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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Received: 28 May 2025 This ethnographic study explores the role of virtual social networks in preserving cultural
Accepted: 26 September 2025 identity and addressing migration challenges among the Afghan diaspora in France. With

Published:15 October 2025 the increasing migration and dispersion of Afghans worldwide, the transmission of culture,

language, and native values to new generations has become a central concern for this

Keywords: community. The research findings, based on active observation in online groups

Afghan migrants, . . . . . . .
. (WhatsApp, Telegram) and semi-structured interviews with migrants from various ethnic
Cultural identity,

Diaspora, backgrounds, indicate that virtual social networks provide a crucial platform for the
France, reproduction of language, oral literature, rituals, and the strengthening of familial and
Virtual social networks. emotional bonds across generations. These digital spaces, through the sharing of stories,
poems, proverbs, and memories, not only prevent the loss of the mother tongue but also
reinforce a sense of belonging and collective solidarity. Nevertheless, challenges such as
language mixing, generational gaps, and the creation of "cultural bubbles" are also present.
This study demonstrates that virtual social networks play a dual role in simultaneously
preserving cultural identity and facilitating social integration. Examining these experiences
can inspire Iranian policymakers and researchers to better manage migration and cultural
challenges. The research highlights the importance of digital platforms in supporting the
cultural resilience and social cohesion of migrant communities in today's interconnected

world.

Introduction

The advent of virtual social networks has fundamentally reshaped the landscape of human interaction, creating
unprecedented spaces for communication, the sharing of cultural knowledge, and the navigation of migration-related
challenges. For diaspora communities, these digital platforms have become indispensable arenas where the complex
processes of identity formation, cultural preservation, and social integration are actively negotiated. This study focuses
specifically on the Afghan migrant community in France, a group whose presence has grown significantly amid
decades of political and economic instability in their homeland. It examines the nuanced ways in which platforms
like WhatsApp, Telegram, and Instagram are utilized to sustain cultural identity, combat feelings of alienation and

nostalgia, and manage the intricate dynamics between first-generation migrants and their descendants. The research
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is guided by central questions that probe the dualistic role of these technologies: How do these digital environments
aid in maintaining and reproducing linguistic and cultural heritage while simultaneously confronting the potent
systemic pressures for assimilation within a host society governed by a strong Republican integration model and the
principle of laicité (secularism), which often relegates cultural expression to the private sphere? Furthermore, to what
extent do these networks function as bridges fostering intergenerational understanding and transmission, or do they
instead risk exacerbating existing cultural and generational divides by creating insulated echo chambers?

To theorize this negotiation, the study employs Berry’s (2017) acculturation model. This framework transcends linear
assimilation by positing that migrants navigate two independent dimensions: maintaining their heritage culture and
engaging with the host society. The analysis investigates how virtual networks provide a practical terrain where
strategies like integration or separation are enacted. Situated within France's specific socio-political context, this
inquiry underscores that the phenomenon extends beyond technology, being embedded in broader sociocultural,
psychological, and legal dimensions. Ultimately, by contextualizing these digital practices, the study illuminates

virtual spaces as critical sites of agency and meaning-making for a digitized diaspora.
Methods and Data

This qualitative ethnographic study employs a dual focus on "digital spaces" and "sociocultural interactions,"
leveraging Berry’s bicultural identity model as an analytical lens. Data collection spanned two months (December 15,
2024-February 20, 2025), involving the structured observation of interactions, posts, images, videos, and messages
within WhatsApp and Telegram groups. Semi-structured interviews (12 total: 3 online, 9 in-person) were conducted
with Afghan migrants in Paris, representing diverse ethnicities (Hazara, Tajik, Pashtun), genders, ages, and
professions. Interviews, lasting 45 minutes to 2 hours, were conducted in Persian (Iranian dialect) or Dari, reflecting
participants’ linguistic backgrounds. Observational data revealed recurring themes in digital exchanges, including
cultural preservation practices (e.g., poetry sharing, language instruction) and strategies for navigating systemic
barriers, such as discrimination. The study prioritized ethical considerations, ensuring informed consent and
minimizing researcher bias. Triangulation was achieved through cross-referencing interview narratives with digital
content analysis, providing a holistic view of how migrants engage with virtual networks to negotiate their identities
and sense of belonging.

Findings

The findings reveal that virtual social networks serve as critical tools for cultural preservation and social cohesion
among Afghan migrants in France. Platforms like WhatsApp, Telegram, and Instagram enable the transmission of
cultural heritage through practices such as sharing Persian/Dari poetry, proverbs, traditional recipes, and virtual
celebrations of Nowruz and Ramadan. These activities reinforce collective identity and intergenerational ties,
particularly for youth navigating dual cultural affiliations. For instance, families use digital spaces to teach native
languages, with parents noting improved retention among children exposed to daily Dari conversations. However, the
study also identifies tensions arising from France’s secular policies, which pressure migrants to privatize cultural and
religious identities. This creates a paradox: while digital spaces facilitate cultural continuity, they also risk deepening
generational divides, as younger migrants—immersed in French society—often adopt hybrid identities that challenge
traditional norms. Examples include adolescents negotiating gender roles (e.g., autonomy in marital choices) or
blending linguistic codes (mixing French and Dari). Additionally, the networks’ role in disseminating critical
information (e.g., legal guides) contrasts with vulnerabilities to misinformation and cultural homogenization. Despite
fostering solidarity, these platforms occasionally amplify intra-community conflicts, reflecting broader struggles over

identity and adaptation in a polarized host society.
Discussion and Conclusion

Virtual social networks emerge as both lifelines and battlegrounds for the Afghan diaspora in France, fundamentally
shaping their experience of migration and acculturation. This study demonstrates that these digital platforms are not
merely communication tools but have evolved into vital digital public spheres where cultural identity is actively

negotiated, preserved, and transformed. The findings strongly validate Berry’s acculturation model, illustrating that
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the processes of cultural maintenance and engagement with the host society are not mutually exclusive but are
dynamically interrelated and strategically managed through different online spaces. For instance, migrants may
employ a separation strategy within closed WhatsApp family groups to safeguard linguistic and ritualistic traditions,
while simultaneously utilizing an integration strategy on public Instagram profiles to cultivate and express a hybrid
Afghan-French identity. This digital flexibility underscores the non-linear and context-dependent nature of

contemporary acculturation. These networks function as crucial arenas for the reproduction of cultural capital through

the sharing of poetry, proverbs, and memories, and for the strengthening of social capital via supportive groups and
the organization of collective events. They provide a means to resist assimilationist pressures inherent in the French
republican model, which often demands the privatization of cultural difference. Particularly for women, these spaces
offer a platform for enhanced agency, allowing them to redefine traditional roles while acting as primary transmitters
of culture. However, this empowering function exists alongside significant challenges. The research corroborates the
dual-edged nature of social media noted by scholars like Bernal et al. (2022), highlighting its capacity to foster well-
being and solidarity while also perpetuating risks such as the spread of misinformation, the creation of cultural
bubbles that limit interaction with the host society, and the exacerbation of intergenerational tensions as younger

generations navigate competing cultural influences.

Notably, the study tempers the more optimistic conclusions of researchers like Park & Gerrits (2021) regarding
seamless transnational identity formation. It reveals that the systemic exclusion and discriminatory pressures faced
by Afghan migrants in France significantly constrain their ability to fully integrate while publicly celebrating their
heritage. Consequently, the primary function of these networks often remains the reinforcement of in-group solidarity
rather than facilitating broad-based integration, a finding that contrasts with studies suggesting social media use
naturally enhances out-group ties. Furthermore, structural inequities such as the digital divide, varying levels of digital
literacy—particularly among the first generation—and cybersecurity threats limit the equitable distribution of these

platforms' benefits, potentially marginalizing the most vulnerable. Future research should adopt longitudinal

approaches to trace the long-term impact of digital acculturation on second-generation identity formation and explore
policy implications for fostering inclusive digital ecosystems that support both cultural preservation and social
integration. Ultimately, this work argues that in an era of global mobility, virtual social networks must be understood
not as simple technological artifacts but as politically and culturally significant arenas. They are spaces where
migrants exercise agency, engage in cultural survival, and continuously redefine their identities, navigating the

complex interplay between roots and routes in a digitally interconnected world.
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