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Abstract: This study explores how Gen Z Indians navigate
questions of identity, community, and culture on the global social
media platform Reddit. Drawing on in-depth interviews with 15
Indian Redditors aged 18-25, we analyze their experiences
through a theoretical framework that brings together key concepts
from digital anthropology, postcolonial studies, and science and
technology studies. Our findings reveal Reddit as a complex site of
cultural negotiation where Indian youth construct hybrid
identities, imagine communities beyond geographical boundaries,
and grapple with the platform's affordances and limitations.
However, we also highlight how these processes of meaning-
making and community formation are deeply shaped by the
enduring power asymmetries of coloniality and the digital divide
in India. The dominance of English on the platform, the
marginalization of Indian vernaculars and cultural referents, and
the underrepresentation of lower-caste and working-class voices
all point to the ways in which Reddit's promise of inclusivity and
democratization remains unfulfilled for many Indian users. To
make sense of these tensions and contradictions, we develop an
analytical approach that foregrounds Indian Redditors’ own
cultural frameworks and meaning-making practices while also
situating their experiences within larger structures of postcolonial
power and inequality. This decolonial and pluriversal approach,
we argue, is crucial for moving beyond one-size-fits-all models of
digital sociality and attending to the irreducible diversity and
specificity of Indian digital cultures. At the same time, we
reflexively interrogate our own positionality as researchers and the
limits of our inquiry, acknowledging the paradoxes of doing
decolonial scholarship within a still largely Western-centric
academic ecosystem. We thus offer our findings not as definitive
conclusions but as an invitation to further conversation and
critique, opening up new avenues for research and praxis at the
intersections of Indian cultural politics, digital media, and
decolonial theory. Ultimately, this study makes a case for the
urgent need to decolonize our approaches to global social media
platforms like Reddit and to center the lived experiences, cultural
knowledges, and political aspirations of digital subjects at the
margins. In doing so, we hope to contribute to a more expansive
and pluriversal understanding of digital sociality — one that makes
space for multiple ways of being and knowing online.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In the ever-evolving landscape of digital worlds, Reddit

stands out as a peculiar platform that facilitates global
connections while allowing for the formation of niche
communities.

With its structure of user-created and moderated
"subreddits,” Reddit offers a distinctive environment for
users to engage with content, form communities, and express
their identities [1]. As of 2022, India ranks among the top
countries in terms of Reddit usage, with an estimated 15
million monthly active users, most of them incidentally being
Gen Z or Millenials, making it a significant demographic
within the platform's user base [2]. The rapid growth of
Reddit in India coincides with the country's digital
transformation. As of 2021, India had over 600 million
internet users [3], with a significant portion of this population
being young, urban, and English-speaking -- demographics
that align closely with Reddit's user base [4]. This
convergence of factors makes the study of Indian Reddit users
particularly timely and relevant.

The primary research questions guiding this study are:

1. How do Gen Z Indian users experience community
formation on Reddit, and what is the nature of it, both within
India-specific subreddits and in global communities?

2. In what ways does participation in Reddit communities
influence the identities of Gen Z Indian users?

3. How do Gen Z Indian Redditors navigate the tension
between local cultural contexts and the platform's
predominantly Western user base?

4. What is the nature of language use on Reddit and what
role does it play in community formation and identity
expression for Gen Z Indian Reddit users?

5. How do factors such as gender, age, and geographic
location influence Gen Z Indian users' experiences on Reddit?

6. What is the role of moderators on Reddit and what is
their impact on community formation with respect to Gen Z
Indian users?

7. How do Gen Z Indians leverage Reddit to channelize the
darker aspects of their identity or self, and to negotiate with
socially taboo topics?

8. Do Gen Z Indians present a specific version of their
selves on Reddit?

This research aims to explore the complex interplay
between Reddit usage, community formation, and cultural
identity among Gen Z Indian users.
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By focusing on the experiences of fifteen diverse Gen Z
Indian Redditors, we seek to understand how individuals
navigate and negotiate their identities within a globally-
oriented platform. This study is particularly relevant given
India's rapid digitalization and the increasing importance of
online spaces in shaping cultural discourse and community
dynamics [5]. The unique structure of Reddit, with its diverse
subreddits, provides an interesting case study for examining
how users from non-Western contexts engage with both
global and local digital spaces. As Massanari [1] notes,
Reddit's algorithms and community structures can
significantly influence user interactions and community
formation. This study builds on such insights to explore how
these platform-specific features interact with the cultural
backgrounds of Indian users. Furthermore, as Arora [5]
argues in her work on digital life beyond the West,
understanding how non-Western users engage with global
platforms is crucial for developing a more comprehensive
picture of digital culture. This study contributes to this
broader conversation by providing in-depth insights into the
experiences of Gen Z Indian Reddit users.

By examining these questions through in-depth interviews
with Gen Z Indian Reddit users, this study aims to contribute
to our understanding of digital community formation and
identity negotiation in an increasingly interconnected world.
The findings of this research have implications not only for
understanding the Indian digital experience but also for
broader discussions about cultural representation, digital
colonialism, and the role of social media in shaping modern
identities.

This study employs a qualitative approach, utilizing semi-
structured interviews conducted by a single researcher. This
methodological choice allows for consistency in data
collection while enabling a deep exploration of participants'
lived experiences. The research draws on theoretical
frameworks including cultural hybridity, networked
individualism, and the concept of "third space™ to analyze and
interpret the data.

The findings of this study have significant implications for
platform designers, policymakers, and educators. By
illuminating the complex ways in which Indian users navigate
Reddit, this research can inform strategies for creating more
inclusive  digital spaces, enhancing cross-cultural
understanding, and promoting digital literacy in diverse
cultural contexts.

In the following sections, we will outline the theoretical
framework guiding this study, detail our methodology,
present our findings, and discuss their implications for both
theory and practice in the field of digital sociology and cross-
cultural internet studies.

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL
FRAMEWORK

To analyze the experiences of Indian Reddit users, this
study draws upon several theoretical perspectives from
sociology, anthropology, and media studies. These theories
provide a foundation for understanding the complex
dynamics of online community formation and identity
negotiation in a cross-cultural context.
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A. Imagined Communities

Anderson's [6] concept of "imagined communities"
provides a useful lens for understanding how Reddit users
develop a sense of belonging within subreddits despite never
meeting face-to-face. Originally applied to nationalism, this
concept can be extended to digital spaces where users
construct shared identities and cultural norms. Gruzd et al. [7]
have applied this concept to online communities,
demonstrating its relevance in understanding how social
media users form connections and shared identities. In the
context of Reddit, subreddits can be seen as imagined
communities where users share common interests, languages,
and cultural references, creating a sense of belonging that
transcends geographical boundaries.

B. Social Constructionism

Berger and Luckmann's [8] theory of social
constructionism helps us understand how reality is
constructed through social interactions. On Reddit, this
theory can illuminate how users collectively create and
maintain the social realities of their subreddit communities
through shared language, norms, and practices. The upvoting
and downvoting system on Reddit can be seen as a
mechanism for negotiating shared meanings and constructing
communal  knowledge, aligning with the social
constructionist perspective. Lindlof and Taylor [13] have
further explored how this theory applies to mediated
communication, providing insights into how online
communities construct their shared realities.

C. Cultural Hybridity

Bhabha's [9] notion of cultural hybridity offers insights
into how Indian Reddit users might negotiate their identities
at the intersection of local cultural contexts and global digital
culture. This concept is particularly relevant for
understanding how users navigate between India-specific
subreddits and more globally-oriented communities. Kraidy
[10] has further developed this concept in the context of
global communication, providing a framework for analyzing
how individuals in globalized media environments construct
hybrid cultural identities. Marwick and Boyd [14] have
applied similar concepts to social media, examining how
users perform cultural identities across different online
platforms.

D. Networked Individualism

Rainie and Wellman's [11] concept of networked
individualism describes how digital technologies enable
individuals to create personalized networks of relationships.
This framework can help explain how Indian users navigate
multiple subreddit communities and construct their online
identities. Networked individualism suggests that users are
not bound to a single community but can belong to multiple,
overlapping networks, each serving different social needs.
Wellman et al. [15] have further explored how this concept
applies to various online platforms, providing a basis for
understanding the multi-faceted nature of digital social
engagement.
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E. Digital Cosmopolitanism

Zuckerman's [12] work on digital cosmopolitanism
provides a framework for understanding how engagement
with diverse online communities can foster a sense of global
citizenship. This perspective is particularly relevant for
examining how Indian Reddit users' engagement with global
subreddits might influence their worldviews and cultural
identities. Gillespie et al. [16][20][21][22][23][24] have
expanded on this concept, exploring how digital platforms
facilitate cross-cultural encounters and shape users'
perceptions of global issues.

F. Postcolonial Digital Cultures

Building on postcolonial theory, scholars like Risam, [17]
have examined how digital spaces reflect and reshape power
dynamics rooted in colonial histories. This perspective can
provide valuable insights into how Indian users experience
and navigate a platform with a predominantly Western user
base and cultural references. Postcolonial digital culture
theory encourages us to consider how global platforms like
Reddit may perpetuate or challenge existing power structures
and cultural hegemonies.

G. Third Space Theory

Bhabha's [9] concept of the "third space™ provides another
useful framework for understanding the experiences of Indian
Reddit users. The third space is a metaphorical space where
cultural translation and negotiation occur, leading to the
emergence of new cultural forms. In the context of this study,
Reddit itself can be conceptualized as a third space where
Indian users engage in cultural translation between their local
contexts and global digital culture. Pennycook [18] has
applied this concept to language and globalization, offering
insights into how users might navigate linguistic and cultural
differences on global platforms.

By integrating these theoretical perspectives, we can
develop a nuanced understanding of how Indian Reddit users
navigate community formation and cultural identity in a
global digital platform. This theoretical framework guides
our analysis of interview data and helps us situate our
findings within broader discussions of digital culture and
identity.

I11. RESEARCH DESIGN

This study employs a qualitative approach centered on in-
depth, semi-structured interviews with fifteen Gen Z Indian
Reddit users. This method was chosen to gain rich, detailed
insights into individual experiences and perceptions of
community formation and cultural identity negotiation on
Reddit.

A. Participant Selection

Participants were selected using purposive sampling to
ensure diversity in terms of Reddit usage patterns and
demographic characteristics. The criteria for selection
included:

1. Indian nationality or strong cultural identification with
India

2. Active Reddit usage

The final sample consisted of:

1. 3 females and 12 males
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2. Age range: 19-23 years old

3. Geographic diversity: participants from 9 different
Indian states.

4. Occupation diversity: students, professionals in IT,
academia, self-employed individuals

5. Reddit experience ranging from 1 to 5 years

6. Diversity in subreddit engagement: participants active in
various India-specific subreddits (e.g., r/india, r/Chandigarh,
r/AITK) and global subreddits

This sample size allows for a comprehensive exploration
of experiences across different demographics, user types, and
engagement patterns.

B. Data Collection

All interviews were conducted by Vatsal Tewari, a co-
author of this study and an MA student in Sociology at
Jawaharlal Nehru University. Interviews were conducted via
video calls, each lasting between 60 to 90 minutes. The
interviews followed a semi-structured guide covering key
themes such as:

- Initial discovery and adoption of Reddit

- Experiences of community within subreddits

- Negotiation of identity in global and local subreddits

- Perceived impact of Reddit on personal cultural identity
and worldview

- Challenges and benefits of navigating between Indian and
global communities on Reddit

- Language use and code-switching practices on Reddit

-Relationship with Moderators on Reddit

All interviews were conducted primarily in English, with
participants given the option to express themselves in Hindi
or their regional language if they felt more comfortable doing
so. Interviews were audio-recorded with participant consent
and later transcribed using TurboScribe for analysis.

C. Data Analysis

Interview transcripts were analyzed using thematic
analysis, following Braun and Clarke's [19] six-phase
approach. To enhance reliability and mitigate potential biases
from having a single interviewer, the following steps were
taken:

1. Initial coding was performed independently by Arpita
Mishra and Vatsal Tewari.

2. Codes and emerging themes were regularly discussed
between the two researchers to ensure agreement and address
any discrepancies.

QualCoder software was used to facilitate the coding
process and theme development. The analysis process
involved:

1. Familiarization with the data through repeated reading
of transcripts

2. Generation of initial codes

3. Searching for themes

4. Reviewing and refining themes

5. Defining and naming themes

6. Producing the report
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D. Ethical Considerations

This study was conducted in strict adherence to the
American Sociological Association's (ASA) Code of Ethics.
While formal Institutional Review Board approval was not
required for this study, we ensured that our research
methodology and practices aligned with the ASA's ethical
guidelines for sociological research.

The study involved interviews with 15 Reddit users. In line
with ASA ethical standards, all participants were provided
with detailed information about the study's purpose,
methodology, and their rights as participants. Informed
consent was obtained from each participant before the
interviews were conducted. Participants were assured of their
anonymity and the confidentiality of their responses. They
were also informed of their right to withdraw from the study
at any time without any negative consequences. To protect
participant privacy, all identifying information was removed
from the interview transcripts, and pseudonyms were used in
reporting the results. The interviews were conducted in a
manner that respected the participants' privacy, dignity, and
cultural sensitivities.

Data protection measures were implemented to ensure the
security of the collected information. Interview recordings
and transcripts were stored on password-protected devices,
accessible only to the researchers directly involved in the
study.

Throughout the research process, we adhered to the ASA's
principles of professional competence, integrity, professional
and scientific responsibility, respect for people's rights,
dignity, and diversity, and social responsibility. These
principles guided our approach to ensure that our study
contributed meaningful insights while protecting the rights
and well-being of our participants.

E. Limitations

While this sample of 15 participants provides a rich and
diverse dataset, it is important to note that findings may not
be fully generalizable to the entire Gen Z Indian Reddit
community. The focus on predominantly English-speaking
users may not fully capture experiences of users who
primarily engage in regional language subreddits.
Additionally, having a single interviewer may introduce
potential biases, although steps were taken to mitigate this in
the analysis phase. Self-reported data may also be subject to
recall bias or social desirability bias. Future research could
benefit from incorporating multiple interviewers, content
analysis of Reddit posts, or a larger-scale survey to
complement these in-depth qualitative insights.

F. Researcher Reflexivity

As the primary interviewer, Vatsal acknowledges that his
own experiences as a young Indian man and his academic
background in sociology may have influenced the interview
process and initial interpretations. To mitigate potential
biases, Vatsal engaged in regular reflexive discussions with
co-author Arpitai throughout the research process. Both
researchers maintained reflexive journals to document their
decision-making processes and evolving interpretations.
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IV. RESULT AND DISCUSSION

Our analysis of the interview transcripts, viewed through
the lens of global theoretical frameworks in dialogue with
Indian socio-cultural realities, revealed the complex ways
Gen Z Indians engage with Reddit for identity exploration,
community formation, and negotiating hybrid cultural
belongings. The results illuminate how these users navigate a
"third space” between the local and the global, the intimate
and the anonymous, within Reddit's affordances and
constraints.  Anderson's [6] concept of “imagined
communities” provides a starting point for understanding
how participants developed a sense of belonging within
specific subreddits despite never meeting other members
face-to-face. Many interviewees described feeling connected
to niche interest-based communities, with one user explaining
how he felt part of the "universe” of a TV show fan subreddit.
This aligns with Gruzd et al.'s [7] application of imagined
communities to online spaces. However, extending this
framework to the Indian context requires attending to the
linguistic diversity and politics of language that shape digital
participation in India. The dominance of English on Reddit,
as noted by several participants, may limit the ability of non-
English-proficient Indians to imagine themselves as part of
these communities. Subreddits thus become spaces for
enacting what Kothari calls "global Indian" identities,
predicated on access to English and associated cultural
capital. The social constructionist perspective of Berger and
Luckmann [8] further illuminates how subreddits collectively
construct and maintain shared realities through unique norms
and linguistic practices. But these processes of reality-
construction are not neutral - they are inflected by power
disparities between Western and Indian cultural referents,
with Indian Redditors often having to "translate” themselves
and their experiences to fit into platform norms. As one
participant noted, "Reddit is not Indian friendly yet", hinting
at the ongoing negotiations required to localize this global
platform.

Rainie and Wellman's [11] notion of networked
individualism offers a useful lens for understanding how
Indian Redditors navigate multiple communities and
construct their online identities. Participants described
belonging to various subreddits serving different facets of
their interests and needs, reflecting the multi-modal nature of
digital sociality described by Wellman et al. [15]. Bhabha's
[9] concept of cultural hybridity aptly captures how
participants navigate their identities at the intersection of
Indian and Western cultural contexts on Reddit. Many
interviewees reported primarily engaging with global,
English-language subreddits while selectively participating
in India-specific communities. This reflects the kind of hybrid
cultural identities that Kraidy describes in globalized media
environments.However, this hybridity is not without
tensions. Engagement with global subreddits exposed
participants to stereotypes and othering of Indians, as
exemplified by Dev's experience of being called derogatory
names.
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Nandy's idea of the "intimate enemy" is instructive here -
the Western cultural codes that Indian Redditors must
navigate are both familiar and alienating, desirable and
threatening. Participants' experiences of casual racism on the
platform reveal the persistence of colonial power relations
even in supposedly "borderless" digital spaces.

At the same time, the emergence of vernacular subreddits
like r/IndiaSpeaks and r/Chodi point to efforts by Indian users
to carve out their own cultural niches within Reddit's global
architecture. These "Indic Reddits" can be seen as attempts to
resist cultural homogenization and assert local identities,
even as they adapt to the platform's overarching logics.
Examining the interplay between such local subreddits and
the wider Indian digital ecosystem could yield further insights
into the complex cultural politics of Reddit in India. Reddit's
anonymity emerged as a key factor shaping Indian users' self-
expression and community formation on the platform. Many
participants valued the pseudonymity afforded by Reddit for
enabling more candid discussions of sensitive topics,
resonating with Marwick and Boyd's [14] arguments about
how platform architectures shape identity performances.

However, this anonymity also engendered tensions and
ambivalences. While some participants found the lack of
visible identity markers liberating, others noted how it made
it difficult to establish trust and credibility with strangers
online. As an interviewee put it, "'You never know who you're
talking to and who the people are." This points to the limits
of purely anonymous sociality and the enduring importance
of social cues and cultural context, even in pseudonymous
spaces.

The figure of the "stranger" - encountered intimately yet
remaining unknowable - is a productive metaphor for
theorizing Indian Redditors' experiences of anonymity.
Drawing on Simmel's classic insights, we can understand
these pseudonymous interactions as a form of "stranger
sociability" characterized by a mix of proximity and distance,
curiosity and caution. Engaging with strangers on Reddit
allows for novel forms of self-fashioning and cultural
encounter, but also carries risks and uncertainties that
participants must constantly negotiate.

Issues of digital inequality and representation emerged as
major barriers to realizing Reddit's potential as an inclusive
space for Indian voices. Participants consistently noted the
dominance of urban, English-educated, and middle/upper-
class demographics on Indian subreddits, with one participant
observing "l haven't seen people from certain communities,
certain classes." This skew reflects India's wider digital
divides along lines of language, class, and region. However,
these digital inequalities cannot be understood in purely
socioeconomic terms - they are also fundamentally linked to
India's postcolonial condition and the uneven distribution of
cultural and linguistic capital. The hegemony of English on
Reddit, the valorization of Western cultural referents, and the
marginalization of Indian vernaculars all reproduce and
reinscribe colonial hierarchies in digital form. Decolonizing
Reddit, then, would require not just expanding access to the
platform but also actively de-centering its Anglocentric
norms and genres. One potential decolonial approach is to
foreground Indian Redditors' own meaning-making practices
and interpretive frameworks, rather than solely viewing them
through the lens of Western theory.
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For instance, several participants invoked local cultural
tropes like jugaad (creative improvisation) and apna time
aayega (our time will come) to describe their aspirations and
workarounds on the platform. Attending closely to such emic
categories and theorizations can help provincialize
universalizing accounts of digital culture and identity. More
radically, we might imagine what a "desi Reddit" could look
like - a homegrown platform that centers Indian languages,
aesthetics, and modes of sociality while fostering the same
pseudonymous exchange of ideas. Such vernacular platforms
are already emerging in spaces pointing to alternative
possible futures for Indian digital cultures beyond Silicon
Valley templates. Studying these “Indic Internets" alongside
global giants like Reddit can help pluralize our understanding
of digital sociality beyond a one-size-fits-all model.

However, Reddit is just one node in the larger network of
platforms and online communities that Indian youth engage
with [20]. Several participants compared their experiences on
Reddit with more widely-used apps like WhatsApp and
YouTube, noting the more niche and specialized nature of
Reddit communities. Understanding Indian Redditors'
practices thus requires situating Reddit within this broader
digital ecosystem and attending to potential overlaps and user
flows with other online spaces. For instance, examining
parallels between Reddit and other interest-based Indian
online communities on platforms like Discord and Telegram
could illuminate the wider cultural circuits through which
young Indians explore their identities and passions. Such
cross-platform analysis could also shed light on the specific
affordances and limitations of Reddit for Indian users
compared to these other networked contexts.

V. CONCLUSION

Our analysis of Gen Z Indian Redditors' experiences,
drawing on a synthesis of global theoretical frameworks and
local socio-cultural perspectives, highlights the complex
negotiations of identity, community, and culture that unfold
on the platform. Reddit emerges as a contested digital space
where Indian youth construct hybrid selves, imagine
communities beyond geographical boundaries, and navigate
the affordances and limitations of pseudonymous sociality.
However, this study also underscores the profound
inequalities and postcolonial power dynamics that shape
Indian users' engagement with Reddit. The platform's
English-language dominance, the hegemony of Western
cultural referents, and the underrepresentation of
marginalized Indian voices all point to the enduring
coloniality of power in digital space. Realizing Reddit's
potential as an inclusive and empowering forum for Indian
youth thus requires a critical reckoning with these structural
barriers and a commitment to decolonizing both the
platform's design and the epistemological frameworks we use
to make sense of it.

Toward this end, we have tried to foreground Indian
Redditors' own meaning-making practices and cultural
lenses, while also reflexively interrogating our own
positionality as researchers.
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We have situated Reddit within the wider ecosystem of
Indian digital platforms and imagined alternative "Indic
Internets” that center local languages, aesthetics, and values.
Such a decolonial approach, we argue, is essential for moving
beyond a one-size-fits-all model of digital sociality and
attending to the irreducible diversity of Indian digital
cultures.

At the same time, we recognize the limitations of our study
and the need for further research to build on and complicate
our findings. Future work could examine in greater depth the
role of specific Indian regions, languages, and cultural
identities in shaping Reddit experiences, as well as the flow
of influences and interactions between Reddit and other
Indian online communities. Comparative studies of Indian
diasporic users' engagement with the platform could also
yield insights into how hybrid digital identities are negotiated
across transnational contexts. Methodologically, we see
potential in more participatory and collaborative research
designs that involve Indian Redditors as co-creators of
knowledge rather than mere objects of study.

Ultimately, this study is an invitation to think beyond false
binaries of global and local, dominant and resistant, online
and offline in our approach to Indian digital cultures. It points
to the need for more situated, context-sensitive, and
pluralistic understandings of platforms like Reddit -
understandings that attend to the specific histories, politics,
and aspirations of the communities that use them. By
centering Indian Redditors' lived experiences and cultural
frameworks, we hope to contribute to a more inclusive and
decolonial vision of digital sociality — one that makes space
for multiple ways of being and knowing online. At the same
time, we are mindful of the tensions and contradictions
inherent in studying a global platform like Reddit from a
decolonial lens. Even as we critique Reddit's Western-
centrism and imagine "Indic alternatives,” we are working
within an academic genre and publishing infrastructure that
is itself deeply shaped by colonial legacies. There is a risk of
reproducing extractive logics even as we try to disrupt them,
of speaking for rather than with Indian digital subjects.
Grappling with these paradoxes is an ongoing process that
requires vigilance, humility, and a willingness to be
transformed by the encounters and collisions between
different worlds - digital and physical, Indian and Western,
dominant and subaltern.

In the end, our hope is that this study sparks further
conversation and reflection on what it means to study digital
cultures from the margins, and what a truly decolonized and
pluriversal approach to global platforms might look like. We
offer our findings not as the final word but as an opening —an
invitation to think and imagine otherwise. For it is in these
critical, uncomfortable, and generative spaces of questioning
that new possibilities for Indian digital selves and societies
might yet emerge.
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