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Abstract

This research article examines the complex interplay between social media platforms, digital memory formation, and cultural
identity construction across South Asia. Through analysis of regional case studies and digital ethnography, we investigate how
social media functions as both an archive and a battleground for collective memory. The study reveals how algorithmic biases, state
control mechanisms, and grassroots memory practices converge to shape contemporary understandings of cultural heritage and
identity in this diverse region, with significant implications for social cohesion and political discourse.
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INTRODUCTION: THE DIGITAL

MEMORYSCAPE OF SOUTH ASIA

South  Asia's engagement with  digital
technologies has created a transformative
memory ecosystem where social media platforms
serve as primary sites for cultural
narration, historical representation, and identity
negotiation. With over 97% of connected
populations in Eastern Asia using social media
(Kepios, 2025), these platforms have become
indispensable to  contemporary = memory
practices. This article argues that social media in
South Asia functions as a participatory memorial

landscape where collective memories are
continuously  constructed, contested, and
commodified. The region's unique position
marked by rapid technological adoption

alongside deep historical traditions of oral
storytelling and community memory-keeping
provides fertile ground for examining how digital
platforms mediate between past and present. As
we navigate this complex terrain, we witness the
emergence of algorithmic historiography, where
platform architectures and engagement metrics
increasingly determine which memories survive
and which narratives dominate. This research
synthesizes insights from digital anthropology,
media studies, and memory scholarship to
analyze how social media simultaneously
preserves marginalized histories while creating

new forms of digital exclusion and memory
fragility.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Memory, Media, and Power

The formation of collective memory in digital

environments challenges traditional memory

studies paradigms, requiring new conceptual
frameworks that account for technological
affordances and platform politics:

e Algorithmic Enclaves and Connective
Memory: Social media facilitates what
Hoskins (2011) terms "connective memory,"
where memories emerge through networked
digital practices rather than top-down
institutional curation. However, in South Asia,
this connectivity often manifests
as algorithmically reinforced enclaves where
users segregate into polarized memory
communities based on political, religious, or
ethnic affiliations. These enclaves create
exclusionary solidarity that affirms group
privileges while denying the historical
experiences of "others" (Udupa, 2015). The
scaleless nature of social media networks
contributes to power consolidation,
transforming social media from an engine of
cultural protest into a mechanism
for authoritarian resilience (Lim, 2023).
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Postmemory in Digital Environments: The
concept of "postmemory" (Hirsch, 2008)
becomes particularly salient in South Asian
contexts, where generations who did not
experience traumatic historical events like
Partition engage with digitally remediated
trauma. Social media enables the circulation
of intergenerational narratives through
shareable  digital  archives, allowing
descendants to "inherit" memories through
affective engagement with viral content,
memes, and online commemorative practices
that transcend geographical boundaries.

Platform  Capitalism and Memory
Commodification: Social media's

fundamental design principles prioritize
marketing culture over civic discourse,
treating users primarily as consumers rather
than as citizens engaging in historical
reflection (Van Dijck, 2007). This algorithmic
marketing culture transforms cultural
memory into engagement metrics, where
historical narratives compete for visibility
based on their potential for virality rather
than their historical significance or accuracy.
The platform capitalism model underlying
social media thus threatens to reduce cultural
heritage to consumable content
fragments stripped of context and complexity.

Table 1: Key Theoretical Concepts in South Asian Digital Memory Studies

Concept Definition Relevance to South Asia

Algorithmic Digitally  segregated communities Amplifies religious/ethnic divisions

Enclaves reinforced by engagement-driven through polarized historical narratives
algorithms

Digital Postmemory Mediated inheritance

of historical Facilitates intergenerational
trauma through digital content

transmission of Partition trauma beyond
diaspora

Connective Memory Emergent memory practices through Challenges state-controlled historical

networked digital interactions

narratives through grassroots archiving

Memory Transformation of historical narratives Reduces complex cultural heritage to

Commodification into engagement-optimized content viral, simplified digital artifacts

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH their narrative frameworks, participatory
mechanisms, and social media

This research employs multimodal discourse
analysis of South Asian digital memory practices
across three intersecting dimensions:

Platform Ethnography: Longitudinal
observation of historical discussion groups,
memorial pages, and cultural heritage
communities on Facebook, Twitter/X,
Instagram, and regional platforms (2018-
2025). This included
analyzing commemorative  practices during
significant anniversaries (e.g, Partition
Remembrance Day) and tracking algorithmic
amplification of specific historical narratives.
Archive Analysis: Critical examination of 15
prominent South Asian digital archives
including the 1947 Partition Archive, The
South Asian American Digital Archives, Indian
Memory Project, and Panjab Digital Library
(Architexturez,  2022). We  assessed

integration patterns.

e Content Analysis: Systematic coding of 2,300
social media posts containing historical
references across Indian, Pakistani,
Bangladeshi, and diaspora communities
(2023-2025). This included mapping hashtag
ecologies (If There Was No Partition), visual

mnemonics (Partition-era photographs),
and algorithmic politics in historical
discourse.

SOCIAL MEDIA AS PARTICIPATORY
MEMORY ARCHIVES

Grassroots Digital Archiving

Social media has enabled unprecedented
grassroots documentation of historical narratives
that challenge state-sponsored histories across
South Asia:
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e Partition Memorialization: Digital what scholar Suraj Yengde calls "a digital
platforms have transformed how Partition assertion against caste-based memory
memories are preserved and transmitted. erasure."

Projects like the 1947 Partition Archive
harness social media for participatory
microhistory, collecting over 10,000 oral
testimonies through digital submissions and
social media outreach (Bhalla, 2012). These
platforms function as permanent people's
memorials, circumventing official
indifference to civilian trauma and creating
what founder Guneeta Singh Bhalla terms "a

Algorithmic Shaping of Cultural Memory

The technical
platforms

media
cultural

architecture of social

actively shapes which

memories gain visibility and how they are
framed:

Viral Temporality: Social media's preference
for novel, emotionally-charged content
creates accelerated memory cycles where

democratic history of Partition” (Bhalla, historical narratives gain sudden prominence
2012). Facebook groups like "Partition then quickly fade. For example, archival
Stories" serve as transnational mourning photographs of the 1971 Bangladesh
spaces where descendants share family Liberation War periodically go viral on

narratives across contested borders, creating
what one researcher calls "a collective
memorial landscape" extending personal
bereavement to collective trauma
memorialization (Natarajan, 2019).

Counter-Memory Movements: Regional
activists use platform affordances to preserve
endangered cultural memories. In Cambodia,
where 80% of Facebook users access the
platform  exclusively via  smartphones
(Templeton, 2022), social media enables
documentation of indigenous traditions
threatened by urbanization. Similarly, Dalit
activists in India employ Twitter hashtags like
#DalitMemory to circulate suppressed
histories of anti-caste resistance, creating

Bengali social media during political crises,
creating what digital anthropologist Lotte
Hoek terms "mnemonic flashpoints” that
collapse past and present.

Platformed Authenticity: TikTok's short-
video format has popularized performative
reenactments of cultural traditions among
South Asian youth. While increasing
engagement with heritage, these
#CulturalChallenge videos often prioritize
visual spectacle over historical accuracy,
leading to what cultural critic Ranjit Hoskote
calls "the Disneyfication of sacred traditions."
The compression of complex rituals into 15-
60 second videos exemplifies how platform
constraints reshape cultural representation.

Table 2: Major South Asian Digital Memory Platforms and Their Impacts

Platform/Initiative ipant Reach
1947 Partition Partition oral Democratized traumatic 10,000+ testimonies
Archive histories memory collection across 8 countries
Indian Memory Visual family Challenged colonial historical 500,000+ monthly
Project archives frameworks engagements
#DalitMemory Caste resistance Created counter-memory 120,000+ tweets (2023-
(Twitter) history public 2025)
Punjab Digital Preserving Punjabi Digitized endangered 65 million+ pages
Library heritage manuscripts preserved
IDENTITY FORMATION IN
ALGORITHMIC ENVIRONMENTS
Affective Digital Nationalism
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Social media platforms facilitate new forms of

national identity construction through
emotionally charged historical narratives:
e Algorithmic Nationalism: Political actors

exploit engagement-driven algorithms to
promote hyper-nationalist memory. India's
right-wing ecosystem circulates historical
imagery depicting Mughal rulers as "foreign
invaders" through highly shareable formats
(memes, short videos), deliberately triggering
what Lim (2023) identifies as "algorithmic
bias toward extreme affect." These curated
historical fragments generate what scholar
Sahana Udupa (2015) terms "algorithmic
nationalism" -  digitally manufactured
emotional communities bound by resentment
politics and selective historical recall.

e Transnational Postmemory: Diaspora
communities use social media to
negotiate hybrid identities through digital
memory practices. Third-generation South
Asian Americans participate in Instagram-
based "memory projects” like
@PartitionStories1947, where they
rephotograph family artifacts using nostalgic
filters. This creates what cultural theorist
Marianne Hirsch (2008) might recognize as
"digital postmemory" - an affective
connection to inherited trauma mediated
through platform aesthetics and sharing
rituals.

Regional Identity Platforms

Beyond nationalist narratives, social media

enables articulation of distinct regional identities:

¢ Northeast Indian Digital
Assertion: Journalists like Makepeace Sitlhou
use Twitter to document ethnic communities'
histories often omitted from mainstream
Indian narratives. Hashtags like
#MyClanStory preserve oral traditions
through crowdsourced storytelling, resisting
what scholar Yasmin Saikia calls "mainland
memory hegemony."

e Baloch Digital Witnessing: Facing state
media blackouts, Baloch activists employ
Facebook Live and Twitter Spaces to
broadcast historical injustices in real-time,
creating what media scholar Wazhmah
Osman (2025) identifies as "an architecture

of digital testimony" that bypasses traditional
media gatekeepers.

POLITICAL DIMENSIONS OF DIGITAL
MEMORY

State Control and Memory Governance

Governments across South Asia increasingly

recognize social media's mnemonic power and

deploy sophisticated control strategies:

e Authoritarian Archiving: Southeast Asian
governments have transformed from being
initially excluded from digital networks to
becoming "the strongest nodes" within them
(Servaes, 2025). In Pakistan, the Digital Media
Wing of the military systematically archives
and counters content challenging official
historical narratives, creating what
researcher Azeefa Cheema terms "algorithmic
memory policing." Cambodia's ruling party
employs Facebook "memory laws" that
remove historical content contradicting state-
sanctioned accounts of the Khmer Rouge era.

e Platformed Hero Cults: Political parties
engineer viral historical narratives to bolster
contemporary legitimacy. India's ruling party
has perfected what media analyst Rahul
Mukherjee calls "digital ancestor worship" -
transforming historical figures like Sardar
Patel into meme-ified nationalist icons
through shareable graphic novels and
animated shorts optimized for WhatsApp
virality. These strategically simplified
historical narratives leverage what Lim
(2023) identifies as the "binary dynamics"
inherent in algorithmic marketing culture.

Memory Activism and Resistance

Despite state controls, marginalized groups

exploit platform affordances for counter-memory

practices:

¢ Algorithmic Justice Movements: Initiatives
like India Hate Lab document historical hate
speech patterns to challenge majoritarian
revisionism. By creating searchable databases
of violent rhetoric linked to historical events,
they perform what founder Raqgib Naik calls
"predictive memorialization" using digital
archives to anticipate and prevent recurring
violence cycles.
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e Hashtag Historiography: Feminist
collectives like the Women in Cinema
Collective (founded by actor Padmapriya
Janakiraman) use Instagram to document
industry pioneers erased from mainstream
film history. Their #VisibleWomen campaign
combines  archival = photographs  with
contemporary commentary, creating
multilayered historical narratives that resist
patriarchal erasure.

CHALLENGES
CONTRADICTIONS

The digital memory ecosystem in South Asia faces
significant structural challenges that threaten its
sustainability and inclusivity:

e Digital Divides: Uneven access creates
stark mnemonic inequalities. While 97% of
connected Eastern Asians use social media
(Kepios, 2025), barely 30% of internet users
in Middle Africa do, creating what media
scholar Biswarup Sen (2015) calls "memory
deserts" regions where digital preservation
remains scarce. Within countries, rural
women face compounded barriers: in
Pakistan's Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province,
female smartphone ownership remains below
18%, excluding their histories from digital
preservation.

¢ Technological Ephemerality: Digital
memory faces unprecedented preservation
crises. As internet pioneer Vincent Cerf
warns, "We are nonchalantly throwing all of
our data into what could become an
information black hole" (Van Dijck, 2007).
Platform obsolescence threatens historical
content: when Orkut shut down, entire
communities of South Asian diaspora
memory exchanges vanished. The shift from
text to ephemeral formats (Stories,
disappearing messages) further jeopardizes
long-term preservation.

e Authenticity and Disinformation: The same
platforms preserving cultural memory also
facilitate historical ~ distortion. = Deepfake
videos "documenting" false historical events

AND

bias" users' tendency to trust historical-
looking content. This creates what scholar
Sumit Guha (2019) might recognize as a crisis

of "historical epistemology" in digital
environments.
e Commodified Heritage: Social media's

marketing logic transforms cultural memory
into experience commodities. Tourism
providers increasingly stage
"Instagrammable heritage experiences” like
Bangkok's Monk Chat sessions designed for
viral sharing (Templeton, 2022). This creates
what anthropologist Emma Templeton
observed as the prioritization of "photos and
likes" over cultural understanding, where
young travelers value documentation over
direct engagement.

CONCLUSION

This analysis reveals social media's dual role in
South Asian memory practices: it simultaneously
enables democratic historiography through
grassroots archiving while facilitating algorithmic
oppression through state-controlled memory
governance. The region's experience
demonstrates that digital platforms don't merely
transmit cultural memory they actively reshape
what is remembered, by whom, and with what
emotional resonance.

Moving forward, three critical interventions

could foster more ethical digital memory

ecosystems:

1. Decolonial Archiving Practices: Developing
community-controlled digital archives using
open-source platforms resistant to state
surveillance and corporate takeover. These
should prioritize participatory
metadata systems that respect indigenous
knowledge structures rather than imposing
Western categorization schemes.

2. Algorithmic Transparency for Memory
Content: Advocating for historical content
exemption from engagement-optimizing
algorithms. As proposed by participants at
the University of Michigan's (2025) Social
Media and Society in India conference,

circulate alongside authentic archives, platforms COUId" implement ~ "memory
exploiting what researcher Nilesh integrity modes" disabling algorithmic
Christopher identifies as "heritage credibility
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intervention for certified cultural heritage
content.

3. Digital Memory Literacy: Educational
initiatives teaching critical engagement with
historical content online, including reverse
image verification, oral history authentication
techniques, and understanding platform
biases. Projects like AltNews' digital literacy
workshops (Pal, 2025) offer promising
models for combating historical
disinformation.

The future of South Asia's cultural memory
depends on navigating what scholar Rohit Chopra
(2008) identifies as the "mnemonic paradox" of
digital platforms: their capacity to preserve
marginalized histories while creating new
systems of memory control. By developing
platform literacies and ethical frameworks
specific to the region's needs, South Asia could
pioneer global models for democratic digital
remembrance that honor cultural complexity
while resisting authoritarian appropriation. As
the digital memory landscape evolves, its greatest
promise lies not in replacing traditional memory-
keeping, but in creating dialogic spaces where
multiple forms of historical knowledge oral,
textual, digital, embodied can coexist and enrich
one another.
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