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Decolonial discourse on online platforms is often framed in terms of creator motivations and expressive
possibilities. In this paper, we examine what it takes to sustain such discourse under layered sociotechnical
constraints. Drawing on semi-structured interviews with YouTubers engaging in Bengali decolonial discourse,
we analyze how audience publics, platform governance, and state influences shape what becomes sayable,
visible, and viable. We show how fragmented postcolonial identities among audiences produce legitimacy
policing, harassment, and coordinated backlash, requiring ongoing relational labor from creators. At the
platform level, differential monetization, opaque moderation, and copyright regimes reorganize which publics
are economically viable and reinforce existing hierarchies. Further, intermediaries such as multi-channel
networks mediate regulatory pressure, introducing political risks and constraints on participation. In response,
content creators engage in strategies of negotiation, including boundary work, infrastructural improvisation,
and multi-platform distribution. Overall, our findings highlight the layered dynamics of decolonial discourse
in postcolonial contexts and the continuous work required to sustain it in platformed environments.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Digital platforms have become important sites for articulating, contesting, and reimagining iden-
tities [32, 59, 100]. Video-sharing platforms such as YouTube, in particular, enable creators to
challenge dominant historical narratives, foreground local perspectives, and reinterpret cultural
meanings through multimodal forms of expression [20, 86]. Such practices can contribute to critical
engagements with colonial histories and their continuing effects, seeking to reclaim cultural iden-
tity, epistemic authority, and the capacity to define communities on the terms of local, native, and
Indigenous peoples–which prior scholarship dubs decolonial discourse [27, 32]. Instead of treating
particular video genres as inherently decolonial, decolonial computing scholars emphasized the
∗The author was affiliated with the University of Colorado Boulder while working on this study as part of his dissertation.

Authors’ addresses: Dipto Das, dd749@cornell.edu, College of Computing and Information Science, Cornell University,
Ithaca, New York, United States; Bryan Semaan, bryan.semaan@colorado.edu, Department of Information Science, University
of Colorado Boulder, Boulder, Colorado, United States.

Permission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for personal or classroom use is granted without fee
provided that copies are not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the
full citation on the first page. Copyrights for components of this work owned by others than the author(s) must be honored.
Abstracting with credit is permitted. To copy otherwise, or republish, to post on servers or to redistribute to lists, requires
prior specific permission and/or a fee. Request permissions from permissions@acm.org.
© 2027 Copyright held by the owner/author(s). Publication rights licensed to ACM.
ACM 2573-0142/2027/8-ART
https://doi.org/XXXXXXX.XXXXXXX

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 1, No. GROUP, Article . Publication date: August 2027.

https://doi.org/XXXXXXX.XXXXXXX
https://doi.org/XXXXXXX.XXXXXXX


2 Dipto Das and Bryan Semaan

role of a particular video in revisiting contested histories, challenging exclusionary narratives,
foregrounding marginalized cultural perspectives, and fostering understanding among commu-
nities separated by postcolonial borders [27]. However, producing such content does not ensure
that it can remain visible, economically viable, politically safe, or socially legitimate. Our analysis
shifts attention from the purposes of these formats to the social, infrastructural, and political work
required to sustain them over time.
We examine the sustenance of decolonial discourse in the Bengali1 geocultural context, which

spans Bangladesh and parts of India and is shaped by successive colonial and postcolonial transfor-
mations. British colonial rule and the 1947 Partition divided Bengal along religious and territorial
lines, placing Hindu-majority West Bengal within India and Muslim-majority East Bengal within
Pakistan [91, 107, 117]. The political, linguistic, and economic marginalization of East Pakistan
subsequently culminated in the 1971 Liberation War and the formation of Bangladesh [137]. These
transformations did not allow a unified postcolonial Bengali public to emerge; instead, they frac-
tured the community in terms of language, religion, nationality, region, and migration [17]. These
dynamics persist across the Indian subcontinent, where Bengali Muslims are often labeled “illegal"
migrants and Hindu Bengalis in Bangladesh “Indian agents," reflecting tensions around language,
religion, and national belonging [4, 90, 140]. As a result, creators engaging in decolonial discourse
operate within a transnational environment where audiences are not unified and where legiti-
macy of cultural belonging is composed of multiple, overlapping publics shaped by postcolonial
institutions, historical divisions, and geopolitical experiences [6, 139].
Existing research in human-computer interaction (HCI) and computer-supported cooperative

work (CSCW) has examined how online platforms support identity work and enable marginalized
communities to challenge dominant narratives [32, 35]. Complementary work has shown how
platform governance structures participation through monetization systems, moderation practices,
and algorithmic visibility [71, 78]. Building on these strands of research, we examine how creator-
audience interactions, platform governance, and broader sociopolitical conditions become entangled
in shaping participation in postcolonial contexts [68]. We argue that decolonial discourse on
online platforms is a situated collective practice involving ongoing coordination among creators,
heterogeneous audience publics, platforms, intermediaries, collaborators, and political institutions.
We ask: How do Bengali YouTubers negotiate audience tensions, platform governance, and state-linked
political pressures to sustain decolonial discourse across transnational postcolonial publics?
To answer this question, we draw on semi-structured interviews with 15 YouTube creators

residing in Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan. We analyze their accounts of interacting with audi-
ences, navigating monetization, moderation, and copyright systems, and responding to political
and regulatory uncertainty. Our analysis examines both the constraints creators encounter and
the relational, rhetorical, infrastructural, and risk-management practices they employ to remain
active. This paper contributes to HCI and CSCW research on collective participation and plat-
formed cultural production in three ways. First, we extend relational labor and online identity
scholarship by showing that, in a transnational postcolonial setting, building relationships with
audiences becomes historically situated boundary work through which creators establish cultural
and political legitimacy. Second, we conceptualize the selective sustainability of decolonial discourse
to explain how audience boundary policing, unequal platform economies, and state-linked political
risk recursively shape which narratives remain socially acceptable, economically viable, and politi-
cally survivable. Third, we extend trust and safety scholarship by showing how context-specific
anticipatory risk across collaborators, social networks, and production infrastructures shapes what
content reaches the platform. Together, these contributions foreground the relational, economic,

1Bengali is the exonym for both the ethnolinguistic group of people (endonym Bangali) and the language (endonym Bangla).
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and political conditions that shape the scope and feasibility of decolonial discourse. Similar to most
qualitative research [81], this paper aims not to produce generalizability but rather to examine how
decolonial discourse is negotiated within a specific sociotechnical and postcolonial context.

2 LITERATURE REVIEW
In this section, we discuss how colonial histories produce contested publics among Bengali commu-
nities, where creators’ identity claims are interpreted, authenticated, and policed by heterogeneous
audiences. Then, we conceptualize decolonial discourse as a platformed cultural production through
which creators revisit histories, represent cultural practices, and negotiate collective identities.
Next, we describe how platform governance and broader regulatory environments structure the
visibility and viability of this work. Together, these perspectives underscore the importance of our
study in understanding how decolonial discourse is sustained on YouTube.

2.1 Postcolonial Identity Manifested as Contested Publics
Identity is not fixed or internally possessed but relational, negotiated, and performed through social
interaction [40, 51, 54]. It is also shaped by collective affiliations, through which people define
themselves and are recognized by others based on perceived membership in social groups [126, 133].
In postcolonial contexts, these negotiations are structured by colonial systems that privileged
simplified categories such as religion, ethnicity, language, and nationality, often overlooking more
complex and overlapping forms of belonging [17, 87, 103]. The Bengali context illustrates how
these classifications continue to shape collective identity. Communal riots, subsequent partition,
and nation-state formation produced enduring fractures across religious, linguistic, and national
lines [17, 18, 107]. Beyond dividing populations geographically, these processes reshaped how people
negotiate belonging across sometimes-competing categories, such as Bengali, Indian, Bangladeshi,
Pakistani, Hindu, or Muslim [32, 89]. Caste, migration histories, agrarian–urban differences, and
linguistic practices further complicate these negotiations [117]. In short, native ethnocultural
identity that is the objective of decolonial discourse is deeply situational and contested.
These dynamics become especially visible within publics, where identity is not only expressed

but also evaluated. Building on imagined communities [6], publics comprise people who orient
themselves toward others whom they may never directly encounter but nonetheless imagine as part
of a shared audience [139]. In digitally mediated publics, audiences actively interpret, respond to,
and regulate discourse, helping determine which expressions are considered legitimate, authentic,
or acceptable [12, 83, 94]. Such judgments can involve boundary policing, through which speakers
whose identities or perspectives do not align with dominant expectations are questioned, challenged,
or excluded [93, 108]. For content creators, audience engagement therefore involves more than
attracting viewers. Creators perform relational labor to build trust and maintain relationships
while navigating expectations concerning language, religion, nationality, gender, and cultural
legitimacy [11]. These expectations may reproduce hierarchies that privilege particular practices,
aesthetics, and forms of expression while marginalizing others [60]. As colonization categorized
and hierarchized Bengali identities [125, 128], we conceptualize Bengali YouTubers’ audiences not
as a unified public but as multiple, overlapping publics shaped by different historical narratives
and sociopolitical conditions. This framing allows us to examine how creators negotiate competing
claims about identity, legitimacy, and representation within transnational decolonial discourse.

2.2 Decolonial Discourse as Platformed Cultural Production
Decolonial discourse involves critically engaging with colonial histories and confronting their
enduring effects on identity, culture, and systems of knowledge, while actively reclaiming au-
tonomy over self-definition [42, 43, 79]. In doing so, people construct, negotiate, and maintain
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understandings of themselves and their communities as well as ways of knowing beyond colonial
frameworks [79]. Online communities have emerged as important sites for such discourse, where in-
dividuals and groups engage in critical conversations about historical and contemporary structures
of power, identity, and marginalization [25]. In these spaces, people challenge dominant narratives,
foreground local perspectives, and articulate alternative understandings of culture, history, and
belonging [24, 32]. Such discourse can overlap with identity work [65], through which people
construct, negotiate, and maintain understandings of themselves and their communities.

Online platforms can facilitate such work by providing opportunities for self-expression, commu-
nity formation, and collective sensemaking [37, 84, 102]. Marginalized communities, in particular,
have used these spaces to negotiate and affirm their identities, build solidarity, and contest exclu-
sionary norms [5, 35, 36, 39]. In the context of postcolonial societies, such practices often take the
form of collaborative efforts to reinterpret history, challenge hegemonic narratives, and reconstruct
collective identities in ways that reflect local experiences and perspectives [27, 32, 101].
Much of the existing work on decolonial discourse and identity negotiation has focused on

text-based or discussion-oriented platforms such as Reddit and Quora, where users engage in
conversational exchanges and collaborative knowledge production [32, 35]. These studies have
highlighted how users collectively construct meaning, negotiate identity boundaries, and develop
shared interpretations of sociopolitical issues. However, video-sharing platforms such as YouTube
introduce distinct affordances for decolonial discourse and identity work. As a medium, user-
generated video enables creators to present embodied and multimodal expressions of identity,
through combinations of language, accent, dress, visual aesthetics, and narrative structure [15, 16,
80]. Thus, it can support the formation of online publics around cultural practices, sociopolitical
issues, and regional identities, enabling users to connect with dispersed audiences and participate
in broader public discourse through platforms such as YouTube [8, 9, 98, 99], TikTok [123], and
Vine [10, 96]. Recent work demonstrated how marginalized and non-Western communities use
video-based platforms like Douyin and Kuaishou to document and promote cultural practices,
thereby contributing to their sustainability and visibility [20, 86].
The closest work to this paper is Das and colleagues’ study [27], which examines YouTubers’

motivations and the types of videos they produce to engage in decolonial discourse by reclaim-
ing cultural narratives and reimagining communities. Their findings show how creators across
Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan engage in practices such as travel vlogging, social interviews,
reaction videos (videos in which creators record and share their real-time responses to existing
media content), political explainers, satire, and YouTube journalism to negotiate fragmented Bengali
local and native identities through discussing local culture, history, and politics. Its transnational
context highlights how such video-based participation can make identity claims more susceptible to
scrutiny, contestation, and policing by diverse audiences. Overall, online communities do not serve
as uniformly empowering spaces. Scholars have documented how digital platforms can reproduce
and amplify existing social hierarchies, including those based on race [74, 75], gender [52, 120],
religion [33, 113], caste [106, 134, 135], and socioeconomic status [76, 118]. Platform features, algo-
rithms, metrics, moderation practices, and patterns of participation can shape whose voices are
amplified, whose perspectives are marginalized, and how discourse unfolds [29, 58, 61, 77]. As
a result, the same platforms that enable decolonial discourse can also constrain it, producing a
dual dynamic of empowerment and limitation [24, 26]. This paper seeks to understand how that is
shaped by audience interaction, visibility, platform governance, and state power.

2.3 Platform Governance as a Structuring Force on YouTube
While video-mediated platforms such as YouTube enable new forms of cultural expression and
decolonial discourse [27], they are also structured by governance mechanisms that shape what
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content is produced, circulated, and sustained, since these platforms operate as sociotechnical
systems that can organize participation through economic incentives, policy frameworks, and
technological affordances [15, 53]. Therefore, cultural production on YouTube must be understood
in relation to the platform’s broader political economy and governance structures.
YouTube is emblematic of platform capitalism, where value is generated through data extrac-

tion, targeted advertising, and the coordination of interactions among creators, audiences, and
advertisers [129, 146]. Within this system, content creators are not only cultural producers but
also participants in a form of platform labor, where visibility, engagement, and monetization are
closely intertwined [88, 124]. Consequently, creators often strategize their content in response to
advertiser preferences, audience metrics, and algorithmic visibility [72, 78].

A key dimension of this governance is monetization, which introduces uneven economic incen-
tives across different audiences and regions [38]. Advertising-based revenue models differentially
value audiences according to regional advertising markets, including local purchasing power, ad-
vertiser demand, and competition for advertising placements [72]. Creator payouts are thus tied
to what advertisers can and are willing to pay to reach particular audiences. Lower advertising
costs may make the platform more accessible to local businesses while simultaneously generating
less revenue for creators whose audiences are concentrated in those regions [19, 145]. For exam-
ple, reported YouTube ad-revenue payout per thousand impressions can range from less than a
dollar in regions such as Bangladesh ($0.52), India ($0.96), and Pakistan ($0.42) to about $12 in the
United States [3]. While these disparities emerge from an interconnected advertising ecosystem
involving platforms, creators, advertisers, audiences, and regional economic conditions, they can
influence which audiences creators target and which forms of cultural production are economically
sustainable, potentially reinforcing global inequalities in representation and visibility.

In addition to economic incentives, content moderation practices play a central role in structuring
participation on YouTube [21]. Platform governance is enacted through formal policies, automated
systems, and discretionary enforcement, which together determine what content is permissible,
visible, or monetizable [53, 71]. Prior work has shown that these processes are often opaque
and inconsistently applied, making it difficult for creators to anticipate or interpret platform
decisions [47, 49]. This opacity can create uncertainty and constrain creative expression, particularly
among creators engaging with sensitive or politically charged topics [29, 136], often without
achieving the stated objective of curbing radical content [63, 110].

Copyright governance further complicates cultural production on YouTube, especially for creators
producing transformative or derivative content (e.g., reaction videos) [138]. Legal frameworks
such as the Digital Millennium Copyright Act underpin platform mechanisms, including notice-
and-takedown systems and automated detection tools (e.g., Content ID), which scan uploaded
content against proprietary databases [109, 112]. Though these systems are designed to protect
intellectual property, creators often struggle to understand and navigate copyright rules, leading
to disputes, content removal, and self-suppression [45, 46, 48]. These challenges are particularly
salient for creators whose work involves remixing, commentary, or critique, where the boundaries
of fair use remain ambiguous [49, 138]. Given these ambiguities, users and creators develop “folk
theories"–informal, experience-based understandings of how platform systems operate–which
shape how they navigate visibility, moderation, and participation [34, 41].
Beyond platform-level policies, YouTube’s governance ecosystem includes intermediary actors

such as multi-channel networks (MCNs), which introduce additional layers of power and control.
MCNs are third-party service providers that affiliate with multiple YouTube channels and offer
services such as audience development, content programming, creator collaborations, digital rights
management, monetization, and/or sales [62]. Industry reports suggest that up to 75% of top-ranking
YouTube search results are associated with MCN-affiliated channels [22], although these affiliations
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are not readily visible to viewers. MCNs are not endorsed by YouTube or Google, but YouTube
maintains a list of certified ones [62]. They often leverage their relationships with platforms and
advertisers to benefit affiliated creators [57, 85, 142]. However, this intermediary structure can also
produce asymmetries: larger or better-resourced channels may gain advantages in visibility, revenue,
and dispute resolution, while smaller creators face greater barriers to participation [121]. Thus,
MCNs function not only as support structures but also as gatekeepers that shape the distribution
of opportunities and authority within the platform.
Recent research further shows that creators do not simply operate within these systems but

actively engage with and reshape them through everyday practices. They also perform “critical
infrastructuring," i.e., modify and extend platform features to address limitations in accessibility
and visibility [122]. In this sense, platform governance operates not only through formal policies or
intermediaries, but also through the underlying infrastructural systems that shape and constrain
action. As infrastructures often become visible only when they break down or are being actively
reconfigured [111, 130], content creators must navigate and adapt to these in practice [122].

Importantly, platform governance does not operate in isolation from broader sociopolitical con-
texts. Instead, platforms often mediate between users and external regulatory pressures, producing
arrangements in which governance is distributed across multiple actors and levels [53]. Their regula-
tion of users is embedded within layered systems that include legal frameworks, institutional actors,
bureaucratic infrastructures, and state influence [44, 56]. Hence, content production is shaped not
only by platform policies but also by intermediary enforcement, the state’s regulatory expectations,
and political pressures. Together, monetization policies, moderation practices, copyright regimes,
and intermediary institutions (e.g., MCNs) do more than constrain or enable content creation. They
differentially shape whose voices are amplified, whose content remains sustainable, and whose
claims can be defended within the platform ecosystem. However, existing research has paid limited
attention to how these layered forms of governance intersect with postcolonial identity tensions
and decolonial discourse, particularly in transnational contexts. In this paper, we examine how
YouTube creators engage diverse audiences, navigate platform governance, contend with state
political influence, and sustain their work toward decolonial discourse amid these challenges.

3 METHODS
This paper is part of a broader multi-platform research project examining how computing systems
(e.g., online communities, video-sharing platforms, and algorithmic infrastructures) shape the
expression of identities within colonially marginalized communities [CITATIONS REDACTED].
While such systems can enable new forms of identity articulation and decolonial discourse, they
are also embedded within historical power relations, economic asymmetries, and uneven cultural
epistemologies that continue to reflect colonial legacies. In this paper, we focus on how decolonial
discourse is sustained on YouTube within the Bengali geocultural context. Specifically, we examine
how creators navigate layered sociotechnical constraints arising from audience publics, platform
governance, and state-linked intermediaries. We recruited participants from Bangladesh, India, and
Pakistan who create YouTube videos related to Bengali identity, culture, and society. These regions
provide a critical site of inquiry, as they are shaped by shared colonial histories, post-partition
national formations, and ongoing tensions across religious, linguistic, and national identities.

Given the effectiveness of video-mediated discourse in these contexts [27], we focus on YouTube
as a key site for examining how such discourse is produced, contested, and sustained. YouTube’s
widespread adoption [66], accessibility to both amateur and professional creators [144], and role in
facilitating sociopolitical conversations among marginalized communities [27] make it an appro-
priate platform for this study. Through a qualitative study based on semi-structured interviews,
we examine how creators encounter and negotiate social, economic, and political constraints in
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sustaining decolonial discourse. Prior to conducting this study, we received approval from our
university’s institutional review board for all materials and procedures.

3.1 Recruitment
Data for this study comes from semi-structured interviews with 15 YouTube content creators
residing in Bangladesh, India, or Pakistan. Our eligibility criteria required that participants (1) be
18 years or older, (2) actively create YouTube content related to Bangladesh, India, and/or Pakistan,
and (3) reside in one of these countries. Participants’ channels did not fit a single genre. Across
the sample, creators produced political explainers, journalistic reports, satire, travel videos, social
interviews, public reaction videos, and reaction videos to existing media. The topics they addressed
included Bengali culture and language, India–Bangladesh–Pakistan relations, religious and national
identity, social experience, political issues and events, historical events, popular media, festivals,
food, and everyday cultural practices. We treated these videos as relevant to decolonial discourse
not because of their genre, but because participants used them to engage questions of cultural
belonging, historical memory, postcolonial division, and representation across Bengali communities.
For example, Das and colleagues considered reaction videos as a form of decolonial discourse [27]
when creators used existing media artifacts to interpret shared histories, compare cultural practices,
or build understanding across audiences in Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan.
The first author, who is from Bangladesh and an active YouTube user, brought contextual

familiarity to the recruitment and interview process. We identified participants using a combination
of purposive sampling [132] and snowball sampling [55]. Prior works have highlighted that different
linguistic, religious, and national identities are central to online decolonial discourse within the
Bengali geocultural context [29, 32]. Therefore, we began by searching YouTube using combinations
of Bengali identity-related keywords such as Bengali, Bangladesh/Bangladeshi, India/Indian, and
Pakistan/Pakistani, following approaches used in prior work [29], in both Bengali and English.
Although many of the retrieved results were Bengali movies, dramas, and music, since our focus
was on discourse, we identified channels that produced commentary-, discussion-, and analysis-
oriented content rather than entertainment media such as films or music. We also leveraged
YouTube’s recommendation system to identify related channels and expand the diversity of our
sample following suggestions from prior work [30]. Additionally, we recruited participants through
personal networks and participant referrals.
To contact participants, we collected publicly available contact information from YouTube

channel descriptions, including email addresses and social media handles (e.g., Facebook, Instagram,
Twitter). We initially reached out through email with a recruitment flyer describing the study,
and followed up after one week if needed. When email contact was unsuccessful, we reached
out using social media platforms. Following each interview, we asked participants to recommend
additional creators, enabling snowball sampling. Recruitment continued until we reached theoretical
saturation, resulting in total 15 participants. Their demographic details are summarized in Table 1.

3.2 Interviews
We conducted 15 in-depth semi-structured interviews between Summer 2020 and Summer 2022,
following qualitative methodologies outlined by Strauss and Corbin [131] and Yin [143]. Interviews
were designed as life histories [141], situating participants’ content creation practices within their
broader lived experiences. We began with demographic questions, followed by questions about
participants’ trajectories into content creation and their experiences engaging with audiences and
platforms. We then focused on how participants navigate audience interactions, platform policies
(e.g., monetization, copyright, moderation), and the broader sociopolitical contexts that shape
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Table 1. Demographic information of the participants

Identifier Gender Country of
nationality

Age Religion Education Occupation

P1 Male India 20-24 Muslim Bachelor’s Engineer
P2 Male India 35-40 Hindu Master’s Journalist
P3 Male Pakistan 25-30 Muslim Bachelor’s Student
P4 Male Bangladesh 25-30 Muslim Master’s Journalist
P5 Male Bangladesh 30-34 Muslim High school Freelancer
P6 Female India 30-34 Did not disclose Bachelor’s TV presenter
P7 Male Bangladesh 30-34 Muslim Bachelor’s YouTuber
P8 Male Bangladesh 30-34 Muslim Master’s Journalist
P9 Male India 40-44 Hindu Master’s Govt. employee
P10 Male Pakistan 25-30 Muslim Bachelor’s Engineer
P11 Female Bangladesh 25-30 Muslim Master’s Job Aspirant
P12 Female India 20-24 Hindu Bachelor’s Student
P13 Male Pakistan 30-34 Muslim Master’s Engineer
P14 Male India 20-24 Hindu Master’s Web-developer
P15 Female India 20-24 Hindu Master’s Student

their work. This included probing how they manage challenges, maintain presence, and sustain
engagement.
Given the geographic distribution of participants, interviews were conducted via Zoom or

telephone, depending on participants’ preferences and connectivity conditions. Participation was
voluntary, and participants were not compensated. Prior to each interview, participants provided
verbal consent and agreed to be audio-recorded. Interviews were conducted in Bengali, English, or
Hindi/Urdu2 based on participant preference. Interviews lasted between 30 minutes and 1 hour 53
minutes, with an average duration of approximately 60 minutes. The first author, a native Bengali
speaker with bilingual proficiency in English and working proficiency in Hindi/Urdu, conducted
all interviews. All interviews were transcribed and, where necessary, translated into English. The
first author translated Bengali interviews, while the Hindi/Urdu interviews were translated by a
native Hindi speaker. All transcripts were anonymized and de-identified prior to analysis.

3.3 Data Analysis
We analyzed the data using an inductive, grounded theory-inspired approach [131], commonly
used in HCI and social computing research [29, 31, 64]. Following Strauss and Corbin’s three-phase
approach [131], we conducted open, axial, and selective coding.
In the open coding phase, the first author iteratively reviewed transcripts to identify recurring

concepts. These open codeswere often related to participants’ experienceswith audiences, platforms,
and institutional structures. Examples of open codes included “audience distrust because of YouTuber’s
demographic identity", “accusation of hidden motive", “harassment and safety concerns", “monetization
inequality", and “platform opacity and uncertainty". Both authors met weekly to discuss and refine
emerging codes. During axial coding, we grouped related open codes into higher-level categories.
For example, we merged the first two open codes mentioned earlier under “tension with the audience".

2As spoken languages, Hindi and Urdu are mutually intelligible, to the point that they are sometimes considered dialects or
registers of a single spoken language known as Hindi-Urdu or Hindustani [14, 23].
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Decolonial Discourse in Postcolonial Contexts 9

In the selective coding phase, we examined relationships among these axial codes to develop themes
that capture how layered sociotechnical constraints shape the viability of decolonial discourse and
how creators negotiate the constraints and challenges related to audience, platform, and state in
practice.
Since interview data is contextual, consistent with interpretivist qualitative traditions, we did

not calculate inter-coder reliability [95, 116]. Our analysis is reflexive and acknowledges that
interpretations are shaped by researchers’ positionalities and scholarly orientations (see Section 3.4
for details about authors’ backgrounds) [7]. Thus, our findings reflect both participants’ experiences
and our interpretive lens grounded in postcolonial and decolonial computing perspectives.

3.4 Positionality and Reflexivity Statement
When researching marginalized communities, the authors’ racial and ethnic backgrounds may
influence their perspectives and interpretation [82, 115]. The first author is a cisgender, heterosexual
man from the Bengali Hindu minority community in Bangladesh, with a family history affected by
refugee crises because of the partition of the Indian subcontinent in 1947 and the liberation war
of Bangladesh in 1971. In addition to designing the study, he interviewed participants and led the
data analysis. The second author is an Iraqi-American cisgender heterosexual man from a minority
group within Iraq who contributed to the study as the anchor author. He was deeply involved
throughout the study from its initial inception and design through the writing of this manuscript.
Given their embeddedness in colonially shaped sociocultural contexts that motivated their research,
the authors acknowledge that their work, which focuses on conversations about colonial histories, is
inherently political. Both authors’ memberships in various minority communities, lived experiences
in colonially impacted societies, and prior experience in critical (e.g., decolonial, postcolonial)
computing research motivated their study of colonially marginalized communities’ practices with
technology. Furthermore, the authors acknowledge that the University of X, where this research
was conducted, is situated on the land of the indigenous X, Y, and Z [hidden for review] peoples.

4 RESULTS
We examined how Bengali YouTubers producing sociopolitical content in postcolonial contexts nav-
igate a layered sociotechnical environment shaped by transnational audiences, platform governance,
and state-linked regulation. Participants’ accounts reveal their relational labor to cultivate and
maintain audience ties, boundary work to negotiate identity-based expectations, and infrastructural
work to sustain circulation under unequal platform economies and political risk.

4.1 Audience Publics as Sites of Postcolonial Tension
Our participants discussed the challenges stemming from their identities that affect their relation-
ships with audiences, as well as their strategies for audience management and interaction. We
examine these dynamics through the lens of postcolonial tension, which refers to the conflict and
struggles for identity, power, and cultural recognition that arise in societies historically shaped
by colonial rule and values. Across our interviews, audience publics emerged not simply as pas-
sive consumers of content, but as active sites where such tensions are expressed, negotiated, and
enforced.

4.1.1 Challenges from Fragmented Publics and Legitimacy Policing. First, we discuss various ways
our participants experience challenges in building relationships and interacting with their audience.
Tensions among various identities across dimensions such as gender, religion, nationality, language,
and cultural practices are a byproduct of this region’s colonial past. Because of how colonization
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has historically shaped and fragmented Bengali societies, YouTubers face challenges in representing
the pluralism and intersectionality of Bengali culture.

Distrust among Religions. Religion has historically served as a primary axis of division in the
region, fostering heightened distrust among communities [17, 113]. Similar distrust and fragmenta-
tion mediate YouTubers’ interactions with their audiences. For example, P1 is a Muslim YouTuber
from India who makes videos about the positive aspects of Bangladeshi societies and their recent
development. However, some of his audiences from his own country have alleged that his videos
promote a Muslim-majority country because of his religious identity. Instead of appreciating the
YouTubers’ efforts, audiences often view their topics and motivations through a lens shaped by
postcolonial tension among religious communities.
Similarly, some of the audiences of Pakistani participants, P3, P10, and P13, abused them for

focusing on improving relationships with Bangladesh and India. Their audiences did not appreciate
that these YouTubers, being from Muslim-majority Pakistan, wanted to improve relationships with
Hindu-majority India. These reactions illustrate how historical and geopolitical tensions continue
to shape expectations about who can speak about whom and in what ways.

Linguistic and Nationalistic Identities. Tensions around legitimacy also emerge through linguistic
and national identities. For example, P2, a Bengali Hindu YouTuber from India, creates videos
critiquing contemporary Indian politics. He explained that some viewers responded to these
critiques by questioning whether, as a Bengali, he could legitimately convey Indian perspectives.
P2 contrasted how nationalist audiences displace critics according to their perceived linguistic and
religious identities:

According to them, Bengalis are not Indian enough, so I am not Indian enough. They’ll
say, “Oh, you are a [common Bengali Hindu surname]!" So, there are two qualifiers
[religion and language]. To them, Bengali equals Bangladeshi. ... [Compared to someone
speaking a Hindustani language, who critiques state policies], I am not sent to Pakistan;
by the way, I am sent to Bangladesh. So, “not enough" identity is something that
I completely resonate with. It is all about identity–“my identity is more than your
identity." (P2, male, India)

Unlike the cases we discussed before, here, P2’s videos are not questioned through the lens of
religion. Although his Hindu surnamemade one aspect of his identity legible within Hindu-majority
India, viewers’ conflation of Bengali identity with Bangladesh positioned him as insufficiently Indian.
As nationalist audiences symbolically assign dissenters to different neighboring countries according
to their perceived identities, the issue was not simply interpersonal abuse but legitimacy policing.
P2’s Bengali identity became grounds for questioning his national belonging and, consequently, his
authority to criticize Indian politics. Such frictions within collective identities become particularly
complex given the transnational character of most participants’ audiences. Most participants
reported that their audiences are primarily from Bangladesh, followed by India and Pakistan, with
sizeable additional viewership from diaspora communities in the Gulf, the UK, and the USA. When
our participants’ discourses address broader regional geopolitical issues, parts of their audience
often question their knowledge or intentions, driven by confirmation bias and nationalist sentiment.

For example, P9, a history-focused YouTuber, makes videos about the precolonial, colonial, and
postcolonial history of Bengal. He talked about how audiences challenge historical narratives that
do not align with their prior beliefs, a pattern often established by fragmented narratives in history
curricula across different countries [27]. He said:

They would say that I was spreading misinformation. Then, I asked them to give the
correct information. But, they could not respond. There are also times when something

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 1, No. GROUP, Article . Publication date: August 2027.



Decolonial Discourse in Postcolonial Contexts 11

is in history, but they are not willing to accept it. They hold on to their personal, biased
beliefs, and they won’t come out of it. (P9, male, India)

In some cases, these tensions escalate into coordinated forms of backlash. Participants described
instances where geopolitical events triggered collective audience actions. For example, P13 shared:

When the standoff with India happened, there was a campaign of Indians unsubscrib-
ing from Pakistani channels, and we were victims of that as well. We lost our 4000
subscribers at that moment. (P13, male, Pakistan)

Such incidents illustrate how audiences mobilize along postcolonial national identities to regulate
discourse and sanction content creators. Hence, YouTubers consequently calibrated future content
around not only anticipated popularity, but also the possibility that cross-border or counter-national
narratives would be interpreted as national disloyalty, foreign allegiance, or insufficient belonging.

Gendered and Cultural Policing. Postcolonial tensions also intersect with gender and class, shaping
how creators are perceived and treated by audiences. Participants described frequent ad hominem
attacks targeting appearance, accent, and dress. Female creators, in particular, faced gendered ha-
rassment and safety constraints. For example, P15 talked about several instances of her Bangladeshi
male audiences categorizing her sleeveless dress as short and abusing her with vulgar comments.
All four of our female participants talked about the gendered aspect of the harassment, obstruction,
and fear they face in their content creation. Participant P11 explained how such norms restrict her
ability to conduct fieldwork:

Many people would certainly obstruct me. They will scold me, saying, “You are a
woman, and you came to make videos!" ... I cannot go to collect footage for those videos
at night. (P11, female, Bangladesh)

Participants also encountered classed and cultural hierarchies in audience responses. For example,
P14 described how viewers dismissed certain cultural figures as representing “uncultured village
people," which reinforces the relegation of rural cultural practices in colonial Bengal:

Some rebuked us for highlighting [a popular Bangladeshi media personality]’s work.
They told us that people in cities do not follow her work and that they are only for the
uncultured village people. (P14, male, India)

These reactions reflect historically rooted distinctions between elite and subaltern cultural forms,
shaping which representations are considered legitimate.
These accounts do more than show that audiences influence creators’ content decisions. Here,

legitimacy depends partly on who is speaking: an Indian Bengali critic can be positioned as
Bangladeshi, Pakistani reconciliation content can be interpreted as nationally disloyal, women’s
presence in public space can be treated as problematic, and rural cultural representation can be
dismissed as insufficiently respectable. Hence, YouTubers calibrated future content not merely
around popularity, but around whether their narratives would be interpreted as foreign allegiance,
insufficient belonging, or illegitimate cultural representation.

4.1.2 Relational and Discursive Strategies for Sustaining Audience Publics. In response to these
challenges, our participants engaged in relational labor with discursive boundary work. We use
relational labor narrowly to describe efforts to cultivate and maintain ongoing audience relation-
ships, including culturally situated greetings, linguistic accommodation, responsiveness to requests,
and community interaction. We distinguish these practices from boundary work through which
participants anticipated identity-based judgments, decided which topics to address, and managed
the risks of being interpreted across conflicting national and religious publics.
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Finding Support from Community. Despite challenges, participants described strong support from
their audiences, families, and social networks. This support provides emotional encouragement
and, in some cases, material and logistical assistance. For example, P12 described how interactions
with viewers foster a sense of belonging:

Some say, “Sister, if you come to Bangladesh, come and stay at our home. We will
take you to visit different places in Bangladesh." ... It feels like they are my own family
members. (P12, female, India)

In addition to online encouragement, participants facing safety risks, such as female creators,
trusted people in their existing social networks. Besides those who appreciate their content online,
they often offer help. For example, P11 described relying on alumni and acquaintances for protection
and logistical support:

There are many alumni from our university in high-level administration. They can be
high-ranked bureaucrats or police officers, but for us, they are like our brothers and
sisters. ... We consider whether we can go there safely. (P11, female, Bangladesh)

Following Identity Norms and Customs. Participants also adapt their self-presentation to align
with audience expectations across religious, linguistic, and national identities. This includes using
culturally appropriate greetings, languages, and accents to establish affinity. For example, given
the variation and strong association of salutations with different religious communities, P3 uses
common phrases for Bengali communities and specific ones for Muslims (e.g., Assalamualaikum)
and Hindus (e.g., Namaskar). Some of our participants also start the videos with the primary
language, dialect, and accent (e.g., Bangal or Ghoti) of their audiences. For example, P10 described
how using Bengali helps build a connection:

Sometimes, I try Bengali in the beginning. It attracts the viewers and makes them feel
connected to our channel. ... It’s a kind of loving gesture from us. (P10, male, Pakistan)

However, since some of our participants (e.g., those from Pakistan) do not speak Bengali as their
native tongue, or because the accent of their audience (e.g., Indian Bengali participants who do not
speak the Bangladeshi form of the language) differs, they also try to be mindful not to mispronounce
the language. Some of them also take help from their friends who speak the languages natively in
this task. Participants also provide subtitles, especially when addressing transnational audiences.

Deciding on the Dilemma of Content Topics. To mitigate identity-based tensions, participants
strategically decide what topics to engage with. Some participants passionate about the decolonial
aspect of their YouTube video-making develop a range of creative strategies. Considering ideological
stubbornness as one of the main impediments to political discussions, participant P2 created a
recurring caricature of a strongly partisan supporter, who depicts a hyperbolic figure holding
uncritical loyalty to a political ideology. Through that character, he speculated, explored, and
demonstrated how his videos could be interpreted in different political echo chambers. For example,
P2 described how that helps him deflect ideological backlash:

I used to think about how those could be taken out of context... what logic someone like
[the caricature] would apply to this. Of course, my school and college acquaintances
who share characteristics of that caricature in the WhatsApp group gave me enough
understanding of how they think. ... That is how the whole concept came around. (P2,
male, India)
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Others (e.g., P13, P14, P15) avoid political or religious discussions altogether or delegate mod-
eration to trusted audience members known through other platforms (We will discuss the multi-
platform practice in the next section). While these strategies reduce conflict and broaden appeal,
they also constrain engagement with issues central to decolonial discourse.
Overall, these practices highlight how creators perform continuous boundary work to sustain

their presence on the platform. Rather than operating outside audience dynamics, they actively
negotiate identity, legitimacy, and risk in response to them.

4.2 Platform Governance as Postcolonial Structure
Our participants discussed various challenges that emerge from the mediation of postcolonial
economic and institutional structures through YouTube. Their accounts show how geographically
differentiated platform economies and institutional hierarchies condition whether their efforts to
represent marginalized cultural forms and sustain cross-border Bengali discourse are economically
viable and defensible. They also explained how they overcome, overlook, and navigate through
these challenges by strategizing their use and presence on online platforms. Overall, in this section,
we examine platform governance not as a direct reaction to decolonial discourse, but as an unequal
infrastructure through which that discourse need to circulate.

4.2.1 Challenges from Differential Policies and Institutional Asymmetries. YouTube’s policies deter-
mine how YouTubers’ content is moderated, how they are compensated, and who gets recognized
as a content creator. We examine how these dynamics constrain their expressive choices and
can reinforce existing geographic, economic, and institutional hierarchies within Bengali cultural
production.

Unequal Monetization System. Our participants discussed how YouTube’s monetization policy
is discriminatory and provides significantly different financial advantages to them based on the
location of their viewers. They explained that because more companies in the Global North advertise
on YouTube than in the Global South, ad revenue in the Global South is lower than in the Global
North. Since one of the motivations for YouTubers is to earn income from their content, platform
capitalism strongly influences their decisions about whom they make content for. For example,
within Bengali communities, our participants prioritize making videos that interest the Bengali
diaspora over local Bengali communities in Bangladesh or India. P14 explained:

If someone watches a video from the US or the UK, our earnings will be higher than
those of someone watching it from Bangladesh. The ads on a video depend on the
country [where one is watching from]. The earnings will depend on ad prices in that
country. (P14, male, India)

Since YouTubers prioritize the cultural values and practices of the Bengali diaspora living in the
Global North, this normalizes the representation of a particular set of Bengali cultural preferences,
practices, and identities online. The diasporas in these locations represent an archaic or selective
set of Bengali cultural preferences, which does not portray the shifts in local Bengali culture in
Bangladesh and India. This also exacerbates the marginalization of some Bengali communities,
such as rural and agrarian communities, to a subaltern space. While the representation of diasporic
practices is important, in prioritizing the diaspora for the sake of higher financial incentives, the
YouTubers commodify their viewers from a commercial perspective. Consequently, the platform’s
differential monetization policies shape what our participants represent in their discourse on
Bengali sociocultural topics and issues.

Inconsistent and Opaque Content Moderation. Contrary to the rationales about how YouTube
monetizes videos, our participants were often unclear about many other platform policies. They
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were often frustrated by the opacity of content moderation, such as deletions or geographic blocks.
For example, P14, a participant from India who primarily makes videos about the transnational
aspects of Bengali culture, wondered why some of his videos are blocked in Bangladesh while
viewers elsewhere can see them. Such uncertainty around whether the audience for whom, or based
on whose requests, the YouTubers made certain videos would be able to see them poses a challenge
for creators. They often emailed YouTube to ask for clarification about its decision regarding their
content. However, they often found YouTube’s response to be delayed and unhelpful.
In addition, YouTube’s moderation process is often hands-off, uncertain, and inconsistent, es-

pecially regarding copyright claims. Because some of our participants make reaction videos that
reuse parts of previously published content, they are particularly prone to copyright claims. Our
participants shared that while some channels are lenient toward such content creators, others are
more aggressive about claiming copyright. They also described YouTube as taking a hands-off
approach to settling copyright claims, often suggesting that content creators resolve disputes among
themselves while the platform abides by their decisions.

MCNs’ Asymmetric Power. Our participants highlighted how institutions such as MCNs affect
their work. In their opinion, usually more reputable, larger, and more financially solvent YouTube
channels join MCNs. They described incidents in which an MCN-member YouTube channel used
footage from their videos and later claimed copyright over those same videos. Participant P4
critiques YouTube’s copyright policy as “weak" and describes how the prioritization of the claims
from MCN-member channels discriminates against them:

YouTube blindly trusts one who has MCN. ... YouTube believes that a channel has
MCN, so whatever that channel uses belongs to [that channel]. ... You can sometimes
be blamed under copyright policy for using your own content. (P4, male, Bangladesh)

Based on such incidents, our participants found YouTube to be complicit in reflecting economic
hierarchies onto Bengali culture. As frustrated participants perceived a lack of responsibility from
YouTube for mediating copyright claims, they viewed YouTube as technologically complicit in
hierarchical cultural logic. Especially given the power hierarchy among YouTube channels affiliated
with MCNs, our participants proposed that YouTube play a more active role in these matters and
leverage video metadata to arbitrate disputes. P11 shared her concern and proposal as follows:

Do you think the other party who stole my video will tell YouTube that they stole
my content and they are the ones at fault? ... YouTube can easily check who uploaded
the content first, but they do not do it. I uploaded a video first, then someone else
downloaded it and uploaded it. They make me the party at fault with their power of
MCN. (P11, female, Bangladesh)

Taken together, these findings show that platform governance operates not only through differ-
ential monetization and opaque moderation but also through institutional asymmetries that make
some creators’ claims more credible and enforceable than others. In that sense, YouTube does not
simply mediate decolonial discourse; it stratifies whose discourse can be sustained, defended, and
monetized.

4.2.2 Strategies for Navigating Platform Economies and Infrastructures. Our participants negotiate
among the demands of their audience, the potential for monetization, and the possibility that
their videos will be blocked or claimed for copyright. They often strategize their video-making
by prioritizing non-monetary incentives, acting based on collective folk theories, and utilizing an
ecosystem of multiple platforms.
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Prioritizing Non-monetary Incentives. Because of YouTube’s monetization policy, our participants
were likely to earn more by making videos appealing to viewers in the Global North. Considering
the financial potential, making videos for viewers in the Global South locations is not beneficial for
them. However, most of their audiences come from countries like Bangladesh and India. Therefore,
although ad revenue per view from these countries is low, making videos that interest viewers
there often leads to more engagement, such as likes, comments, and shares. Therefore, they often
shift from focusing on the monetary gain from a particular video to using it as an opportunity to
invest in their channels’ future growth and reputation.
Reaction videos are quite popular among our participants’ Bangladeshi and Indian audiences.

Hence, despite these videos’ viewers being at low-revenue locations and the possibility of copyright
claims by MCNs, our participants believe that making these reaction videos demanded by their
viewers helps them “build affinity" with their audiences. P15 explained her rationale:

In some cases, so many viewers request that we make a reaction video that we must
make one. All our hard work behind that video gets lost because those videos are not
monetized. Even if we sacrifice the money, it will attract many people and help us gain
more subscribers. Therefore, although we are likely to get copyright claims, we make
some videos to gain subscribers. (P15, female, India)

By conceptualizing a video’s success in terms of non-monetary incentives, our participants
prioritize increasing subscribers and engagement over immediate revenue. Using this strategy,
YouTubers overlook some of the monetization challenges stemming from the platform’s policies.

Acting based on Collective Folk Theories. Due to YouTube’s lack of transparency in its policies, the
participants discussed their experiences of being monetarily penalized or having content blocked
by other content creators. Through this, they developed collective folk theories about the reasons
for certain behaviors or decisions by YouTube’s algorithms and policies. For example, P4 explained
one of his team’s past experiences. They made a video report about an allegedly corrupt local
officer. To protect the privacy of a minor victim, they blurred the child’s face in that video. When
that video was “yellow monetized"3, they wanted to understand the reason. He said:

We blurred a kid’s face because we did not want to show them. ... [Someone I consulted
with] told me that it happened because I have a blurred face in my video and suggested
removing the blurred face. ... We did not know YouTube would do so. It is not mentioned
anywhere in their policy. Some things with YouTube’s policy are eccentric. They do
whatever they want. (P4, male, Bangladesh)

Therefore, participants drew on collectively developed understandings of platform enforcement
to reduce the likelihood of copyright claims. Alongside standard practices such as crediting original
creators, they adopted additional tactics that they believed might affect automated detection,
including making reused footage semi-transparent or lowering its resolution. These practices reflect
participants’ attempts to manage uncertainty around copyright enforcement, while highlighting
their own contributions through opinions and reactions.

Utilizing a Combination of Multiple Platforms. Given the understanding that online platforms are
subject to different regulatory institutions and policies, a common strategy among our participants
was to build a multi-platform ecosystem to disseminate their videos. For example, they often
share videos on Facebook, which they believe “is much more easygoing in terms of copyright
than YouTube" (P14, male, India). Such a multi-platform approach also helps YouTubers reach
viewers of diverse demographic backgrounds. As the same content is regurgitated across multiple

3A yellow icon in YouTube Studio indicates limited or no ad revenue for content not meeting advertiser-friendly guidelines.
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platforms, such as YouTube and Facebook, it provides YouTubers with multiple revenue streams,
helping them overcome the challenges of lower monetization for Global South-related content.
While some participants use multiple platforms to post identical content, some strategize by using
different platforms for different purposes, such as Facebook groups to build community with their
audiences, Facebook pages to share promos of upcoming YouTube videos, Twitter to test the waters
on contemporary events and post one-line punches, and Instagram for fun content like memes.

Seeking Alternative Revenue Streams. Some of our participants also set up online financial plat-
forms, such as Patreon, Paytm, and PayPal, associated with their YouTube channels. Different
strategies, such as live sessions and merchandise, have provided better financial support for some
participants. Besides overcoming financial challenges, these premium channels of interaction also
helped them avoid some of the abuses stemming from postcolonial tensions. P2 explains this dual
benefit as follows:

Live sessions act as a revenue source because I answer questions that are paid for. What
I have discovered is that people don’t pay you money to abuse you, so I get a good
bunch of questions from people. (P2, male, India)

YouTube did not targeted our participants because their content was decolonial, but our findings
illustrate how their cultural production took place within a platform economy that assigned lower
advertising value to local audiences, rewarded attention from comparatively privileged diasporic
audiences, and gave institutionally connected channels greater capacity to enforce ownership
claims. For participants seeking to represent cross-border, rural, or otherwise marginalized Bengali
experiences, these arrangements affected which audiences were financially valuable and which
cultural materials could be reused or defended–overall, which forms of discourse could be sustained.

4.3 State-Linked Regulation and Political Risk
Beyond audiences and platform governance, our participants described how state-linked regulatory
environments shape their ability to produce and sustain decolonial discourse. These dynamics are
not always enacted through direct platform intervention, but often operate through intermediary
institutions, informal pressures, and broader political climates. As a result, content creation becomes
entangled with concerns about surveillance, registration, access, and personal safety.

4.3.1 Challenges from Political Constraints and Intermediary Regulation. Participants discussed
how expressions of identity and opinion, even in seemingly trivial contexts, can become subject to
policing and legal scrutiny.

Anticipatory Fear and Legal Risk. Participants particularly described how broader political en-
vironments shape their perception of risk through both anticipatory fear and the possibility of
punitive legal action. Rather than requiring direct intervention, the mere prospect of state attention
influences how creators calibrate their engagement with sociopolitical discourse. For instance, P2
emphasized a deliberate effort to avoid visibility to governmental actors:

We don’t fancy that our videos are going to reverberate ... The only thing we wish is
that it doesn’t go to the government, so that we can live in freedom. If it goes to the
government, then we are screwed. ... We are afraid of UAPA4 being applied, which is
the most draconian anti-terror law, and of people being reported to the police. It shows
just how bad the situation has become now. (P2, male, India)

4Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act (UAPA) is India’s primary anti-terror law designed to prevent unlawful associations
and activities threatening national sovereignty [105]. Its amendment in 2019 allows the government to designate individuals
as terrorists, not just organizations. It is known for stringent bail conditions, long detention periods without trial, and
frequent use against activists and journalists.
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P2’s desired audience was therefore accompanied by an unwanted audience: the state. While
several other participants discussed such governmental and political influences, P2 brought them
up more frequently, discussed them more, and elaborated on them in greater detail. Among other
participants, P8 and P11 mentioned that their family members frequently discouraged them from
producing videos engaging with sociopolitical issues, due to concerns about potential negative
repercussions from the government and other political parties. For P2, a video could successfully
reach viewers yet become dangerous if that visibility extended to governmental actors. This reverses
the conventional creator imperative to maximize reach. The problem was not visibility in itself,
but the possibility that political critique by a Bengali creator already positioned as insufficiently
national could be reclassified as a threat to national sovereignty.

Governmental Control through Intermediaries. Although none of our participants had been legally
charged prior to their participation in our study, they highlighted that state influence is often
mediated through institutional intermediaries rather than direct platform enforcement. In particular,
MCNs and other formal or semi-formal entities were described as points through which regulatory
expectations and pressures are communicated. For example, P2 described how content creators are
often required to register or operate through such intermediaries, which in turn become accountable
to governmental authorities:

If you want to scale up, you need to register yourself. ... And the government does not
talk to you directly, they talk to the MCNs. So, MCNs become the body that controls
everything. (P2, male, India)

In this way, MCNs do not function merely as platform-level organizational structures but also as
conduits for state oversight. Participants perceived that these arrangements introduce additional
layers of control over content production, shaping what can be said and how openly creators can
engage with politically sensitive topics. Therefore, they described broader political environments
as constraining their work.

Legal Risks’ Effects on Collaboration. In contexts where sociopolitical discourse is contentious, cre-
ators expressed concern about surveillance, backlash, and potential repercussions. These concerns
extend beyond individual creators to their collaborators and networks. For instance, P2 explained
the difficulty of recruiting skilled professionals, like graphics designers and video editors, due to
the politically sensitive nature of their content:

It is very difficult to find people who are willing to come on camera and talk about these
things. People are scared. They don’t want to be associated with anything political. (P2,
male, India)

Such constraints limit not only the range of topics that can be addressed but also the forms
of storytelling and collective capacity that are possible. Participants noted that accessing certain
locations, institutions, or individuals for content production can be difficult or risky, especially
when topics involve a critique of authority or exposure of wrongdoing. Fear reduced who would
appear on camera, edit politically sensitive footage, or become publicly associated with a creator.
In some cases, creators resort to indirect methods or avoid such topics altogether due to these risks.
Thus, decolonial expression was consequently constrained within production networks before a
video ever reached platform moderation.

Taken together, these accounts illustrate a spectrum of state-linked pressure, ranging from
anticipatory self-censorship to the threat of severe legal consequences. In such contexts, concerns
about visibility are not abstract but grounded in the possibility of a disproportionate state response,
in which even symbolic or expressive acts may be interpreted as political transgressions.

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 1, No. GROUP, Article . Publication date: August 2027.



18 Dipto Das and Bryan Semaan

4.3.2 Strategies for Managing Risk and Sustaining Participation. In response to these constraints, our
participants developed strategies to manage political risk while continuing to create content. These
strategies often involve careful calibration of visibility, collaboration, and distribution. One common
approach is to limit direct exposure by controlling how sensitive topics are presented or who is
involved in their production. As noted earlier, some participants avoid explicitly political framing
or rely on indirect narrative techniques. Others selectively collaborate with trusted individuals or
draw on existing social networks to mitigate risk.

Participants also emphasized the importance of infrastructural redundancy as a form of protection.
Our participants also have a dominant perception that various online platforms comply with and
enforce certain rules differently. If their videos are deleted from YouTube due to government
decisions, the videos shared on Facebook help them prove to their audience that they indeed made
the requested videos. This also ensures that YouTubers’ efforts do not go in vain, irrespective of
how the platforms comply with state requests. P2 explains his strategy to resist technologically
mediated political influence through a multi-platform presence:

[YouTube] can de-platform you at any given time without warning. I mean, today, the
government can write one letter and say that YouTube shut this [channel] down, and
they will shut it down. So it is never a good strategy to be on a single platform. Each
video we make on YouTube, we upload it to Facebook the next day. (P2, male, India)

This strategy is not only about audience reach but also about resilience against potential state-
linked interventions. These strategies reflect an ongoing effort to balance visibility and safety. Rather
than withdrawing from public discourse, participants adapt their practices to sustain participation
under conditions of uncertainty and constraint.

Overall, state-linked regulation shapes not only what creators can say but also how they organize
their labor, collaborations, and infrastructures. In this sense, decolonial discourse is not only a
matter of representation but also of navigating layered regimes of governance that extend beyond
the platform itself.

5 DISCUSSION
Audience boundary policing, platform governance, and state-linked political risk are not merely
three parallel sources of constraint on Bengali YouTubers but rather form a recursive arrangement.
These affect creators’ capacity for engagement, assign different economic values to those audiences
and different levels of legitimacy to content creators’ ownership claims, and turn visibility itself
into a source of political danger. Creators respond by adjusting their speech, self-presentation,
collaborations, and distribution infrastructures. These adaptations, in turn, shape which narratives
audiences encounter and which forms of content remain viable. We describe this condition as the
selective sustainability of decolonial discourse. That means decolonial expression is not simply
enabled or suppressed, but some forms become more sustainable than others because they are easier
to make socially acceptable across divided publics, economically viable within platform markets,
and politically survivable under conditions of uncertainty. This shifts the analytical question away
from whether platforms merely permit marginalized communities to speak–and from uncritically
celebrating creators’ strategies as resilience–toward examining which forms of discourse can be
repeatedly produced, circulated, and defended, and how the strategies that enable participation
may simultaneously constrain its political possibilities.

5.1 Relational Labor under Postcolonial Tension
Content creation on social media is often conceptualized as a form of relational labor, in which
creators engage in ongoing interactions with audiences to build trust, maintain visibility, and
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sustain engagement [1, 11, 38]. Our findings extend this perspective by showing that, in postcolonial
contexts, relational labor involves negotiating historically produced boundaries around who may
represent a culture, narrate a history, or criticize a nation. Attending to these dynamics requires
historicism [127]: the publics creators encounter are not merely contemporary audience segments
but formations shaped by postcolonial partition, nation-building, religious division, linguistic
hierarchy, and migration. Hence, the relational labor also becomes historical boundary work.

Participants used Bengali phrases, religiously situated greetings, subtitles, satire, and culturally
recognizable forms of address to establish affinities and signal care toward a public divided across
national and religious boundaries. Similarly, partisan caricature served as a rhetorical device to
anticipate and challenge ideologically rigid interpretations. Together, such practices help construct
the cross-border relationships through which a fragmented public can momentarily recognize itself
as connected. However, when creators avoid political or religious topics, alter their presentation to
appear sufficiently culturally authentic, or anticipate accusations of national disloyalty, it reproduces
the boundaries that relational labor seeks to bridge. Importantly, as creators in postcolonial contexts
learn which combinations of speaker, topic, language, and political position are likely to be accepted,
and as contentious perspectives become less frequently produced, audiences encounter more
narratives that already conform to dominant expectations, thereby shaping a recursive process that
defeats its decolonial objective. We do not imply that YouTubers are responsible for that futility.
Their individual strategies for protecting essential income, reputation, physical safety, or political
security can narrow the collective outcomes.
This tension brings postcolonial and decolonial perspectives into closer dialogue [13, 32]. A

postcolonial analysis explains how inherited classifications of religion, language, gender, class, and
nationality structure how speakers are recognized. In contrast, a decolonial analysis asks whether
creators can contest those classifications and reclaim epistemic authority. Our paper shows that these
processes cannot be separated in practice. Attempts to reclaim narrative authority take place through
negotiations with publics that continue to enforce historically produced boundaries. This extends
relational labor beyond relationship maintenance within affective publics and boundary policing [93,
108] by showing how such processes are intensified in postcolonial settings. This complicates
dominant narratives of participatory culture that emphasize empowerment and connection [12],
conceptualizing the relational work as the continuous work of becoming recognizable as a legitimate
speaker while challenging the sociohistorically shaped terms of that recognition.
Across the contexts in which identities and publics have been colonially fragmented, digital

participation can require people to become recognizable within historically produced categories
while simultaneously contesting those categories and reclaiming narrative authority [27, 32].
However, our findings in the Bengali context are not directly generalizable across postcolonial
contexts, but provide a historicist attentive lens [127] for examining how the conditions of discursive
sustainability vary across them [32]. For example, while increased participation and visibility among
the Kurdish diaspora through social media have transformed Kurdish national identity into a more
participatory but internally pluralistic imagined community, they have not produced a unified
national public [2, 50]. Despite the resemblance in how Bengali and Kurdish identities are divided
by different political histories and understandings of belonging, the geopolitical stakes in these
two contexts differ significantly. YouTubers in Bengali decolonial discourse negotiate legitimacy
within established nation-states that recognize their ethnolinguistic identity (e.g., Bangladesh
means the land of Bengalis, and Bengali is the official language there and in two Indian states),
whereas Kurdish digital discourse articulates collective nationhood among a stateless people. Where
Bengali creators may moderate contentious expression to remain legible within competing national
publics, asserting Kurdish collective identity can itself constitute contentious political expression.
The comparison suggests that historically fragmented publics may require similar relational and
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boundary work, while the form and consequences of that work depend on whether creators are
negotiating belonging across existing structures or imagining something without one.

5.2 Global Platform Policies’ Postcolonial Misalignment
Platform governance is usually examined in terms of moderation, monetization, and algorithmic
visibility [15, 53, 129]. The problem is not only that globally designed policies fail to reflect lo-
cal circumstances [67], but platform governance converts existing geopolitical and institutional
inequalities into signals that directly organize cultural production.

A view from the Global North is financially worth more than a view from the Global South, or an
MCN-affiliated channel may possess greater authority in a copyright dispute than the creator who
originally produced the material–such arrangements stratify which audiences are economically
valuable and whose cultural claims are practically defensible. Monetization [38, 72], copyright [45?
], and moderation [71] on online platforms are often structured around economic value, formalized
legal frameworks, and opaque enforcement processes.

Differential monetization can reorganize representation without explicitly moderating content.
Creators are incentivized to address comparatively privileged diasporic viewers even when their
cultural commitments or larger audiences remain in South Asia, illustrating the former’s “diasporic
superposition" [31]. This can give disproportionate visibility to selective diasporic understandings of
Bengali culture while making locally changing, rural, or agrarian cultural practices less economically
sustainable. Thus, platform capitalism influences which versions of a transnational culture can be
produced often enough to become prominent. YouTubers accepted copyright and revenue losses to
make audience-requested reaction videos, treated engagement and affinity as longer-term forms of
value, sought direct support, and distributed content across several platforms.

Copyright enforcement is also experienced as inconsistent and mediated by institutional asymme-
tries, such as the influence of MCNs, which can amplify some creators’ claims while undermining
others [85, 121]. At the same time, moderation opacity introduces uncertainty about content visi-
bility and accessibility, making outcomes difficult to anticipate and hence to agree on [29]. While
collective folk theories help creators act under opacity [41, 73], this shifts responsibility for under-
standing enforcement from the governing institution to those subject to it. As a result, governance
is not experienced as a stable or universally legible system [119], but as a set of unevenly enforced
mechanisms that require continuous interpretation.

Overall, platform governance’s postcolonial misalignment is not simply a failure to localize oth-
erwise universal policies. It emerges through how users in postcolonial contexts adapt, reinterpret,
and sometimes resist imposed technological structures. Therefore, sustaining decolonial discourse
requires not only engaging with platform rules but also continuously reconciling the gaps between
those rules and the lived realities of creators and their audiences.

5.3 Risk, Trust, and Safety in Postcolonial Participation
Participation in decolonial discourse is shaped by ongoing negotiations of risk and safety. Beyond
harassment and safety concerns in online spaces documented by prior scholarship [70, 92], these
dynamics are intensified and reconfigured in postcolonial contexts, where identity, politics, and legal
structures intersect. For our participants, visibility was not only an opportunity for engagement
but also a source of vulnerability. They faced risks of broader sociopolitical and legal consequences
for engaging with sensitive topics. These risks were often anticipatory rather than reactive. Even
in the absence of direct intervention, the possibility of state attention, legal action, or institutional
scrutiny shaped how creators calibrated their participation. Thus, risk operates not only through
explicit enforcement but also through the anticipation of potential consequences, conditioning
what can be expressed, how it is framed, and whether it is expressed at all.
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These dynamics extend beyond individual creators to their collaborators, social networks, and
production processes. The perceived risk of association with politically sensitive content creates
barriers to collaboration, limits access to resources, and constrains forms of storytelling and
reporting. Such conditions reflect what has been described as chilling effects [114], where the threat
of legal or political repercussions discourages participation even without direct enforcement. As a
result, content creators may resort to indirect expression, avoid certain topics altogether, or limit
the scope of their engagement. Trust plays a central role in mediating participation under these
conditions. YouTubers described actively working to build and maintain trust with their audiences
through linguistic alignment, cultural signaling, and consistent engagement, while also navigating
distrust rooted in fragmented postcolonial identities [17].

Thus, trust is not given but continuously negotiated, and remains fragile in environments where
audiences may question motives, authenticity, or allegiance. This aligns with and extends prior
work on trust and credibility in online communities [97, 104] by showing how trust is entangled
with postcolonial identity politics, transnational audience formations, and conditions of uncertainty.
Safety, in turn, is unevenly distributed and structurally constrained. Female creators and those
engaging with contentious sociopolitical issues faced heightened exposure to both social and
political risks, shaping their mobility, content choices, and modes of engagement. This aligns with
prior social computing scholarship [113] showing how postcolonial memory shapes a politics of fear
that constrains online participation among users from religious minority communities. Moreover,
the absence of clear protections or recourse mechanisms within platform and institutional structures
further exacerbates these vulnerabilities. Overall, decolonial discourse is shaped not only by what
creators wish to express but also by what can be safely articulated within environments marked by
anticipatory fear, legal uncertainty, and unequal exposure to harm.

6 LIMITATIONS, FUTUREWORK, AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
While this paper examines how decolonial discourse is sustained under layered sociotechnical
constraints in the context of Bengali sociopolitics and culture, we did not look at the algorithmic
side of the platforms where these discourses take place. Sociotechnical systems (e.g., recommen-
dation algorithms) can present unique politics by perpetuating algorithmic coloniality or hyper-
nationalism [29]. In future work, we plan to examine how algorithmic systems further shape the
visibility, reach, and viability of decolonial discourse, as well as how creators navigate these dy-
namics. Another limitation of our study is the lack of gender diversity among participants. Similar
to prior work in Bangladeshi contexts [27, 28], we found fewer female YouTubers producing videos
within the sociopolitical decolonial discourse space, possibly due to the region’s tense political
environment [69]. We recruited a few creators from religious minority backgrounds. Beyond the
niche nature of local culture content, prior work shows that Bangladeshi minorities’ social media
participation is shaped by fear and a spiral of silence [113]. Despite multiple attempts, we were
unable to recruit a Hindu participant from Bangladesh and included only one Muslim participant
from India. The first author, as a religious minority, remained attentive to these dynamics, given
that relations between majority and minority religions intersect with political power in South Asia.
Moreover, due to the conservative subcontinental culture, despite several focused attempts to

recruit more female participants, we were only able to interview four female YouTubers. Among
them, two participants requested to be interviewed alongside their YouTube channel’s co-patrons
on the same call (one cited following Muslim guidelines for women socializing with non-familial
men as the rationale for her request). While interviews in a group setting created the possibility
that some participants might suppress their opinions or that one participant might dominate the
conversation, we did not observe any visible hesitancy. The interviewer also strategically navigated
the conversation so that all participants in those calls were equally responsive.
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Again, all but one of our participants had at least a university degree, which raises the possibility
that the study may reflect the views of more highly educated people rather than the general
population. While all our participants belong to previously colonized communities, they are from
age groups that have not experienced British or Pakistani colonial rule themselves. Therefore,
future work should look into understanding the experiences of people who not only belong to
previously colonized communities but also experienced colonial subjugation themselves or faced
colonially created crises (e.g., being refugees due to partition or war). When colonization is viewed
as a crisis [32], researchers should also consider the risk that older participants will relive traumatic
experiences of the colonial past. Since our participants drew on experiences of living in colonially
marginalized communities and the ones they heard from older family members, their risk of
reliving such traumatic experiences was minimal. Moreover, our participant recruitment was
heavily influenced by our search for relevant YouTube videos and channels.

7 CONCLUSION
This paper examined how YouTubers sustain Bengali decolonial discourse within a layered so-
ciotechnical environment shaped by audience dynamics, platform governance, and state-linked
regulation. Showing that such discourse is not merely content creation but a situated, collective
practice, our findings underscores the need to move beyond platform-centric accounts of par-
ticipation toward an integrated perspective that accounts for how historically rooted tensions,
transnational audience formations, and uneven governance structures shape the viability of online
expression. This highlights that supporting discourse in an ethnolinguistic group living within
postcolonial contexts requires attention not only to interfaces and policies but also to the relational,
political, and infrastructural conditions that make participation possible or fragile. More broadly,
our work underscores that designing for global platforms entails engaging with the diverse and
historically situated realities of their users, pointing toward more contextually grounded and
equitable approaches to platform design and governance.
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