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ABSTRACT

Social media has become deeply embedded in the everyday lives of young people, reshaping urban experience, social
interaction, and cultural engagement, particularly among college students navigating educational transition and urban
relocation. Digitally mediated communication now functions not merely as a tool but as a structuring environment
through which identity, belonging, and intercultural adaptation are organised. This article critically reviews
interdisciplinary literature on urban sociology, network society theory, symbolic interactionism, cultural power, and
intercultural adaptation to examine social media’s role in contemporary urban life. Drawing on Louis Wirth’s
conception of urbanism as a way of life, Manuel Castells’ theory of the network society, and Danah Boyd’s concept of
networked publics, the review situates social media as constitutive of digital urbanism rather than external to it.
Particular attention is given to the Indian–Mizo context, characterised by recent urbanisation, strong communitarian
traditions, and increasing exposure to global digital cultures, highlighting how local histories and moral regulation
shape social media practices and complicate universalist assumptions derived from Western and metropolitan contexts.
The article identifies key conceptual and methodological gaps in existing scholarship and advances the need for
a contextual digital urban sociology that is context-sensitive, theoretically grounded, and attentive to regional diversity.
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Introduction: Urban Youth, Digital Media, and Intercultural Change
The first decades of the twenty-first century have witnessed a profound reconfiguration of social life, driven by rapid
urbanisation and the expansion of digital communication technologies. According to Manuel Castells (1996, 2010),
contemporary societies are increasingly organised around digitally mediated networks, a transformation that
fundamentally reshapes social relations and everyday interaction. Within this context, social media platforms have
emerged not merely as tools of communication but as structuring environments that reorganise identity formation and
cultural interaction, a process that Castells (2010) associates with the rise of the network society.
For young people, particularly college students, these platforms constitute everyday social environments through which
social ties are formed, sustained, and transformed. Danah Boyd (2014) argues that social media create “networked
publics” that function as lived social spaces for youth, shaping how relationships and identities are negotiated in routine,
ongoingways.
In urban contexts where heterogeneity, mobility, and anonymity already characterise social interaction social media
further intensifies encounters across cultural, linguistic, and symbolic boundaries. This dynamic resonates with Louis
Wirth’s (1938) classical argument that urbanism produces a distinctive way of life marked by social diversity and
impersonal interaction, conditions that are now amplified and reconfigured through digital platforms.
Sociological engagement with social media has therefore moved beyond questions of access and usage to examine how
digital platforms intersect with urban life, cultural power, and processes of adaptation. As Castells (1996, 2010) suggests,
digital communication technologies reorganise social relations by embedding everyday interaction within networked
structures that shape power, culture, and identity.
Youth occupy a critical position within this transformation. Bennett (2008) notes that young people are central actors in
the digital age because their civic, cultural, and social practices are increasingly mediated through online platforms.
Situated at the intersection of education, mobility, and technological fluency, college students function as early adopters
and intensive users of social media. Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe (2007) observe that social networking sites play a
particularly significant role during transitional life stages, enabling students to maintain and reconfigure social ties amid
educational and spatial mobility.
These digital practices illuminate broader shifts in how social interaction, belonging, and identity are negotiated in
contemporary urban societies. Boyd (2014) further contends that social media platforms operate as networked publics in
which identity and belonging are continuously produced through interaction, visibility, and audience feedback,
particularly among youth navigating complex urban environments.
Within this broader global transformation, regions such as Northeast India and Mizoram in particular offer analytically
rich yet underexplored contexts. As Castells (2010) notes, global digital networks do not erase local specificities; rather,
they interact unevenly with existing social structures, producing differentiated experiences of modernity across regions.
Mizoram’s recent and uneven urbanisation, strong communitarian traditions, and increasing exposure to global digital
cultures create a distinctive setting in which urbanism, social media, and intercultural adaptation intersect. This reflects
what Wirth (1938) described as the transformative effects of urbanism on social relations, effects that are now mediated
through digital platforms rather than confined solely to physical urban space.
College students in Mizoram navigate not only the pressures of urban life and academic transition but also the
negotiation between indigenous cultural norms and globalised digital imaginaries. In this regard, Benedict Anderson’s
(1983) concept of “imagined communities” is particularly relevant, as digital media enable young people to imagine
belonging simultaneously to local cultural worlds and transnational symbolic communities.
Existing scholarship has extensively examined social media’s impact on youth identity, social capital, and political
participation in Western and metropolitan Asian contexts. Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe (2007), for instance,
demonstrate how social networking sites shape social capital among college students, while Boyd (2014) highlights the
centrality of social media in youth identity formation within networked publics. Similarly, Castells (2012) documents
how digital platforms facilitate political participation and collective action, particularly among urban youth in
technologically advanced societies.
However, fewer studies integrate urban theory, network society perspectives, and intercultural adaptation frameworks to
analyse how digital platforms operate within emerging urban spaces and culturally distinctive regions. As van Dijck
(2013) observes, much digital media scholarship remains centred on platform practices without sufficiently situating
them within broader socio- spatial and cultural structures.
Understanding social media use among college students therefore requires a relational framework one that situates
digital practices within urban structures, power relations, and cultural encounters. This approach aligns with Castells’
(2010) insistence that digital communication must be analysed in relation to both structural power and lived cultural
contexts, particularly in non-metropolitan and transitional urban settings.
Accordingly, this article critically reviews literature across three interrelated domains:
(1)Theories of urbanism and digital sociality,
(2)Network society and platform-mediated interaction, and
(3)Youth, identity, and intercultural adaptation.
By synthesising these bodies of work, the article establishes a conceptual foundation for analysing how social media
mediates intercultural adaptation among urban youth, with particular relevance to contexts such as Mizoram.

Urbanism Revisited: From Classical Theory to Digital Urban Life
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Urban sociology has long conceptualised the city as more than a physical settlement; it is a social form that shapes
patterns of interaction, identity, and culture. Louis Wirth (1938) famously defined urbanism as “a way of life,” arguing
that the city fundamentally restructures social relations beyond mere spatial concentration. Classical urban theory,
particularly in Wirth’s formulation, emphasised the transformative effects of population size, density, and social
heterogeneity on everyday interaction and institutional life. These foundational insights, as Wirth (1938) suggested,
remain crucial for understanding how social relations are organised in complex and differentiated social environments,
including contemporary digital urban contexts.
Early urban theorists further argued that urban environments foster impersonal, segmental, and transitory social relations.
According to Wirth (1938), urban anonymity and diversity weaken traditional forms of community based on kinship and
locality, encouraging individuals to participate in multiple and overlapping social worlds. Urban life, characterised by
social distance and role-based interaction, thus promotes both individual autonomy and social fragmentation.
At the same time, this fragmentation does not simply result in social disintegration. As Wirth (1938) observed, the
loosening of traditional bonds also creates conditions for new forms of association, experimentation, and cultural
exchange. The city therefore emerges as a paradoxical social space simultaneously generating social disorganisation and
fostering innovation an insight that remains highly relevant for analysing digitally mediated urban life.
With the expansion of digital technologies, these urban dynamics have not disappeared; rather, they have been
reconfigured through mediated interaction. Manuel Castells (1996) argues that digital communication technologies
reorganise social life by embedding everyday interaction within networks of information flows, rather than displacing
earlier social forms. In this sense, social media platforms function as extensions of urban space, reproducing and
intensifying the characteristics of urbanism within digital environments. As Castells (2010) further notes, online spaces
mirror urban heterogeneity by facilitating encounters among diverse social actors across compressed temporal and
spatial frameworks.
Contemporary scholarship increasingly recognises that urbanism today is inseparable from digital infrastructures.
According to Barry Wellman and Lee Rainie (2012), individuals now inhabit “networked” environments in which online
and offline interactions continuously overlap, producing hybrid forms of sociality. Urban residents therefore do not
merely inhabit physical cities; they participate in digitally mediated social worlds that shape everyday interaction.
For college students, campuses, hostels, cafés, and classrooms coexist with Instagram feeds, WhatsApp groups, and
YouTube networks. This overlap reflects what Danah Boyd (2014) describes as networked publics, where social
interaction unfolds across interconnected online and offline spaces. These hybrid environments shape how students
form friendships, express identity, and engage with cultural difference, particularly within complex urbansettings.
Digital platforms also reshape the experience of urban anonymity. Wirth (1938) observed that cities historically allowed
individuals to maintain a degree of privacy through physical distance, weak ties, and limited personal acquaintance. In
digital environments, however, this condition of anonymity is fundamentally altered.
Boyd (2014) argues that social media collapses spatial and social boundaries by bringing together multiple audiences
into a single communicative space, a phenomenon she terms “context collapse.” As a result, college students
increasingly encounter situations in which family members, peers, teachers, and strangers simultaneously observe and
evaluate their online self- presentations.
This convergence of audiences significantly alters how identity is performed and regulated. Shoshana Zuboff (2019)
notes that digital platforms intensify social surveillance by transforming personal expression into continuously
monitored and evaluated data. In culturally tight societies, where normative expectations and moral regulation remain
strong, this heightened visibility further constrains self-expression and reinforces mechanisms of social control.
In regions undergoing rapid urban transition, such as Mizoram, digital urbanism introduces additional complexities.
Castells (2010) argues that global digital networks interact unevenly with local social structures, producing
differentiated experiences of urban modernity rather than uniform outcomes. Urbanisation in such contexts often
involves migration from rural or semi- rural areas into emerging towns, generating encounters between traditional
cultural frameworks and modern institutional settings a process Castells (2010) characterises as a tension between local
identities and global informational flows.
Within this context, social media becomes a crucial mediating space through which students maintain ties with home
communities while simultaneously integrating into urban networks. This dual orientation resonates with Wellman and
Rainie’s (2012) concept of networked individualism, in which individuals remain embedded in multiple, overlapping
social networks rather than shifting from one bounded community to another.
This pattern underscores the importance of analysing urbanism not only as spatial concentration but as a lived and
mediated process. As Castells (1996) emphasises, urban life in the network society is constituted through both physical
space and the “space of flows,” where digital interaction becomes integral to everyday social organisation.
Revisiting urbanism through a digital lens thus reveals that social media platforms are not external to urban life but
constitutive of it. Understanding youth interaction, cultural negotiation, and adaptation can therefore be better achieved
by integrating classical urban theory with contemporary analyses of digital environments, bridging Wirth’s (1938)
insights on urban social forms with Castells’ (2010) account of digitally mediated urban experience.

Network Society and Platformed Sociality
The concept of the network society marks a decisive shift in sociological thinking about power, communication, and
social organisation. Manuel Castells (1996) introduced the notion of the network society to describe a social structure in
which key activities are organised through digitally enabled networks rather than hierarchical or territorially bounded
institutions. According to Castells (1996), these networks fundamentally restructure economic activity, political
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participation, cultural production, and everyday interaction by privileging information flows over fixed organisational
forms. Within a network society, social relationships are increasingly organised through flows of information rather than
stable institutional arrangements. Castells (2010) argues that communication technologies enable social actors to
connect across space and time, producing flexible and reconfigurable networks of interaction. Social media platforms
exemplify this transformation by allowing individuals to sustain expansive and fluid networks that cut across geographic,
cultural, and social boundaries.
For college students, networked connectivity becomes central to academic collaboration, peer interaction, emotional
support, and cultural consumption. As Wellman and Rainie (2012) observe, individuals in networked societies operate
as “networked individuals,” sustaining multiple, overlapping social ties rather than belonging to a single, bounded
community. In this sense, social media platforms function as key infrastructures through which students manage
relationships, resources, and cultural participation within contemporary urban life.
Network society theory further highlights that power is exercised through control over networks and access to visibility.
Castells (2009, 2010) argues that in networked societies, power operates through communication processes that
determine which actors, messages, and identities gain prominence within informational flows. Digital platforms
therefore do not simply connect users; they actively structure participation by prioritising certain forms of content while
marginalising others through algorithmic governance.
This process reflects what van Dijck (2013) describes as the engineering of sociality, whereby platform architectures
reward visibility, engagement, and performativity in ways that shape user behaviour. Youth participation in social media
is consequently shaped by these architectural logics, which influence how cultural identities are expressed, evaluated,
and legitimised within digital environments.
For students in culturally distinctive regions, networked sociality introduces both opportunities and tensions. On the one
hand, social media enables exposure to global cultural flows, allowing youth to participate in transnational conversations
and imagined communities. As Castells (2010) notes, networked communication expands access to global symbolic
resources, facilitating new forms of cultural connection beyond local boundaries.
On the other hand, these same platforms often privilege dominant cultural narratives, potentially marginalising local
identities. This dynamic reflects Gramsci’s (1971) concept of cultural hegemony, whereby dominant values are
normalised through everyday practices rather than imposed through overt force. The network society thus emerges as a
site in which cultural domination and resistance coexist, as youth simultaneously appropriate digital platforms for self-
expression while negotiating unequal structures of visibility and power.
Networked interaction also alters the nature of community. Wellman (2001) argues that in networked societies,
communities are no longer primarily defined by shared locality but by flexible social networks organised around
interests, affiliations, and communication flows. Rather than stable, territorially grounded groups, digital communities
tend to be fluid, interest- based, and imagined. Building on this, Wellman and Rainie (2012) observe that individuals
now participate simultaneously in multiple, overlapping networks academic, cultural, religious, and political each
governed by distinct norms and expectations. Navigating these intersecting networks requires ongoing identity
negotiation and cultural competence, particularly for students operating across diverse social contexts.
The network society further blurs traditional boundaries between public and private life. Boyd (2014) notes that
networked publics are characterised by persistent visibility, whereby personal experiences are shared, curated, and
continuously evaluated by diverse audiences. For college students, this heightened visibility can foster social capital and
a sense of belonging, as Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe (2007) demonstrate in their analysis of social networking sites
and peer connection.
At the same time, this visibility can generate anxiety, social surveillance, and pressure to conform. Zuboff (2019) argues
that digital platforms intensify monitoring by transforming personal expression into data that is constantly observed and
assessed. These dynamics are particularly salient in societies where collective norms and moral expectations remain
influential, amplifying the regulatory effects of digital exposure.
By foregrounding networks rather than isolated individuals, network society theory provides a critical framework for
analysing social media use among urban youth. As Castells (1996, 2010) emphasises, social interaction in the network
society is shaped by structural conditions that determine access, visibility, and communicative power. This perspective
draws attention to the unequal distribution of influence within digital environments and highlights the broader cultural
implications of platform-mediated sociality.

Social Media, Identity, and Symbolic Interaction in Networked Youth Cultures
Identity formation has long occupied a central position in sociological theory, particularly in relation to youth and social
change. George Herbert Mead (1934) conceptualised the self as emerging through social interaction, arguing that
identity develops as individuals interpret and internalise the responses of others within specific social contexts. Building
on this interactionist foundation, identity can be understood not as fixed but as continuously shaped through
communicative processes.
In contemporary societies, these processes are increasingly mediated by digital platforms, where identity is not merely
expressed but performed, negotiated, and continually re-evaluated. Herbert Blumer (1969) emphasised that meaning
arises through interaction, an insight that becomes especially salient in digital environments where interaction is
frequent, visible, and symbolically charged. Social media intensifies symbolic interaction by rendering social feedback
immediate, persistent, and quantifiable, transforming likes, comments, and shares into key indicators of social
recognition.
For college students, whose identities are often in flux due to educational transition and urban relocation, digital
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platforms emerge as critical arenas of self-construction. Boyd (2014) argues that social media function as networked
publics in which young people actively construct and manage identity in relation to multiple audiences. Within these
environments, self-presentation is continually adjusted in response to feedback, visibility, and perceived social
expectations, reinforcing the central role of digital platforms in contemporary youth identity formation.
Symbolic interactionist perspectives provide a particularly useful lens for understanding these dynamics. Mead (1934)
emphasised that identity emerges through interaction as individuals interpret others’ responses and adjust their self-
conceptions accordingly, while Blumer (1969) further highlighted that meaning is produced and negotiated through
interaction rather than being inherent or stable. These insights remain highly relevant for analysing identity formation
within digitally mediated settings.
In social media contexts, interaction is structured through likes, comments, shares, and follower counts symbolic cues
that signal recognition, approval, or marginalisation. Boyd (2014) notes that such forms of feedback function as key
social signals within networked publics, shaping how individuals understand their social standing. Unlike face-to-face
interaction, these cues operate with heightened visibility and persistence, extending the reach and durability of symbolic
interaction in digital environments.
Research on youth social media use consistently demonstrates that college students curate their online personas with
acute awareness of audience perception. Zhao, Grasmuck, and Martin (2008) observe that social networking sites
encourage strategic self-presentation, as users carefully select profiles, photographs, and shared content to project
desirable identities to known audiences. This process is inherently dynamic, involving continuous monitoring and
revision in response to audience feedback. As Boyd (2014) suggests, identity in networked publics becomes a reflexive
project, shaped through ongoing interaction, visibility, and imagined audience responses.
Social media further collapses multiple social contexts into a single communicative space. Boyd (2014) conceptualises
this phenomenon as “context collapse,” referring to the convergence of distinct audiences within networked publics. As
a result, students’ online audiences often simultaneously include family members, peers, teachers, and unknown
observers. This convergence complicates identity work, particularly in societies where generational hierarchies and
moral expectations remain strong. Under such conditions, college students must balance expressions of autonomy and
modernity with culturally sanctioned norms of respectability, positioning digital identity as a site of negotiation between
tradition and transformation.
Empirical studies also highlight that social media enables both experimentation and constraint. Turkle (2016) argues that
digital platforms offer a degree of distance from immediate social sanction, creating opportunities to explore alternative
identities, interests, and affiliations. At time, these possibilities are constrained by heightened visibility and peer
monitoring. Zuboff (2019) notes that algorithmic systems intensify surveillance by rendering personal expression
continuously observable and evaluable. Consequently, deviation from dominant norms may invite social exclusion or
reputational risk, reinforcing conformity even within spaces that appear open and expressive. Identity construction on
social media can therefore be understood as shaped by simultaneous forces of empowerment and regulation.
Gender further complicates these dynamics. Research on online self-presentation demonstrates persistent gendered
patterns in digital interaction. Manago, Graham, Greenfield, and Salim Khan (2008) show that female users often
experience greater pressure to conform to aesthetic and behavioural expectations in social networking environments.
While social media enables visibility and voice, it also reproduces offline gender inequalities through digital means. As
van Dijck (2013) argues, platform cultures frequently amplify existing power asymmetries rather than dismantling them.
Youth identity formation can thus be better understood when symbolic interaction is situated within broader structures of
power and culture.
In emerging urban contexts, these identity processes intersect with experiences of migration, linguistic diversity, and
cultural hybridity. College students navigating urban life often use social media to maintain ties with home communities
while simultaneously adapting to new social environments. This pattern reflects what Wellman and Rainie (2012)
describe as networked individualism, in which individuals remain embedded in multiple, overlapping social networks
rather than transitioning fully from one community to another. Digital identity thereby functions as a bridge between
multiple cultural worlds, enabling students to manage belonging across both spatial and symbolic boundaries.

Cultural Power, Hegemony, and Algorithmic Visibility
While social media is often celebrated for its participatory and democratising potential, critical scholarship has
increasingly highlighted its role in reproducing cultural power and inequality. van Dijck (2013) argues that social media
platforms are not neutral communication tools but socio-technical systems embedded within political and economic
interests that shape how participation and visibility are organised. Building on this critique, Zuboff (2019) demonstrates
how digital platforms operate within a broader regime of surveillance capitalism, in which user activity is continuously
monitored, predicted, and monetised. Social media use among youth can therefore be better understood through
sustained attention to power, ideology, and visibility rather than through assumptions of openness or egalitarianism.
The concept of cultural hegemony remains highly relevant for analysing these digital environments. Gramsci (1971)
conceptualised hegemony as the process through which dominant values and worldviews become normalised and
accepted as common sense through everyday practices rather than direct coercion. In social media contexts, dominant
norms, aesthetics, and representations circulate widely, often appearing natural or universally desirable, thereby shaping
everyday cultural expectations.
Platform architectures play a crucial role in this process. van Dijck (2013) notes that algorithmic systems privilege
forms of expression that are visually appealing, emotionally engaging, and easily commodifiable, while marginalising
content that does not align with platform logics. Cultural hierarchies are thus reproduced through algorithmic
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amplification rather than overt ideological control. In this sense, digital power operates subtly, shaping what is seen,
valued, and legitimised within networked publics while obscuring the mechanisms through which visibility itself is
produced.
For college students, participation in social media involves navigating these hegemonic digital structures. Drawing on
Gramsci’s (1971) notion of cultural hegemony, dominant values and aesthetics circulating online come to be perceived
as natural and desirable rather than imposed. Within digital environments, content aligned with globalised aesthetics,
dominant languages, and popular trends is therefore more likely to gain visibility and validation.
Conversely, locally rooted cultural expressions often struggle for recognition unless they are reformulated to align with
platform logics. van Dijck (2013) argues that social media platforms privilege content that fits commercial and
algorithmic criteria, encouraging users to adapt cultural expression into platform-friendly formats. This dynamic has
significant implications for cultural identity in regions with strong indigenous traditions, where local meanings risk
being marginalised or diluted within global digital hierarchies.
Algorithms also play a central role in shaping what users see and how they are seen. Zuboff (2019) notes that
algorithmic systems prioritise engagement metrics such as likes, shares, and comments, thereby incentivising
visibility-oriented and performative behaviour. Through repeated exposure to these metrics, youth learn often
implicitly which forms of self-presentation are rewarded and which remain invisible.
Over time, these algorithmic feedback loops shape tastes, aspirations, and cultural orientations. Castells (2010)
emphasises that in the network society, symbolic power operates through the capacity to control visibility within
communication networks, influencing how identities and cultural meanings are legitimised in everyday life.
Power relations on social media are further evident in leader-follower dynamics, influencer cultures, and digital labour
practices. van Dijck (2013) argues that platform ecosystems generate new hierarchies of visibility, allowing certain users
to accumulate disproportionate attention and symbolic capital. These highly visible actors often function as cultural
intermediaries, shaping tastes, norms, and aspirations within networked publics.
Within this context, college students may aspire to heightened visibility, engaging in content creation that blurs the
boundary between self-expression and commodification. Zuboff (2019) explains that under surveillance capitalism,
personal experience and identity are increasingly transformed into economic resources, rendering visibility itself a form
of value extraction. This shift reflects broader transformations in the political economy of social media, in which
personal identity becomes a potential asset within attention-driven markets.
At the same time, social media can serve as a site of contestation and resistance. Castells (2012) documents how
networked communication enables youth to challenge dominant narratives, mobilise around social issues, and articulate
counter-hegemonic identities. Digital platforms thus provide spaces for political expression and cultural critique that
may not be readily available in offline settings.
However, such resistance operates within significant platform constraints. van Dijck (2013) notes that moderation
policies, algorithmic filtering, and commercial imperatives shape the limits of visibility and participation. Youth agency
is therefore continuously negotiated within structures of control. This tension between empowerment and regulation, as
Castells (2009) emphasises, lies at the heart of power relations in networked societies and remains central to
understanding digital youth cultures.
In culturally sensitive contexts, power dynamics are further complicated by moral regulation and communal
surveillance. Foucault (1977) argues that power often operates through dispersed forms of observation and self-
regulation rather than direct coercion, a framework that illuminates how digital visibility intensifies normative control.
In online environments, behaviour may be monitored not only by peers but also by family members and community
institutions, extending mechanisms of social discipline into digital space.
This expansion of surveillance can limit the emancipatory potential of social media. Boyd (2014) observes that while
networked publics appear open and participatory, they frequently reinforce existing social norms because visibility
exposes individuals to multiple overlapping audiences. As a result, self-censorship may emerge as a strategy to avoid
moral sanction, reproducing normative expectations even within ostensibly liberating digital environments.
Cultural power therefore operates simultaneously through global platforms and local social structures. As Castells (2010)
emphasises, digital networks do not dissolve local power relations but interact with them, producing hybrid forms of
control in which global technological infrastructures and community-based moral regulation mutually reinforce one
another.

Digital Urban Spaces and Networked Publics
The convergence of urban life and digital media has given rise to new forms of public space. Manuel Castells (1996,
2010) argues that contemporary social life is increasingly organised through digitally mediated networks, transforming
how public interaction and collective life are structured. Within this context, social media platforms function as digital
urban arenas where individuals encounter strangers, engage in debate, and participate in shared social worlds. These
spaces replicate key features of physical cities such as density of interaction, diversity of participants, and overlapping
social networks while extending them beyond geographical boundaries, a process Castells (2010) associates with the
rise of networked urbanism.
The concept of networked publics captures this transformation with greater precision. Danah Boyd (2010, 2014) defines
networked publics as publics restructured by networked technologies and shaped by affordances such as persistence,
visibility, and scalability. These affordances fundamentally alter how social interaction and collective presence are
organised in digital space.
For college students, networked publics are integral to everyday life. Boyd (2014) notes that these publics are
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experienced not as abstract technological environments but as lived social spaces that shape communication,
coordination, and the imagination of belonging. Through continuous participation in networked publics, students
negotiate identity, community, and participation within hybrid urban–digital environments.
Digital urban spaces differ from traditional public spheres in several important ways. van Dijck (2013) argues that
interaction on social media is mediated through platform interfaces that actively structure participation and visibility
rather than simply facilitating communication. Temporal boundaries are fundamentally altered as content persists,
remains searchable, and circulates beyond its original context. Boyd (2014) further emphasises that persistence and
scalability enable interactions to endure over time and reach unintended audiences.
Spatial boundaries are similarly reconfigured, allowing users from different geographic locations to participate in shared
conversations. Castells (2010) explains that digital communication produces a “space of flows,” in which interaction is
organised through networks rather than physical proximity. These features intensify experiences of urban heterogeneity,
exposing youth to a wide range of perspectives and cultural expressions within compressed temporal and spatial
frameworks.
At the same time, networked publics are stratified rather than egalitarian. Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of cultural capital
helps explain why access to visibility and influence remains uneven across digital spaces. Language proficiency,
familiarity with dominant cultural codes, and technological literacy shape who can participate effectively and gain
recognition online. In urban contexts, youth with greater exposure to global media and dominant cultural forms are
therefore better positioned to navigate these environments. As van Dijck (2013) observes, platform cultures tend to
privilege mainstream aesthetics and communicative styles, marginalising locally rooted or alternative expressions.
Digital urbanism thus reproduces spatial and cultural inequalities in symbolic form, even as it appears to expand access
and participation.
For students in transitional urban settings, digital spaces often supplement limited physical public infrastructure.
Castells (1996) argues that when institutional or spatial resources are constrained, communication networks become
crucial sites of social organisation. In such contexts, social media functions as a venue for discussion, cultural exchange,
and civic engagement, particularly where traditional public forums are weak or inaccessible. Online groups, pages, and
hashtags operate as meeting places where youth articulate concerns, negotiate norms, and form collective identities.
Boyd (2014) similarly notes that networked publics provide spaces for gathering and coordination, even where offline
participation is restricted. At the same time, digital urban spaces are sites of surveillance and regulation. Zuboff (2019)
argues that platform systems intensify monitoring by transforming interaction into data that is continuously observed,
evaluated, and managed. Platform moderation policies, community standards, and peer monitoring therefore shape
which forms of behaviour and expression are considered acceptable. In response to perceived risks of visibility, youth
may engage in self- censorship or strategic identity performance. This process reflects what Foucault (1977) described
as disciplinary power, whereby individuals internalise norms and regulate themselves in anticipation of observation.
Such mechanisms parallel broader patterns of governance in contemporary cities, where control operates through
decentralised and often invisible means rather than direct coercion.
Digital urban spaces also facilitate intercultural encounters. Sam and Berry (2010) argue that exposure to cultural
difference is a key condition for intercultural adaptation, enabling learning, empathy, and cognitive flexibility. Social
media increases the frequency and intensity of such encounters by integrating diverse cultural narratives into everyday
interaction. However, intercultural contact does not automatically produce positive outcomes. Hofstede (2001) cautions
that deeply embedded cultural values may generate misunderstanding, conflict, or resistance when difference is
encountered without contextual understanding. In some cases, repeated exposure to dominant global cultures may
contribute to cultural homogenisation rather than mutual exchange. The outcomes of digital intercultural encounters
therefore depend on how interaction is structured and interpreted within networked environments.
By conceptualising social media as digital urban space, it becomes possible to better understand how youth experience
urbanism beyond physical geography. Castells (2010) emphasises that contemporary socialisation increasingly unfolds
within hybrid environments where physical and digital spaces intersect, reshaping everyday interaction and cultural
experience. These digitally mediated spaces are thus central to processes of youth socialisation, identity formation, and
cultural negotiation.
Digital urban spaces consequently offer both opportunities for connection and challenges related to power, inequality,
and visibility. As van Dijck (2013) argues, platform-mediated environments simultaneously enable participation while
structuring interaction through unequal regimes of visibility and control. Youth experiences within these environments
can therefore be better understood through an integrated approach that brings together urban sociology, digital media
studies, and intercultural theory to account for the complex dynamics of interaction, power, and adaptation.

Intercultural Adaptation in the Age of Social Media
Intercultural adaptation refers to the dynamic process through which individuals adjust cognitively, emotionally, and
behaviourally to unfamiliar cultural environments. Sam and Berry (2010) describe adaptation as involving both
psychological and sociocultural adjustments that emerge through sustained intercultural contact. Traditionally, this
concept has been applied to migration, sojourning, and cross-cultural interaction in physical settings, where adaptation
unfolds primarily through face-to-face encounters. In contemporary societies, however, intercultural encounters
increasingly occur within digitally mediated environments, reshaping how adaptation unfolds, particularly among youth.
As Kim (2001) emphasises, adaptation processes evolve alongside changes in communication environments, rendering
digital interaction an increasingly significant context for intercultural adjustment.
Social media platforms intensify intercultural contact by exposing users to diverse cultural norms, values, languages,
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and practices on a daily basis. Sawyer and Chen (2012) note that digital media creates frequent and informal
opportunities for intercultural interaction that were previously constrained by geography. For college students, these
encounters are not occasional but routine, embedded in everyday practices such as scrolling, messaging, and content
consumption. Digital interaction thus becomes a key site where cultural learning, negotiation, and, at times,
misunderstanding occur, as repeated exposure to difference shapes attitudes, expectations, and communicative
competence over time.
Theories of intercultural adaptation consistently emphasise interaction as central to adjustment. Adaptation can be
understood not as a linear process of assimilation but as an ongoing negotiation between continuity and change. Sam
and Berry (2010) argue that individuals selectively adopt elements of dominant or host cultures while retaining aspects
of their original cultural identities. Social media complicates this process by enabling simultaneous engagement with
multiple cultural worlds. Through digital platforms, students remain closely connected to home communities while
actively participating in global or urban digital cultures, reflecting what Kim (2001) describes as the stress–adaptation–
growth dynamic operating across multiple communicative contexts rather than within a single cultural environment.
Adaptive outcomes in intercultural contexts have been conceptualised as ranging from integration and bicultural
competence to marginalisation and cultural stress. Sam and Berry (2010) identify integration as a condition in which
individuals maintain aspects of their original culture while actively engaging with a new cultural environment, a process
associated with more favourable psychological and social outcomes. Within digitally mediated contexts, social media
can facilitate such integration by providing access to information, peer support, and communicative resources that ease
adjustment. Sawyer and Chen (2012) further note that online communities offer spaces where individuals share
experiences, seek advice, and develop confidence in navigating unfamiliar cultural environments. This function
becomes particularly significant for students transitioning from rural or semi-rural backgrounds into urban academic
settings, where digital platforms often supplement limited face-to-face supportstructures.
At the same time, digital exposure does not automatically result in intercultural competence. Hofstede (2001) cautions
that deeply embedded cultural values may generate tension when unfamiliar norms are encountered without adequate
interpretive frameworks. Algorithmic curation can further constrain meaningful exposure to difference by reinforcing
cultural echo chambers, thereby limiting opportunities for intercultural learning. Encounters with unfamiliar values may
thus generate anxiety, resistance, or identity conflict. Within such environments, youth may experience pressure to
conform to dominant cultural norms circulating online, a process that van Dijck (2013) links to platform logics
privileging mainstream and commercially viable cultural expressions, often at the expense of local or indigenous
identities.
Language plays a crucial role in shaping digital intercultural adaptation. Castells (2010) emphasises that power within
networked communication is unevenly distributed, frequently privileging dominant languages that structure
participation and visibility on global platforms. Students with limited proficiency in these languages may experience
exclusion or diminished recognition, affecting their sense of belonging and communicative confidence. Conversely, the
use of local languages in digital spaces can function as a form of cultural assertion. As Anderson (1983) suggests, shared
language plays a central role in imagining community, and its digital use can reinforce group identity and solidarity
within networked environments.
Intercultural adaptation in digital contexts is therefore inherently ambivalent. Social media functions simultaneously as a
bridge and as a barrier, facilitating cross-cultural learning while also reproducing hierarchies and exclusions. Kim (2001)
argues that adaptation unfolds through continuous tension between openness and resistance, a dynamic that becomes
intensified within digitally mediated environments. These processes can thus be better understood when intercultural
adaptation is situated within broader structures of networked urban life and cultural power, where communication
technologies shape not only interaction but also the conditions under which cultural difference is negotiated.
Global scholarship on youth, social media, and urbanisation has expanded rapidly over the past two decades. Boyd
(2014) demonstrates how digital platforms have become central to youth identity formation, participation, and everyday
sociality, particularly within technologically advanced societies. Much of this literature focuses on Western or
metropolitan Asian contexts, examining how social media shapes identity, civic engagement, and social capital among
students. While these studies offer valuable theoretical and empirical insights, Castells (2010) notes that global digital
research reflects uneven geographies of knowledge production, resulting in significant cultural and regional imbalances.
Within the Indian context, research on social media and youth has largely concentrated on metropolitan cities, elite
institutions, and mainstream cultural groups. Valenzuela, Park, and Kee (2008) highlight how urban youth engagement
with social networking platforms influences political participation and social capital, a pattern echoed in Indian
metropolitan studies. Such research, however, frequently overlooks regions with distinct historical trajectories and
cultural configurations. As van Dijck (2013) observes, platform-centred scholarship tends to privilege spaces already
integrated into global media circuits, contributing to the relative marginalisation of regions such as Northeast India and
Mizoram in national and international academic discourse.
Mizoram presents a compelling case for extending global youth studies beyond metropolitan centres. The state’s
urbanisation is relatively recent and shaped by colonial legacies, missionary education, and post-independence
administrative restructuring. Castells (2010) argues that uneven urban trajectories produce distinctive forms of digital
engagement as global networks intersect with local institutional histories. Urban centres such as Aizawl have expanded
rapidly, becoming hubs of education, employment, and cultural exchange. Within these settings, college students
experience transitions that are simultaneously urban, digital, and intercultural, positioning them at the forefront of social
change.
Culturally, Mizo society has been characterised by strong community bonds, collective identity, and moral regulation.
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Gramsci’s (1971) concept of cultural hegemony helps illuminate how shared norms and values are sustained through
everyday practices rather than coercion. The expansion of social media introduces new modes of interaction that
challenge and reconfigure these normative frameworks. Youth encounter global cultural flows related to fashion, music,
lifestyle, and political discourse, often mediated through platforms designed for vastly different social contexts. As
Castells (2010) suggests, these encounters generate tensions between local cultural logics and global informational flows,
producing a complex terrain of negotiation between continuity and change.
From a sociological perspective, the Mizo context complicates assumptions about individualisation and cultural
homogenisation. While digital platforms promote individual self- expression, communal expectations continue to shape
acceptable behaviour. Boyd (2014) notes that visibility within networked publics can simultaneously generate
recognition and intensify social regulation. Online participation may enhance social capital, yet it can also amplify
surveillance by exposing individuals to overlapping audiences. Students are therefore required to develop context-
sensitive strategies for managing identity, relationships, and cultural boundaries within digitally mediated urban life.
Situating Mizoram within global youth studies highlights the need for southern and peripheral perspectives in digital
sociology. Castells (2010) emphasises that global networks do not produce uniform cultural outcomes but are
interpreted through local histories and social structures. This perspective challenges universalising narratives of digital
modernity and underscores how social media practices are shaped by moral economies, community norms, and place-
specific urban trajectories. Such contexts do not merely replicate global trends; rather, they reinterpret and transform
them, contributing critical insights to the broader study of youth, urbanism, and digital culture.

Synthesis: Conceptual Gaps and Directions for Research
The literature reviewed in this article reveals significant advances in understanding urbanism, social media, and youth
identity. Castells (2010) demonstrates how digital communication has transformed social organisation and everyday
interaction, while Boyd (2014) highlights the centrality of social media in contemporary youth identity formation. At the
same time, this body of work exposes important conceptual and empirical gaps that warrant further investigation,
particularly with regard to how digital practices are embedded within specific urban and cultural contexts.
One recurring limitation in existing research emerges in the tendency to treat urbanism and social media as analytically
separate domains within the same body of work. Classical and contemporary urban theory has largely focused on spatial
concentration, demographic change, and institutional complexity, as reflected in Wirth’s (1938) formulation of urbanism
as a way of life. In contrast, digital media studies have prioritised platforms, interaction, and networked communication,
a focus evident in van Dijck’s (2013) analysis of platform societies. When examined in isolation, these parallel
traditions limit analytical depth, indicating the need for integrated frameworks through which social media can be
understood as constitutive of contemporary urban life rather than as an external technological influence.
Although identity construction has been widely examined in social media research, fewer studies explicitly link identity
work to processes of intercultural adaptation in digital environments. Research on online self-presentation and social
capital, such as that discussed by Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe (2007), has generated valuable insights into relational
dynamics among youth. However, sustained exposure to cultural difference and its implications for adaptive capacities,
values, and worldviews remain under-theorised. Sam and Berry (2010) emphasise that adaptation involves long-term
psychological and sociocultural change, a dimension that has yet to be fully integrated into analyses of digital identity
practices.
Power and inequality also remain insufficiently theorised in many celebratory accounts of digital participation. While
social media is frequently framed as empowering and participatory, Zuboff (2019) demonstrates that algorithmic
governance and data extraction profoundly shape user experience. Gramsci’s (1971) concept of cultural hegemony
further illuminates how dominant values are normalised through everyday digital practices. These structural dynamics
including algorithmic visibility, cultural dominance, and digital labour are often treated as background conditions rather
than central analytical concerns, underscoring the importance of foregrounding how platform architectures mediate
voice, recognition, and inequality.
Regional diversity within nations such as India is also frequently overlooked. Studies that generalise from metropolitan
contexts risk obscuring the experiences of youth in emerging urban spaces and culturally distinctive regions. Castells
(2010) cautions that global networks intersect unevenly with local social structures, producing differentiated experiences
of digital modernity. Without context-sensitive and comparative approaches, the diversity of urban trajectories and
cultural negotiations shaping youth social media use remains inadequately captured.
Methodological approaches similarly require diversification. Quantitative surveys and usage metrics have provided
valuable macro-level insights into patterns of digital engagement, yet they often fail to capture the lived experiences of
identity negotiation and intercultural adaptation. Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) emphasise the importance of
qualitative methods for understanding meaning-making processes in everyday life, an insight that is particularly relevant
for digitally mediated interaction. Interviews, ethnography, and digital observation, when combined with quantitative
approaches, enable a more nuanced understanding of how youth navigate power, culture, and belonging within
networked urban environments.
By addressing these conceptual, empirical, and methodological gaps, future research can move beyond descriptive
accounts toward more critical, contextually grounded, and globally relevant analyses of youth, social media, and urban
life. As Castells (2010) suggests, such an approach is essential for understanding how communication technologies
reshape not only interaction but also the broader social conditions under which identity, power, and adaptation are
negotiated.
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Conclusion: Towards a Contextual Digital Urban Sociology
The literature reviewed and synthesised in this article demonstrates significant advances in understanding the
intersections of urbanism, social media, and youth identity. Castells (2010) shows that digital communication has
become integral to contemporary social organisation, while boyd (2014) establishes social media as a central
environment for youth interaction and identity formation. Taken together, these bodies of work make it possible to
understand social media not merely as a communicative tool but as a structuring environment through which urban life,
identity, and cultural negotiation are continuously reconfigured.
Within this framework, social media use among college students can be understood as operating at the intersection of
education, urban transition, and global connectivity. Wellman and Rainie (2012) emphasise that individuals in
networked societies manage multiple, overlapping social ties across online and offline contexts. Digital platforms
therefore shape how students encounter cultural difference, manage belonging, and adapt to changing social
environments. These processes are neither abstract nor universal but are embedded within local histories, moral
economies, and power relations, a point underscored by Castells’ (2010) analysis of uneven networked development.
By foregrounding regions such as Mizoram, this review contributes to the development of a contextual digital urban
sociology that recognises diversity in urban trajectories and cultural experience. Connell (2007) argues that dominant
social theory often marginalises non- metropolitan and peripheral contexts, producing universalist narratives that
obscure local specificity. Within this perspective, attention to digital youth practices in culturally distinctive and
emerging urban regions helps challenge such assumptions and reinforces the importance of context-sensitive,
theoretically grounded research attentive to uneven social realities.
In the context of rapid digital transformation, understanding how youth navigate urban life and intercultural adaptation
through social media becomes not only an academic concern but also a broader social imperative. Sam and Berry (2010)
emphasise that intercultural adaptation shapes long-term psychological and social outcomes, while van Dijck (2013)
demonstrates that platform-mediated environments increasingly organise everyday social life. As cities expand and
digital platforms permeate routine interaction, the experiences of young people offer critical insights into the future of
social interaction, cultural coexistence, and collective life within digitally mediated urban societies.
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