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ABSTRACT 
 

The internet has increased the visibility of cultures and subcultures that would otherwise 

remain invisible (Varis & Wang, 2011). This study explores the post-migration identities and 

literacy practices of one such subculture, namely Arab refugees resettled in Europe, by taking a 

close look at their social media presence and activism in a superdiverse setting. Using digital 

ethnography as a methodology, and drawing upon various theoretical perspectives, including 

notions from Mikhail Bakhtin, Erving Goffman, and Pierre Bourdieu, the study analyzes 

YouTube videos by two refugee YouTubers from Syria, who have been resettled in Germany 

and Sweden. By investigating their use of language and other semiotic resources on the social 

media platform, the aim is to gain insight into their identity performance (Jonsson & Muhonen, 

2014) and how they reflect superdiverse conditions. The study builds on a growing body of 

research exploring superdiversity in digital contexts (e.g., Androutsopoulos & Juffermans, 2014; 

Stæhr, 2015; Varis, 2017; Varis & Blommaert, 2015). However, two aspects remain largely 

unaddressed in the literature: the resettlement experiences of Arab refugees as creators of digital 

content and an explicit examination of power and social justice issues, two gaps this study 

attempts to fill. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 

The internet has increased the visibility of cultures and subcultures that would otherwise 

remain invisible (Varis & Wang, 2011). This study explores the post-migration identities and 

literacy practices of one such subculture, namely Arab refugees resettled in Europe, by taking a 

close look at their social media presence and activism in a superdiverse setting. Using digital 

ethnography, and drawing upon various theoretical perspectives, including notions from Bakhtin, 

Goffman, and Bourdieu, as well as micro-celebrity, the study analyzes YouTube videos 

produced by two refugee YouTubers from Syria, who have been resettled in Germany and 

Sweden. By investigating their use of language and other semiotic resources on social media, the 

aim is to gain insight into the refugee Youtubers’ performance of local, global, and glocal1 

identities (Jonsson & Muhonen, 2014) and how they reflect superdiverse conditions. The study 

builds on a growing body of research (including a special issue of the journal Discourse, Context 

& Media) exploring superdiversity in digital contexts (Androutsopoulos & Juffermans, 2014; see 

also Baran, 2018; Blommaert & Varis, 2011; Leppänen & Ari Häkkinen, 2012; Stæhr, 2015; 

Varis, 2017; Varis & Blommaert, 2015; Varis & Van Nuenen, 2017; Varis & Wang, 2011). A 

subset of this body of research has also examined the intersection of migration, superdiversity, 

and social media (e.g., Juffermans, Blommaert, Kroon, & Li; Mc Laughlin, 2014; Sharma, 

2014).  

However, two aspects remain largely unaddressed: the resettlement experiences of Arab 

refugees as creators of digital content and an explicit examination of power and social justice 

issues, two gaps this study attempts to fill. Regarding the first gap, there is hardly any research 

                                                      
1 Coined by Robertson (1995), the term glocalization "brings out the mutual constitution of local actions and global 

flows” (p. 72). Similarly, Luke and Carrington (2002) use the term glocalized literacy practices to describe the way 

"users often re-mix and re-contextualise available resources to reflect both dominant global discourses and more 

immediate local contexts” (p. 45).  
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on how refugees of Arab ethnicity use social media, as both consumers and producers of digital 

content, to document their post-resettlement lives, although Arabs represent the majority of 

forcibly displaced people since the onset of the refugee crisis in 2015. Existing research has 

explored other ethnicities (e.g., African) (Godin & Doná, 2016), and even when Arab refugees 

are the object of analysis, the focus is on how they (passively) use social media or smartphone 

apps as a lifeline on their journey across Europe or to navigate the asylum process (e.g., Alencar, 

2018). As for the second gap, words like power or justice are rarely encountered in the literature 

under consideration. For example, in the abstracts of the special issue of Discourse, Context & 

Media (mentioned above), which comprises 11 studies, the word “power” is used only once, 

while “justice” is not mentioned at all, although it is argued here that power relations are 

constitutive of superdiverse social media practices (including language use) and hence need to be 

systematically examined. More specifically, taking a Bourdieusian2 perspective on power, 

questions about whether transnational spaces like social media platforms constitute fields of 

power or how people’s identity performances and use of superdiverse repertories on social media 

are shaped by power remain largely unexplored. Blommaert (2017), however, justifies not 

addressing power explicitly in his work by arguing that power is “everywhere,” embracing a 

Foucauldian conception of power as diffuse and dispersed.   

Refugees, including those of Arab ethnicity, are usually lumped together, especially in 

Western media, as one homogenous entity (“horde,” “wave,” “flood,” “caravan,” etc.), lacking in 

agency, sophistication, and skills, which deprives them of their humanity, often leading to their 

abuse and exploitation. This study hopes to demonstrate that refugees can be creatively agentive 

in their activism and efforts to help other refugees, highly complex and multifaceted in their 

                                                      
2 Bourdieu’s theoretical framework will be discussed in more detail later. 
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subjectivities, and very skillful and sophisticated, both in their linguistic practices and their 

technological capabilities.   

Literature Review 

The literature review will briefly discuss ethnography as theory (including digital 

ethnography), superdiversity (and how it manifests on social media), identity performance in 

digital contexts (including micro-celebrity), Bakhtin, Goffman, Bourdieu, the New Literacy 

Studies (NLS), and finally a brief overview of research on YouTube, the platform.  

Ethnography as Theory 

In Dialogues with Ethnography, Blommaert (2018), engages with theoretical and 

epistemological issues within ethnography, discussing the contributions of key theorists, such as 

Hymes, Bakhtin, Goffman, and Bourdieu, and emphasizing that ethnography is a theoretical 

outlook and not merely a methodology. Blommaert criticizes the tradition common in discourse 

analysis, especially conversation analysis (CA), of sharing decontextualized data (e.g. transcripts 

of interviews) among peers, arguing that, since ethnographic data are situated, participants’ 

opinions and attitudes, gathered in different ways, constitute important data as well. Blommaert 

also problematizes the tendency in CA to equate the transcript of an interaction with the 

interaction itself, pointing out that transcripts are entextualizations, where the fieldwork 

interaction is rendered into a text, which now constitutes a new discourse (the data). 

Regarding the notion of participant observation, Blommaert (2018) discusses the 

relationship between observer and observed from a Bourdieusian perspective, noting that 

Bourdieu’s fieldwork with the Kabyle people in Algeria led him to question the anthropologist’s 

privileged position as an “unchallengeable epistemic superior” (Blommaert, 2018, p. 87). 

Blommaert highlights the importance of a comparative perspective, pointing out, for example, 
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that Bourdieu followed his ethnography of the Kabyle people in Algeria by another ethnographic 

study of the Béarn in France. In their take on participant observation, Heath and Street (2008) 

maintain that it is neither possible (except in very rare cases) nor desirable for ethnographers to 

“shed features of ourselves to be a real participant,” contending that it is impossible for 

ethnographers to take on features of their participants’ identities (Heath & Street, 2008, p. 31). 

This claim, however, does not seem to take into account the phenomenon of going native or the 

case in which the observer is already a member of the population being observed, as in the 

example of a researcher of refugee background studying other refugees3. Like Blommaert 

(2018), Heath and Street (2008) underscore the importance of making comparisons, what they 

call “the constant comparative” (Heath & Street, 2018, p. 32). The authors also point out the 

cyclical nature of ethnographic research, a process of “back-and-forth observing, noting, reading, 

thinking, observing, and noting,” and a “back-and-forth among historical, comparative, and 

current fieldwork sources” (Heath & Street, 2008, p. 33). Heath and Street (2008) state that 

uncertainty, ambivalence, and wanting badly to figure out what is going on is key to the 

ethnographic experience. Similar to Blommaert’s (2018) position, Heath and Street maintain that 

ethnography is a “theory-building enterprise” (Heath & Street, 2008, p. 29) with a distinctive 

trajectory within anthropology and linguistics, and not simply a methodology in qualitative 

research. Controversially, however, the authors view that letting down participants may be an 

unavoidable outcome in ethnographic research: “[t]o undertake ethnography is to enter willingly 

into a messy set of tasks that will continue over a considerable period of time among strangers 

that the ethnographer may inevitably ‘betray’” (Heath & Street, 2008, p. 29). In the same vein, 

                                                      
3 Baran (2018) will be discussed later, where this is exactly the case. 
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some would even contend that ethnography “makes public the private and leaves the locals to 

take the consequences”4 (Miles & Huberman, 1984, p. 233).  

In his discussion of the anthropology of literacy acquisition, Smith (1986) describes 

ethnography as “inductive and holistic,” whose primary goal is to “discover the meanings of 

phenomena (events, behaviors, artifacts) to members of a society” (Smith, 1986, p. 264). By 

inductive Smith means that ethnographers, unlike experimental researchers, do not usually start 

out with predefined hypotheses with the goal of confirming on rejecting them. By holistic he 

refers to the supreme importance of the larger context to understand the meaning of a particular 

phenomenon, what he calls “[e]thnography’s commitment to holism” (Smith, 1986, p. 264), and 

that such context need to be rich enough to offer a range of interpretations or choices that would 

otherwise remain concealed without an ethnographic lens. Such lens needs to be “sensitive to the 

entire web of relationships human beings find themselves enveloped in” (Smith, 1986, p. 271). 

Smith also notes that one concern for ethnographers is to uncover cultural patterns that 

participants may be unaware of and to bring them to their attention, a process that may 

eventually lead to a change in those patterns. 

Ethnographers also need to distinguish between emic and etic perspectives (Pike, 1967), 

but of which are essential and valuable in ethnography. Pike derived the words emic and etic 

from the terms phonemic and phonetic, respectively. Emic roughly corresponds to subjective 

knowledge (insider/participant account), while etic captures objective knowledge 

(outsider/researcher account), based on an analogy with phonemics, which is concerned with 

elements of meaning, and phonetics, which attends to elements of sound. Etic knowledge is 

intimately related to reflexivity, defined as "a process by which ethnographers reveal their self-

                                                      
4 The public/private distinction is discussed in more detail later in the section on Digital Ethnography. 
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perceptions, methodological setbacks, and mental states,” and it “enables ethnographers to see 

their research within historical and structural constraints that result from asymmetrical power 

distributions” (Heath & Street, 2008, p. 123). Foley (2002) describes four types of reflexivity: 

confessional, theoretical, intertextual, and deconstructive. Confessional reflexivity refers to 

admitting guilt over the historical collaboration between anthropologists and colonial powers. 

Theoretical reflexivity, arguably the most important of the four types, is for researchers to make 

apparent the theoretical assumptions behind their claims. Intertextual reflexivity means situating 

current ethnographic work in a historical context, while deconstructive reflexivity is rooted in 

postmodernist skepticism toward scientific knowledge, in general. 

Drawing on her work with indigenous peoples, especially Alaska Natives, Gilmore 

(2002) calls for a critical approach to ethnography. She argues that for a theory to be valid, those 

affected by it, i.e., the participants, must take an active part in building it. She notes that research 

participants, who have historically been the colonized Other, ought to resist the colonial and 

imperialist tendencies that have traditionally been associated with Western researchers and that 

have frequently led to the misinterpretation and misrepresentation of their studied populations. 

Gilmore gives a vivid example of the conundrums and complexities of attempting to blend 

indigenous epistemologies with Western academic approaches, as a result of applying the critical 

ethnographic approach she proposes. She reports on her participation in a language revitalization 

project conducted by one of her students, a native Athabascan linguist, and the “discourse 

struggles and methodological challenges” resulting from such collaboration (Gilmore, 2002, p. 

189). She describes multiple sources of conflict she and her collaborator had to confront, for 

example, the tension between a concern for maintaining the privacy and intellectual property 

rights of the communities they were studying, on the one hand, and a concern for adequately 
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responding to editors, reviewers, and multiple audiences, on the other. Another source of conflict 

was the keen desire to foreground the Athabascan linguist’s voice, while at the same time 

accommodating and honoring a leading scholar in the field, Joshua Fishman, whose theory of 

language shift had, nonetheless, dismal consequences for Athabascan languages. Gilmore also 

describes how differences in ethnicity, religious affiliation, and socioeconomic background 

between her and her co-researcher created doubts about the motivation behind certain actions 

and decisions, that extended even to details about the write-up process of the ethnographic study. 

Classic ethnography vs. digital ethnography: similarities and differences 

The relationship between classic ethnography and digital ethnography is somewhat 

controversial, and while scholars rarely address or compare the two approaches in an explicit 

way, there seem to be no consensus on the nature of either classic or digital ethnographies, let 

alone the relationship between them. Varis (2014) points out that one of the challenges facing 

digital ethnographers is the disagreement over the nature of ethnography (e.g., method vs. 

theoretical approach) and over the definition of digital, as well as a lack of consensus on the 

meaning of online vs. offline, and whether the distinction is even tenable. Importantly, Varis 

argues that rather than asking if traditional ethnographic techniques can be applied to digital 

contexts, we can allow digitalization to raise epistemological questions regarding classic 

ethnography. She notes that while ethnography addresses complexity by nature, applying it to 

digital settings complicates things even further. 

The notion of field site has also been scrutinized by digital ethnographers, without 

agreement, however, over its meaning or use. For example, a central question addressed in 

Bonilla and Rosa (2015) is whether a hashtag can become a field site. The authors argue that not 

unlike actual field sites, digital field sites are diffuse, dispersed, and interconnected. While many 
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digital researchers use terms like fieldwork or field site metaphorically to describe their online 

research (e.g., Hou, 2019), others find it more useful to attend to social practice, rather than field 

sites, when researching digital settings (Hine, 2009), arguing that networking technologies have 

disrupted the traditional concept of a field site (Baker, 2013; boyd5, 2009). And yet others have 

gone so far as to suggest that the concept of a field may be restrictive even for classic (“offline”) 

ethnographies. For example, Varis and Hou (2019) contend that "a geographically bounded field 

site makes little sense in today’s ethnographic efforts, whether online or offline” (Varis & Hou, 

2019, p. 234).  

Addressing the issue of legitimacy, Hine (2017) argues that online ethnography is 

ethnography. Rather than emphasizing similarities or differences, a number of digital 

ethnographers have opted for a more balanced stance, finding common ground among the two 

approaches in certain respects, while distancing themselves from classic ethnographers in others. 

For example, Postill and Pink (2012) state that ethnographic places (be it physical or digital) 

"traverse online/offline contexts and are collaborative, participatory, open and public” (Postill & 

Pink, 2012, p. 124); yet at the same time, they maintain that social media ethnography involves 

certain types of digital practice that depart from conventional ethnography and that “[t]his 

approach neither replaces long-term immersion in a society or culture, nor aims to produce 

‘classic’ ethnographic knowledge” (Postill & Pink, 2012, p. 125). Using ethnography more as a 

method for data collection than a theoretical approach, Baker (2013) observes that one 

shortcoming of classic ethnography, as compared to digital ethnography, is the difficulty in 

maintaining communication with research participants for an extended period of time, especially 

mobile participants, in addition to the problem of participant attrition. 

                                                      
5 dana boyd prefers the use of lower case in her name, rather than capitalizing it. 
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Superdiversity 

According to Budach and de Saint-Georges (2017), the term superdiversity has become 

quite popular in recent years in fields like applied linguistics, sociolinguistics, linguistic 

anthropology, and education. Coined by anthropologist Steven Vertovec (2007), the term has 

sought to capture a change in migration patterns in the 1990s towards more complex migrant 

trajectories, where strong ties to both home and host societies were being simultaneously kept, 

aided by digital technologies, like the internet and mobile devices, thereby creating new forms of 

transnationalism, understood as “the connections across national borders that are facilitated by 

the cross-boundary flows of people, products, and ideas” (Park & Wee, 2017, p. 49). The 

composition of migrant groups in the new migration trend has also witnessed unprecedented 

diversification in terms of nationality, ethnicity, social class, legal status, and religious affiliation 

(Blommaert & Rampton, 2011; Spotti, 2011; Vertovec, 2007).  

Superdiversity challenges the concept of language as an autonomous, homogeneous, and 

bounded entity. Rather, it is argued that people have rich and varied repertoires to draw from, 

which are semiotic resources, both linguistic and non-linguistic, that users flexibly “mix and play 

with” (Budach & de Saint-Georges, p. 65) to achieve communication, and which transcend 

national languages. Similarly, Park and Wee (2017) call on linguists to “adopt a perspective on 

language that views fragmentation and truncatedness as central to the nature of language use” 

(Park & Wee, p. 60). 

Using ethnographic fieldwork, superdiversity scholars have been especially interested in 

how language is used in urban spaces, exploring notions like mobility and complexity 

(Canagarajah, 2017). To illustrate how these two notions permeate contemporary society, 

Blommaert and van de Vijver (2013) give the example of two resettled Iraqi refugees living in 
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the same neighborhood, who, despite sharing the same ethnicity and nationality, have very 

different experiences of migration, based on differences in gender, social class, level of 

education, and the availability of transnational networks. Scholars have used different terms to 

try to capture the language practices that characterize superdiverse contexts. Among the terms 

commonly used are crossing, polylingualism, translanguaging, metrolingualism, linguistic 

bricolage, and others (Blommaert & Rampton, 2011). Blommaert (2013) points out that 

migration and digital communication have contributed greatly to superdiversity, noting that 

language, more than any other semiotic system, has a “privileged position … as a tool for 

detecting features of superdiversity” (Blommaert, 2013, p. 6). 

The notion of superdiversity has had its critics, too. For example, in her article, Pavlenko 

(2014) expresses her unease with the term, arguing that its vagueness makes it immune to 

critique. Citing Brubaker (1998), Pavlenko argues that migration does not necessarily lead to an 

increase in ethnolinguistic diversity, accusing superdiversity scholars of Eurocentrism and of 

attempting to extrapolate that the world is superdiverse, based on a Western European context, 

i.e. “privileging of the local in the guise of the global” (Pavlenko, 2014, p.15). In a similar vein, 

Flores and Lewis (2016) identify three limitations of the scholarship on superdiversity. First, 

there is an overemphasis on the novelty of “superdiverse” language practices, which erases the 

long history of such practices among language-minority groups. Second, even though 

superdiversity research highlights issues of globalization and mobility, it fails to address and 

account for the broader neoliberal political economy that allows the mobility of some, while 

restricting the mobility of others. Third, superdiversity scholars continue to hold normative 

assumptions about language, which implicitly take monolingualism as the norm. Similarly, 

Ndhlovu (2016) challenges the claim that superdiversity as a theoretical concept radically departs 
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from the premises of multiculturalism, arguing that superdiversity has the same shortcomings 

that led to the rejection and decline of its theoretical predecessor, i.e., multiculturalism. Ndhlovu 

maintains that superdiversity and its antecedent both tend to homogenize social and cultural 

groups and adopt elitist neoliberal notions of identity and culture. 

Superdiversity and social media  

Various studies have explored superdiversity in digital contexts and settings (e.g., Baran, 

2018; Blommaert & Varis, 2011; Häkkinen & Leppänen, 2013; Leppänen & Häkkinen, 2012; 

Leppänen et al., 2013; Stæhr, 2015; Varis, 2017; Varis & Wang, 2011). A number of studies 

have also found a tension or paradox between diversification (as expected in superdiverse 

contexts) and homogenization, or between creativity and normativity, in language use (Arnaut, 

2015; Belling & De Bres, 2014; Blommaert, 2016; Blommaert & Varis, 2011; Deumert, 2014; 

Hou, 2019; Varis & Wang, 2011). 

Identity Performance in Digital Contexts  

Two recurring themes in digital ethnographic research are identity-making and 

community-building. The internet provides "spaces of communication in which the identity, 

meaning and boundaries of a diasporic community are continually constructed, debated and 

reimagined” (Mandaville, 2003, p. 135). Online language practices in superdiverse settings 

“extend and complicate the semiotic resources available to people or their performance of 

identities and social relationships” (Androutsopoulos & Juffermans, 2014). Identity performance 

on social media has been studied from various perspectives. Several studies have explored 

identity-making in digital contexts in relation to multilingualism and multilingual repertories 

(Androutsopoulos, 2006; Jonsson & Muhonen, 2014; Juffermans, Blommaert, Kroon, Li, 2014), 

while other studies have investigated racial/ethnic identities (Baran, 2018; Heyd, 2014) and 
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gender identity (Davies, 2014). A number of scholars have also studied the different ways global 

cultures and identities (e.g., hip-hop) are locally appropriated by participants, producing 

hybridized, glocal identities (Blommaert & Varis, 2011; Davies, 2013; Leppänen, Kytölä, 

Jousmäki, Peuronen, & Westinen, 2013; Varis & Wang, 2011).  

Other scholars prefer the term persona over identity, maintaining that persona is more 

dynamic, strategic, and audience oriented than identity. Witteborn (2015), for example, looks 

into the different ways refugees position themselves on Facebook politically, legally, and 

socioculturally. Using ethnography of communication (Hymes, 1962, 1972), she observed and 

interviewed participants who were claiming asylum in Germany, noting how Facebook and its 

multimodal affordances "enable people to choreograph their social persona and tailor it to a 

desired audience” (p. 356). She found that some of her participants perceived Facebook as 

primarily a platform for positive and coherent self-presentation, and hence avoided at all cost the 

labels refugee or asylum seeker, because of their association with poverty, sickness, and other 

undesirable qualities. By contrast, Witteborn found that other refugees in her study embraced the 

refugee label and used the word refugee strategically, moulding it into "a discursive force for 

political mobilization” (Witteborn, 2015, p. 361). For this group of participants, the goal was 

indeed to be perceived on social media as a refugee, since becoming perceptible helped them to 

speak out against and denounce unjust asylum laws, but also to connect and socialize with 

others, both fellow refugees and advocates, thus breaking the isolation and loneliness inflicted by 

the German asylum system.  

The next sections will elaborate on three sub-themes, ethnic identity, glocal identities, 

and micro-celebrity, since they are the most relevant to the study.  

Digitally mediated ethnic identity  
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Baran (2018) draws on superdiversity to study migration narratives of former refugees 

(including herself) on Facebook, exploring identity construction and belonging. With she and her 

participants living in different countries, she notes how the internet contributes to superdiversity 

by enabling and facilitating transnational communication. Her research (which involves a 

linguistic analysis of verb choice, tense, and passive voice) suggests a link between 

ethnic/national essentialism and the storyteller’s sense of agency over her life. For example, she 

found that when her participants perceived themselves as passive recipients of life’s forces and 

circumstances, they tended to essentialize their ethnic/national identities. By contrast, those who 

assumed a more agentive role in their stories were more fluid and dynamic in the way they 

described their ethnicity/nationality. In her analysis of the narratives, Baran chose not to focus on 

the experience of refugeehood and rather centered on her participants’ post-resettlement 

identities. Another study examining ethnicity through narrative in a digital setting is Heyd 

(2014). Heyd analyzes how ethnicity is performed on a Nigerian web forum, a digital community 

where Nigerians (both locals and emigrants) interact with people from different ethnicities. The 

author looked at how Nigerian Pidgin is used as an ethnolinguistic repertoire, and how ethnic 

labels are distributed on the forum, finding that “the use and (often conscious) selection of 

ethnolinguistic repertoires contribute to the complex and varied racial/ethnical identities on 

display in the forum data” (p. 38).  

Digitally mediated glocal identities  

A number of scholars have investigated the appropriation of global identities by 

participants to create hybridized, glocal identities. For example, in their analysis of a Chinese 

rapper’s online engagement with global hip-hop culture, Varis and Wang (2011) point out that 

global semiotic resources are “not swallowed without chewing” (Varis & Wang, 2011, p. 75) by 
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local actors, and that the chewing process can result in creatively blended global and local 

resources. Referring to global codes as super-vernaculars, the authors note that their 

appropriation by the locals creates dialects. The rapper’s name combines English (“MC”) and 

Chinese (“良良”), indexing global hip-hop and local Chinese-accented hip-hop, respectively. 

Leppänen et al. (2013) understand the appropriation of the global by the local in terms of 

entextualization and resemiotization, describing these two related processes as “crucial resources 

for the performance of identity in social media” (Leppänen et al., 2013, p. 3). Entextualization, 

the authors explain, refers to the re-use of textual material to fit in a different context and 

involves decontextualization and recontextualization, while resemiotization is the recirculation 

of semiotic material across modes and modalities. Importantly, Leppänen et al. shift their focus 

from identity as an ontological category to identification and disidentification as processes, 

arguing that identities on social media are usually actively constructed and performed rather than 

assumed. Analyzing visual material from YouTube and linguistic material form Facebook, the 

authors find that local actors mobilized semiotic resources to identify or disidentify with global 

cultural groups, like hip-hop or Christianity. Both Varis and Wang (2011) and Leppänen et al. 

(2013) conclude that social media can both facilitate and constrain identity performance: It can 

facilitate and empower participants by providing new opportunities for agency, social action, and 

identification, but can also constrain and delimit them by imposing normativities, hierarchies, 

divisions, and exclusions.  

Micro-celebrity 

Micro-celebrity6 is a digitally native form of identity management. The term was coined 

by Theresa Senft in her pioneering ethnographic study of camgirls (Senft, 2008) to refer to "the 

                                                      
6 The term is used interchangeably with internet celebrity and digital media celebrity. 
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commitment to deploying and maintaining one’s online identity as if it were a branded good, 

with the expectation that others do the same” (Senft, 2013, p. 346). It is a process of self-

commodification or self-branding whereby a publicizable self is cultivated and manipulated for 

the consumption of others, “a neoliberal technology of subjectivity” (Marwick, 2013, p. 169). 

Along the same lines, micro-celebrity can be viewed as an “internet-enabled visibility,” “a state 

of being famous to a niche group of people, but it is also a behavior: the presentation of oneself 

as a celebrity regardless of who is paying attention” (Marwick, 2013, p. 114).  

Micro-celebrity practices are driven by the attention economy, a marketing concept and 

perspective “assigning value according to something’s capacity to attract ‘eyeballs’ in a media-

saturated, information-rich world” (Fairchild, 2007, as cited in Marwick, 2015, p. 138). In such 

an economy, “one must not only do a good job, one must be seen to be doing it” (Hearn & 

Schoenhoff, p. 201). Social media practices are largely guided by the attention economy, hence 

metrics of visibility, such as number of views, shares, retweets, and channel subscriptions are 

highly valuable commodities and status symbols for micro-celebrities (García-Rapp & Roca-

Cuberes, 2017). 

Micro-celebrities are simultaneously ordinary (being ‘regular’ people) and extraordinary 

(having millions of followers) (Jerslev, 2016). Personality traits conducive to a lucrative self-

presentation (i.e., a successful performance of micro-celebrity) include self-motivation, 

positivity, accountability, and availability (García-Rapp & Roca-Cuberes, 2017). 

Importantly, however, and despite the commonalities, “[t]here is no singular formula for 

celebrity practice; it consists of a set of learned techniques that are leveraged differently by 

individuals” (Marwick & boyd7, 2011, p. 144).  

                                                      
7 dana boyd prefers the use of lower case in her name, rather than capitalizing it. 
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The micro-famous need to follow two antithetical norms: corporate norms (self-branding, 

self-commodification, etc.), arising from the economic interests of the social media platform 

owners, and community norms (authenticity, responsiveness, openness, etc.), pertaining to the 

followers and fans of the micro-famous (García-Rapp & Roca-Cuberes, 2017). Burgess and 

Green (2018) view this as part of a broader trend toward "uneasy convergences of market and 

non-market modes of cultural production in the digital environment, where marginal, subcultural, 

and community-based modes of cultural production are by design incorporated within the 

commercial logics of major media corporations" (Burgess & Green, 2018, p. 139). In the same 

vein, Senft (2008) maintains that while advertising today, including self-branding, relies on irony 

and subcultural or even countercultural tropes, it is less about the enactment and more about the 

appearance of anti-establishment critique. Social media users can indeed reach an unbounded 

audience, albeit within the boundaries of neoliberal capitalism (Marwick, 2013).  

Marwick (2013), explains that the social norms governing social media can seem 

puzzling and contradictory until they are traced back to their place of birth: The Northern 

California technology scene, which upholds two sets of divergent norms and values: Silicon 

Valley capitalist entrepreneurialism and San Fransiscan anti-establishment, community-driven, 

open source8 activism; however, the end-result was an ideology that embraced mainstream 

capitalism, rather than rejecting it (Marwick, 2013). The rhetoric, strategies, and practices of the 

California tech industry have trickled down to social media users; social media metrics have 

become a measure of self-worth, so that "[o]nline self-expression becomes valuable insofar as it 

is an instrument of attention” (Marwick, 2013, p. 281). 

Micro-celebrity, power, (in)justice, and democracy 

                                                      
8 Open source is a term that refers to open source software, which is code that is designed to be publicly 
accessible—anyone can see, modify, and distribute the code as they see fit. 
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Drawing on Marxist thought, some scholars view micro-celebrity and self-branding 

practices as a form of immaterial labor, rather than a tool of empowerment and participation, 

whereby internet celebrities are used by companies as “devoted unpaid brand loyalists” (Hearn & 

Schoenhoff, 2016, p. 204). Akin to immaterial labor is the notion of hope labor (Kuehn & 

Corrigan, 2013), according to which, digital media celebrities are perceived to be carrying out 

under-compensated work in the hope that future economic opportunities may follow, especially 

that social media holds out the promise of fame and wealth. Social media companies are believed 

to advocate openness and transparency, not out of a concern for democracy and free speech, but 

because they profit from selling their users’ personal data to advertisers (Marwick, 2013). 

Furthermore, Green and Burgess (2018) note that the datafication of content is profitable for 

social media companies, but not for the content creators. 

Power differences exist not only between platform owners and micro-celebrities, but also 

between the micro-celebrity and the average user. For example, people who lack technical skills 

and extensive personal networks (representing a large proportion of internet users, especially 

non-whites) would be unable to engage in self-branding, although it is championed as a universal 

solution (Marwick, 2013). Similarly, Marwick (2015) argues that the belief in social media as a 

democratizing force may be a myth, pointing out that e-fame is attainable “not to the everyman 

or everywoman but to those able to credibly inhabit celebrity subjectivity thanks to a set of 

physical and aesthetic criteria that are anything but common” (Marwick, 2015, p. 157). Cotter 

(2019) goes so far as to assert that micro-celebrities are a privileged minority that may be 

promoting hegemonic ideologies.  

Another important power differential is that between micro-celebrities and their fans. 

Some scholars have thus pointed out that while micro-celebrity practice is open to all, at least 
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theoretically (because of the extremely low barriers to entry), a social hierarchy does exist 

between the micro-famous and their fans, hence celebrification is “not an equalizer or 

democratizing discourse” (Marwick & boyd, 2011). That may explain why some digital media 

celebrities prefer the word follower over fan, the latter being perceived as hierarchical and 

distancing (Abidin, 2015). By positioning themselves as deserving of the attention paid to 

mainstream celebrities, and by using their visual tropes, micro-celebrities act as traditional 

celebrities, and, correspondingly, their audiences position themselves as fans who reach out to 

their idols “in a well-worn mode of address: the faithful supplicant and adoring audience” 

(Marwick, 2015, p. 156). Lastly, "practices of self-branding and micro-celebrity operate on a 

continuum which reflects and reinforces the social and economic hierarchies which exist in 

offline contexts" (Page, 2012, p. 181). 

The edited self (safe-for-work) 

Self-branding requires the careful performance of “an edited yet authentic self,” which 

necessitates constant self-monitoring9 and policing, constant evaluation and surveillance of the 

audience, and a high tolerance for insult and hostility (Marwick, 2013, p. 196). The self is 

“strategically edited to appeal to potential customers and clients” (Marwick, 2013, p. 194), which 

entails avoiding not safe for work or business-unfriendly situations and actions (e.g., drinking, 

doing drugs, etc.) (Marwick, 2013). Editing oneself is a kind of identity management (García-

Rapp & Roca-Cuberes, 2017). 

According to García-Rapp and Roca-Cuberes (2017), one motive for self-editing is 

context collapse (boyd, 2007), a common phenomenon in social media that refers to the collapse 

of multiple audiences and social groupings into one undifferentiated audience (e.g., Facebook 

                                                      
9 The author notes that self-monitoring, self-policing, and self-censorship undermine individual agency. 



 

 

29 

friends or YouTube viewers). The authors explain that YouTubers, for example, are aware that 

their viewers represent an undifferentiated audience that includes fans, friends, family members, 

advertisers, and other stakeholders, which makes it difficult for them to tailor their self-

presentation to a specific audience or social grouping, as they would normally do in a face-to-

face social interaction (Goffman, 1959).  This leads them to edit themselves, sometimes heavily, 

in an attempt to offset context collapse. Moreover, creators of digital content are always aware 

that their content will not only be viewed, but also potentially recorded by all kinds of people, 

including family members and employers, which constrains them to create and publish only safe-

for-work material (Marwick, 2013). 

Marwick (2013) explains that maintaining an edited self requires a great amount of work: 

Deciding what to disclose (public) and what to hold back (private) is labor10; equally laborious is 

the constant monitoring of what others (esp. members of one’s online network) reveal and 

conceal. Social media architecture “encourages users to monitor the activities of others, all in the 

name of social connection” (Senft, 2013, p. 347). Balancing authenticity and an edited self can 

be a challenging task (García-Rapp & Roca-Cuberes, 2017). 

Another form of labor internet celebrities engage in when editing themselves is emotional 

labor, which can be defined as that which “requires one to induce or suppress feelings in order to 

sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others” (Hochschild, 

1984, as cited in Senft, 2008, p. 196). According to Hochschild, emotional laborers (e.g., service 

workers, such as flight attendants, waiters, sales representatives, etc.) function dramaturgically, 

with the workplace as stage, the employee as actor, and the clients as audience. Several authors 

have described micro-celebrity practices in terms of emotional labor. According to Senft (2008), 

                                                      
10 Hence the author argues against the moral panics around the lack of online privacy: What people choose to 

disclose is highly edited. 
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for example, “the camgirl comes to understand that however much she brands herself as product, 

she is ultimately a woman engaged in a particular type of emotional labor” (Senft, 2008, p. 116). 

Likewise, over time viewers may come to realize that in spite of her packaging, a camgirl is a 

human being doing some kind of labor, rather than a brand or commodity (Senft, 2008). 

The strategies of micro-celebrity 

Micro-celebrities use certain strategies to court their followers, including authenticity, 

responsiveness, intimacy, immediacy, accessibility, and abundance (Abidin, 2015; Burgess & 

Green, 2018; Cunningham & Craig, 2017; Hou, 2019; Jerslev, 2016; Marwick, 2013). These 

tactics and practices are in some ways diametrically opposed to those used by mainstream 

celebrities (artifice, distance, inaccessibility, glamor, scarcity, etc.) (Hou, 2019). Celebrity status 

can be either ascribed by others or actively sought after by oneself; while mainstream celebrities 

often exemplify the former, micro-celebrities are often (disparagingly) associated with the latter 

(Marwick, 2013). Indeed, many people (still) believe that micro-celebrities are nothing but idle 

do-nothings, desperate for attention and external validation (Marwick, 2013).  

Authenticity 

Although it can be understood in lay terms as being true to oneself or following one’s 

passion, authenticity "is a social construct that is always defined against something else; it is a 

slippery concept that is impossible to pin down” (Marwick, 2013, p. 249). "[T]he ‘authentic’ self 

appears to be a process of witty narration of an inner personality made available for subsequent 

consumption by the audience” (Gaden & Dumitrica, p. 6). Authenticity requires consistency 

across times (past and present), places (offline and online), and mediums (different social media 

platforms) (Marwick, 2013). Micro-celebrities are under relentless pressure to be authentic, 

honest, and transparent (Marwick, 2013). "Any and all claims to authenticity are tested 
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continuously [by the community of followers] in a call-and-response rhetorical field” 

(Cunningham & Craig, 2017, p. 74). The authors discuss how discourses of authenticity and 

community relate to brand culture, arguing that brands enter the picture only after the micro-

celebrity has already established a strong connection with their community (i.e., fans) by being 

authentic, and that brands seek to profit from this relationship. As for the micro-celebrity, the 

authors explain, they need to constantly “negotiate their authenticity status with their 

community,” by demonstrating that the relationship with the brand is secondary to that which 

they have established with them (Cunningham & Craig, 2017, p. 74). Microcelebrities “can now 

show themselves living as ‘themselves’ with brands in order to promote them” (Hearn & 

Schoenhoff, p. 204). Sometimes, the authenticity of an internet celebrity will be questioned as a 

result of their connection with the brand (especially when they start adopting mainstream 

celebrity practices, like distance and scarcity), leading them to return to social media for re-

authentification, in an attempt to reestablish trust between them and their fans (Jerslev, 2016). 

Authenticity has also been linked to the medium used to express it; some authors (e.g., Marwick, 

2015) note, for example, that visuals (image and video) can appear more authentic than text. 

Scholars seem to agree that the authenticity of the micro-famous is not really authentic. 

Some describe it as staged (Hou, 2019), theatrical (Senft, 2008), strategic (Gaden & Dumitrica, 

2015), a studied unaffectedness (Marwick, 2015), or as an ideology (Marwick, 2013; Senft, 

2008) Senft (2008) describes authenticity as an “ideology of subjectivity-as-truth” (Senft, 2008, 

p. 3). According to such ideology, every individual is intrinsically valuable by virtue of their 

possession of an intrinsic and marketable skill, such that “what is truthful or authentic is what is 

good for business” (Marwick, 2013, p. 198). Hence “authenticity and trustworthiness can be 

leveraged for commercial messages” (Hou, 2019, p. 541).  
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Tolson (2010) raises the question of whether the internet offers a new kind of 

authenticity, judging from the spontaneity and freshness of user-generated material. In his 

discursive analysis of YouTube make-up tutorials, the author scrutinizes the claim that the 

conversational quality of YouTube and the ordinariness and spontaneity of YouTube 

“celebrities” has created a new authenticity that is lacking in traditional media, like broadcasting 

and TV. Based on his analysis of Lauren Luke, a popular YouTube vlogger who creates make-up 

tutorials, Tolson argues that Luke’s amateurishness, spontaneity, and transparency cannot 

disguise the promotional, self-branding quality of her discourse, which is, itself, a manifestation 

of a neoliberal, capitalist consumer economy. In a similar study, Hou (2019) looks at YouTube 

beauty vloggers, examining the phenomenon of social media celebrity and the increasing 

commercialization and institutionalization of YouTube. Comparing the cultural logic of 

traditional vs. YouTube celebrity, Hou suggests that the former is governed by what she calls 

guesswork authenticity, where celebrity is based on glamour and distance from fans, while the 

latter relies on staged authenticity, whereby celebrity, contrariwise, is achieved and maintained 

through ordinariness, intimacy, egalitarianism, and connection with viewers and channel 

subscribers. Echoing Tolson (2010), Hou observes that YouTube logic is increasingly driven by 

profit-making and commodification, and that amateur YouTubers and amateur content are 

becoming more and more professionalized, industrialized, and regulated. The internet is indeed 

“a superdiverse as well as normative [emphasis added] space where diversity is constrained by a 

complex of normative struggles, as new forms of meaning-making are accompanied with new 

systems of normativity” (Varis & Wang, 2011, p. 71). The authors argue that while authenticity 

is achieved by mixing the global and the local, coupled with a rejection of national traditions, it 

is the desire to be authentic that inadvertently drives online normative processes. For example, 
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Varis and Wang found that the Chinese rapper they investigated distanced himself from other 

Chinese rappers whom he deemed inauthentic, claiming that they dressed and talked hip-hop, 

without being “really” hip-hop, thereby imposing normative expectations and behaviors. 

Conceiving of authenticity more as a matter of degree, rather than an either-or proposition, 

Blommaert and Varis (2011) analyze online expressions of cultural identities, like Chav identity 

or Irishness, arguing that authenticity is produced by mixing certain features, some of which are 

defining features or “active substances,” as the authors describe it. Blommaert and Varis claim 

that the presence of even one of these traits is “sufficient to produce the particular targeted 

authentic identity” (Blommaert & Varis, 2011, p. 11), a process akin to developing an accent. 

The more one acquires of these defining objects or icons, the closer on gets to “full” authenticity, 

and yet one can never become a full member, since “the configurations of features are 

perpetually changing, and one’s fluency of yesterday need not guarantee fluency tomorrow” 

(Blommaert & Varis, p. 12). 

Intimacy 

Related to authenticity is the notion of intimacy11. People who are micro-famous will 

strategically share highly personal information with their fans to create the illusion of intimacy 

(Marwick, 2013). If micro-celebrities reveal intimate information, they are subjected to public 

scrutiny; if they withhold it, however, they are criticized for their lack of honesty, openness, and 

transparency (Marwick, 2013) (Damned if they do, damned if they don't). Micro-celebrities do 

not engage in full disclosure but opt to maintain an edited self. They 

aestheticize and package snippets of the ‘backstage’ (Goffman 1990) to present 

the illusion of an intimate sharing (i.e., a carefully arranged “just got out of bed” 

                                                      
11 Marwick and boyd (2011) use the term performative intimacy, while Hou (2019) employs the term managed 
connectedness. 
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selfie, a blogpost about a bad breakup in which only selective but highly emotive 

aspects are shared) (Abidin, 2015, para. 3).  

Marwick (2013) observes that "[i]t is precisely through revealing more that she [a micro-

celebrity] attempts to conceal what she wants to keep most private; she is still presenting an 

edited self” (Marwick, 2013, p. 237). In her study of camgirls (who are one example of micro-

celebrity), Senft (2008) points out that they are not as extraordinary as movie stars, yet they are 

not ordinary either, because they open their life to public scrutiny. They call their viewers 

‘family’, but at the same time insist that none of their viewers understand them. Senft also notes 

that viewers, too, can be ambivalent in their relationship and attitude towards internet celebrities. 

A viewer, for instance, can claim to hate camgirls, perceiving them as inauthentic and attention-

seeking, until he finds a specific camgirl, who he claims to be the real deal. At the same time, a 

viewer may email a camgirl that he adores, only to receive a reply asking for a job 

recommendation.  

Perceiving social media intimacy more favorably, Lange (2007) claims that many 

vloggers “find tremendous value in sharing intimate moments with the world to gain greater 

insight about themselves and others, and about social interaction” (Lange, 2007, p. 1). However, 

she also points out that by circulating their personal information to millions of people online, 

vloggers risk being humiliated or even harmed physically and emotionally. 

Responsiveness 

Digital media celebrities are obliged to show responsiveness to their followers, for 

example, by reading and replying to their comments, welcoming their suggestions, complying to 

their demands, and perhaps most importantly, by continuous and frequent uploading of videos 

(Abidin, 2015; Jerslev, 2016). In addition to that, they need to demonstrate appreciation and care 
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for their audience, e.g., by motivating them, thanking them for feedback and support, or 

apologizing for not posting (García-Rapp & Roca-Cuberes, 2017). In exchange, viewers are 

expected to thumb up (Like) the micro-celebrity’s videos, subscribe to their channel, and offer 

constructive comments. While some scholars regard the interaction between internet celebrities 

and their followers as social (i.e., reciprocal) or at least potentially social (Marwick, 2015), 

others deem it parasocial (e.g., Abidin, 2015; Page, 2012). The term parasocial interaction was 

coined by Horton and Wohl (1956) to describe the illusion of social interaction created by TV: In 

their electronically mediated encounter with a celebrity (actor, singer, athlete, etc.), and 

especially after repeated and frequent exposure, viewers begin to experience the mass media 

personality as a close friend, despite the absence of a reciprocal relationship, and the more the 

celebrity reveals about themselves, the stronger the attraction and identification becomes.  

Similarly, there is a lack of consensus (especially among linguists) on whether the 

interaction between micro-celebrities and their followers is truly conversational and dialogic. For 

example, while some view YouTube vlogging and commenting as conversational and interactive 

(in contrast to TV, for example) (e.g., Burgess & Green, 2018; Tolson, 2010), others suggest that 

communication on social media is not evenly distributed. YouTube interaction, for instance, has 

been described as asymmetrical, since the vlogger uses video, while the viewer uses text (Bhatia, 

2020). Some have also pointed out that the discourse of internet celebrities is marked by 

synthetic personalization or conversationalization (Fairclough, 1989; Page, 2012; Tolson, 2010). 

Introduced by Fairclough (1989) to describe a mass-mediated form of talk used by British 

politicians, conversationalization refers to a style of public talk that simulates closeness by 

making use of features of conversational language. Some linguists (e.g., Page, 2012) also argue 
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that micro-celebrity processes and practices are not participatory or dialogic by nature, since the 

audience is treated as a collective (similar to broadcast talk) or a fan base, not as individuals. 

Aspirational Production  

Aspirational production refers to actions whereby micro-celebrities aspire to become 

mainstream celebrities, using techniques like fauxparazzi (coined from paparazzi), which means 

“taking photos of non-famous people staged to look famous” (Marwick, 2013, p. 122), thus 

"reproducing the iconography of ‘traditional’ celebrity” (Marwick, 2015, p. 153). Appearing on 

TV is another example of aspirational behavior and can be a double-edged sword; on the one 

hand, press coverage can significantly increase the popularity of a micro-celebrity (Senft, 2008); 

on the other hand, it can raise doubts about their authenticity. While aspirational production can 

be perceived negatively as an imitation of mainstream celebrity, García-Rapp and Roca-Cuberes 

(2017) argue that micro-celebrities need to be aspirational enough to be viewed as role models 

by their fans, although not too much to avoid being denounced as fame seekers. 

Bakhtin, Goffman, and Bourdieu 

This study draws on Bakhtinian concepts, like heteroglossia, voicing, dialogism, and 

interdiscursivity12 (Bakhtin, 1981, 1984, 1986). It also employs some of Goffman’s central 

concepts, such as frame, footing, stance, and participant roles (Goffman, 1974, 1981). Bakhtin 

and Goffman provide theoretical and conceptual tools for analyzing and interpreting the 

linguistic and interactional (“micro”) practices made use of on the social media platforms under 

investigation, while Bourdieu’s arsenal of thinking tools, particularly capital, habitus, field, and 

symbolic power, is drawn upon to help understand the power dynamics and larger sociopolitical 

context (“macro”). 

                                                      
12 Interdiscursivity is used interchangeably with intertextuality. 
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Bakhtin 

Bakhtin underlines the dialogic nature of speech, pointing out that speakers’ utterances 

are responses to previous ones, while anticipating future ones (Bakhtin, 1981). Bakhtin uses the 

term heteroglossia to indicate that “[e]ach utterance is filled with the echoes and reverberations 

of other utterances to which it is related by the communality of the sphere of speech 

communication” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 91). Or as he famously expressed it, “The word in language 

is half someone else’s. … In all areas of life and ideological activity, our speech is filled to 

overflowing with other people’s words” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 337). Related to heteroglossia is the 

concept of intertextuality, which was coined by literary theorist Julia Kristeva (1980) to describe 

the Bakhtinian notion that “any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the 

absorption and transformation of another” (Kristeva, 1980, p. 66). 

Goffman 

Coupland (2012) describes Goffman’s concept of framing as “participants’ understanding 

of the organizational premises of symbolic action,” where utterances and texts are “articulated 

within particular contextual assumptions, including assumptions about participant roles and 

goals, communicative genres, and norms” (Coupland, 2012, pp. 4-5). Coupland points out, 

however, that interpretive contexts may be different for interlocutors, leading to frame conflict or 

confusion about which frame is currently operative. Goffman’s concept of frame is related to two 

other concepts he also introduced: participation framework and production format. In the former, 

Goffman identified two roles within the hearer role: ratified participants and overhearers, while 

in the latter, he discerned three roles within the speaker role: animator, who says the utterance, 

author, who is responsible for word choice, and principal, the ultimate source and the one who 

stands behind the utterance (Hanks, 1996). 
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Hanks (1996) explains that Goffman developed the notion of participation framework 

from that of footing, which refers to one’s alignment in relation to one’s ongoing speech. 

According to Matoesian (1999), Goffman developed the concept of footing to explore how we 

linguistically negotiate our conversational and social identities during the flow of talk. It refers to 

the “processes through which speakers/hearers position themselves relative to one another and to 

their utterances in the framing of experience,” and a footing shift results in a change in our 

interpretive frame (Matoesian, 1999, p. 493). 

Bourdieu 

Bourdieu’s arsenal of thinking tools, particularly capital, habitus, field, and symbolic 

power, is drawn upon to help understand the power dynamics and larger sociopolitical context 

(“macro”), in which interaction and communication take place. Capital is “a form of power, the 

capacity individuals and groups might have to impact upon, change or control situations,” and 

the amount of capital individuals possess determines the extent of influence they have over 

others (Tomlinson, 2004, p. 168). Bourdieu classifies capital into economic capital, social 

capital, cultural capital, and symbolic capital. Habitus can be understood as “a set of durable 

dispositions or tendencies to think and act in certain ways, that is inculcated” (Kramsch, 2010, p. 

38) through one’s family, social class, nationality, ethnicity, religion, education, and profession. 

Importantly, habitus encompasses linguistic practice, including pronunciation, use of register, 

style, genre, etc. (Bourdieu, 1991). Bourdieu’s field can be likened to a football field (Thomson, 

2014): It is a space with boundaries within which the game is played, and where everyone must 

play by the rules. The players occupy set positions, and what a given player can do, and where 

they can go, depends on their position in the field. The field is hierarchically structured such that 

some players occupy dominant positions that enable them to make decisions that affect the whole 
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field, while other players occupy dominated positions. Maton (2014) explains that our actions 

(practice in Bourdieu’s terms) are the outcome of the relation between one’s habitus and their 

position in a field. Symbolic power is exercised by the dominant over the dominated through 

misrecognition, meaning that “underlying processes and generating structures of fields are not 

consciously acknowledged in terms of the social differentiation they perpetuate” (Grenfell, 

James, Hodkinson, Reay, & Robbins, 1998, pp. 23-24).  

Even though Bourdieu’s theory has been criticized by some as overly deterministic and 

mechanistic, others (e.g., Grenfell, 2014) argue that, on the contrary, it restores agency, having 

arisen historically as a response to structuralism (esp. Levi-Strauss’s theory), where human 

agency was practically inexistent. Grenfell explains that Bourdieu has restored agency by 

reconciling it with social structure, through the concept of habitus, which can be thought of as a 

result of both individual agency and one’s position in the social structure. 

The New Literacy Studies (NLS) 

The New Literacy Studies (Barton, 2001; Gee, 2000; Heath & Street, 2008) and similar 

approaches (e.g., Collins & Blot, 2003) provide the main framework for the analysis of literacy 

practices on YouTube. Because YouTube is primarily a video-sharing platform, literacy practices 

are rather limited and can be observed only in the title of the video, the information box, the 

comments, and occasionally in the video itself. NLS’s ethnographic approach and understanding 

of literacy as a social and cultural phenomenon, rather than simply a cognitive skill or technique 

(Collins & Blot, 2003; Gee, 2015), makes it a suitable choice for this study.  

Nevertheless, NLS’s premises will have to be taken with a grain of salt, since its 

emphasis on the situatedness of literacy has been challenged by ethnographers studying literacy 

in digital domains (Leander & Sheehy, 2004), as well as by researchers examining transnational 
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contexts (Kell, 2017). Leander and Sheehy (2004), for example, challenge the notion that 

literacies are situated, arguing for a view of literacy as an unbounded, dynamic, malleable, 

ongoing process. They argue that the conceptualization of literacy events and practices as taking 

place in fixed spaces results in an interpretive loss. For them, literacy as practiced in online 

settings creates space. Drawing on Leander and Sheehy (2004), Davies (2014) notes how her 

participants’ interactions with their friends on Facebook create a moment-by-moment variable 

space for literacy. She points out that metaphors describing digital spaces in terms of physical 

space, such as wall, homepage, chatroom, reinforce the erroneous perception of such spaces as 

fixed and reified. In her analysis of transnational literacies, Kell (2017) argues that literacy need 

not be situated or placed, as suggested by NLS scholars; it can simply arrive from other places. 

The author adopts Warriner’s (2007) definition of transnational literacies as: "literacy practices 

that draw on funds of knowledge, identities and social relations rooted in and extending across 

national borders” (Warriner, 2007, p. 202). NLS has also been critiqued for not sufficiently 

engaging with issues of power (Collins & Blot, 2003).  

YouTube, the Social Media Platform 

YouTube is a transnational space (Jaspers & Van Hoof, 2019; Sharma, 2014) that “brings 

superdiverse participants together with their multiple subjectivities, identities and attitudes” 

(Sharma, 2014, p. 19). YouTube is a multi-dimensional space that promotes DIY (do-it-yourself) 

cultures, blurring the boundaries between amateur and professional and between production and 

consumption (hence the neologism prosumption), and where users can find "their own 

communicative and socio-cultural niches” (Leppänen & Häkkinen, 2012, p. 19). YouTube (and 

social media, more broadly) “allow[s] information and political views to be shared directly and 

discussed among members in a more decentralized, unregulated, and egalitarian mode” (Godin & 
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Doná, 2016, p. 68). Social media discourse has been characterized by variability, high 

interactivity, audience participation, intertextuality, multimodality, and translocality (De Fina 

2016). 

While YouTube is generally considered a video-sharing platform, some also describe it 

as a social network site (like Facebook, for example) on account of its interactive affordances, 

like the ability to comment on videos. Like other social media platforms, YouTube has its own 

vernacular13, and its value is co-created by the company, the users, and the audiences, 

representing competing logics (Burgess and Green, 2018). The YouTube Partner Program (YPP) 

gives creators greater access to YouTube resources and features and enables revenue sharing 

from ads being served on their content. Burgess and Green (2018) observe that the company has 

become considerably more interventionist and market-oriented (Partner Program, Creator 

Spaces, meet-ups) over the years, teaching YouTubers, for example, marketing strategies and 

audience engagement skills, as well as professionalizing their amateur content. The authors aptly 

liken YouTube owners to wealthy nobles in the Middle Ages, who significantly shaped 

creativity, yet without determining it. Because of its global scale, "YouTube, in theory, 

represents a site of cosmopolitan cultural citizenship” (Burgess & Green, 2018, p. 141). 

The word YouTuber refers to “video bloggers (vloggers) who regularly post videos on 

their personal YouTube channels” (Jerslev, 2016, p. 5234). Channel subscription has been the 

best indicator of YouTube audience engagement (Burgess & Green, 2018). YouTube metrics 

(e.g., number of views, number of comments, number of channel subscribers) and algorithms 

have been criticized for their lack of transparency and for rewarding attention and visibility 

                                                      
13 Used metaphorically. 
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above all else (Burgess & Green, 2018). The authors point out that "metrics are not only 

descriptive or representational; they are also performative" (Burgess & Green, 2018, p. 73). 

Vlogging 

A vlog often features the video maker looking directly into the camera and speaking to 

their imagined audience about their personal experiences in a monologue style (Frobenius, 

2014). In more technical terms, a vlog is “an asynchronous, mediated monologue tailored to a 

non-present audience" (Frobenius, 2014, p. 59). A vlog offers a slice of life, and vloggers 

typically take their cameras everywhere they go. Vlogs can bear traces of prior communication, 

for instance, when vloggers talk about their viewers’ comments (Frobenius, 2014). Vlogs address 

a listenership of fellow YouTubers, as well as a wider imagined audience (Burgess & Green, 

2018), and vloggers adjust their language(s) based on the intended audience (Barton & Lee, 

2013). Participation frameworks (Goffman, 1979, 1981) are often ambiguous in vlogs (and social 

media, in general) in that the lines between the heard and the overheard are ill-defined (Jones, 

2015). 

YouTube comments  

Although YouTube is primarily a video-sharing site, some users may not view the videos 

at all or may view them after reading the comments, and different reading paths may lead to 

different meanings (Barton & Lee, 2013). Comments can shed light on community norms and 

expectations (García-Rapp & Roca-Cuberes, 2017), including linguistic and semiotic practices 

(Barton & Lee, 2013). Benson, for instance, notes that YouTube comments could be viewed as a 

turn in a multimodal exchange involving the commenter and the maker of the video (Benson, 

2016). Others (e.g., Barton & Lee, 2013) have shown that YouTube commenting serves as "a site 

for promoting translingual practices” (Barton & Lee, 2013, p. 39). From the perspective of social 
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interaction, YouTube comments have been described as text-based polylogues (Bou-Franch, 

Lorenzo-Dus, & Blitvich, 2012). In contrast to a monologue or a dialogue, a polylogue is a kind 

of verbal interaction involving three or more participants (Lewinski & Blair, 2011). "To avoid 

confusion in multi-participant environments a high degree of addressivity is necessary" (Boyd, 

2014, p. 49). Commenting has also been understood in terms of positioning and stance-taking 

(Barton & Lee, 2013). 

Antagonism 

Boyd (2014) classifies YouTube comments as either constructive or disruptive, and 

further categorizes constructive comments as positive or negative. Positive commenting includes 

praise, encouragement, or affirmation, while negative commenting involves irony and the use of 

light obscenities. As for disruptive comments, they express things like racism, homophobia, or 

conspiracy theories. In reality, however, it can be hard to differentiate between negative and 

disruptive comments. A witty illustration of constructive vs. disruptive comments is provided by 

Senft (2008), who describes how viewers’ polarized responses to camgirls ranged "between … 

‘You go girl’ exhortations and ‘All you want is attention, you pathetic pig’ condemnations” 

(Senft, 2008, p. 67). 

Lange (2007) argues that not all YouTubers view antagonistic comments as a problem 

that requires regulation by the platform. While some of her participants stopped making videos 

because of hateful comments, others believed that all comments should be welcome, including 

nasty ones, especially when it comes to sensitive topics, like politics and religion. The latter 

group opined that "going public with one’s videos meant having the maturity to handle 

rejection,” and that “even one constructive comment could emotionally outweigh a number of 

bad comments” (Lange, 2007, pp. 13, 18). Phillips (2015) observes that in the English-speaking 
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internet, “trolling is organised, community moderation is subverted, and comments are 

weaponised as part of deliberate and organised strategies to silence people of colour, women, 

sexual minorities, and progressive voices” (Phillips, 2015, as cited in Burgess & Green, 2018, p. 

133). Evaluating YouTube comments more favorably, Lindgren (2012) argues that, apart from 

racism and profanity, comments are more multi-faceted and less susceptible to moral panic than 

mainstream media.  

Methodology 

Research Questions 

Research Question 1: What does superdiversity look like in a transnational space like 

YouTube?   

Research Question 2: How do the refugee YouTubers in the study use their "superdiverse 

repertories” (Blommaert & Backus, 2013; Creese & Blackledge, 2010), both linguistic and 

multimodal, to perform their transnational identities (Blommaert & Varis, 2011)? 

Research Question 2a: How do they use the digital affordances (e.g., 

multimodality, interactivity, multi-authoring) of YouTube to perform their digitally 

mediated identities (Leppänen et al., 2013)?      

Research Question 2b: How do they navigate the conflict between authenticity 

and commercialization (Hou, 2019; Tolson, 2010; Varis & Wang, 2011)  

Research Question 3: As heteroglossic citizens (Bakhtin, 1981; Creese & Blackledge, 

2010), how do the refugee YouTubers in the study use social media to simultaneously keep ties 

to both home and host societies? 

Research Question 3a: Having been resettled in Europe, far away from their 

home countries, how do their voices show the traces of other times and places?  
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Participants  

Initially, the study included nine participants, all refugee YouTubers, who were identified 

using the platform’s algorithm, which relies mainly on keyword relevance and number of 

channel subscribers. I quickly realized, however, that the data were too large for an in-depth 

qualitative analysis and that I had to reduce the sample considerably. I eliminated YouTubers 

who did not sufficiently address the experience of being a refugee or who focused on one topic, 

for example, politics, news, or language teaching, which were somewhat irrelevant to my 

research questions. I settled on two Syrian refugee YouTubers who have been resettled in 

Europe. They are Firas Alshater and Mahmoud Bitar, and they live in Germany and Sweden, 

respectively. I chose to focus on one nationality (Syrian) and one region (Northern Europe) to 

decrease the variability in the data. I also purposefully decided to pick these two YouTubers in 

particular, because they differed markedly in their celebrity status; while both participants are 

known to the mainstream media in their respective countries, Bitar has many more channel 

subscribers (1.77M) than Alshater (21.8K).  

Data Collection 

Digitalization facilitates data collection and analysis, making it easier, for example, to tag 

content (Varis, 2014) for later coding. Hashtagging (Blommaert, 2019; Bonilla & Rosa, 2015; de 

Cock & Pedraza, 2018; Page et al., 2014; Postill & Pink, 2012) is another tool that can be used to 

collect and classify data from social media platforms, such as Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube. 

Online interactions have special qualities that enhance the gathering and analysis of data, which 

include persistence, searchability, and replicability (boyd, 2008; Varis, 2014). Data has been 

collected from YouTube using free apps to download the videos and to extract and export 

YouTube comments as Text files.  
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Data Analysis 

In the case where the YouTuber is so prolific (Bitar), having created hundreds of videos, 

the focus has been on the most recent and most viewed (Hou, 2019). In Alshater’s case, all the 

videos uploaded to his channel have been viewed. For each YouTuber, approximately 70 videos 

have been analyzed, resulting in a total of about 140 videos for the entire study. Videos or parts 

of videos that address or provide context for relevant themes or phenomena have been 

transcribed in the original language (Arabic, German). The transcribed segments that have 

eventually been included in the dissertation are mostly English translations. Because phenomena 

like prosodic features and turn-taking are not very relevant to the purposes of this study, a 

relatively elaborate system, like the one developed by Gail Jefferson (2004), and widely used in 

Conversation Analysis (CA), has not been adopted.  

Even though the study is qualitative (ethnographic) in nature, quantitative data can be 

useful, revealing hidden patterns. For YouTube, there are third-party analytical tools, like 

Socialblade.com, VidStatsX.com, and ChannelMetrics.com, that supply diachronic data analytics 

based upon a variety of popular metrics, although these were of limited use in the study. The 

analysis has included, not only the videos posted by the YouTubers, but also the comments on 

them, to better contextualize the video content. Since a video can have hundreds of comments, 

keyword searches have been used to limit the analysis to a particular topic or phenomenon.  

There is an abundance of research on YouTube videos exploring a variety of aspects, like 

language use and literacy (e.g., Hartley, 2008), communicative practices (e.g., Tolson, 2010), 

multimodality (e.g., Benson, 2016), as well as looking into phenomena, like memes (Häkkinen & 

Leppänen, 2013), virality (Varis & Blommaert, 2015), and buffalaxing14 (Leppänen & Häkkinen, 

                                                      
14 Buffalaxing refers to homophonic translation of song lyrics, that is, interpreting lyrics in one language as similar-

sounding lyrics in another language, usually for humorous effect. 
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2012). YouTube comments have also been the subject of a significant body of research (Benson 

& Chan, 2010; Bou-Franch & Blitvich, 2014; Bou-Franch, Lorenzo-Dus, & Blitvich, 2012; 

Boyd, 2014; Chun, 2013; De Fina, 2016; Koven & Marques, 2015; Leppänen & Häkkinen, 

2012;Pihlaja, 2011). In some cases, the comments constitute the core of the study, while in 

others they supplement the video analysis. YouTube comments contribute to the conversational 

character of the videos (Tolson, 2010), and could be viewed as a turn in a multimodal exchange 

involving the commenter and the maker of the video (Benson, 2016). 

The investigation is not restricted to videos that overtly address the topic of refugees so 

that a holistic picture of the participants’ world can be obtained, in line with ethnographic inquiry 

(Smith, 1986). Indeed, a preliminary analysis has shown that these YouTubers tackle a wide 

variety of subjects that may or may not be directly related to their experience as (past) refugees. 

The analysis is both linguistic and multimodal. Linguistic analysis draws on discourse analysis 

(Blommaert, 2005; Gee, 2014), narrative analysis (Baran, 2018; De Fina, 2016; De Fina & 

Tseng, 2017; Labov & Waletzky’s, 1967), in addition to Bakhtin and Goffman (as mentioned 

earlier). The multimodal analysis is largely based on Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (2001) model, 

which identifies four domains or strata of communication: discourse, design, production, and 

distribution. The multimodality of YouTube is particularly complex, since it involves digital 

texts, moving images, sounds, interactivity, and multi-authoring (Benson, 2016). Multi-authoring 

the content of a YouTube video means that authorship is being “distributed across time and 

space, such that no single author can claim full responsibility for the final text” (Benson, 2016, p. 

16).  

The study has been conducted entirely online. Judging from the reviewed literature, 

digital ethnographies can broadly be classified into three categories, based on their 
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methodological approach: Studies that are conducted exclusively online (Blommaert & Szabla, 

2018; Blommaert & Varis, 2011; De Fina, 2016; Häkkinen & Leppänen, 2013; Hou, 2019; Varis 

& Blommaert, 2015; Wang, 2011), studies or scholars that combine online and offline research 

(Baker, 2013; Burnett & Merchant, 2011; Davies, 2012, 2014; Hine, 2009, 2017; Jaspers & Van 

Hoof, 2019; Saskia, 2015; Stæhr, 2014), and studies or scholars that do not draw a clear line 

between online and offline spheres or even consider the distinction a false dichotomy. Indeed, 

digital ethnographers are increasingly questioning the online/offline distinction (Blommaert, 

2017; Garcia, Standlee, Bechkoff, & Cui, 2009; Markham, 2016; Page, Barton, Unger, & 

Zappavigna, 2014; Varis, 2014; Varis & Hou, 2019). For example, Page et al. (2014) argue that 

online and offline domains are fused and making a distinction may be meaningless. For Varis 

and Hou (2019), the online/offline divide becomes less relevant once we focus on networks of 

texts, practices, and technologies. Viewing the internet as a contested space, Baker (2013) 

maintains that digital researchers need to “carefully articulate an ontological position regarding 

the nature of the online world and whether it is considered to be different from the offline world” 

(Baker, 2013, p. 132). 

“Lurking” 

The method of online observation used in this study is commonly referred to as lurking 

among digital ethnographers, and the researcher using it is referred to as a lurking observer or a 

covert participant observer (Murthy, 2008). Other metaphors used to describe this kind of 

minimally intrusive observation are hanging out or hanging around, which have their roots in 

classic ethnographic approaches, and can be a first step in a study, to be followed by a more 

obtrusive and direct approach (Page, Barton, Unger, & Zappavigna, 2014). Garcia, Standlee, 

Bechkoff, and Cui (2009) identify three levels of unobtrusiveness in online observation: Lurking 



 

 

49 

(the least obtrusive), detectable but anonymous, and detectable and known (most obtrusive). A 

number of ethnographers have expressed both methodological and ethical concerns about 

lurking. Regarding the first concern, Bell (2001) argues that “[l]urking is a one-way process, and 

one of the strengths of ethnography is its emphasis on dialogue with respondents” (Bell, 2001, p. 

198). As for the second concern (see, for example, Hine 2017), lurking is perceived by some as 

spying, preferring a more active engagement by the researcher (LeBesco, 2004), even though one 

well-known disadvantage of disclosing the researcher’s identity is that it may interfere with 

naturally occurring behavior (Soukup, 1992). The ethical conundrum in online ethnographic 

research is often tied to the lack of consensus around the contentious issue of how to define 

private and public spheres in the online world (Baker, 2018; Bonilla & Rosa, 2015; Garcia et al., 

2009; Hine, 2009; Murthy, 2008; Varis, 2014). Varis (2014), for example, considers whether 

blogs are public or private and, hence, if it is ethical to collect data from them. Hine (2009), 

notes that public can mean different things online and offline, although she (2017) argues that 

offline ethnographers face similar dilemmas, having to navigate problematic notions of private 

and public. Andrejevic (2004), in his study of the webcam subculture, coined the term public 

privacy to describe the “effortless/imperceptible mobility of webcasters between their 

comfortable private domestic space and a public space” (Andrejevic, 2004, p. 193). In the same 

vein, Waskul and Douglass (1996) point out that virtual environments are publicly private and 

privately public. Taking a look at the relationship between privacy and accessibility, Garcia et al. 

(2009) maintain that “[a] cyberspace may be viewed as a public space as it is publicly accessible, 

yet interactions that occur within that space may be deemed by the participants to be private” 

(Garcia et al., 2009, p. 74). The authors conclude that the ethical landscape for collecting data 

from the internet is still unclear: For example, while some contend that digital spaces, like 
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websites, are analogous to TV shows or magazines, and thus are inherently public, others argue 

the contrary, like Döring (2002), who makes an analogy between an online space, such as a net 

forum, and a restaurant or a party. According to her, “incognito logging of group interactions” on 

the internet is equivalent to secretly recording a table conversation at a restaurant or a 

multiperson exchange at a party and would thus constitute an infringement of privacy. In the end, 

online lurking as a singular mode of digital ethnographic research remains a legitimate and 

widely used practice (e.g., Blommaert & Szabla, 2018; Blommaert & Varis, 2011; Bonilla & 

Rosa, 2015; De Fina, 2016; Häkkinen & Leppänen, 2013; Hou, 2019), even if online 

ethnographers have different stances and perspectives on the ethics and advisability of lurking 

(Garcia et al., 2009). Lurking (out of curiosity, for instance) is a common and accepted behavior 

on YouTube and Facebook, and social media users who let anyone see their videos, posts, 

photos, and pages must be aware of lurking behavior.   

Online interactions have special qualities that enhance the gathering and analysis of data, 

which include persistence, searchability, and replicability (boyd, 2008; Varis, 2014). 

Fortunately, the affordances of YouTube have helped me greatly in data collection and analysis. 

For example, the videos can be arranged by number of views, which makes investigating the 

phenomenon of internet celebrity easier by focusing on the most viewed videos. Also, by 

arranging the videos by date, from the oldest to the most recent, one can easily see how the 

YouTuber and his channel progressed over time, resulting in a digital narrative. For example, in 

the case of Bitar, his first videos were made while he was still on his journey to Europe, and they 

(in his own words) document his everyday experiences and struggles as a refugee. Furthermore, 

his early videography was made when he was largely unknown, which made it easier to analyze 
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his refugee persona, ‘uncontaminated’ by celebrification. As he grew in popularity, as evidenced 

in his more recent videos, the celebrity persona became more apparent. 

Researcher Positionality 

Having taught Arabic as a foreign language for over 15 years, my first encounter with 

migration in an academic setting was through Arabic heritage learners, some of which were 

children of refugees. However, it was only after I came to the United States in 2015 to do a PhD 

that I was able to interact with refugees outside academia, mainly through volunteering with non-

profit organizations, like Iskashitaa and Literacy Connects. Iskashitaa creates opportunities to 

integrate United Nations refugees into the Southern Arizona community while educating the 

public, strengthening the local food system, reducing local food waste, and increasing food 

security. Founded in 2003, Iskashitaa is an intergenerational network of volunteers and UN 

refugees who locate, harvest, and re-distribute local produce which would otherwise go to waste. 

Literacy Connects is a volunteer-driven Tucson nonprofit serving over 46,000 children and 

adults, many of whom migrants and refugees, through literacy and arts programming that create 

solutions to unemployment and poverty, while increasing economic growth and opportunity. My 

positionality with regards to refugees changed as my role shifted from college instructor to 

volunteer. Being a volunteer meant that I had the opportunity to build personal relationships and 

make friendships with refugees and allowed me to gain more ‘insider’ (emic) knowledge. (As a 

college instructor, I had some insider knowledge of the social and cultural world of my heritage 

students, based on shared language, ethnicity, and religion.) This experience has had a major 

impact on my research methodology as I found myself naturally moving away from purely 

discourse analytic methods toward ethnographic approaches.  
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In a similar way, my shift from classic to digital ethnographic approaches has influenced 

my positionally in important ways. I needed to be reminded that digital ethnography involves 

certain types of digital practice that depart from conventional ethnography and that “[t]his 

approach neither replaces long-term immersion in a society or culture, nor aims to produce 

‘classic’ ethnographic knowledge” (Postill & Pink, 2012, p. 125). This statement is especially 

true when the method of digital observation used is largely unobtrusive, as in this study. To 

subscribe to Alshater’s and Bitar’s YouTube channels in order to receive notifications of their 

latest uploads, I had to log in with my account and thus made myself known (or more accurately, 

knowable). However, since my YouTube account does not include any personal information 

about myself other than my name, and since these YouTubers have tens of thousands to hundreds 

of thousands of subscribers, it is highly unlikely that my presence has been detected, let alone 

influenced their behavior in any way.  

Because the methodology used in this study does not involve direct interaction with the 

participants, I cannot claim to offer a purely emic (insider) perspective, even though the 

YouTubers and I share the same language, ethnicity, and religion. Furthermore, significant social 

and cultural differences exist between us, including nationality, age, education, and social 

background, all factors that may have influenced the research process, including the collection, 

presentation, and interpretation of the data. At the same time, I cannot offer a purely etic 

(outsider) perspective, since I am unable to fully detach myself from the culture (language, 

ethnicity, and religion) of my participants to be able to analyze it without at least some degree of 

bias. Regardless of the emic-etic duality, I have strived to be reflexive and avoided making 

assumptions about my participants’ worldview and perspective and pigeonhole them, based on 

my own (mis)perceptions of them (Gary & Holmes, 2020). At the same time, I have tried to 
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produce a ‘thick’ description (Geertz, 1973), as allowable by online research, while taking into 

consideration the time, space, and methodological limitations. 

In the next two chapters, I will present two richly detailed case studies or portraits of two 

refugee YouTubers, whose juxtaposition will help highlight their differences and the salient 

aspects of their identity performances. The theoretical frameworks discussed in this chapter will 

be further explored through two contrastive in-depth digital ethnographic case studies of these 

representative selected individuals.  
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CHAPTER 2: CASE STUDY 1: FIRAS ALSHATER 

“I work in Germany. I am perhaps the best-known refugee in Germany. I wrote a 

book. I have my own YouTube channel. I earn a living. I work. I’m also a student. 

All that means nothing.” 

The YouTuber and His Channel 

Firas Alshater is a Syrian YouTuber of refugee background, who started his YouTube 

channel Zukar in 2015. He grew up in Damascus and studied acting. During the uprising in 

Syria, he joined the protests against the Assad regime and tried to document the atrocities he 

witnessed using his personal camera. He was arrested four times, spent about nine months in 

prison, and was tortured. He eventually fled Syria and sought asylum in Germany. One of his 

goals was to finish editing the movie Syria Inside, made by his now deceased friend Tamer 

Alawan, which Alshater achieved through cooperation with German film producer Jan Heilig. 

The YouTuber worked as a freelance TV journalist for Arab cable news channels, but also 

produced his own short movies.  

In association with Heilig, he started his YouTube channel, whose first video Who are 

those Germans? went viral and had over 2.5 million views on both YouTube and Facebook. As a 

result of this achievement, he was named “Germany’s first refugee YouTuber”. He was also 

selected by Time magazine as one of ten Next Generation Leaders. In 2016, he wrote his 

autobiography Ich komm auf Deutschland zu [I come to Germany]. Alshater relies heavily on 

humor, including sometimes caustic self-deprecating humor, to convey his message. With the 

exception of a few videos in Arabic aimed directly at Arab refugees in Germany, the great 

majority of his videography is in German15, with the goal of raising awareness about refugees 

                                                      
15 Most of the videos have English, Arabic, and German subtitles. 
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among German (and international) audiences. As the data from his videos will show, Alshater 

seems to be highly critical of German society, starting with top politicians all the way to ordinary 

people, for the way they perceive and treat (Arab) refugees. Some of his videos are elaborate 

sketches that require considerable effort and time in terms of production and acting, while others 

are much less elaborate, where he is simply filmed sitting on his couch, sending a direct message 

to his followers. Both types will be analyzed in this chapter. 

Zukar 

The channel name Zukar is a hybrid of the Arabic and German words for sugar, namely 

sukkar and Zucker, respectively. This is an example of what some scholars have termed 

linguistic bricolage, a phenomenon that has been observed in linguistically superdiverse 

environments; similar concepts include heteroglossia, crossing, polylingualism, 

translanguaging, and metrolingualism (Blommaert & Rampton, 2011).  Translanguaging 

challenges the concept of language as an autonomous, homogeneous, and bounded entity. 

Rather, it is argued that people have rich and varied repertoires to draw from, which are semiotic 

resources, both linguistic and non-linguistic, that users flexibly “mix and play with” (Budach & 

de Saint-Georges, p. 65) to achieve communication, and which transcend national languages. 

Similarly, Park and Wee (2017) call on linguists to “adopt a perspective on language that views 

fragmentation and truncatedness as central to the nature of language use” (p. 60). Bakhtin uses 

the term heteroglossia to indicate that “[e]ach utterance is filled with the echoes and 

reverberations of other utterances to which it is related by the communality of the sphere of 

speech communication” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 91). Or as he famously expressed it, “The word in 

language is half someone else’s. … In all areas of life and ideological activity, our speech is 

filled to overflowing with other people’s words” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 337). The made-up word 
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Zukar is heteroglossic in that it is half German, half Arab, and it could be a metaphor for Arab 

refugee integration in German society, a common theme in Alshater’s videos, as we shall see. 

Alshater and his channel are representative of the new trend in migration, which Vertovec (2007) 

termed superdiversity, where strong ties to both home (Syria) and host societies (Germany) are 

being simultaneously kept, aided by digital technologies (YouTube), thereby creating new forms 

of transnationalism. 

Video Production 

Another indication of integration on the level of video production is the fact that the 

majority of Alshater’s videos are multi-authored. As mentioned above, he started his YouTube 

channel in association with German film producer Jan Heilig, and one cannot ascertain from the 

videos themselves how much the YouTuber and his German associates each contributed to the 

final product, although Alshater’s voice and perspective are, in my own assessment, distinct in 

the videos. Multi-authoring the content of a YouTube video means that authorship is being 

“distributed across time and space, such that no single author can claim full responsibility for the 

final text” (Benson, 2016, p. 16). In fact, the multimodality of YouTube is particularly complex, 

since it involves digital texts, moving images, sounds, interactivity, and multi-authoring (Benson, 

2016). However, this form of joint production has made at least one viewer question Alshater’s 

authenticity, a topic we will address later16. In terms of Goffman’s production format, this 

viewer may think of Alshater as just the animator of his videos, rather than the author 

(responsible for word choice), let alone, the principal (the ultimate source and the one who 

stands behind the utterance) (Hanks, 1996). 

Integration vs. Dis-citizenship 

                                                      
16 The viewer’s comment will be analyzed toward the end of the chapter. 
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The tension between integration in German society and dis-citizenship, where full 

citizenship status is denied to migrants, is a major theme in Alshater’s videos and will constitute 

the bulk of analysis in this chapter. In his viral video Who are those Germans? (mentioned 

above), Alshater starts with what seems to be a deliberate pronunciation mistake: He addresses 

his German-speaking viewers by saying Hässlichen Wilkommen! [A hateful welcome!], but then 

quickly corrects himself to Herzlichen Wilkommen! [A heartly welcome!], a slip of the tongue 

that may betray his own conflicted stance towards his new German society, or he may be voicing 

certain Germans, who on the outside might be welcoming of migrants, but deep inside might be 

the opposite. He goes on to say that he learned German, in part, to know whether Germans are all 

refugee haters (He shows an image of German protesters holding a sign saying Nein zum Heim 

[No to a Home], accompanied by a voice saying in German, “We are against those who want to 

destroy our land.”) or refugee lovers (We see a photo of German citizens holding a sign saying 

Welcome, refugees)17. To know the truth, Alshater conducted an experiment, which made his 

video go viral. He stood, blindfolded, on Alexanderplatz in the German Capital Berlin with a 

sign that read, “Ich bin syrischer Flüchtling. Ich vertraue dir - vertraust du mir? Umarme mich” 

[I am a Syrian refugee. I trust you – do you trust me? Hug me]. Alshater says he got the idea 

from another video that shows a bearded man standing, blindfolded, in downtown Toronto with 

two signs at his feet. One reads, "I am a Muslim. I am labelled as a terrorist." The other sign 

says, "I trust you. Do you trust me? Give me a hug." The YouTuber’s access to and inspiration 

by the Toronto video is an example of how social media has greatly facilitated globalism 

(Blommaert, 2013). Also, the video is an exemplification of mobility, complexity, and 

                                                      
17 In another video, he builds a small wall made of sugar cubes and says that he will make videos for people on 

both sides of the wall, that is, for Germans who love refugees and for those who hate them, too. He could also be 

referencing the Berlin Wall. 
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transnationalism (Blommaert, 2013; Budach & de Saint-Georges, 2017; Park & Wee, 2017), 

which characterize the digital age: Alshater, a Syrian of refugee background, is making YouTube 

videos from Germany, in German (although his native language is Arabic), and he gets inspired 

by a Muslim man, who is an immigrant in Canada and whom he never met in person. 

Furthermore, the video is titled in English and is posted on YouTube, to be viewed by the entire 

world, generating comments from people of different national, ethnic, and linguistic 

backgrounds. 

Although he does not state it explicitly in his video, Alshater draws a parallel between 

being a Syrian refugee and a Muslim terrorist and thereby creates an intertextual link between 

the two designations. In Bakhtinian terms, we can also see how the word refugee is 

heteroglossic, evoking two completely different voices simultaneously: There is the voice of 

refugee sympathizers, who support them and want to hug them, and there is the voice of refugee 

foes, who view them as agents of destruction and equate them with terrorists. These two voices 

are superimposed on the technical definition of the word refugee, which, according to the 

UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees), refers to someone who "owing to 

well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 

particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable 

or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country”. Alshater 

did not receive a hug, however, having waited for one and a half hours. It is only when his 

German cameraman came and hugged him that others were encouraged to do the same. 

Alshater’s experiment is a dramatization of what some scholars have termed dis-citizenship 

(Feuerherm & Roumani, 2016), a concept describing the negative experiences that refugees can 

have in their countries of resettlement, such as discrimination, racism, and xenophobia.  
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For a YouTube-wide event named YouTubers gegen Hass [YouTubers against Hate] that 

took place in 2016, Alshater made a video called I don’t have a problem with cats. He says, “If 

you try really hard, you can hate anything, no matter what. I don't have a problem with cats, but 

they are taking my job away! They get much more clicks on YouTube than I do! And without 

them doing anything! They can't even film themselves. That is so unfair! I don't have a problem 

with cats, but they are granted asylum everywhere! They just need to sit at the door and say 

meow, and someone will come and open up. If I do that, no one will open up. See? I don't have a 

problem with cats, but my good friend Hasso18 told me that he had some troubling experiences 

with cats, and his friends Brutus, Nero, and Pintscher said the same thing. But you don't hear 

about it in the news. If you try really hard, you can hate anything, no matter what.” Alshater then 

shows a photo of anti-refugee German protesters holding a sign that reads Nein zum Heim [No to 

a Home] with a voice shouting in German, "We are against those who want to destroy our land". 

In the next scene, Alshater is shown cuddling a black kitten and saying “But you don’t have to 

hate.” Here, cats and dogs are used metaphorically to signify refugees and refugee haters, 

respectively. 

In another video, titled Ich bin illegal in Deutschland [I am illegal in Germany], dis-

citizenship is further exemplified. Alshater talks about the discrimination he experienced at the 

Immigration Office. He says that they treat people from countries like the United States and 

Israel very differently. He claims that he was discriminated against only because he comes from 

Syria and that he is a “fourth-class” citizen. He is unable to get an appointment online, because 

the Immigration Office lost his documents, and since he does not have a passport, he is unable to 

                                                      
18 Hasso, Brutus, Nero, and Pintscher are names of dogs. Hasso comes from Hassen [to hate]. Note the symbolism 

in the names. 
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travel either. The YouTuber stresses that this kind of discrimination is prohibited by the German 

Constitution. He sums up his unfortunate situation in these terms: “I work in Germany. I am 

perhaps the best-known refugee in Germany. I wrote a book. I have my own YouTube channel. I 

earn a living. I work. I’m also a student. All that means nothing.” In Bourdieusian (1977, 1990, 

1991) terms, Alshater has accumulated different kinds of capital: economic (works, earns a 

living), social (well-known refugee, has a YouTube channel), and cultural (wrote a book), but he 

lacks a crucial symbolic capital, namely being white, Western, and, preferably, German. The 

YouTuber finds it laughable that they still ask him if he took the integration course despite all the 

above-mentioned achievements and despite his fluency in German. Blommaert (2013) argues 

that the dichotomy implied in questions like “Who is the Other? And who are We?” (p.5) (“We” 

referring to Europe and “Other” referring to immigrants) has been significantly challenged and 

problematized by the unprecedented waves of migration (both regulated and unregulated) to 

Europe in recent years, coupled with the global emergence of social media. However, Alshater’s 

experience suggests the Immigration Office in Germany clearly still differentiates between “us” 

and the “other”. 

In a similar vein and in another video titled Leitkultur - Was ist das? [Core culture – 

What is that?], Alshater says that ever since he came to Germany he keeps hearing that refugees 

should adopt German Leitkultur [core culture]. In one scene, we see a snippet from an interview 

or a press conference, featuring a German politician, with snow in the background. The man says 

that Germany needs a clear standard for what to expect from integration, and that migrants need 

to know German Leitkultur. Alshater comments by saying that he is not sure he has the time for 

that; he has a thousand things to do at the Job Center, Office for Health and Social affairs, Aliens 

Department, German Integration Course, and other places. Furthermore, to get an apartment, he 
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has to write over 500 emails. The Syrian YouTuber then wonders with sarcasm if the word 

Leitkultur takes der, die, or das (German demonstratives).  

The term Leitkultur was introduced into German political discourse by a member of the 

Christian Democratic Union (CDU) party around the year 2000 as a culmination of a hotly 

contested debate around German national identity and the role of Germany’s immigrant 

population. The concept presupposes the existence of well-defined German cultural values that 

immigrants living within Germany’s borders need to adhere to (Manz, 2004). Alshater’s video is 

a mockery and ridicule of such concept. The next scene shows a German politician passionately 

stating that Leitkultur is expressed in the first 20 articles of the German constitution, which 

immigrants must fully accept, if they want to live in the country. Alshater then shows another 

politician, who disagrees with the first and maintains that Leitkultur is much more than the 

constitution. We subsequently see the YouTuber wondering if by the term these politicians mean 

music. After displaying a collage of pictures of Germany’s most celebrated classical composers 

(Beethoven, Handel, etc.), with Bach’s famous organ piece, Toccata and Fugue in D Minor, 

playing in the background, Alshater points out that the Top Ten songs in Germany are actually 

mostly English songs19, and even when there is a German song up there, the music and lyrics can 

hardly measure up to the highly regarded so-called Leitkultur. For instance, one song, currently 

ranked number 17, says, “Denn ich hab Stoff und Schnaps” [Cause I've got drugs and booze]. 

Alshater then moves from music to food, pointing out that two of the most popular foods in 

Germany are kebab and pizza, neither of which are German. He next poses this sarcastic 

question to his audience: “Do I have to eat all of that to fit in? I like shawarma20 much better.”  

                                                      
19 An indication of the globalism and transnationalism alluded to earlier. 
20 Shawarma is a Levantine dish. 
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From food Alshater shifts to women’s attire, comparing the so-called Arab perception of 

women to its German counterpart. After showing pictures of Arab women wearing hijab and 

burka, he shows pictures of famed German women, like Angela Merkel, Anne Frank, and tennis 

player Steffi Graf. In the next scene, however, he holds a Barbie doll, claiming that it is the most 

famous of all and that it was, in fact, inspired by a German doll named Bild Lilli. Alshater points 

out that in German culture blonde women are stereotypically perceived as stupid. He has heard 

thousands of jokes about blondes in Germany, which, to him, indicate a lack of respect for 

women. Syrians, however, do not have this perception, he remarks. With an almost disgusted 

face, the YouTuber asks his audience if he is obliged to like Germany’s top (blonde) models, just 

for the sake of Leitkultur. He goes on to compare Arab and German cultures in their entirety, 

stating that Arabs, for example, are friendlier to foreigners than Germans, while Germans are 

obsessed with correcting others’ mistakes.  

The next scene in the video is a humorous sketch. We see Alshater and two of his Arab 

friends at a park, trying to start a conversation with a German man, who sits nearby. Knowing 

how hard it is for Germans to talk to strangers (perhaps even harder when it comes to Arab 

strangers), they lure him by talking to each other while deliberately making grammatical and 

pronunciation mistakes in German, for example, replacing the word Würde [dignity] by Würste 

[sausage], until the man, who cannot help but listen to them, explodes in exasperation and starts 

to obsessively correct their mistakes. Alshater and his friends seize the rare opportunity and 

immediately rush to the German to start a conversation, while thanking him for the corrections. 

Alshater then attempts to calm him down by giving him a piece of baklava (a famous Middle 

Eastern dessert). After eating just one bite, the man is immediately soothed, almost sedated 

(Figure 1), and we then see this picture (Figure 2) with the caption: “Baklava: Erwecke den 
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Araber in dir!” [Baklava: Awaken the Arab in you!]. This image, in particular, features in many 

of Alshater’s videos. The phrase used in the caption (both the English and German versions) is 

intertextually evocative of similar phrases, like: Awaken the giant/ superhero/ wanderlust/ child/ 

lion/ beast in you. In the following scene, we see Alshater, his two Arab friends, and the German 

man all sitting together and eating the baklava. A German woman passes by, sees them, and asks 

if they have something for her to eat. Alshater and his friend immediately give her a piece of 

baklava, which she eats with a big smile on her face.  

This sketch is rich in meaning. It can be interpreted as an allegory or a metaphor for how 

integration can be successful in Germany from the Syrian YouTuber’s perspective. Each 

community needs to experience or know something about the other (in the sketch, for example, 

obsession with correction and dessert), although (significantly) the sketch suggests that it is the 

immigrant community that may have to take the initiative and try to find ways to access the 

conservative German society. Also, by making baklava metonymically stand for Arab (or Middle 

Eastern, more broadly, or Syrian, more specifically) culture as a whole, Alshater could be 

making the point that Arabs are far less dangerous or violent than the stereotype they are usually 

cast into in the media may suggest. They can even be delicious. Apart from the baklava dessert, 

we note the metaphor of SWEETNESS, not only in the name Alshater chose for his YouTube 

channel (Zukar), but in the routine use of sugar cubes in his videos, as well. For example, he 

likes to start his videos by throwing a sugar cube on the table in front of him, and he frequently 

asks his followers to write their messages on a small piece of paper, wrap it around a sugar cube, 

and send it to him by mail.  

Another point Alshater may be making is that once Arabs (or immigrants, more 

generally) and Germans finally get in contact and intermingle, other Germans feel encouraged to 
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join (the German woman in the sketch), which further enhances the integration process. (We saw 

the same idea in another video, discussed earlier, where Germans started hugging Alshater only 

when they witnessed another German give the YouTuber the first hug.) Towards the end of the 

video, Alshater comments on the sketch saying, “I still don't know what Leitkultur is, but what I 

do know is that if we talk to each other, we can advance.” In the final scene, we are taken back to 

the sketch, where we see the German woman and Alshater’s Arab female friend sitting together 

enjoying the baklava. When asked about the meaning of Leitkultur, the German woman 

confidently replies, “I have no idea.” In semiotic terms, Leitkultur, at least according to the 

YouTuber, seems to be a signifier without a signified, that is, a core without a core (De Saussure, 

2011). He is critiquing the essentializing of German culture, especially when immigrants are 

asked to meet cultural standards that native Germans, themselves, fall short of or even cannot 

care less about. In a similar vein and based on a street survey conducted by Alshater (the subject 

of another video), an imam21 living in Germany knows more about Easter than the average 

(Christian) German. 

Figure 1 

German eating baklava 

                                                      
21 A Muslim person who leads prayers in a mosque. 
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Figure 2 

Baklava: Awaken the Arab in you! 

 
 

In a video called Dragons & Women, Alshater says that many of his viewers wanted him 

to do a video about women, especially after the sexual assaults that happened in Cologne, 

Germany, allegedly by men of non-European origin. In a (fake) interview, the YouTuber tells the 
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German reporter, however, that it is women who should talk about this incident, not men. Here is 

part of the exchange: 

s I think that women should talk about it instead, not men.  

Reporter However, I would like to know if women need to be scared in Germany 

now.  

Alshater Absolutely. 

Reporter In your opinion, what's the biggest danger?  

Alshater The biggest danger for women in Germany are … men!  

Reporter Wait, wait. I only read about migrants and refugees. They don’t talk about 

men, in general.  

Alshater Have you been to a women's shelter before?  

Reporter Okay, but you are Arab, right?  

Alshater So what?! 

Reporter What do you think of women?  

Alshater That I can tell you in my 6th piece of Zukar!  

 

In the interview, Alshater tries to challenge the stereotype of Arabs as sex predators and 

the misconception implicitly held by the reporter that non-Arab (Western) men do not commit 

sexual harassment. He also seems to challenge the role he is being assigned by the reporter as a 

spokesman for all refugees in Germany, just because he is a well-known YouTuber of refugee 

background, who advocates for other refugees. Alshater ends the interview humorously by 

advertising for his own YouTube channel. The exchange highlights an intertextual chain that 
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extends from the past to the future: The Cologne attacks > Discourse about Arabs and refugees > 

The interview > The 6th piece (episode) of Zukar. 

In a video with the title Bart ab! [Beard gone], Alshater says that everyone makes 

comments on his beard (Figure 3): “You are a terrorist. You are a hipster. You are such and 

such. Do you want to enlighten Germany with your Salafi beard? That’s the reason I am making 

this video today. Y’all are my friends. Y’all are the people I really like. That’s why I want you to 

decide on this. Write in the comments whether I should keep or shave my beard. In the first 

comment, you will find a link to my Twitter page to see the results of the vote. See y’all soon, 

with or without the beard.” Here, the word beard is heteroglossic, evoking two very different 

voices, that of a terrorist and that of a hipster, in this case both are associated with the same 

person, Alshater. In fact, throughout the videos, the YouTuber’s beard becomes a strong marker 

of his YouTube persona, almost acquiring a life of its own.  

In a related video with the same title, Alshater is seen walking on the street while reading 

the negative Facebook comments that his beard has attracted. As he contemplates what he can do 

about this, he sees a German girl sitting on a bench, in tears, as she also reads negative social 

media comments: “You, whore. You, bitch. You …” With a big smile, he approaches her and 

gives her his staple sugar cube. In the next scene, Alshater goes to the police station to complain 

to the officer about the negative comments his beard has received, but the YouTuber is dismayed 

when the officer tells him to simply shave it. As Alshater is about to shave, almost looking as if 

grieving the loss of a very dear companion (figure 4), an Arab friend of his, dressed like a 

superhero, appears, playing a song called There's just nothing better than a beard. The friend’s 

name is Bartmann [‘beardman’], a clear allusion to Batman. To dissuade Alshater from getting 

rid of his beard, he mentions to him a random list of famous people who had beards. Jesus, for 
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example, is arbitrarily and comically followed by Chuck Norris. He asks the YouTuber what his 

friends would think of him, if he shaved his beard. Alshater checks his phone and is touched to 

see dozens of comments from his friends urging him not to shave. One comment says, “Firas, we 

like you the way you are.” In the next scene, we see the German woman, who we met earlier. 

After eating the sugar cube Alshater had given her, she magically grows a huge beard and joins 

him and his friend, as they all sing and dance to the song There's just nothing better than a 

beard. In the last scene, Alshater is at home, sitting on the couch, and he gives his audience the 

following advice: “Beard or not, it doesn’t matter at all. Be the way you are. Be who you are. 

Ignore the idiots, because they are everywhere.” In another video, the YouTuber notes that with 

his beard, glasses, and piercings, he looks neither like an Arab nor a German. We can see how 

Alshater’s friend exemplifies the globalism and mobility that characterize superdiverse 

environments: He is Arab, but he has a German name Bartmann, which is an allusion to the 

American Batman, and he plays an English song called There's just nothing better than a beard. 

Furthermore, figures as different, yet globally recognized, as Jesus and Chuck Norris are 

juxtaposed. Also, the fact that a German girl eats Alshater’s sugar cube and grows his beard 

suggests that the YouTuber embraces a fluid identity, that crosses both ethnic and gender 

boundaries. 

Figure 3 

Alshater’s beard 
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Figure 4 

Alshater about to shave his beard 
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In a video titled Pat-a-Bun, filmed in 2016, Alshater notes that about one million 

refugees came to Germany and that the German media and politicians talk about integration all 

the time. He likens integration to baking bread: It requires very different ingredients, like water 

and flour, and it takes time. In the second part of the video, he conducts a street survey, asking 

both Germans and refugees what they like best in Germany. Freedom ranked number one for 

both groups. For Germans, German bread ranked second; for refugees, however, it was the fact 

that Germany is not at war. Alluding to Angela Merkel’s famous phrase Wir schaffen das!22 [We 

can make it!], Alshater ends the video by wearing a chef’s hat and saying: “Integration: Wir 

backen das!” [Integration: We can bake it!]. In this video, bread is added to other food items 

Alshater has used metaphorically to talk about integration, like sugar cubes, baklava, shawarma 

(Arab integration), pizza (Italian integration), and doner kebab (Turkish integration). One 

overarching metaphor could thus be INTEGRATION IS FOOD. 

The theme of a video titled Essen & Hass [Eating and hate] is whether food can make 

one aggressive or hateful. Alshater notes that Germans talk about food all the time, pointing out, 

however, what he sees as contradictions in German society. While people talk about healthy food 

at all times, what they really eat can turn out to be very unhealthy (e.g., food at BBQ restaurants 

and train stations). Similarly, while Germans talk a lot about equality and human rights, society 

is rife with xenophobia and hostility. Later in the video, the YouTuber asks a German chef if 

food can make one aggressive. The chef thinks that food itself cannot be hateful, but he makes 

the observation that those who spread the most hate do not usually have good food. To test 

whether food impacts mood and attitude, Alshater conducts an experiment. He finds out that the 

healthier the diet (e.g., high in vegetables), the happier the person, while less healthy diets (e.g., 

                                                      
22 This slogan is similar to Obama’s election campaign slogan Yes, we can (globalism). 
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fatty burgers) tend to make the person angry and irritated. The last participant in the experiment, 

whom the chef calls “the beast”, is a growling, angry-looking German man, sitting at a table by 

himself and eating chips with both hands, like an animal. The chef tells Alshater that nothing has 

worked with the beast, even carrots. However, the YouTuber has an idea. His solution is (as 

usual) Syrian baklava. Even looking at it makes one happy, Alshater comments. He manages to 

leave one piece of baklava on the beast’s table and retreats quickly. The beast is at first 

suspicious of the dessert, but finally takes a bite. Immediately, he grows angel wings, becomes 

happy, and goes to give Alshater a big hug. (Interestingly, baklava, from a nutritional 

perspective, is not a very healthy food, as it is high in sugar and fat.) Alshater also suggests that 

eating together is another way to be happy with food. 

In another video, where the symbolism shifts from food to language, Alshater goes to 

Potsdamer Straße in Berlin, having been invited by the neighborhood manager to take a look at 

how integration works in the city. The YouTuber is introduced to an organization that helps 

refugees, run by both Arabs and Germans. Alshater gives the Arab members an integration test 

by asking them to pronounce the word Quartiersmanagement [neighborhood management]. He 

then asks the German members to pronounce idarārat al-minṭaqa, which means the same, but in 

Arabic. Both groups do quite well in Alshater’s assessment. This is yet another example of how 

the YouTuber perceives integration, namely as a two-way process, where both the immigrant 

community and the host community make efforts to understand and accommodate each other, 

and here language is used semiotically as the facilitator of such process. 

Continuing with the integration theme, and in a video titled Clausnitzer & 

Flüchtlingsbaby! Ich glaubs nicht! [Clausnitzers and the refugee baby! I can’t believe it], 

Alshater responds to an incident that took place in the village of Clausnitz in Dresden, Germany, 
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in which a bus full of migrants was besieged by angry German protesters. The video footage of 

the incident was widely shared on social media. An angry mob tried to prevent the migrants, the 

first to be accommodated in the village, from getting off the bus, while chanting “Wir sind das 

Volk” [We are the people]. In the footage, young children could be seen crying in the bus out of 

fear. The slogan “Wir sind das Volk” was originally used by peaceful protesters against the 

Commmunist dictatorship in East Germany prior to the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989. Ever 

since, the historic slogan has been recontextualized and (mis)used by Islamophobic protesters in 

Germany. In the next scene, we go to a clinic for treating berührungsängste [fears of touch], and 

we see German men and women standing in line waiting for their turn to get treatment. At the 

beginner level, the person is required to enter a room and hug a refugee baby (Figure 5) At the 

advanced level, the person must hug an adult refugee. In the scene that follows, a German man 

enters the room, touches the baby, smells its body, and comes out looking disgusted. Outside the 

room, a journalist asks two women about their first experiences of touching a ‘real’ refugee. The 

first woman says, “It wasn't that bad, actually. I imagined it being more intense”, while the 

second woman says, “It (the baby) even had five fingers! I saw them!” When the journalist asks, 

“Will you take the advanced class as well?”, the first woman replies, “No, I need more time for 

that.” A heavily tattooed tough-looking man overhears the conversation and decides to get the 

advanced treatment (Figure 6). He enters the room, takes two deep breaths, then hugs the adult 

refugee (Alshater) (Figure 7), while the people outside watch the action and react to the hug by 

cheering and jumping in joy. The sketch described above shows symbolically how refugees, 

even as babies, can be dehumanized or exoticized, at best. In Figure 5, the yellow arrow says in 

German, “Your first refugee,” while the word in red says in Romanized Arabic, “my beloved.” 

Habibi is used ambiguously in the photo; it could possibly be said by the baby to its German 
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hugger, or vice versa. The romanization of Arabic here is an example of reterritorializing the 

language (Blackledge & Creese, 2012), where cultural elements from the host country (the Latin 

script) are fused into the migrant’s cultural practices (the Arabic word حبيبي). Language 

reterritorialization is another feature of superdiversity and transnationalism.  

Figure 5 

The refugee baby 

 
 

Figure 6 

The tough-looking man enters the room 
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Figure 7 

The tough-looking man hugs the adult refugee (Alshater) 
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Giving Back 

Giving back to the host society is another theme in Alshater’s videos, which is related to 

the theme of integration, since the YouTuber seems to believe that in order to facilitate 

integration refugees ought to give something back to the country that hosted them. In a video rife 

with caustic self-deprecating humor, Alshater is shown lying on a couch and having a 

conversation with a psychotherapist, played by a stuffed animal named Dr. Sushi Schneewind 

[Snow wind] (Figure 8). The dialogue goes as follows: 

Alshater Dear Dr, I feel unwell. Those Germans! 

Dr. Schneewind Have you been racially harassed? 

Alshater No, on the contrary, they are so nice. And they can do everything. They 

build great cars; they have democracy; their policemen are not corrupt; 

they have taken in a lot of refugees. 

Dr. Schneewind Oh, you have a cultural inferiority complex.23 

Alshater A what?! 

Dr. Schneewind You’re in a bad mood because you are Arab. 

Alshater But I must give something back! And I can’t, because they have 

everything! 

Dr. Schneewind All foreigners have found something. Aren’t there any cultural 

achievements? 

Alshater Let me think. 

                                                      
23 Allusion to Freudian psychoanalysis. 
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Dr. Schneewind Many foreigners have come to Germany, and they have brought 

something with them. The Italians built the Volkswagen beetle and 

brought pizza with them. The Turks dug up the coal needed for 

Germany’s economic miracle, and they brought with them doner kebab. 

Alshater But I prefer falafel. Also Italians and Turks are not the only ones that 

contributed something to German society. There are also the Polish, 

Vietnamese, and Greek. And now we, Syrians, are here. We are few and 

didn’t come here of our own choice. What do we have? Of course, we 

have delicious baklava, but what else can we contribute? Unfortunately, 

Volkswagen beetles are not built anymore. I got it! Germans love 

environmental protection, but at the same time they also love paper. The 

two don’t fit together, but that’s the way it is. We, Syrians, know how to 

save paper. I am so excited! 

 

Alshater then performs a hip hop song (Figure 9), with the following lyrics:  

“The usual length of this one (pointing to a roll of toilet paper) for one poop is four times 

four/ Makes 18 kilograms a year/ But now the Syrians are here!/ Just use water/ because that's 

wetter/ Habibi [darling]!/ Just use water/ because that's wetter/ Environmental protection begins 

in the toilet/ and it is cleaner anyway/ Environmental protection begins in the toilet/ and cleaner, 

Wallah [I swear to God], anyway.” 

After the performance, Alshater introduces a Syrian friend, who invented the Pro-

Dusche, which is a portable bidet. In the next scene, Alshater is seen giving a speech at a rally 
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(Figure 11): “I have a dream24. One day, Germans will sit on the toilet, without paper, thinking 

of us, Syrians, and say, “Shukran [Thank you], habibi [darling]. Thank you, dearest, thank you 

for everything.” As mentioned above, the sketch seems to employ self-deprecatory humor. It is 

as if the contribution of the Syrian refugees amounts to wiping the Germans’ butts. This can also 

be understood symbolically as being subservient to their host society. Also, and although this 

sketch is meant to be humorous, by voicing Martin Luther King Jr. (“I have a dream”), Alshater 

is drawing a parallel between African Americans (the civil rights movement) and Syrian refugees 

in their fight against oppression, discrimination, and racism in their respective countries. 

Interestingly, it seems that Alshater (in the sketch) is unaware that he is being “racially 

harassed,” although this suggestion was made by his psychotherapist, Dr. Schneewind, who has 

better access to his subconscious. From a Bourdieusian perspective, symbolic power is exercised 

by the dominant (German society) over the dominated (Syrian refugees) through misrecognition, 

meaning that “underlying processes and generating structures of fields are not consciously 

acknowledged in terms of the social differentiation they perpetuate” (Grenfell, James, 

Hodkinson, Reay, & Robbins, 1998, pp. 23- 24). In other words, rather than recognizing social 

domination for what it is, the YouTuber is led to believe (by his German psychoanalyst) that he 

has an inferiority complex (i.e., he is the one to blame). 

Figure 8 

Alshater in therapy 

                                                      
24 An allusion to Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous speech. 
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Figure 9 

Toilet paper hip hop song 
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Figure 10 

Mr. Zukar toilet product25 

 

Figure 11 

Alshater at a rally26 

                                                      
25 Translation: Mr. Zukar. With natural Syrian extract. Environmental protection begins in the toilet, and it’s cleaner 

anyway. 
26Make Zukar Sweet Again is a reference to Trump’s Make America Great Again. 
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In another video titled Zu viel Geld? [Too much money?] that also touches upon the 

theme of giving back, Alshater seems to be directing his message this time to refugees, who 

make more money than they actually need. As for him personally, he spends any extra money on 

helping refugees. He notes that some refugees do not need money, but they can help others 

financially, who may be worse off than they are, and these can even be Germans. He reminds 

them, however, that any help they offer needs to make sense to them, be it financial support or 

otherwise. They ought to do it for fun, and not because they should. Finally, he points out that 

many refugees receive financial aid from the city of Berlin and from the German people, “but it’s 

just like birthdays; you feel you have to give something back. Otherwise, you really feel very, 

very small. I can’t begin to explain how great it feels to really be able to give something. … 

Giving makes it easier to be able to take something without it being embarrassing to you.” One 

can ask the question, however, of whether refugees should actually feel indebted to their host 

countries because they took them in. In a Guardian article titled The ungrateful refugee: ‘We 

have no debt to repay’, Dina Nayeri, an Iranian refugee who settled in the U.S., states that “[t]he 

refugee has to be less capable than the native, needier; he must stay in his place. That’s the only 



 

 

81 

way gratitude will be accepted. Once he escapes control, he confirms his identity as the devil. All 

day I wondered, has this been true in my own experience? If so, then why all the reverence for 

the refugees who succeed against the odds, the heartwarming success stories? And that’s 

precisely it – one can go around in this circle forever, because it contains no internal logic. 

You’re not enough until you’re too much. You’re lazy until you’re a greedy interloper.” 

Alshater’s feeling of indebtedness could in part be attributed to cultural reasons, the fact that 

Arab culture emphasizes gift exchange and even generosity. 

In a video with the title Asülbewerba verkauft Drogen! [Asylum Seeker Sells Drugs], the 

first scene opens with Alshater being interrogated in a dark room by a female police officer. He 

is handcuffed, and on the table in front of him is a plastic bag with white stuff in it. At first 

glance, it looks like cocaine or heroin, but on closer inspection we realize it is nothing but his 

sugar cubes (Figure 12). The sketch highlights the point made by Nayeri above, namely that the 

refugee “has to be less capable than the native, needier; he must stay in his place. That’s the only 

way gratitude will be accepted. Once he escapes control, he confirms his identity as the devil.” 

Here is the interrogation in its entirety: 

Alshater Am I really anonymous?  

Police officer Sure, we will pixelate you! You are completely anonymous.  

Alshater OK then.  

Police officer So you are dealing with hard drugs?  

Alshater Yeah, they are kinda hard. 

Police officer What kind of drugs?  

Alshater The stuff next to me.  

Police officer So sugar! Are you aware that sugar is incredibly addictive?  
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Alshater Yeah sure, but the customers gotta come back.  

Police officer Who are your typical customers?  

Alshater Mainly old ladies. But they are not taking it pure. No one does. You've 

got to cut it.27  

Police officer Have you sold sugar to minors?  

Alshater Yeah sure. I used to.  

Police officer Why not anymore?  

Alshater Kids just don't have the money. The elderly got more. And me? I've got 

nothing!  

Police officer You are an asylum seeker?  

Alshater Yeah. I get social welfare. (Almost in tears) I wouldn't wish it on 

anybody, not a German and not a refugee. I wanted to work, but at the 

office they told me, "You can't do that! Be grateful for what you have!" 

Do you know how much a beard comb costs? I need it or else I will get 

lice.  

Police officer Why don't you shave?  

Alshater Do you know how much razors cost?  

Police officer So only hard drugs remained?  

Alshater No, at first I went out on the streets and waited and waited, but 

unfortunately that didn't work28. That's why I started researching what 

kind of drugs Germans take.  

                                                      
27 This is accompanied by a scene of women adding sugar to their tea. 
28 Alshater is depicted as a street prostitute, wearing lingerie and waiting for customers. One man passes by, sees 

him, gets shocked and disgusted, and walks away (Figure 13) 
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Police officer Have you ever thought about what sugar does to addicts?  

Alshater No, that's the business. The wholesalers are ice-cold! No one thinks 

about the consequences.  

Police officer What will you do after prison?  

Alshater Maybe become a YouTuber. Eventually.  

 

The skit is over, and we are transported back to Alshater’s apartment. He ends the video 

with this warning: “Don't get off the rails like me. Don't do satire! The Assad government has 

killed people for this in Syria!” The sketch is rich in meaning and engages with notions like 

anonymity, addiction, asylum, gratitude, dignity, and last but not least, being a YouTuber. We 

see that Alshater is being persecuted both as an asylum seeker (by the German police) and as a 

YouTuber (by the Assad regime). He is not afraid to send out his message (signified by the sugar 

cubes) even if he faces prison or death. At the same time, we see a desperate man, who was 

forced by the injustice of his society into using illegal means (drugs, prostitution) to survive. 

When asked by the police officer what he would do after prison, he said he might become a 

YouTuber, which shows ambivalence about such a profession. People who come out of prison do 

not normally expect to find a promising career because of the stigma of imprisonment. And yet 

the fact that he gets to make this highly meaningful skit in his role as a real YouTuber shows 

how important this profession can be for him and for us, the viewers. 

Figure 12 

Alshater being interrogated 
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Figure 13 

Alshater as a prostitute 
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Refugees and Politics 

In another video titled EXKLUSIV: Letztes Merkel Interview vor der Wahl! [Exclusive: 

Last Merkel Interview Before the Elections!], Alshater discusses integration with German 

Chancellor, Angela Merkel, played by a performer who embodies the German top politician and 

her mannerisms in a comical way (Figure 14). 

Figure 14 

Interview with Merkel 
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When Merkel tells Alshater that she is essentially “the boss” in Germany, he says, “This means 

you can easily arrest everyone, leave them in prison, and you can do what you want? Do you 

own all car companies or the large companies in Germany?” Alshater clearly alludes to the 

Syrian boss, Al-Assad. The first part of the dialogue with the Chancellor is a discussion of what 

it means to rule a country from two very different frames of reference: (Syrian) dictatorship and 

(German) democracy. But Alshater then attempts to steer the conversation away from the topic 

of democracy to that of refugees and integration in Germany. Here is part of the dialogue: 

Merkel In Germany, you must always ask someone. (referring to political 

decision-making in a democratic government) 

Alshater Oh right, that's democracy. We learned that in the integration 

course. 

Merkel Integration course? You took part in an integration course? 
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Alshater Sure. I come from Syria, and I had to visit this integration course. 

Merkel You are Syrian? You don't look like it whatsoever. Are you sure you 

come from Syria? 

Alshater (Sarcastically) No, I'm from Baden Wuerttemberg, maybe. No 

really, I'm from Syria, and that's why I'm interested in this topic: 

Refugees. Refugee policies. Could you explain your policies in short 

and simple words? 

Merkel If we look at the financial policies we have been pursuing in the last 

years, then you have to see that Germany has achieved quite some 

progress. This has certainly been interlinked to disadvantages, and 

therefore I can only say to citizens: Thank you! That was great 

support. It was certainly not easy for everyone, yet we have 

embarked on a course that will help us to be financially healthy in 

the long run. (Alshater is asleep at this point.) 

 

Merkel’s surprise that Alshater took an integration course seems to stem from his fluency 

in German (the entire dialogue is conducted in German). She even asks him repeatedly if he is 

really from Syria, which suggests that she has a preconceived idea of what a Syrian should look 

like. When he asks her about her views on refugee policies, she gives him a very vague and 

politically correct answer, which is so boring that he ends up falling asleep. He only wakes up 

when he hears her mention the word ‘integration’. He asks her: “How do you see integration? Is 

it moving forward?” She responds by saying that after a six-month intensive course, 80% of 
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refugees can already use the German waste separation system quite well. A (fictional) YouTube 

viewer from the Syrian city of Dara has a question, however, for the Chancellor: “Can weapon 

parts from ground missiles be added to the residual waste if they were made in Germany?” 

Merkel’s response is that “No one shoots ground rockets in our country.” Yet, Alshater says that 

he has a piece of grenade stuck in his hand, to which Merkel responds by saying that in that case 

she would recommend going to the waste collection point, as they also take scrap metal. It is 

clear from the exchange that the chancellor chooses to address a relatively trivial and 

bureaucratic point and totally ignores talking about the war in Syria and its horrific 

consequences, let alone about Germany’s role in exporting weapons to dictatorial regimes. 

Merkel tells Alshater that he is well integrated after he shows her how knowledgeable he is about 

recycling in Germany. Another (fictional) YouTube viewer asks about how to become a German 

patriot. Her answer this time is clear-cut, however, and she does not resort to political 

correctness: “Patriotism always has to do with your origin and not only with your attitude.” She 

distinguishes two categories: “The first are German patriots and the others are patriots for 

Germany.” The latter group, she proposes, (which includes Syrian refugees in Germany) can 

form a fan club of the Germans. The chancellor likens the situation to football, where one may 

not be allowed to play, but can still cheer. Alshater then asks her what she thinks of the football 

player, Boateng, who plays for the German national team, despite being born to a migrant father 

from Ghana. Her answer is that special regulations exist if the person’s income exceeds a certain 

amount of money, a policy which Alshater tellingly says is the same in Syria. He then thanks her 

for the interview and offers her Syrian baklava. At first, she declines because she is on a diet, but 

when he insists, she eats it. The video ends with the staple message “Baklava - Awaken the Arab 

in you!” 
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In a video titled Politik [Politics], Alshater starts by saying that he came to Germany 

because here is democracy and freedom, but he expresses his surprise and disappointment that, 

although politics is talked about a lot in the media, Germans on the street cannot care less. He 

decides to conduct a political experiment. Just like political parties do, he hangs a huge poster on 

the side of a building to promote his party Die Bartei29, and his slogan his Yes We Kämm30 

(Figure 15), in a clear allusion to Obama’s Yes We Can. Alshater’s party manifesto is a blank 

piece of paper. He tries to engage people on the street, giving them flyers, but no one is 

interested in his political program, except, ironically, a TV channel crew from England. He 

thinks that one reason Germans are not into politics is that politicians talk the talk, but do not 

walk the walk. He mocks German politicians who condescendingly think that politics is too 

complicated for ordinary people to understand. Contrariwise, he believes that politics has 

become so simple that people do not even need read political programs or manifestos. All they 

need to do is go online, and there “[y]ou can answer 40 questions and then know which party to 

vote for. It’s like an integration test.” Alshater says that he answered all the questions and 

realized that they all revolved around one issue: Should tax money be given to the poor (shows a 

picture of African migrants standing in a long line outside the German Agency for Employment) 

or to the rich (shows a picture of the stock market, with white people clapping). His verdict is 

that naturally the help should go to the poor (displays a picture of himself as Robin Hood (Figure 

16)). He continues, “I’m not allowed to vote here, but if I’m asked to choose every four years to 

give taxes to the poor or to the rich, and then nothing happens, it’s not really exciting anymore. I 

come from a country that has no democracy. We, Syrians, are definitely allowed to vote, but it’s 

                                                      
29 Wordplay: Partei [Political party] becomes Bartei, a made-up word that comes from Bart [Beard]. So, Die Bartei 

can translate to The Beard Party. 
30 The German verb Kämmen means “to comb”, so the slogan translates to Yes We Comb. 
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not really interesting. In the end, the winner is always the same party, the same president, with 

99% of the votes, and everything stays bad as it is. So it’s clear why the Syrians don’t care about 

politics, but here in Germany there is no dictatorship, so why don’t people find politics 

interesting?” He says that when one wishes to know who actually rules in a country, one just 

needs to look at who lives in the biggest buildings. After showing pictures of the palaces where 

Al-Assad, Putin, Erdogan, and Merkel live, he then shows two gigantic towers “where Deutsche 

Bank lives”. Commenting on the pictures, Alshater says, “Now I’m a little insecure about who is 

making politics in Germany.” It is clear here that he is not in favor of neoliberal policies, and he 

is also implicitly suggesting that Germany is not as democratic as he thought it was.  

Figure 15 

Alshater’s poster 
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Figure 16 

Alshater as Robin Hood31 

 
 

Refugees and White Privilege 

In a video called Das 100$ Rennen oder Weißes Privileg im Alltag [The $100 Race or 

White Privilege in the Everyday Life], Alshater shows a short movie that has gone viral on 

YouTube, in which American participants of different races compete in a ‘race’ (pun possibly 

intended/ metaphor for life) to win $100. After people line up, the race organizer announces that 

he will make a series of statements. If a statement applies to a participant, they need to take two 

steps forward, while those to whom the statement does not apply must stay right where they are. 

The combined statements are: “If both of your parents are still married. If you grew up with a 

father figure in the home. If you had access to private education. If you had access to a free tutor 

                                                      
31 The caption at the bottom of the picture reads: Avenger of the Hypoglycemic (in reference to his sugar cubes). 
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growing up. If you've never had to worry about your cellphone being shut off. If you never had 

to help mom or dad with the bills. If it wasn't because of your athletic ability you don't have to 

pay for college. If you never knew where your next meal was going to come from.” The result of 

the race is that the winners were overwhelmingly white, while the losers, many of which did not 

even leave the start line, were predominantly black. The organizer points out that the point of this 

‘experiment’ is to demonstrate that the statements which allowed the white participants to win 

the race have nothing to do with their own personal achievements, but rather a consequence of 

their whiteness, that is, their white privilege, and that had it been a fair race and everybody was 

back on the start line “I guarantee you some of these black dudes would smoke all of you.” The 

fact that Alshater has uploaded this video to his YouTube channel without any commentary 

suggests that he invites his readers to draw parallels between the United States and Germany in 

regard to white privilege and how pervasive it is in both societies and that the black race is not 

the only victim. If one imagines a similar race in Germany, in which refugees were to take part, 

it is not hard to imagine many of them glued to the start line, not only as a consequence of their 

ethnicity, but also as a result of the disadvantages of having suffered a horrific war. 

A Futuristic World Turned Upside Down 

In a video titled Der letzte Flüchtling [The Last Refugee], Alshater starts by saying that 

this is perhaps his last sugar cube, which makes him feel a bit sad. He then makes a comment 

that suggests an analogy between refugees and mosquitos, which could be taken as an example 

of self-deprecating humor: “This is a fly screen. There is nothing better than having a mosquito 

plague! Mosquitos come to suck your blood. Currently we see the European football 

championship on TV. But these mosquitos completely distract us. So just put grids in front of 

every window and the mosquitos will stay out. And the refugee crisis is over, too! Or so it says 
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in the newspaper32. And finally, we can all enjoy football in peace.” The YouTuber now turns on 

the TV, but instead of a football game, we see footage of a boat full of refugees capsizing. 

Alshater then says “Well, all or nearly so.” He continues, “And there are people who want to 

build another wall. It's supposed to be completed in 2020. A wall around Europe! I asked myself, 

‘What are we going to see on TV after the next European championship?’” We next see a black 

screen with the caption “TV in the Very Distant Future: The Year 202033”. In the scene that 

follows, we are sent to the future to watch an imaginary German TV show called The Last 

refugee, hosted by a man with a telling name: Johann Hypocriticus. The host introduces three 

contestants (finalists) representing three different Western countries, all fighting for the 

acquisition of the last refugee, Alshater. The contestants are Normand from Canada, Franzi from 

Sweden, and Jilet Ayşe from Germany34.  

The German host starts to introduce the finalists, but is surprised to see Ayşe represent 

Germany: 

Host Excuse me, Jilet, are you representing Germany? 

Jilet Yes, because I have IKEA at home. 

Franzi35 That's from Sweden, actually.  

Jilet What?! 

Franzi IKEA is Swedish, darling. 

                                                      
32 The newspaper is the Frakfurter Allgemeine, a liberal-conservative German newspaper. The heading says, “The 

refugee crisis is over.” Under the heading, it reads, “Maybrit Illner clearly shows how the domestic political debate 

about refugees has changed. A new objectivity dominates. This is even true when it comes to terrorists.” 
33 The video was made in 2016. 
34 Jilet Ayşe is a satirical fictional YouTube character played by Turkish-born German actress Idil Baydar. The 

character is an exaggerated portrayal of stereotypes about immigrants in Germany. At the show, she speaks 

German, but in a vulgar way. 

 
35 Franzi speaks English, not Swedish, at the show. 
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Jilet She doesn't even speak German but is talking a mile a minute.  

Host Normand, do you speak German?  

Normand36 No, no. English and French, of course. 

Jilet He doesn't even speak Canadian. 

Normand But that's not a language. 

Host And here we have our last refugee, Mr. Firas Alshater. And you speak...? 

Firas Good afternoon. I'm happy to be here.37 

Host (Looking surprised that Alshater knows German) Where did you flee 

from? 

Firas From Syria. 

Host Ah, that's a beautiful country. I mean, it was a beautiful country. Tell me, 

how did you make your way through the wall around Europe? 

Firas I dug a tunnel underneath the wall.  

Host That's very German. We also had a wall, you know? You speak excellent 

German. Tell me, how did you learn it? 

Firas In the tunnel I had three years to learn the German articles. (Using digging 

and shoveling gestures) der, die, das. Lohnsteuerjahresausgleich38. 

Host Outstanding! As you now know, today three contestants are fighting to 

receive you in their countries. They come from Sweden, Germany, and 

Canada. 

                                                      
36 Normand speaks English at the show, although his first language seems to be French, judging from his name and 

accent. 
37 Alshater speaks (fluent) German at the show. 
38 Alshater’s use of this very long German word is meant to indicate his mastery of the language. The word is 

actually a string of words meaning Annual income tax adjustment.   
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Normand You know, Firas, in Canada we would be happy to have you in our lovely 

country. It's beautiful. Everything is green. We have lakes, we have elks. 

Franzi Well, in Sweden we have elks, too. 

Jilet We also have elks. They cause a lot of car accidents. 

Normand Well, we have bears. 

Franzi We have bears, as well. 

Jilet We, too, have beer. 

Franzi Who needs beer? In Sweden we've got vodka. The best vodka in the 

world, they say. Come on, Firas! 

Firas I'm sorry, I'm Muslim. I don't drink alcohol. 

Normand Very good, very good. In Canada we concentrate on health and education. 

So come on and you'll have your studies.  

Firas Studies? 

Normand Yeah, in Canada we have more degrees, compared to, for example, 

Sweden. 

Franzi That may be true, but in Sweden studying is free. You don't have to pay 

for it. 

Host Firas, can you make a decision?  

Firas That's really difficult at the moment. 

 

The first round is over, and Alshater has not been able to make a choice yet, so the 

second round, named The Auction, begins. 

Normand In Canada you can get your own house. Big house, with five rooms. 
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Jilet Come with me and you can get your own refugee accommodation all for 

yourself, with 200 rooms! It's called Bellevue39. Nobody is in there now 

anyway. 

Franzi In Sweden you get a carport and a car. Perhaps a Volvo? 

Normand Or even better a top line limousine. 

Jilet Or a Mercedes limousine with six doors and a minibar. But you're 

Muslim. You don't need a bar. 

Franzi In Sweden you have the sauna.  

Jilet But in Germany you have the sauna inside the car. With a swimming 

pool! 

Franzi (Flirtatiously) In Sweden you have the sauna with me.  

Firas What?! 

Franzi Or sauna with Sven (shows a picture of a male model in underwear). 

Firas Really?! 

Jilet (Pouncing on Firas) Or with me. At least it's all real. 

Host Firas, I think the time has come for you to make a decision. Who is going 

to lose this round? 

Normand (Seductively) Or you can get sauna with me. 

 

Alshater is shocked at Normand’s statement and immediately eliminates Canada, making 

Normand cry. 

                                                      
39 Belle vue literally means beautiful view, which is an ironic name for refugee accommodation. 
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Host (To Normand) I'm sorry. Everything will be fine. (To the audience) And 

now the last round, the final. Time for my biggest wish. I mean, his 

biggest wish (pointing to Alshater). The two contestants are getting 

ready.40 Now it's serious. Firas, what is your biggest wish? 

Firas My biggest wish? I just wish there will be peace in Syria and that I can go 

back home. 

 

Figure 17 

The two finalists eying Alshater (Jilet left; Franzi right; host middle) 

 

                                                      
40 Figures 17,18 
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Figure 18 

The two finalists getting ready for the final round 

 
 

The show is suddenly cut off, and we see a message on the screen reading, Technical 

Difficulties. We are interrupting the current program due to ethical disturbances. Please stay 

tuned! The show ends, and we return to Alshater’s house in Berlin. He addresses his audience 

saying, “Don't worry. I'm going to stay here for a while. I don't expect Canada, Sweden, or 

Germany to stop the war in Syria. My wish is just that there be no more walls. Not around 

Europe, nor straight through Europe. That's why we made this video, me and my team. We 

would like to carry on.” In the next scene, we see Normand, the Canadian contestant, sitting on 

the stairs, all in tears, as the host tries to comfort him: 

Host Normand, what happened?  
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Normand I lost the competition! 

Host But man, it's only a game.  

Normand How can I go back to Canada without a refugee? They are going to kill 

me. Or maybe I could ask for asylum here in Germany? 

Host (Bursting with joy) We have another refugee for our show!!! 

 

The sketch offers a rather bleak future for refugees in Europe. A big wall is built around 

the continent and the refugee accommodation rooms are completely empty in Germany, as Jilet 

says in the dialogue. It appears that so few refugees are able to penetrate the fortress, that they 

become rare commodities, even sexualized objects that Western countries compete among each 

other to acquire (or colonize). The three contestants brag about what their countries have to offer, 

but they do not seem to care much about what Alshater himself needs or desires, even the basic 

cultural knowledge that alcohol and homosexuality are prohibited in Islam. The sketch is 

evocative of Edward Said’s Orientalism; the colonized Oriental Other is exoticized and 

sexualized for Western consumption. On a further level of analysis, one can imagine Alshater 

experience exoticization and sexualization (e.g., comments on his beard, his belly, and his 

piercings) as a YouTuber, as well. 

Also, Jilet could be representing what awaits the refugee after ‘integration’ has taken 

place. She does not to show any connection to her Turkish roots, and her belonging to her new 

society (Germany) is based on the ownership of a piece of furniture (IKEA), which she even 

mistakenly thinks is German. She also seems to believe that names of languages must always 

derive from names of countries, so Norman must be speaking Canadian, if he is from Canada. 
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It is interesting that when the host asks Alshater what language he speaks, he says (in 

German), “Good afternoon. I’m happy to be here,” but he does not say that his mother language 

is Arabic, which might indicate that the future Alshater is losing his linguistic roots, even though 

he affirms his religious faith and national affiliation. It is not entirely clear what the message We 

are interrupting the current program due to ethical disturbances signifies. Either the two women 

‘conquer’ the refugee sexually, which might be too graphic to broadcast, or he says the full truth 

about the situation in Syria, a truth that Western audiences would rather not hear, hence the 

hypocrisy of the host Johann Hypocriticus. 

Volunteer Work 

Another theme in Alshater’s videos is his volunteer work. For example, in his video Mein 

Weihnachtswunder bei Obdachlosen [My Christmas Miracle with the Homeless], the YouTuber 

says that he fled Syria to Turkey and was homeless for a long time, having slept on a bench. He 

compares the living conditions of displaced Syrian refugees to those of homeless people in 

Germany. He accompanies a medical team from Caritas (a Catholic relief and social service 

organization), who search for sick homeless people and treat them for free. Alshater himself gets 

treated, because he does not have a residence permit yet. He says that while many of his viewers 

want to help refugees, some people donate only to Germans. He adds that the Caritas medical 

team does not make these distinctions and help anyone in need of assistance. 

In another video, titled Schiff taufen - Leben retten [Baptizing Ships – Saving lives], 

Alshater starts by explaining the goal of the video: “We say in German ‘a drop in the ocean,’ and 

that’s what we are doing today. We are baptizing a SeaWatch ship, and tomorrow it will rescue 

refugees in the Mediterranean Sea. Today we are at the Spree (a river in Berlin), and we are 

going to baptize this boat with this bottle of wine. And here we go!” He then addresses a group 
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of volunteers saying, “Many people now know, the only way to come to Europe to live in safety 

is to board a boat. That's what people are now doing. I hope we will have some more possibilities 

to save more people.” He ends the video by saying, “That's it for today. Guys, remember, one 

ship is one drop in the ocean, but we actually need rain. Right?” 

Commenting on Current Events 

Yet another thread in Alshater’s work is his video commentary on what he considers 

important news stories or events. For instance, in a video titled Weltfüchtlingstag 2019 [World 

Refugee Day 2019], he wonders, “Can one say that everything’s okay on World Refugee Day?” 

He then speaks about German boat captain, Pia Klemp, who faced up to 20 years in prison for 

her role in rescuing 6,000 people from dying in the Mediterranean Sea. He also talks about the 

rescue ship Sea Watch 3 that had 50 migrants on board and was detained by Italian authorities, 

who wanted to send them back to Libya, which, as Alshater points out, is not a safe country, 

because of the ongoing war there. Finally, he comments on the commercial ship Maridive 601, 

whose 75 migrants had to wait on board for nearly three weeks before Tunisian authorities 

allowed them to disembark. Alshater ends the video with this statement: “All of that is happening 

in the year 2019. Many countries think that helping people is a crime, and here in Europe, we are 

still celebrating World Refugee Day. Unfortunately, we can’t say Alles Gute [“All the best”, 

literally “Everything is good”], but I wish you all the best, nonetheless.” 

In another video, titled Aleppo, Alshater says the following: “Hello, I am Firas. And this 

is Mohammed. Mohammed is a Facebook friend of mine, but he can't write on Facebook 

anymore, just like a lot of people, who have died in Syria today. I'm very sad. I'm not making a 

funny video today. I don't know how to explain or express my feelings now. But I know that I 

will not be able to forget the people or what happened there. Today, the 29th of April 2016, is the 
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first day in over a thousand years that the people won't be able to go to the mosque. Why? 

Because there are so many barrel bombs. What happened to the Syrian people there was not done 

by ISIS. The barrel bombs and the attacks come from the Russian army and Assad’s army. There 

were no Germans dying. It's just Syrians. But I'm asking you: Don't forget the Syrians. Don't 

forget Syria. Don't forget Aleppo. Thank you.” The use of the word ‘just’ in “It’s just Syrians” 

by Alshater shows his awareness of the low value accorded to Syrian lives, compared to German 

lives.  

In a different video, titled BRÜSSEL - WIR ALLE! [Brussels – All of Us], the Syrian 

YouTuber responds to the Brussels terrorist attacks that took place in 2016 and resulted in 35 

deaths and 340 injuries. He symbolically cries for Brussels by showing himself holding a picture 

with the word ‘Brussels’ (in German and Arabic) in one hand and another picture with a tearful 

eye in the other hand (Figure 19). He also laments the targeting of other European cities, like 

Paris and Istanbul. Significantly, however, he also includes Syrian cities, like Homs and Douma, 

which are often left out in Western media coverage of terrorism. The clear message is that the 

Assad regime is terrorist, too, and that people who sympathize with the innocent victims who fell 

in the European attacks ought also to have sympathy for the victims of Homs and Douma and for 

the Syrian people in general. Alshater wonders if Germany could be the next terror target, and 

his answer is ‘yes’. He then asks, “What can we do?” Before answering, however, he poses the 

question: “But who are we? Is it we, Germans? We, Arabs? We, Muslims? His answer is ‘no’. 

He explains that we here refers to wir alle [all of us]. His next message is “Germans! Don’t be 

afraid of us, the refugees. We fled their terror!” He then sends two messages to all Arabs living 

in Germany, the first one is in Arabic and the second, in English. The two texts are not identical, 

though. The message in Arabic reads, “Arabs living in Germany, Germany is your current home. 
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Tell this to your kids, your heart, and your conscience. Killing an innocent soul is a sin in Islam.” 

Alshater follows this by two citations from the Koran to back up his statement: “Do not kill a 

soul [whose life] Allah has made inviolable, except with due cause, and whoever is killed 

wrongfully, We have certainly given his heir an authority. But let him not commit any excess in 

killing [the murderer], for he has been assisted [by law].” “And no bearer of burdens shall bear 

another's burden.” The Arabic message ends with “Help your current home, Germany.” The 

message in German is much shorter and reads, “Arabs in Germany! This is your new home! Tell 

this to your heart and your kids!”  

Figure 19 

Alshater symbolically cries for Brussels 

 
 

 



 

 

104

Micro-celebrity 

Although Alshater is considerably less popular than Bitar, he still exhibits many of the 

key characteristics associated with micro-celebrity, like authenticity, intimacy, and 

responsiveness in regard to his followers. These features can be discerned in the large majority of 

his videos, but the following ones illustrate them quite clearly. The statements which reflect 

these characteristics most evidently in the discussion that follows will be underlined.  

In a video titled Beauty Tips with Firas, Alshater says that his “Hug me” video received a 

lot of comments. While some wrote things like "You are so cute. I want to marry you!” or 

"You're such a cuddly bear!", others commented saying "You're an ugly fat rat. Go home!" The 

YouTuber wonders how the same video can produce such divergent reactions. Since many of the 

comments mentioned his physical appearance, he started talking about what it means to be 

beautiful. His number one beauty tip is: If you want to be beautiful, look for people who find you 

beautiful. “It works, even without make-up.” He observes that German women want to look 

tanned, while Arab women want to have lighter skin, but both damage their skin in these 

pursuits, the former, by using tanning beds and the latter, by using bleaching creams. He 

wonders if German and Arab women can switch places. His second beauty tip is: Don't ruin 

yourself by being something that is not you. “I came here from Syria and didn’t try to hide my 

skin color to look German.” His third beauty tip is: If you want to be irresistible, just put on a 

smile. It will make you beautiful and the others as well. It's infectious. “In Germany 

unfortunately there is a lot of fear, prejudice, and hatred at the moment. But you know what, 

hatred makes you hideous.” The video appears to be indirectly critical of beauty vloggers and 

their exaggerated emphasis on physical appearance. 
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In a video titled Ich raste aus... Ich hab die Traumpost Heute bekommen [I’m freaking 

out. I’ve received my dream package today], Alshater shares with fans the experience of 

unpacking a box he received in the mail, which has his new book. He is overcome by emotions. 

He thanks his fans for their support and encourages them to be themselves, to realize their 

dreams. “I don’t know what to say to you. It’s an unbelievably beautiful feeling. It’s not like 

having in your hands a film you’ve made, a photo you’ve taken, or a painting you’ve painted. It’s 

a book! I never thought I could write a book someday at the age of 25.” The YouTuber cannot 

hold back his tears: “I didn’t want to cry in front of the camera.” He continues: “Never let 

anyone discourage you from doing something, if you really want to do it. Don’t do what you 

have to, but what you want. Be what you are. Be what you want. Follow your dreams. Someday 

you’ll make it. A million thanks to you all, because you have supported me, you’ve shared my 

videos. Your comments have given me the motivation to keep making videos. I will do a raffle 

for ten free copies of my book. Please write your name in the comment section to get my book as 

a gift.” 

In a video with the title Bart ab! [Beard gone], Alshater says that everyone makes 

comments on his beard (Figure 3): “You are a terrorist. You are a hipster. You are such and 

such. Do you want to enlighten Germany with your Salafi beard? That’s the reason I am making 

this video today. Y’all are my friends. Y’all are the people I really like. That’s why I want you to 

decide on this. Write in the comments whether I should keep or shave my beard. In the first 

comment, you will find a link to my Twitter page to see the results of the vote. See y’all soon, 

with or without the beard.” As Alshater is about to shave, almost looking as if grieving the loss 

of a very dear companion (figure 4), an Arab friend of his, dressed like a superhero, appears, 

playing a song called There's just nothing better than a beard. The friend’s name is Bartmann 
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[‘beardman’], a clear allusion to Batman. To dissuade Alshater from getting rid of his beard, he 

mentions to him a random list of famous people who had beards. Jesus, for example, is 

arbitrarily and comically followed by Chuck Norris. He asks the YouTuber what his friends 

would think of him, if he shaved his beard. Alshater checks his phone and is touched to see 

dozens of comments from his friends urging him not to shave. One comment says, “Firas, we 

like you the way you are.” In the last scene, Alshater is at home, sitting on the couch, and he 

gives his audience the following advice: “Beard or not, it doesn’t matter at all. Be the way you 

are. Be who you are. Ignore the idiots, because they are everywhere.” 

Comments on Alshater’s Videos 

The following are a sample of comments on Alshater’s videos, including both positive 

and negative ones. The text in bold is the title of the video. 

EXKLUSIV: Letztes Merkel Interview vor der Wahl! [Exclusive: Last Merkel 

Interview Before the Elections!] 

Comment 1: (Translated from German) Hello, Firas, how are things going? Now that 

peace is slowly coming back to Syria, will you go back and take part in the rebuilding of your 

country? Great video, by the way, and you are super integrated!!!  

Comment 2: (Translated from German) I’ve read your book. I’m inspired. I’ve always 

wanted to know how things are going in Syria. I also read the sad chapter (I didn’t skip it). 

Everyone should read this book; then integration is sure to work. I hope you make an interview 

with the real Chancellor.  

Comment 3: (Translated from German) What a ridiculous dude!!! You bring the name of 

the Syrians under your feet. Just stop. Your buddy from Syria.  

Für'n Arsch [For an Ass] 
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Comment 1: (Translated from Arabic) God bless you, Mr. Alshater. You are truly a role 

model for both German and Syrian societies. 

Comment 2: (Translated from German) Such a crap. As if immigrants had done the work 

in Germany. Yes, migrants have worked here and still do, but what percentage are we talking 

about? How many live off the welfare state? How much money have we procured from Europe?  

Der letzte Flüchtling [The Last Refugee] 

Comment 1: Firas, when you said that your dream is to be able to go back to Syria and 

lead your life there, that just killed me. Syria was/is so beautiful: the nature, the heritage, the old 

cities, and with the nicest people. Today I saw this reportage of a dancer in Damascus, and it 

made me so sad. How much I want this war to be over, and how much I would love to go to 

Syria as well! But thank you for putting a smile on my face. 

Comment 2: Have you ever thought of doing vlogs? They are a lot of fun to do, 

surprisingly easy and inexpensive, you can do them without much help. All you need is a laptop, 

a simple editing program, a selfie stick and an inexpensive camera or two (I love my Sony 

Handicams). There is a great need out there to learn more about Syrian refugees. So much on the 

internet is negative and full of hate, we really need a channel that shows a different side, one we 

can relate to and empathize with. All you would have to do is be yourself, tell us how you are 

living, how you are feeling, what you and other refugees are experiencing. A lot of people would 

be really interested in hearing more of your story, images of what Syria was like before the war, 

why you miss it so much, what it is like now, the films you made in Syria, what being in jail was 

like in Syria, how you came to Germany and why you chose this country, who the people in your 

life who love you are, how you are living now, your town, your apartment, your dreams, what it 

is like to have grown up Muslim and how you practice your traditions now. You could show us 
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what Germany is like from a refugee perspective, interview people and maybe even go to places 

where the refugees are congregated, e.g., Greece, Italy. Many people are really interested to learn 

more about the migrant crisis in Europe right now, from a different perspective, from someone 

who is living it, but also someone we can relate to. If you did these vlogs in English, with 

German and Arabic subtitles, it would reach many more people, and your channel could take off 

and earn you a living. You may get sponsorship and if not, a weekly vlog does not take that 

much time and costs very little to make. You should really think about going it alone, give the 

world a very authentic glimpse into the life of a Syrian refugee. You could even rename your 

channel Feras the Syrian Refugee to make it easier for people to understand what your channel is 

about, although the current name is good, too. Just some thoughts. I would really miss you if you 

stopped making videos. (Note: This viewer clearly raises questions about Alshater’s authenticity, 

although the topics he suggests the YouTuber do videos about have mostly been covered by 

Alshater.) 

Comment 3: (Translated from Syrian Arabic) That’s the first video I see by you. I like it a 

lot, and I encourage you to continue, because it’s so nice and entertaining, and it helps a lot of 

refugees to learn the language, while they follow you. Best of luck. 

Bart ab [Beard Gone] 

Comment 1: (Translated from German) And to be honest, with and without a beard, there 

are always people who will hate you for something. 

Comment 2: (Translated from German) The video helps those people who are easily 

influenced by others. I am thinking of those who perhaps get bullied or disliked, and then they 

change completely in order to belong, but that’s not your case, of course. (Note: Here the viewer 

affirms Alshater’s authenticity.) 
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Comment 3: The funny thing is that I am glad you did not shave it off; it would be sad if 

you could not be yourself. In the moment the two most hated groups on the internet are Muslims 

and feminists. The ironic thing is that one of the main reasons they hate Muslims is because of 

how traditionalist Muslims treat women. The world does not really make sense. Lol. Be yourself, 

and continue to show the world another side to things, to counteract all the negative stuff out 

there. 

BRÜSSEL - WIR ALLE! [Brussels – All of Us] 

Comment1: Thank you for this beautiful message. I am trying to get my friends and 

family in Canada to question their fears of Muslim immigrants and Syrian refugees. Giving into 

the fear helps the terrorists and creates an unhappy world for everyone else. I will keep sharing 

your videos with my friends and family. I am also trying to learn a little Arabic. Hopefully we 

can, all of us, make the world a little better. Thank you Zukar <3 

Conclusion 

The explorative analysis of the YouTube channel Zukar has been able to identify a 

number of themes that shed light on the YouTuber Alshater and the way he presents himself to 

his audiences. Using humor, Firas Alshater directs the bulk of his message to his host nation, 

Germany, in its own language, in an attempt to raise awareness about the plight of refugees in his 

society and in the world at large. While the humor can at times be painfully self-deprecating, the 

critique (of his host country) can also be sharp and scathing. No one is spared: ordinary citizens, 

the police, the bureaucrats, all the way to the top politicians. In many of his videos, Alshater 

shows how integration efforts can be hampered by dis-citizenship practices, but he maintains a 

compassionate stance, even towards refugee haters. One message he strives to get across is that 

integration is a two-way process, namely that both the refugee and the host society need to make 
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a cultural effort to understand the other party, and that it is unwise and unfair to try to assign a 

fixed identity to the refugee. If Alshater himself is taken as an example, then one can say that the 

refugee is extremely complex and defies any form of definition, be it based on nationality, 

religion, language, circumstances, physical appearance, or any other criterion. De Fina and 

Tseng (2017) emphasize that identities are socially constructed (Berger & Luckman, 1967), 

performative (Butler, 1990), and heteroglossic (Bakhtin, 1981), observing that acquiring a 

foreign language “provides a terrain for the negotiation and evolution of multiple identities” (p. 

384). This is all true of Alshater, the YouTuber. 

Furthermore, Hua (2017) notes that studying identities in mobility reveals “an 

unprecedented complexity, an emphasis on identification rather than identity, and intersection of 

multiple identities such as race, ethnicity, gender, class, or sexuality” (p. 127). Hua guards 

against using existing binary labels to describe identity and calls for more tolerance to 

ambivalence and contradictions, opting for a conceptualization of identity as a historical process, 

situated in time and place. Similarly, Park and Wee (2017) argue that transnationalism, defined 

as “the connections across national borders that are facilitated by the cross-boundary flows of 

people, products, and ideas” (p. 49), has contributed to “the delinking of language and national 

identity” (p. 51). In the same vein, Canagarajah (2013) advocates hybrid identities and 

ideological flexibility, which allow migrants to integrate in the new society without forsaking 

their heritage and ethnicity and which “let them shuttle across spatiotemporal contexts and 

communities easily” (p. 55). 

Suárez-Orozco (2002) identifies three styles of immigrant adaptation to the host society: 

complete assimilation (or ethnic flight), creating a hybrid identity, and developing an adversarial 

stance. Suárez-Orozco argues, however, that the most advantageous among the three adaptation 
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styles is for immigrants to create a hybrid or transcultural identity, similar to Portes and Zhou’s 

(1993) concept of segmented assimilation and Bhabha’s (1994) third space, by achieving 

bilingual and bicultural competencies, which allows immigrants to benefit both their home 

culture and the host society, and to act as “cultural brokers” (Suárez-Orozco, p. 116) between the 

two. It is clear from the analysis that Alshater has created a hybrid and transcultural identity that 

allows him to be a cultural broker between German society and Arab/Syrian culture(s). Even 

though refugeehood was associated with lack of agency and choice, loss of direction, and loss of 

pride (Ludwig, 2015), this YouTuber’s experience, as represented by his videos, associates 

refugeehood with the opposite qualities. 
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CHAPTER 3: CASE STUDY 2: MAHMOUD BITAR 

I was at the airport and had just passed through the security checkpoint 

successfully, carrying a fake Italian passport, when one of my fans saw me and 

screamed: “Mahmoud! Can I take a selfie with you, please?!” Having overheard 

me being called by the name “Mahmoud,” the police stopped me and, realizing I 

was in possession of a fake ID, arrested me, kicked me out of the airport, and told 

me to “try again”41 (Bitar, TEDx Talk, 2017). 

Fleeing the civil war, Mahmoud Bitar left Aleppo, Syria, to Turkey, then to Egypt, then 

returned to Turkey before heading to Greece, where he stayed for a year and tried 21 times until 

he got to Sweden, his final destination. The dangerous journey took him one and a half 

years. Bitar has developed a large audience on YouTube (and social media more broadly), both 

in the Middle East and in Europe (including among refugee communities), an audience whom he 

likes to greet with his cheerful smile at the start of each video. He started his YouTube channel 

in 2014, and his first videos focused on the process of asylum in Sweden, trying to make it more 

transparent and accessible to other refugees. Most of his videos document his daily life and 

lifestyle, but he has also made videos where he interviews Arab celebrities, like actors and 

singers. Bitar is known for his (sometimes dark) humor, buoyancy, exuberance, and spontaneity. 

His YouTube channel has garnered over 1.76 million subscribers and amassed over 149 million 

views. The Syrian YouTuber has also gained a substantial amount of popularity on other social 

media platforms, like Instagram (1.7 million followers), Facebook (1.1 million followers and 

several fan pages), and Twitter. Based on an analysis of comments to his videos, Bitar’s audience 

spans the entire Arab world, and he enjoys popularity among both genders, especially young 

                                                      
41 Throughout the study, I have opted to paraphrase Bitar’s English for the sake of intelligibility. 
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people. He featured in Arab TV shows, appeared on Swedish, German, and British television 

(including the BBC and Sky News), and took part in prestigious international events and 

programs, such as the Cannes Film Festival and TEDx. Bitar likes to collaborate with other 

YouTubers, like Narins Beauty, a Sweden-based, Syrian fashion vlogger with over 11 million 

subscribers. One of the main motives for the collaboration is to cross-promote each other’s 

channels. 

This study is not about Mahmoud Bitar’s remarkable popularity per se or how it can be 

explained, but rather about the way(s) he performs and negotiates two seemingly conflicting 

identities or personas: the celebrity and the refugee, as illustrated by the TEDx Talk quote above. 

The first part of the Introduction examines in some detail concepts, such as micro-celebrity and 

self-branding, in more theoretical terms, as they are central to understanding how Bitar presents 

himself to his YouTube audience. This will be followed by a brief description of YouTube as a 

social media platform and the practice of vlogging. The third part addresses forced migration and 

refugeehood, including a discussion of the term refugee as defined under International Law and 

as used by Bitar42. 

Refugeehood 

The term refugee, according to the 1951 Refugee Convention is “someone who is unable 

or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted 

for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political 

opinion.” International Law makes an important distinction between refugee and asylum seeker: 

An asylum seeker is a person who seeks international protection but whose application for 

refugee status is not yet determined. In comparison, a refugee is someone who has been 

                                                      
42 For the Researcher Positionality go to the Method section. 
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recognized as such by the UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency, under the 1951 Convention. 

Although refugee and asylum seeker have their equivalents in Arabic (lājiʾ, ṭālib lujūʾ 

respectively), laypeople, including Bitar, generally do not make the distinction between the two 

and use the word (lājiʾ i.e., refugee) as an umbrella term. For example, in his early videos, when 

he was still in Turkey, Bitar referred to himself as lājiʾ (i.e., refugee), although, technically and 

legally speaking, he was clearly a ṭālib lujūʾ (i.e., asylum seeker). In this study, I opted to use 

refugee throughout for two reasons: First, because this is the label Bitar himself has chosen to 

identify as; second, because it is not clear from Bitar’s videos (at least the ones that have been 

analyzed) when exactly his status changed from asylum seeker to refugee. For example, we do 

not know which country was responsible for Bitar’s asylum application. According to the Dublin 

Regulation, it is normally the State where the asylee first entered the European Union (EU), 

which, in Bitar’s case, would be Greece. Furthermore, the regulation mandates that asylees can 

be forcibly returned to the first country of entry to the EU, based on a large-scale fingerprint 

system. Unfortunately, Bitar does not say how his claim for asylum was granted by the Swedish 

authorities and why he was not sent back to Greece, as per the Dublin Regulation. 

The internet has increased the visibility of cultures and subcultures that would otherwise 

remain invisible (Varis & Wang, 2011), like refugee communities. Refugees, including those of 

Arab ethnicity, are usually lumped together, especially in Western media, as one homogenous 

entity (“horde,” “wave,” “flood,” “caravan,” etc.), lacking in agency, sophistication, and skills, 

which deprives them of their humanity, often leading to their abuse and exploitation. This study 

hopes to demonstrate that refugees can be creatively agentive in their activism and efforts to help 

other refugees, complex and multifaceted in their subjectivities, and very skillful and 

sophisticated, both in their linguistic practices and their technological capabilities.  



 

 

115

YouTube is a space, where users of refugee backgrounds can find "their own 

communicative and socio-cultural niches” (Leppänen & Häkkinen, 2012, p. 19). It provides 

"spaces of communication in which the identity, meaning and boundaries of a diasporic 

community are continually constructed, debated and reimagined” (Mandaville, 2003, p. 135). 

Witteborn (2015), for example, looks into the different ways refugees position themselves on 

Facebook politically, legally, and socioculturally. Using ethnography of communication (Hymes, 

1962, 1972), she observed and interviewed participants who were claiming asylum in Germany, 

noting how Facebook and its multimodal affordances "enable people to choreograph their social 

persona and tailor it to a desired audience” (p. 356). She found that some of her participants 

perceived Facebook as primarily a platform for positive and coherent self-presentation, and 

hence avoided at all costs the labels refugee or asylum seeker, because of their association with 

poverty, sickness, and other undesirable qualities. By contrast, Witteborn found that other 

refugees in her study embraced the refugee label and used the word refugee strategically, 

moulding it into "a discursive force for political mobilization” (Witteborn, 2015, p. 361). For this 

group of participants, the goal was indeed to be perceived on social media as a refugee, since 

becoming perceptible helped them to speak out against and denounce unjust asylum laws, but 

also to connect and socialize with others, both fellow refugees and advocates, thus breaking the 

isolation and loneliness inflicted by the German asylum system. 

The following is an analysis of a selection of Bitar’s YouTube videos to shed light on 

some of the main themes and concepts outlined in the article, and in an attempt to understand 

how the YouTuber juggles his multiple personas. The analysis focuses primarily on his videos 

(vlogs), although some of the comments on them are looked at, as well. 

Bitar, the Internet Celebrity 
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Authenticity 

Bitar performs a consistent persona online and offline. When people meet him on the 

streets or at the mall, he is always smiling, cheerful, humorous, spontaneous, down-to-earth, and 

happy to let others take selfies with him (Figure 1). (However, as his popularity grew, he started 

adopting mainstream celebrity practices.) In one vlog, a Syrian fan, who came from another 

Swedish city just to meet with Bitar, says that "watching Bitar’s YouTube videos is nothing like 

meeting him in the flesh.” While an in-person encounter is usually thought to be more intimate 

than an online experience, the quote can also be about authenticity. The fan may have been 

surprised that Bitar in real life is no different from Bitar, the vlogger. In other words, his online 

and offline personas matched, and it is this consistency that gives the impression of authenticity. 

Yet another interpretation may be made by drawing on context collapse (boyd, 2007)43 

(discussed earlier), which refers to the collapse of multiple audiences and social groupings into 

one undifferentiated audience in online communication (e.g., Facebook friends or YouTube 

viewers). This undifferentiation makes it difficult for social media users (including YouTubers) 

to tailor their self-presentation to a specific audience, as in face-to-face interactions (Goffman, 

1959), which leads them to present a heavily edited self. Based on that understanding, one can 

speculate that, in his in-person interaction with the Syrian fan, Bitar was able to tailor his self-

presentation to just this individual and, as a result, did not have to edit himself too much, as he 

would with a broad, largely unknown online audience, which made meeting him “in the flesh” a 

very different experience from ‘meeting’ him through his videos.  

                                                      
43 The references cited and the concepts drawn upon in the Analysis section are all covered in the Introduction 

section. 
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Authenticity also involves honesty and modesty. Bitar likes to remind, not only his 

viewers, but also the famous actors and singers he interviews, that it is not in his nature to flatter 

others and that he will honestly tell them what he thinks of them. He says that, unlike other 

selfish YouTubers, he is always willing to collaborate with less experienced YouTubers (like 

Narin’s sisters) to help them grow. Bitar’s fellow YouTubers often describe him as kind-hearted. 

Figure 20 
 
Selfie with fans 
 

 

Intimacy 

Bitar displays intimacy in many different ways. He likes to stare at his handheld camera, 

zooming in onto his face, as if to let his viewers enjoy the rarity of his light blue eyes (Figure 

21). He frequently assures his fans that he loves them, “as if they were not millions of 

anonymous followers but a microcommunity of a few dozen well-known friends” (Jerslev, 2016, 

p. 5424). In one vlog, for example, he starts by saying: “It’s been a looooooong while since we 

last chatted. I promise you once I’m done building my studio, I’ll go back to daily vlogging. I 

miss you so so so so so so so much, I swear to God.” In this quote, he performs intimacy by 

telling his audience how much he misses them and by using words, like “chatting,” which 



 

 

118

connotes friendliness and informality. He also demonstrates responsiveness to his followers by 

apologizing for not posting and promising to upload daily vlogs.  

Figure 21 
 
Bitar, staring at the camera 
 

 
 

In another vlog, we see Bitar at a mall laughing with a Swedish seller (Figure 22) as he 

teaches her some Arabic words. Unexpectedly, the next scene shows him sitting in his car, 

sulking, and announcing a “sad vlog.” He says that he always shows his happy, joyful, playful 

side, but he also has a sad, dark side. He wants to share with his fans something very ‘personal.’ 

“I wanted to open myself up to you so you know me better.” He tells his viewers that he cannot 

be reunited with his family of origin, because they are scattered all over the world44. What 

troubles him most is that he is unable to go to Turkey to see his mother, whom he misses badly, 

unless he uses illegal means, because he had left Turkey illegally, through smugglers, on his 

journey to northern Europe. After making this confession, Bitar leaves his car to go to the mall, 

where he has the encounter with the Swedish seller. We immediately realize that this encounter 

                                                      
44 His father is in Germany, mother in Turkey, brother in Lebanon, and sister in Egypt. 
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took place after his car scene, which gives it a very different quality. We now know that behind 

his big smile, there is a broken heart. To add to the bitterness and sense of isolation, we find out 

that the Arabic words he asks her to repeat, without her understanding what they mean, translate 

to: “We were forced to leave our homeland only to find humiliation. How lucky he is who can 

return to Syria and smell the scent of its soil.”  

Figure 22 
 
Bitar and the Swedish woman at the mall 
 

 
 

Although few and far between, Bitar has his “sad vlogs,” where he is not his usual 

cheerful self. The vlog with the Swedish woman is illustrative of several themes associated with 

micro-celebrity. Bitar’s cheerfulness and playfulness, as expressed in his videos, can at times be 

understood as a form of emotional labor. We learn that, sometimes, hidden behind the cheery 

façade there is a suffering person who suppresses his feelings to induce happiness in his viewers 

(Hochschild, 1984). Similar to Senft’s (2008) camgirls, Bitar comes to realize that however 
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much he brands himself as product, he is ultimately a human being "engaged in a particular type 

of emotional labor” (Senft, 2008, p. 116).  

Furthermore, making confessions (Jones, 2015) is all about intimacy, although, as 

Marwick (2013) argues, the micro-celebrity attempts to hide what he "wants to keep most 

private” "precisely [emphasis added] through revealing more” about himself. In other words, he 

is "still presenting an edited self” (Marwick, 2013, p. 237). Nonetheless, this does not discount or 

minimize the great amount of work performed by Bitar in order to present and maintain an edited 

self: Deciding what to disclose (public) and what to hold back (private) is labor (Marwick, 

2013). Last but not least, we see Bitar in this vlog as both the celebrity and the refugee, and we 

sense the uneasy juxtaposition of the two personas. 

Responsiveness 

Bitar shows responsiveness to his fans in various ways. For example, he asks them to 

leave comments and to suggest countries they would like him to visit and make vlogs about. He 

says he will follow the suggestions of the commenters with the most likes. Bitar also tries to 

show his fans that even when he is treated like a mainstream celebrity, they are always on his 

mind. For instance, at a Swedish TV show, to which he was invited, and just before going live on 

air, he comes across a Moroccan invitee, tells him he has a lot of Moroccan fans on YouTube, 

and asks him to say something to them in the Moroccan dialect. The man does what he is asked 

happily and calls Bitar a great person and a source of pride for Arabs living in Sweden. In 

another vlog, he is reunited with a Greek friend, named Maria, whom he says lent him a helping 

hand when he was struggling in Greece financially and emotionally. In the video, he teaches her 

to say in Arabic “I love Mahmoud Bitar’s fans,” but she ends up saying “I love Mahmoud Bitar,” 

which makes them both laugh.  
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In exchange, Bitar expects from his followers to be responsive, too. They are expected to 

thumb up (like) his videos, subscribe to his channel, and offer constructive comments. Bitar’s 

power over his fans is such that he bet a friend in one of his vlogs that he can get 50,000 views 

and 30,000 comments in just one hour, and he won. 

Self-branding 

Bitar’s appearance plays a major role in his self-branding or self-commodification. 

Thanks, at least in part, to his good looks and stylish haircuts and clothes (Figure 23), or in 

Marwick’s words, “a set of physical and aesthetic criteria that are anything but common,” he was 

able to “credibly inhabit celebrity subjectivity” (Marwick, 2015, p. 157).  Bitar managed to 

cultivate and manipulate a publicizable self (including physical appearance) for the consumption 

of others (Marwick, 2013), i.e., a “consumable persona” (Marwick & boyd, 2011, p. 140).  

Figure 23 
 
Bitar’s physical appearance and style 
 

 

Another common self-branding strategy is cross-promotion (i.e., mutual 

recommendation): Bitar has successfully used this tactic both with other YouTubers (e.g., 
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fashion vlogger, Narin) and with mainstream celebrities, like famous actors, singers, and chefs. 

For example, in one of his vlogs, he swears that he will not post a single vlog on his own channel 

until Narin’s channel reaches 1,100,000 subscribers, thus implicitly telling (or rather obliging) 

his fans to subscribe to her channel, which is yet another example of Bitar’s great influence over 

his followers. One mainstream celebrity that endorsed and was endorsed by the Syrian YouTuber 

is a celebrated Turkish chef, named Burak, who appeared with Bitar in a series of vlogs. 

Although Bitar and Burak say that the reason behind their collaboration is their love and respect 

for each other, they clearly also cross-promote each other, even if they do not say so explicitly. 

In one vlog, the chef announces that anyone who comes into his restaurant and shows him the 

video he is filming with Bitar will get free kanafeh (a Middle Eastern dessert). 

Correspondingly, Bitar indicates that he added a link to Burak’s YouTube channel in the video’s 

description box and declares that anyone who views the video on Burak’s channel and leaves a 

comment will receive a reply from the famous chef. However, such mutual endorsement does not 

mean that both are famous to the same degree. In fact, Burak, the chef, is much more famous 

than Bitar, the YouTuber, and this can be clearly observed in their joint videos, where we see a 

lot more people wanting to take selfies with Burak than with Bitar. Like many micro-celebrities, 

Bitar simultaneously performs his role as both fan (of Burak) and celebrity (García-Rapp & 

Roca-Cuberes, 2017) or, put differently, as consumer and producer, a phenomenon that prompted 

scholars to come up with awkward portmanteaus, like prosumer (Jenkins 2006) and produser 

(Bruns 2008). Given that Bitar’s videos with Burak are among the most viewed of all his videos, 

we can assume that the cross-promotion strategy worked for Bitar. As for Burak, he mentioned 

in one of the vlogs that a lot of his customers come from the Arab world, which may explain the 
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motive behind his cooperation with Bitar, who is widely popular amongst this particular 

community, especially youth.  

It is important to remember that self-branding takes a toll on micro-celebrities, who, 

unlike their mainstream celebrity counterparts, do not have the luxury of hiring marketing 

managers and experts to do the branding for them. Bitar says in one of his vlogs that he is "all 

consumed by social media activity, filming all day and editing all night,” which can be described 

as both immaterial labor and hope labor (Kuehn & Corrigan, 2013).  

Aspirational production 

Fauxparazzi 

As discussed in the introduction, aspirational production refers to actions whereby 

micro-celebrities aspire to become mainstream celebrities. To this end, different tactics and 

practices are used, including the so-called fauxparazzi (coined from paparazzi), which means 

“taking photos of non-famous people staged to look famous” (Marwick, 2013, p. 122). One 

example of Bitar’s use of the fauxparazzi technique is a prank that he and his friends pulled on a 

stranger at a bus stop in a Swedish city. In the video, Bitar seats himself next to the woman, 

asking her for her phone number, but she rejects him, telling him she has a boyfriend, and that he 

should stop harassing her. Moments later, a professional photographer (played by one of Bitar’s 

friends) arrives and takes photos of Bitar, as he does different poses. Then a stranger (another 

friend) sees Bitar and hurries to take a selfie with him. Having watched this, the woman’s 

attitude changes dramatically, and the power differential between the two is reversed. After the 

woman had the upper hand, rejecting Bitar’s advances and putting him in his place, she now says 

(apologetically and as if under a spell): “I’m sorry I didn’t know you were famous. I have never 

known a famous person before.” Now she asks for Bitar’s phone number, but he tells her that he 
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does not give his number to strangers and walks away with contempt. What the woman did was 

willingly positioning herself as fan, as Bitar positioned himself as celebrity, thereby instituting 

the social hierarchy intrinsic to celebrity-fan relations. Pranks, both real and fake, are a recurrent 

genre among YouTubers, because, among other things, they can garner millions of views, thus 

increasing the popularity (or notoriety) of the YouTuber, in keeping with the logic of the 

attention economy, where visibility is rewarded above all else. 

In another vlog, Bitar uses the fauxparazzi technique, but this time making his friend 

Narin the mainstream celebrity. Holding a mic, and acting as a TV reporter, Bitar uses Modern 

Standard Arabic45 to introduce Narin to the public, as in a TV report or a documentary: “Here is 

where YouTuber Narins Beauty blossomed. She started her YouTube channel at the tender age 

of 15.” (Turning to Narin) “What message would you like to get through to your great fans?”  

Interviewing mainstream celebrities 

Bitar aspires to become a mainstream celebrity by associating himself with them (in this 

case, interviewing them), which is another form of aspirational behavior. Indeed, his interviews 

with famous Arab actors and singers are among the most viewed of all his vlogs. In one of them, 

Bitar interviews a famous Syrian singer, named Nassif Zeytoun, and we accidentally witness a 

clash between internet celebrity and traditional celebrity logics. Here is an excerpt: 

Bitar A lot of people say you’re a zero in social media. 
 

Zeytoun I’m not a zero. You are a zero. All my work involves social media. 
 

Bitar What surprises me most about you is that you can stand in front of 3,000 people,  
 
surrounded by big cameras and flashlights from all sides, and be OK with it. And  
 
yet you find it very hard to make a video using your phone’s camera. 
 

Zeytoun I just don’t like to see myself talk. That’s the reason. That’s all. 

                                                      
45 Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) is the formal, standardized variety of Arabic used in mass media. 
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It may be the case that Zeytoun’s difficulty with using his phone camera to make videos 

has less to do with ability or liking and more to do with status, namely that the practice of 

filming using one’s phone is associated with internet celebrity practices (hence low status) and 

with the logics of abundance (frequent uploads) and accessibility to fans (Bitar’s realm), which 

are at odds with the ways of mainstream celebrity. As a famous singer, Zeytoun is used to 

inhabiting a traditional celebrity subjectivity (Marwick, 2015) that translates into (high status) 

practices, like scarcity and distance. Also, Zeytoun may indeed be a zero when it comes to using 

social media as a goal in itself, but not as a means to publicize and propagate his art. It may not 

be a coincidence that the video shows Zeytoun “on top of” Bitar (Figure 24). 

Figure 24 
 
Bitar interviews singer, Nassif Zeyton 
 

 
 

Not only did Bitar interview actors, but he actually tried to become one (albeit with 

limited success), thereby taking his aspirational production to another level. In one of his vlogs, 
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he leaves Sweden to go to Lebanon to play a small acting role in an Arab soap opera. In the 

vlog, Bitar asks the director what he thinks of his acting, but he (the director) responds, saying 

that Bitar has the kindest of hearts, possibly a maneuver to avoid commenting on Bitar’s acting 

skills.  

In the sections above, I illustrated micro-celebrity strategies (authenticity, intimacy, 

responsiveness, etc.) using short excerpts and examples from a multitude of Bitar’s vlogs. In the 

next section, I analyze and highlight the same themes based on a single conversation that 

involved Bitar, Narin, and a third YouTuber named Jalal, in a vlog titled “Narin and I tell a 

secret, because its time has come, and y’all should know everything” (Figure 25). Despite the 

humor and playfulness of the conversation, the exchange elucidates many of the tactics 

associated with micro-celebrity. Bitar states that he made this vlog because some of his fans 

asked him for advice on how to launch a new YouTube channel. By creating the vlog, Bitar 

displays responsiveness to his followers: He read and responded to their comments, welcomed 

their suggestions, and complied to their demands (Abidin, 2015; Jerslev, 2016). Bitar invites 

Narin, a fashion vlogger with almost 4 million subscribers (at the time46), and Jalal to participate 

in the vlog, so they can share their own opinions on the subject (starting a YouTube channel). 

The vlog is also an opportunity for cross-promotion (mutual recommendation).  

Figure 25 
 
Bitar, Narin, and Jalal (behind) 
 

                                                      
46 Remarkably, Narins Beauty, as of now, has 11.3 million subscribers. 
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Starting with the title of the vlog, Bitar performs intimacy by telling his fans a ‘secret’ 

and by telling them ‘everything.’ Following Marwick (2013), ‘everything’ still does not 

constitute full disclosure on Bitar’s part, because he (and the other YouTubers) still present an 

edited or filtered self. Also, the informal and playful nature of the vlog, coupled with the fact that 

it is filmed in a bedroom, give it a backstage quality (Goffman, 1990), and thus presents “the 

illusion of an intimate sharing” (Abidin, 2015, para. 3). Furthermore, and according to Marwick 

(2013), by telling those ‘secrets’ and by revealing ‘everything,’ Bitar, Narin, and Jalal conceal 

what they want to keep most private. On the other hand, using the word secret in the title creates 

excitement and suspense and hence renders the video more visible (Burgess & Green, 2018) in 

line with the attention economy (Fairchild, 2007, as cited in Marwick, 2015). 

Here is the dialogue: 

Bitar (sarcastically) Today we are hosting YouTube’s chief consultant, Narins beauty!  
 
(applauds) 
 

Narin (puts her hand on her earphone) (Figure 25) 
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Bitar What are you doing? 

 
Narin (acting as if she does not know Arabic) I am listening to an interpreter to  

 
understand what you are saying. 
 

Bitar (grabbing her hair) Be serious or I’ll delete your channel! As a YouTuber with  
 
almost 4 million subscribers, how did you start? 
 

Narin Actually, it’s my sister who got the idea, and I joined her.  
 

Bitar What advice would you give to wannabe YouTubers? 
 

Jalal  (interjecting himself in the conversation) (self-deprecatingly) Judging from my  
 
200,000 subscribers, I advise y’all not to create a YouTube channel in the first  
 
place. [Note: Bitar and Narin’s subscribers are in the millions.] 
 

Bitar (to the viewers) Befriending a famous YouTuber will not make you famous.  
 
(Mocking Jalal) To give you all an example, Narin and Jalal are friends, even  
 
though Narin is very famous, with nearly 4 million subscribers, while Jalal is not  
 
that famous, with only 200,000 subscribers. 
 
(to Narin) So what’s your advice to novice YouTubers? 
 

Narin They should try to know what’s trending, so they can latch onto the topic. 
 

Bitar Here's one very important piece of advice. Don’t start a YouTube channel just to  
 
copy a famous YouTuber, or because you want to be famous. Start it only if you  
 
have a special talent or you have something different and unique to show to  
 
people. 
 

Narin (interrupting Bitar) Being a YouTuber has nothing to do with talent. We don’t  
 
play music or anything like that. 
 

Bitar (arguing with Narin) One has to have something to offer! An idea! Something!  
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(Addressing his audience) Don’t do like those who are like … (imitates the way  
 
beauty vloggers talk by exaggerating the feminine gestures in order to tease  
 
Narin). 
 

 
Feeling offended, Narin attempts to leave, but Bitar stops her, apologizing, and they 

resume the conversation. 

Bitar There has to be a goal, right? 
 

Narin Of course! But talent is not necessary. 
 

Bitar By the way, in the Arab world, why are female YouTubers more popular and  
 
successful than their male counterparts? 
 

Narin (coyly) Because we are so beautiful. 
 

Jalal It’s because we (Arab men) are horny (niswanjiyya). 
 

Bitar (changing the subject) I feel really sorry for a lot of talented YouTubers who don’t get  
 
that many views. 
 

Narin You don’t have to have a talent to become a successful YouTuber!  
 

Bitar (conceding, grudgingly) OK, but at least to have a passion! 
 

Narin Yeah, a passion, a goal, a sense of … 
 

Bitar (completing her sentence) Humor. 
 

Narin (agreeing) Right. We offer entertainment. We don’t offer professional stuff. We offer  
 
content for amusement, which people like, and that’s why they follow us. 
 

Bitar What was your family’s reaction when you decided to become a YouTuber? 
 

Narin They ridiculed me. All of them. So here is my cautionary advice: A lot of people, even  
 
those closest to you, will try to discourage you or trivialize your achievements. 
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Bitar That’s true. 
 

Narin Those people, who diminish your work, your ideas, your content, actually wouldn’t  
 
mind embracing your ideas. It’s your success that makes them want to undermine you.  
 
Just listen to your hearts, your feelings.   
 

Bitar (to the audience) Don’t copy someone else’s ideas. You must do something different. 
 

Narin (somewhat disagreeing) You can take ideas from other YouTubers. For example, if 
it’s 
 
 a trending topic.  
 

Bitar (impatiently) OK, but you can’t reproduce exactly others’ ideas. 
 

Narin Of course not. Don’t copy-paste. But if it’s a good idea, you can take it and rework it. 
 

Bitar You need to have your own style, your own flavor. To succeed, you need to do  
 
something different, something new. 
 

Narin (to the audience) Quick tips! Be yourselves, be natural, be spontaneous. Do what you  
 
love. Try to adjust to the society you live in. (in English) That’s it! 
 

Bitar (to the audience) If you give ear to (bad) comments, you’ll fail, for sure. You have a  
 
long road ahead of you. If you stop to listen to this or that, you won’t reach your goal.  
 
So, take the train and don’t stop at any station. 
 

Narin Take the plane! No stops! 
 

Bitar Don’t rely on anyone. If you do, you’ll be a loser. For example, don’t ask your friends  
 
to share your video or recommend your channel. (Whispering in Narin’s ear) Please  
 
share this video on your channel. 
 

Narin (laughs loudly) 
 

Bitar (to the viewers) (in English) Believe in yourself, and don’t think about anyone, and …  
 
love me. 
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The dialogue starts with a roleplay between Bitar (as a reporter or TV host) and Narin (as 

a high-profile guest). Although done for comic effect, the roleplay is a clear example of 

aspirational production (García-Rapp & Roca-Cuberes, 2017), "reproducing the iconography of 

‘traditional’ celebrity” (Marwick, 2015, p. 153) (in this case, the TV show, the microphone, the 

interpreter, applauding, etc.). Also, being a chief consultant, who does not know Arabic, suggests 

two things: First, it hints at the professionalization of YouTube amateur content, which is a 

growing trend on the platform; second, by making the consultant a non-Arabic speaker, Narin 

could be following a Western model of social media expertise and success or perhaps adopting 

Western standards of beauty. 

The roleplay between Bitar and Narin is followed by Jalal’s self-deprecating statement. 

Despite its humorous tone, the utterance reveals how the number of channel subscribers 

constitutes for the YouTuber, not only social capital (people you know) or economic capital 

(earnings from the platform), but also a form of symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1984), such that 

those with less subscribers (Jalal) have less legitimacy to talk and give advice than those who 

have more (Bitar and Narin). With this in mind, we can see how having one’s channel deleted 

constitutes the ultimate punishment, even though Bitar’s threat to delete Narin’s channel is not to 

be taken seriously.  

Commenting on Jalal’s statement and deprecating him even more, Bitar tells novice 

YouTubers that “Befriending a famous YouTuber will not make you famous,” giving Jalal and 

Narin’s friendship as an example: They are friends, even though Narin is very famous, with 

nearly 4 million subscribers, while Jalal is not that famous, with only 200,000 subscribers. In 

fact, Bitar’s claim that befriending a famous YouTuber will not make one famous, as 
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exemplified by the relationship between Narin and Jalal (in other words, that Narin’s fame did 

not rub off on Jalal despite their friendship) is not fully supported by research on micro-celebrity. 

In their analysis of celebrity practices on Twitter, Marwick and boyd (2011) have shown that 

befriending a celebrity indeed can and does rub off on an average person. They have found that 

by retweeting an average user (a fan, for example), the celebrity publicly identifies them as a 

friend, insofar as retweeting establishes a certain degree of intimacy and insiderness and 

provides endorsement to the retweeted person. The authors note that this new (elevated) status of 

friend of celebrity creates a power differential between them and average users (i.e., they are no 

longer average users). Furthermore, by endorsing the person, the celebrity invites their followers 

to check out the person’s account, thus increasing their visibility significantly, albeit not to the 

extent of making them celebrities. Marwick and boyd (2011) describe these people as having a 

liminal status, "not quite a celebrity, but not a fan” either (Marwick & boyd, 2011, p. 153). 

In addition to the above-mentioned observations, analysis of the dialogue between the 

three YouTubers suggests two findings: The three YouTubers sometimes contradict their own 

statements, and they also disagree (at least partially) among themselves in regard to the 

determinants of YouTube success (i.e., how to achieve micro-celebrity).  

Contradicting their own statements 

By considering it as a whole, the dialogue contains instances, where the YouTubers 

appear to contradict themselves, at times accidentally betraying the real reasons behind YouTube 

success. For example, although Narin’s admission that “it’s my sister who got the idea” shows 

that she is being honest and true to herself and her fans (i.e., authentic) by admitting that her 

interest in becoming a YouTuber originated with her sister, it seems to contradict what she states 

later in the dialogue about the imperative of self-motivation. Another instance in which Narin’s 
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statements about YouTube success seem to be inconsistent is her championing of authenticity, 

naturalness, and spontaneity, as key ingredients, while at the same time stating that female 

YouTubers are more successful than their male counterparts owing to their beauty. Although said 

in jest, Narin’s claim is an indirect acknowledgement of the role of physical appearance for the 

YouTuber. Narin’s ability to inhabit celebrity subjectivity and become a micro-celebrity is 

attributable, at least in part “to a set of physical and aesthetic criteria that are anything but 

common” (Marwick, 2015, p. 157) Even though both Bitar and Narin are good-looking and 

despite making a considerable effort to appear physically attractive and stylish in their vlogs, 

neither include or even consider this aspect explicitly in their success formula, as evidenced in 

the dialogue.  

Another topic that seems to prompt ambivalence is self-reliance. Towards the end of the 

conversation, Bitar urges the wannabe YouTuber to be self-reliant and not ask their friends to 

share videos on their channels, but then, immediately after that, he whispers to Narin to share his 

vlog on her channel, albeit humorously. The theme of self-reliance comes up again in a TEDx 

Talk that Bitar gave in 2017. Talking about his crushing financial circumstances and 

homelessness on his odyssey through Europe, he states: “I have a big family. Some of them have 

a lot of money. But I like to make myself.” 

Disagreeing with each other 

To tease Narin, Bitar imitates the way fashion vloggers talk, which can be seen as casting 

doubt on her authentic self. Indeed, the argument between Bitar and Narin revolves mainly 

around the meaning of authenticity, and we can see that they converge on certain elements but 

diverge on others. At the same time, the disagreement among the two YouTubers shows how 

elusive authenticity is as a notion (Marwick, 2013): Does it involve talent? Is it legitimate to 
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borrow from others? Yet, both Bitar and Narin seem to at least agree on the following traits: 

creative, goal-oriented, passionate, natural, spontaneous, thick-skinned, unique, and self-reliant, 

traits that have all been described in the literature on micro-celebrity. Both appear to believe that 

every individual is intrinsically valuable by virtue of their possession of an intrinsic and 

marketable skill (Marwick, 2013). Importantly, though, the lack of agreement between the two 

demonstrates that “[t]here is no singular formula for celebrity practice; it consists of a set of 

learned techniques that are leveraged differently by individuals” (Marwick & boyd47, 2011, p. 

144). 

The last comment I want to make on the dialogue ties into the next section on 

refugeehood and the refugee persona, as opposed to the celebrity persona, which I have covered 

thus far. In the dialogue, Narin advises novice and wannabe YouTubers to adjust to the societies 

they live in. While this piece of advice can be interpreted positively as calling on (Arab/refugee) 

migrants to integrate in their (Western) host societies, it can also have a negative reading, at least 

from the perspective of micro-celebrity. This ‘adjustment’ could be yet another layer of self-

editing or even self-censorship (Marwick, 2013), where certain aspects of her identity (perhaps 

her refugee background) are filtered to present a safe-for-work edited self (Marwick 2013). It is 

remarkable that the only time and place Narin uses English instead of Arabic in the entire 

conversation (“That’s all”) is after her utterance “Try to adjust to the society you live in.” 

Bitar, the Refugee 

Bitar’s early vlogs have been made while he was facing immense difficulties as a refugee 

and at a time when he was still relatively unknown. The next two vlogs, filmed in 2014 and 2016 

respectively, exemplify this period in his life.  

                                                      
47 dana boyd prefers the use of lower case in her name, rather than capitalizing it. 
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Made in 2014 and titled “An exiled Syrian whom you call ‘refugee,’” this vlog is divided 

into two halves. The first half of the video is a collage of pieces of footage from Arab TV shows 

that are re-cut and set to sad music, where Syrian refugees are either vilified or mocked. In one 

footage, we see a famous Egyptian TV show host say, shamingly: “Why did you flee Syria? If 

you were real men, you would go back to your country. You came here like frightened little 

chicken, and you think you are real men? Keep to yourselves, or you will be beaten and 

humiliated in public.” In another footage, Lebanese men and women, interviewed randomly on 

the streets of Beirut, say they would rather host beautiful Ukranian women than Syrian refugees. 

In yet another footage, a Jordanian sheikh states that Muslim men are allowed to have sexual 

relations with Syrian refugee girls by considering them as married slave women (milk al-

yameen). The second half of the video is Bitar’s commentary on these clips (implicitly 

addressing all Arabs): 

I haven’t given myself the label “Syrian refugee.” You are calling me by it. 

“Come here, Syrian.” “Go there, Syrian.” It may be true that I am a refugee, but I 

swear to God I will return to my country. I work for little money to survive, so 

that I don’t beg, so that I don’t humiliate myself. That’s all. Don’t think we stay in 

your countries for a passport or a residency permit or to get humanitarian aid. No. 

I am a proud Syrian. My morning coffee is worth the entire Arab world. 

(Tearfully, sniffingly) Go easy on us, just for a few years. They will pass, and we 

will return to our homeland, Syria, God willing. (Approaching the camera with a 

smirk) Thanks … to aaaaall Arabs. 

Posted in May 2016, when the Syrian civil war was in progress, the vlog starts with 

footage from a TV show, in which a famous Egyptian comedian makes fun of Syrians in Aleppo, 
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claiming that the deaths among civilians are all fake. The footage is followed by actual images of 

Aleppo under heavy bombardment by the Asad regime, showing young children being pulled 

from rubble, lifeless. This is followed by Bitar’s response to the Egyptian comedian: “I am so 

upset. How despicable it is to mock people who are being murdered, people lying dead in the 

rubble, to mock martyrs in the name of humor. (Angrily) Leave the Syrian people alone! On top 

of the deaths, the killings, the destruction, you mock us for amusement. (Tearfully) (Figure 26) It 

breaks my heart to see my fellow Syrians being butchered every day, without being able to help 

them, while you make jokes about them. Leave the Syrian people alone. We’ve suffered all kinds 

of deaths. Leave us alone." Unlike the majority of Bitar’s videos, where the camera is handheld, 

aimed at his face, in this vlog, the camera is fixed, and he is standing at some distance from it, in 

order to establish a more serious tone. Bitar's anger and tears (which he rarely shows) give the 

video a raw (i.e., authentic, unedited) quality.  

Figure 26 
 
Bitar, tearful, responding to Egyptian comedian 
 

 
The theme of humiliation recurs in Bitar’s vlogs, and the way he tackles it depends on the 

seriousness of the topic. For example, when a comedian mocks the killing of innocent Syrian 

civilians, humor, even black humor, is not an appropriate response for Bitar. However, he treated 
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the theme more lightly in other vlogs, as the one with the Swedish woman at the mall (discussed 

earlier), or in another vlog, shared widely on YouTube, in which he has a dog in his lap and 

holds a European passport up to the camera, saying: “Even this dog has its own legal passport” 

(Figure 27). 

Figure 27 
 
Bitar showing the dog’s passport 
 

 
 

Bitar was heavily criticized for an interview with the BBC in 2015, where he is reported 

to have advised other Syrians not to come to Sweden. The footage was widely circulated by 

Western media, which further fueled the controversy. In his defense, Bitar made a video, 

claiming that his statement was taken out of context, explaining that his sentence “Don’t come to 

Sweden” was immediately followed by “or a least think carefully about it,” which the BBC 

chose to omit. (Interestingly enough, in a TEDx Talk, Bitar tells a different account of the story, 

which casts some doubt on his truthfulness. He states that he was told by the director to say 

“Don’t come to Sweden” for humorous effect.)  Bitar explains that the point he was trying to 

make, using humor, was to warn other Syrians, who mistakenly think that Sweden is an idyllic 

place, where everyone is freely given a big house, a fancy car, and a constant supply of money. 
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Much of the criticism came from Syrians themselves. One journalist at an Arabic-speaking 

online newspaper wrote a scathing article titled “Mahmoud Bitar: Stop making idiots famous!” 

The Syrian writer says that Bitar is an unfunny, superficial, opportunistic, shameless fame-seeker 

with no merit whatsoever, who discourages other Syrian refugees from seeking asylum in 

Sweden, while he lives there like a prince. Despite the negative publicity, however, the BBC 

controversy unquestionably raised Bitar’s status as a celebrity both inside and outside YouTube. 

Whenever Bitar speaks to Arab media, he seems to always receive questions asking him 

to justify and legitimize his fame. (Unlike micro-celebrities, mainstream celebrities do not 

normally feel the need to justify their stardom.) For example, in an interview with an online Arab 

newspaper, the journalist tells him that a lot of people think he just wants to be famous, to which 

Bitar, replies: “The fame was a result of my success. It didn’t come from nothing. If I weren’t 

successful in what I’m doing, I wouldn’t have all these followers. Also, without my success, I 

wouldn’t get all that attention from the mass media, both Arab and Western, including Swedish, 

British, German, and Danish media.” Bitar’s answer suggests that he, at least to some extent, has 

to bow to mainstream celebrity logics (mass media visibility) to legitimate his celebrity status. In 

an Arab TV interview, Bitar declares “There’s nothing in real life called a dream. We see dreams 

only in sleep. Life is all about persistence and determination, especially when you are forced to 

leave your country.” This quote shows that the celebrity and refugee personas can sometimes 

work in synergy. The qualities of persistence and determination, which Bitar acquired from his 

experience as a refugee, are also key ingredients for the successful performance of micro-

celebrity. 

When Bitar appears in Western media, he is almost always compelled to wear the refugee 

persona, being described as “the face of refugees in Europe”, or having to speak on their behalf. 
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He states that he wants to convey a positive image of Syrians in Sweden, to show that they are 

more than just refugees. He tries to demonstrate that his compatriots are a people filled with 

educated and talented individuals, who are capable of integrating into their host country. (Bitar’s 

advocacy of integration has not prevented him from mocking Syrians who resettle in Sweden and 

immediately start referring to themselves as Swedes.) Yet, while Bitar’s refugee persona comes 

to the fore in these instances, his appearances in international media are also affirmations of his 

celeberity persona. The following is another example of such co-existence of the two personas. 

In a TEDx Talk he gave in 2017 titled “How to turn tragedy to comedy,” Bitar explains 

how and why he became a YouTuber: “I said to myself let’s start in social media. I am going to 

share my journey. I saw that the media coverage of refugees was largely negative and fake. 

Nothing true.” He then shares an anecdote, in which the celebrity and refugee personas blend 

seamlessly: 

"I was at the airport and had just passed through the security checkpoint 

successfully, carrying a fake Italian passport, when one of my fans saw me and 

screamed: “Mahmoud! Can I take a selfie with you, please?!” Having overheard 

me being called by the name “Mahmoud,” the police stopped me and, realizing I 

was in possession of a fake ID, arrested me, kicked me out of the airport, and told 

me to “try again.” 

YouTube Comments 

As discussed in the Introduction, comments can shed light on community norms and 

expectations (García-Rapp & Roca-Cuberes, 2017), including linguistic and semiotic practices 

(Barton & Lee, 2013). A quick overview of comments on his videos suggests that Bitar is a 

polarizing figure whose character tends to divide opinions into opposing factions. Following is a 
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small sample of commentary on Bitar’s vlogs. The vast majority of the comments are in Arabic, 

but a number of European languages (e.g., English, German, Swedish). As for the Arabic 

comments, they are overwhelmingly written in dialectal Arabic (mostly Syrian) and rarely in 

Modern Standard Arabic. 

Constructive comments 

- May God protect you, fellow Syrian.  

- Mahmoud, you made us proud.  

- I wish you happiness, Mahmoud. 

- (Arab user in English) “I LOVE YOU BITAR ��� � 

Disruptive comments 

Commenting on a video in which Bitar is seen in Lebanon surrounded by hundreds of 

young fans, the viewer writes:  

- If our Arab nations remain like that, we will never rise again. Who’s this worthless 

good-for-nothing y’all are gathering around?! I swear to God, what he really 

deserves is a hit with my shoe. He’s ruining the reputation of Syrian refugees in 

Europe.  

It is remarkable that the following comment is made by an Arab user: 

- Rest In Peace, Europe. The garbage of the Middle East will ruin you, just as they 

ruined their own countries. 

Other examples of antagonistic comments: 

- The Western media invites this worthless good-for-nothing, just to tarnish the image 

of the Syrian people, the majority of which are college graduates. What a shame! 

Written by an Arab in German:  
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- Hahahahaha! The dog has a passport, and you don’t! 

Written by an English-speaking user, commenting on Bitar’s TEDx Talk titled “How to 

turn tragedy to comedy”:  

- How to turn tragedy into self-entitlement. Have you actually seen his videos? He is 

insulting, arrogant and ungrateful he claims to be a refugee to make it ok what he 

does to the people he "pranks" on the streets? Maybe he should prank the people in 

the streets of the middle east. 

The following comment involves code-mixing between Arabic and English. The user 

mocks Bitar’s English at the TEDx Talk:  

- walla nice english ya man hhahahaaahahaahhahahahaha 

Another negative commentary on Bitar’s English at the TEDx Talk:  

- Bro learn English please before you go on stage talking like that 

The next two comments, written in English, are clear challenges to Bitar’s authenticity: 

- He’s so fake 

- But he wears fake clothing and flexes it that’s even worst than wearing off brand and 

you guys love this man 

Conclusion 

One aim of this chapter has been to explore the ways in which the Syrian YouTuber, 

Mahmoud Bitar performs and negotiates two seemingly conflicting identities or personas: the 

celebrity and the refugee. To examine his celebrity persona, I presented and discussed key 

notions, like micro-celebrity, self-branding, and the edited self. Analysis of Bitar’s vlogs, 

especially those with the most views, has shown that he makes use of micro-celebrity strategies, 

like authenticity, intimacy, responsiveness, immediacy, accessibility, and abundance. That is to 
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say, he has successfully and credibly inhabited celebrity subjectivity (Marwick, 2015). Bitar has 

engaged in aspirational production (i.e., aspiring to become a mainstream celebrity) at the risk 

of having his authenticity called into question by his fans.  

Bitar’s interactions and collaborations with other YouTubers (e.g., Narins Beauty and 

Jalal) suggest a lack of consensus about the determinants of YouTube success (i.e., achieving 

micro-celebrity) and the meaning of authenticity. The findings also suggest that the number of 

channel subscribers constitutes for the YouTuber, not only social capital or economic capital, but 

also a form of symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1984), such that those with less subscribers have less 

legitimacy to have a say. 

In contrast to the picture we get from analyzing Bitar’s most viewed videos, Bitar’s 

earliest videos have a raw quality about them that may have a twofold explanation: First, the low 

technical quality of the videos, which suggests amateurishness and primitiveness. Second, the 

fact that Bitar was much less known back then meant that his celebrity persona (being a branded 

self) was not fully developed, hence he felt less obliged to present asn edited self. In other words, 

it can be argued that the old Bitar was more authentic than the new Bitar. In his early videos, the 

refugee persona was more accentuated, since he was documenting his painful journey through 

Europe as a refugee. 
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CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

The internet has increased the visibility of cultures and subcultures that would otherwise 

remain invisible (Varis & Wang, 2011). This study has explored the post-migration identities and 

literacy practices of one such subculture, namely Arab refugees resettled in Europe, by taking a 

close look at their social media presence and activism in a superdiverse setting. Using digital 

ethnography, and drawing upon various theoretical perspectives, including notions from Bakhtin, 

Goffman, and Bourdieu, as well as micro-celebrity, the study has analyzed YouTube videos by 

two refugee YouTubers from Syria, Firas Alshater and Mahmoud Bitar, who have been resettled 

in Germany and Sweden, respectively. By investigating their use of language and other semiotic 

resources on social media, the main aim was to gain insight into the refugee Youtubers’ identity 

performance and how they reflect superdiverse conditions.  

The study has investigated two aspects that had hitherto remained largely unaddressed: 

the resettlement experiences of Arab refugees as creators of digital content and an explicit 

examination of power and social justice issues. Refugees, including those of Arab ethnicity, are 

usually lumped together, especially in Western media, as one homogenous entity (“horde,” 

“wave,” “flood,” “caravan,” etc.), lacking in agency, sophistication, and skills, which deprives 

them of their humanity, often leading to their abuse and exploitation. This study has sought to 

demonstrate that refugees can be creatively agentive in their activism and efforts to help other 

refugees, highly complex and multifaceted in their subjectivities, and very skillful and 

sophisticated, both in their linguistic practices and their technological capabilities. I will first 

disucss each YouTuber separately before highlighting their similarities and differences and 

drawing general conclusions and implications that may be helpful in future research. 
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The explorative analysis of the YouTube channel Zukar has been able to identify a 

number of themes that shed light on the YouTuber Alshater and the way he presents himself to 

his audiences. Using humor, Firas Alshater directs the bulk of his message to his host nation, 

Germany, in its own language, in an attempt to raise awareness about the plight of refugees in his 

society and in the world at large. While the humor can at times be painfully self-deprecating, the 

critique (of his host country) can also be sharp and scathing. No one is spared: ordinary citizens, 

the police, the bureaucrats, all the way to the top politicians. In many of his videos, Alshater 

shows how integration efforts can be hampered by dis-citizenship practices, but he maintains a 

compassionate stance, even towards refugee haters. One message he strives to get across is that 

integration is a two-way process, namely that both the refugee and the host society need to make 

a cultural effort to understand the other party, and that it is unwise and unfair to try to assign a 

fixed identity to the refugee. If Alshater himself is taken as an example, then one can say that the 

refugee is extremely complex and defies any form of definition, be it based on nationality, 

religion, language, circumstances, physical appearance, or any other criterion. De Fina and 

Tseng (2017) emphasize that identities are socially constructed (Berger & Luckman, 1967), 

performative (Butler, 1990), and heteroglossic (Bakhtin, 1981), observing that acquiring a 

foreign language “provides a terrain for the negotiation and evolution of multiple identities” (p. 

384). This is all true of Alshater, the YouTuber. 

Furthermore, Hua (2017) notes that studying identities in mobility reveals “an 

unprecedented complexity, an emphasis on identification rather than identity, and intersection of 

multiple identities such as race, ethnicity, gender, class, or sexuality” (p. 127). Hua guards 

against using existing binary labels to describe identity and calls for more tolerance to 

ambivalence and contradictions, opting for a conceptualization of identity as a historical process, 
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situated in time and place. Similarly, Park and Wee (2017) argue that transnationalism, defined 

as “the connections across national borders that are facilitated by the cross-boundary flows of 

people, products, and ideas” (p. 49), has contributed to “the delinking of language and national 

identity” (p. 51). In the same vein, Canagarajah (2013) advocates hybrid identities and 

ideological flexibility, which allow migrants to integrate in the new society without forsaking 

their heritage and ethnicity and which “let them shuttle across spatiotemporal contexts and 

communities easily” (p. 55). 

Suárez-Orozco (2002) identifies three styles of immigrant adaptation to the host society: 

complete assimilation (or ethnic flight), creating a hybrid identity, and developing an adversarial 

stance. Suárez-Orozco argues, however, that the most advantageous among the three adaptation 

styles is for immigrants to create a hybrid or transcultural identity, similar to Portes and Zhou’s 

(1993) concept of segmented assimilation and Bhabha’s (1994) third space, by achieving 

bilingual and bicultural competencies, which allows immigrants to benefit both their home 

culture and the host society, and to act as “cultural brokers” (Suárez-Orozco, p. 116) between the 

two. It is clear from the analysis that Alshater has created a hybrid and transcultural identity that 

allows him to be a cultural broker between German society and Arab/Syrian culture(s). Even 

though refugeehood was associated with lack of agency and choice, loss of direction, and loss of 

pride (Ludwig, 2015), this YouTuber’s experience, as represented by his videos, associates 

refugeehood with the opposite qualities. 

One aim of the chapter on Mahmoud Bitar has been to explore the ways in which the 

Syrian YouTuber performs and negotiates two seemingly conflicting identities or personas: the 

celebrity and the refugee. To examine his celebrity persona, I presented and discussed key 

notions, like micro-celebrity, self-branding, and the edited self. Analysis of Bitar’s vlogs, 
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especially those with the most views, has shown that he makes use of micro-celebrity strategies, 

like authenticity, intimacy, responsiveness, immediacy, accessibility, and abundance. That is to 

say, he has successfully and credibly inhabited celebrity subjectivity (Marwick, 2015). Bitar has 

engaged in aspirational production (i.e., aspiring to become a mainstream celebrity) at the risk 

of having his authenticity called into question by his fans.  

Bitar’s interactions and collaborations with other YouTubers (e.g., Narins Beauty and 

Jalal) suggest a lack of consensus about the determinants of YouTube success (i.e., achieving 

micro-celebrity) and the meaning of authenticity. The findings also suggest that the number of 

channel subscribers constitutes for the YouTuber, not only social capital or economic capital, but 

also a form of symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1984), such that those with less subscribers have less 

legitimacy to have a say. 

In contrast to the picture we get from analyzing Bitar’s most viewed videos, Bitar’s 

earliest videos have a raw quality about them that may have a twofold explanation: First, the low 

technical quality of the videos, which suggests amateurishness and primitiveness. Second, the 

fact that Bitar was much less known back then meant that his celebrity persona (being a branded 

self) was not fully developed, hence he felt less obliged to present an edited self. In other words, 

it can be argued that the old Bitar was more authentic than the new Bitar. In his early videos, the 

refugee persona was more accentuated, since he was documenting his painful journey through 

Europe as a refugee. 

More specifically, this study has attempted to answer three main questions: What does 

superdiversity look like in a transnational space like YouTube? How do the YouTubers use their 

repertoires to perform their identities? How do they use the platform to keep ties to both home 

and host societies? However, the analysis of Mahmoud Bitar led me to explore a phenomenon 
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that I had not fully considered initially in my study, namely micro-celebrity. The answer to the 

first question is more evident in Alshater’s case study. The channel name Zukar is a hybrid of the 

Arabic and German words for sugar, namely sukkar and Zucker, respectively. This is an example 

of what some scholars have termed linguistic bricolage, a phenomenon that has been observed in 

linguistically superdiverse environments; similar concepts include heteroglossia, crossing, 

polylingualism, translanguaging, and metrolingualism (Blommaert & Rampton, 

2011).  Translanguaging challenges the concept of language as an autonomous, homogeneous, 

and bounded entity. Rather, it is argued that people have rich and varied repertoires to draw 

from, which are semiotic resources, both linguistic and non-linguistic, that users flexibly “mix 

and play with” (Budach & de Saint-Georges, p. 65) to achieve communication, and which 

transcend national languages. Similarly, Park and Wee (2017) call on linguists to “adopt a 

perspective on language that views fragmentation and truncatedness as central to the nature of 

language use” (p. 60). 

In one video, the YouTuber notes that with his beard, glasses, and piercings, he looks 

neither like an Arab nor a German. We can see how Alshater’s friend (who performs heroics to 

prevent him from shaving his beard) exemplifies the globalism and mobility that characterize 

superdiverse environments: He is Arab, but he has a German name Bartmann, which is an 

allusion to the American Batman, and he plays an English song called There's just nothing better 

than a beard. Furthermore, figures as different, yet globally recognized, as Jesus and Chuck 

Norris are juxtaposed. In another video, a yellow arrow says in German, “Your first refugee,” 

while the word in red says in Romanized Arabic, “my beloved.” Habibi is used ambiguously in 

the photo; it could possibly be said by the baby to its German hugger, or vice versa. The 

romanization of Arabic here is an example of reterritorializing the language (Blackledge & 
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Creese, 2012), where cultural elements from the host country (the Latin script) are fused into the 

migrant’s cultural practices (the Arabic word حبيبي). Language reterritorialization is another 

feature of superdiversity and transnationalism. In yet another video, Alshater says he got the idea 

of his “Hug me” video from a footage that shows a bearded man standing, blindfolded, in 

downtown Toronto with two signs at his feet. One reads, "I am a Muslim. I am labelled as a 

terrorist." The other sign says, "I trust you. Do you trust me? Give me a hug." The YouTuber’s 

access to and inspiration by the Toronto video is an example of how social media has greatly 

facilitated globalism (Blommaert, 2013). Also, the video is an exemplification of mobility, 

complexity, and transnationalism (Blommaert, 2013; Budach & de Saint-Georges, 2017; Park & 

Wee, 2017), which characterize the digital age: Alshater, a Syrian of refugee background, is 

making YouTube videos from Germany, in German (although his native language is Arabic), 

and he gets inspired by a Muslim man, who is an immigrant in Canada and whom he never met 

in person. Furthermore, the video is titled in English and is posted on YouTube, to be viewed by 

the entire world, generating comments from people of different national, ethnic, and linguistic 

backgrounds. 

The second question investigates how the YouTubers use their repertoires to perform 

their identities. Apart from the affordances offered by the social media platform, the two 

YouTubers tend to rely on different repertoires. Whereas Alshater plays more with language, 

alternating between or combining Arabic, German, and English, Bitar uses micro-celebrity 

strategies, like authenticity, intimacy, responsiveness, and aspirational production to connect 

with his fans. However, regardless of the tools used, both YouTubers seem to have succeeded in 

maintaining ties to both home and host societies, as evident both in the videos and the comments 

on them, which answers the third question.   
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This study has sought to refute the idea that refugees are one homogenous entity 

(“horde,” “wave,” “flood,” “caravan,” etc.), lacking in agency, sophistication, and skills, which 

deprives them of their humanity, often leading to their abuse and exploitation. It hopes to 

demonstrate that refugees can be creatively agentive in their activism and efforts to help other 

refugees, complex and multifaceted in their subjectivities, and very skillful and sophisticated, 

both in their linguistic practices and their technological capabilities. The study also hopes to have 

filled two gaps in the literature: a documentation of the resettlement experiences of Arab 

refugees as creators of digital content and an explicit examination of power and social justice 

issues, including the problem of dis-citizenship. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

150

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 

 
Abidin, C. (2015). Communicative intimacies: Influencers and perceived 

interconnectedness. Ada, 8, 1-16. 

Alencar, A. (2018). Refugee integration and social media: A local and experiential perspective. 

Information, Communication & Society, 21(11), 1588-1603. 

Andrejevic, M. (2004). The webcam subculture and the digital enclosure. In MediaSpace: Place, 

scale and culture in a media age (pp. 193-208). Routledge. 

Androutsopoulos, J. (2006). Multilingualism, diaspora, and the Internet: Codes and identities on 

German‐based diaspora websites 1. Journal of Sociolinguistics, 10(4), 520-547. 

Androutsopoulos, J., & Juffermans, K. (2014). Digital language practices in superdiversity: 

Introduction. Discourse, Context & Media, 3(4-5), 1-6. 

Arnaut, K. (2015). Superdiversity: Elements of an emerging perspective. In Language and 

superdiversity (pp. 59-80). Routledge. 

Baker, S. (2013). Conceptualising the use of Facebook in ethnographic research: as tool, as data 

and as context. Ethnography and Education, 8(2), 131-145. 

Bakhtin, M. M. (1981). The dialogic imagination: Four essays. 

Bakhtin, M. M. (1984). Rabelais and his world(Vol. 341). Indiana University Press. 

Bakhtin, M. M. (1986). The Bildungsroman and its Significance in the History of 

Realism. Speech genres and other late essays, 10, 21. 

Barton, D. (2001). Directions for literacy research: Analysing language and social practices in a 

textually mediated world. Language and education, 15(2-3), 92-104. 



 

 

151

Barton, D., & Lee, C. (2013). Language online: Investigating digital texts and practices. 

routledge. 

Bell, D. (2001). An introduction to cyberculture. Routledge. 

Belling, L., & De Bres, J. (2014). Digital superdiversity in Luxembourg: The role of 

Luxembourgish in a multilingual Facebook group. Discourse, Context & Media, 4, 74-86. 

Benson, P. (2016). The discourse of YouTube: Multimodal text in a global context. Taylor & 

Francis. 

Benson, P., & Chan, N. (2010). TESOL after YouTube: Fansubbing and informal language 

learning. Taiwan Journal of TESOL, 7(2), 1-23. 

Berger, P. L., & Luckman, T. (1967). The social construction of reality. Penguin. 

Bhatia, A. (2020). Vlogging and the discursive co‐construction of ethnicity and beauty. World 

Englishes, 39(1), 7-21. 

Blackledge, A., & Creese, A. (2012). Negotiation of identities across times and spaces. In 

Multilingualism, Discourse, and Ethnography (pp. 88-100). Routledge. 

Blommaert, J. (2005). Discourse: A critical introduction. Cambridge University Press. 

Blommaert, J. (2013). Ethnography, superdiversity and linguistic landscapes: Chronicles of 

complexity (Vol. 18). Multilingual Matters. 

Blommaert, J. (2017). Durkheim and the Internet: On sociolinguistics and the sociological 

imagination. Tilburg Papers in Culture Studies, 173. 

Blommaert, J. (2018). Dialogues with ethnography: Notes on classics, and how I read them. 

Multilingual Matters. 

Blommaert, J. (2019). Formatting online actions:# justsaying on Twitter. International Journal 

of Multilingualism, 16(2), 112-126. 



 

 

152

Blommaert, J., & Backus, A. (2013). Superdiverse repertoires and the individual. 

In Multilingualism and multimodality (pp. 9-32). Brill Sense. 

Blommaert, J., & Rampton, B. (2011). Language and superdiversity. Diversities, 13(2). 

Blommaert, J., & van de Vijver, F. (2013). Good is not good enough: Combining surveys and 

ethnographies in the study of rapid social change. Tilburg Papers in Culture Studies, 65. 

Blommaert, J., & Varis, P. (2011). Enough is enough: The heuristics of authenticity in 

superdiversity. Tilburg Papers in Culture Studies, 2, 1-13. 

Bonilla, Y., & Rosa, J. (2015). # Ferguson: Digital protest, hashtag ethnography, and the racial 

politics of social media in the United States. American ethnologist, 42(1), 4-17. 

Bou-Franch, P., & Blitvich, P. G. C. (2014). Conflict management in massive polylogues: A case 

study from YouTube. Journal of Pragmatics, 73, 19-36. 

Bou-Franch, P., Lorenzo-Dus, N., & Blitvich, P. G. C. (2012). Social interaction in YouTube 

text-based polylogues: A study of coherence. Journal of Computer-Mediated 

Communication, 17(4), 501-521. 

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice. Cambridge University Press. 

Bourdieu, P. (1990). The logic of practice. Stanford University Press.  

Bourdieu, P. (1991). Language and symbolic power. Harvard University Press. 

boyd, d. (2007). Why youth (heart) social network sites: The role of networked publics in 

teenage social life. In D. Buckingham (Ed.), Youth, identity, and digital media (pp. 119-

142). Cambridge: MIT Press. 

boyd, d. (2008). How can qualitative internet researchers define the boundaries of their projects: 

A response to Christine Hine. Internet inquiry: Conversations about method, 26-32. 



 

 

153

Boyd, M. S. (2014). (New) participatory framework on YouTube? Commenter interaction in US 

political speeches. Journal of Pragmatics, 72, 46-58. 

Boyd, M. S. (2014). Participation and recontextualisation in new media. From text to political 

positions: Text analysis across disciplines, 245-268. 

Brubaker, R. (1998). Migrations of ethnic unmixing in the “New Europe”. International 

Migration Review, 32(4), 1047-1065. 

Budach, G., & de Saint-Georges, I. (2017). Superdiversity and language. The Routledge 

handbook of migration and language, 63-78. 

Burgess, J., & Green, J. (2018). YouTube: Online video and participatory culture. John Wiley & 

Sons. 

Burnett, C., & Merchant, G. (2011). Is There a Space for Critical Literacy in the Context of 

Social Media?. English Teaching: Practice and Critique, 10(1), 41-57. 

Butler, J. (1990). Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. Routledge. 

Canagarajah, A. S. (2013). Reconstructing heritage language: Resolving dilemmas in language 

maintenance for Sri Lankan Tamil migrants. 

Canagarajah, A. S. (2017). Introduction: The nexus of migration and language: The emergence 

of a disciplinary space. In The Routledge handbook of migration and language (pp. 1-28). 

Taylor and Francis Inc.. 

Chun, E. W. (2013). Ironic blackness as masculine cool: Asian American language and 

authenticity on YouTube. Applied linguistics, 34(5), 592-612. 

Collins, J., & Blot, R. K. (2003). Introduction: Text, Power and Identity. Literacy and Literacies. 

Text, Power and Identity. United kingdom, Cambridge University Press,. 



 

 

154

Cotter, K. (2019). Playing the visibility game: How digital influencers and algorithms negotiate 

influence on Instagram. New Media & Society, 21(4), 895-913. 

Coupland, N. (2012). Bilingualism on display: The framing of Welsh and English in Welsh 

public spaces. Language in Society, 41(1), 1-27. 

Creese, A., & Blackledge, A. (2010). Towards a sociolinguistics of superdiversity. Zeitschrift für 

Erziehungswissenschaft, 13(4), 549-572. 

Cunningham, S., & Craig, D. (2017). Being ‘really real’ on YouTube: authenticity, community 

and brand culture in social media entertainment. Media International Australia, 164(1), 

71-81. 

Davies, J. (2012). Facework on Facebook as a new literacy practice. Computers & 

education, 59(1), 19-29. 

Davies, J. (2013). Trainee hairdressers’ uses of Facebook as a community of gendered literacy 

practice. Pedagogy, Culture & Society, 21(1), 147-169. 

Davies, J. (2014). (Im) material girls living in (Im) material worlds. New literacies around the 

globe: Policy and pedagogy, 72. 

De Cock, B., & Pedraza, A. P. (2018). From expressing solidarity to mocking on Twitter: 

Pragmatic functions of hashtags starting with# jesuis across languages. Language in 

society, 47(2), 197. 

De Fina, A. (2016). Storytelling and audience reactions in social media. Language in 

Society, 45(4), 473. 

De Fina, A., & Tseng, A. (2017). Narrative in the study of migrants. In The Routledge Handbook 

of Migration and Language (pp. 381-396). London and New York, NY: Routledge. 

De Saussure, F. (2011). Course in general linguistics. Columbia University Press. 



 

 

155

Deumert, A. (2014). Digital superdiversity: A commentary. Discourse, Context & Media, 4, 116-

120. 

Döring, N. (2002). Studying online love and cyber romance. Online social sciences, 333-356. 

Fairchild, C. (2007). Building the authentic celebrity: The “Idol” phenomenon in the attention 

economy. Popular music and society, 30(3), 355-375. 

Fairclough, N. (2001). Language and power. London and New York: Longman. 

Feuerherm, E., & Roumani, R. (2016). 3 The Journey to US Citizenship: Interviews with Iraqi 

Refugees. Language, Immigration and Naturalization: Legal and Linguistic Issues, 56. 

Flores, N., & Lewis, M. (2016). From truncated to sociopolitical emergence: A critique of super-

diversity in sociolinguistics. International journal of the sociology of language, 

2016(241), 97-124. 

Foley, D. E. (2002). Critical ethnography: The reflexive turn. International Journal of 

Qualitative Studies in Education, 15(4), 469-490. 

Frobenius, M. (2014). Audience design in monologues: How vloggers involve their 

viewers. Journal of Pragmatics, 72, 59-72. 

Gaden, G., & Dumitrica, D. (2015). The ‘real deal’: Strategic authenticity, politics and social 

media. First Monday. 

Garcia, A. C., Standlee, A. I., Bechkoff, J., & Cui, Y. (2009). Ethnographic approaches to the 

internet and computer-mediated communication. Journal of contemporary 

ethnography, 38(1), 52-84. 

García-Rapp, F., & Roc-Cuberes, C. (2017). Being an online celebrity: Norms and expectations 

of YouTube's beauty community. First Monday, 22(7). 

Gee, J. P. (2000). The new literacy studies and the “social turn”. 



 

 

156

Gee, J. P. (2014). An introduction to discourse analysis: Theory and method. Routledge. 

Gee, J. (2015). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses. Routledge. 

Geertz, C. (1973). The interpretation of cultures (Vol. 5019). Basic books. 

Gilmore, P. (2002). Methodological challenges of critical ethnography: Insights from 

collaborations on an indigenous counter narrative. Ethnography and schools: Qualitative 

approaches to the study of education, 185-193. 

Godin, M., & Doná, G. (2016). “Refugee voices,” new social media and politics of 

representation: young Congolese in the diaspora and beyond. Refuge: Canada's Journal 

on Refugees, 32(1), 60-71. 

Goffman, E. (1959). The presentation of self in everyday life. Garden City, NY: Doubleday. 

Goffman, E. (1974). Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. Harvard 

University Press. 

Goffman, E. (1979). Footing. Semiotica, 25, 1-29. 

Goffman, E. (1981). Forms of talk. University of Pennsylvania Press. 

Goffman, E. (1990). The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Doubleday, New York. 

Grenfell, M. J. (2014). Pierre Bourdieu: key concepts. Routledge. 

Grenfell, M., James, D., Hodkinson, P., Reay, D., & Robbins, D. (1998). Acts of practical 

theory: Bourdieu and education. London: RoutledgeFalmer. 

Häkkinen, A., & Leppänen, S. (2013). YouTube meme warriors: Mashup videos as political 

critique. Tilburg Pap. Cult. Stud, 86. 

Hanks, W. F. (1996). Exorcism and the description of participant roles. Natural histories of 

discourse, 160-200. 



 

 

157

Hearn, A., & Schoenhoff, S. (2016). From celebrity to influencer. A companion to celebrity, 194-

212. 

Heath, S. B., & Street, B. V. (2008). On Ethnography: Approaches to Language and Literacy 

Research. Language & Literacy (NCRLL). Teachers College Press. 1234 Amsterdam 

Avenue, New York, NY 10027. 

Heyd, T. (2014). Doing race and ethnicity in a digital community: Lexical labels and narratives 

of belonging in a Nigerian web forum. Discourse, Context & Media, 4, 38-47. 

Hine, C. (2009). How can qualitative internet researchers define the boundaries of their 

projects?. 

Hine, C. (2017). Ethnographies of online communities and social media: Modes, varieties, 

affordances. The SAGE handbook of online research methods, 2, 401-415. 

Hochschild, A. R. (1984). The managed heart: Commercialization of human feeling. Univ of 

California Press. 

Holmes, A. G. D. (2020). Researcher Positionality--A Consideration of Its Influence and Place in 

Qualitative Research--A New Researcher Guide. Shanlax International Journal of 

Education, 8(4), 1-10. 

Horton, D., & Richard Wohl, R. (1956). Mass communication and para-social interaction: 

Observations on intimacy at a distance. psychiatry, 19(3), 215-229. 

Hou, M. (2019). Social media celebrity and the institutionalization of 

YouTube. Convergence, 25(3), 534-553. 

Hua, Z. (2017). New orientations to identities in mobility. The Routledge handbook of language 

and migration, 117-132. 



 

 

158

Hymes, D. (1962). The ethnography of speaking. In Gladwin, T. and Sturtevant, W.C. (eds) 

Anthropology and Human Behavior. Washington, DC: Anthropological Society of 

Washington, pp. 13–53. 

Hymes, D. (1972). Models of the interaction of language and social setting. In Gumperz, H.H. 

and Hymes, D. (eds) Directions in Sociolinguistics: The Ethnography of Communication. 

New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, pp. 35–71. 

Jaspers, J., & Van Hoof, S. (2019). Style and stylisation. In The Routledge handbook of linguistic 

ethnography (pp. 109-145). Routledge. 

Jefferson, G. (2004). Glossary of transcript symbols with an introduction. Pragmatics and 

Beyond New Series, 125, 13-34. 

Jerslev, A. (2016). Media times| in the time of the microcelebrity: celebrification and the 

YouTuber Zoella. International Journal of Communication, 10, 19. 

Jones, R. H. (2015). Generic intertextuality in online social activism: The case of the" It Gets 

Better" project. Language in Society, 317-339. 

Jonsson, C., & Muhonen, A. (2014). Multilingual repertoires and the relocalization of manga in 

digital media. Discourse, Context & Media, 4, 87-100. 

Juffermans, K., Blommaert, J., Kroon, S., & Li, J. (2014). Dutch–Chinese repertoires and 

language ausbau in superdiversity: A view from digital media. Discourse, Context & 

Media, 4, 48-61. 

Kell, C. (2017). Traveling texts, translocal/transnational literacies, and transcontextual 

analysis. The Routledge handbook of migration and language, 413-430. 



 

 

159

Koven, M., & Marques, I. S. (2015). Performing and evaluating (non) modernities of Portuguese 

migrant figures on YouTube: The case of Antonio de Carglouch. Language in 

Society, 44(2), 213. 

Kristeva, J. (1980). Desire in language: A semiotic approach to literature and art. Columbia 

University Press. 

Kuehn, K., & Corrigan, T. F. (2013). Hope labor: The role of employment prospects in online 

social production. The Political Economy of Communication, 1(1). 

Lange, P. G. (2007). The vulnerable video blogger: Promoting social change through 

intimacy. The Scholar and Feminist Online, 5(2), 1-12. 

Leander, K. M., & Sheehy, M. (2004). Spatializing literacy research and practice (Vol. 15). 

Peter Lang. 

LeBesco, K. (2004). Managing visibility, intimacy, and focus in online critical 

ethnography. Online social research: Methods, issues, and ethics, 63-79. 

Leppänen, S., & Häkkinen, A. (2012). Buffalaxed superdiversity: Representations of the other on 

YouTube. Diversities, 14(2), 17-33. 

Leppänen, S., Kytölä, S., Jousmäki, H., Peuronen, S., & Westinen, E. (2013). Entextualization 

and resemiotization as resources for (dis) identification in social media. Tilburg Papers in 

Culture Studies, 57, 1-46. 

Lewinski, M., & Blair, J. A. (2011). Monologue, dilogue or polylogue: Which model for public 

deliberation?. 

Lindgren, S. (2012). Collective coping through networked narratives: YouTube responses to the 

Virginia Tech shooting. In School shootings: Mediatized violence in a global age. 

Emerald Group Publishing Limited. 



 

 

160

Ludwig, B. (2015). The different meanings of the word refugee. In Refugee resettlement in the 

United States: Language, policy, pedagogy, 35-53. 

Luke, A., & Carrington, V. (2002). 16 Globalisation, literacy, curriculum practice. Raising 

standards in literacy, 231. 

Mandaville, P. (2003). Communication and diasporic Islam: a virtual ummah?. In The media of 

diaspora (pp. 147-159). Routledge. 

Markham, A. N. (2016). Ethnography in the digital internet era. Denzin NK & Lincoln YS, Sage 

handbook of qualitative research, Thousands Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 650-668. 

Marwick, A. E. (2013). Status update: Celebrity, publicity, and branding in the social media 

age. Yale University Press. 

Marwick, A. E. (2015). Instafame: Luxury selfies in the attention economy. Public culture, 27(1 

(75)), 137-160. 

Marwick, A., & boyd, d. (2011). To see and be seen: Celebrity practice on 

Twitter. Convergence, 17(2), 139-158. 

Matoesian, G. M. (1999). The grammaticalization of participant roles in the constitution of 

expert identity. Language in society, 491-521. 

Maton, K. (2014). Habitus. In Grenfell, M. J. (Ed.), Pierre Bourdieu: key concepts (pp. 49-67). 

Routledge. 

Mc Laughlin, F. (2014). Senegalese digital repertoires in superdiversity: A case study from 

Seneweb. Discourse, Context & Media, 4, 29-37. 

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1984). Qualitative data analysis: a sourcebook of new 

methods.  



 

 

161

Mills, K. A. (2010). A review of the “digital turn” in the new literacy studies. Review of 

educational research, 80(2), 246-271. 

Ndhlovu, F. (2016). A decolonial critique of diaspora identity theories and the notion of 

superdiversity. Diaspora Studies, 9(1), 28-40. 

Page, R. (2012). The linguistics of self-branding and micro-celebrity in Twitter: The role of 

hashtags. Discourse & communication, 6(2), 181-201. 

Page, R., Barton, D., Unger, J. W., & Zappavigna, M. (2014). Researching language and social 

media: A student guide. Routledge. 

Park, J. S. Y., & Wee, L. (2017). Nation-state, transnationalism, and language. The Routledge 

handbook of migration and language, 47-62. 

Pavlenko, A. (2014). Superdiversity and why it isn’t: Reflections on terminological innovation 

and academic branding.  

Phillips, W. (2015). This is why we can't have nice things: Mapping the relationship between 

online trolling and mainstream culture. MIT Press. 

Pihlaja, S. (2011). Cops, popes, and garbage collectors: Metaphor and antagonism in an 

atheist/Christian YouTube video thread. Language@ Internet, 8(1). 

Pike, K. L. (1967). Etic and emic standpoints for the description of behavior. 

Postill, J., & Pink, S. (2012). Social media ethnography: The digital researcher in a messy 

web. Media International Australia, 145(1), 123-134. 

Robertson, R. (1995). Glocalization: Time-space and homogeneity-heterogeneity. Global 

modernities, 2(1), 25-44. 

Said, E. W. (1979). Orientalism. Vintage. 



 

 

162

Scollon, R., & Scollon, S. W. (2003). Discourses in place: Language in the material world. 

Routledge. 

Scollon, R., & Scollon, S. W. (2004). Nexus analysis: Discourse and the emerging internet. 

Routledge. 

Senft, T. M. (2008). Camgirls: Celebrity and community in the age of social networks (Vol. 4). 

Peter Lang. 

Senft, T. M. (2013). Microcelebrity and the branded self. A companion to new media dynamics, 

346-354. 

Sharma, B. K. (2014). On high horses: Transnational Nepalis and language ideologies on 

YouTube. Discourse, Context & Media, 4, 19-28. 

Smith, D. (1986). The anthropology of literacy acquisition. The acquisition of literacy: 

Ethnographic perspectives. Norwood, NJ: Ablex. 

Soukup, C. (1999). The gendered interactional patterns of computer-mediated chatrooms: A 

critical ethnographic study. The information society, 15(3), 169-176. 

Spotti, M. (2011). Ideologies of Success for Superdiverse Citizens: the Dutch Testing Regime for 

Integration and the Online Private Sector. Diversities, 13(2). 

Stæhr, A. (2015). Reflexivity in Facebook interaction–Enregisterment across written and spoken 

language practices. Discourse, Context & Media, 8, 30-45. 

Suárez-Orozco, C., & Suárez-Orozco, M. M. (2002). Remaking identities. Children of 

immigration, 87-123. 

Szabla, M., & Blommaert, J. (2020). Does context really collapse in social media 

interaction?. Applied Linguistics Review, 11(2), 251-279. 



 

 

163

TEDx. (2017, May 3). How to turn tragedy to comedy | Mahmoud Bitar 

TEDxSciencesPoCampusMenton [Video]. YouTube. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=diNig56gd-g&t=3s 

Thomson, P. (2014). Field. In Grenfell, M. J. (Ed.), Pierre Bourdieu: key concepts (pp. 67-85). 

Routledge. 

Tolson, A. (2010). A new authenticity? Communicative practices on YouTube. Critical 

Discourse Studies, 7(4), 277-289. 

Tomlinson, A. (2004). Pierre Bourdieu and the sociological study of sport: Habitus, capital and 

field. In Sport and modern social theorists (pp. 161-172). Palgrave Macmillan, London. 

Varis, P. (2014). Digital ethnography. Tilburg papers in Culture Studies, paper 104. 

Varis, P. (2017). Superdiverse times and places: Media, mobility, conjunctures and structures of 

feeling. Engaging superdiversity: Recombining spaces, times and language practices, 25-

46. 

Varis, P., & Blommaert, J. (2015). Conviviality and collectives on social media: Virality, 

memes, and new social structures. Multilingual Margins: A journal of multilingualism 

from the periphery, 2(1), 31-31. 

Varis, P., & Hou, M. (2019). Digital approaches in linguistic ethnography. The Routledge 

Handbook of Linguistic Ethnography, (1), 229-240. 

Varis, P., & Wang, X. (2011). Superdiversity on the Internet: A Case from 

China. Diversities, 13(2). 

Varis, P., Wang, X., & Du, C. (2011). Identity repertoires on the Internet: Opportunities and 

constraints. Applied Linguistics Review, 2(2011), 265-284. 



 

 

164

Vertovec, S. (2007). Super-diversity and its implications. Ethnic and racial studies, 30(6), 1024-

1054. 

Warriner, D. S. (2007). Transnational literacies: Immigration, language learning, and 

identity. Linguistics and Education. 

Waskul, D. (1996). Considering the electronic participant: Some polemical observations on the 

ethics of on-line research. The Information Society, 12(2), 129-140. 

Witteborn, S. (2015). Becoming (im) perceptible: Forced migrants and virtual practice. Journal 

of Refugee Studies, 28(3), 350-367. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


