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Original Article
Abstract

Background and Aim: This study examines digital space as a "third homeland" for Afghan migrants, exploring
how both individual and collective identities are constructed, expressed, and challenged. It focuses on the
evolution of traditional labels like "migrant” into new concepts such as the "digital displaced” and the "stateless
generation,” which reflecting the modern psychological, aesthetic, and political dimensions of displacement.

Data and Method: Adopting a qualitative approach through digital ethnography, this study examines the
representation and contestation of migrant identities. Data were gathered through qualitative content analysis of
online discourses (posts, comments, and videos) alongside semi-structured interviews with 30 Afghan migrants,
comprising an equal distribution of 15 women and 15 men across different generations. Thematic coding was
applied to analyze the data within the theoretical frameworks of digital identity and "Third Space" theory.

Findings: The results indicate that digital spaces function as a "third homeland" for the Afghan diaspora, where
identity is actively reshaped through the lenses of "digital displacement.” While the younger generation employs
creativity and humor to navigate their sense of belonging, women offer more critical narratives regarding
gender-based discrimination. Although these spaces facilitate cultural resistance and recreation, they are
simultaneously hindered by structural challenges such as censorship and "double erasure," necessitating a
paradigm shift in migration theories for the digital era.

Conclusion: The digital realm presents Afghan migrants with a complex landscape of opportunities and
challenges. It facilitates the negotiation of hybrid identities and fosters community-building and activism, while
introducing new structural barriers and uncertainties. This study emphasizes that the digital "third space" is a
dynamic and contested arena where diasporic identities are continuously performed and reimagined in response
to both internal aspirations and external sociopolitical constraints.

Keywords: Afghan diaspora, Digital activism, Digital displacement, Online identity, Third space.

Key Message: The internet acts as a "virtual homeland" for Afghan migrants where they can build new identities,
keep their culture alive, and defend their rights. While this digital sphere offers a platform for resistance and
agency, it remains a site of paradox, caught between transformative potential and the constraints of digital
censorship and systemic exclusion.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Human migration, a longstanding and multifaceted phenomenon, has undergone
fundamental transformations in the digital era, profoundly affecting the lived experiences and
identity processes of displaced individuals. The Afghan diaspora—shaped and expanded by
decades of political instability, conflict, and humanitarian crises—exemplifies these shifts in a
singular manner. While traditional migration studies predominantly focused on the physical
dimensions of displacement, socio-economic integration, and adaptation to host societies, the
decisive role of digital landscapes and social media in mediating migrant experiences—
particularly for younger generations—has become an indispensable area of academic inquiry.

Digital platforms are no longer mere communication tools; they have evolved into
contested arenas for rethinking, redefining, and representing both individual and collective
identities. A critical aspect of this transition is the semantic evolution of terminology
associated with Afghan migration. The conventional label "migrant" is increasingly

superseded by notions such as "displaced," "stateless," and "wanderer," indicating a paradigm
shift from viewing migration solely as a legal status toward understanding it as a
psychological, mental, and at times, aesthetic experience of homelessness and identity
suspension. This raises pivotal questions: How is "digital displacement” constructed in
relation to cultural and literary roots? Do these redefinitions merely reflect crisis, or do they

offer capacities for constructing resilient, multilayered identities?

For many Afghan migrants, especially those unable to return or who have never seen their
ancestral homeland, the digital realm has functioned as a "second homeland" or a "third
space.” In these virtual communities, geographical boundaries are transcended, enabling the
exchange of empathy, activism, and collective rituals. This "virtual homeland" provides a
secure environment for expressing concerns and celebrating Afghan heritage, particularly for
women and youth. However, the sustainability of this "third space" remains under scrutiny:
Can virtual belonging substitute for the necessity of physical citizenship? What are the
psychological consequences of the discrepancy between idealized digital representations and
the harsh realities of daily discrimination and economic instability? How do migrants navigate
the duality between virtual representation and lived reality?

The digital sphere has emerged as an active platform for social, cultural, and identity-based
activism within the Afghan diaspora. Online campaigns, artistic productions, hybrid
languages, and creative hashtags serve as instruments for amplifying marginalized voices and
challenging dominant, stereotypical narratives. Yet, these forms of activism encounter
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structural limitations, including censorship and content removal on global platforms, which
can lead to experiences of "double erasure." Furthermore, the diversity of digital displacement
is shaped by generational and gendered variables, with women frequently offering more
profound and critical narratives of exile. This study critically examines how digital space
transforms into a "third homeland" for Afghan migrants and how identities are constructed
and challenged within it, accounting for generational and gendered dynamics.

Methods and Data

This research employs a critical digital ethnographic approach, focusing on the digital
experiences and multifaceted content produced by Afghan migrants within online
environments. The theoretical framework synthesizes three seminal theories to provide a
robust analytical lens: Homi Bhabha’s "Third Space,” Judith Butler’s "Performativity," and
Manuel Castells’ "Network Society." Bhabha’s concept of the "Third Space" elucidates the
emergence of hybrid identities at cultural intersections, offering a dynamic, liminal arena for
negotiation and transformation. Butler’s theory of performativity underscores how identities,
particularly those of "digital exiles" and "stateless generations", are strategically constructed
through iterative online acts, such as hashtag campaigns, digital storytelling, and artistic

yon

expression. Furthermore, Castells’ "Network Society" frames the digital realm as both a
catalyst for activism and a site of emerging structural inequalities, where algorithmic power

can marginalize subaltern voices.

Data were gathered through extensive digital ethnography, involving the systematic
analysis of social media content, online campaigns, artistic productions, and narrative-driven
posts authored by Afghan migrants. To deepen the analysis of generational and gendered
dynamics, 30 in-depth semi-structured interviews (15 women and 15 men from different age
cohorts) were also conducted. In the analytical process, particular emphasis was placed on
generational and gendered nuances in digital self-representation and activism. To ensure a
comprehensive and contextually grounded analysis, the study also integrated an extensive
review of literature regarding the Afghan digital diaspora, migration patterns, and identity
formation, synthesizing findings from both global and local contexts.

Findings

The study demonstrates that digital space functions as a transformative "third homeland"
for Afghan migrants, serving concurrently as a site for identity negotiation and a platform for
social activism and community-building. The following key findings emerged from the
analysis:
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Hybrid and Fluid Identities: Within the digital "Third Space," Afghan migrants construct

hybrid identities that transcend conventional binary distinctions such as home/host or
self/other. This space facilitates the synthesis of cultural elements from both the
homeland and host societies, fostering fluid and multifaceted forms of belonging. For
younger generations with limited or no direct experience of Afghanistan, digital
platforms prove indispensable for accessing cultural memory and constructing
contemporary dentities.

Performativity and Collective Narratives: Identity is framed not as a static essence but

as a process continuously enacted through online performative acts. The strategic use
of hashtags, the sharing of personal narratives, and the production of aesthetic
content—including melancholic imagery, poetry, and virtual collective celebrations—
reinforce a shared consciousness of exile. These emotional and aesthetic expressions
are instrumental in forging affective bonds within the diaspora, validating Judith
Butler’s theory of performativity in a digital context.

Activism and Resistance: The Afghan digital diaspora actively engages in online activism

to challenge dominant, often stigmatizing narratives regarding migrants and refugees.
Online movements, such as the #LetAfghansIn campaign, exemplify collective resistance
against exclusionary policies to mobilize global support. Nevertheless, such activism
encounters systemic obstacles; algorithmic censorship and platform-specific policies
frequently marginalize Afghan voices, resulting in a phenomenon of "double erasure"
and digital precarity.

Structural Inequalities and Platform Power: The "network society," as conceptualized
by Castells, offers unprecedented opportunities for identity redefinition while
simultaneously reproducing novel forms of inequality. Algorithmic governance by
major platforms (Meta, YouTube, TikTok) can suppress the visibility of marginalized
groups, effectively relegating them to the status of "digital subalterns.”" The quest for
visibility and influence in these spaces ongoing and fraught with uncertainty.

Generational and Gendered Divergences: The experience of digital displacement is
significantly non-uniform. First-generation migrants, maintaining deeper ontological
ties to the homeland, narrate their experiences distinctly from second- and third-
generations, who often identify as "digital exiles" or "stateless generations.”" Gender
serves as another critical analytical lens: Afghan women frequently leverage digital
spaces to critique restrictive social structures and cultural paradigms, offering nuanced
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and critical narratives of exile, whereas men’s online presence tends to emphasize
themes of success and socioeconomic resilience.

e Cultural and Literary Continuity: The digital "third space" is not merely a platform for
reproducing ancestral culture but a dynamic site for the active reinterpretation of
cultural and literary heritage. This re-imagination is essential for younger migrants to
forge connections with their roots while simultaneously envisioning alternative futures.

e Emotional Labor and Communitarian Bonds: The online sharing of trauma, nostalgia,
hope, and joy constitutes a form of "emotional labor" that solidifies community ties and
shapes the discursive conditions of the third space. Aesthetic representations of exile
act as performative mechanisms that cultivate an emotional "third space" for the
networked community.

Conclusion and Discussion

In summary, the digital realm offers Afghan migrants a dualistic landscape of profound
opportunities and systemic challenges. It facilitates the negotiation of complex, hybrid
identities while providing a robust platform for social activism and community-building;
however, it simultaneously introduces novel structural obstacles and uncertainties. This study
underscores the critical importance of understanding the "digital third space” not as a static
environment, but as a dynamic and contested arena. Within this space, Afghan diasporic
identities are continuously negotiated, performed, and reimagined, driven by a persistent
interplay between internal aspirations for belonging and external sociopolitical constraints.
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