seem to be the state of the art in contem-
porary diversity education, but in its strongest sense it would actually require
the children to radically perceive their situation and their co-individuals
without interpreting and categorising them. However, Allen and Quinlivan’s
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empirical example of a culturally homogeneous Australian classroom with a
single Afghan student shows that all the protagonists are in a dilemma, that
they are not at all able to perceive each other without categorisation, and even
more: that the didactic setting and constellation does not even help to support
such an attempt. As soon as a single child has an appearance, skin colour
and/or clothing that the other children do not associate as familiar with their
own experiences, this child will not be able to do anything to prevent being
categorised as foreign by the other children. In fact, these majority children
will be aided in their categorisation and othering by the fact that they are
surrounded by a material world, i.e., their classroom, which fully represents
their own familiar and traditional life-world.

6. Posthumanist interculturality

It has only been possible to sketch here in broad strokes the development from
theory building on the epistemological basis of logical empiricism to an onto-
logical opening in research on intercultural communication. It is by no means
linear and is connected with many facets and debates in the academic dis-
course. With regard to the ontological turn, Pedersen (2012), for example, sus-
pects that it is nothing more than a rhetorical trick: The ontological turn does
not really imply a structural change, but instead a gradual change of a perspec-
tive that always has existed. Thus, although its proponents reject this very label,
postqualitative research could ultimately be understood simply as a method
(Wolgemuth etal., 2022). And the ontological turn would then be, at best, an in-
strument with which the range of methods used in cultural anthropology could
be extended. Moreover, there would be no reason not to equate ontology with
culture (Pedersen, 2012). In this way, a new level of insight would by no means
be achieved.

Furthermore, social research authors may claim to have a one-world
approach to epistemology and ontology, but this does not necessarily mean
that they will succeed in putting it into practice. For example, Busch and
Franco (2023) have pointed out that many publications in the field of inter-
cultural communication claim to use poststructuralist and posthumanist
approaches, but then fail to do so, or only do so partially. One can also question
the originality of the results of the studies: Representatives of posthumanist
research usually argue that the focus is on relationships. However, relational
approaches have existed before, and for them an ontological turn may not
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even be necessary. Last but not least, there are doubts about the feasibility
of some of the claims of poststructuralist and posthumanist research. For
example, MacLure (2023) points out that as soon as we put our observations
into words—either in our everyday lives or as writing researchers—we will
reframe those observations as interpretations from our own perspectives.
Consequently, what would be needed is an approach that operates prior to
language or a non-linguistic approach (MacLure, 2023)—which might be
challenging to put into practice.

Nevertheless, this review shows a clear paradigmatic development in in-
tercultural communication research. In order to pursue the goal of discover-
ing the new and shaking up classical disciplines, which has been mentioned
since the beginning of the discipline, more and more steps towards a concep-
tual opening have been taken. What was developed in research on intercul-
tural communication based on poststructuralist and posthumanist assump-
tions can also be described as a theory of posthumanist interculturality.

A theory of posthumanist interculturality describes the perception of a
context as new in the sense that the new is not the other or the different, but
what is immanent in our worlds. Access to this newness is made possible in
both research and practice by perceivers reflecting on and abandoning their
epistemological and ontological assumptions and allowing aspects of these
dimensions to affect them anew. Interculturality is itself in a permanent state
of crisis (Holliday, 2012, p. 45), in which the new can come to us, rather than
the earlier assumption that epistemological crises are special cases that need
to be repaired quickly.

Cultural research therefore remains possible and useful because it can
draw our attention to possible points of entry into this space of the uncertain
and the indeterminate in all its stages. The state of crisis, in which there is no
horizon on which expectable answers to expectable questions can be found,
becomes a fruitful normal state against the background of a posthumanist
perspective that questions and opens up both its epistemological and onto-
logical premises in the sense of a new materialism and an ontological turn.
In the tradition of Gudykunst, it can be seen here that, until today, debates
on theoretical aspects have been the main drivers of change and development
in the field. Moreover, the posthumanist turn may have helped to rehabilitate
the reputation and perceived use and contribution of theory to intercultural
research. This does not mean, however, that this has been a linear process.
What has been traced here is one discourse, although many older positions
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and perspectives in the discipline exist and are supported by authors. Research
is a discourse and it is the discourse that develops it further.
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The colonial roots and continuities
of Al language culture

Britta Schneider and Bettina Migge

Abstract AIlanguage technologies such as large language models (LLMs) and machine
translation have become part of everyday life but we are rarely concerned with the cul-
tural histories and epistemological backgrounds of these tools. In this chapter, we discuss
the parallels between concepts of language in technology settings and discourses about
language in the history of European colonialism. We compare and sketch historical links
between colonial language ideologies and language ideologies found in contemporary Al
language culture and study the socio-political and epistemological parallels in colonial
times and the Al age. We base our discussion on previous linguistic anthropological work
that has studied language and colonial discourse and compare it with discourses on lan-
guage found in scholarly texts from computational disciplines, in texts published by com-
mercial language technology companies (e.g., Microsoft, Meta AL, OpenAl Google) and
in what can be known about the design of computational devices and LLMs. Our discus-
sion adds to an understanding that Al language technologies in many respects represent
a continuation of colonial endeavours from the Global North. This also shows that the
interplay of material technologies and language plays a decisive role in establishing and
distributing human ideas, orders, and power.

Keywords Colonial or Missionary Linguistics; Language Ideologies; Standard Lan-
guage Cultures; Language Technologies; Cultures of Computation; Commercialisation;
Digitalisation; Self-learning Algorithms

1. Introduction

Al'language technologies, such as large language models (LLMs), have become
part of everyday life, but we are rarely concerned with the cultural histories
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and epistemological backgrounds of these tools. In this chapter, we discuss the
parallels between concepts of language in technology settings and discourses
about language in the history of European colonialism. As sociolinguistic and
anthropological scholars interested in the role of language in social life—that
is, in what we refer to as ‘language culture’ in our title—we both had no back-
ground in computation when we became involved in a project on Language in the
Human-Machine Era (COST Action CA19102, n.d.)." We were keen to learn about
the discourses and cultural concepts on language in the field of computational
linguistics and machine learning technology and thus read scholarly articles
and invited scholars and experts to give talks about these topics, which we jok-
ingly referred to as our project of upskilling. From the very beginning, we were
struck by the parallels between concepts of language in technology settings and
discourses about language in the history of European colonialism. In compu-
tational texts and talks, for example, we frequently encountered the colonial
trope that technologies will ‘help’ underprivileged communities by providing
access to Western cultural practices. Clearly, the desire to include communities
worldwide in digital spaces and Al technology practices is not (only) based on
humanitarian goals but is part of global digital surveillance capitalism (Zuboff,
2019). Overall, there are similarities in how globally dominant actors, from his-
torical European colonisers to current Al practitioners, exploit language to se-
cure their position of dominance, while at the same time understanding this
as a form of human progress. So, what is being packaged as new or revolution-
ary in Al is not necessarily all new but based on old models and motivations,
and we believe that there is value in looking beyond our narrow current field of
vision (also discussed in Keane, 2024).

In our exploration of the socio-political and epistemological parallels and
historical links between language ideologies in colonial times and those in the
Al age, we consider whether and how work on language in the digital and im-
minent human-machine era differs from earlier work in the colonial era, and
ultimately whether such work has “left its colonial roots far behind” (Errington,

1 This research network, which ran from October 2020 to October 2024, focused on “the
emergence of new types of language technology that mark a shift from the ‘digital era’
to the ‘human-machine era” and its aim was to facilitate a dialogue between commer-
cial and academic technology designers, (socio-)linguists, and a wide range of prac-
titioners using language technologies (https://lithme.eu/). The authors facilitated a
Working Group dedicated to researching language ideologies, belief, and attitudes in
this context.
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2008, p. 150). Our aim is to raise awareness of the fact that we are currently con-
fronted with a reordering of sociolinguistic realities, and we believe that it is
useful to compare such reordering with another period of major change, which
also shows that the digital turn follows a well-trodden and historically directed
path. Given the increasing pressure in academia to provide ‘solutions’ and ‘im-
pact’, which we have experienced not least in our interactions with computa-
tional sciences, we do not discuss concrete societal implications in this article
but believe that critical knowledge of historical and current colonial forms of
thought and action is in itself an important addition to academic and social
debates.

The role of language in colonial enterprises is an established topic in lin-
guistic anthropology referred to as colonial or missionary linguistics (Deumert
& Storch, 2020, p. 3). It emerged following Fabian’s (1986) monograph on lin-
guistic description in Central Africa. The aim of this field is to critically
examine the linguistic concepts and practices developed in the age of Euro-
pean colonialism that have crucially shaped our understanding of linguistic
research and of what we understand as languages’ — both in the colonies and
in ‘metropolitan’ contexts. The history of colonial linguistics illustrates that lin-
guistic epistemologies and practices are deeply intertwined with concepts of
society, community, and personhood, and that constructions of language play
a central role in legitimising political practices that legislate human difference
(Errington, 2008). The study of such intertwined concepts of language and of
society is based on the tradition of language ideology research’ (Irvine & Gal,
2000; Woolard, 1998). In this tradition, the term ‘language ideologies’ does not
refer to socially biased ideas about language. Instead, it is used to talk about
epistemological concepts regarding language, the study of which involves, for
example, the question of how the notion of languages* as assumed ‘things in
the world’ (and with it, ideas like words ‘having meaning, see e.g., Silverstein,
2014) comes into being in culturally conditioned epistemologies. One tradi-
tional focus of this research field lies in critically reflecting epistemologies of
Western linguistics, including in colonial histories (e.g., Deumert & Storch,
2020; Errington, 2001a, 2001b; Gal & Irvine, 2019). We follow this tradition in
our own use of terminology.

What we observe in conceptualisations of language in cultures of compu-
tation—such as machine translation, the building of writing systems and key-

2 We use single quotation marks to indicate that these are assumptions or concepts that
are controversial and to indicate that we do not align with these views.
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boards, or data corpus construction for LLMs—has strong parallels to colo-
nial traditions. Languages are conceptualised as given, object-like homoge-
neous entities that are understood as representing territorially-bound ethnic
groups and thus serve to systematise and order human diversity. They are also
conceptualised as tools that impact human thought and practices. In order to
control them in the interests of the dominant groups (colonising, technology-
enhanced, or technology-driven regimes), they are subjected to processes of
shaping or standardisation. These processes are driven and justified by related
specific moral discourses on appropriate language behaviour and on ‘enlight-
ening and ‘helping subordinate ‘others’ in both settings.

Our discussion is based on linguistic anthropological work that has studied
language and colonial discourse. It compares and contrasts it with discourses
on language found in scholarly texts from computational disciplines, in texts
published by commercial language technology companies (e.g., Microsoft, Meta
AI, OpenAl, and Google) about the aims, functioning, benefits, and use of lan-
guage technologies that they build. These include public and commercial ma-
chine translation tools, interpersonal communication tools such as WhatsApp,
social networking tools such as Facebook, Instagram, keyboards, smartphone
settings, chatbots, or voice assistants. We also consulted publications about
what can be known about the design of computational devices and LLMs. This
adds to an understanding that AI language technologies are not autonomous
and agentive actors but part of cultural histories and practices in which the
interplay of material technologies and language plays a decisive role in estab-
lishing and distributing human ideas, social orders, and power hierarchies.

2. The role of language in colonial and in digital culture

In this first section, we give a brief overview of the different approaches to lan-
guage in the cultural contexts we focus on, that s, colonialism and AL Colonial-
ism has been defined as “the transformations wrought by high modern empire”
through violence and displacement (Bayly, 2016, p. 2). It entails “a relationship
of domination between an Indigenous (or forcibly imported) majority and a
minority of foreign invaders” (Cheyfitz & Harmon, 2018, p. 271). Being con-
vinced of their own cultural and moral superiority, the latter make decisions
affecting the former in line with the interests of distant political centres. The
term ‘colonial’ is commonly used to refer to Western empires. Colonialism
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produced unprecedented change and novelty, including massive and pro-
foundly destructive material transformations and the constitution of a new
kind of person: a colonial subject with a ‘colonised mind’, painfully if never
fully subordinated by the coercions and ‘othering’ effects of the coloniser’s
power-knowledge. (Bayly, 2016, p. 2)

We treat colonialism as the time between the 15th century when Portuguese ‘ex-
plorations’ commenced until the 1960s, when most former colonies had gained
formal political independence.

In the colonial era, an interest in language was bound to practices of eco-
nomic interest, imperial conquest and religious conversion (Pennycook, 1998).
Thus, the author of the first grammar book of a European vernacular language,
Antonio Nebrija, stated in 1492, “la lengua fue siempre compaifiera del imperio”
[language was always the companion of empire] (Cheyfitz & Harmon, 2018,
p. 270; Nebrija, 1492). Later on, European colonial conquest developed into a
form of mercantile capitalism, in which private financiers, that is, corporate
companies employed or licensed by national states, took the initiative to es-
tablish trade and economic exploitation beyond European boundaries (Heller
& McElhinny, 2017, p. 135). Already in this sense, there are interesting parallels
to the current context where large technology companies pioneer global digi-
talisation, often financially supported by state actors (Crawford, 2021, Chapter
6). Historical colonial exploitation was legitimised by religious civilising argu-
ments, namely by spreading the word of God to ‘save’ non-European souls. The
control of communication to subordinate and coerce the ‘other’ was central in
establishing European colonial power (Fabian, 1986).> The unified colonial vo-
cabularies, texts, and language systems developed by Europeans created im-
ages of unified colonial subjects and territories that could be ruled and trans-
formed in the image of the coloniser (Cheyfitz & Harmon, 2018, p. 272).

Research on colonial linguistics often focuses on the contribution of mis-
sionaries to the fixing (transforming speech into writing) and dissemination
of languages and their prime aim to convert people to Christianity (Deumert
& Storch, 2020; Errington, 2008; Schmidt-Briicken et al., 2015; Warnke et al.,
2016). There were also other actors such as scholars from other disciplines (e.g.,

3 Note that we do not distinguish between American and European colonial desires in
this article, as the colonial ideologies of Anglo-U.S. and European discourses are not
differentin kind and emerged at roughly the same time. The current American domi-
nance in technology may be regarded as colonial also towards European contexts, but
we here do not focus on European specificities in that sense.
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geographers, anthropologists, lawyers), administrators, travellers, adventur-
ers, explorers, and “passionate autodidacts in philology” (Gal & Irvine, 2019,
p- 247) who formed an ad hoc scientific community. It engaged in committing
linguistic practices to paper, systematising them, and also disseminating them
to interested audiences in the metropolitan centres (Gal & Irvine, 2019). Out-
puts like word lists, grammars, and dictionaries can also be described as the
“[rleduction of speaking to lines of text, inaccessible for speakers of the lan-
guage and focussing on grammatical orders” (Deumert & Storch, 2020, p. 9).
The work of missionaries and these others was enabled by commercial entities
who brought them there and supplied them, and national administrations that
were at quite a distance from where the work took place (Errington, 2008, p. 4).
At the same time, these actors and their work also enabled the work of com-
mercial and state actors and it was not easily possible to separate the three.
According to Errington (2008, p. 14), academic comparative philology served
as an additional midwife in the construction of languages by giving “ideolog-
ical and intellectual support” to the project of creating print-literate forms of
local languages in the colonies. The discourses and activities concerning lan-
guage in colonial settings thus have to be understood against the background
of religious, economic, and political aspirations, supported by conceptual aca-
demic ideas that predominated and interacted with non-academic discourses
on language at the time.

Today’s Al language culture is similarly based on the interest of com-
mercial and state actors, interwoven with academic epistemologies and the
desire to explore new cultural spheres.* Al language technologies are based on
digitalisation, the application of machine learning and the availability of large
masses of data through the Internet (see Katz, 2020, for a critical discussion
of the term Artificial Intelligence’ and its emergence). The original purpose of
digitalisation and computation was to automate and simplify mathematical
calculations and “to capture the knowledge expressed through individual
and collective behaviours and encode it into algorithmic models” (Pasquinelli,
2023, p. 2). Until the mid-20th century, programming was primarily conceived
of as a rather dull and therefore feminised activity, similar to the work of a
secretary (Ensmenger, 2015). During the 1960s and 1970s, “male computer
experts were able to successfully transform the ‘routine and mechanical’ (and

4 Traditional religious motivations play no role in contemporary Al discourses, even
though it would be worthwhile to study the moral and transcendent underpinnings
of these discourses in more depth (see Keane, 2024).
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therefore feminised) activity of computer programming into a highly valued,
well-paying, and professionally respectable discipline” (Ensmenger, 2015,
p- 38). Home computers became available in the 1970s and 1980s (Ceruzzi,
2003), while connecting computers became possible in the late 1960s with the
so-called ARPANET, a technological development that was co-created by the
U.S. Ministry of Defence and U.S. American university research labs (Couldry
& Hepp, 2017, p. 48). Due to its military origin, some refer to the internet as
“weapon of empire” (Tarnoff, 2022, p. 12), which became an “electronic shop-
ping mall” (Tarnoff, 2022, p. 18) during the 1990s. In 1991, the U.S. government
handed over internet operations to commercial providers (Couldry & Hepp,
2017, p. 49). A lot of early computing and internet pioneers had a more playful
and experimental approach to technologies, and many believed that the in-
ternet would allow for a more democratic, more liberal, and more just society
(Bunz, 2012). Digital communication allowed for easy communication and the
emergence of new forms of public space. However, digitalisation and online
publics in the hands of monopolist private companies are today discussed
as major threats to democracy (Noble, 2018; Pasquinelli, 2023, p. 251; Zuboff,
2019).

The search engine developed by Google was a core element in developing
computer networks into a capitalist infrastructure in which money could be
earned—Google became one of the most influential and successful companies
worldwide by inventing digital and globally spread forms of advertising and
marketing (Couldry & Hepp, 2017, p. 50). Once smartphones could access the
internet, personalised tracking of individuals became possible (Couldry &
Hepp, 2017, p. 51). The data collected is used for personalised advertising but
can also be exploited for other purposes, by Google but also by other companies
and governmental actors (Crawford, 2021, Chapter 6). Overall, the internet
developed from a “closed, publicly funded and publicly oriented network for
specialist communication into a deeply commercialized, increasingly banal
space for the conduct of social life itself” (Couldry & Hepp, 2017, p. 50, italics in
original). Digitalisation and the emergence of online culture can be under-
stood as a development in which adventurous and curious individuals, the
interests of capitalist actors, and governmental desires for establishing power
by expanding and controlling markets came together in transforming the
world—a cultural context that is not too dissimilar to colonial histories.

While the mathematical procedures to conduct machine-learning have ex-
isted for several decades (Katz, 2020), it was only in the 2010s that extremely
large amounts of data, namely those that had been collected online via comput-
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ers and smartphones, and processing units that were able to process them (so-
called ‘GPUS’, Graphic Processing Units), allowed for a wider popularisation of
such tools (Bommasani et al., 2021, p. 4). Even though the development of ma-
chine learning is not interested in language per se, language data has become
a core focus—besides images, language is the kind of data that is mostly avail-
able on the web and is taken to represent human thought, desire, and culture.
The publication of the machine-learning text generating language model Chat-
GPT in 2022 caused worldwide public debates, surrounding questions on the
supposedly super-human abilities of the tool (Heaven, 2023), the end of aca-
demic education as we know it (Marche, 2022), or the possibly drastic changes
to job markets (Toh, 2023).°

To build a large language model (LLM) like ChatGPT, a self-learning algo-
rithm (a set of calculations, in the case of LLMs, matrix multiplications, see
Castelle, 2023) analyses a very large text corpus to detect statistically likely word
embeddings, a procedure referred to as ‘training’. Once ‘trained’, the algorithm
can make predictions about word sequences. The input of a large number of
standardised texts—i.e., texts in which similar word sequences occur—is what
makes prediction work well (Schneider, 2024; see Brown et al., 2020 on source
and size of training data used by OpenAl, the Microsoft funded company that
released ChatGPT in 2022). This means that the existence of standardised lan-
guages and centuries of producing standardised written text allow an algo-
rithm to detect statistically likely word sequences. As we will discuss below,
standard language cultures are embedded in histories and epistemologies of
European modernity, colonialism, and literacy, but are also the foundation of
the language culture of AL

Artificial text generation is based on LLMs. These produce written text that
is grammatically coherent and is often interpreted as being equal or even su-
perior to human linguistic abilities. However, as illustrated above, LLMs are
word prediction techniques. They are “systems which are trained on string pre-
diction tasks: that is, predicting the likelihood of a token (character, word, or
string) given either its preceding context or [...] its surrounding context” (Ben-
deretal., 2021, p. 611). LLMs have mostly been developed by computational sci-
entists rather than linguists and have no access to grammatical structures or
semantic meaning—still, the output is, at least on the grammatical side, of-
ten more convincing than the output of previous grammar-based efforts of

5 Note that there is also a critical counter-discourse to these grand narratives (see the ‘Al
Hype Wall of Shame’ at https://criticalai.org/the-ai-hype-wall-of-shame/).
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linguists to make computers ‘understand’ language (on linguistic approaches,
see, e.g., McShane & Nirenburg, 2021). On the content level, the output of sta-
tistically likely strings of words is problematic: it can be (and often is) factually
wrong, a phenomenon referred to as ‘hallucination’ (Bang et al., 2023). Despite
the fact that LLMs were not developed per se for standardising or shaping lan-
guage, they already have been shown to impact language practices, including
structures, meanings, and understandings of language (see, e.g., Shaitarova
et al., 2023; Vanmassenhove et al., 2019; Virtanen et al., 2019), and to lead to
linguistic homogenisation (Liang et al., 2024).

The creation and design of LLMs is grounded in commercial capitalist mo-
tives and, as enormous computing resources are necessary to build a model,
there are currently only few commercial actors who have the capacity to cre-
ate LLMs from scratch (Bender et al., 2021; McIntosh, 2019). These are most
notably Meta, Google, OpenAl/Microsoft, and several Chinese firms. At the same
time, a large number of different actors participate but also counter develop-
ments of digital commercialisation and monopolisation. Computational sci-
entists who work in academia and in smaller or larger companies are not nec-
essarily actively supporting the capitalist endeavours of digital monopolies but
their work may tacitly contribute to the better functioning of digital tools (see a
myriad of papers dedicated to this topic).® Yet, critical work also abounds and
there are large communities that support open source tools and conferences
that discuss social biases and problems as digital and Al tools become more
and more popular.’

Traditional linguists who focus on grammar description, the creation of
balanced language corpora (i.e., corpora that consist of oral, written, formal,
and informal language), and traditional fieldwork for data collection are
mostly sidelined in this development, as it is above all computational scien-
tists and computational linguists who contribute to the field, often with little
training in other areas of linguistics, such as critical and socially oriented ap-
proaches. The commercially-driven interest to gain and maintain customers
and thus to increase the performance of technological products and the
number of languages they work in (e.g., keyboards, auto correction, machine
translation, chatbots, etc.) has raised interest in sociolinguistics from the com-
putational side (personal communication with technology developer; Nguyen
et al., 2016). What are presented as insights from sociolinguistics are seen as

6 https://arxiv.org/
7 E.g., https://huggingface.co; https://facctconference.org/
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helping to improve data quality and data modelling (Grieve et al., 2024). Over-
all, discourses and activities concerning language in computational settings
are influenced by economic and political aspirations, embedded in specific
cultures of value (mostly capitalist ones, in this case), and supported by con-
ceptual academic ideas reminiscent of missionary linguistics traditions. The
unifications, systematisations, and orders established in previous linguistic
and colonial linguistic work are partly reproduced and partly reconfigured. We
discuss several levels of links, similarities, and differences between colonial
and Al language culture in the following.

3. Comparing colonial and Al language activities and theories
3.1 Language and power relationships

European colonialism was based on economic desires and on constructions
of superiority, racial hierarchy, cultural hegemony, and the civilising and reli-
gious mission of the colonisers (Pennycook, 1998; Said, 1978). Colonialism was a
desire to rule the world. Europeans imagined a “scale of human progress” (Gal
& Irvine, 2019, p. 247) and saw themselves on top of that scale. The economic
exploitation and brutal subjugation, involving the enslavement, carrying off,
and killing of millions between the 14th and 18th centuries, were legitimised
through narratives of ‘civilising’ via European culture and of ‘saving of souls’
by bringing Christianity to the colonies (see Section 2 above). In subsequent
periods, European empires carved up, for example, the African continent at
the Berlin Conference in 1884 and in the 19th and early 20th century governed
large parts of the world.

In order to exploit resources in the colonies and to widen their markets,
Europeans aimed to access and order the colonies, relying on their own cul-
tural and linguistic models. These were shaped by modernist concepts that
regard the world as ordered by natural laws and that approach social cate-
gories—among them nations, ethnicities, and languages—as quasi-natural
and essentialist (Bauman & Briggs, 2003b; Williams, 1999, p. 11). Colonisation
therefore not only meant a territorial, physical, and bodily subjugation and
exploitation but also dominance on the cultural and conceptual level:

For settlers to possess the lands which they fondly constructed as ‘vacant’
they needed to map them, to name them in their own language, to describe



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

B. Schneider and B. Migge: The colonial roots and continuities of Al language culture

and define them, to anatomize the land and its fruits, for themselves and
the mother country, to classify their inhabitants, to differentiate them from
other ‘natives, to fictionalize them, to represent them visually, to civilize and
to cure them. (Hall, 2000, pp. 24—25, as quoted in McElhinny & Heller, 2020,
p.135)

In terms of social order, Europeans “were unable to break from their ideologi-
cal heritage” and “implicitly believed their concept of ethnicity to be the natural
order and not merely one convention amongst others used to make sense of
the world” (Harries, 1989, p. 90). They therefore relied on “their own system of
ethnic classification and accepted without question that Africans [and other
colonised people] should use the same distinctions and concepts” (Harries,
1989, p. 90). What is today referred to as ‘methodological nationalismy—the
assumption that nation-states, with bounded, homogenous cultural and lin-
guistic groups are the ‘natural’ way of organising human difference (Schneider,
2019; Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 2002)—was conceptually transposed to all re-
gions of the world. Language ideologies that understand language as an
index of ethnic and national communities were similarly seen as a ‘natural
way of approaching human difference. Transforming language practices into
writing through data collection procedures and into ‘languages’ through the
production of dictionaries and grammar books was a way to tame, reify, and
regularise colonial worlds (Deumert & Storch, 2020; see also next section). The
practical need of translating the Bible into indigenous languages (especially in
evangelical contexts; Gilmour, 2007, p. 1763) for the purposes of religious le-
gitimisation of colonial exploitation encouraged the imagination and creation
of territories ordered along ethno-linguistic lines. Since, for purely practical
reasons, one linguistic repertoire had to be decided on as the language for
Bible translation, this repertoire then came to be understood as the language
of the specific territory (see, e.g., Durston, 2007, who discusses this process in
the case of Quechua).

The development of AI technologies, in its ideological underpinnings and
constructions of culture, is clearly different from the colonial endeavour. The
brutal histories of slavery and exploitation have no equivalence and the cul-
tural context is not framed in open statements about racial superiority. Rather,
technologies are described as supporting individuals and communities to be-
come integrated into markets and public spaces, and to profit from techno-
logical progress in various ways (Bapna et al., 2022; Costa-jussa et al., 2022).
The political-ideological framing, atleast currently and in Anglophone publica-
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tions, draws on democratic, (neo)liberal and egalitarian ideals, which can also
be inferred, for example, from the many publications from non-commercial
academic authors but also from commercial actors that discuss biases and stig-
matisation of minorities as a problem (e.g., Bolukbasi et al., 2016; Crawford,
2017; Sun et al., 2019, among others). Note that it is not always easy for a new-
comer to distinguish industry publications and academic publications and of-
ten researchers from both the industry and from academia work together, also
because only industrial actors have access to the data, algorithms, and com-
putational supports (e.g., cloud credits) of companies which are essential for
carrying out research. This observation already hints at some of the social hier-
archies and exclusive tendencies that, despite discourses that value democracy,
areimplied in the field. Commercially-funded, non-peer reviewed content that
fuses with academic knowledge has been referred to as the “manipulation of
academia to avoid regulation” and some criticise that “the majority of well-
funded work on ‘ethical AT is aligned with the tech lobby’s agenda” (Ochigame,
2022, p. 54). This overlap between academic researchers and industry is actively
encouraged in academia because it promises association with major discover-
ies and financial support for institutions.

Without saying that this would be comparable to colonial racism, there are
obvious constructions of superiority, evolutionary ideologies, and stark power
hierarchies in digital societies. Digital technologies are culturally associated
with modernisation and progress, with the apparent neutrality of mathemat-
ics (Golumbia, 2009; Svensson, 2022), and with specific constructions of mas-
culinity (Ensmenger, 2015; Wajcman, 2010). The ability to design code and to
build and understand technology is associated with social authority. Making
technologies accessible to as many people as possible is now typically discussed
in terms of ‘helping others and industrial publications present the distribution
of technology as a welfare activity (e.g., Bapna et al., 2022; Costa-jussa et al.,
2022). Discourses of ‘help, ‘harn, and ‘philanthropy’ are regularly directed at
communities with a colonial history and construct hierarchical relationships
between communities. Furthermore, and this is probably even more crucial,
access to technologies and their distribution to communities worldwide is a
double-edged sword. While it does allow for many opportunities such as entry
to digital public spaces, entertainment or ease of communication, companies
do not build technologies out of philanthropic intentions—even if they like to
present it that way.

Technology development is, at least in the western world, embedded in
capitalist markets, in which companies give priority to economic profits.
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Access to the data of customers is today an asset on this market and data is
often referred to as ‘the new gold’ as “[pJersonal data create economic and
social value at an increasing pace, and personal information is used today in
many different situations for numerous purposes” (Garcia-Gasco Romero,
2021, p. 171). The creation of Al technology is one of these purposes. Observers
speak of a ‘race’ between the five U.S.-based Big Tech companies (Meta, Mi-
crosoft, Amazon, Apple, and Google) to dominate Al on a global scale (Weise &
Metz, 2023). Domination here is not of a traditional political kind but is, first
of all, based on economic desires—global commercial actors are interested
in data as data analysis allows them to make predictions on consumer be-
haviour, for example, in customised advertising (Rushkoff, 2019, p. 68). Yet,
access to human behaviour through data collection and surveillance (Zuboff,
2019) is obviously a very powerful tool and therefore also of political interest.
Governmental actors have funded AI development from its very beginning,
first and foremost the U.S. DARPA (Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency;
see Crawford, 2021, p.184), and algorithmic intervention on social media
platforms has played a tacit (illegal) role in democratic elections (Meredith,
2018). In China, algorithmic surveillance prediction is already used to control
and form human behaviour in public and private spaces (Deng, 2023; Pei,
2024). Crawford observes that, also in the U.S. context, state and commercial
interests become increasingly merged and that digital technologies in the
United States

encompass all those parts of everyday life that can be tracked and scored,
grounded in normative definitions of how good citizens should communi-
cate, behave and spend. This shift brings with it a different vision of state
sovereignty, modulated by corporate algorithmic governance, and it furthers
profound imbalance of power between agents of the state and the people
they are meant to serve. (Crawford, 2021, p. 209)

A discourse of ‘helping is entangled in this fusion of state and commercial ac-
tors—the U.S. department’s algorithmic warfare programme, for example, is
based on Microsoft technologies and its motto, depicted on its logo, is ‘Our job
is to help’ (Crawford, 2021, p. 190).

In the western world, the financial realisation of AI language technology is
therefore not only in the hands of ‘the Big Five’ but co-funded by public institu-
tions, including universities, and by funders from the financial sector, the oil
and pharmaceutical industries, real estate, and others (Katz, 2020). The inter-
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est in Al language technologies by some of the most powerful economic and
political actors shows their political and economic relevance. The race of very
few powerful actors to rule the world, to exploit global markets, and to con-
trol and influence human thought and behaviour is indeed reminiscent of the
colonial endeavour.

And again, language plays a central but often hidden role in gaining access
to, ordering and governing the world, in this case, in the form of digitised lan-
guage data. Modernist concepts of language developed in the age of colonial-
ism prevail also in computational contexts—as mentioned above, language is
typically understood as appearing in orderly categories and structures, and as
indexing territorially-based national or ethnic and monolingual communities.
There are, however, also important differences as the different technological
affordances of writing/printing and of digital online media bring about differ-
ent theoretical approaches to language and different practices of materialising
language. These will be discussed in the following.

3.2 Language theories and epistemologies

3.2.1 Concepts of language in European colonialism
and in missionary activities

Language theory in general is dominated by concepts that have been developed
by Europeans. As Deumert and Storch observe, “[c]olonial ideologies about
language are rooted in a longue durée” (Deumert & Storch, 2020, p. 12), in
which, since at least the beginning of the fourteenth century, language has
been constructed as “codifiable, structured, and bounded” (drawing on Bon-
figlio, 2013). The ability to create shared meaning interactively via sign-making
practices (as identified in theories of languaging, see, e.g., Love, 2017; Makoni
et al., 2020) became increasingly understood as springing from bounded
systems, tied to specific (homogenous) peoples and territories. This episte-
mological framing of language had various effects. In European contexts, the
claim to have ‘a language’ was taken as a sign for a culture to be ‘real’ and as
having roots in a distant past, which until today serves to legitimate political
autonomy. Gal and Irvine discuss the case of German, where the construction
of a unified German language played a crucial role in political emancipation
and the formation of the German nation-state in the late 19th century (see also
Barbour & Carmichael, 2000; Gal & Irvine, 2019, Chapter 9).

In colonial settings, the imagination and mapping of languages as ‘natu-

)’ «

ral objects’ “out there to be discovered” was seen as a way for “plotting histo-
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ries and relations among peoples” (Gal & Irvine, 2019, p. 248). The description
of linguistic practices thus served to produce “colonial categories of social dif-
ference and [...] models of and for ethnocultural identities” (Errington, 2001a,
p- 23). Europeans projected their monolingual concepts of ethnic culture and
territory to contexts which were often shaped by much more complex relation-
ships of language and social affiliation, in which multilingual resources were,
for example, understood as linked to social rank, religion or occupation (e.g.,
Irvine, 1989). European colonists and missionaries thus (mis-) construed the
linguistic repertoires they observed as an expression of traditional monolin-
gual cultures, “locations in a distant past, but also their relations to some per-
during place” (Errington, 2001a, p. 27). Linguistic diversity was interpreted as a
result of migration and/or conquest and multilingualism as a possible sign for
the ‘unruliness’ of a speaker (Gal & Irvine, 2019, Chapter 9). At the same time,
language was key to accessing the minds and thoughts of colonial subjects, and
translation became a central strategy to influence and convert them. Through
the documentation of linguistic repertoires and the subsequent translation of
the Bible into the resulting languages, which for the first time appeared in Ro-
man alphabetic script, missionaries in particular contributed to the construc-
tion (or invention) of languages as territorially and ethnically grounded enti-
ties. In doing so, they co-constructed new ethnolinguistic groupings and new
language-based socio-economic stratifications in which literate converts had
the highest status (Errington, 2001a, p. 24).

The understanding of languages as naturalised stable entities, emerging
from stable and timeless cultures, also brought about the idea that linguistic
differences express a scale of civilisation. During the 19th century, languages
were increasingly described as ‘organisms’, which also contributed to under-
standing linguistics as a ‘natural science’ (Arens, 1969). The ‘family tree of lan-
guages’ was invented (Schleicher, 1869, as cited in Arens, 1969) and describes
linguistic and cultural relationships in a framing of enduring and purist family
relationships, with ‘parents’ and ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’ (Irvine, 1995), ignoring
processes of intercultural contact and colonial realities that had brought about
creolisation (Irvine, 1995). In such naturalised imaginations of language and
culture, European languages were placed high on an evolutionary scale. Par-
ticularly European written languages were described as ‘rational’ and therefore
superior. A concept of language as ideally serving for context-free and logical
discourse, linked to logocentric ideologies in which words have stable and def-
inite meanings and are understood to refer to a non-linguistic outside, pre-
vailed in intellectual circles in early European modernity (Bauman & Briggs,
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2000;2003a). Such imaginations of language as ‘rational’ excluded women, the
working classes, and the colonial Other (Bauman & Briggs, 2003b) because ra-
tionality was conceptualised as a property of educated white men who were
also the main agents in the public domain where rational thought and debate
were conceptualised to take place.

On the grammatical level, it was morpho-syntactic differences that were
seen as indexical of civilisational scales. Because Latin was taken as the refer-
ence model, and because all the terminology used to describe grammar derived
from the description of Latin, the analysis of the morpho-syntax of other lan-
guages was biased and skewed towards Latin. Wilhelm von Humboldt, for
example, studied typological differences of languages and interpreted more
synthetic languages—languages in which grammatical information is ex-
pressed via morphological processes within a word—to be more expressive
and complex than analytic languages in which grammatical information tends
to be expressed in individual words (von Humboldt, 1836). Grammatical forms
were also seen as ‘window’ into the human mind and, in contexts of colonial
racism, specific grammatical forms, and particularly more analytic forms,
were taken as sign of the inferior cognitive capacities of non-European speak-
ers—*“[i]t thus became customary to speak of primitive languages, in the same
way some races were considered evolutionary inferior to others” (Mufwene,
2015, P. 453).

Although Latin was regarded as ideal and as an underlying reference for
grammatical descriptions, the constructions of hierarchy in colonial language
theory had an effect on the perception of other European languages. The fact
that colonialism not only produced culture and language in the colonies but
co-constructed imaginations of European culture is one of the important in-
sights of postcolonial theory (Said, 1978). Thus:

[i]f one of the central aspects of colonial discourse has been to construct
the native Other as backward, dirty, primitive, depraved, childlike, feminine,
and so forth, the other side of this discourse has been the construction of
the colonizers, their language, culture and political structures as advanced,
superior, modern, civilized, masculine, mature and so on. (Pennycook, 1998,
p.129)

European languages, and, over time, above all English, became markers of

) ”

their speakers (Gilmour, 2007,

p. 1765).

progress’, ‘enlightenment’ and ‘enrichment
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These Euro-American developmentalist ideologies have had enduring ef-
fects on language policy in postcolonial nations. Overall, 20th century global
language policy mostly reproduced ideas of territoriality and of language as
referential, ‘rational’ tool. Corpus and status planning for non-European lan-
guages has also been carried out with ideals of homogeneity, efficiency, and
simplicity in mind. An underlying teleological ideology often assumes that any
language strives towards the ideal end form of an official and standard writ-
ten language that can be used for academic purposes (Errington, 2001a, p. 34).
This language should then fulfil the role of a ‘neutral’ “voice from nowhere” (Gal
& Woolard, 2001) in the national or ethnic context where it is understood to
originate.

Thus, the work of transforming languages into writing, which is then un-
derstood as an indexical representation of an ethnic and territorially-based
group is still ongoing. And until today, missionary work that aims to spread
Christian religious beliefs continues to play an important role in this context.
Crucial here is the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL)® which was established
in the United States in 1934. It provides ‘linguistic, anthropological and soci-
olinguistic expertise to aspiring Bible translators” (Kamusella, 2012, p. 71) and
is closely connected to Wycliffe Bible Translators,” whose goal is to disseminate
Christianity through translation of the Bible into as many languages as possi-
ble. SIL shapes conceptualisations of language particularly in the Global South
in several key ways. It offers training in the different activities that are part
of this process, ranging from language and culture description, literacy de-
velopment, academic publishing, translation practices, Bible study to publish-
ing and dissemination of its products.’ Its impact is non negligible in that
it has trained and supported over 5000 missionary linguists from the Global
North and the South and impacted more than a 1000 languages, mostly in the
Global South (Errington, 2008). According to its own figures, its current ac-
tivities are impacting more than “855+ million people, 1341 communities and
98 countries”." SIL is also active in the technology-enhanced development of
written codes out of oral language practices: “SIL software supports fieldwork
inlinguistics and anthropology by streamlining collection, analysis and archiv-

8 http://www.sil.org

9 https://www.wycliffe.org/

10 https://www.sil.org/about/discover
n http://www.sil.org/
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»

ing of language and culture data”.”” Finally, SIL also has a leading role in sys-
tematising linguistic diversity through its coordination, editing, and publish-
ing of Ethnologue, “the single largest, most widely cited compendium of knowl-
edge of global linguistic diversity” (Errington, 2008, p. 153).

Although Ethnologue was initially developed by SIL to guide and provide
background for its own Bible translation activities, the International Organiza-
tion for Standardization first “invited SIL to develop an ISO 639-3 standard to
cover all the world’s languages” and subsequently made SIL its code registra-
tion and allocation agency:”

This code allocation is the actual uniformized world-wide registration of lan-
guages that amounts to their de facto international recognition. It also ap-
pears to be de jure (though not overtly articulated as) recognition in light of
international law, insofar as the International Organization for Standardiza-
tion creates and maintains elements and procedures of this law. (Kamusella,
2012, p.72)

ISO-codes are used to implement different languages into computing systems.
This means that the colonial, missionary activities of transforming interactive
practices of meaning-making into writing are brought into a further reifica-
tion in digital culture.

3.2.2 Concepts of language in Al culture

The above observations show that there is a direct link between colonial lin-
guistics and digital language culture (although openly racist language theories
have been abandoned). In technology settings, as in European colonialism, lan-
guage is imagined as deriving from ethnically homogenous groups that can be
orderly mapped in territorial space. Accounts of language entail the idea that
a ‘fully developed’ language profits from a standard writing system and efforts
are made to create writing systems where these do not exist yet. Languages
for which a certain degree of normalisation cannot be achieved are usually de-
nied inclusion into Al processes such as machine translation (Costa-jussa et
al., 2022, pp. 12—18). In contrast to colonial times, there is no discourse that
describes distinct languages or grammatical forms as ‘more or less developed’,
instead linguistic diversity is generally described as ‘wealtl’ (van Esch et al.,

12 http://www.sil.org/about/discover/technology-language-development
13 http://www.iso.org/iso-639-language-code
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2019). However, evolutionary ideologies and teleological concepts are still com-
mon, but they are reconfigured in relation to the affordances of digital sys-
tems.

Languages that are embedded in computational systems are typically re-
ferred to with ISO-Codes. It is common in digital culture to equal language (as
a general human phenomenon) with datafied language, that is, language that
has been rendered into machine-readable text."* Only datafied language can
be used for documenting and predicting user behaviour or for training Al sys-
tems. An understanding of language as digital data is common-sense so that
the fact thatlanguage is based on meaning-making practices that humans pro-
duce can be easily forgotten. This can be shown in the following short passage
from a text by Stanford’s Center for Research on Foundation Models (CRFM): “[...] we
highlight the role of people as the ultimate source of data’ (Bommasani et al.,
2021, p. 7). The wording displays the theoretical grounding of widespread dis-
courses on language in contemporary Al culture. Readers are reminded that
‘people’ are the ‘source of data. It is typical in computational publications that
language is not discussed as human interactive praxis but as a data source.

In contrast to colonial times, languages are not distinguished based on
their typological characteristics but based on the size of their data sets. These
become a central marker of differentiation and ‘development’. Depending
on the size of written and datafied text corpus, languages are therefore ap-
proached on a scale from ‘high-resource’ to low-resource’ (e.g., Bommasani et
al., 2021; Costa-jussa et al., 2022). There are long lists of languages, ordered
according to the number of words that have been datafied (Bapna et al., 2022).
Unsurprisingly, low-resource languages’ are typically languages with colonial
histories (but also other minority languages or those simply not aligned with
administrative units such as states). These languages are described as in need
of ‘help'. A prominent paper by Meta, the company that owns Facebook, Insta-
gram, and WhatsApp, carries the title No Language Left Behind (NLLB; Costa-
jussa et al., 2022) and discusses ways to include low-resource languages’ into

14 Datafication consists of extracting information from the flow of social life, identifying
it with imagined social categories and fixing such relationships. It is part of the ideo-
logy of ‘dataism’ (Bode & Coodlad, 2023), which broadly assumes that data represents
human behaviour and that quantification and its agents are objective. In linguistics,
datafication has involved collecting of oral practices via recording and transforming it
into writing. This process has been instrumental in conceptualising “language as refe-
rential code and languages as ‘natural’, given objects that are systematically and neatly
structured (e.g., Pennycook 2004)” (Erdocia et al., 2024).
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digital technologies. Promotional videos of the inclusion of these languages
into Meta’s technologies celebrate linguistic diversity—and its datafication
as welfare and ‘support’ (for a more detailed discussion, see Schneider, in
press). Such discourses reproduce missionary relationships but also colonial
language ideologies that understand languages as systemic entities, ordered
according to ethnic communities. They also construct new hierarchical so-
cial relationships based on access to technology, in which large U.S.-based
technology companies are the unquestioned leaders.”

In the provision of language technologies for ‘low-resource languages’,
there is an important emphasis on classifying and ordering languages for
validating those that are targeted for inclusion in Al, which reproduces the
colonial idea of language as worthy if written and adds the criterion of ‘written
in Wikipedia'. To obtain a list of 200 lesser-used languages for developing
machine translation, the above-mentioned Meta (Facebook) consortium (Costa-
jussaetal., 2022, p. 12) created “a preliminary list of over 250 possible language
candidates” based on the following considerations:

First, we considered all languages with a Wikipedia presence. [...] Next, we
solicited lists of languages spoken in various regions by native speakers, fo-
cusing particularly on African languages—a category of languages that have
historically been underrepresented in translation efforts [...]. We then exam-
ined language coverage in multiple existing datasets in the natural language
processing community, paying focused attention on training datasets with-
out accompanying evaluation datasets. Finally, we considered [...] the ap-
proximate number of native speakers and other community-level variables
relevantto our work. Next, for each of the language candidates, we partnered
with linguists from various specialized language service providers to under-
stand ifeach of these languages has a standardized written form [...] because
havingareliable, high-quality evaluation datasetis critical to accelerated ex-
perimental progress. (Costa-jussa et al., 2022, pp. 12, 16)

Once the languages were selected for intervention, NLLB cross-referenced,
that is, compared, the information with existing language regimes from the
Global North such as the ISO codes and those from Glottolog, which are devel-
oped and administered by a group of typological linguists.' Both sets of codes
reproduce a colonial enumerative and differentiation approach, focusing

15 Atleastin western settings and here not discussing the case of China.
16 https://glottolog.org/
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on identifying (inventing?) bounded languages, and mapping them in space
and time. Technology companies also apply additional metrics. For example,
Meta classifies languages by recording their web support—whether they are
supported by Google Translate and Microsoft Translate, the types of scripts in
use, their resource-level, i.e., “if there are fewer than 1M publicly available,
de-duplicated bitext samples with any other language within our set of 200
languages” (Costa-jussa et al., 2022, p. 17), and by assigning them a unique
name “due to formatting limitations”.

In these techno-colonial discourses and enumerative logics, it is no longer
Latin that serves as reference model but English plays a hegemonic role. The
dataset for English is by far the largest for all languages in the world. Currently,
more than half of the language data appearing on the web is in English. As ma-
chine learning is above all based on web-scraped online data, machine learn-
ing language technologies work best in Standard English (which is also true
for voice technology, Markl, 2022). Languages typologically different from En-
glish are discussed as a technical problem (e.g., Costa-jussa et al., 2022, p. 79).
Monolingual data that entails stylistic and genre variation is treated as ‘clear
and ‘rick, while non-monolingual data is referred to with the metaphor ‘dirty’
and it thus requires ‘cleaning (see also, e.g., Kreutzer et al., 2022). The hier-
archical metaphorical framing of English is depicted vividly in the following
quote:

English data is not only orders of magnitude more abundant than that of
lower-resource languages, but it is often cleaner, broader, and contains ex-
amples showcasing more linguistic depth and complexity. (Bommasani et
al., 2021, p. 25)

Besides the very large English language dataset, the perceived ‘cleanliness’ of
English is based on the fact that it is the unmarked medium of communication
for global, expert and academic (human to human) interaction in technology
and academia. It thus has been criticised that English is often equated with
language in general in digital culture. The critical computational linguist
Bender therefore proposed the so-called ‘Bender Rule’, which suggests that
speakers at computational sciences conferences should explicitly mention the
language they are talking about, based on the observation that the equation of
English with language’ often goes unnoticed (Bender, 2019; Schneider, 2022).
Technological innovation is typically first developed for products that serve
English-speaking markets, which means that users whose language has not
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been integrated into the systems often use English-language products, but
also users who are keen to always use the newest update of a tool (Leblebici &
Schneider, 2025). This means that the dataset for English is expanding even
more. Finally, English terms are used in almost all programming languages.
The dominance of English in the world of computation has the effect that
languages other than English are sometimes discursively constructed as one
category—the above-mentioned Stanford research paper, for example, uses
the term ‘non-English languages’ (Bommasani et al., 2021) and thus constructs
an English-non-English binary.

4. Conclusion: Global tech colonialism and how to overcome it

Although Al-driven language technologies emerged in a context that is differ-
ent from colonial times, this paper argues that they reproduce colonialist lega-
cies at several levels. While couched in a discourse of ‘helping and ‘change for
a better future’, big tech companies exploit language data in order to make
monetary profits: technologies are first and foremost commercial products.
Like their colonial forefathers, big tech companies are also not interested in
understanding language and its use or their speakers per se. In fact, human
interactive practices and linguistic traditions are not seen as an expression of
culture or identity but as a data source. These data sources are seen as a re-
source for developing powerful and profit-making tools to manage people. This
is done through refashioning everyday language practices into data, which is
enabled by processes of ordering, homogenisation, fixing, and alignment ac-
cording to models based on European cultural concepts of language and prac-
tices that emerged during colonial times. Local visions of language and culture
are marginalised or even completely stamped out through processes of align-
ment with digitally powerful languages, English first and foremost.”

The social hierarchies that existed during colonial times also continue,
though in a partially reconfigured manner. As in colonial times, languages
from the Global South are positioned as needing ‘development’ to enable
the ‘development’ for their speakers, in this case their integration into the
commercial and knowledge economy championed by companies of the Global

17 Due to space constraints, we have not discussed these in detail here. For further in-
sights into non-European language concepts, see, for example, Schneider (2021) and
Migge (2020).
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North. Decisions to ‘technologically develop’ a language generally do not
originate with speaker communities and their needs. Instead, languages are
‘selected’ by companies based on technological and commercial logics such
as easy access to sufficiently large corpora, the existence of technologically
literate speaker communities that have sufficient purchasing power and that
are sufficiently unified in their use of orthographies.

Access to language technologies such as automatic machine transla-
tion has the potential to give people access to a wider range of knowledge
sources, experiences, and ways of connecting with people. However, unlike
the development of writing and literacy practices in the colonial era, language
technologies of the digital era are much more heavily dependent on the in-
frastructures of commercial companies. Their development and maintenance
require costly tools that are owned only by a small number of companies and
who can grant and refuse access at will. They also do not share their designs
and practices, and the use of their infrastructures usually requires giving up
control of existing tools developed by the grassroots and subscribing, at a cost,
to their tools. At the same time, the global collection and surveillance of data
in ever more languages, in the hands of very few actors, is the continuation
of the desire to construct a universal world order. We observe an evolutionary
teleology that strives for a data set of ‘N=all’ and, as media sociologists criti-
cally argue: “What it exploits is our lives as human beings” (Mejias & Couldry,
2024, p. 33). Overall, the dominance of U.S. corporations in global technology
provision and data politics means that “[o]Jur era is attempting to bring back
into fashion the old myth that the West alone has a monopoly on the future”
(Mbembe, 2021; see also Birhane, 2020).

At the time of writing this text, there is still little public awareness of
the political and economic relevance of language as data, and of the colonial
ideologies embedded in digital and AI infrastructures. Colleagues from or
working on the Global South are taking the lead here and critically discuss the
power of language data (e.g., Birhane, 2020; Markl et al., 2023; Miceli & Posada
2022). Several initiatives aim to put data collection in public hands, with Maori
activists being a prime example. The Maori community has refused to allow
global companies to collect their language data and has produced its own data
sets. They argue that “Our data would be used by the very same people that
beat that language out of our mouths to sell it back to us as a service [...]. It’s
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just like taking our land and selling it back to us” (Hao, 2022)."® All in all, this
does not mean that we should stop using technology or that the development
of language technology should come to an end. It means that, in a democratic
society, the infrastructures that frame and shape public life and discourse
should be in the hands of those who use them, not in the hands of a monopoly
of capitalist corporations.
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Story-formatting on social media
Ways of telling, teller identities, and audience engagement'

Alex Georgakopoulou

Abstract Stories on social media platforms, more than any other communication mode,
have increasingly become designed, curated features, so that users are faced with menus
of choices, pre-selections, and templates, when posting a story. Connected with this is
an attested, unprecedented speedy development of normative, typified, sought after and
replicable stories on different platforms, despite the fact that the users involved in such
processes, more often than not, do not know of one another but instead partake in tran-
sient acts of communication. In this chapter, I draw on the ethnomethodological concept
of formatting, as reworked by the late Jan Blommaert for the contextual study of commu-
nication online, and synergise it with small stories and positioning analysis. My focus
is on stories as a sociotechnical engineered feature on all major social media platforms
(e.g., Snapchat, Instagram, Facebook, Weibo, and TikTok). Based on the technographic
method, I will first show how I have extended the notion of formatting in my work so
as to examine the historicity of semiotic choices in stories. I will then tease out specific
ways of telling formatted stories in their links with specific modes of tellers’ self-presen-
tation, in particular that of ‘authenticity’. The formatted practice of sharing-life-in-the-
moment shows power and continuity across platforms, partly by being reconfigured and
repurposed. I will illustrate this with a focus on TikTok short form videos and their for-
matted modes of audience engagement. Finally, I will discuss the implications of story-
formatting for the role of culture in stories.

Keywords Story-formatting; Ways of Telling-sites-tellers; Sharing-life-in-the-moment;
Reconfiguring — Repurposing; TikTok Short Form Videos

1 An earlier version of this chapter (in particular, Sections 1-4) entitled “(Un)complicat-
ing Context: The Case of Formatted Stories on Social Media” is forthcoming in the Jan
Blommaert Festschrift (Arnaut et al., in press).
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1. Formatting in the contextual study of online communication

Jan Blommaert’s (et al.) chapter entitled “Context and Its Complications”, in
De Fina & Georgakopoulou (eds.) The CUP Handbook of Discourse Studies, (2020,
pp- 52—69), discusses eloquently the ways in which online environments and
the rise of social media have altered the constitution of context, and, in ef-
fect, should lead analysts to a complete overhaul of their conceptualisation of
context, as this had been developed in relation to face-to-face environments.
Blommaertetal’s claim was that, despite the profound changes affected by on-
line social life to the realities of “social structure” and to “the range and modes
of everyday activities” (p. 52), analysts seem to be stuck in a sociological imag-
ination that treats as the default of communication:

dyadic, unmediated, spoken, face-to-face interaction in shared physical
time and space and between persons sharing massive amounts of knowl-
edge, experience and sociocultural norms within a sedentary community
(an offline conversation between similar people, in short) (Blommaert et
al., 2020, p. 54)

Insuchascenario, various aspects of context are more easily retrievable by both
participants and analysts than in online contexts.

Blommaert’s proposal in all his work on online context and communication
was not to completely turn our backs on 40+ years of (sociolinguistic) work on
context. Instead, he urged analysts to “reimagine and refashion tools and ap-
proaches or fall back on reasonably robust tools and approaches that do not
carry that bias of anachronism or that can be refashioned so as to be free of
it” (Blommaert et al., 2020, p. 65). In the spirit of this, he ‘reimagined’ format-
ting, a concept that originated in the interactionist tradition, in particular in
ethnomethodology (cf. Cicourel, 1974, 1992; Garfinkel, 1967). Formatting refers
to the recognition of particular social actions and their features as something
typical. Blommaert saw formatting as an integral part of the ethnographic tra-
dition of studying language-as-action, in a sociology of emerging order as op-
posed to reproduction. Formatting allows analysts to both describe and ac-
count for the unprecedented speedy development of norms and the recognis-
ability of what is ‘typical in online environments, despite the fact that the par-
ticipants involved routinely do not know of one another but instead partake in
transient acts of communication.
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Garfinkel had seen recognisability as the key to understanding the social
nature of interaction, insisting that it should not be equated with sharedness of
norms, assumptions, and worldviews. In Garfinkel’s work, it was recognition
of the joint potential of specific modes of action that gave such action modes
the character of “congregational work” (2002, p. 190). Blommaert rightly saw
Garfinkel's work on formatting as an ideal conceptual and explanatory account
of how users can generate a firm social order with recognisable roles and iden-
tities on social media, even via ephemeral participation in specific modes of
action.

Using data from a Facebook update, Szabla and Blommaert (2019) showed
how the process of formatting goes through the stage of ‘recognising’ an ac-
tivity as typical of a specific situated interaction and then ‘framing it as one
that imposes and enables specific forms of interaction, that is, ‘orders of in-
dexicality’ (see the introduction to this volume for further details). They also
demonstrated how tracking these stages of formatting allows analysts to move
beyond the often researched micro-macro dichotomy for the identification and
analysis of different types of context, and instead to look at how (plural and
scaled) contexts come to bear in a situation in a sort of “evolving ‘synchrony”
(Blommaert et al., 2020, p. 59): A process that “hides layers of nonsynchronous
resources and folds them together into momentary and situated instances of
making sense. We call this process synchronisation because the highly diverse
resources that are deployed as context are focused, so to speak, onto one single
point in social action” (Blommaert et al., 2020, p. 59).

In Blommaert’s reimagining of formatting, there is scope for spelling out
the methodological steps of an ethnography of online communication that
identifies and documents recognisability processes. There is also scope for the
exploration of the possibilities for alliances with other practice-based ways of
analysing communication.

In the remainder of this chapter, I show how I have drawn on formatting as
aconceptual apparatus for the description and accounting of the links amongst
affordances, discourses, and practices that result in the development of typi-
cal, recognisable, normative, replicable, and sought after stories on (different)
platforms.

I focus my empirical exploration on stories as a sociotechnical, curated fea-
ture on all major social media platforms (e.g., Snapchat, Instagram, Facebook,
Weibo, and currently TikTok). Multi-modal stories are the single most preva-
lent type of posting across platforms, having rendered social media as stori-
fied environments par excellence. What I have described in previous work as

13


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

k4

Part II: Understanding postdigital practices in a changing world

small stories (Georgakopoulou, 2007) have formed the basis of the creation of
‘formatted types of storytelling’ (story-formats) on social media. This means
that certain stories and ways of telling them become recognisable, normative,
and sought after on platformed environments. The formats, I argue, are pow-
erful enough to be ‘repurposed’ within a platform, so as to suit different types
of user and content demands, as well as being ‘reconfigured’ across different
platforms, so as to suit different affordances.

Below, I will first present the technographic method, as a ‘reimagined’
ethnographic method, that I employ to document stories as formatted activ-
ities. Technography allows me to explore stories as socio-technical activities,
on the intersection of affordances, discourses, and practices. It also allows
me to capture the historicity of storytelling modes and to document in real
time their continuities, shifts, and reconfigurations. This aids the work of
identifying the synchronisation processes of different scales in specific acts
of communication. Based on the technographic method of identifying the
interplay between social media affordances (including algorithms) and users’
practices, I will present key aspects of a particular formatted practice of sto-
rytelling that I call ‘sharing-life-in-the-moment'. I will show the links of this
practice with specific modes of tellers’ self-presentation, in particular, that of
‘authenticity’.

I will then illustrate the current reconfigurations of the formatted practice
of sharing-life-in-the-moment with a focus on TikTok short form videos, which
represent the latest ‘pivotal’ phase of platformed storytelling design (Geor-
gakopoulou, 2017, 2024b). I will show that authenticity is being reconfigured
as relatability through sharing-the-moment practices. Formatted modes of
audience engagement routinely do recognisability and validation of the story’s
framing as a relatable account.

By bringing together formatting processes with small stories research
modes of analysis, I forge an alliance that shows the potential of the concept
of formatting for enriching the analysis of language and identities, including
positioning analysis, one of the gold standards of examining identities in
storytelling, in a way that suits online contexts. Going forward, it can provide
away for assessing the role of cultural identities in online storytelling.
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2. Technography as a method for the study of story-formatting

My starting point in the contextual exploration of stories on social media
has been that a key parameter of context that needs to be factored in is that
of media ‘affordances’, that is, of the perceived possibilities but also con-
straints for action that online environments offer to users (Barton & Lee,
2013, p. 3). For contextual sociolinguistic work on social media, three “high-
level affordances™ (Bucher & Helmond, 2018, p. 240) pose specific challenges:
(2) context collapse, the result of the, often unforeseen, audiences that may
tune into a specific post, (b) amplification and scalability of content, and (c)
distribution and recontextualisation of content (see Blommaert et al., 2020;
Georgakopoulou, 2017; Marwick & boyd, 2011). Jones (2004) notably talks about
‘polyfocality’ online, the intricate layering and expansion of multiple co-oc-
curring contexts in online discourse. Based on these affordances alone, we
begin to see that sharedness that hinges on users’ physical proximity, regular
interactions or stable community becomes a rare commodity on social media.
At the same time, the amplification and scalability of content combined with
the promotional machinery that platforms have at their disposal, result in
the development of recognisable and normative scripts for social action at
an astonishing speed, a point which Blommaert often stressed in his work
including in the Handbook chapter (also see Georgakopoulou, 2021).

To study stories as socio-technical activities, I have specifically developed
and adapted for narrative analysis the ‘technographic’ approach (cf. Bucher,
2018, pp. 60—62). Bucher talks about technography as an extended ethno-
graphic method that allows the analyst a reverse engineering, so as to capture
the technological workings of platforms. In Bucher’s work, technography
is closely associated with tapping into interviewees’ own representations of
how platforms work, including their algorithmic imaginary vis-a-vis dif-
ferent platforms. But by bringing technography together with small stories
research, I have been reworking it as a more multi-layered, methodologically
integrational framework, that cuts across qualitisation and quantification (for
details, see Georgakopoulou, 2024b).

Technography has involved a systematic real-time and time-critical track-
ing of the triptych of ‘discourses’, ‘affordances’, and ‘practices’, for stories,
which I consider essential for a thick description of context. In Silverstein’s

2 There are numerous ‘low-level’, platform-specific affordances, too, that, as | will show
below, should be established through contextual work.
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terms (1985), this facilitates the examination of the ‘total linguistic fact.
‘Discourses’ (often referred to as ‘capital D discourses’) encompass widely cir-
culating ideologies, views, and theories about what stories are and how they
should be designed and used. These are mainly evidenced in the platforms’
own design affordances, but they are also articulated in the proliferating
promotional texts by influencers, media, launching documents, and so on, as
well as in instances of users’ own metapragmatic reflexivity, which abound
in online contexts (Deschrijver & Georgakopoulou, 2023). Affordances’ com-
prise high-level, low-level but also users’ perceived affordances, as these are
revealed through their practices. Affordances cover a wide range of design fea-
tures and capabilities, including interface metrics and analytics, tools, images,
filters, and numerous invisible and opaque metrics, such as algorithms (Geor-
gakopoulou et al., 2020). Finally, users’ communicative ‘practices’ encompass
the diverse, multi-semiotic ways of telling at various levels: for instance, visual
choices, language choices, story genres, practices of distribution of stories,
and so on.

These interconnected facets of communication draw on previous practice-
based approaches, for instance Hanks’s (1996) forms, activities, and ideologies
and Scollon and Scollon’s (2004) nexus analysis, and my previous heuristic of
‘ways of telling-sites-tellers’ (Georgakopoulou, 2007, 2022). As such, they pro-
vide possible points of entry into the study of communication and the opportu-
nity for prioritising certain questions and angles, depending on what emerges
as crucial at a specific point of the research. That said, no facet, examined on
its own, suffices for a thick approach. The task for the analyst is, regardless of
what their point of entry is, to forge links amongst these facets. Technography,
like previous forms of ethnography, is not aimed at producing exhaustive ac-
counts. Its inductive nature has meant that there were times in my research
when my point of entry into a thick description were affordances, others when
it was users and their practices, and still others, when it was the platforms’ dis-
courses about stories.

In the spirit of discourse-centred online ethnography (Androutsopoulos,
2008) and blended ethnography (e.g., Tagg & Lyons, 2021), technography
works with multiple data-points and methods. But in contrast to earlier ver-
sions of online or digital ethnography (for a critique, see Varis, 2016), it also
shiftsits focus from affordances to practices or discourses and vice versa, when
necessary. In this way, it seeks to cut across the distinction between platform-
centred and participant-centred research, instead making it possible to use
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both as anchor points for observations and data collection, at different points
in research, and for different reasons.

Technography allows us to identify the design facilities, tools, and func-
tionality of stories. To uncover platforms’ discourses about stories and the val-
ues in their design, I have employed corpus-assisted discourse analytic meth-
ods, as one facet of the technographic approach to stories. Corpus methods
allow us to retrieve any hidden meanings and associations, by seeking out pat-
terns of occurrence in a body of texts (see Taylor & Marchi, 2018).

I see the links between affordances, discourses, and practices, in the spirit
of any practice-based approach to communication, as mutually feeding rather
than as unidirectional and deterministic. That said, the claim is that, in social
media environments, we cannot conceive of stories outside of a ‘contingently
obligatory’ even if not ‘logically necessary’ relationship with technologies, to
borrow Deleuze and Guattari’s (1993) conceptualisation of the concept of ‘as-
semblage’. The emergent relationship that arises from a connection between
stories and technologies, exactly as quantum physicists have claimed vis-a-vis
sub-atomic particles when entering relationships of ‘entanglement’,’ reveals
itself at tiny scales. As we will see, the entanglement of stories with discourses
and affordances is evidenced in the types of stories but also in tiny, micro-
level semiotic choices that include linguistic features in captions, emojis, vi-
sual choices, camera placement and angle, and so on.

My initial questions in the study of stories online, drawing on ethno-
graphic, practice-based perspectives on everyday life storytelling in con-
versational contexts, were mostly to do with how face-to-face everyday life
storytelling gets reconfigured and adapted in connection with affordances for
story-sharing. Similarly, I was interested in exploring how users, as more or
less agentive actors, engaged with and navigated affordances.

It was the result of my real-time technographic study and the evidence of
a speedy creation of norms about posting stories online that I had to shift my
questions to in the examination of how shared evaluations and ways of story-
telling develop online. In particular, I set out to explore, as part of the recog-
nisability of stories:

«  What becomes amplified, widely available and what/who (types of lives,
identities, subjectivities) gets silenced? What becomes normative/recog-
nisable, how, and why?

3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quantum_entanglement
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- What are the implications of socialisation into a specific type of ‘autobiog-
raphy’ for the target group of Generation Z?

It was at this point that formatting provided a valuable interpretative lens for
the links amongst affordances, discourses, and practices that result in the de-
velopment of typical, recognisable, normative, replicable, sought after stories
on (different) platforms. Yet, formatting is part of a social interactional tradi-
tion and to combine it with a practice-based small stories perspective, I saw it
fit and necessary to extend its remit. In particular, in my work, it is not just so-
cial actions that get formatted but also recurrent story practices (‘story genre’,
‘story types’). As I will show below, sharing-life-in-the-moment is an overarch-
ing formatted story practice supported by specific story-types.

In addition to these points, as explained above, technography allowed me
to complement the synchronic focus of formatting on specific, here and now
contexts of communication with the ‘historicity of typificatior’. This longitu-
dinal angle on formatting is a way of bringing in scaled contexts onto the here
and now of communication, allowing us to move beyond the often critiqued,
narrow conceptualisation of context as ‘co-text’.

3. Analysing stories as multi-semiotic practices

To micro-analyse stories, I have postulated a heuristic (Georgakopoulou, 2007)
that explores the connections of three separable but interrelated layers of anal-
ysis: (1) ‘ways of telling’ (i.e., semiotic resources), (2) ‘sites’ (social worlds of the
stories’ tellings and tales), and (3) ‘tellers’ (in the broad sense of communica-
tors). In online discourse, this dictates a combined focus on online postings
and various types of engagement with them, including transposition across
media and sites, without, however, pre-determining what from each of the
multi-layered ways of telling, sites, and tellers will be of analytical importance
and how their relations will be configured in different stories and media en-
vironments (2017). Recognising the multi-modal nature of stories, I have been
bringing together the analysis based on this heuristic with multi-modal anal-
ysis as it has been reworked and adapted to online discourse (e.g., Jewitt, 2017;
Page, 2018). I have specifically been documenting any recurrent and iterative
choices across different modes as well as links across levels. In particular, L have
focused on if and how any verbal patterns in the captions of photographic or
video stories enter any salient, recurrent interactions with sound-tracks, vi-
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sual, video, and embodied modalities, in a spectrum of aligned-disaligned re-
lationships across them.

To forge links between the ways of telling, sites, and tellers of stories-in-
context, I draw on positioning analysis in its connections with small stories
(Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008). With positioning analysis, I establish
how characters are presented in the tale world, their relations, evaluative
attributions, activities, and overall placement in time and place (‘Level 1'). For
a multi-modal story, an analysis at this level may include visual aesthetics,
graphemic choices, emojis, linguistic choices in captions, but also camera
placement, type of photograph, and so on. I also look into how a story is locally
occasioned and distributed. Who participates and how? Who ratifies, legiti-
mates, or contests which part of the story? Who co-authors, what, and how?
How is self positioned vis-a-vis actual, intended, and imagined audiences?
(‘Level 2).

Finally, I am interested in what aspects of the key character(s), events, and
narrated experience are presented as generalisable and holding above and be-
yond the specific story? (‘Level 3"). How is self positioned as a continuous entity
above and beyond the here and now of this storytelling? What kinds of identity
projects and circulated storylines are invoked as shared, promoted, or spoken
against and resisted, and how?

Overall, positioning analysis examines how moral and evaluative scripts
shape a teller’s identity, serving as recognizable signals of self-presentation in
response to ‘Who am I?, a question inherently addressed in storytelling.

4. Story-formatting and/as sharing-life-in-the-moment

The tracking and analysis of links amongst affordances, discourses, and prac-
tices, as described above, has led me to document ‘story-formatting as hinging
on a story’s design, the directives (i.e., prompts) to users about what types of
stories to tell and how, and the authorisation of these, that is, the promotion
and naturalisation of specific stories by specific users (for details, see Geor-
gakopoulou, 2022). Influencers, I have found, play a key-role in this. The anal-
ysis of story design, the platformed directives, and their authorisation in a
study of influencers’ Instagram Stories (see Georgakopoulou 2021, 2022) have
shed light on the scaled, non-synchronous contexts that come to bear on the
synchrony of joint social actions, as described by Blommaert et al. (2020). Part
of recognising and framing specific acts of communication as typical involves

9


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

120

Part II: Understanding postdigital practices in a changing world

in this case users’ prior awareness, exposure, and familiarity with specific af-
fordances and design aspects and what their indexicalities are. It also involves
recognition of certain participation roles as being more in line with platformed
directives that in turn ensure users’ popularity and visibility.

Anexus of these three processes of formatting—which my corpus-assisted
analysis (Georgakopoulou, 2019) of Snapchat, Instagram, and Facebook Stories
(as a feature), combined with the aforementioned micro-analysis of influ-
encers’ stories has uncovered—is to be found in the practice of ‘sharing-life-
in-the-moment’. The present tense temporality is at the heart of the format-
ting of sharing-life-in-the-moment. It was in fact one of the first connections
between affordances, discourses, and practices that I uncovered in my tar-
geted tracking of the evolution of storytelling facilities on major, Western
platforms (see Georgakopoulou, 2017). Sharing-life-in-the-moment brings
together recognisable multi-semiotic ways of telling, evaluative scripts, and
discourses about who the teller is, and specific ways of using affordances,
as I have discussed in detail in previous work (Georgakopoulou, 2016, 2021,
2022). Briefly here, the key constituents of sharing-life-in-the-moment as
a storytelling practice conducive to presenting the teller and their lives as
authentic, real, raw, spontaneous, non-rehearsed are as follows:

- Linguistic/textual markers of immediacy in captioning;

. Showing, eye-witnessing narration;

«  Amateur aesthetic, non-polished visual content;

- Discourse and affordances for doing ‘imperfect sharing through stories;

- Users metalinguistic framing of sharing-life-in-the-moment as ‘authen-
tic’ (see Section 6 below).

In terms of the multi-modal arrangements of stories, sharing life-in-the-
moment presents particular, formatted inter-modal densities, in the ways
in which different semiotic modes work together to establish recognisability
of the activity. In Jewitt’s (2017) terms, modal density refers to the amount
of space a particular mode occupies and to how specific signs in different
modes are ordered. Certain modes can be privileged in specific acts of com-
munication, in terms of frequency of use and of functions they serve. In this
case, inter-modal density refers to formatted connections amongst different
modalities. To be specific, story captions seem to tell, evaluate, and assess
the point of the story, while the pictures and videos show, record, enact, and
perform it. In captions, there is also an added level of formatting, that of
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the use of the present tense in temporalised (here and now or on a habitual
basis), conventionalised linguistic formulas: for instance, ‘currently at the
beach’ (caption of an Instagram Story) or ‘when your mum goes on her weekly
shopping (from a TikTok video).

My analysis of how positioning Level 3 emerges from the above choices has
shown that the inter-modal density of captions, visual, and video elements for
depicting everyday life as it is unfolding, is conducive to constructing an au-
thentic teller, a teller who invites us to be eye-witnesses of their life, allowing
us access to the behind the scenes, unfiltered realities (see Georgakopoulou,
2022, 2024a). The authentic becomes equated with the real and the raw on In-
stagram Stories and, on TikTok short form videos, as I will discuss in Section 6
below, with the relatable.

5. Repurposing and reconfiguring story-formats

Blommaert et al. (2020) stressed that formats should not be imagined as closed
boxes with transparent orders of indexicality, generally known to all partic-
ipants. Instead, their indexical order is evolving and contingent upon the
congregational work performed by participants. Multiple forms of action can
therefore emerge within the same format and be coherent to the participants
(Blommaert et al., 2020, pp. 63-65). Blommaert et al. showed this dynamic
nature of formatting in specific acts of communication, synchronically. I have
been able to document the evolution of story-formatting over time and across
platforms, in the historicised way that the method of technography offers. I
have specifically documented two connected types of evolution: ‘repurposing,
which is mainly user-driven and pertains to expanding the content within a
specific format and strategising self-presentation in relation to algorithms
and affordances, and ‘reconfiguring, which is mainly platform-driven and
involves enhancing, evolving the affordances, and tailoring formats to specific
algorithmic environments.

To take each separately, using data from the same influencers during the
pandemic, in a comparative study of their stories, I found that rather than
abandoning norms and practices of sharing-life-in-the-moment to show an
authentic self on Instagram, they repurposed them (Georgakopoulou, 2024a).
This mainly involved adapting and re-casting the algorithmically preferred
format of sharing-life-in-the-moment to promote new content suited to
the new realities of a pandemic, particularly the physical distancing and
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confinement in home settings. In doing so, tellers further consolidated and
enhanced present tense, moment-based stories, and textual, visual, and video
resources in them for depicting the here-and-now of their everyday lives and
in turn their selves as authentic. For instance, I noted an increase in the use
of amateur aesthetic visual modes, including ‘ugly selfies’, as resources for
producing the ordinariness of users’ lives at the same time as building a sense
of co-presence for their followers. The analysis overall has shown the power,
continuity of formatted stories alongside the flexibility of existing formats
for repurposing. Below, I will illustrate the current reconfigurations of the
format of sharing-life-in-the-moment with reference to my latest study of
TikTok short form videos. TikTok exploded in popularity during the pandemic
and has since been the platform par excellence for creating and engaging with
stories in short form video that represent the latest pivot in storytelling design
facilities on platforms, that I have identified in my real-time technographic
tracking (Georgakopoulou, 2024b). The pivots have to do with affordances
to users for sharing the moment in the format of small stories, increasingly
visually and multi-modally, and with more sophisticated and multi-layered
facilities.

6. Reconfiguring story-formatting: Spotlight on TikTok videos

TikTok, formerly known as Musical.ly, boasts over 1 billion users worldwide, of-
fering a platform that is characterised by camera-first communication, music,
dance moves, trends, and memes. Its unique, recommendations algorithm-
driven nature sets it apart, shaping users’ experiences and promoting user-
generated content through the ‘For You Page’. The data on which this discus-
sion is based are part of a bigger, ongoing project, in collaboration with Ruth
Page (Georgakopoulou & Page, forthcoming) that explores the video trend in
TikTok which uses the phrase ‘When your/my mum ..’ to tell stories of (pre-
sented and taken up as) recognisable and relatable family experiences, from the
point of view of ‘childrer’ (young people) in such families. We investigate how,
with what semiotic resources and micro-plots, the roles and relations of differ-
ent family members are created and contested by young adults from different
cultural contexts, and for what identity projects. Also, what scenarios are pre-
sented as de/valued, un/expected, surprising, normative, by whom, and how.
Our focus on family life as shared by adolescents was prompted by the fact that



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

Alex Georgakopoulou: Story-formatting on social media

young people form a key demographic of TikTok.* TikTok videos of family life
have been a major trend since the days of the pandemic, when domestic life
provided accessible micro-plots, as part of the obligatory (due to lockdowns)
move away from the ‘on the go’, aspirational content stories (Georgakopoulou
& Bolander, 2022).

For our project, we have so far downloaded 100 videos with Web Data Re-
search Assistant in an Excel spreadsheet with their meta-data (for instance, num-
bers of views, likes, comments, date of uploading). 50 of these videos are cap-
tioned as ‘when your/my mum ..’ and the other 50 as ‘when your/my dad ... We
have also included languages beyond English (French, Italian, Spanish, Greek),
since technographic observations had suggested a replication of this and other
trends across languages and cultural contexts.

To aid positioning analysis, in particular at Level 1, as discussed above, our
coding so far has included verbal patterns in the captions added to the video
(‘annocaps’) and the TikTok templates, alongside a multi-modal micro-analy-
sis of video, sound, and visual choices. In addition, we have coded all hashtags
used in the videos’ description and any metalinguistic formulations either in
the descriptions or in the annocaps that frame the activity as ‘authentic’ (e.g.,
‘real’, ‘relatable’). Finally, we are also in the process of micro-analysing sam-
pled, top comments especially with a view to establishing if and how they do
recognisability of the storytelling as ‘real’ and/or ‘relatable’.

Our analysis so far suggests that storytelling in the videos is still built on
the moment, still in the present tense, following then the format of sharing-
life-in-the-moment. But there is an extension from sharing ‘my’ moment to
sharing ‘@ moment, indicating a shift towards temporally unspecified or ha-
bitual content and to generic stories, often in second person narration, for in-
stance, ‘when you have to call your mum’s phone because she lost it again’. The
format of present-tense moment-based scenarios on TikTok thus remains pow-
erful, providing users with the ability to offer relatability of stories. This works
well with the recommendation algorithms of TikTok and the ‘For You Page’ (FYP)
which signal a move from poster-based to post-based algorithmic prioritisa-
tions. As Abidin (2020) explains, on TikTok, the nature of fame and virality has
shifted and tends to be based on the performance of users’ individual posts
which can then be picked up and catalogued for the For You Page. The search-
ability that specific uses of sound memes, phrasing in captions, descriptions,
images, and so on creates on TikTok pushes stories toward memefication. This

4 2in 3 adolescents in the US report using TikTok on a daily basis (Macready, 2024).
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is further attestable in the creation of trends. Our cross-linguistic data show a
wide distribution and replicability of these present-tense, moment-based for-
mats, across languages and cultures. The replicability includes direct transla-
tions in the captions of the conventionalised formula ‘when my/your’, depic-
tions of the same scenario involving a parent and a child, the same type of de-
scription for the story (often referring to the story as relatable), the same visu-
alsandlyrics, and the same type of comments, mostly validating the relatability
of the story. Consider the following example (1) for instance of an annocap in
English and its direct transportation in a Greek annocap:

Example 1:

when my mum forgets the one thing | asked for from the grocery store
Otav n pHapd pou &exvdel to €va pdypa Tou tng {ntnoa amnd To couTEp
MApKET

The two videos are also highly similar in visual terms: they show a young man
looking in despair through shopping bags on a kitchen counter for ‘that one
thing.

We note then an astonishing extension of the formatting of such stories,
becoming productive in specifying and deriving broader trends as well as in
enregistering (Agha, 2007) specific ‘characterological figures’ as specific types
or personas, with specific evaluative and moral attributions, for instance the
‘toxic’, ‘overprotective, ‘controlling’ mother. The formatted practice then of
sharing-life-in-the-moment is extending by developing multiple indexical
orders, inclusive of specific audiences while excluding others, aligning with
sociolinguistic typification processes.

6.1 Formatted modes of participation

My technographic study of story-formatting has also brought to the fore
specific, formatted modes of audience engagement with the stories and
their tellers, which cut across different types of posting and platforms (Geor-
gakopoulou, 2016), from comments on Facebook status updates and selfies to
comments on YouTube videos and currently TikTok videos. In particular, I have
identified two key modes of the audiences showing alignment with the stories
and/or their tellers (idem), which I have called ‘ritual appreciation’ and know-
ing participatior’. Both these modes, from a formatting point of view, perform
recognisability of the communicative purpose of the stories and the tellers’
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self-presentation in it, in particular, that of doing authenticity. Both modes, in
situated interactions, can present a spectrum from validating the teller, tale,
or telling to invalidating and disaligning with it. ‘Ritual appreciation’

involves positive assessments of the post and/or poster, expressed in highly
conventionalised language coupled with emojis. These semiotic choices of-
ten result in congruent sequences of atomised contributions, which despite
not directly engaging with one another, are strikingly similar, visually and
linguistically (Georgakopoulou, 2016, p.182)

Doing alignment through ‘knowing participatior, on the other hand, “creates
specific alignment responses by bringing in and displaying knowledge from
offline, preposting activities” or any other experiential knowledge “specific to
the post or poster” (Georgakopoulou, 2016, p. 182). My claim has been that cer-
tain storytelling activities can be expected to provide heightened opportunities
for audience alignment, directing them to one or another mode.

To return to TikTok videos, framing stories as real and relatable, a routine
practice in the videos’ description, is directive to audiences doing either ritual
appreciation of relating with the experience reported or knowing participa-
tion, which brings in, in more expanded terms, their own experience. This is
done with metapragmatic, conventionalised references for instance, ‘for real’,
‘relatable’. Consider a sample of comments below (Example 2 and Example 3)
on a video annocaped as ‘when your mum scrolls your phone, as typical of rit-
ual appreciation:®

Example 2:

Sila

Nah bruh fr that's how my mom be
2023-11-21

4

Example 3:

Billy

Most relatable thing | seen all day
2023-11-25

3

5 Despite being publicly available, all visuals have been eliminated here and user-names
or any other identifying information have been modified.
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We note from these recurrent, replicable examples across languages® that con-
ventionalised language use involves not just individual words (e.g., ‘I relate,
‘relatable’, ‘for real’, often abbreviated as ‘fr’ and repeated) but also phrases that
include a reference to the commenter’s mother (e.g., ‘that’s how my mum be’,
‘my mu), as a way of validating the authenticity of the video’s micro-plot.

Knowing participation in this case involves bringing in storytelling in more
expanded terms, through, for instance, second stories. In conversation analy-
sis (Sacks et al., 1974), second stories refer to highly thematically similar sto-
ries as a preceding one, by means of which an interlocutor shows alignment
with it and affiliation with the teller. In this case, a second small story involves
producing a particularised account which serves as providing evidence for the
relatability and truthfulness of the video's micro-plot. This can be done in vari-
ous ways: by keeping to the habitual, generic action presented in the video but
adding some kind of detail to it, as in the following example (Example 4), where
the/a mother is presented as a speaking subject, justifying the checking of their
child’s phone:

Example 4:
Bilal
bruh | swear they always using that “I paid for it” line

In other cases, a second story may temporally specify a mother doing what the
video may present in generic, temporally unspecified terms. In this way, the
commenters construct a specific world in which the account holds and in which
actions have sequenced results.

Example 5:

Ellie

My mom just went through all my texts and read EVERYTHING I'm getting
all different kinds of belts tomorrow

In the above comment (Example 5), two temporal markers specify the micro-
plot, namely just’ and ‘tomorrow’. By particularising their second story, this
teller does a more agentive positioning than what is presented in the video. The
mother’s action of scrolling their child’s phone in this case has consequences

6 In Greek for instance, the word ‘relate’ is used in Greek characters, as a common, ritual
appreciation response.
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and a possible resolution, rather than being a potentially repetitive, habitual
action. This second storying then goes beyond doing recognisability of the tale
toward offering a possible course of action for ensuring that it will not be re-
peated.

Often, second storying is done by tagging friends, bringing them in as
knowing recipients, as further sources of validation for the story. The storying
as a result develops in the form of a private chat between two commenters,
who clearly know of one another, and are in a position to bring in the back-
story. This is another formatted mode of engagement with stories which I
found to be salient in comments on selfies on Facebook (Georgakopoulou,
2016). Consider the following example (Example 6):

Example 6:

Betty

@maryboo when she asked how David was like last week

2023-3-10

]

Reply

Maryboo

MY MOM ASKED HOW BEN WAS BECAUSE NOW | NEVER TALK ABOUT

HIME &

2023-3-10

Betty

my mom saw me hanging out w david outside of school once and i told her
how i liked him and now she won’t stop asking ‘bout him and idk how to tell
her

2023-3-10

This kind of story co-construction as a response to the ‘original’ story of the
video shows the poly-storying (Georgakopoulou & Giaxoglou, 2018) possibili-
ties that multi-participation modes offer on social media. Different storylines
can evolve by different tellers, with different—shared or not—interactional
histories. Even within this poly-storying, however, there are still discernible,
formatted ways of engagement with a story. The back-story in this case is
adjusted to the communicative purpose of doing recognisability of the video's
story as a relatable one, adding specific examples, story-tokens, as it were, to
it. A story which is presented as generic needs to be understood as holding
above and beyond the specific instance of storytelling, as applicable to others
too in similar circumstances. In this way, formatted stories include specific
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audiences, ratifying them as primary recipients, the prerequisite being that
they have to have experienced similar things. They therefore raise the task for
the prospective recipients to do recognition and relatability, by ‘saying so’ or
by offering their own particularised accounts.

7. Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown how story-formatting in my technographic
exploration of the evolution of storytelling facilities on social media platforms
has emerged from ongoing inter-connections of discourses and affordances
with users’ communicative practices. Discourses surrounding the socio-tech-
nicity of authentic sharing in the moment, through present-tense, multi-
modal stories, have become intricately woven with (meta)linguistic markings,
affordances provided by platforms, and the diverse practices of content cre-
ators. I presented the key-elements of the templatisation of form and content
based on specific inter-modal densities. I also argued that the power of the
formatting of stories is attestable in user-driven repurposings and platform-
driven reconfigurations of it, bringing up TikTok trends and the evolution of
stories as a short form video practice as an example. Teller identities have
played a pivotal role in these formatting processes, with a notable shift in
enregistering authenticity from ordinariness to relatability, with specific ver-
bal and visual resources, particularly those signalling an amateur aesthetic,
serving as emblems of ‘enoughness’ (Blommaert & Varis, 2011) for an authentic
presentation of self. In parallel, as I showed, formatted modes of audience
engagement with stories are currently mobilised and adapted to the commu-
nicative purpose of doing recognisability of stories in TikTok short form videos
as being real and relatable stories.

A study of formatting processes within a framework of viewing stories on-
line as socio-technical, engineered, curated activities, and not just the prod-
uct of (agentive) users’ ‘congregation work’, has allowed me to tease out the
role of the social media attention economy and algorithmic prioritisations in
the formatting of the overarching practice of sharing (everyday, ordinary) life
in the moment. It has also allowed me to both uncover and account for story-
formatting as an integral part of the social media drive for homogeneity and
replicability of content.

Travelling stories face inherent challenges in crossing linguistic and cul-
tural boundaries, requiring a nuanced approach to elicit empathy (Shuman,
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2005). My study on formatting online has shown that users’ contextualisation
strategies involve working with media-afforded formats that transcend lan-
guages and cultures, often achieving transportability and empathy through
memefication—a process of replicating experiences, responses, and language
across different contexts.

As we navigate the intricate challenges of this type of formatted, cross-
cultural storytelling, it is necessary to revisit the connections of storytelling
with culture-specificity in the light of the collectivisation, wide distribution,
and replication of story-formats. How does the tension between audience de-
sign and audience reach online shape what resources are selected and format-
ted as indexing culture? How do the multiple, ephemeral constellations of net-
worked audiences who develop recognisability without (a necessary) shared-
ness of norms and attitudes constitute and redefine culture(s)?

On a more individual level, the democratisation of access to resources that
story-formats allow certainly flattens any uneven distribution of resources
amongst users, allowing for the repurposing of stories with the potential to
effect changes in direction and content. This includes enabling stories to be-
come powerful tools for activism and putting causes on the map. That said, the
tension between the drive for homogeneity that story-formats have and the
users’ individual creativity and agentive power in achieving context expansion
raises important questions about the future of storytelling and storytellers,
especially in an era increasingly dominated by GenAlI, which is only going to
increase the drive for replication.

Reimagining concepts and modes of analysis from social interactional
and practice-based approaches to communication, in connection with ethno-
graphic methods, as this study has done, can be a productive way to scrutinise
the ever-evolving entanglements of communication with technologies in the
(post)digital era—one that is able to document continuities and shifts within
a larger, historicised context.
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The use of language technologies
in forced migration
An explorative study of Ukrainian women in Austria

Jenia Yudytska and Jannis Androutsopoulos

Abstract This paper examines the interplay between digital connectivity and forced mi-
gration from the perspective of applied linguistics and sociolinguistics, exploring forced
migrants’ use of language technologies to solve everyday communication problems.
Forced migrants must navigate life in the host country while lacking, often entirely,
competency in the local language(s). They thus face, and must overcome, language
barriers in a range of contexts, such as understanding an email from their child’s school
or explaining their ailment to a medical professional. Language technologies such as
machine translation, optical text recognition, and, most recently, generative artificial
intelligence can be a vital resource in such situations. Drawing on data collection among
six Ukrainian forced migrants in Austria, this paper investigates the use of language
technologies in forced migration.

Keywords Language Technologies; Forced Migrants; Machine Translation; LT-assisted
Language Practices; Action Chains; Human-in-the-loop; Russian-Ukrainian war

1. Introduction

This paper examines the interplay between digital connectivity and forced
migration' from the perspective of applied linguistics and sociolinguistics,
exploring forced migrants’ use of language technologies to solve everyday

1 The terms ‘forced migration’ and ‘forced migrant’ are used here as cover terms that re-
fer to asylum seekers, refugees, and other displaced people, regardless of their current
legal status in the host country.
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communication problems. Forced migrants must navigate life in the host
country while lacking, often entirely, competency in the local language(s).
They thus face, and must overcome, language barriers in a range of contexts,
such as understanding an email from their child’s school or explaining their
ailment to a medical professional. Language technologies (LTs) such as ma-
chine translation, optical text recognition, and, most recently, generative
artificial intelligence can be a vital resource in such situations. Drawing on
preliminary data collection among six Ukrainian forced migrants in Austria,
this paper investigates the use of (mainly smartphone-based) LTs in forced
migration. The research design sets up three interrelated dimensions of anal-
ysis: LTs, typically arranged in individual media repertoires; communicative
goals that forced migrants attempt to solve with the help of LTs; and indi-
vidual skills, including language and media competencies, which constrain
the ways people use LTs. The analysis first provides an overview of these di-
mensions and their interplay among Ukrainian forced migrants. In addition,
three dimensions that seem worth exploring further are identified: (a) the
combination of two or more LTs that are routinely deployed to achieve certain
goals; (b) the participants’ awareness of flaws and limits of LTs, and their
solutions when dealing with such flaws; (c) human-in-the-loop strategies,
i.e., combinations of technological and human resources within a sequence of
LT-assisted actions.

2. Background: Smartphones, language technologies,
and forced migration

During the 2015 European ‘migrant crisis’, smartphones came to serve as a vi-
tal resource for forced migrants during their transnational trajectory and upon
arrival (Alencar & Godin, 2022; Gillespie et al., 2018; Latonero & Kift, 2018). In
addition to being used for communication with old and new contacts, smart-
phones provided a means to store copies of important documents, find ori-
entation in new locations, and access official and crowdsourced information
(Gillespie et al., 2018; Kaufmann, 2016). Forced migrants also rely on commer-
cial and grassroots digital resources for language learning (Artamonova & An-
droutsopoulos, 2020). The academic interest in (forced and other) migrants’
growing reliance on information and communication technologies (ICTs) has
led to the coinage of a novel interdisciplinary field, ‘digital migration studies’
(Leurs & Ponzanesi, 2024; Leurs & Smets, 2018), which explores (forced) mi-
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grants’ digital practices at different stages of their migration trajectories as
well as the increasing use of digital technologies by authorities for the man-
agement and surveillance of migrants. However, the smartphone-based use of
‘language technologies’ during and after forced migration remains underex-
plored as of yet.

In the early 2010s, as smartphones were still considered a ‘luxury itent for
Europeans, their prevalence among forced migrants was unexpected to mem-
bers of the host community and led to heated public debates in host countries
(Meyer, 2015). By the Ukrainian refugee crisis of the 2020s, digital connectivity
came to be viewed as basic support. For example, the German federal gov-
ernment released an app, Germany4Ukraine, to help Ukrainian refugees with
orientation in Germany (Bundesamt fiir Migration und Fliichtlinge, 2024),
and authorities in Bavaria described the smartphone as ‘essential for many
refugees’ (Bayerisches Staatsministerium fir Umwelt und Verbraucherschutz,
2023). While these differences in attitude may partially reflect Europe’s greater
solidarity with Ukrainian forced migrants than those from other countries,
they also demonstrate a growing acceptance of the crucial role of ICTs for
(forced) migrants in a new country.

Forced migrants face some unique challenges when compared to other
types of migrant populations, such as students or work migrants. Due to
the uncertain nature of their migration, they are less likely to have acquired
some competence in the host country’s language while still in their home
country (Kosyakova et al., 2022; Kristen & Seuring, 2021). In consequence,
many must navigate their new environment without any language skills upon
arrival. In addition to the resulting communicative challenges, the legal status
of forced migrants is complex and the information they need to understand
their rights, especially regarding social benefits and labour opportunities, is
often not officially translated and can thus be difficult to access (Almohamed
et al., 2020; Bergmanis & Pinnis, 2022; O'Mara & Carey, 2019). Regardless of
which country takes care of the asylum procedure, its central part is typically
an interview where asylum seekers are required to prove their need for refuge.
The power imbalance of this speech event and its potential for miscommu-
nication have been a major focus of linguistic research on forced migration
(Blommaert, 2009; Eades, 2005; Gibb & Good, 2014; Spotti, 2019). However,
this research does not consider the much more recent availability of LTs and
artificial intelligence (AI) tools and their potential interplay with established
asylum-seeking procedures.
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While communication barriers are to some extent overcome with the help
of translators and interpreters provided by the host state, the demand often
exceeds the supply, especially for situations other than the asylum interview.
Community and ad-hoc interpreters can help fill the gap but typically lack
formal training, which can lead to further complications: the presence of an
interpreter results in an assumption of clear communication, therefore incor-
rect translations of specialised legal or medical vocabulary may be overlooked
(Berbel, 2020; Kletecka-Pulker et al., 2019). Language learning is thus highly
important for eventual integration. State-provided language courses can pro-
vide an important site for socialisation and psycho-social support (Capstick,
2020). In addition, commercial language-learning apps (e.g., Duolingo) and
amateur-produced content on social media are particularly useful learning
resources, especially to forced migrants who do not (yet) have access to an
official course (Artamonova & Androutsopoulos, 2020).

In this context, LT tools can provide a highly useful additional resource for
solving communication problems. Since the mid-2010s, there is a high degree
of interest from the field of Human-Computer Interaction in developing ‘new’
technologies for forced migrants (cf. Almohamed et al., 2020; Barale, 2022;
Baranoff et al., 2015; Milller et al., 2020). For example, a novel app for machine
translation between Ukrainian and the Baltic languages proved highly popu-
lar among Ukrainian forced migrants, with 127 million sentences translated
between Lithuanian and Ukrainian within two months (Bergmanis & Pinnis,
2022, p. 275). However, as Leurs and Smets (2018) point out, such success is rare
compared to the number of novel tools created. They estimate that activists de-
veloped approximately 1,500 apps for forced migrants at the height of the 2015
‘migrant crisis’ in Europe, but most of these were never used. Instead, forced
migrants prefer to use existing technologies over niche specialised apps, for ex-
ample social media which is “reliable, easily accessible, and widely used” (Alen-
car & Godin, 2022, p. 369).

3. Research design: technologies, goals, and individuals

Clearly, then, research on the use of LTs in contexts of forced migration and
postmigration is extremely scarce in applied linguistics and sociolinguistics.
Contributing towards filling this gap, this paper presents the research design
and findings of a case study that involves members of the forced migrant com-
munity of Ukrainians in Austria. This section outlines the three parameters
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that frame this research: (a) a focus on the ‘in-sitw’ use of LTs in terms of (b)

the communicative goals these serve, thereby taking into consideration (c) the

users’ individual characteristics and language skills.

a)

b)

Language technologies: Our approach to LTs distinguishes between ‘emic’
(i.e., community-based) and ‘etic’ (researcher-based, encyclopaedic) cate-
gorisations. From an etic viewpoint, LTs of particular interest include: ma-
chine translation (e.g., Google Translate, DeepL) and in particular recent ser-
vices that are built on artificial neural networks (Eisenstein, 2019); optical
character recognition (OCR); and large language models/generative Al ser-
vices (e.g., ChatGPT). From an emic perspective, participants understand-
ings of what LTs encompass may vary. Some of our participants include
into this category language-learning apps or draw a fuzzy boundary be-
tween various LT tools (see Section 5). While language-learning apps are
not the focus of this study, participants’ explanations of the role they play
in their daily communicative routines provide further information of their
understanding of using technology to get things done. In either case, we
view LTs as (part of) a mediational repertoire (Lexander & Androutsopou-
los, 2023) that forced migrants draw from in flexible and situated ways.
Importantly, our interest is not in the features or exact app used, but in the
technologies’ affordances, i.e., the range of communicative actions enabled
by technology (Hutchby, 2001), which may be perceived (or misperceived)
and taken advantage of differently by various users.

Communicative goals: Forced migrants use LTs in their attempt to solve ev-
eryday communicative issues, often of an urgent or even existential kind.
These goals are in turn linked to different participation formats, genres,
and modalities of language. More specifically, participants may rely on LTs
in both face-to-face and digitally mediated communication, thereby pro-
cessing written and/or spoken language and addressing a variety of inter-
locutors. We assume that the communicative goals LTs may serve poten-
tially include ‘understanding texts’ in the host language; ‘producing text or
speech’ in the host language; and ‘supporting situated, smartphone-medi-
ated interaction’ in the host language.

Individual characteristics and skills: Individual skills and attitudes are ex-
pected to constrain the extent to which LTs are deployed to overcome com-
munication barriers. In our specific case, while Ukrainian women who fled
to Austria after 2022 share some sociodemographic characteristics, they
also differ in certain respects, which can prove decisive for the communica-
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tive problems they need to solve and the ways they use LTs. For example,
different competency levels in German can affect both the extent to which
they rely on LTs and the ways they use LTs. Individual skills with smart-
phones and other information and communications technologies can play
a role in terms of which apps an individual user is familiar with and how
skilful they are exploring their affordances.

These three parameters are not limited to a specific community of forced mi-
grants, but potentially encompass a much larger set of human practices with
LTs. Research in digital migration studies (Leurs & Ponzanesi, 2024) suggests
that all categories of migrants increasingly rely on digital resources to navigate
anovel sociolinguistic environment, involving tasks such as understanding the
written language around them or accomplishing short interactions with mem-
bers of the host community. Anecdotal evidence suggests that some of these
challenges also hold true for short-term tourists or other types of translocally
mobile people. Plainly speaking, different kinds of people use different kinds of
LTs (parameter 1) to deal with different types of communicative issues (param-
eter 2), thereby crucially depending on their brought-along skills with, and at-
titutes towards, language and technology (parameter 3). The interplay of these
three parameters can be expected to differ across and within user groups, lead-
ing to different strategies in the use of LTs for intercultural understanding.
The explorative study presented below shows how this interplay works out for
a particular group of forced migrants.

4. Research context, participants, and data collection

Since the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022,
several million Ukrainians have fled to the EU, with over 80,000 residing in
Austria by January 2024 (Statistik Austria, 2024, p. 24). Unique among forced
migrants in the EU, Ukrainians are beneficiaries of the EU-wide Temporary
Protection Directive, which means that unlike other forced-migrant groups,
they did not have to undergo an asylum procedure to receive protection.
However, their residency status is temporary and prolonged yearly (Council
of the EU, 2024). The living conditions of Ukrainian forced migrants in Aus-
tria are generally precarious, as the state has placed them in the category of
‘Grundversorgung (basic care), a complicated social benefits system meant
to cover the most basic needs of asylum seekers until their asylum procedure
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is complete (Gahleitner-Gertz, 2024). Due to difficulties with language skills,
childcare, and bureaucratic red tape, only a small percentage are currently
working, typically under their level of qualification, and 75% claim that their
current income does not or barely meets their needs (Glantschnigg, 2024).
Those not yet working or unable to work risk to remain in the basic care sys-
tem indefinitely. Therefore, the challenges these community members must
overcome are often on the level of basic survival.

Due to Ukraine’s restrictions on military-aged men leaving the country,
most Ukrainian forced migrants in Austria are women and children (Kohlen-
berger et al., 2023). Their digital skills are presumed to be quite high, with
the Ukrainian state strongly supporting digitalisation efforts (Ionan, 2022).
Additionally, social media has emerged as a semi-official source of informa-
tion during the war. State officials use Telegram to disperse information quickly
(Beckerman, 2022), while grassroots mutual aid communities on Telegram have
sprung up across Europe (Meinhart, 2022). In addition to fluency in Ukrainian
and Russian (see also footnote 2 below), an early 2024 survey reports that af-
ter ca. two years in Austria, 20% describe themselves as knowing German at B1
level or higher; however, 60% claim having only minimum skills (A1/A2 level),
and the final 20% no German skills at all (Glantschnigg, 2024). According to
Kohlenberger et al.’s earlier survey (2023), two-thirds report speaking English.
Thus, the recent arrival of a large number of people with very limited knowl-
edge of the host language provides a suitable backdrop for a study on LT use.

For the pilot study this paper is based on, five women were recruited
over the Telegram community for Ukrainians in the state of Upper Austria,
of which the first author, Yudytska, is the primary administrator. Yudytska
posted a message to gauge interest among members to discuss their every-
day use of LTs, and the five participants were among those who expressed
strong enthusiasm in response. One of the participants, ‘Zoya, came to the
interview with her husband ‘Serhiy’ and their baby; while ‘Serhiy’ primarily
took care of their child, he also occasionally contributed to the interview and
is therefore considered a study participant, although the data collected from
him is incomplete (cf. Tables 1 and 2). Participants were compensated with 25€
vouchers for their time. They all signed a bilingual (German/Russian) consent
form, allowing the use of audio and video recordings for research purposes.
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Table 1: Overview of the sociodemographic characteristics of the participants. All RFV-

names are pseudonyms.

Name Age | Family Profes- Employ- German English
in sionor ment competency| competency
Austria Education in Austria

Dariya 30s | Daugh- Manage- Cleaner A2-B1 Little
ter (pri- ment
mary)

Valentina | sos | / Pedagogy On A1 Cood

and law benefits

Hanna 40s | Hus- Physician On B2 Little
band, benefits
daughter
(preschool)

Eva 30s | Hus- Program- Housewife | Az Very good
band, mer
daughter
(pri-
mary)

Zoya 20s Hus- Economics On A1-A2 Good
band, benefits
son
(baby)

Serhiy 20s | Wife,son | Not On A1-A2 Very good
(baby) available benefits

As Table 1 shows, all participants have been in Austria for under two years
at the time of recording, speak Russian or Ukrainian as their first language,”

2 Ukraine is a linguistically diverse country, with most citizens fluent in both Ukrainian
and Russian. Language preference differs by region, with the west strongly favour-
ing Ukrainian and the south/east typically using Russian or a mixture, although there
has been a shift towards Ukrainian postinvasion (Kulyk, 2024). Yudytska is a Russian-
speaking Ukrainian and conducted the interview in Russian. In the recruitment mes-
sage, participants were offered to use either Ukrainian or Russian, but all chose Rus-
sian. All participants come from areas hit hardest by the war, which tend to be Russian
speaking. No further information about language proficiency and language attitudes
was elicited.
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and started learning German upon arrival in Austria. They differ in family sta-
tus, employment, and proficiency in German and English.? These differences
will be shown in the analysis to play a role in the contexts of their LT deploy-
ment and their strategies to achieve communicative goals beyond LT use. Their
proficiency in German affects how much they attempt to communicate in this
language as opposed to using other strategies, such as switching to English or
employing LTs. However, their certified language proficiency does not neces-
sarily indicate how much German they use. For example, Hanna has the high-
est proficiency at B2, which is sufficient to understand German documents,
but describes struggling to ‘speak’, which she ascribes to being a perfectionist
and not wanting to make mistakes. Proficiency in other languages is also im-
portant: Valentina, Eva, Zoya, and Serhiy all describe occasionally preferring
English over LTs for communication with Austrians.

Data collection was conducted in person by the first author over the course
of aweek in February 2024. It took place in Russian and consisted of two parts:

a) Audio-recorded ethnographic interview (45-60 minutes): The interview
adopted a semi-structured approach (de Fina, 2019). Participants were
encouraged to tell short stories (Georgakopoulou, 2015) about their experi-
ences with using LTs, including times when they encountered difficulties.
LTs were approached from an emic perspective, with no steering by the
interviewer towards specific technologies. Information was also elicited
about the participants’ living situation in Austria, current German (and
English) language skills, and desire to learn German.

b) Video-recorded re-enactment of LT use (ca. 5 minutes): Following up on
the interview, the participants were invited to demonstrate their use of LTs
in a short video recording. Drawing on earlier studies (Artamonova & An-
droutsopoulos, 2020; Palviainen, 2020), we devised to this purpose a re-en-
actment procedure, which starts by prompting the participants to imagine
making a cooking or crafting tutorial on YouTube. Some participants then
gave advice on how to use LT apps, others presented their skilful use of dif-
ferent apps. The video recording focuses on the smartphone screen and the
participants’ hands, thus protecting their privacy. This method was chosen

3 All participants other than Zoya are enrolled in German classes; their German profi-
ciency refers to the level of the class. At the time of recording, Zoya was not attending
classes due to her childcare responsibilities but was learning along with her husband’s
textbook. The English levels listed are less precise, based on self-reports.
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over filming actual LT use due to ethical considerations: Many of the situ-
ations where participants rely on LTs are highly sensitive in nature, and ‘in
sitw’ recordings involving a third-party researcher could risk tensions with
alandlord, social worker, teacher, etc. The resulting video data provide in-
sight into the participants’ embodied proficiency with technological affor-
dances in far more detail than a verbal explanation. Here, too, all names
and locations are pseudonymised in transcription and analysis.

5. Findings

The preliminary findings reported in the remainder of this chapter are organ-
ised in three sections. The first (5.1) sketches out an overview of the relation
between LTs, communicative goals, and contexts of use in the reported prac-
tices of the participants. Each participant uses a different repertoire of LTs (and
language-learning resources), but similarities across participants also emerge.
We then delve into chains of LT-assisted action, that is, combinations of two
or more LT that are routinely deployed to achieve certain goals (5.2). The third
section considers the participants’ awareness of flaws and limits of the LTs they
deployed (5.3), as well as their remedies when dealing with such flaws (5.4).

5.1 Overview

Table 2 below gives an overview of the participants’ LT repertoires based on
their reports. The first three columns list their reported LTs in a narrow sense:
machine translation, OCR, and Al tools. The last two columns list related lan-
guage resources they reported, notably online dictionaries and language learn-

ing apps.

4 Google Lens is available both as a standalone app and integrated into Google Translate.
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The participants’ concept of language technologies (Russian: ‘a3bixoBbie
texHonoruw’) is relatively fuzzy, as they do not strictly differentiate between
technologies used to solve communicative problems and those used for long-
term language learning, nor between digital resources such as online dictio-
naries and more complex technologies involving artificial neural networks.
Machine translation is the most popular LT they use, and Google Translate
stands out as the only service used by all six participants. They refer to their
machine translation app(s) as ‘nepesoguux’ (translator); in Russian, the same
word applies to both human and machine translators and interpreters, and
the apps brand themselves as such (Google nepegoduux, Yandex nepesoduux, etc.).
Unless asked directly, they rarely add the brand name to it. As discussed in
Section 5.2, the generative Al app ChatGPT may also be used for translation.

Participants’ understanding of which LT they are using does not necessar-
ily match the actual LT used. For example, Dariya explains that the messenger
app WhatsApp, has a built-in translator, which she occasionally makes use of
while interacting with her German-speaking colleagues; she explains a fellow
Ukrainian taught her about it. In reality, this translation is offered not by
WhatsApp but by Google's virtual keyboard (Gboard), which has a built-in Google
Translate function (Weir, 2020). However, because Dariya understands this
instance of machine translation as an affordance of WhatsApp (rather than her
keyboard), her use of the translator is constrained to this particular app. This
highlights how forced migrants develop a practice-based understanding of
technological affordances (rather than one based on formal digital literacy),
with which they then tackle their communicative goals.

The ways LTs are deployed to reach immediate communicative goals are
shaped by the broader situational contexts in forced migrants’ lives, especially
situations that are often urgent and existential in nature. For example, mul-
tiple participants describe using LTs to resolve their housing situation (such
as contacting potential landlords), solving bureaucratic issues related to their
‘basic care’ benefits, communicating with medical professionals, and under-
standing food product labels in the supermarket. On a less immediate level,
LTs are used for communication with the child’s teacher, their neighbours or
even passersby. Put differently, LTs may be used when and wherever some type
of communication with the Austrian host society is necessary.

Against this background, we now examine how the participants report us-
ing LTs to achieve the three communicative goals outlined in Section 3, i.e.,
understanding, producing, and interacting, and also consider individual vari-
ation in the extent of their reliance on LTs.
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Common among all participants is using LTs to ‘understand’ German text
across a variety of situational contexts. Valentina and Zoya describe using a
combination of OCR and machine translation to understand supermarket la-
bels. Dariya uses LTs to understand everything from documents and websites
to her child’s math homework and the presentation slides at a parent-teacher
conference. Four participants also reported or demonstrated using OCR tech-
nology to quickly decipher printed text around them, thus allowing them to
navigate the semiotic landscape. Valentina in particular uses Google Lens both
as a standalone app and integrated into Google Translate, the former primarily
to quickly research products in the supermarket and the latter to immediately
translate her surroundings.

Using LTs to ‘produce’ text in German is least often mentioned. Valentina
(more about her in the next section) attempts to solve her bureaucratic issues
by using LTs: She produces letters of several pages explaining her complicated
situation, which involves a disability preventing her from finding work easily,
to Austrian authorities. Potentially, this discrepancy is due to the contexts of
LT use described above: The participants are not currently finding themselves
in situations which require the production of text outside of interactions with
speakers of German.

LT-assisted ‘interaction’ is more diverse. Most participants describe how
LTs help them with digitally mediated communication. Dariya uses WhatsApp
with her colleagues and Eva with her daughter’s schoolteacher, and both occa-
sionally draw on machine translation to understand their interlocutors’ replies
or construct their own message. Using LTs in this context is easily possible due
to the written language modality and the asynchronicity of communication,
which affords the two women some time to copy the interlocutor’s message
into a machine translation app to make sense of it. In contrast, the use of LTs in
face-to-face situations is particularly complex, as it involves real-time produc-
tion, translation, and reception of speech. For speech production, some par-
ticipants type into their preferred machine translation app, while others use
speech-to-text technology. Some prefer to read out the written, translated re-
sults themselves, others show the smartphone screen to the interlocutor. In
addition, the forced migrants must also somehow understand the interlocu-
tor’s reply. This can be accomplished, for example, when the Austrian inter-
locutor uses an LT app on their own smartphone, or when they speak or type
into the LT app on the forced migrant’s device. Due to this complexity, face-to-
face LT-assisted interaction is strongly dispreferred by most participants. For
example, Zoya rejects the usefulness of LTs in face-to-face interaction because
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even though she can use LTs to produce speech in the target language, she still
cannot understand the interlocutor’s reply.

One strategy the participants adopt instead is to prepare for the interaction
beforehand with the help of LTs. Dariya prepares for medical appointments
by producing the full text beforehand in German on her notes app with the
help of Google Translate, and then gives it to the doctor to read. Hanna and Eva
use LTs to look up the vocabulary and/or create sentence constructions before-
hand, which they then memorise for the appointment. Such preparation can
be viewed as a mixture between LT-assisted language learning and LT-assisted
interaction, as well as between LT-assisted asynchronous text production and
subsequent real-time interaction.

5.2 Chains of LT-assisted action

When faced with more complex communicative tasks, forced migrants may re-
sort to linking together several LT-mediated actions, thereby drawing on one
or several LTs, to achieve a specific goal. We term such linkages ‘chains of (LT-
assisted) action’. The following interview extract exemplifies the potential com-
plexity of such a chain of action. Shortly before the interview, Valentina’s social
benefits, by which she paid for her apartment, were abruptly halted for unclear
reasons. Valentina thought it might be due to the type of rental contract she
has, as the Austrian authorities differentiate between ‘Mietvertrag (a standard
rental contract) and ‘Bittleihvertrag (translating roughly as ‘cession of right to
use’, a special type of rental contract) and only provide the full payment of 165€
to Ukrainians with the former. However, Valentina is uncertain what contract
she has. She thus uses LTs in an attempt to understand her contract, in order to
eventually reinstate her benefits to pay her landlord. In Extract 1, Valentina re-
ports the LT-assisted actions she undertook to solve this issue, briefly showing
the interviewer the relevant LTs on her phone as she talks.

Extract1 (Original Russian)

Valentina: A noTom, Koraa y MEHS BO3HUK/IN C XXUbEM BOMPOCHI, MHE HYXKHO
6bl10 3aKOHOAaTENbCTBO, A 3awna [B ChatGPT] n npocTo ero cnpawwvsana,
Kak apyra. MpuseT, Tak. / BOT uem oTnyaloTcs no cmbicay aoroeopa Bitt-
leihvertrag n Mietvertrag 8 ABcTpun. OH MHe 06bsacHAeT. OueHb rpamMoTHO
06bACHAN, KCTATX, MOTOMY UTO i MOHMMAaL0, UTO A A0/IKHA KaK-TO 3TO 40Ka3aTh
cama, a 9 He Mory 06blUHbIi NMePeBO/ C/I0B CAENATb, U MHE MOW XO3IUH He
MOXeT nepeBecTu. BoT, oH MHe nepesen. [...]



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

J. Yudytska and J. Androutsopoulos: The use of language technologies in forced migration

JKanko, y MeHs, KOHEUHO, y MeHs HeT NAaTHON BEPCUM, TaM MOXHO KapTUHKY,
Tam MOXHO TEKCT M1t060M, a 34eCb — 3TO MUHYC, UTO f He Mmory. Bor... [Scrolls
through her conversation with ChatGPT] Bor, a cnpocuna, uto-To 4... Al 4,
BCe-Taku, g B3saa AOroBOp, CKONMpoBana TeKCT, CKaXkeM Tak. A kak g caena-
na: 1 NpoCcTo HaBesa, Ckonuposana, 3, cpoTKana AUCT BaLll, M NOTOM NaibLeM
HaxXunmaem. 3To, KCTaTu, HAcYeT NoAb30BaAHMS.

Interviewer: Ha [y, storo — 3 — [Lens], aa?

Valentina: la. Konupyelwb CTONbKO, CKONbKO TE6E HY>XHO, NMMBO BECh /IUCT.
Ho B OCHOBHOM, ecnu 3T0 KapTUHKA, TO MOXHO MpOCTO TeKcT. KonupyeLb 1
npocTo ctoaa BctaBuna. Muwy. [Opens ChatGPT, shows existent conversation
with ChatGPT again.] «Y apeHaatopa ecTb Takoi BOT TeKkCT.» Ha HemeLkom
nuwy. «MoxeLwb MHe ero nepeBectn?» MoTomy uto Moun nepesoaumnkm [fyrm
MepeBoaunk n AHpekc MepeBoaunk], KCTaTW, NepeBOAUAN HeMPaBU/bHO.
He Bcé. OH MHe roBopuT: «[lyHKT, KOTOPbIA Bbl MHE NMpeaoCcTaBUIMN, OH ro-
BOPUT O TOM-TO M TOM-TO. 3T0 naparpad Takoi-To.» U panblue oH MHe Bce
noapobHOCTU, BUAUTE, 9 6biNa oueHb AoBoNbHA. OH MHE Kak pa3 oueHb
CUAbHO NOMOT, KOTA2 1 He 3Hana.

Extract 1 (Translated from Russian)

Valentina: And then when | had a housing issue, | needed legislation, |
went in [to ChatGPT] and just asked him® as a friend. Hi, so. And what is the
difference, in terms of meaning, between Bittleihvertrag and Mietvertrag
contracts in Austria. He explains it to me. He explained it very competently,
by the way, because | realise that | have to prove it myself somehow, and |
can't translate the words, and my landlord can't translate them for me. So,
he translated it for me. [...]

It’s a pity | of course don't have — | don't have a paid version, there you can
have a picture, there you can have any text, and here it's a disadvantage
that | can't. Here... [Scrolls through her conversation with ChatGPT] Here, |
asked what | — something I... Ah! | took the contract, | copied the text, let's
say. How | did it: | just pointed, copied— ah, | took a picture, here is your
sheet, and then we press with our finger. [Demonstrates Google Lens with
the information sheet provided to participants.] That's about usage, by the
way.

Interviewer: On the Google, um, uh, [Lens], right?

Valentina: Yes. You copy as much as you need, or the whole sheet. But,
basically, if it’s a picture, you can just copy the text. You copy and just paste

5

As Russian has grammatical gender, it remains ambiguous to what extent the use of
the masculine third-person pronoun for ChatGPT should be linked with perceived ani-
macy.
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it here. [Opens ChatGPT, shows existent conversation with ChatGPT again.] |
write: “The tenant has a text like this.” | write it in German. “Can you translate
it for me?” Because my translators [Google Translate and Yandex Translate],
by the way, translated it wrong. Not everything. And he says to me, he says,
“The paragraph you gave me, it says this and that. It's paragraph so-and-so..”
And then he gave me all the details, you see, | was very satisfied. He just
helped me a lot when | didn't know.

Valentina describes using a combination of four different LTs to understand
her rental contract: Google Lens, “[her] translators”, Google Translate, Yandex
Translate, and ChatGPT. First, she attempted to use her machine translation
apps to translate the contract into Russian. As she has a physical (not digital)
copy of the contract, she had to use OCR technology to convert the printed-out
contract into machine-readable text. Valentina did not specify if she used to
this purpose the standalone Google Lens app or the OCR technology integrated
into Google and Yandex Translate. Regardless, she was not satisfied with the
result and turned to ChatGPT instead. Next, therefore, she used OCR technol-
ogy to machine-encode the original German text. During the interview, she
used the info sheet to simulate this process. She then copied the contract text
into ChatGPT and requested for a translation into Russian by commanding
ChatGPT in German: “Can you translate for me?”® Finally, Valentina asked
ChatGPT to explain the two rental contract types mentioned above.

This example demonstrates the two major reasons for chaining together
multiple LT-assisted actions: The first reason is to take advantage of the com-
bined affordances of several LTs, when a single LT is not capable of fulfilling
all the tasks required. This is seen in the combination of the OCR tool, Google
Lens, and the generative Al tool, ChatGPT. The latter can only translate ma-
chine-encoded text, and thus the former must first be used to convert printed
text from a photo into machine-encoded text. Notably, Valentina remarks that
in the “paid version” of ChatGPT, a photo with text can be uploaded directly.”
Thus, all actions could be done within a single LT, which would likely resultin a
simplified chain of action: taking a photo of the contract, uploading it into the
‘paid version’ of ChatGPT, and requesting a translation. This means that chains
of LT-assisted action may be a bottom-up, practice-based solution to economic

6 Since Valentina’s rental contract probably consists of multiple pages, the sequence of
taking a photo of the contract, copying the machine-encoded text, and then translating
it via ChatGPT was probably repeated multiple times.

7 Since the interview was conducted, this has become possible in the free version as well.
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limitations (in this case, not being able to pay for a premium version of Chat-
GPT), which many forced migrants no doubt face. In addition, Valentina’s use
of ChatGPT to understand the legal terminology of the contract types can also
be viewed as an additional necessary action in the chain: The mere machine
translation of the terminology is not always sufficient for an understanding of
the legal situation. In short, Valentina shows a deep level of awareness of the
affordances of the various LTs at her disposal, and how these affordances may
be combined to achieve her goal.

A second reason for creating a chain of LT-assisted actions is when the first
attempt at the action at hand fails to yield satisfactory results. This is seen in
Valentina’s translation of the contract, where she carries out three versions
of machine translation—via Google Translate, Yandex Translate, and ChatGPT.
While using these three LTs differs in the details (for example, ChatGPT re-
quires the human user explicitly asking for a translation, whereas the machine
translation apps translate entered text automatically), these are nonetheless
repetitions of the same ‘type’ of action, namely machine translation. In her
second turn in Extract 1, Valentina claims that both machine translation apps
“translated it wrong”, but then adds, “[n]ot everything”, which might mean that
some parts of the contract text were translated adequately and some inade-
quately. Be that as it may, repeating the machine-translation action is neces-
sary for her to understand her contract to her satisfaction. This type of action-
chaining, which presupposes an ‘awareness’ of the first attempt being unsuc-
cessful and may be solved either via another LT or by involving a human in-
stead, is explored further in the following sections.

While not all chains are this complex, all participants are comfortable with
the necessity to complete a complex action that involves one or more LTs in a
particular sequence, in order to achieve their goals. The need to chain LT ac-
tions to overcome technological constraints is common especially with faulty
translation (see Extracts 1 and 2) and speech-to-text conversion. An example
is Dariya's demonstration of using Google Translate: Dariya first speaks into
her phone, but then must correct several small mistakes in the machine-tran-
scribed Russian text, such as inserting punctuation marks between sentences,
to improve the subsequent translation into German. What is particularly
notable about these LT action chains is not only how routinised they have
become to the forced migrants, but also that they all are accomplished on a
smartphone.
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5.3 Awareness of LT failures

The previous section demonstrates that the output of an LT-assisted action is
not always considered satisfactory by the participants. All participants criticise
the machine translation apps they use. Some criticism concerns the difficul-
ties involved in handling the app (e.g., the default font size), but most com-
plaints focus on the translation affordance itself. This is particularly notable
because these complaints are expressed by participants at various levels of Ger-
man competency, from A1 to B2. In other words, the awareness of translation
failures, particularly from Russian/Ukrainian into German, is not directly cor-
related to higher competency in the target language.

In the following interview extract (Figures 1 and 2 and Extract 2), Zoya
and Serhiy explain their difficulties with messaging potential landlords while
searching for an apartment on an Austrian website with classified advertise-
ments. This happened shortly after the family came to Austria, when they
were searching for a permanent place to live. The figures show stills of Zoya
re-enacting her use of Google Translate to communicate with potential land-
lords online, and Extract 2 shows the couple’s reflections on LT failures in this
situation.

In Figure 1, Zoya re-enacts her request for an apartment viewing: she used
the Russian phrase “Moxxno npuittu?” (Is it possible to come over?), which is
a standard polite formulation of this interrogative act. Due to the ellipsis of
agentand locative in Russian, the LT mistranslates her request to visit as an in-
vitation for the addressee to come to Zoya and Serhiy. Zoya then explains that
for Google Translate to translate accurately, it is necessary to input the Russian
expression correctly. She demonstrates a ‘correct’ input (“I Mory x Bam mpue-
xatb?”, Can I come to you?), which explicitly includes agent and locative. How-
ever, as Figure 2 shows, the translation is still not fully accurate, and pragmatic
nuances are lost. Russian and German both have the T/V politeness distinction
in their second person pronouns (informal ‘ter/duw’ vs. formal ‘Bb1/Si€’), but the
formal Russian ‘B!’ is translated here into German informal ‘du’.
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Figure 1: Stills of Zoya re-enacting her use  Figure 2: Stills of Zoya re-enacting her use
of Google Translate to communicate with  of Google Translate to communicate with
potential landlords online. Polite Russian  potential landlovds online. A more literal
phrasing. re-phrasing.
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RUS, lit.: Possible to come RUS, lit.: I can come to you [formal]?
GER: Can you [informal] come GER: Can I come to you [informal]?
Is it possible to come over? Can I come to you?

In the interview (Extract 2), the couple describes their experience with con-
tacting landlords in more detail. They show awareness of both issues with LT
translations, i.e., mistakes on the literal level (what is the request?) and mis-
takes with pragmatic nuance (how polite is the request?). Zoya and Serhiy con-
sider the resulting lack of politeness a major issue, describing it as showing
“[n]o respect” and lacking “norms of decency”. That is, even if the literal mean-
ing were translated accurately by the LT, the output would still be considered
imperfect, and the desired communication not fully achieved.
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Extract 2 (Original Russian)

Zoya: Hy, npaBaa, ¢ KBapTUpOW S OYeHb NepexuBana, NnoTomy yYto Ha TOT
MOMEHT 9 elé 6bina bepemerHa. M 9 Hauana nucatb Ha Willhaben-e. Mue
noacKasanu cairT, g Hauana nucatb Bcem noapas Ha Willhaben-e c nomouwsio
nepeBoAYMKOB. M Kak 0Ka3anoch, YTO KOrAa Thbl MULLELb C PYCCKON NOTUKOMN
— Hy, C pyCCKOMN, YKPAaNHCKON NOrMKOW — B NepeBogunke «MoXHO npuntm no-
CMOTpeTb KBapTMpy?, oHo nepeBoaut «Kannst du kommen? [‘Tbl MOXewWwb
npuntn?’]

Zoya and Int.: [Laugh.]

Zoya: To ecTb, «BOT, MOXeLlb Tbl KO MHe MPUIATU?» Ha TOT MOMEHT Mbl 3TOrO
elle He 3Hanu. MoToMm, KOr4a 1 UMTalo, uTo A MUcana AAaM, 3To 6bin Npo-
CTO KaKoi-To kowmap. Hy, To ecTb, UenoBeky nullelb ¢ NPocb6O NpUnTH
NMOCMOTPETb KBAPTMPY, OHO NepeBoauT «ModXellb AN Tbl KO MHE MPUIATU?
Byaewsb nn Tbl goma™» Tam. [Laughs.] Mepeas Hawa —

Serhiy: Mpuuem 310 Bbl — Thi, Tam [unintelligible] —

Zoya: Bbl — Tbl, TaM, Boo6LLEe —

Serhiy: Hukakoro ysaxeHnus. [Laughs.]

Zoya: [Laughing] He roBops y>e 0 Kakux-To, Aa, HOpMax NpUANYHKS...
Serhiy: oTom cTpaternio nomeHsna, Hauana nucatb Mbl U3 YkpauHbl. U
NOAM HaYanu oT3blBaTHCS.

Extract 2 (Translated from Russian)

Zoya: Well, | was very worried about [finding an] apartment, because at
that time | was still pregnant, and | started writing on Willhaben.® They
suggested the website to me, and | started writing to everyone on Willhaben
with the help of a translator. And as it turned out, when you write with Rus-
sian logic—well, with Russian, Ukrainian logic—in a translator, “Is it possible
to come view the apartment?”, it translates it as “Kannst du kommen? [‘Can
you come?]”

Zoya and Int.: [Laugh.]

Zoya: Thatis, “So, can you come to me?” We didn't know that yet. Later, when
| read what | wrote to people, it was just some kind of nightmare. That s, you
write to a person asking to come take a look at the apartment, it translates,
“Can you come to me? Will you be at home?” [Laughs.] Our first—

Serhiy: What's more, stuff like Bbi [formal-you] — bt [‘informal-you’] [unin-
telligible] —

Zoya: Stuff like Bbl — Tbl, there —

Serhiy: No respect. [Laughs.]

Zoya: [Laughing] Yes, putting aside any norms of decency...

8

Willhaben is an Austrian classified ads website, like Craigslist in the US.
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Serhiy: Then she changed the strategy, started saying we're from Ukraine.
Then people started to respond.

At first, it appears that Zoya and Serhiy’s awareness of this issue came sim-
ply with increased German competency. Zoya describes a temporal compo-
nent: first not knowing that a less literal Russian wording was translated badly
(“We didn't know that yet”), and only “later” realising how pragmatically awk-
ward the output was (“some kind of nightmare”). However, Zoya in fact became
aware of the failure earlier. She originally received no or few responses and re-
alised the problem was a linguistic one (rather than due to the family’s res-
idency status or current lack of employment). In response she “changed the
strategy” of communication, explicitly writing in her messages that the fam-
ily are Ukrainian forced migrants. Implicitly justifying the grammatical errors
and/or pragmatic awkwardness caused by machine translation, this strategy
proved effective, as Zoya started receiving replies. Zoya’s awareness of LT fail-
ures of LT output thus came from realising that her goal of connecting with
potential landlords was not being achieved.

While increased German competency and a lack of achieving communica-
tion goals are indirect ways of becoming aware of output failures, several of the
participants also describe directly testing the LT output. An important strat-
egy that emerges here is attempting to machine-translate into a language that
the forced migrant is competent in. Eva and Serhiy, who have a higher compe-
tency in English, described translating from Russian/Ukrainian into English
with various machine translation apps and evaluating the outcome. However,
there is no uniform evaluation of the outcome. Eva eventually selected DeepL
as her app of choice, while Serhiy decided no LT was good at translating, but
nonetheless chose Google Translate for its higher ease of use. Translation into a
language forced migrants are competent in serves as a useful proxy for eval-
uating how well a LT app works for a language whose output they cannot yet
evaluate directly.

Another strategy which emerges from the interviews is testing the output
via back translation, that is, translating Russian/Ukrainian into German and
then translating the output back into Russian/Ukrainian. This action sequence
is described by both Valentina and Dariya, who use it to double-check the qual-
ity of the translation. If the result is not satisfactory, they edit the Russian/
Ukrainian message, for example by simplifying a longer sentence, and repeat
the action. This chain of action thus not only serves to evaluate the machine
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translation output despite a lack of sufficient language competency, but is also
used to fix any communication problems that might arise due to LT failure.

5.4 Human-in-the-loop strategies

As the previous sections illustrate, LT output is not always perfect, and forced
migrants must develop various strategies to deal with its imperfections. In
addition to combining different LTs (Section 5.2), another strategy emerges
out of combining technological and human resources within a sequence of
actions. In the field of Human-Computer Interaction, practices that include
a human actor into a longer workflow which primarily relies on LTs are called
‘human-in-the-loop’ (Brown & Grinter, 2016; Groves, 2008), a term we also
adopt here. While previous research in applied linguistics has documented
how forced migrants occasionally rely on professional or community inter-
preters (Berbel, 2020; Kletecka-Pulker et al., 2019), our interest here is more
specifically how humans are integrated into chains of LT-assisted action. A
typical human-in-the-loop example is presented in Extract 3: Hanna recounts
her experience soon after her child entered preschool.” While her German at
the time of the interview was at B2 level, at the time of the story she knew
hardly any German and thus attempted to use Google Translate to communicate
with the child’s teacher. As she explains, at times a boy in her daughter’s class
also acted as an ad-hoc interpreter.

Extract 3 (Original Russian)

Hanna: A camblii NepBbiil, HAaBEpHOE, MO OMbIT C NEPEBOAUYNKOM, 3TO BbiA,
Koraa Moii pe6beHoK nowén B caguk. 1o 6bin mait mecsu,. Ei 6b110 Tpu roga.
M 3TO, KOHEYHO, 6bl1 OTPOMHBIN WOK AN Heé, And pebEHKa, KOTOpPbIA OKa-
3a/1cs B HEMELLKOSI3bIYHOW Cpejie, He 3Hast HU OLHOTO C1I0Ba, U BOKPYT HEKOMY
MoMOoYb.

BoT. /1 nepBble ABe Hefenw 5 Lo/MKHa Bbina NPUCYTCTBOBATb TaM, B yTPEHHME
yachbl, TO €CTb Mbl MPUXOAUAN Ha ABA Yaca, U NepBble Be HeAenun 5 NpucyT-
cTBOBana Tam. Hy BOT, 1 He MOHMMAD HUYETO, HUKOTO, HUKTO He MOoHUMaeT
MeHs. U Tam, aa, Tam 6bi1 UCKNOUMTENbHO NepeBoauunk. MepeBoaumnk, mbl
o6Lwanuck ¢ BocnuTaTeNbHULLEN UCKOUUTENBHO C NepeBoaunkom. [a, a no-
Tom [laughing slightly] focnoab ycabiwan mou monutsesl. M B rpynne moero
pebeHka okasancs pebeHoK pyccKos3blUHbINA.

Interviewer: Aa!

9 In Austria, children go to preschool until approximately the age of 6.
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Hanna: Hy, oH poanncs 3aech. To ecTb, OH CBO60AHO... Y HEro 6oblie HeMell-
KW pOLHOW, UeM pyccKMil. BOT, Hy OH M3 cembM, KOTOpasi TOXe Bblexana B
90-e roabl 13 6biBwero Cosetckoro Cotosa.

BoT, 1, KOHEYHO, 3TOT ManbYMK O4YeHb CUNBHO NOAAEPXKAN U NMOMOI MOeMY
pebéHky B caamke. M Koraa Mbl 3axXo4uau C BOCMUTATENbHULEN COBCEM B
TYMUK, KOFAa Mbl HE MOMIM OBBACHUTLCA JaXe C NEPEBOAUMKOM, Mbl yXKe
MpOCTO 3Ba/ 3TOr0 Manb4mka M Npocuan.. 1 cnpawmsana: «Ckaxu mHe,
4TO OHa rOBOPUT, S He NoHMMalo.» BoT, u, XoTs OHa MuLeT, a NepeBoAUNK
nepeBOAUT UTO-TO Takoe... 1 He oueHb o6t Google Translate.

Extract 3 (Translated from Russian)

Hanna: And my very first, probably, experience with the translator was
when my child went to preschool, it was the month of May. She was three
years old. And it was, of course, a huge shock for her, for a child who found
herself in a German-speaking environment, not knowing a single word, and
no one around to help.

So. The first two weeks | had to be present there in the morning hours, that
is, we came for two hours, and the first two weeks | was present. Well, |
don't understand anything, nobody understands me, and there, yes, there
was exclusively the translator. The translator — we communicated with the
teacher exclusively with the translator. Yes, and then [laughing slightly]
God heard my prayers. And a Russian-speaking child turned up in my child's
group.

Interviewer: Ohh!

Hanna: Well, he was born here. That is, he freely... German is more his
mother tongue than Russian. He's from a family that also left the former
Soviet Union, in the '90s.

So, of course, this boy really supported and helped my child in the preschool.
And when we came to an impasse with the teacher, when we couldn't explain
ourselves even with the translator, we just called this boy and asked him...
| would ask him: “Tell me what she’s saying, | don't understand”. Although
she writes it, but the translator translates something so... | don't really like
Google Translate.

This story illustrates the primacy of LTs as a solution, with the human-in-
the-loop strategy only used sparingly. Although Hanna claims she “[doesn’t]
really like Google Translate”, she still overwhelmingly relied on it as her main
resource for communication at that time. Only when she and the teacher
“couldn’t explain [themselves] even with the translator”, that is, when she
failed to accomplish LT-assisted interaction, did she turn as a last resort to
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the ad-hoc interpreter available. The dispreference for a human-in-the-loop
solution cannot be due to a belief that the LT is more accurate at translation
or better at achieving the communicative goal, as the boy was tasked with
helping specifically in more difficult situations when the LT failed. Rather,
the dispreference likely arises due to the identity of the interpreter, namely
a young child who is not a family member. In contrast to the LT, a constantly
available resource, asking a young child places an additional burden on them
and is therefore avoided.

An additional aspect is the ambiguity as to what extent involving a human
interpreter can be considered a proper solution to the task at hand when com-
pared with the use of LTs. Hanna jokingly describes the appearance of the boy
in her daughter’s class as “God hear[ing] [her] prayers”, that is, a very posi-
tive but unexpected coincidence. She did not deliberately seek out another hu-
man to accompany her to the preschool. This contrasts with the use of LTs as
a resource, which requires the deliberate downloading of apps and other dig-
ital literacy activities. Nevertheless, once a human resource is coincidentally
available, they can become incorporated into a routinised chain of actions for
achieving understanding in interaction.

While the very young age of the ad-hoc interpreter makes this specific case
striking, the patterns found here are mirrored across other participants. More
specifically, a human-in-the-loop strategy appears to be used only after an ini-
tial LT attempt, often a failed one. For example, Eva’s chain of LT-assisted ac-
tion to interact with her child’s school is to first use DeepL to understand the
teacher’'s WhatsApp messages. If she does not understand the outcome, she for-
wards the messages to her husband, and he in turn asks his work colleagues for
a translation. Of course, those forced migrants who can rely on a family mem-
ber or friend to act as a community interpreter may strongly prefer this solu-
tion at the expense of LTs. For those who don't have such a connection, however,
the human-in-the-loop does not seem to be a preferred solution to issues with
LTs. In Zoya's report, this dispreference is not due to a lack of trust in human
output compared to LT output. Rather, human resources are used sparingly
for tasks considered too complex to entrust to LT. In addition to the examples
above, Zoya describes first machine-translating medical documents regarding
her pregnancy, then asking a bilingual friend to check the correctness of the
machine translation output. Similarly, Dariya describes using LT assistance in
messaging with a potential landlord, then asking a friend to talk with him at
the apartment viewing. She explains adopting this strategy not because of a
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higher difficulty of using LTs in face-to-face communication, but to ensure the
accuracy of the information relayed.

In short, due to the participants’ acute awareness of potential LT failures
(Section 5.3), even untrained ad-hoc interpreters are considered more trust-
worthy on occasions where the communicative goal is particularly important
and/or complex. On the other hand, a disadvantage of this reliance on human
resources appears to be the burden placed on another individual, especially as
their engagement typically comes without any compensation due to the pre-
carious living situation of the forced migrants. Thus, the human-in-the-loop
strategy within an LT-assisted chain of action centres on balancing the con-
stant availability of LTs with the reliability of human translations.

6. Conclusions

This chapter draws on data from preliminary fieldwork to tap into a largely
unexplored, but highly timely area of digital literacy practice: How forced mi-
grants with limited knowledge of a host society language draw on language
technologies for a variety of tasks that aim at overcoming communicative bar-
riers in the precarious situation of (early) forced migration. The lack of applied
linguistics and sociolinguistics research on this process might be explained by
the novelty of the technological solutions involved, on the one hand, and the
recent intensity of forced migration into Europe, on the other. The collated im-
pact of both processes only made itself felt in the late 2010s and early 2020s. The
degree of routinisation in the use of LTs documented in this research is yet an-
other evidence for the statement that migrants are at the forefront of adopting
digital technologies for interpersonal communication (Lexander & Androut-
sopoulos, 2023; Madianou, 2014).

We expect that future research will bring to the fore similarities between
our findings and the strategies adopted by other communities of forced and
voluntary migrants. That said, two aspects make the situation of forced mi-
grants particularly striking. Firstly, forced migrants face an especially high
pressure to achieve communication goals due to the precariousness of their
situation, especially immediately upon arrival. They may also face additional
mental pressure, as an inability to communicate with others can add a further
layer of trauma to existing ones (Busi¢ et al., 2022). Secondly, in situations of
forced migration like the Ukrainian one, a large group of people find them-
selves encountering a new language near-simultaneously. Tips and tricks are
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spread among the community as they learn to use (often entirely unfamil-
iar) smartphone-based technologies: as our examples suggest, community
members help each other acquire new skills and strategies, albeit imperfectly.
Due to the combination of pressures and mutual aid, forced migrants’ under-
standing of how to deal with LTs is often especially intricate, whilst also being
obtained very rapidly.

Even though data from six participants only allow for highly preliminary
findings, we suggest this study offers some points of departure for follow-up
work. More specifically, the research approach proposed in this paper aims to
document the LT-assisted actions forced migrants undertake to achieve com-
munication with host society authorities and citizens. Our focus is on relations
between LTs, goals, and communicative contexts (including participation for-
mats and modalities of language), thereby also taking into consideration how
individual life trajectories and language-learning practices may influence peo-
ple’s predisposition to use LTs. The tripartite distinction between understand-
ing, production, and interaction shows that our informants place different im-
portance on these goals. Understanding text in the host society language is
most crucial and common, then interacting with members of the host com-
munity, and finally producing text. While other populations may have differ-
ent priorities, we nonetheless expect the systematics developed in this chapter
to prove useful for further research. In addition, the interviews and re-enact-
ments of the six participants brought to the fore three further dimensions of LT
use that seem worth exploring in more detail in future work: chains of LT-as-
sisted action, awareness of limitation and failures of LTs, and occasional re-
liance on human support alongside smartphone-based tools. Forced migrants
thus develop complex strategies and a practice-based awareness of how LTs
work and how they can be appropriated to ease communicative barriers at early
stages for forced migration.
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‘Living at the limit’
Sociotechnical affordances and unlearning colonial gender
and sexuality

Daniel N. Silva

Abstract This chapter examines how sociotechnical affordances of activist education and
digital interaction enabled a pedagogical practice aimed at disentangling learners from
colonial legacies of gender, sexuality, and vace. Specifically, I focus on a 2021 Faveladoc
class, a documentary-making workshop held via Google Meet for young favela residents
in Rio de Janeiro, organised by the grassroots NGO Raizes em Movimento. Led by Joice
Lima, a Black social scientist and activist, the class explored what it means to inhabit
a gendered, racialised body shaped by desire within a peripheral space. The interactions
among the instructor, the young participants, and the digital and discursive affordances
at play gave rise to a situated collective that actively resists (in)securitisation—that is,
the process of framing certain populations as existential threats. As territories predom-
inantly inhabited by Black working-class communities, favelas have been key targets of
Brazil’s (in)securitisation, subjected to intensified policing and the persistent crossfire
between the state and organised crime. Against this backdrop, this chapter analyses how
this dialogical digital setting fostered unlearning of patriarchy, vacism, and LGBTQI-
phobia—ultimately repositioning language as hope.

Keywords Unlearning; Sociotechnical Affordances; (In)securitisation; Digital Activism;
Gender and Sexuality

1. Introduction

Itwas a Thursday morning, 13 May 2021. Joice Lima satin front of her computer,
addressing a group of young residents of Complexo do Alem3o, a group of fave-
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las (neighbourhoods built by residents) in Rio de Janeiro.! Due to the COVID-19
pandemic, the class she was teaching—part of Faveladoc, a documentary-mak-
ing workshop—was being held online. Her words carried a sense of urgency. “I
dor't think I remember a time in mylife when I didn'tlive at the limit”, Joice told
her students, referring to the ongoing struggle for survival they all shared.” She
spoke about the daily precariousness that defined their lives—fragile access to
education, food, and basic sanitation. She added:

It’s the limit of education, always precarious. You're always there, trying, or
completely unmotivated to keep trying in a space that doesn’t offer many
possibilities. It’s the problem of access to dignified food, access to basic san-
itation—things we all see in our daily lives.

A few minutes later, Joice elaborated on the shared experience of ‘favelados’
(favela residents), who live in areas disproportionately affected by harsh polic-
ing and the territorial conflicts between ‘crime and the state (Cavalcanti, 2008;
Machado da Silva & Menezes, 2019; Menezes et al., 2024). She presented to the
class an image that photographer Mauro Pimentel had shared on Twitter (now
X) of women protesting in the Jacarezinho favela just days earlier, following a
violent police raid thatleft 28 male residents dead (Lyra etal., 2021; see Figure 1,
ahead). Her reflections on Brazil’s necropolitics—what Achille Mbembe (2003,
p- 11) describes as “the capacity to dictate who may live and who must die’—be-
came a crucial part of the affective and epistemic stance that took shape in the
class. It was an acknowledgment of living at the limit but also a refusal to be
defined by it.

Since 2012, I have conducted linguistic-ethnographic research in Com-
plexo do Alemio, a group of twelve favelas in Rio de Janeiro, home to ap-
proximately 80,000 residents. I attended this Faveladoc class—and the entire
workshop—both as an ethnographer and an allied linguist (Borba, 2022).
Organised by the grassroots NGO Raizes em Movimento and funded by a federal

1 Joice Lima, a publicly recognised activist, social scientist, and member of the collective
Raizes em Movimento, is identified by name and image in this chapter due to her public
visibility (as are fellow activists Alan Brum Pinheiro and David Amen). A Black woman
born in the Amazon state of Pard and raised in the Complexo do Alemio favelas, she
has long been engaged in grassroots initiatives. In contrast, other workshop partici-
pants are identified by pseudonyms—a decision discussed and approved by them.

2 The Faveladoc workshop was conducted in Portuguese. For conciseness, | provide par-
ticipants’ speech excerpts only in English, translated by me.
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cultural grant, the workshop ran from February to December 2021. Due to
COVID-19 restrictions, sessions were held online from February to July and
transitioned to in-person meetings (essential for the filming practice) from
August to December. The initiative was structured around two key pillars: an
introduction to film language, covering both theoretical and practical aspects,
and a social and political education module, which included classes on local
history, memory production, and citizenship-related topics (Instituto Raizes
em Movimento, 2022; Silva et al., 2024).

Seventeen young residents of Complexo do Alem3o participated in the 2021
edition of Faveladoc. The majority of them were Black,> and their motivations
for joining the project were diverse. Some saw the audiovisual training as an
opportunity to develop skills relevant to Rio's vibrant cultural and artistic in-
dustries, while others, particularly those with backgrounds in theatre or act-
ing, sought to deepen their understanding of filmmaking as a complementary
practice. A number of participants were especially drawn to the project’s so-
ciopolitical education component, recognising its potential to engage critically
with their lived experiences and the realities of their community.

Previous editions of Faveladoc resulted in two full-length documentaries.
In its first iteration, twelve young participants underwent technical training
and co-produced Copa pra Alemao Ver, or ‘Worldcup for the Gaze of Germans/
Foreigners’, which explored local perspectives on the 2014 FIFA World Cup
(Instituto Raizes em Movimento, 2016). The second edition, released in 2017
(Raizes em Movimento, 2021), engaged fifteen participants in the making of
Quando Vocé Chegou, Meu Santo ja Estava, or ‘When you arrived, my saint was
already here’, a documentary focused on Afro-Brazilian religious practices in
Complexo do Alem3o (Raizes em Movimento, 2021). Dona Josefa, the short doc-
umentary produced in the 2021 edition, resulted from the classes I attended

3 The capitalisation of ‘Black’ in this text follows a widely adopted convention that recog-
nises ‘Black’ not merely as a descriptor of skin colour but as an identity rooted in shared
histories, cultures, and struggles. Major journalistic institutions, including The New
York Times and The Associated Press, have formalised this usage in their style guides,
citing the term’s sociopolitical significance and its role in affirming collective identity
(see Coleman, 2020; Meir, 2020). This decision aligns with historical advocacy, such as
W.E.B. Du Bois’s (1899/2010, p. 1) campaign to capitalise ‘Negro’ in the late 19th cen-
tury, which was ultimately recognised as an act of racial self-respect. The distinction
between ‘Black’ (as anidentity) and ‘black’ (as a colour) reflects a broader linguistic shift
in acknowledging racialised experiences and resisting the erasure of Black communi-
ties in public discourse.
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(Mostra Memorias Faveladas, 2021a). The three films were screened at film
festivals for community-driven storytelling.

The workshop sessions were audio- and video-recorded and later tran-
scribed by me. I am currently working with Raizes em Movimento activists Alan
Brum Pinheiro and David Amen—whose efforts made the workshop possi-
ble—on these transcribed materials for the book Language, (In)security, and
Activist Education (in press). Figure 1 captures the virtual environment of Google
Meet, where the first six months of Faveladoc took place. At this moment, Joice
was projecting the opening slide of the class ‘Gender, Segregation, and Culture,,
which is the focus of my discussion in this text. The slide features the photo-
graph by photojournalist Mauro Pimentel, which I described earlier. Notably,
the choice of this image served as a strategy to highlight the predominant
role of women at the forefront of caregiving. The apparent gender of most
protesters is female, in stark contrast to the exclusively male group of residents
who were killed and for whom these women were protesting.

Figure 1: Screenshot of the Google Meet digital space of Faveladoc

@ REC ' ) Joice Lima is presenting

Género, Se
—

i — Y

-
-

Foto: Mauro Pimentel ~ ,,, oice Lima

My argument in this chapter is that this class was an instance of unlearn-
ing. As in other moments of the workshop and my fieldwork, unlearning here
involved reframing precarious conditions, disengaging from ideologies detri-
mental to marginalised communities (including racism and patriarchy), and
nurturing ethical forms of collective flourishing. Beyond Joice, fifteen young
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residents of Complexo do Alem3o participated in this session, connecting re-
motely via Google Meet. Following scholars in cybernetics, digital anthropology,
and sociolinguistics (Bateson, 1972; Blommaert, 2019; Cesarino, 2022; Horst &
Miller, 2012; Maly, 2023), I approach digital interaction not as a mere technical
mediation of offline relationships but as part of a sociotechnical infrastruc-
ture in which human and non-human agents interact, shaping possibilities
for action and understanding. These infrastructures are complex systems
where agents co-emerge through interaction, and where digital media afford
specific forms of engagement. In this chapter, I explore how these affordances
were strategically mobilised by participants to resist patriarchy and racism in
favelas. Online environments do not merely replicate face-to-face encounters
but reconfigure them (Blommaert, 2019; Jacquemet, 2019; Maly, 2023; Silva &
Maia, 2022), generating new communicative, epistemic, and affective condi-
tions (Conti & Lenehan, 2024). Although sociotechnical infrastructures have
been strategically co-opted by a constellation of far-right actors—including
political figures, corporate agents, and influencers—who engineer digital
technologies to deepen divisions and incite violence (Cesarino, 2022; Maly,
2023; Silva, 2020), I argue in this chapter that this emerging collective of work-
shop participants instead reconfigured the affordances of digitalisation and
language to challenge dominant ideologies and cultivate alternative modes of
knowledge production and solidarity.*

This chapter examines some forms of affect, positioning, and identifica-
tion that emerged among participants through their interaction with Fave-
ladoc’s sociotechnical infrastructures, as well as with Joice’s discourse—par-
ticularly the substrates she offers as the session’s instructor and as a social
scientist. As I will discuss below, Charles Goodwin (2018) defines substrates
as any semiotic or linguistic material introduced by a participant and subse-
quently transformed by others. The participants’ uptake of Joice’s conversa-
tional contributions reveals reorientations—or instances of unlearning—in
the ways they understand gendered Black bodies in a society as unequal and

4 My interpretation of educational activism in the Faveladoc workshop is an ongoing en-
deavour. In this regard, | have previously examined Joice Lima’s class as an instance of
the flourishing of the seeds of Marielle Franco, a Black Rio de Janeiro councillor who
was brutally murdered in 2018 (see Silva & Lopes, 2023). | have also conducted an initial
analysis of this class as a process of collective unlearning, particularly addressing the
attempt to heal the introjection of racism and colonialism (see Silva, 2025). Although
drawing from the same dataset, this chapter differs in both focus and form from my
previous discussions of this session.

m
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authoritarian as Brazil (Nobre, 2022). Since reorienting knowledge is a way
of producing hope (Miyazaki, 2004)—not as escapism or naive optimism, but
as practical reason (Bloch, 1986)—the practice of unlearning that I describe
below is also an emergent and situated method of hope (Silva & Borba, 2024;
Silva & Lee, 2024).

In what follows, Section 2 contextualises Faveladoc within broader pro-
cesses of (in)securitisation in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, outlining how activist
education can resist systemic violence. It also presents my ethnographic ap-
proach and theoretical framework, drawing on scholarship on unlearning,
interculturality, and sociotechnical affordances—concepts that will help me
analyse the workshop as a digital ecology. Sections 3—5 are empirical ones. The
first of these sections examines Joice Lima’s discourse as a substrate, focusing
on how she frames gender, race, and militarisation to foster critical engage-
ment. The second section explores how heterosexual male participants take
up her discourse to question essentialised notions of masculinity, particularly
in relation to caregiving and vulnerability. The third section turns to queer
participants, analysing how they rework Joice’s insights to interrogate het-
eronormative ideologies and reclaim agency over their sexual identities. The
conclusion elaborates on digital mediation as a possible catalyst for ideological
reorientations, positioning unlearning in Faveladoc as a practice of hope that
mobilises language and technology to challenge colonial legacies and foster
collective flourishing.

2. Unlearning amid (in)securitisation

To better explain the joint unlearning that took place in the workshop session,
a few words on my fieldwork are in place. Originally, my research, conducted
with colleagues Adriana Facina and Adriana Lopes, centred on literacy prac-
tices, especially as fostered by the grassroots collective Raizes em Movimento
(see Silva et al., 2015). However, our focus shifted as we became more aware
of the dynamics of (in)securitisation affecting everyday life in favelas. Favelas
emerged at the end of the 19th century, as former enslaved people and their
descendants settled on available hillsides due to a lack of policies offering
possibilities of housing and labour for these groups. In the 1980s, following
the establishment of drug factions in Brazil, these spaces became targets of
systemic racism and heavy-handed policing. This history has not only shaped
the physical landscape but also reinforced an association of favelas with crime
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and insecurity, stigmatising their residents in both public discourse and
government policies (Machado da Silva & Menezes, 2019; Souza, 2020).

My early fieldwork underscored the complexity of (in)security in this
context, where even seemingly ordinary activities were punctuated by the
surveillance of armed groups. For instance, during an interview with Raphael
Calazans, a Raizes em Movimento activist and funk musician, we were monitored
first by a drug trafficking lookout and then by local police, who patrolled the
area in an intimidating display of force (Silva, 2023, pp. 8—9). This experience
illustrates how two different regimes of control coexist within favelas, each
staking a claim to authority through surveillance, and sometimes through
force. These experiences underscored how the residents of Complexo do
Alem3o face overlapping systems of (in)securitisation that challenge any sin-
gular notion of “security” (Rampton et al., 2024, pp. 300-304). Residents of
middle- and upper-class neighbourhoods may support policing initiatives
as a means of creating ‘safe’ zones in urban areas, viewing harsh repression
of peripheral areas and those who look like ‘criminals’ as positive security
measures. In contrast, for favela residents, these same interventions often
represent extensions of state repression, enacted in an environment already
under the constant vigilance of both law enforcement and local crime factions.

To capture the nuanced realities of security in favelas, I engage with so-
ciolinguists and critical security scholars’ notion of (in)securitisation (Bigo &
McCluskey, 2018). Rather than taking security as a universal condition, (in)se-
curity signals a process where certain populations—especially racialised and
marginalised communities—are identified as existential threats and subse-
quently subjected to ‘exceptional measures’ under the guise of protection. As
McCluskey et al. (2021) note, these measures often suspend conventional polit-
ical rights and rules, producing a governance predicated on constant surveil-
lance, militarised control, and selective protection. In Brazil’s favelas, this form
of (in)securitisation emerges through both visible policing tactics and broader
discursive constructions that portray favela residents as threats to national se-
curity (Machado da Silva & Menezes, 2019). This framing legitimises excep-
tional measures, including heavy police presence and militarised raids, yet fails
to account for the socio-political claims of residents.

The data I will discuss in the next empirical sections is an example of
unlearning such entrenched militarised ideologies in Brazil. I use the term
unlearning in a basic sense as “(moments in) educational practices aimed
at disengaging students from particular ideologies, embodied dispositions,
and forms of talk” (Silva, 2025, p. 1). Further, my perspective of unlearning
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resembles efforts in critical education (Windle & de Araujo Rosa, 2023), lin-
guistic anthropology (Briggs, 2021), and applied linguistics (Fabricio, 2006)
towards repurposing and transforming received ideologies. Yet the analysis
of unlearning in the Faveladoc seminar that I will discuss ahead builds more
closely on the ethnographies of Muzna Awayed-Bishara (2023) and Rodrigo
Borba (2016), which I summarise below.

Awayed-Bishara (2023) examines how Palestinian students in Israel “learn
to unlearn colonial fear” (p. 16). Her ethnography of ‘colonised education’ doc-
uments how schools function as extensions of state surveillance, compelling
teachers to depoliticise discussions of Palestinian identity and history. For
instance, Israeli educational directives prohibit mention of ‘al-Nakba, the
Arabic term for the 1948 Palestinian displacement (Awayed-Bishara et al.,
2022, p. 1056). They describe how a teacher, rather than engaging with a stu-
dent’s remark on political oppression, redirects the lesson to apolitical topics
(pp. 1058-1065). Such moments, though subtle, reinforce a broader policy of
de-Palestinisation, mirroring the surveillance and restrictions students face
beyond the classroom.

Yet Awayed-Bishara’s research also highlights how teachers and students
push back, reframing education as an act of “unlearning colonial practices of
de-Palestinisation” (Awayed-Bishara, 2023, p. 16, emphasis in original). In one
case, a teacher fosters discussion around ‘tawra’ (revolution), allowing students
to articulate experiences of occupation and oppression. Unlike the previous ex-
ample, this approach positions English as a tool for voicing Palestinian realities
on a global stage (Awayed-Bishara et al., 2022, pp. 1065-1068). Unlearning in
this context means not only rejecting colonial metapragmatic constraints but
also forging new avenues for political expression. As Awayed-Bishara (2023)
argues, this pedagogy of unlearning—what she calls ‘sumud’ (‘steadfastness’)
pedagogy—reclaims language as a means of resistance rather than domina-
tion.

Borba’s (2016, 2019) work on the transsexualising process in Brazil high-
lights the complexities of unlearning within oppressive institutional frame-
works. His ethnography of trans individuals navigating the Brazilian health-
care system reveals how unlearning operates as a contextual, adaptive process.
Borba (2019) shows that those seeking hormone therapy and gender-affirming
surgery must ‘unlearn’ their personal understandings of gender to conform
to a rigid medicalised model of ‘true transsexuality’. Rooted in international
psychiatric and medical discourses, this model imposes narrow behavioural
expectations. For instance, under the medical notion of gender dysphoria



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

Daniel N. Silva: ‘Living at the limit’

(Newman, 2000), individuals are expected to express aversion to their birth-
assigned genitalia, though this is not always the case. They are also presumed
to exhibit stereotypical traits associated with their identified gender, an as-
sumption that often does not align with lived experiences. In this context,
unlearning is less an emancipatory act than a survival strategy—requiring
individuals to suppress or strategically perform aspects of their identity to
meet institutional expectations.

Borba’s research further illustrates the situational nature of unlearning.
Some trans individuals modify their appearance and behaviour only during
medical appointments, aligning with the medical model temporarily to secure
treatment. Outside the clinical setting, they often revert to self-expressions
that feel more authentic, highlighting the selective adaptation involved. Borba
thus frames unlearning as a tactical, context-dependent process—one that re-
sponds to institutional power while preserving elements of personal agency.
His ethnography underscores the need to view unlearning within its sociopo-
litical context, particularly when institutional structures impose pathologis-
ing standards that shape marginalised communities’ access to identity and re-
sources.

In addition to drawing on Awayed-Bishara and Borba’s perspectives on
unlearning, I examine its role in Faveladoc as a practice of developing in-
tercultural competence within a digital space (Oliveira & Tuccillo, 2024).
Scholars in intercultural communication build on Jiirgen Bolten's (2015) pio-
neering distinction between culturality and interculturality (see Conti, 2024;
Oliveira & Tuccillo, 2024). Bolten (2015, p. 118) defines cultural encounters as
engagements with the ‘familiar—culturality, for him, refers to the “familiar
multiplicity” that emerges in interactions among members who share rel-
atively common ways of thinking and acting (see Oliveira & Tuccillo, 2024,
pp- 57-61). By contrast, Bolten (2015, p. 118) defines interculturality as “unfa-
miliar multiplicity”. Expanding on this idea, Conti (2024, p. 20) explains that
“interculturality signifies encounters with the unfamiliar, which can occur not
only in unfamiliar contexts but increasingly within familiar contexts, due to
the intensifying dynamics of change”. Interculturality is thus characterised by
the uncertainty we experience when engaging with difference—an uncertainty
that, over time, can evolve into an expanded form of culturality, fostering a
habituation to new ways of being and relating.

I see the process of unlearning in the data below as one in which deeply
rooted certainties about gender, sexuality, and race—colonial modes of per-
ceiving the racialised, gendered, and sexualised body in the periphery—are
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reframed as ‘uncertain’ by the instructor. In line with Bateson’s (1972) formu-
lations on cybernetics and systems theory, the Faveladoc class constitutes
an ecology. Within this online setting, the group’s engagement with dig-
ital and discursive affordances entails navigating the epistemology of the
sociotechnical system that takes shape through their interactions—both
among themselves and with the system’s resources. Through the interplay
of digital and discursive affordances—most notably, the online mediation
of educational interaction in a context of physical distancing and Joice’s
metapragmatic discourse—participants interrogate a culturality anchored in
colonial modes of sensing and understanding the world. Through intercultural
friction, they transform the culturality embedded in colonialism and project
more expansive modalities of identification and belonging. The next section
turns to the analysis of this intercultural dynamic in practice.

3. Transforming past action

In this section, I examine how students engage with Joice’s authoritative dis-
course. Before doing so, I first outline a diachronic view of semiosis that helps
illuminate the dialogical dynamics of the workshop. As we know, Ferdinand
de Saussure (1916/1986), in his Course in General Linguistics, distanced himself
from the dominant diachronic approach to language, instead emphasising its
structured, synchronic nature. He argued that focusing on the relationships
between linguistic elements at a given moment, rather than their historical
transformations, better reveals language’s internal structure. This view has
been widely critiqued (e.g., Blommaert, 2010; Derrida, 1977; Jakobson, 1980;
Silverstein & Urban, 1996). In linguistic anthropology, for instance, Bauman
and Briggs (1990, p.73) propose that producing discourse is not merely a
matter of contextualising but an act of decontextualising textual units from
past interactions and recontextualising them into novel texts—a process they
call entextualisation. Every utterance thus carries elements of its history.
Similarly, Goodwin (2018, p. 1) suggests that “[nJew action is built by de-
composing, and reusing with transformation, the resources made available by
the earlier actions of others”. While Bakhtin (1981) emphasised the dialogical
nature of language, Goodwin (2018) and others (e.g., Bauman, 2004; Enfield
& Sidnell, 2017) expand this notion, showing that human action is shaped by
the adaptation and transformation of prior semiotic material. Goodwin illus-
trates this with an example generated by Marjorie Goodwin in her fieldwork
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with African-American children. Tony and Chopper are playing in the street
and produce the following dialogue:

Tony: Why don’t you get out of my yard?
Chopper: Why don’'t you make me get out of the yard?
(Goodwin, 2018, p. 3)

In the conflict that emerges between the two children, Chopper “us[es] re-
sources provided by his opponent [and] transforms them into something new
and quite different” (Goodwin, 2018, p. 3, his emphasis). Chopper makes a
few simple syntagmatic alterations to Tony’s statement, such as replacing ‘my
yard’ with ‘the yard’ and adding the verb ‘to make’, creating a new combination
of elements in the utterance that functions as a challenge to his opponent.
Goodwin points out that reusing and transforming past sign complexes are
ubiquitous in human action and extend beyond verbal signs. This principle
aligns with Charles S. Peirce’s (1955) concept of semiosis, where the inter-
pretant—the translator of meaning between sign and object—incorporates
earlier signs and subsequently becomes the substrate for future ones (see
Parmentier, 1994).

This perspective of human action as both dialogical and transformative
informs my analysis of unlearning in Faveladoc. In the workshop on gender,
segregation, and culture, students collectively recycled and transformed Joice
Lima’s discourse on inhabiting a gendered and racialised body in a militarised
context. Her initial discussion functioned as a substrate—a term Goodwin
(2018, p. 32) defines as “whatever utterance, or other public source, [that is]
being used as the point of departure for the operations used to build a subse-
quent action”. He draws from earlier notions of substrates in sociolinguistics
(where the ‘substrate language’ is the language that provides the base for cre-
olised mixtures) and biochemistry (which defines “substrate [as] a molecule
upon which an enzyme acts”, p. 39). Within the collective unfolding of inter-
action, actors are constantly drawing on previous textual or semiotic units to
produce their present utterances—and the latter may well serve as substrates
for future utterances, in a constrained yet open-ended process. However, as
Goodwin warns, a substrate is not a blank or uniform structure; rather, it is a
“semiotic landscape with quite diverse resources” that enables “transformative
sequences of action” (Goodwin, 2018, p. 39).

A defining aspect of Joice’s substrate in Faveladoc was her effort to frame
gender through an intersectional lens. As Diaz-Benitez and Mattos (2019) note,
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intersectionality emerged in Black feminism during the 1990s, highlighting the
interplay of social categories historically treated in isolation—such as gender,
race, and class. While Kimberlé Crenshaw (1994) coined the term, its core con-
cerns date back to figures like Olympia de Gouges (1791/2016) and Sojourner
Truth (1851), who articulated the interwoven nature of oppression. Joice’s ap-
proach deliberately distanced itself from what she termed a “European matrix”
in gender and sexuality discourse—that is, she embraced a discussion of gen-
der more attentive to the local realities of the favela. She emphasised.:

Joice: It’s essential for us to start discussing gender within a context of mili-
tarisation. In academia, we’'ve commonly approached gender through Euro-
pean concepts, right? But for those of us from the periphery, many of those
ideas simply don’t align with our reality. And when | talk about gender, I'm
not just referring to female or feminised bodies. Gender is a broad discus-
sion, and in the favela, there’s no way to address it without also considering
male and masculinised bodies in this process.

Aligning with debates that reject essentialist notions of gender (e.g., Borba,
2014; Butler, 2019; Sabsay, 2023), Joice avoids treating categories like ‘man’ and
‘woman’ as fixed. Her lexical choices—such as female and feminised bodies and
male and masculinised bodies—underscore the distinct ways gender and sex-
uality are expressed and perceived in the favela.

To illustrate the stakes of gendered and racialised violence, Joice invoked
the case of Claudia Ferreira, a Black woman whose masculinised body rendered
her a target of state violence—an extension of the lethal policing dispropor-
tionately affecting Black male bodies in Brazil (Carvalho, 2020). Claudia was
shot by police in 2014 while buying bread, allegedly mistaken for a trafficker be-
cause, as officers later claimed, she was holding a coffee cup that “would have
been mistaken for a gun” (Carvalho, 2020, p. 6). Her body was then dragged
nearly 300 metres by a police vehicle, an act recorded by residents and widely
circulated in the media. Yet, rather than being remembered by name, she was
frequently reduced to the label ‘mulher arrastada’ (‘the dragged womarn), a de-
humanising erasure that compounded the violence against her (see Duncan,
2020).

As Joice explained, masculine and masculinised bodies are the easiest tar-
gets for bullets, while feminine and feminised bodies are subjected to different
forms of violence, often linked to caregiving and sacrifice. She underscored
how gendered expectations persist within the favela, recalling an encounter
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with ‘Mies de Manguinhos’, or ‘Mothers of Manguinhos, a collective of moth-
ers seeking justice for their sons killed by police (Aratjo et al., 2020):

Joice: | was with the ‘Maes de Manguinhos’, and one of them told me: “When
my son died, of course, | was devastated. But after a while, | started taking
care of myself again, going out, having a beer, dancing with my friends. And
then the neighbourhood started judging me. People said, ‘How could she?
Maybe she’s actually relieved her son is gone™. That’s what she told me. But
when it's a man: “Poor guy, he’s just drowning his sorrows at the bar, trying
to clear his mind from the pain”.

Joice’s observations highlight the gendered burden of grief. While men are
granted public expressions of mourning, women who reclaim moments of joy
afterloss are harshly judged. ‘Mdes de Manguinhos’ embodies resistance to these
constraints, challenging the expectation that their grief must remain endless
and invisible. By exposing these contradictions, Joice prompts students to
question who has the right to mourn, heal, and experience pleasure.

Her discourse offered the class an intersectional lens on gender and race
amid (in)securitisation. By rejecting Eurocentric gender frameworks and in-
sisting on locally rooted perspectives, she foregrounds how militarisation dis-
proportionately targets bodies in distinct yet interrelated ways.’ Through cases
like Claudia Ferreira, she reveals how race and gender intersect to determine
whose bodies are killable and whose are subject to erasure and abuse.

4. Unlearning essentialised gender norms

In this section, I examine how two Black male participants, Manu (early 20s)
and Ricardo (early 40s), responded to Joice’s substrate, demonstrating how
they reused and transformed her discourse in their unlearning of internalised
social scripts. Their engagement unfolded within the ecology of the workshop

5 Joice’s point about avoiding the “approach [of] gender through European concepts”
seems tied, in her discourse, to the tendency in former colonies like Brazil to take
theories from former metropoles at face value. These theories sometimes overlook
racialised and marginalised bodies. As Xhercis Mendez (2015, p. 42) reminds us, in
many liberal (read: Western and Anglo-European) frameworks, “gender’ and its con-
comitant ‘Man’ and ‘Woman'’ function to obscure the histories and bodies of those who
bear the historical mark of slavery and colonisation, whether intentionally or not”.
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(Bateson, 1972), where the sociotechnical assemblage—the online setting,
digital affordances, and group interactions—enabled new forms of knowledge
production and unlearning.

Consider the following interaction, in which Manu demonstrates an
emerging awareness shaped by Joice’s substrate:

Joice: Moving away from that context to another type of violence—the fight
for food, right? We know this is part of a slow-death project that gradu-
ally deteriorates people. It’s not a quick death, like a bullet. It’s the slow
degeneration of the peripheral body. In Raizes, we organised an aid and
prevention effort for COVID. Manu was with us at times. And we distributed
food baskets. So, who were the main figures in this effort?

Manu: Now I've realised that most of the people interviewed by the social
workers were women. And the person assisting them was also a woman,
right?

Joice: Yes, the majority were predominantly women. And when | talk about
men’s roles in this space, I'm referring to the broader context of patriarchy.
Men will never be in a position where they feel diminished.

In her substrate, Joice reflects on an experience she and Manu shared—work-
ing in the Complexo do Alem3o Crisis Committee, created by residents and
activists to support those affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. Responding to
Joice, Manu uses the phrase “Now I've realised” (originally ‘agora eu percebi’ in
Portuguese), signalling an emerging awareness. His realisation foregrounds
the often-invisible burden of care disproportionately carried by women, who
create interdependent networks of support, while men largely remain ab-
sent—stepping in only when aiding their partners. Joice then situates Manu’s
observation within a broader critique of masculine privilege, explaining that
even in contexts of struggle, men are not expected to “occupy a place of sub-
jugation”. She points out that rigid societal constructs dictate that “the man
has a place of privilege in relation to the woman [...] even if, in this struggle
for food, in seeking donations, it’s not a place of subjugation’. This framing
highlights how patriarchal expectations limit men’s ability to assume roles
associated with vulnerability and caregiving, further entrenching gendered
inequalities.

Manu extends this reflection to Black masculinity, recalling a conversation
with a friend in the military:
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Manu: He was a big Black guy, and in the army, they have this thing where
the Black man can't be fragile; he has to withstand everything. When he felt
sad or tired, people would say, ‘No, man, you're a Black man, you can’t be like
that’. It’s double the pressure on us.

Through this example, Manu illustrates how Black men are systematically
discouraged from displaying vulnerability, intensifying the physical and emo-
tional toll of these demands. Joice expands on this by connecting masculine
ideals to health disparities, noting that societal expectations discourage men
from seeking medical care:

Joice: The man doesn’t go to the doctor; he doesn’t put himself in that place.
But the woman who neglects gynaecological exams is labelled ‘dirty’, a
woman who doesn't take care of herself.

This contrast reveals a gendered double standard: While men's detachment
from healthcare is normalised, women are judged harshly for the same ne-
glect. Ricardo builds on this discussion by linking Black masculinity to broader
structures of precarity, questioning the impact of social pressures on men’s
well-being:

Ricardo: I think it might be worth looking into research on suicide rates or
men abandoning theirhomes. The killable body, the relationship with Black-
ness... there’s a lot of social pressure to keep working. | live that.

In the excerpt above, Ricardo inquires Joice about academic studies on the rates
of suicide or abandonment of homes by men, given their identification as kill-
able bodies in Joice’s previous words, and the prevalence of coping mechanisms
like alcoholism. For Ricardo, these patterns reveal the toll that sustained social
pressure takes on Black men, both in terms of physical safety and psychologi-
cal health. He points to his own experiences, sharing how “the social pressure
to keep working” has also shaped his life, highlighting how these pressures re-
inforce cycles of vulnerability.

Joice’s reply opens up the discussion to reflect on how gendered expecta-
tions are not easily challenged, especially within patriarchal structures that
serve the interests of “white men and the broader context of patriarchy”. She
notes that such frameworks use “gender asymmetry”, especially in the form of
physical strength, to subjugate women. At the same time, Joice warns against
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the trap of “discussing gender from a closed concept” that cannot fully account
for the realities of the periphery. She emphasises,

Joice: I'm not saying that these [concepts] are disposable [...] but we need to
keep our feet on the ground and observe our surroundings attentively.

Through this situated perspective, Joice suggests that reflecting on local real-
ities can give rise to new understandings of gender and vulnerability, rather
than relying on universalised concepts (see Mahmood, 2005; Mendez, 2015;
Sabsay, 2016).

The bits of interaction I mobilised in this section display how Joice’s dis-
course on intersectionality—shaped by the sociotechnical assemblage of the
workshop—prompted Manu and Ricardo to interrogate deeply embedded
social scripts surrounding Black masculinity. By situating these expectations
within the broader dynamics of patriarchy, militarisation, and racialised
vulnerability, Joice fostered an ecology of unlearning, where students engaged
critically with the pressures shaping gendered lives in the favela.

5. Unlearning LGBTQI-phobia

In this section, I analyse the responses of three queer participants—Flavia,
Manolo, and Marina—who build on Joice’s critique of hegemonic norms of
gender and sexuality. Manolo and Flavia are young Black participants in their
early 20s, and Marina is a white participant in her early 30s. Each of them
articulates modes of disengaging from ingrained societal judgements around
LGBTQI+ identities. Their perspectives not only echo Joice’s substrate but also
reveal how they engage in a re-evaluation of prior beliefs. Flavia is the first to
intervene:

Flavia: | was that child who bullied others because I learned right and wrong
only later. | think | made a lot of people feel bad at one time in my life. Until |
discovered that my sexual orientation was okay, but for society, for the world,
it was something bad. At home, they said it was the devil in my body. And
then | started to see how much | made others feel bad and how people made
me feel bad forjudging me as a demon for liking women.
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Flavia identifies herself as having once bullied others, a behaviour she later
recognises as rooted in her own attempts to conform to societal norms that de-
monise LGBTQI+identities. She acknowledges that her past actions were a way
of shielding herself from being judged as a “demon” for “liking women”. Flavia
draws on Joice’s discourse to illustrate how she unlearned lesbophobic norms
that, as she puts it, “made others feel bad and [...] made me feel bad”. Inter-
actionally, she offers an example of how deeply ingrained gender and sexuality
norms—what can be understood as a colonial culturality—cause harm, align-
ing with Joice’s critical discourse. Yet, the fact that she spontaneously shared
this reflection—just as Manolo and Marina would, as we will see—suggests
that unlearning was also taking place within the digital space of Google Meet,
where the class was held. In articulating her experience of coming to terms
with her own sexual orientation, Flavia was not only constructing knowledge
but also making it public to the group watching and listening to her through
their screens.

Manolo’s reflection extends Flavia's discussion, revisiting his own child-
hood experiences with a non-conforming gender expression:

Manolo: That was a great comment, Flavia. When | was a kid, | didn’t fit into
that fixed place, you know? | was a boy who talked a lot, liked poetry—so |
was always branded ‘viadinho do grupo’ [the little faggot of the group]. And
| didn’t even fully understand what that meant yet. Then, when | realised |
could like boys and that was fine—or that I could like girls too—it was like a
switch flipped in my head. Like, dude, | don’t have to choose; it doesn't have
to be one way or the other. Sexual orientation is fluid, way more natural than
people make it seem. Over time, | understood that better, but it’s also tied to
where I've lived. Just like leisure—around here, men stop at the bar because
that’s all there is, you know? We're cut off; we don’t have access to the city,
to other places, other ways of being. So that’s it—the bar is the only way to
socialise, and because of that, we miss out on a lot.

The switch metaphor—“a switch flipped in my head”—is telling in Manolo’s
narrative. In his account, the chance to socialise in spaces where sexuality is
viewed in more alternative ways enabled him to flip this switch. That is, it
allowed him to unlearn rigid norms surrounding the expression of sexuality
and desire. When Manolo speaks about socialising at the bar as one of the few
leisure options for men in the favela, he is actually echoing Joice’s previous
comments. Circulating through the city and other social spaces provides him
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with choices to “switch” between discourses. Of course, unlearning certain
social norms and overcoming the trauma of injurious words is not as simple
as the switch metaphor might suggest. Nonetheless, Manolo’s narrative (like
Flavia’s) points to the performative power of practices like bullying, which
function to ‘put’ children and teenagers “in their place” (Hahn, 2021). Given
the violence of these practices—as signalled by insults used against Flavia and
Manolo, such as “demon” and ‘viadinho do grupo—this ‘place’ can also be a
non-place (Butler, 1997), that is, it can be a space of epistemic disorientation
and psychic suffering (Silva, 2017).

A few minutes later, Marina revisits the intrusive path of bullying into
an individual’s psyche as she reflects on the discomfort she felt toward her
mother’s homosexuality:

Marina: Yes, it’s funny because when | found out that my mother was homo-
sexual, | started to feel a lot of anger toward lesbian women. | [was closeted]
as a lesbian myself because | felt those things. | didn't understand why | fell
in love with female teachers and not male teachers. And then | was like, ‘this
is absurd’, because society always did that to my mother, and so I did it to her
and to myself, right? That’s why | say that nobody had to accept me. | was the
one who had to accept myself. People have to respect me.

In the flow of semiosis, the students’ interpretants (Peirce, 1955)—their
translations of the meaning relations proposed by Joice and the Faveladoc
team—closely resemble one another. Marina’s response follows a similarly
introspective path as Flavia’s and Manolo's. She recalls that her discomfort
with her mother’s non-hegemonic sexual orientation was, to a large extent, a
negative projection of her own repressed attraction to women. In reflecting on
this, Marina unpacks a complex process of internalised lesbophobia shaped by
societal prejudice against LGBTQI+ individuals. Her ‘switching off’ of inter-
nalised repression is particularly revealing. Marina emphasises: “Nobody had
to accept me. I was the one who had to accept myself. People have to respect
me”. In other words, unlearning for Marina meant that, when it came to her
sexuality, she no longer needed external validation to be who she wanted to
be—a lesbian woman. While she expects others to respect her identity, the
authority over it (i.e., the acceptance) rests with her alone.

Joice responds to the participants’ reflections by emphasising “the power
of language” as a fundamental resource for unlearning. For her, the ability to
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question deeply embedded norms around gender, sexuality, and race begins
with understanding language as performative (Austin, 1962). Joice highlights:

Joice: I think | mentioned several important things, right? But one more im-
portant thing is the power of language, right? And then, the multiple forms
of language, the access to that language, and the ability to decipher these
codes, right? When we don’t have even basic education that allows us to de-
ciphersome codes, we're only going to reproduce them. And the basiceduca-
tion I'm talking about? I’'m not talking about going to college, no, I'm not. Be-
cause we know countless people, including those in power, who went to col-
lege and did courses that should have given them a sharper and more coher-
ent critical sense. So, university isn't always going to be the place that awak-
ens a true and coherent critical sense in people or dismantles the world’s
ills. Not necessarily. [...] Instead, we need to develop astuteness and power
toread these languages [...]. We know we just had an election that was heav-
ily based on fake news, right? And this is an important point that shows the
power of language, right? And when you can't decode that language, you just
swallow it.

Joice's reflections echo Paulo Freire’s (1968/1970) critique of banking education,
a linguistic ideology that posits language as simply a medium of communica-
tion. Asin abank, the teacher only deposits meanings in the minds of students,
who will later withdraw these units. She points out that this ideology had great
traction in Brazil’s 2018 national elections, when Jair Bolsonaro was elected. In
herview, many peoplejust ‘swallowed’ fake news. Instead, Joice suggests seeing
language asa resource for building critical awareness. Her critique is grounded
in an ideology of language as inherently performative and flexible—able to re-
inforce dominant structures but equally capable of being repurposed for self-
liberation.

Joice also points out that formal schooling or university does not neces-
sarily provide a critical perspective. As she puts it: “Because we know count-
less people, including those in power, who went to college and did courses that
should have given them a sharper and more coherent critical sense”. It is worth
noting that aspirations are shaped not within a single institution but across
multiple social contexts (see Agha, 2007; Borba, 2016; Silva, 2020; Wortham &
Reyes, 2020). Moreover, the rise of conservative ideologies in Brazil, despite
state-led inclusion policies and efforts at critical education, demonstrates that
ideological orientations often exceed the progressivist direction of formal pol-
icy design, including educational policy (see Cesarino, 2022; Nobre, 2022).
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At the same time, the availability of sociotechnical affordances and varied
participation frameworks is fundamental for individuals to be socialised into
interrogating the semiotic details of particular ideologies—or, in Joice’s terms,
“deciphering the codes”. In this sense, Faveladoc, as an activist-led educational
initiative, provided precisely such participation frameworks, immersing stu-
dents in alternative discourses not only on filmmaking and artistic practice
but also on broader social issues such as gender, sexuality, and racial inequal-
ity. Importantly, the digital environment was not merely a conduit for these
discussions but an active component of the pedagogical process. Digital and
discursive affordances shaped the very conditions under which students could
engage inunlearning, fostering a space where meaning-making practices were
refracted through the sociotechnical assemblage of the workshop.

6. Conclusion

In this article, I examined a situated experience of unlearning, facilitated
by a Black woman, social scientist, and resident of a Brazilian periphery.
This participation framework was embedded in broader chains of interac-
tion, including other Faveladoc classes and everyday speech events. As seen
in Awayed-Bishara’s (2023) and Borba’s (2019) ethnographies, spaces where
individuals learn to decipher the codes—to navigate layers of oppression and
inequality—rely on speech chains that gradually lead subjects into shifting
perspectives. Through tailoring the affordances of Google Meet and other digital
resources, Joice Lima deployed multimodal strategies—such as an image of
women protesting a police massacre (cf. Figure 1)—and a critical, intersec-
tional view of gender, race, sexuality, and militarisation. In line with a dialogic
view of human action (Bauman, 2004; Goodwin, 2018), these elements served
as a substrate—a public source for new forms of engagement. Participants’
responses indexed their unlearning of essentialist views on race, gender, and
sexuality.

Following Bolter’s (2015) conceptualisation of interculturality as an en-
gagement with the unfamiliar, the digital format of the workshop catalysed
intercultural friction. The unfamiliar emerged not only in the reworking of
old assumptions but also in the modes of interaction enabled by the online
setting. The digital classroom fostered new relational configurations, decen-
tring conventional ways of engaging with knowledge and demonstrating that
unlearning extends beyond the rigid structures of institutionalised education.
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Digital affordances thus played a key role in this epistemic transformation,
creating new forms of participation that exposed the ideological foundations
of gendered and racialised oppression. Moreover, a practical result of the
Faveladoc—community-driven documentaries—are available as digital media
on YouTube, which can potentially spread the messages and the unlearning
processes further (see Instituto Raizes em Movimento, 2016; Mostra Memorias
Faveladas, 2021, 2022).

While sociotechnical infrastructures have been weaponised for hegemonic
and extremist ideological projects (Cesarino, 2022; Maly, 2023; Silva, 2020),
this workshop exemplified how digital and discursive affordances can also be
repurposed for counter-hegemonic knowledge production. Faveladoc’s digi-
tal ecology thus provided an alternative space of knowledge-making—one in
which students actively reworked and transformed Joice’s critical discourse.

To conclude, while participants in this workshop navigate systemic racism
and (in)securitisation, they are not defined by ‘living at the limit. Instead,
they project practical action, ethical engagement, and moral positioning that
transcend constraints that might otherwise seem insurmountable. This kind
of agency has been explored as a practice of hope—not as naive optimism but
as practical action, where individuals mobilise communicative and semiotic
resources, networks of solidarity, and knowledge practices oriented towards
collective flourishing (Bloch, 1986; Borba, 2019; Miyazaki, 2004; Silva & Borba,
2024; Silva & Lee, 2024). In this sense, the collective unlearning in this digital
space was also an act of projecting hope—hope for a possible and more just
world, despite the staggering political conditions we have witnessed both
locally and globally.
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Sustainability communication between
globalisation and localisation

A comparison of corporate websites

in the oil & gas industry

Nadine Thielemann and Zlatoslava Savych

Abstract Sustainability has emerged as a critical global business concept, prompting or-
ganisations to prioritise long-term value creation that addresses their operations’ envi-
ronmental, social, and economic impacts. This chapter examines the sustainability com-
munication strategies of major oil and gas companies in four countries (the United States,
Austria, Poland, and Russia), focusing on the balance between globalisation and local-
isation. Given the inherent conflict between the operations of these companies and sus-
tainability priorities, effective communication is essential to maintain their licence to op-
erate and avoid allegations of greenwashing. Our analysis of the sustainability sections
on corporate websites examines how companies address the thematic dimensions of the
Triple Bottom Line (economic, social, environmental) and how they linguistically present
these dimensions to convey their sustainability commitments. Corporate websites as dig-
ital platforms reveal how similarities in sustainability communication often stem from
shared economic pressures and institutionalised standards, while still allowing for lo-
cal adaptations. The findings indicate a convergence in sustainability conceptualisation,
with all companies framing their efforts as beneficial for shareholder value. However,
notable differences emerge in local adaptations, revealing an East-West divide: Russian
companies, and to some degree also the analysed Polish company, emphasise corporate
philanthropy and patriotic elements, while U.S. companies prioritise diversity and in-
clusion. The analysed Austrian company takes a mid-position and highlights the role
of technology in its concept of sustainability. The chapter situates these findings within
a broader theoretical context and discusses the observed strategies through the lens of
glocalisation. Moreover, it reflects on the vole of digital interculturality in sustainability
communication. It highlights how economic and institutional globalisation fosters com-



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

196

Part II: Understanding postdigital practices in a changing world

munication strategies that transcend national borders. While corporate websites illus-
trate a shared digital communication culture across countries, this does not imply com-
plete homogenisation. Instead, they underscore the interplay between global formats and
localised content, offering new insights into postdigital sustainability communication.

Keywords Cross-country Comparison; (Post)digital Sustainability Communication;
Strategic Communication; Content Analysis; Glocalisation

1. Introduction

Sustainability has become one of the leading global business concepts of our
times. It represents the efforts of commercial organisations to create long-
term value by considering how their operations affect the environmental,
social, and economic spheres. Global and intergovernmental organisations,
such as the United Nations, have formulated sustainable development goals
(SDGs)," which contribute to the institutionalisation of sustainability as a
priority for organisations and institutions and point to the global political and
societal relevance of sustainability in tackling the major challenges of our time.
Many commercial organisations orient themselves to these, showing how their
business operations and strategies integrate and address sustainability. Thus,
sustainability pertains to the management’s priorities and their commu-
nication, i.e., publicly reporting on how the integration of sustainability is
addressed in a company’s business and management practices.

This chapter examines the (post)digital sustainability communication
strategies of major oil and gas companies in four countries, focusing specif-
ically on the sustainability-related content presented on their corporate
websites. Sustainability is often used interchangeably with the term ‘cor-
porate social responsibility’ (CSR) (Montiel, 2008) as both refer to strategic
targets encompassed in the Triple Bottom Line: people (social goals), planet
(environmental goals), and profits (shareholder-oriented goals) (Elkington,
1997). Sustainability communication is particularly challenging for contro-
versial industries like oil and gas, whose operations inherently conflict with
sustainability priorities, especially in the environmental dimension (Du &
Vieira, 2012). Beyond the environmental impacts of their operations, which

1 Retrieved July 01, 2024, from https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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range from local pollution to significant contributions to global warming, en-
ergy issues also involve (geo-)political implications concerning energy supply
security. Moreover, policies advocated for by transnational and intergovern-
mental bodies (e.g., Intergovernmental Panel for Climate Change, EU), such
as the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement, raise public awareness, influ-
ence policymakers’ priorities, and shape the societal and political landscape.
These effects make it difficult or nearly impossible to pursue a communicative
strategy based on the denial of global warming as facilitated by the use of fossil
fuels (e.g., Halttunen et al., 2022; Schlichting, 2013).

In their communications, oil and gas companies have to navigate the ten-
sion between global climate goals and their need to generate shareholder value
and perform financially in a societal and political climate that recognises the
harmful impact of their operations. Investing in sustainability communication
is essential to maintaining their ‘licence to operate’ (Hurst et al., 2020). This
concept refers to the approval and acceptance from stakeholders, such as the
local community, government, and customers, necessary for conducting busi-
ness activities. Without this social approval, a company may face opposition,
protests, or even legal challenges that could impede or halt its operations. Thus,
sustainability communication should be viewed as a response to societal pres-
sure and a form of accountability to all stakeholders potentially affected by a
company’s activities.

When comparing how oil and gas companies address sustainability in
their communication, we identify drivers that facilitate the emergence of
global practices and thus contribute to standardisation and homogenisation.
At the same time, we also find factors that promote the localisation of prac-
tices. The globalisation of sustainability communication is enhanced by global
reporting standards such as the ones published by the Global Reporting Initia-
tive, which also addresses sustainability reporting in addition to mandatory
reporting; by frameworks like the United Nations’ SDGs, which provide a set
of sustainability goals for organisations to reference when setting their prior-
ities; and by transnational or intergovernmental policies such as the Directive
2014/95/EU and now the Green Deal, which outline binding political priorities
for economically significant regions.

In addition to global aspects, however, local factors drive companies to
adapt their practices and communication to meet the expectations of local
audiences and stakeholders. These factors include contextual elements such as
differing value orientations associated with culture, understood here specifi-
cally as national culture (see Miska et al., 2018). Additionally, more structural
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factors define the national context in which a company operates, such as the
legal system and regulations, the political framework, and the characteristics
of the local business environment, including whether energy companies are
privately or state-owned (Matten & Moon, 2008). As a result, the conceptuali-
sation of CSR—including stakeholders’ expectations and whether it is pursued
strategically or altruistically—varies across countries (Planken, 2013).

This chapter explores how major oil and gas companies from the United
States, Austria, Poland, and the Russian Federation conceptualise sustainabil-
ity on their corporate websites to see how globalising and localising factors
shape the conceptualisation of sustainability and the way it is communicated
on digital media. Our analysis focuses on the sustainability sections of these
companies’ corporate websites in the country’s official national language.
These sections are widely accessible and designed to engage a broad range
of national and, in the case of the U.S. companies’ websites which are in
English, also international stakeholders (e.g., customers, shareholders, em-
ployees, politicians and administrators, and business partners). This makes
corporate websites an ideal platform for demonstrating corporate social re-
sponsibility and for renewing and maintaining their license to operate. At
the same time, the analysis of corporate websites is particularly interesting
as websites are part of a company’s owned media and as a digital platform
of Web 1.0, a communicative tool for “transmissive” and “one-directional”
“communication of sustainability” (Weder, 2023, p. 589; emphasis added), i.e.,
strategically designed communication promoting a particular understanding
of sustainability. Our study thus adds to the body of research interested in
the divergence and convergence of corporate communication of sustainability
(e.g., Lin, 2021; Tang et al., 2015; Vollero et al., 2022). Understanding diver-
gences offers valuable insights into how local cultural, political, and social
contexts shape the concept and communication of sustainability. In doing so,
the digital communication of sustainability reflects the unique priorities and
challenges of specific regions. Conversely, examining convergences sheds light
on how globalisation and shared digital platforms foster universal principles
and practices in sustainability communication.

From a broader perspective, our study also contributes to research on the
global-local dilemma in public relations (Alaimo, 2016; Sriramesh & Vercic,
2019) and the ways it manifests in the (post)digital global society. By exploring
how corporate websites balance global standardisation with local adaptation,
we provide insights into how organisations navigate the tensions between
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addressing global sustainability norms and responding to local stakeholder
expectations in an interconnected (post)digital world.

To systematically examine the concept of sustainability as presented on
each company’s website, we analysed the primary thematic dimensions of the
Triple Bottom Line (economic, social, environmental) (RQ 1) and explored how
these are argumentatively linked and linguistically conveyed (RQ 2). This anal-
ysis highlights both country-specific practices and sector-specific commonal-
ities in sustainability communication. It reveals how the analysed companies
balance global and local practices in the communication of sustainability.

Our paperis structured as follows: Section 2 characterises the database, de-
scribes our sampling strategy, and addresses the role of corporate websites as
adigital channel for strategic communication. Section 3 presents our method-
ological approach. Section 4 outlines and discusses our findings by considering
important concepts from strategic communication and patterns in the com-
munication of sustainability. Section 5 situates the findings within a broader
theoretical context and discusses the observed strategy through the lens of ‘glo-
calisatior. Finally, the conclusion highlights the practical and theoretical im-
plications of ‘(glo)localised’ strategic communication in an era of increasing
digital interculturality.

2. Data

The countries selected for this study represent a diverse range of national
contexts, including former socialist countries (Poland, Russia), Western coun-
tries (Austria, United States), and both EU and non-EU members. The chosen
companies are the largest oil and gas firms in Russia (Gazprom, Rosneft, Lukoil),
the United States (ExxonMobil, Chevron, ConocoPhillips), Austria (OMV), and
Poland (PKN Orlen), based on their rankings in the ‘Forbes Global 2000’ list of
the world’s leading public companies for the sample year (Forbes, 2020).>

The analysis is based on the sustainability sections of each company’s web-
site. Corporate websites are a primary platform for strategic communication
in the digital sphere next to corporate social media channels (Khler & Zerfafs,
2019, pp. 353—354). Corporate websites, as typical platforms of Web 1.0, follow a
one-to-many communication logic, providing companies with full control over

2 Forbes 2020-The World’s Largest Public Companies 2020: Global 2000 (Retrieved June
17, 2020, from https://www.forbes.com/lists/global2z000/).
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the messages presented to stakeholders. In contrast to Web 2.0 applications,
where prosumers actively shape content and influence emerging discourses,
corporate websites allow companies to manage their messaging without the
unpredictability of external voices such as influencers or journalists (Kohler
& ZerfaR, 2019). Social media complicates information control, as a growing
number of stakeholder voices can alter or critique corporate narratives. As a re-
sult, corporate websites have become a vital tool within communication man-
agement for strategically presenting sustainability initiatives to diverse audi-
ences (Weder et al., 2019).

Figure 1: Sample of one section on sustainability from ConocoPhillips.

T ————— p—Y YT Y)

GonocoPhiIIips AboutUs  Operations  Sustainability ~ Careers  Investors Q

# vowe | sustamasuy | TeGRATING susTAmABITY

Integrating Sustainability

For this analysis, we gathered data by producing screenshots of all sections
on each corporate website dedicated to sustainability. This approach captures
the user experience of someone navigating the site to find sustainability-re-
lated content. Our data collection method aligns with the concept of websites
as ‘pull media, which rely on users actively seeking information (Buchele &
Alkan, 2012). Through this process, we compiled a dataset of 174 sections (i.e.,
screenshots, see Fig. 1) that provide detailed coverage of the companies’ sus-
tainability activities. The dataset was created by starting with the sections on
the corporate websites where the topic of sustainability is initially introduced
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and then following links to additional sections that explore related topics in
greater depth.

Table 1 provides an overview of the scope of sustainability communication
for each company.

Table 1: Number of sections per company and country.

Country Company Number of sections on
sustainability
Russia Gazprom 12
Rosneft 20
Lukoil 25
Total 57
us ExxonMobil 20
Chevron 12
ConocoPhillips 48
Total 80
Austria oMV 1
Poland PKN Orlen 26

It is important to note that the sustainability sections were collected in the
official language of each company’s home country. We assume that these pre-
sentations are, at least to some degree, tailored to the needs of a diverse set of
local stakeholders. However, it should also be noted that this assumed locali-
sation does not apply equally to the U.S. companies, whose English-language
websites are accessible to an international audience, allowing a global public to
engage with their content. While translation apps, now commonly integrated
into browsers, can facilitate the translation of website content into other lan-
guages, this does not necessarily align with the default behaviour or prefer-
ences of typical users, who are more likely to engage with content presented in
their native language. This suggests that localised communication still holds
strategic importance, even in an increasingly digital and interconnected world.
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3. Method

To analyse the concept of sustainability, we conducted a qualitative content
analysis (Mayring, 2015, 2019), using ATLAS.ti for annotation. The analysis in-
cluded several stages of coding and combined top-down or deductive and open
coding.

During the first stage, we identified the thematic strands and issues dis-
cussed within each strand. These codes are based on the established division
of CSR practices, i.e., the Triple Bottom Line distinguishing social, environ-
mental, and economic targets. This means we identified content focusing on
‘social’, ‘environmental’, and ‘economic’ issues assigning the according label,
and adding the code label ‘other’ where legal and governance issues were pre-
sented as part of the company’s CSR activities.

This first round of coding allowed for identifying which issues feature
prominently and whether sustainability is mainly framed as a matter of social
or environmental engagement, thus pointing to a conceptualisation in terms
of stakeholder orientation, or whether economic aspects are key and sustain-
ability, accordingly, appears as an orientation towards shareholder value (see
van Marrewijk, 2003).

If two or more areas are mentioned in a segment, we assigned multiple
code labels. Accordingly, these code overlaps point to ways CSR activities are
argumentatively linked.

During the second coding stage, we identified the stakeholders addressed
in the sustainability sections. Here, we adopted an open coding strategy and
ended up with codes for the most relevant stakeholders, i.e., the ‘community’,
‘customers’, ‘employees’, ‘shareholders/investors’, ‘suppliers & contractors’,
and the code ‘other’ for heterogeneous stakeholders occasionally mentioned
by some of the companies (e.g., states, children, women, local administrative
units/authorities).

This coding process enabled an analysis of how sustainability is conceptu-
alised within each national sample and allowed us to identify cross-country
similarities and differences. Close reading of segments assigned to the same
code labels provided deeper insights into the thematic issues and practices
emphasised by each company, as well as the primary stakeholder groups
targeted. Overlapping codes pointed to segments where CSR engagement is
framed with argumentative motivations. Beyond thematic and argumentative
patterns, which relate to content, examining the dominant patterns uncovered
recurring textual and linguistic features specific to CSR promotion.
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4. Findings

In the following subsections, we present and discuss our findings in the light of
important concepts from strategic and sustainability communication to show
in which ways the analysed companies adopt similar practices and thus follow
global trends and to what degree they tailor their communication of sustain-
ability to the local context so that it better resonates with a targeted audience.

41 Thematic strands in the companies’ CSR communication

The first research question posed in this study sought to determine what topics
and practices feature prominently in the CSR sections of the selected energy
companies. Overall, social CSR emerged as a dominant theme across almost
all the examined companies’ websites. Notably, the analysed companies in the
United States, the Russian Federation, and Poland devote considerably more
attention in their sustainability communication to social initiatives compared
to environmental and economic issues. In contrast, OMV, the Austrian oil and
gas company, devotes more attention to environmental matters, with social is-
sues ranking second.

Nevertheless, as most of the analysed sections are dedicated to reporting
social practices, the companies primarily focus on their responsibility towards
society, thus conceptualising CSR as a form of social engagement. Specif-
ically, all companies highlight education, workplace safety, and healthcare
initiatives. For example, health-related efforts include disease prevention and
health improvement incentive programmes for employees, initiatives combat-
ing various infectious diseases in local communities, funding the construction
of healthcare facilities, and medical equipment donations. Education-related
initiatives encompass, for instance, support for STEM programmes, partner-
ships with universities, and the construction of schools in the communities
where these companies operate. Employee safety, training programmes,
and professional development opportunities also play an important role in
companies’ CSR activities.

While there are overarching themes in the CSR activities of these compa-
nies, regional cultural differences also influence the specific activities they un-
dertake. Corporate charity is one of the major localised social CSR initiatives
disclosed by Russian and Polish companies. These practices often include the
protection of national heritage, support for folk crafts, local religious institu-
tions, theatres, and museums. Corporate sponsorships are also prominent, en-
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compassing support for local athletes and national teams. In addition, CSR
initiatives are tailored to address the needs of local communities, especially
where major production plants are located, such as Plock in Poland and Nizhny
Novgorod in Russia. These CSR practices are also often oriented towards em-
ployees as primary stakeholders, including initiatives related to housing and
infrastructure. This orientation connects to practices established during com-
munist times; for example, during the Soviet period, state-owned enterprises
provided social services and supported infrastructure in their local communi-
ties (Henry et al., 2016; Settles et al., 2009). These expectations have persisted
even after privatisation and continue to influence the relationships between
state and business companies today (Henry et al., 2016, p. 1341). Moreover, both
in the analysed Polish and Russian sustainability communication, there is a
strong orientation to the national market, even when companies have opera-
tional locations abroad, and a notable patriotic framing of their CSR activities:

SiBnagcb nuaepom HedTerasoBon npombiwneHHocTn Poccuiickon Pepepa-
UMM U OAHON W3 KpYMHEWLIMX KOMAAHWUA MUPOBOrO TOMAUBHO-3HEpreTU-
yeckoro komnnekca, «PocHedTb» CTpeMUTCA AOCTMYUDL HE TO/IbKO BbICOKUX
NpOU3BOACTBEHHbIX U PUHAHCOBLIX MOKasarTenei, HO U BHECTU BKAaj
B pasBUTUE U MPOLBETAHUE CTPaHbl, B yAy4lleHNEe KauecTBa U YC/I0BUIA
)KM3HU ee rpaXKAaH.

(Rosneft, YcToituneoe passutue)

As the leader of the oil and gas industry of the Russian Federation and one of the
largest companies of the world’s fuel and energy network, Rosneft aims not only to
achieve high production and financial indicators but also to contribute to the de-
velopment and prosperity of the country, to improve the quality and living con-
ditions of its citizens.

(Rosneft, Sustainable development, emphasis added)

Sport w naszej strategii sponsoringowej odgrywa wazng role. Z jednej
strony, jako najwieksza polska firma, czujemy sie¢ odpowiedzialni za
wspieranie dyscyplin i reprezentacji narodowych, ktore pozytywnie odd-
ziatujg na miliony Polakéw, z drugiej mamy Swiadomos¢ jak potrzebne jest
promowanie sportu amatorskiego oraz zdrowego i aktywnego stylu zycia.
(Orlen, Sponsoring sportowy)

Sport plays an important role in our sponsorship strategy. On the one hand, as the
largest Polish company, we feel responsible for supporting disciplines and na-
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tional teams that benefit millions of Poles, on the other hand, we are aware of the
need to promote amateur sports and a healthy and active lifestyle.
(Orlen, Sports sponsorship, emphasis added)

Thus, the CSR initiatives of the analysed Russian and Polish energy companies
demonstrate their focus on societal welfare and illustrate how their historical
and cultural contexts influence the specific ways in which they implement CSR.

In contrast to their Russian and Polish counterparts, the companies from
the United States and Austria in our sample emphasise diversity and inclusion
within their social CSR practices. They address various dimensions of diver-
sity, including gender, sexual orientation, race, and ethnicity, and target mul-
tiple stakeholders with specific initiatives. These initiatives include the formu-
lation of companies’ diversity and inclusion action plans, diversity training for
employees to foster an understanding of how inclusion and diversity are inte-
grated into corporate culture, the establishment of diversity councils, and the
enforcement of non-discriminatory policies. Additionally, these companies of-
ten highlight efforts to promote diversity within their supply chains by includ-
ing, for example, minority-owned businesses, women-owned businesses, and
LGBTQ+-owned businesses. Furthermore, they express a commitment to en-
suring the representation of women, minorities, and people with international
experience in their workforce, particularly in leadership roles.

The analysed U.S. and Austrian companies also demonstrate a greater
focus on human rights within their social CSR activities. Their communi-
cation of sustainability mentions respecting the human rights of employees
and community members in their areas of operation. This includes non-
discrimination, freedom of association, the right to collective bargaining,
and the avoidance of forced or child labour. Additionally, they tend to disclose
the adoption of corporate human rights policies to manage potential human
rights violations as well as organise human rights awareness training for their
employees. One possible explanation for this is that, in both the United States
and Austria, there is a strong cultural emphasis on individual rights, equality,
and social justice (e.g., Schwartz, 2006; see also Inglehart & Welzel, 2005).
Current public discourses in these countries heavily focus on diversity, social
inclusion and equality, LGBTQ+ rights, and non-discrimination, prompting
companies to align with these values.? It is important to note that this focus

3 Non-profit organisations and political institutions, such as the EU Commission's
LGBTIQ Equality Strategy 2020-2025 and the U.S. Office of Personnel Management's
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on diversity, inclusion, and human rights is not present in the CSR disclosures
of the analysed Russian and Polish companies. This absence aligns with the
socio-political context in these countries. For example, in 2013, Russia enacted
a law banning ‘propaganda of non-traditional sexual relationships’ among
minors, which effectively curtails the public promotion of LGBTQ+ rights
(Ugolino, 2013). Similarly, in Poland, several municipalities have declared
themselves as ‘LGBT-free zones’, symbolically reflecting broader societal and
political resistance to LGBTQ+ rights (Korolczuk, 2020). Consequently, the
analysed companies in these countries localise their CSR strategies to align
with conservative cultural attitudes and societal values, avoiding topics that
conflict with the prevailing political agenda.

Another important topic in the sustainability communication of the anal-
ysed sample is environmental performance. Environmental concerns consis-
tently rank second in terms of prominence. However, the notable exception is
the sustainability section of the Austrian company OMV, where environmental
considerations take precedence. As Keinert-Kisin (2015, p. 138) suggests, en-
vironmental preservation has become increasingly significant in Austria, in-
fluenced by current local and global discourses on sustainability. This evolving
societal awareness likely leads to heightened stakeholder scrutiny of OMV’s en-
vironmental practices and communication strategies. To maintain legitimacy
and social licence to operate, OMV may prioritise environmental issues in its
CSR disclosures, reflecting the importance placed on this aspect by the pub-
lic. Nevertheless, all the analysed companies address a similar range of en-
vironmental concerns, including water and waste management, biodiversity
preservation, oil spill prevention, and flaring reduction. This focus on opera-
tional impacts suggests a reactive approach to environmental responsibility,
with companies concentrating on mitigating the negative environmental con-
sequences of their activities (see Du & Vieira, 2012).

However, there are also some culture-specific differences in the companies’
disclosures of their environmental activities. U.S. companies and the Austrian

DEl initiatives, no longer supported by the Trump administration and formerly also
presented online (LGBTIQ Equality Strategy: https://commission.europa.eu/strategy
-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/les
bian-gay-bi-trans-and-intersex-equality/lgbtig-equality-strategy-2020-2025_en; DEI
initiatives: https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/diversity-equity-inclusion-an
d-accessibility/), actively promote this agenda, which may have broader implications
for other stakeholders, including commercial organisations.
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company explicitly and frequently mention climate change in their CSR com-
munication. This is often done within the framework of policy implications, fi-
nancial repercussions, and references to proactive engagement in political di-
alogues and debates. Occasionally the companies also mention some concrete
measures that they take to reduce emissions such as ExxonMobil as shown in
the following excerpt:

ExxonMobil works to meet the world’s growing demand for energy while
reducing environmental impacts and the risks of climate change. To miti-
gate greenhouse gas emissions from our operations, ExxonMobil focuses
on increasing energy efficiency and reducing flaring, venting and other
emissions. We deploy proven technologies, such as cogeneration and car-
bon capture and storage, and we conduct and support research to develop
breakthrough, lower-emission technologies.

(ExxonMobil, Managing Climate Change Risks, emphasis added)

It is also important to note that in the analysed Russian CSR communication,
climate change issues are also mentioned, however, the companies remain
deliberately unspecific about this topic as illustrated in this statement from
Lukoil:

JNIYKOWM/1 npusHaeT BaXKHOCTb MEPONPUATHIA MO NPeOTBPALLEHNIO [110-
6anbHOro M3MeHeHUs KAuMmarta, noajepxusaer yyactme Poccum B mo-
6abHbIX YCUNUSAX MO COKPALLEHWIO BbIGPOCOB MapHUKOBBIX rasos. [...]
KoMnaHusa npMHMMaeT akTUBHOE yyacTue B 06Cy)KAeHUM U peanusauum
MeponpuATUi B YaCTU BOMPOCOB peryiupoBaHUs BbIGPOCOB MapHUKO-
BbIX ra3soB, 3anlaHupoBaHHbIX PacnopsixeHuem [paButenbctBa PO ot
02.04.2014 N°504-p, a TakXe ynpaBieHYeckne pelieHns no pasBuTmio Kop-
MOpaTUBHOM CUCTEMbI yueTa 1 yNpaBaeHns BbiBpocamm NapHUKOBbIX ra30B.
(Lukoil, PerynnposaHue BbIGpOCOB NapHUKOBbIX ra3oB)

LUKOIL recognises the importance of measures to prevent global climate
change and supports Russia’s participation in global efforts to reduce green-
house gas emissions. [...] The company takes an active part in the discussion
and implementation of activities related to the regulation of greenhouse gas
emissions planned by Order of the Government of the Russian Federation dated
April 2, 2014 No. 504-r, as well as management decisions on the development of a
corporate system for accounting and managing greenhouse gas emissions.

(Lukoil, Regulation of greenhouse gas emmissions, emphasis added)
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The emphasis on climate change and environmental protection appears to
be linked to a divergence in values increasingly separating Western countries
from non-Western ones as shown by Jackson & Medvedev (2024) and Haerpfer
et al. (2022a). Particularly relevant in this context are the global differences
in self-expression values that “give high priority to environmental protection,
tolerance of diversity and rising demands for participation in decision-mak-
ing in economic and political life” (Inglehart, 2018, p. 37). According to the
Inglehart-Welzel World Cultural Map (World Values Survey, 2023), the United
States and Austria place a strong emphasis on self-expression values, whereas
Russia and Poland show a weaker alignment with these values. Specifically,
regarding environmental protection, the majority of Americans and Austrians
surveyed for the study believe that “protecting the environment should be
given priority, even if it causes slower economic growth and some loss of jobs”
(Haerpfer et al., 2022b). In contrast, only 39.2% of Poles and 40.2% of Russians
support this view (see also Cichocki et al., 2024). Furthermore, Javeline et al.
(2024, p. 12) conclude, based on their research, that climate change appears
to be a less pressing issue for Russian society, with little urgency placed on it
by the public or the government. Their findings suggest that Russia’s heavy
dependence on fossil fuels and its perception of international climate policy as
a Western-imposed agenda (Tynkkynen, 2019, p. 54) contribute significantly
to this viewpoint. Similarly, studies by Marcinkiewicz and Tosun (2015) in-
dicate that Poland exhibits a lower level of public concern regarding climate
change. For example, the Eurobarometer survey on climate change (European
Commission, 2019) reveals that only 45% of Poles regard it as one of the world’s
most serious problems, compared to the EU average of 60% and 62% of Aus-
trians. Consequently, there seems to be less scrutiny from stakeholders and
lower societal expectations regarding these issues, making climate change
and environmental protection of lower importance in Russia and Poland’s oil
and gas sectors and, thus, also for the analysed companies in their web-based
sustainability communication.

While environmental issues may not be a top priority in public discourse
or government policy in Russia and Poland, as discussed earlier, the analysis
of the sustainability communication of the selected Russian and Polish energy
companies reveals a distinct approach to environmental awareness and edu-
cation. These companies employ various educational tools, such as lectures,
lessons, and dedicated environmental journals. These resources aim to foster
environmental awareness and promote responsible practices among employ-
ees and community members. In addition, these companies actively engage
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in organising environmental activities such as tree planting campaigns and
‘subbotniki’ (i.e., unpaid community service events typically held on weekends)
that are rooted in the Soviet tradition and emphasise collective effort and re-
sponsibility.

The analysis further reveals that other significant issues addressed by all
the selected energy companies pertain to legal matters, governance-related ac-
tivities, and business ethics. However, notable differences emerge in the com-
panies’ framing and presentation of their commitment to these areas. In the
cases of the analysed Russian, Austrian, and Polish companies, there is a clear
and explicit focus on the issue of corruption. These companies outline concrete
anti-corruption measures and guidelines for employees, executives, and con-
tractors. Such measures often include awareness-raising programmes and the
establishment of whistle-blower mechanisms to report unethical behaviour.
The emphasis on anti-corruption measures seems to reflect stronger stake-
holder attention to ethical business conduct within those countries. In con-
trast, the examined U.S. companies tend to label unethical practices as corrup-
tion primarily when such incidents occur outside the United States. Within the
domestic context, the term ‘corruption’ is generally avoided in favour of terms
like ‘transparency’. Consequently, the focus shifts to establishing governance
structures, formulating lobbying policies, and engaging in public policy dis-
course. This includes, for example, activities related to climate change, trade
agreements, and free market competition. This focus suggests prioritising in-
fluencing or supporting policy frameworks that are conducive to their business
interests.

Finally, it is important to note that text segments exclusively focusing on
economic issues are infrequent in the data. The only instances where economic
performance is explicitly addressed appear in the Russian data, where com-
panies discuss their development and implementation of advanced technolo-
gies to achieve technological superiority. This finding suggests a conceptual-
isation of sustainability that transcends a purely shareholder-value oriented
approach. However, as the argumentative analysis in the subsequent section
will demonstrate, the shareholder-value orientation remains a significant con-
cern. Although not overtly presented, it is intricately intertwined with social
and environmental issues, framed as instrumental to economic success.
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4.2 Argumentative patterns in the analysed CSR disclosures

The second stage of the data analysis concentrated on examining text segments
characterised by co-occurring codes. These code-co-occurrences reveal argu-
mentative patterns that elucidate the rationale behind the linkage of two CSR
issues. Most frequently, environmental and economic issues are connected,
with the combination of social and economic issues ranking second across all
companies examined. Notably, the analysed U.S. and Austrian companies dis-
play a particularly strong tendency to connect environmental and economic
issues within their CSR communication. More specifically, the following argu-
mentative pattern is discernible: Climate change is addressed primarily due
to its financial implications for the company. This entails that environmental
actions are evaluated in terms of cost-effectiveness, and shareholders and in-
vestors are explicitly addressed as key stakeholders in the context of environ-
mental action, as in this example from Chevron:

At Chevron, we believe that managing climate change risks is an important
element of our strategic focus to return value to stockholders. [..] Chevron
shares the concerns of governments and the public about climate change
and believes that encouraging practical, cost-effective actions to address
climate change risks while promoting economic growth is the right thing
to do.

(Chevron, Climate change, emphasis added)

Furthermore, as can be seen in the example taken from ConocoPhillips provided
below, there is a pronounced orientation towards peers and competitive pres-
sures:

We recognize that our GHG [i.e., Greenhouse Gas Protocol*] intensity will
be compared against peers, so we track this as a competitive risk at the
corporate level. Investors, the financial sector and other stakeholders com-
pare companies based on climate-related performance, and GHG intensity
is a key indicator. For this reason, our GHG intensity target aligns with the
long-term time horizon to ensure we manage the risk appropriately. It also
demonstrates our goal to be a leader in managing climate-related risk.
(ConocoPhillips, Short, Medium and Long Term Risks, emphasis added)

4 GHG refers to a corporate accounting and reporting standard, see https://ghgprotocol
.org/corporate-standard (retrieved October 11, 2024).
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In this context, environmental engagement is predominantly framed as a
strategic endeavour aimed at enhancing shareholder value and ensuring busi-
ness success. This framing underscores that environmental sustainability is
pursued not merely as an ethical imperative but as a critical component of
financial performance and competitive advantage.

All the companies examined in this study also displayed a similar argumen-
tative pattern when linking social and economic issues within their CSR com-
munication. This pattern centred around the concept of employee investment,
highlighting how investing in the well-being and development of employees is
directly connected to the company’s overall success, as illustrated using exam-
ples from Chevron and Rosnefi:

At Chevron, we rely on the power of human energy to help us find newer,
smarter, ever cleaner ways to power the world. At the same time, we invest
in people to strengthen organizational capacity and develop a talented
global workforce that gets results the right way.

(Chevron, People, emphasis added)

MpodeccnoHanbHbIN, BbICOKOKBAIUPULMPOBAHHBIA MepCcoOHaNn, MOTU-
BMUPOBaHHbI Ha 3¢ PEeKTUBHYIO paboTy — OAUH U3 LLEEeHHEALUX aKTUBOB
«PocHedTH» M 3anor ee Gyayuwero paseutua. PocHedTb npepoctanset
CBOMM COTpYAHUKAM paBHble BO3MOXHOCTU ANS MOCTOSSHHOTO COBepLUEeH-
CTBOBAHUS UX CMOCOBHOCTEN 1 HABbIKOB.

(Rosneft, MepcoHan)

Professional, highly qualified staff motivated to work effectively is one of
Rosneft’s most valuable assets and a prerequisite for its future development.
Rosneft provides its employees with equal opportunities to continuously improve
their abilities and skills.

(Rosneft, Personnel, emphasis added)

Building on the previous discussion of similarities, it is also important to
recognise that cultural differences play a significant role in how companies
from different regions integrate social and economic issues in their sustain-
ability communication. The analysed U.S. companies emphasise their local
communities, highlighting that their community engagement aims to benefit
both the community and the company’s economic success. This approach
includes local hiring, safeguarding assets, such as through cybersecurity mea-
sures, and protecting their workforce, highlighting their commitment to a
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safe and secure work environment. Furthermore, there is a focus on adopting
an employee perspective that prioritises individual career development and
fosters long-term employment. In contrast, the selected Russian and Polish
companies concentrate on staff training and educational programmes, as well
as on providing social benefits like housing mortgages and parental leaves.
The rationale behind this strategy is to maximise the returns on investment in
their workforce and attract the most qualified candidates.

The analysis reveals that social and environmental initiatives in all com-
panies studied are primarily driven by their perceived economic benefits.
This consistent focus on economic gain that subordinates social and environ-
mental goals to economic success aligns with the economic rationality model
of the Triple Bottom Line, as proposed by Wexler (2009). According to this
model, companies approach CSR activities primarily from the perspective of
economic advantage (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: The “economic rationality” model of the triple bottom line
according to Wexler (2009, p. 69)

Profits

People Planet
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This focus on economic advantage, observed across all the companies con-
sidered, is further evident in statements combining all three Triple Bottom
Line elements. These often take the form of general statements introducing
the companies’ CSR sections. Typically, they address the company’s commit-
ment to integrating all three aspects of CSR in an unspecific manner, allowing
them to appeal to a broad range of stakeholders while retaining flexibility to
adjust their strategies as needed. This communicative strategy is commonly
found in the analysed CSR sections of the selected Austrian, Polish, and Rus-
sian companies, and less frequently in U.S. companies. The selected examples
from Chevron, Orlen, and OMV illustrate the generic and non-specific nature of
these statements:

It is a cornerstone of our corporate values of high performance, integrity,
trust, partnership, and protecting people and the environment.
(Chevron, Diversity and Inclusion Policy)

W prowadzonych dziataniach dbamy o swoich pracownikéw, konsumentéw,
partneréw biznesowych, lokalne spotecznosci oraz srodowisko naturalne.
Troszczymy sie o to, by nasz sukces budowany codzienng pracg powstawat w
sposéb etyczny i odpowiedzialny wobec naszych interesariuszy i otoczenia,
na ktére wptywamy prowadzgc swojg dziatalnosé.

(Orlen, Odpowiedzialny biznes)

In our activities, we care for our employees, consumers, business partners, local com-
munities and the environment. We make sure that our success, built on everyday
work, is achieved in an ethical and responsible manner towards our stakeholders
and the environment we impact through our activities.

(Orlen, Responsible business)

Wir tragen zu einer nachhaltigen Gestaltung der Energiezukunft bei. Wir
fithren unsere Geschéfte verantwortungsvoll, schonen die Umwelt und sind
Arbeitgeberin erster Wahl.

(OMV)

We contribute to a sustainable design of the energy future. We conduct our business
responsibly, protect the environment and are an employer of choice.
(OMV)
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The communicative strategy illustrated in these examples is known as ‘strate-
gic ambiguity’, a form of textual vagueness which leaves much space for
interpretations by not being overly specific. The concept of strategic ambi-
guity, introduced to communication studies by Eisenberg (1984), refers to
“instances where individuals use ambiguity purposefully to accomplish their
goals” (p. 230). This communicative strategy allows companies to address a
diverse range of stakeholders and, by leaving room for interpretation, the
message can resonate with different stakeholders’ perspectives, even those
that might be potentially conflicting (Scandelius & Cohen, 2016). Wexler (2009)
further underscores the advantages of strategic ambiguity in mission state-
ments and similar strategic communication texts and argues that strategic
ambiguity “is like a form of writing on sand. It suggests that the issues at hand
are open for discussion and may be revised. It invites dialogue and enhances
the use of discretion” (p. 65). This flexibility enables companies to adapt to
changing circumstances while avoiding strict accountability (Eisenberg, 1984,
1998; Scandelius & Cohen, 2016). In the analysed data, strategic ambiguity is
often employed when companies combine CSR priorities or issues that are
difficult to reconcile and that conflict with the nature of their operations.

Shifting focus from strategic ambiguity and the economic rationality
model of the Triple Bottom Line, the analysis also uncovers culture-specific
patterns regarding how the areas of CSR engagement are combined. These
patterns, however, are on a more granular level. One of these patterns high-
lights the company’s responsibility and commitment to providing affordable
energy. This occurs in the disclosures of the selected U.S. and Austrian firms
that frame this task as a duty or obligation, indicating that their environmen-
tal activities are often subordinated to socio-economic considerations. This
subordination is justified as being for the benefit of their customers, who are
the primary stakeholder group targeted in this context, as illustrated in the
following examples taken from Chevron, ConocoPhillips and OMV:

Affordable energy is a catalyst for economic growth and prosperity. Our
company’s values drive us to provide that energy responsibly while protect-
ing the environment and working with our partners to strengthen commu-
nities.

(Chevron, Corporate responsibility Overview, emphasis added)
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We recognise how important it is to deliver reliable and affordable energy
to the world and know that we also have to do so in a sustainable way.
(ConocoPhillips, Sustainability Overview, emphasis added)

Der ansteigende Energiebedarf und der zunehmende Klimawandel stellen
die Energiewirtschaft vor grofe Herausforderungen. Es gilt die Ausgewo-
genheit von KlimaschutzmafRnahmen, leistbarer Energie und Versor-
gungssicherheit zu finden.

(OMV, Nachhaltigkeitsstrategie)

The increasing energy demand and increasing climate change pose major challenges
for the energy industry. It is important to find the balance between climate pro-
tection measures, affordable energy and security of supply.

(OMV, Sustainability strategy, emphasis added)

Another pattern of similarity observed at a more granular level concerns the
analysed Austrian and Russian companies. They frame their effort to reconcile
the sometimes-conflicting issues of social, environmental, and economic con-
siderations within their business operations as striving for balance. The con-
cept of strategic ambiguity offers an alternative account of this framing, which
isillustrated using the example of Lukoil, and also included in the example from
OMV reproduced above:

B cBoenn gesrenbHoctn KomnaHus pyKOBOACTBYETCS MPUHLMMAMU YCTOW-
YMBOrO pasBUTUS W CTapaeTcs AOCTUYb PaBHOBECUS MeXAy COLUanbHO-
3KOHOMMUYECKUM U NPUPOAHO-IKOOTUUECKUM PasBUTHEM.

(Lukoil, YcToitumeoe pazsutue)

In its activities, the company is guided by the principles of sustainable develop-
ment and tries to achieve a balance between socio-economic and environmental
development.

(Lukoil, Sustainable development, emphasis added)

All the analysed companies also claim that they aim to achieve leadership in
their CSR activities. However, they tend to stay strategically vague (i.e., use
strategic ambiguity) and do not necessarily define or commit themselves to
specific measures. This approach allows the companies to project an image of
proactive engagement in CSR while retaining flexibility and avoiding binding
commitments to particular strategies or outcomes. The examples from Exxon-
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Mobil and Rosneft show how the selected wording strategically limits the com-
mitment:

Access to reliable and affordable energy is essential to economic growth
and improved standards of living. We strive to demonstrate leadership in
environmental management. ExxonMobil recognises the environmental
risks associated with our industry and evaluates potential and actual risks
at each stage of a project to mitigate environmental impacts. ExxonMobil
complies with applicable environmental laws and regulations, and applies
reasonable standards where they do not exist.

(ExxonMobil, Environmental Management, emphasis added)

CTpeMschb K JOCTUXKEHUIO InAepcTBa B cpepe 3konornueckoit 6esonacHo-
CTU cpeAn HedTerasoBbiX KOMNaHUi, PocHedTb He OCTaHABAVBaeTCs Ha A0-
CTUTHYTbIX pe3ynbTaTax, NPoAO/MKAET Pa3BUTUE KOPNOPATUBHbIX MPOrpamm,
HanpaBAeHHbIX HA CHUXKEHWE HEraTUBHOIO BO3AENCTBUS HA OKPYXAIOLLYHO
cpeldy, OpraHu3yeT U yyacTByeT B A06POBOMbHbIX 3KONOTMUECKUX aKLUAX,
NOAYEPKUBAIOLLUX €€ NPSIMYI0 3aMHTEPECOBAHHOCTb U HECTaHAAPTHbIE NOA-
XOAbl K YNYULIEHUIO IKONOTMUYECKON 06CTAHOBKM B PErMOHaX AesTesbHOCTH
1 B MUpE B LLEJIOM.

(Rosneft, OxpaHa okpyxatoleit cpesbl)

In an effort to achieve leadership in the field of environmental safety among
oil and gas companies, Rosneft does not rest on its achieved results, continues
to develop corporate programmes aimed at reducing the negative impact on the
environment, organises and participates in voluntary environmental actions, em-
phasising its direct interest and non-standard approaches to the improvement of
environmental situation in the regions of activity and in the world as a whole.
(Rosneft, Environmental protection, emphasis added)

It is important to point out that these broad and rather undetermined claims,
so far analysed in terms of strategic ambiguity, can also be viewed as a
greenwashing strategy (e.g., Greer & Bruno, 1996, TerraChoice’ Sins of green-
washing®). This, however, also depends on how greenwashing is understood.
Some authors define greenwashing as intentional deceit, for example, as
“the dissemination of false or deceptive information regarding an organi-
sation's environmental strategies, goals, motivations, and actions” (Nemes
et al. 2022, p.5). Similarly, Seele and Gatti (2017) argue that greenwashing

5 Retrieved June 23, 2024, from https://www.ul.com/insights/sins-greenwashing
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occurs when “an organisation intentionally communicates false or misleading
green claims” (p. 245), emphasising the importance of external accusation in
identifying greenwashing. On the other hand, strategic ambiguity can also
shield organisations from accusations of greenwashing by showing a broad
commitment to sustainability goals without being pinned down to specific
actions that may be more easily criticised.

In addition, all analysed companies tend to highlight the external valida-
tion they receive for their environmental CSR activities. Only in the analysed
U.S. companies’ communication of sustainability, external recognition is
also frequently mentioned with respect to their social CSR activities. This
discursive pattern of impression management via recognition by external
authorities helps companies enhance their credibility and enables them to
avoid self-praise as illustrated in the following examples from OMV, Lukoil and
ConocoPhillips:

Die OMV wurde im Jahr 2019 mit CDP ,Leadership A-“ ausgezeichnet und
zahlt somit unter alle Sektoren Gsterreichweit zu den Top fiinf Unterneh-
men, die einen CDP Leadership Score von A/A- erreicht haben. Damit gehort
die OMV zu den fithrenden Unternehmen in der globalen Ol- und Gasbran-
che und demonstriert seine hohe Transparenz in Bezug auf konkrete Ziele
und KlimaschutzmafRnahmen zur Reduktion von Treibhausgasemissionen
als auch externe Verifizierung.

(OMV, Klimaschutz)

OMV was awarded CDP “Leadership A-" in 2019 and is therefore one of the
top five companies in all sectors in Austria that have achieved a CDP Leadership
Score of A/A-. This makes OMV one of the leading companies in the global oil
and gas industry and demonstrates its high level of transparency with regard to
concrete goals and climate protection measures to reduce greenhouse gas emissions
as well as external verification.

(OMV, Climate protection, emphasis added)

Yxe 6-oi roa noapss KomnaHus yyacTByeT B pelTUHIE OTKPLITOCTM Hed-
TerasoBbix KomnaHun Poccumn B chepe akonornyeckom OTBETCTBEHHOCTU.
Mo uTtoram gesTtensHocTn 3a 2018 rog Mpynna «/TYKOW/1» yaepxuBaet
4-e MecTo cpeau 20-Tu HedTerasoBbix KoMnaHuii. KomnaHua otmeueHa
AUMIOMOM «3a JOCTMXKEHUA B o6nacTu npo3pauHocTu. CreneHb NoTeH-
LMANbHOTO BO34EWCTBMS HAa OKPYXAILWY Cpejy YYaCTHUKOB penTuHra
oueHMBalOT BcemupHbii doHa amkoin npupoasl (WWF) Poccumn n aHanm-
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Tuyeckasa rpynna KPEOH. dkonoruyeckas s¢pdektuBHOCTb komnanun TIK
OLLeHUBAETCA MO psajy rnokasaTesne, TakmMx, Kak KauyecTBO 3KO0MMYeCcKoro
MeEHEeIXXMEHTA, CTENEHb BO3AEMCTBUS Ha OKPYXXatoLLyto Cpefy U packpbiTue
MHbopmaLnu.

(Lukoil, 1o6poBO/bHbIE MHULUATUBI)

Forthe 6" yearin a row, the Company has participated in the rating of transparency
of Russian oil and gas companies in the field of environmental responsibility. Based
on the results of activities for 2018, the LUKOIL Group maintains 4" place
among 20 oil and gas companies. The company was awarded a diploma “For
achievements in the field of transparency. The degree of potential impact on
the environment of the rating participants is assessed by the World Wildlife Fund
(WWEF) Russia and the analytical group CREON. The environmental performance
of fuel and energy companies is assessed based on a number of indicators, such as
the quality of environmental management, the degree of environmental impact,
and information disclosure.

(Lukoil, Voluntary initiatives, emphasis added)

The Human Rights Campaign’s 2018 Corporate Equality Index recog-
nised us for our commitment to lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
equality in the workplace. In 2018, we also were named as a Best Employer
for Diversity by Forbes and listed as one of the Top 25 Companies for Di-
versity by the Texas Diversity Council. While we have been recognised for
our inclusion efforts, we know that it takes ongoing commitment to make
sustainable progress. So, we continue to provide training, build awareness
and reinforce accountability at all levels of the organization and focus on
behaviours and processes that build an environment where everyone has
the opportunity to succeed.

(ConocoPhillips, Diversity and Inclusion, emphasis added)

In summary, the analysis reveals that the social and environmental CSR ini-
tiatives of the examined companies are primarily driven by economic bene-
fits, aligning with the economic rationality model of the Triple Bottom Line.
The companies also communicate their CSR activities through broad, general
statements characterised by strategic ambiguity, which allows them to remain
flexible and adaptable, addressing diverse stakeholder perspectives without
necessarily committing to specific actions or targets.

It is worth reiterating at this point that although economic performance is
not explicitly addressed in the sustainability communication of most compa-
nies, a closer inspection of the argumentative patterns reveals that economic
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concerns remain an underlying theme. While not overtly emphasised, the
connection between economic performance and social and environmental
issues becomes evident and reinforces the idea that these dimensions are
often framed as instrumental to achieving long-term economic success. This
observation ties back to the earlier discussion in Section 4.2, where we noted
that, despite its absence in direct discourse, the shareholder-value orienta-
tion continues to subtly influence the overall sustainability communication
strategy.

5. Discussion

The analysis highlights a transnational convergence in how the studied compa-
nies approach CSR. This is evident in their alignment with the economic ratio-
nality model, as well as their use of strategic ambiguity. At the same time, local
differences remain visible at a more granular level—for instance, a stronger
emphasis on corporate philanthropy in the Russian and Polish companies and
a focus on diversity and inclusion in the U.S. companies, and to a lesser degree
also in Austria, when it comes to social CSR. These patterns can be understood
through various concepts and theoretical frameworks that explore the interac-
tion between global and local trends.

The concept of ‘glocalisation’ is particularly relevant here. In business, glo-
calisation refers to adapting global strategies to resonate with local needs—a
balance between global standardisation and local customisation (Roudometof,
2016, pp. 106—113). This idea, often described as a kind of “micro-marketing”
(Robertson, 1995, p. 29), acknowledges that while global companies may face
common expectations across markets, they must still account for local differ-
ences, such as preferences, income levels, and cultural values within regional or
national markets (Roudometof, 2016, p. 111). In our case, however, sustainabil-
ity practices do not originate from the headquarters of a multinational corpo-
ration and then adapt locally. Instead, we observe the seemingly independent
adaptation of sustainability concepts by various energy companies across dif-
ferent countries, suggesting a more complex interaction between global and
local elements.

Another useful framework is ‘translocality’ (Roudometof & Carpentier,
2022, pp. 335—328), which emphasises the active role of local communities
in shaping ideas or practices that are shared globally. It also underscores the
importance of digital media 2.0 and 3.0 in facilitating global interconnect-
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edness. Unlike glocalisation, which typically describes a top-down approach,
translocality focuses on the contributions and adaptations made by local
actors themselves. While translocality provides valuable insights into how
global ideas are adapted to local contexts, it is less effective in explaining the
emergence of similar forms of sustainability communication across diverse
countries and regions. This limitation arises because CSR and sustainabil-
ity are not fields rooted in grassroots movements but are instead driven by
institutional and corporate initiatives.

A broader understanding of glocalised practices in CSR might come from
what Roudometof and Carpentier (2022) refer to as the “world society perspec-
tive” (p. 328). This approach suggests that global trends often adapt themselves
naturally to local contexts. In CSR, this perspective is linked to ‘organisational
isomorphism, where similar practices spread globally as companies adopt
standardised approaches to be competitive and relevant (Roszkowska-Menkes
& Aluchna, 2018; see also Tang et al., 2015). Several factors drive this global
convergence. Drori et al. (2014, p. 93) identify three key drivers in their model:
standards from leading institutions, imitation of successful peers, and current
management trends.

As a result, the shared CSR approaches observed among these companies
reflect abroader global trend, one thatincludes local adjustments but is largely
shaped by universal pressures to align with recognised best practices, regu-
lative standards and norms and the like. The observed convergent discursive
patterns and practices—such as reliance on external validation for impression
management, orientation toward international standards and benchmarking
criteria, and generic aspirations for leadership—support this interpretation.

Taking into account the nature of the medium, corporate websites being
Web 1.0 applications transmitting messages following the one-to-many pat-
tern, and contextual factors such as the language in which sustainability mes-
sages are presented and perceived, we can better understand the observed lo-
calisation in the communication of sustainability. Limited international acces-
sibility of content in languages such as Polish, Russian, or even German likely
favours a more localised approach to sustainability communication. In these
cases, the absence of strong public pressure or benchmarking by international
audiences—due to the content being presented in the national language—re-
duces the incentive for companies to adopt more globalised messaging.

Conversely, providing content in English transforms corporate sustain-
ability communication into a global message, reaching audiences beyond
national borders. This explains the adoption of strategies of ‘delocalisatior?,
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such as the generic references to ‘communities where we operate’ which re-
flect a form of de-contextualised internationalisation. It also highlights how
Western or Global North trends—such as the focus on diversity and inclusion
within social CSR observed with the analysed U.S. companies—are promoted
and integrated into corporate narratives. These trends spread intrinsically
through the influence of global standards and best practices.

At the same time, local socio-political and legal frameworks significantly
shape sustainability communication. In the case of Russian firms, for instance,
these frameworks necessitate tailored practices and communication strategies
that align with local regulations and political environments, diverging from
Western best practices.

Ultimately, the analysed companies demonstrate varied approaches to nav-
igating this complex field, each adopting their own version of ‘glocalised’ cor-
porate social responsibility (CSR). These strategies balance global influences
with local demands, reflecting both the pressures of internationalisation and
the imperatives of localised adaptation.

6. Conclusions

This study explored the interplay of divergent and convergent trends in the
communication of sustainability on corporate websites, using a sample of na-
tional companies operating in distinct markets shaped by specific socioeco-
nomic, cultural, and legal framework conditions. By doing so, the study sheds
light on (g)localised strategic communication in an era of increasing global in-
terconnectedness.

The findings reveal a convergence in the conceptualisation of sustainabil-
ity, with all analysed companies framing their efforts as aligned with priori-
tising shareholder value. However, significant differences also emerge, indi-
cating that sustainability communication is adapted to local contexts, which
points to an East-West divide. Notably, the Austrian company included in the
study sometimes leans towards the identified Eastern patterns and, at other
times, aligns more closely with Western trends. These differences underscore
the glocal nature of sustainability communication, where global trends inter-
act with local specificities. Theoretically, the findings align with frameworks
such as (g)localisation, which emphasise the balance between global standard-
isation and local adaptation.
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Practically, the role of language in digital communication emerges as crit-
ical. English-language content transforms corporate sustainability messaging
into a globally accessible discourse, subject to international benchmarking
and scrutiny. In contrast, content presented in national languages—such as
on the corporate websites of the Polish or Russian companies included in the
study—reflects a more localised approach, often catering to specific socio-
political and cultural contexts.

The dual forces of globalisation and localisation are further mediated by the
strategic use of digital platforms. The one-to-many communication pattern
of corporate websites (Web 1.0) allows companies to project curated sustain-
ability narratives to diverse audiences. However, the lack of interactivity lim-
its the potential for deeper engagement, including intercultural engagement.
This limitation is particularly relevant for U.S. companies, which provide con-
tent in English and are thus more exposed to global scrutiny and engagement.
The choice of a distinctly transmissive digital platform safeguards commercial
organisations from their top-down sustainability communication being chal-
lenged or altered.

In conclusion, the study highlights that sustainability communication in
the digital age is not merely a replication of global best practices, but a dynamic
process shaped by the intersection of global trends, local demands, and the
unique affordances of digital media. This interplay not only fosters the spread
of global trends but also reveals the persistence of localised strategies driven by
regulatory and cultural imperatives. The result is a spectrum of glocalised CSR
practices, illustrating how companies navigate the complex terrain of digital
interculturality to align their messaging with both global expectations and lo-
cal realities.
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Digital interculturality
Understanding postdigital reality through
a new conceptual lens

Luisa Conti, Fergal Lenehan, Roman Lietz, and Milene Oliveira

Abstract This article develops the concept of ‘digital interculturality’ as a critical lens for
understanding postdigital societies. Against the backdrop of platformisation, algorith-
mic governance, and Al-drviven epistemic infrastructures, interculturality is reconcep-
tualised as a structurally mediated, dynamic, and ambivalent process, shaped by both
connectivity and exclusion. The authors write in line with arguments for a shift from es-
sentialist and interactionist models of cultural difference, which presume fixed, mono-
cultural identities, toward a view of identity as fluid and developing within a culturally
hybrid lifeworld. Interculturality is, thus, framed as the ubiquitous negotiation of uncer-
tainty and alterity in communicative environments where meaning is algorithmically
filtered, amplified, or silenced. In this context, digital interculturality emerges as a mul-
tilayered phenomenon embedded in the asymmetries of platform capitalism, epistemic
colonialism, and intersectional regimes of (in)visibility. Drawing on Critical (inter)cul-
tural Studies, Internet Studies, and Sociolinguistics, the article calls for infrastructural
literacy as a key competence for engaging with the communicative conditions of the post-
digital lifeworld, therefore part of intercultural competence. Digital interculturality, the
authors conclude, is not peripheral—it is constitutive of contemporary cultural produc-
tion and transformation.

Keywords Intercultural Communication; Digital Transformation; Platforms; Social
Media; Cultures
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1. Introduction

As Clifford Geertz (1973) argues, context is essential for interpreting commu-
nicative behaviour; indeed, meaning emerges through spatial and social cir-
cumstances (Watzlawick et al., 1967, p. 20), and any interpretation of language
use must account for the contextual variables shaping the communicative
act (Austin, 1962; Gumperz, 1982). The field of intercultural communication
is intricately connected to understanding these complex meaning-making
processes while acknowledging how different collectives resort to (partially)
divergent and contextually-bound resources. The need to understand not only
how cultures differ but also how cultures flow one into another, merge, and
develop (Bolten 2018, pp. 46—54) has remained central.

The ‘digital turn’ has massively radically reconfigured the landscape and
complexity of human communication, opening to more connections and
transformations, reshaping the conditions as well as the modalities of inter-
cultural meaning-making (Conti, 2024). This development means that the field
of intercultural communication needs to engage with this extended reality.
Thus, a return to heavily contextualised methodologies, such as Geertzian
“thick description”, can help scholars to trace, disentangle, and reflect upon
the contextual intricacies of what we term ‘digital interculturality’.

Postdigitality—understood as the entanglement of the digital with every
facet of life (Cramer, 2014)—further demands a theoretical reorientation. Con-
text in digital settings is no longer merely social or spatial but also infrastruc-
tural and algorithmic. While the acknowledgment of contextual layers consti-
tutes, in many ways, the very ethos of intercultural communication, postdig-
itality has brought about the necessity to incorporate further contextual lay-
ers (Jones et al., 2015, p. 9), beyond the representational: Rapidly changing life-
worlds now intertwine with a rapidly changing technological and media land-
scape. We argue here for a return to a consciously contextual orientation and
make suggestions for the rethinking of what, exactly, constitutes context.

The rise of digital platforms has increased the speed, reach, and intensity
of intercultural interactions. A proliferation of media sources, coupled with
algorithmic filtering and recommendation systems, now co-constructs what
users perceive and experience as reality. New, hybrid forms of participation
have emerged, often situated at the intersection of algorithmic governance,
platform affordances, and cultural practices. Traditional categories of iden-
tity have become more fluid and others—such as affinity-based affiliations
(Gee, 2007; see also Blommaert & Varis, 2015 on light communities)—have
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gained importance. Local communities have become more heterogeneous and
digitally interconnected, while disinformation, polarisation, and hate speech
are now powerful phenomena threatening social cohesion and democratic
discourse (Lenehan & Lietz, 2025).

This complexity, it is argued, calls for a theoretical framing of the inter-
net as a space of constant movement—between standardisation and anti-stan-
dardisation, centralisation and decentralisation, culturality and intercultural-
ity. These dynamics are not fixed binaries but appear as processual tensions,
waves of solidification and dissolution that inform digital life. Platforms have
become not just spaces of interaction, but agents of these transformations.
They incorporate economic and ideological logics, and increasingly exercise
agency in shaping communicative norms, social recognition, and cultural le-
gitimacy (Poell et al., 2019).

The paradox is striking: Local environments become more heterogeneous
and hybrid through lifewide learning in culturally diverse lifeworlds (Conti &
Lenehan, 2024), translocal publics often become more uniform—curated by al-
gorithmic similarity—while proximity loses its power to produce connection.
The line between individual and collective, between autonomy and normativ-
ity, between freedom and control is constantly redrawn.

In this chapter, we explore the conceptual field of what we have termed ‘dig-
ital interculturality’, provisionally described some years ago as the “hyper-in-
terculturality of the digital world with its potential for a myriad of new and di-
verse connections” (Lenehan, 2022b, p. 6). Drawing on the work of the ReDICo?
project, we refine this notion by approaching digital interculturality as a lay-
ered, dynamic, and ambivalent process—characterised by both expansive con-
nectivity and structural exclusions.

In short, we approach the contextual layers embedded in digital intercul-
turality, starting from a macro sociocultural perspective—with postdigitality,
platformisation and artificial intelligence (AI), and the digital divide, regarded
as moulding mechanisms influencing the formation of digital cultures. From
there, we trace how digital interculturality is experienced and negotiated in
situated practices, where shifting norms, representational politics, and infras-
tructural asymmetries intersect. Our aim is not to offer a fixed definition, but
to map a conceptual terrain in which digital interculturality can be critically
understood, as a site of potential, contradiction, and power.

1 ReDICo stands for Researching Digital Interculturality Co-operatively. The associated
website is http://www.redico.eu
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2. (Post)digitality

Digitalisation refers to the technical conversion of analogue signals into dig-
ital formats through a process known as ‘digitisation’. This process is founda-
tional, enabling the subsequent development of digital systems and infrastruc-
tures, such as information and communication technologies and the internet
of Things (Brennen & Kreiss, 2016, p. 556). Digitalisation, however, has always
gone beyond the mere technical conversion of analogue into digital data and
encompasses the broader integration of digital technologies into various so-
cietal domains, highlighting its transformative impact on culture, communi-
cation, and social structures (Conti et al., 2024). Digitalisation, thus, signifies
a shift towards a world where digital technologies are not just ‘tools’ but inte-
gral components of everyday life, fundamentally altering how society functions
and interacts. Processes of digitalisation are entangled deeply with lifeworlds
and now constitute the dominant cultural environment in which we operate
(Stalder, 2018).

In this context, the concept of “digital dualism” (Jurgenson, 2011, Introduc-
tion section), expressing the traditional separation of digital and physical ex-
periences, has been overcome as contemporary life is lived within a unified dig-
itality, an ultimate “onlife” (Floridi, 2015). The idea of being either online or of-
fline becomes thus “anachronistic” with “our always-on smart devices”, as the
postdigital becomes “hegemonic” and “entangled” with everydaylife, in a “com-
plex, messy and difficult to untangle way” (Berry, 2015, p. 50). In this vein, “the
dichotomies of off-line/on-line do not do justice to the diverse ways in which
the ‘real’ and virtual worlds are interpenetrated” (Warf, 2021, p. 1).

A theoretical discussion regarding the online/offline dichotomy has been
ongoing for more than 20 years and can be seen as having stabilised via the in-
troduction of the postdigital perspective, whereby the ‘post’ does not signify a
world without computers and the internet but the opposite in fact (Schmidt,
2021, p. 7). In this sense, the ‘post’ in postdigital denotes a continuation rather
than a rupture (Cramer, 2014, p. 13; for a sociolinguistic treatment of this is-
sue, see Bolander & Locher, 2020): postdigitality also encompasses questions of
materiality. The postdigital refers to how computation becomes “experiential,
spatial, and materialised in its implementation”, part of the “texture of life”,
materialising also “within the body” (Berry & Dieter, 2015, p. 3).

This materialisation is not limited to physical artefacts but includes the
ways in which technological infrastructures shape social practices, affective
relations, and embodied experiences. Recent theoretical discussions have built
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on this, framing the postdigital in terms of a critical understanding of technol-
ogy’s pervasion of the social Jandri¢ et al., 2018; Peters & Besley, 2019), not least
its re-ordering of the physical world (Levinson, 2019, p. 15), and a “rejection of
binaries” (Sinclair & Hayes, 2019, p. 130). The term postdigital is an attempt to
outline what is indeed ‘new’ regarding our relationship to the digital but also
highlights the ways that digital technologies are “embedded in, and entangled
with, existing social practices and economic and political systems” (Knox, 2019,
p. 358). Postdigitality means that human beings are entangled with a variety
of digital platforms which represent, online, a form of ‘cultural’ standardis-
ation and solidification, meaning that platforms themselves, and those who
own them, retain a large degree of power in relation to what happens in a dig-
ital context, and also in relation to how digitality has moulded lifeworlds.

The term ‘platform’ refers to digital infrastructures which have become the
dominant form of digital-informational architecture online and which look to
ease interactions between users. Platforms point to “a set of online digital ar-
rangements whose algorithms serve to organise and structure economic and
social activity” (Kenny & Zysman, 2016, The Key Technology section). This dom-
inating structure of today’s internet includes the communicative landscape of
both the web and mobile apps. Platforms encompass social media, app stores,
online market-places, payment services, gig economy apps, search engines,
communication services, streaming sites, Al sites, and many more. It is inter-
esting to note how YouTube first began describing itself as a “platform” in the
late 2000s and how the term gained currency from then on as the “discursive
positioning” of the word was “specific enough to mean something, and vague
enough to work across multiple venues for multiple audiences” (Gillespie, 2010,
p- 349).

Platforms “supply infrastructures that facilitate particular types of inter-
actions” but also “represent strategies for bounding networks and privatizing
and controlling infrastructures” (Cohen, 2017, p. 144). Thus, platforms repre-
sent the bordering of the internet, the creation of at times exclusive and ‘walled’
micro worlds, not necessarily connected with other platforms. While earlier
conceptualisations of the internet promoted its networked character, the con-
temporary internet—in terms of inclusions and exclusions, the organisation of
software, and the structures of text—should be seen as a (partly) disjointed and
haphazard “patchwork of platforms” (Lenehan, 2024, p. 244). Some parts of the
internet may indeed be interconnected, but this structure does not warrant the
term ‘network’ anymore, suggestive as this term is of a broader systematic and
interconnected structure.
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A patchwork of platforms suggests, instead, a collection of informational
silos which are internally interconnected but not open-ended, meaning that
a network exists within the reality of the platforms themselves, but is not ex-
tended to the internet as a whole. This is a change from earlier internet struc-
tures, which openly connected users embedded in various digital architectural
formsvia hyperlinks. Systematic-interconnection is now nolonger an aspect of
the wider internet, but increasingly confined to the closed ecosystems of domi-
nant platforms. While certain credentials—like a Google account—grant access
across multiple services, this form of interoperability signals not cultural open-
ness, but the solidification of infrastructural power. Interconnection is con-
ducted, rather, within platforms, on the platforms’ terms, and with platforms
acting as communicative moulding agents, not least of a type of standardis-
ation according to the prevailing norms of the platforms themselves. In this
context, the phenomenon of platformisation has been depicted as “the rise of
the platform as the dominant infrastructural and economic model of the social
web and its consequences” (Helmond, 2015, p. 1).

The increased algorithmic underpinning of online activity has become
evident (Kenny & Zysman, 2016), with internet communication of various
kinds now embedded in a moulding and structuring “algorithmic culture”
(Hallinan & Striphas, 2014, p. 119). However, it is important to note that the
platform metaphor may hide the power of platforms, not just in terms of
facilitating cultural, political, and socio-economic interaction but, in fact,
steering it (Nieborg & Poell, 2018, p. 4276)—and steering it towards a type of
almost global standardisation, a solidifying of emerging digital norms.

While the majority of the most influential platforms, such as Facebook,
Instagram, and YouTube, originate in the United States and ‘export’ via their
platform U.S.-centric norms, values, and communicational logics, a growing
global reach of Chinese platforms is also evident, the best example being of
course TikTok (We Are Social & Meltwater, 2025). This U.S.-Chinese digital
geopolitical dominance suggests two competing spheres of digital standard-
isation, but other platforms and ways of doing things on the internet also
exist, in a type of conscious anti-colonial, anti-standardisation approach to
the creation of both digital architecture, the algorithmic underpinning of the
internet, as well as Al (see, e.g., Franco, 2022, 2025). Despite their competition
for global influence, the U.S. and Chinese platforms share commonalities in
terms of the functionality of platform capitalism: Through engagement-driven
algorithms and the commodification of user data, platforms extract economic
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value, and disproportionately from the Global South® (Udupa & Dattatreyan,
2023).

In many cases, users in the so-called ‘Global South’' rely mainly on foreign-
owned platforms, for communication and information, reinforcing their de-
pendency on the technologies they design and control. Researchers from South
Africa (Gravett, 2020; Kwet, 2019) have labelled both the U.S. and Chinese ap-
proach to the internet in African countries as forms of “digital colonialism’.
Such platforms extract vast amounts of data from various global regions, gen-
erally without adequate legal protections or equitable returns, while centralis-
ing profits elsewhere. Thus, platforms and platformisation are central to con-
temporary phenomena inherent to economic globalisation, feeding into as-
pects of global geopolitics. While dominating the infrastructure of the inter-
net, postdigital driving forces mould increasingly the materiality of the life-
world.

One of the most discussed forms of systematic agency’ in the realm of on-
line action, contact, and interaction is of course AI. While an algorithm is a
“set of instructions—a preset, rigid, coded recipe that gets executed when it
encounters a trigger” (Ismail, 2018, Difference Between Al and Algorithms sec-
tion), Al is used to refer to a set of “algorithms that can modify its algorithms
and create new algorithms in response to learned inputs and data as opposed
to relying solely on the inputs it was designed to recognize as triggers” (Is-
mail, 2018, Difference Between Al and Algorithms section). This ability for al-
gorithmic modification, intertwined with human-linked inputs and data, is
what gives Al its ‘intelligence’. How artificial and machine intelligences are to
be viewed has been widely discussed.* Indeed perhaps the term ‘intelligence’
is here something of a misnomer and suggests that this form of systematic
agency retains a more independent type of agency than is actually the case. Al
is a form of systematic agency that acts in relation to certain goals and norms
(Barandiaran et al., 2009, p. 369), attributed ultimately to a collectivity of hu-
man agents involved directly in its authorship and development.

2 While the term ‘Global South’ is widely used to denote regions structurally disadvan-
taged within global economic and technological systems, its usage is not without cri-
tique. Scholars have pointed out that it risks homogenising diverse political, economic,
and cultural contexts, and can reproduce binary logics reminiscent of earlier colonial
geographies. For a critical overview, see Mahler (2017).

3 For a full discussion on the notion of agency in relation to postdigitality and platformi-
sation, see Lenehan (2024).

4 See, e.g., Brockmann (2019) for a theoretical overview.
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Al should be seen as a form of hybrid agency and an epistemological
resource, deeply intertwined with the actions, and authoring of human—and
diversely culturally embedded and multi-relational—agents. It can also be
viewed as a standardisation of certain forms of knowledge, as a kind of level-
ling-out, as the platforms and agents who dominate the internet also dominate
the production of knowledge which is at the centre of very many forms of ar-
tificial intelligence, via the vast learning schemes which essentially create
Al This also represents a centralisation of power—which perhaps often goes
unnoticed as it remains implicit, yet is deeply embedded in such processes. It
has been noted that collective artificial intelligences pose challenges connected
to “our interactions with them, given the degree of social influence collective
epistemic agents have, such as government agencies or corporations” (original
italics) and, as the capacities of collective artificial intelligences “vastly surpass
the resources of any individual, an intelligence jetlag is a major risk” (Mon-
temayor, 2023, p. 177). Thus, interactions with most forms of Al are marked by
vast differences in epistemic resources and, therefore, represent an inherent
imbalance in power relations.

While Al can, in principle, act as a levelling force—by lowering access
barriers to knowledge, offering real-time feedback, enabling automated
translation, or assisting in content production—its potential for epistemic
democratisation is unequally realised. Tools such as ChatGPT or other gen-
erative Al systems may indeed support users in writing, translating, coding,
or summarising complex information, thereby enhancing cognitive and per-
formative agency. However, the questions remain: what form of knowledge is
disseminated, who is in a position to use these tools, with what level of liter-
acy, and under what infrastructural and sociopolitical conditions? The digital
divide is far more than a matter of access to digital technologies—it encom-
passes layered inequalities that shape how, to what end, and with what impact
digital technologies, including Al, are used (van Dijk, 2020, pp. 3—4). These
asymmetries are not external to the epistemic architectures of the Al-infused
internet, they are constitutive of it. They represent a form of infrastructural
and institutional agency that configures who is able to participate meaning-
fully in these spaces, who remains peripheral, and who is rendered invisible.
Thus, even before encountering the centralising and standardising effects of
algorithmic logics inherent to the contemporary internet as a patchwork of
platforms, with its implicit inclusions and exclusions, a series of excluding
processes are already taking place in the material world, in the pre-use stage
of internet usage.
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3. (Post)digital cultures

Processes of digital centralisation and marginalisation do not unfold without
resistance or counter-dynamics (Duarte, 2017; Matthews, 2024). Alongside
their homogenising tendencies, platforms also generate spaces for decen-
tralisation, cultural negotiation, and more inclusive access to discursive,
expressive, and cultural participation. They simultaneously function as in-
frastructures of control and as arenas of participation, enabling inclusion,
cultural hybridisation, and even forms of resistance within and through their
own technical and normative architectures. For instance, translation tech-
nologies embedded in various platforms may work against linguistic exclusion
and support communication in contexts shaped by mobility and migration
(on language technologies and migration, see Yudytska & Androutsopoulos,
in this volume). Platforms also serve as sites where global and local influences
intersect, producing new, hybridised forms of cultural expression. Users in
translocal spaces re-appropriate tools and trends, localising global phenom-
ena or challenging dominant cultural narratives (on challenging narratives,
see Silva’s chapter, in this volume). For example, while platforms often impose
Western-centric norms of individualistic self-presentation or consumerism,
users adapt and reshape these norms to align with their own cultural contexts,
creating dynamic forms of communication and identity (on the postdigital
‘glocalisation’ of discourses, see Thielemann & Zlatoslava, in this volume).

A clear example of this is seen in relation to Indigenous creators on TikTok,
who use hashtags such as #NativeTikTok and #Indigenous to share content that
blends global trends with their specific cultural heritage. These creators par-
ticipate in viral challenges, such as dances or comedic sketches, while incorpo-
rating traditional regalia, language, or music, adapting global phenomena to
reflect their cultural roots. Simultaneously, they use the platform to address
issues such as colonial history, land rights, and cultural erasure, reclaiming
their identity and challenging dominant narratives. Such practices illustrate
how cultural heritage, in the postdigital age, is increasingly shaped by digi-
tal infrastructures and participatory logics. Rather than being passively pre-
served, it is actively re-authored, fragmented, and recombined through ev-
eryday media practices. Digital platforms thereby function as sites of cultural
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negotiation, supporting hybridisation, visibility, and resistance in algorithmi-
cally structured spaces.®

Platforms also mould and structure flows of online communication be-
tween agents with varieties of complex cultural embeddedness, and increased
platformisation has transformed the dynamics of communication on the
internet, “in a hybrid post-digital environment where digital and human
practices intermingle” (Davis, 2020, p. 84). In these quasi-universalised digital
spaces, content that fits the specific medial frameworks of platforms—such
as short videos, ephemeral stories, or algorithm-driven posts—can become
globally accessible, often transcending geopolitical borders. Platforms and
Al, as already discussed, are now integral to our postdigital lifeworld and
platforms and Al systems lean on, and lead to, processes of standardisation
and centralisation, which manifest themselves—outwardly at least—in shared
semantic layers, digital metaphors, and analogous features across platforms,
making them intuitive and easier to navigate.

As Bolten (2018, pp. 60—61) argues, standardisation emerges through a
dynamic interplay between coordination—the process by which elements
become increasingly aligned—and continuity—gradual, incremental change
over time. Standardisations are reproduced, disseminated, and potentially
passed down over time. Their intersubjective character provides the foun-
dation for routine practices, enabling the formation of orientation systems
that regulate the individual expectations and behaviours. In these transna-
tional spaces, therefore, platforms lead to the emergence of new cultures that
can be seen as specific formations of a broader culture of digitality (Stalder,
2018). Thus, the universal standardised presence of platforms contributes
significantly to the emergence of shared behavioural—in particular commu-
nicational—routines at a global scale. These routines are shaped by medial
frames—such as Instagram’s Stories, TikTok’s short-form videos, or WhatsApp
Status—which dictate not only how human actions and expressions are pre-
sented but also how they must be conceptualised and adapted (or formatted,
see Georgakopoulou, in this volume) to fit within platform-specific formats.

These frames structure communication in ways that are highly curated and
influenced by the platforms’ design, often emphasising brevity, immediacy,
and visually engaging content. The profit-oriented logic underpinning the al-
gorithms that manage these frames plays a critical role in shaping not only the

5 For a full discussion on the dynamic construction of cultural heritage in the postdigital
condition, see Conti (2025b).
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format of content presentation but also the content itself. The dominance of
engagement-driven algorithms compels users to prioritise content that aligns
with platform incentives, such as virality, emotional intensity, or relatability.
This dynamic often pressures content creators to tailor their messages to cap-
ture attention quickly, favouring sensational, hyper-aesthetic, or polarising el-
ements that maximise reactions, shares, and overall engagement (Arora et al.,
2022; Rogers, 2021; Roring, 2024). As a result, content creation is increasingly
led by algorithmic priorities rather than organic or context-specific consider-
ations. Thus, platforms exercise power not only through the circulation of con-
tent, but also in shaping the very forms of communication and expression that
are considered viable or valuable within their ecosystems.

While facilitating translocal connections, platforms also shape socially
constructed schemes of meaning that enable a “common understanding
which makes possible common practices and a widely shared sense of legiti-
macy” (Taylor, 2004, p. 23). Such schemes are not neutral but are often deeply
embedded in the cultural and ideological frameworks of dominant global pow-
ers, shaping how digital spaces operate and the behaviours they encourage,
again highlighting the interconnecting of global everyday digital architec-
ture and geopolitics. Affective digital capitalism (Andrejevic, 2011; Hearn,
2010) emerges as a key mechanism within these frameworks, commodifying
emotions and identities as integral components of platform economies. On
platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, and Facebook, self-presentation becomes
an economic activity, where user engagement, measured via likes, shares,
and comments, drives profitability. This process not only monetises user
behaviour but also reinforces platform dependency, steering interactions and
content creation toward the priorities of profit-driven algorithms, as such also
constituting a centralising of power.

Platforms such as Instagram and Facebook exemplify such dynamics by pro-
moting performative engagement, through their visibility-driven algorithms,
which reward polished, curated, and sensational content. On such platforms,
users are incentivised to present highly individualistic and aspirational iden-
tities that align with consumerist and competitive norms. The focus is on
showcasing oneself for an audience, creating a culture of self-promotion and
branding. Here, individuals do not merely share personal experiences but craft
themselves as marketable products, contributing to a system where visibility
equates to value (Whitmer, 2019).

This contrasts with other, largely less influential platforms that centre
collaborative and participatory content creation and operate on the ‘edges’ of
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the internet, often outside of some solidified internet norms and standardis-
ations. The most prominent exception is Wikipedia: a non-profit, collaborative
platform that not only resists many of the standardised norms of digital
capitalism, but also remains a popular and epistemically influential platform.
Wikipedia’s open-editing model, much like features such as duets and stitch-
ing on platforms like TikTok, enables collective authorship and decentralised
participation, fostering interaction and community rather than solely indi-
vidual performance (Kopf, 2023).° Still, such alternatives remain structurally
marginal within an internet increasingly shaped by extractive economies and
engagement-maximisation.

This structural imbalance is further reflected in the broader dynamics of
participation in the digital space. From the cyber-utopian dominated early
days to the emergence of web 2.0, the internet was widely perceived as a
democratic arena where everyone could have a voice and diverse perspectives
could be equally represented (Papacharissi, 2008). However, this ideal has
receded as processes of standardisation and centralisation have gained a
degree of dominance online. While the internet still allows for the possibility
to produce, share, and access content—often while remaining anonymous
or bypassing certain social barriers—this potential is not evenly distributed.
Several platforms, including Wikipedia, Open Universities, YouTube, or even
ChatGPT, can be perceived as helping to lower barriers to knowledge access.
Yet, participation in digital spaces remains profoundly unequal, as some voices
resonate louder than others and act as centralising forces (Bircan & Ozbilgin,
2025). It is crucial to recognise that not everyone has the same opportunities
or resources to engage meaningfully in the digital realm.

“Digital technologies support and strengthen epistemic colonisation,
epistemic injustice, cognitive empire, and epistemicide” (Ndayisenga, 2024,
pp- 8-9), and are part of excluding processes of digital centralisation, where
diverse, local, or non-Western ways of knowing are marginalised or erased in
favour of dominant narratives (see Schneider & Migge, in this volume). This
issue is further exacerbated by the fact that Al technologies, which underpin
many platform algorithms, are predominantly trained on datasets rooted
in Western, Anglophone, and often white-centric texts and epistemologies.
These systems thereby reproduce linguistic and cultural biases, reinforcing

6 However, there are relevant discussions on the gender gap on Wikipedia (see Ferran-
Ferreretal., 2023).
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the dominance of English and Eurocentric worldviews in digital infrastruc-
tures. Nevertheless, historically marginalised communities are reinterpreting
and reconfiguring Al as a tool of resistance, developing practices that adapt
existing technologies to align with their specific sociocultural realities, while
also contributing to the emergence of new, plural forms of technological
engagement (Aguiar & da Silva, 2024).

As a result, Al systems reproduce, amplify, and centralise biases, perpetu-
ating racism and systemic inequality by privileging certain cultural logics and
marginalising others (Bommasani et al., 2022; Schneider, 2022). The capital-
oriented logic of algorithms amplifies voices and perspectives aligned with
engagement metrics while silencing others, curating and limiting the types
of translocal (inter)actions that are possible. Udupa and Dattatreyan (20234,
pp. 3—4) have called this process “digital unsettling”: This represents the ways
in which “colonial formations persist” and have retrenched themselves in “on-
line spaces in the form of extreme speech, disinformation, and propaganda,
animating violently exclusionary nationalisms that rely on racist, casteist,
misogynist, and homophobic discourse”. Thus, the centralisation and stan-
dardisation of platforms also means the re-inscribing of coloniality onto the
digital.

What makes this particularly problematic is the extent to which commu-
nicative conditions are predetermined in digital environments. Unlike in phys-
ical settings, where communication can flexibly adapt to spatial, social, or ma-
terial contexts, online expression is almost entirely mediated by the platform
itself. Users depend on interfaces, algorithmic logics, and built-in affordances
that shape not only what can be said, but how, to whom, and under which con-
ditions something becomes visible. The architecture of the platform thus be-
comes the architecture of communicability—one that enforces specific tempo-
ralities, formats, and patterns of interaction.

This is particularly critical because these communicative conditions do
not merely organise interaction—they actively shape what enters collective
awareness. What is rendered visible under platform logics helps determine
which meanings circulate, which experiences are legitimised, and which
forms of knowledge become culturally authoritative. Communication is not
merely the transmission of information; it is a primary means through which
culture is created, negotiated, and transformed. The ways in which people
express themselves, relate to others, and frame meaning are shaped today by
the communicative infrastructures they inhabit.
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In this sense, the platformisation of communication has direct implica-
tions for what people know, how they think, and how they act. It influences
the very modalities of cognition, attention, and social interaction as well as the
content of public discourse. In a postdigital society—where the boundaries be-
tween online and offline are increasingly blurred—these dynamics extend far
beyond the digital itself. What happens within digital platforms feeds back into
embodied life: shaping identities, reconfiguring cultural practices, and modu-
lating collective perceptions of reality. Digital communication thus becomes a
formative force not just within the digital realm, but of the social world as such.
It alters subjectivities, restructures imaginaries, and transforms the contexts
in which people live and relate.

In the postdigital lifeworld, platforms have therefore become central are-
nas upon which cultural identities and cultural practices are constantly nego-
tiated. Platforms are thus not just tools for communication but spaces of con-
vergence, shaping how individuals experience and construct their postdigital
realities. Platforms function as translocal meeting points, allowing users to en-
gage with a multiplicity of cultural references and influences that transcend
their immediate geographical surroundings; spaces of co-existent standardi-
sation and anti-standardisation, centralisation and decentralisation.

4. (Post)digital communities

Ascentral nodes in the postdigital ecosystem, platforms mediate relationships,
identities, and values, thereby reshaping the very foundations of community
and belonging. Acting as digital ‘central squares’, they offer shared arenas for
interaction, exchange, and collective sense-making across global flows of cul-
ture, knowledge, and affect. From this perspective, platforms may foster what
Lenehan (2022a) describes as ‘postdigital cosmopolitanism’: the emergence of
complex, cross-cultural entanglements that produce both individual transfor-
mation and new collectivities. These dynamics have long been seen as carrying
emancipatory potential, promising a “joy of diversity” (Castells, 2004, p. 40)
and the dissolution of inherited anxieties over alterity (Lenehan, 2022a).
However, the heterogeneity of digital environments can also provoke cog-
nitive and emotional overload. In response, users often gravitate toward low-
threshold digital routines and familiar spaces. Despite the internet’s appar-
ent openness, patterns of use tend to cluster around habitual platforms and
bounded communities (Olejnik et al., 2014), a tendency that is further ampli-
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fied by algorithmic personalisation reinforcing risks of epistemic insularity
and a declining openness to alternative viewpoints (Gunn, 2021; Turner, 2023).
This reveals a deeper human tendency toward coherence, predictability, and
affective security in environments marked by algorithmically structured frag-
mentation and noise. This retreat into familiar digital enclaves creates the con-
ditions for new forms of community to emerge. Within bounded and more pre-
dictable environments, users can develop shared routines, norms, and semi-
otic repertoires, forming micro-collectives based on recurring interaction and
mutual legibility (Seraj, 2012).

While platforms enable translocal communication and cooperation, they
transform the conditions under which social relations are formed and sus-
tained. Users actively develop situated communicative practices in response
to platform affordances. Although many digital communities remain fluid and
fragile, others gradually stabilise. Digital environments can offer the stability
needed for trust and collective meaning-making to emerge even in the absence
of physical co-presence and, at times, of actual interaction (Cova & Dessart,
2022).

Blommaert et al. (2019) discuss the ethnomethodological notion of “con-
gregational work” (Garfinkel, 2002) applied to the analysis of digital com-
munities and highlight this dynamic process: Postdigital communities are
constituted through congregational work where the word ‘congregational
refers to the collaborative and often tacit efforts people make to produce and
sustain a shared sense of social reality in everyday life. Particularly in super-
diverse (Blommaert & Rampton, 2011) and weak-tie networks (Blommaert
& Varis, 2015), this underpins ephemeral forms of collectivity, grounded in
emergent norms and contingent alignments.” Digital interculturality thus
becomes constitutive of communication itself. These potentials for cultural
negotiation and community-building are increasingly undermined by the
structuring forces of platform capitalism. What appears as openness usually
masks algorithmic governance, data extraction, and engagement optimisation
(Zuboff, 2019). Such mechanisms not only personalise and fragment user ex-
perience, but also contribute to polarisation and the formation of ideologically
homogeneous enclaves. These processes erode public discourse, diminish the
visibility of alternative voices, and foster antagonistic affective communities
that form around outrage, fear, and resentment (Pariser, 2011; Sunstein, 2018).

7 On communality, see also Stalder (2018).
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Within this dynamic, platform infrastructures reproduce and amplify ex-
isting societal hierarchies along intersectional lines. For users with stigma-
tised or marginalised identities—such as women, people of colour, LGBTQ+
individuals, and disabled persons—digital participation is often conditioned
by persistent risks of harassment, hate speech, and exclusion (Kamenova &
Perlinger, 2023). These forms of digital violence are not accidental but systemic:
They are embedded in the architecture of algorithmic visibility and platform
incentives. A negative standardisation emerges as an algorithmic normativity
in which dominant user profiles are reinforced as the default, rendering oth-
ered identities hypervisible, as targets or invisible through neglect (Noble 2018;
Wachter-Boettcher, 2017).

These exclusions are not merely technical oversights but are enacted
through the very social and cultural processes of digital community-building.
Normativity becomes embedded not only through algorithmic design but
through iterative practices of interaction, recognition, and exclusion—pro-
cesses which shape who belongs, who is heard, and who is rendered marginal.
In such dynamics, the imagined neutrality of digital infrastructures obscures
how dominant norms are socially reproduced within communities themselves,
reinforcing power relations under the guise of universality.

Rather than enabling pluralistic publics, such dynamics generate toxic
forms of cohesion, affective collectivities bonded simultaneously through
discursive solidarity within the ingroup and antagonism (Conti, 2025a).
Anonymity, virality, and algorithmic amplification allow fringe ideologies and
hate-based rhetoric to scale rapidly, often beyond the capacity of moderation
or resistance. The result is a reinforcement of structural inequalities through
digital means: Racism, misogyny, and other exclusionary logics are not sim-
ply mirrored but intensified in the postdigital condition, re-articulated in
platform-specific vernaculars and validated through engagement metrics
(Hassim et al., 2024; Madriaza et al., 2025).

These antagonistic dynamics unfold through the very modalities of dig-
ital communication. The affective power of digital interactions is shaped by
multimodal forms—e.g., emojis, GIFs, synchronous chat, video—that blur
the boundaries between oral, written, and visual language. These affordances
favour emotionally charged expression and complex relational alignments,
enabling both playful connectivity and the stylised circulation of hate, mock-
ery, and symbolic violence, as with “Hatemojis” (Kirk et al., 2021). While such
tools can bridge aspects of embodied presence and make mediated commu-
nication more immersive, they remain constrained by sensory and contextual
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limitations. Experimental technologies such as digital skin or haptic inter-
faces promise deeper immersion, but the multisensory richness of physical
co-presence remains only partially reproducible (Qi et al., 2024).

Yet digital spaces do not merely lack context; they produce their own.
Availability indicators, metadata, user profiles, and algorithmically generated
cues create layered communicative environments. These meta-contexts sup-
plement interaction while also fragmenting it: Unlike physical space, digital
communication lacks a unified, shared background. Interpretive instability
becomes the norm, shaped by hidden infrastructures, disruptions, data trails,
surveillance, and invisible labour. Despite this fragility, digital infrastructures
can sustain and reconfigure local and translocal ties.

Both Castells (1996) and Appadurai (1996), from different theoretical van-
tage points, provide enduring insights into how global media and networked
communication sustain diasporic connections across space. While Castells
emphasises the infrastructural conditions that enable the maintenance of cul-
tural and emotional bonds, Appadurai’s concept of “mediascapes” captures the
imaginative and symbolic dimensions of transnational cultural flows. Their
frameworks remain useful for understanding how migrants today use digital
platforms to maintain identity, build community, and facilitate economic and
affective exchange across borders. In this context, tools such as translation
apps, digital networking platforms, and localised support groups not only
support these transnational ties, but also foster integration and participation
in the new socio-spatial context (Lietz & Loska, 2024; see also Yudytska &
Androutsopoulos, in this volume).

Digital infrastructures function as bridges, allowing users to inhabit
multiple sociocultural realities simultaneously. Yet even here, the promise of
connectivity remains uneven. As publics fracture into algorithmically tailored
enclaves, the social functions of digital communication shift. Platforms in-
creasingly satisfy emotional and political needs in lieu of proximate sociality.
Whether one is recognised or accepted within one’s immediate surroundings
becomes secondary to digital validation. This fosters new forms of autonomy,
but also cultivates atomised indifference and disembedded subjectivities.
Hyperconnectivity and hyperindividualism converge in ways that challenge
both democratic participation and social cohesion.

This culminates in a deep cultural paradox. Local communities grow in-
creasingly heterogeneous, shaped by the lifewide learning processes that their
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members experience across their culturally hybrid, postdigital lifeworlds.®
At the same time, the capitalist logics underpinning digital infrastructures
favour disaggregating imaginaries: Instead of fostering pluralistic open-
ness, they algorithmically stabilise and circulate fantasies of pure and static
communities. The standardisation of platforms, which increasingly embeds
authoritarian tendencies, feeds into a form of global techno-politics in which
digital infrastructures are deployed as instruments of regulation, surveillance,
and exclusion.

This dynamic produces a material regime of control in which digitally gen-
erated imaginaries manifest as real-world effects: in acts of offline violence,
in cultural policing, and in the tightening of national and ideological borders.
What is at stake, then, is not only epistemic but also political. As digital gover-
nance becomes more centralised, algorithmically enforced, and aligned with
state interests, technological infrastructures and political authority are con-
verging in new and dangerous ways, as the authoritarian trajectories emerging
in the United States show.

5. Digital interculturality

Digital interculturality is not a supplementary dimension of intercultural
interaction, but rather its contemporary condition. In postdigital societies,
where communication is inseparable from the infrastructural, algorithmic,
and economic architectures of digital platforms, interculturality becomes
both ubiquitous and structurally mediated. It no longer describes encounters
between clearly demarcated cultural identities, but rather the ongoing negoti-
ation of meaning within systems that influence the visibility of content, guide
affective responses, and determine which identities and perspectives receive
recognition and legitimacy.

This transformation requires a conceptual shift: from interactional models
to infrastructural analyses, from static identities to fluid, situational posi-
tionalities, and from normative ideals of ‘mutual understanding to critical
inquiries into how cultural difference is produced, managed, and rendered
(in)visible through digital infrastructures, and how these infrastructures
actively shape cultural transformation and communicative agency and pro-
cesses. As platforms increasingly function as global regulators of cultural

8 On lifewide learning in the postdigital era, see Conti & Lenehan (2024).
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expression, subtly shaping what becomes legible, amplifiable, or monetisable,
interculturality emerges as a contested terrain, embedded in and shaped by
systems of algorithmic normativity and platform governance.

Yet the ambivalence of digital interculturality is constitutive, not acciden-
tal. The same infrastructures that constrain also enable. New collectivities
form across difference; hybrid identities are performed, destabilised, and
reassembled. The process is shaped by dynamic tensions, between homogeni-
sation and heterogeneity, connection and exclusion, visibility and erasure.
Interculturality in the postdigital age thus cannot be captured through compe-
tence models or celebratory narratives of global connectivity. It requires what
we might term ‘infrastructural literacy’ as part of intercultural competence: a
critical awareness of the material, algorithmic, and economic conditions that
shape the emergence of meaning and the enactment and transformation of
culture.

If we take seriously Geertz’ (1973) call for “thick description” and the
context-dependence of meaning, as suggested by Watzlawick et al. (1967) and
Gumperz (1982), then studying interculturality in postdigital societies requires
expanding our understanding of context itself. The digital infrastructure is no
longer a background condition: It is the very environment in which culture is
co-produced, circulated, and contested. The field of intercultural communica-
tion must therefore reorient itself: from analysing situated social interactions
to also interrogating the invisible architectures that condition them.

Considering that culture is not a static repository of values but a product
of communicative processes —often intercultural, increasingly digitally medi-
ated—understanding the complexity of digital interculturality is not optional,
but essential. It is through these processes of meaning negotiation, filtering,
and amplification that cultural forms take shape and exert influence on indi-
viduals, institutions, and society at large.

The future of postdigital societies will hinge on our ability to collectively
reimagine the internet, not merely as a tool for connection, but as a cultural
infrastructure with world-making potential. Whether it enables plural, situ-
ated, and equitable forms of interculturality, or reinforces normative conver-
gence and soft coercion, remains an open—and pressing—question, one that
demands not just adaptation, but a fundamental rethinking of the internet
itself: as a potential space for critical, emancipatory, and culturally plural fu-
tures.
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