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Original Research Article

Problematizing Representation in Digital Space: Mapping through Misrepresentations and Under-representations of the Indigenous Communities in India
ABSTRACT 

	[bookmark: _GoBack]Although digital space has been dominated by text-oriented paradigms, the community is increasingly engaging with multimodal research objects and methods. It designs to answer questions like ‘How technology can be leveraged to advance humanistic enquiry?’ or ‘How media can represent?’. The advance humanistic inquiry paves for a digital space that has abundance scope for democratization and curation of knowledge. This visualisation technique helps to understand new ways of conceiving narratives and to bridge the gap between the centre and the margin. Expansion of internet connection and the availability of smart phones at affordable prices in the Indian market are the two fundamental reasons to enable digital empowerment among the mass. The margin, though an umbrella term, serves the specificities of Indian indigenous communities in the present article and to shape the framework of discussion, the understanding of positionality of them in digital space includes the streamlined mediums like social media and websites. Such digital platforms aim at the erasure of binaries between the mainstream and the indigenous conglomeration, where the latter can be a prima facie. The scope of inclusivity encompasses the richness of facilitating wide range of possibilities. The indigenous accommodation in the digital space is either presented out of identity or they are ‘represented’ out of interest. However, unimagined initially, much of this ‘representation’ conclusively gives way to a minimal and reductive mode of portrayal. The manufactured popularity accomplishes its own goal of generating revenue and fame and during the process these indigenous communities form a mere sensational content to rope in maximum viewers. The misrepresentations and under-representations of the indigenous communities in the digital space is significant in the way that it reflects upon deep seated biases, historical erasures, and contemporary stereotypes that determines their identity through evolution. Also, an authentic portrayal in the digital platform appears to be missing because contemporary challenges of their identity and lives are often neglected. The unidimensional representation concentrates on the ceremonies, rituals, spiritual beliefs, adornments and their traditional attire. The instability and impreciseness shrouding the representation by the ‘other’ demand a representation by the self which aims to show how the indigenous communities are advancing on their usage of digital space by authenticity of the content and also by the commercialisation of their identity to combat digital colonialism and data sovereignty.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Digital space encompasses a unified area but the underlying practices open a world where print becomes non-normative medium of knowledge transmission and a new multimedia configuration gets its space. The digital tools collaborate with digital technologies which are qualitative, interpretative, experiential, emotive and generative in character to give rise to a hermeneutic analysis. A traditional book reading would often miss to uncover themes, patterns and information that is provided by lexical choice with a computational analysis of the structure and the frequency. This is a transition from the traditional book reading to the unearthing meanings through technological tools-based understanding. The visual interpretations get insights from the data and they involve the identification of recurring patterns across a large body of texts. This includes word usage, themes and narrative patterns. Such form of knowledge production leads to the adoption of technology as survivance. One is able to approach culture in radically new ways. D. H. Haynes in his Global Nature harbours that it emphasises models of knowledge, production and reproduction that leverage increasingly distributed social and cultural nature of technologies (Navas 2021). The visual turn serves to engage with large data sets and to represent them visually and the spatial turn serves the strategic use of digital mapping is directed towards graphic analysis of location, ownership and distribution within geographic boundaries (Birnbaum et al. 2017) 
The 1990’s was a pivotal period. The advent of world wide web and the personal computers opened up new possibilities for the digitization and analysis of human data. Digital tools, techniques and media have altered in the production and dissemination of knowledge. The evolution of knowledge system from the mainstream knowledge to the wider range of inclusivity includes the opinions of the potentially ‘Other’ about the groups through the process of representation. Digital space representation denotes the construction of aspects of reality such as people, particular groups, communities, places, objects, events, cultural identities and other abstract concepts. It takes into account the plasticity of digital forms and the way in which they point a new way of working with representation and mediation. The representation presents a new reality. The reality that the term media representation not only denotes the process involved but also the products. 
In the context of colonial conquests post-independence media was used as an important tool in the information building process. Caste, class, religion and gender are some of the main categories of identity in the Indian context and representation implicates not only how identities are represented or rather constructed within the text but also how it gives a new way of identity (Rao and Deepanjan). In the Indian context, the nation making process came to be identified with the Hindu upper-caste traditions, because of which in a multicultural society like ours, many other communities faced socio-political-economic and cultural exclusion and were eventually rendered marginalised in the society. Hence the relationship between media and marginality is historical and in the contemporary scenario with the humungous rise and impact of mass media it is necessary to study the condition of the marginalised in the society in relation to the space they find in the media (Rao and Deepanjan)
The article aims to engage the representation of the indigenous communities at two stages – the representations by the dominant culture and the representation by the self. 

2. methodology 

The methodological study of the research article aims at situating the indigenous communities of India in Digital Space. The approach looks into probing in the representation of them in overarching digital space which includes various websites and social media platforms. The theoretical framework of representation is embedded with real narratives of fake news, misrepresentation and underrepresentation to substantiate the positionality of the concerned community. The ways of representation are divided between the dominant culture and the self. 
 

3. results and discussion

3.1 Representation by the Dominant Culture

3.1.1 Misrepresentation in Digital Space  

Digital space offers an unprecedented opportunity of expression and connection to develop and nurture leading to the dissemination of information. Undeniably true, the space also cultivates inequality by reinforcing knowledge gaps across the population (Hargittai 2023). The question arises how this gap of representation is validated and consumed and who are the underrepresented groups. Firstly, though access to the medium is universal yet the comprehensive understanding states that accessibility is restricted and denied to certain cultural groups owing to their multiple dimensions. Given the kind of social structure they dwell, the lack of access to fast and reliable internet connection is one the major issue. Eickers and Rath claims that people living in remote location who do not have access to a fast and dependable internet connection or do not have the sufficient knowledge and resource to develop skills on how to use the internet. However, digital marginalisation not only affects people with restricted access and skill, it also has a societal component (Eickers and Rath 2021). This affects those with limited access and limited skills. Lack of reliable internet accessibility and digital literacy is the phenomenon for this kind of digital divide creating representation gap. Secondly, the indigenous communities in India, through several interconnected mechanisms, are often misrepresented thereby misleading with fake and false information. The user behaviour fed in the search engines with words such as ‘primitive’, ‘ancient’, ‘savage’, prompts the algorithm to undeniably attempt to associate the communities with such phrases. This leads to the creation of a feedback loop where the unidimensional understanding is reinforced to the representation of the communities. The content promotes a repression of agency and diversity of the concerned group. It also amplifies the community frozen in the past with no progress and development had ever taken place. Thus, digital space creates a museum effect which misrepresents through well-intentionality on the static nature of the culture curation of the indigenous communities. Thirdly, the mainstream media is not received well by the local indigenous groups and the digital platform which can bring together the mass can also lead to commotion for spreading miscommunication and misinformation through fake pictures and video escalating the situation and leading to violence. Hence the aim to voice the voiceless creates an identity of the latter that is seamlessly irrational, mysterious and undeveloped. The lack of voice from them amplifies a need for substantial reason for resistance and at this point digital engagement at critical and material level serves the purpose. (Svensson). It identifies the subversion and necessitates to critically examine the digitisation of the indigenous identity.
Katherine Hayles opines that digital humanities represent a movement from text-based study to closer links with time-based art forms (film and music), visual traditions (graphics and designs), spatial practices (architecture and Geography) and curatorial practices (IIT Roorkee). The way we understand identity through textual reading is affected in multiple ways. Unfortunately, while the visual traditions integrate with the history, the curatorial practice gives rise to a representation, much sensitised than ever. Such sensitisation becomes easier to portray when the vulnerability of the indigenous characters becomes the topic of analysis. For instance, the position of the indigenous women have been historically complex because of the functionality of their identity within the community and outside the community. The free will and liberty that they enjoyed within their community no longer holds permissible when they intend to integrate in the broader society and how social hierarchy delineates indigenous women body as space bound (Raj and Banerjee 2025). The trajectory of spatial transition that’s she follows is from a closed knit community space to a wider and bordered space of class, caste and gender. Her positionality gets limited and narrowed to marginalisation, engaged in work such as peasantry and domestic help (include citation). The digital space represents this identity in such a manner that the indigenous women’s interaction with the broader community forms their digital identity. 
The flipside of this misrepresentation is that the achievements and nudging through struggles to establish their potential often gets ignored to hold a prominent space in digital world because the digital space often highlights the violence that they have gotten into or the protest that they have raised against the injustice, taking them back to the stigmas such as ‘primitive’, ‘savage’ and placing them on the similar understanding that the primitive mode of resistance by the indigenous communities is seeking refuge to violence. The discriminatory practices, loss of resources and violations of human rights have had led to protests in the past but the present demands their equal share in the digital space, a fair share of space and position.

3.1.1.1 Stereotyping
Stereotyping advocates a unidimensional way of presenting the indigenous communities in digital space. The content created and curated is often by the powerful over the powerless because as Smith states that the advocates of representative democracy believes that direct participation is practically impossible and hence being represented is the best one can aspire. The pertinent question of what it means to be represented has been aptly answered how can one person represent multiple groups of political subjects, each with distinct and potentially opposing viewpoints, if individuals are unique subjects with unique opinions? No groups can form opinions because it is impossible and unacceptable for everyone in the group to think exactly alike. Moreover, only individuals have the ability to argue or debate, a group as whole is incapable of this activity. But what gets represented instead are the moods and interests of a group. (Smith 2017). The technique employed is of a typical colonial mapping overshadowing the augmented reality. It very well connotes that the culture of apemanship and parrotry is forced upon the restless demography through police boots, barbed wire, a gowned clergy and judiciary, thereby reflecting neocolonial bourgeoisie. the ideas of this population is diffused by the stalwarts of neocolonial establishments such as the corpus of state intellectuals, the academic and journalistic laureates. (Thiong’o 2005). At the inception, the larger scope of digital space was brought into being as a mark of victorious invention by the educated mass promulgating their superiority of rationalism over barbarism. To shoulder the ‘white man’s burden’ the digital space dominates the urge of the mainstream to edify the indigenous communities. The manufactured popularity accomplishes its own goal of generating revenue and fame and in the process the indigenous communities form a mere sensational content to rope in maximum audience. The trend of presenting the half-truth by not probing into the depth and thereby misleading the mass has created controversy.

3.1.2 Underrepresentation in Digital Space 

Underrepresentation could be explained as a process of representation by the dominant cultural group of any group of people who are smaller in numbers in an unusually reductive and biased manner. While digital space could be a potent medium of dismantling prejudices, it often overlooks such challenges and basks at the benefits of profitable content to cater to the needs of the wider audience. This plays a pivotal role in controlling the indigenous narratives by modulating the content as per the demand of the digital platform. To align with the global epistemology of database, the content development becomes linear and categorical by problematising the indigenous knowledge, which is otherwise relational and contextual by nature, to be replicated in an authentic manner. The attire and aesthetic components of indigenous cultural practice are mostly attempted to be underrepresented. The authenticity is attempted to be recreated where the attire becomes a part of the mass produce fashion of the broader domain but with a touch of exoticism reducing the cultural identity as product of commercialisation. There is an increasing demand among the popular media to revitalise the past by acknowledging the existence of the indigenous communities and often associating it with the primitivism in attire and aesthesis. However, this creates a vacuum in such representation because the indigenous communities have come a longer way traversing the timeline from being non-participative of the functionality of wider society to being an active participant in modern machineries like education, corporate jobs, socio-political engagements and playing effective roles in policy making of the country and thereby developing a sense of participatory body who have long been positioned with a space of liminality. 

3.1.2.1 Stratification and Capitalist Exploitation
The postcolonial perception of bridging the gap between centre and margin is advocated by the digital space and it is much of how the western world had envisioned a new world, internet has always been seen as a free and open space. (Lewis and Fragnito 2005). The socio-economic or the socio-political structure might enterprise lack of inclusivity but the virtual world aims to be borderless. The hegemonic stratification gives way to a homogenised domain by stimulating an idea of co-living. However, the problematisation seeks to dismantle such homogenisation and raises pertinent queries how the digital space underrepresents the minorities. To sound relevant and contemporary the issue to be addressed here is the understanding of the whole process of representation. It is not easy to comprehend the discussion on the homogenisation of scope that the digital space provides because that would require the hidden complexities to be addressed. Additionally, the issue of credibility that goes well only with broader society appears missing among the indigenous mass. Now, in the given scenario, they become vulnerable at the hands of the mainstream society’s media usage and unknowingly gets either misrepresented or under-represented. This gives rise to digital marginalisation which concerns the reproduction of marginality in digital spaces. Having dealt with why the misrepresentation or the under representation occur, we are here to locate how it occurs.
Notable incidents like the ‘Sardar Sarovar Dam Displacement’ led to the eviction of 1,32,000 people across the states of Gujarat, Maharashtra, and Madhya Pradesh where media promulgated the promotion of the compensation of the displaced group instead of concentrating on their plights. However, with the drives such as ‘Narmada Bachao Andolan’, it was brought to the fore that the compensation was inadequate and they were left without attainable prospects. As per Castile similar to the land, the identification system was subject to varying degrees of foreign governance and was not self-governing. Additionally, they were by definition brummagem goods, just like the land; otherwise, they wouldn’t be abandoned. (Castile 1996). The most effective and just way forward to recognise the homogeneity of any indigenous community is their ownership of land. Land as a resource bind and conveys a collective identity. The intrinsic relationship between the two goes beyond the physical terrain as it also forms other aspects such as procurement and ownership. The eviction and the eventual displacement process do not have enough essential provisions to mitigate the adverse impact and allow the mass to thrive without compromising on their identity. Belton states majority of indigenous people fight to preserve or regain their right to self-determination on their way to oppose development initiatives that occur on their territory without their free, prior and informed permission. (Belton 2010). The commodities situating themselves to be the object of entertainment and economic gain thus engaging into a timeless class struggle between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Marx and Engels opine that the growth of bourgeoisie is in equal proportion to the proletariat. The labourers must sell themselves as a commodity like any other product of trade and are consequently exposed to every form of competition and fluctuations in the market. (Marx and Engles 1969). 
The similarity can be drawn with postmodernist demystification of conceptualising richness of popular and local discourses; and debunking the new mode of understanding which rests on the annihilation of the hierarchy by establishing spatialisation and boundless. In the name of pluralism what digital media executes is stratification, perpetuating a very romanticised and exotic way of presentation. For the protesters and dissidents’ internet has been a boon addition for their communication. However, it cannot be completely relied upon as a critical tool. Those whose requirements of information are intense would not be well fed by the internet because they might lack access, or the database is not configured to meet their needs, often at times and there happens to be a presupposition of knowledge and organisation is a result internet doesn’t serve as a platform of mass communication for those be without brand names. Only limited commercial organisations have been able to reap benefit out of the existence of their internet offerings. (Chomsky and Herman, 2010). Now the media, handled by the capitalist, requires convenience for the establishment of power which can be done by creating a filter that can be anything that reaps sensational content such as the news of immigrants, terrorism, communism or our very own marginal section (Chomsky and Hermen 2010). Digital space is able to manufacture consent of the audience, viewers, spectators who credit the sources and bask in the manufactured popularity believing in the representation. The question arises why the digital space which is controlled by the media giants do so? The obvious answer is to make their presence feel, to divert the attention from the scandalous news of people at power. It implies spatialisation of both physical and virtual spaces rather than in language alone.
The capitalist exploitation nurtured through the platforms of social media forms a digital locale of capitalist exploitation. The owners of such sites use the online presence of the indigenous communities by gaining monetary benefit. The engagement of the indigenous identity with their news, images, cultural data are monetized to harbour free labour without compensation. According to Shoshana Zuboff’s ‘Surveillance capitalism’, such ideas of cultural materialism is extended to the digital realm where the personal data of the indigenous groups becomes the new source of production.

Hence what operates here is the power dynamics, class struggle and the exploitation of the communities by the dominant classes. By presenting them as resource rich, the raw materials sourced from the far away land is used for consumption not only by the producer nation but also by the entire world (Marx and Engels 1969). Digital media often commodifies their culture and lands for tourism, entertainment or advertising reducing their identity to consumable products resulting at the end with cultural appropriation and the corporate narratives eclipse the truth where the proletariat’s struggle at the erasure of voices is hinted. It is the capitalists who shape the dominant discourse. This development resulted on the twin progress of the industry, trade and commerce, transport and communication as well as the growth of bourgeoisie and capital, thereby pushing into background every class handed down from the Middle Ages. (Marx and Engels 1969). More than an encounter of the cosmopolitan and local this is an engagement of the former over the latter.

3.2 Representation by the Dominant Culture

3.2.1 Community building and networked indigeneity

The digital space encompasses platforms such as social media, blogs, YouTube, websites and the section of the indigenous communities who have access to the usage of such space are often seen to make the best use of the opportunity by bypassing the dominant narratives of the traditional gatekeepers and presenting themselves to systematically engage in historical and political discourse. The voice from within the community not only attempts at an unfiltered representation but also counter maps the cultural appropriation designed by the dominant forces. They revitalise the cultural heritage of their community by trending videos and podcast. The influencers take the lead to visit places and locale of the indigenous communities and reclaim their narratives from stereotypes. Ruling out being the substance of representation by others, the digital narratives by the self proves to strengthen the digital bonding among indigenous people, especially the ones who have started living in urban spaces and distanced themselves from the traditional society. It re-instils the cultural faith among them and recreates indigeneity to sustain and re-imagine their identity connected to their roots. Such bonding takes up the form of digital activist groups and joins hands to battle against the hegemonical oppressions. The digital buyers come across such products of indigenous arts and crats being sold directly by the sources without raising concern on the authenticity. This helps to enhance the indigenous economy through revenue recognition and demystify the belief that digital space is ruled by the capitalist of the mainstream society. Although seen in minority but if they are given access to the digital media and initiate the knowledge of operating the digital space, they can bridge the gap and eliminate the digital divide. In an incident from Jharkhand the Adivasi women are working on AI where they have started their journey from AI labelling to now feeding the AI with authentic images of tribal women. AI being a digital weapon generated from the western understanding of beauty where white skin is a parameter of beauty, generated an image of tribal women with white skin whenever Nehma and her team of Adivasi women tried to generate the image of beautiful tribal women. Disappointed being represented in that manner by the dominant cultural force, they gradually started feeding AI with the authentic images of how Adivasi women from Jharkhand look and this has created a storm in the AI world where the indomitable spirit of the women of Jharkhand and the millions of data labellers are quietly empowering AI across the globe.

3.2.2 Commodification of Identity in Digital Space

Hassan states that in a world where work, entertainment and leisure increasingly coexist in the lives of millions, if not billions of people, labour and value-creation are further drained by the sheer pervasiveness of digitality itself. Nowadays almost every network activity – whether intentional or not – is a real or indirect source of direct commodification (Hassan). The aestheticization of the indigeneity meets the modern global pop culture and the interface takes the indigenous identity beyond the nuanced cultural narratives. The social media engagement raises pertinent discussions between cultural authenticity vs digital performance; and representations vs stereotyping. On commodifying indigenous identity, one aims to enthral the viewers with awe on this cross-cultural confluence. And since dance and song are an integral part of any indigenous cultural practices, the influencers make the best use of it for commercialisation. A curated version of the self leads to the transformation of identity into a product for consumption. Providing sponsorship to brand collaboration by the financial media giants brings a new dimension to potential cultural elements by monetizing identity and skill. At another level, politicising the urge for assimilation process is to seek acceptance. According to Castile it is unavoidable that Indian identity has become a commodity, intertwined with politics as well as economics of political economy (Castile 1996). The digital identity is conducive to Lacan’s “Mirror Stage” where the identity is reflected as a fragment between real and digital. ‘The Big brother is watching you’ surveillance and a desire for social validation shape the autonomy. A mutated identity wrapped in the agency of commercialisation, provides them a commercialised identity in the digital space. As Judith Butler says in her ‘performative identity’, to co-relate to the indigenous vulnerability, the identity keeps altering with the constant construction and recnstruction through the images and posts.

3.2.3 Digitization of Language and Documents

Digital space is used as a powerful tool not only for indigenous knowledge dissemination but also acts as platform for digitisation of historical documents and artefacts. National Informatics Centre (NCI) has developed a repository along with the Ministry of Tribal Affairs ‘tribal.gov.in’ to provide a digital platform to integrate socio-economic development of the indigenous communities in an organised manner (Rathour 2023). ‘Tribal Digital Document Repository’ is another repository that stores all the documents related to tribals to give easy access of information to anyone. The ‘Tribal repository’ is a platform which allows the storage of indigenous photos, links, videos and documents. Kalanidhi Nidhi Cultural Archives offers opportunity to archive personal collection of artists and scholars who have devoted their entire lifetime in the collection of unique indigenous materials and art pertaining to their cultural preservation. Aadi Vaani, is the first India’s AI powered translator for Adivasi languages to extend reclamation of the indigenous languages and prevent from extinction. Bhil, Gond, Santhal, Mundari, Garo, Kui are the six languages which are translated into Hindi and English through AI model based on NLLB (No Language Left Behind) and Indic trans 2 adopted for low – resource languages.



4. Conclusion

The reflection of the indigenous identity is not only a sum total of socio-political and economic factors but also of the technological forces sculpting an identity which is represented, gets mutated and emerges as a far-removed reality. The present article unravels such representation and also attempts to provide an insight into the spatial discoveries in the digital domain by voicing for the inequalities between the mainstream and indigenous societies existing in the virtual world and the consequential representation occurring out of it. However, the indigenous communities are reshaping their positionality in the digital space by becoming the authors, content creators and e-commerce traders by making their presence felt with some of the prominent e-commerce platforms like Adi Viswavidyalaya, Adi Sampada, Adi Haat, media and advocacy platforms like Adivasi Lives Matter (ALM), Asur Adivasi Mobile Radio, Citizen radio, Rumbul and Aple Pathardi Community Network focussing on the cultural exchange among various indigenous communities by envisioning a space of co-ownership, co-space, cohabitation working on the erasure of digital divide. Such presentation by the self, challenges the economic benefits of media giants which are driven by monetary gains to establish their purpose. The urge to get identified on the global scale, the desire to be validated, the belief of using the digital locale democratically and the need to delocalise their cultural practices is paving the path for demystifying the digital hegemony in future.
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