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Abstract
In contemporary India, social media has become a significant 
political arena reshaping democratic participation and 
political mobilization, particularly for women who have 
historically faced structural and cultural barriers to political 
engagement. Digital platforms such as Twitter (X), Facebook, 
Instagram, and WhatsApp increasingly function as spaces 
where political identities are formed, issues are debated, 
and collective action is organized. This paper examines 
how social media contributes to the political mobilization of 
women in India, tracing the movement from online political 
expression—manifested through hashtags, campaigns, 
and digital advocacy—to offline participation in electoral 
processes, political movements, and democratic decision-
making. Anchored in the concepts of political communication, 
media literacy, and digital citizenship, the study analyses 
how women use social media to access political information, 
challenge dominant political narratives, and negotiate 
visibility within the digital public sphere. The paper also 
critically addresses the political constraints embedded in 
platform-driven participation, including gendered political 
harassment, disinformation, algorithmic bias, and unequal 
access to digital resources, which shape the nature and limits 
of women’s political agency.
Using qualitative analysis of selected social media campaigns, 
political discourse, and instances of women-led digital 
mobilization in India, this research argues that social media 
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has reconfigured the modes of women’s political participation 
by lowering entry barriers and enabling networked forms 
of collective action. However, the paper contends that the 
democratic potential of these platforms remains contingent 
upon political awareness, media literacy, and institutional 
safeguards that ensure inclusive and safe participation. 
By situating women’s digital engagement within broader 
political processes, the study contributes to ongoing debates 
on mediated democracy, gendered participation, and the 
evolving nature of political mobilization in the digital age.
1. Introduction
The rapid expansion of digital communication technologies 
has profoundly transformed the nature of political 
participation across democracies. In India, the world’s 
largest democracy, social media platforms have emerged 
as critical arenas of political communication, campaigning, 
and mobilization. These platforms have not only altered 
how political actors communicate with citizens but have also 
reshaped how citizens—particularly marginalized groups—
engage with politics. Among these groups, women occupy a 
paradoxical position: while they remain underrepresented in 
formal political institutions, they are increasingly visible and 
vocal within digital political spaces.
1.1 Background Study
The relationship between media and women’s political 
participation in India must be understood against a broader 
historical and socio-political backdrop marked by uneven 
access to public spaces and decision-making power. For 
decades, political communication in India was dominated 
by print and broadcast media, which largely reflected elite, 
male-centric perspectives and offered limited scope for 
women’s voices. Women’s political concerns—particularly 
those related to everyday experiences such as unpaid care 
work, bodily autonomy, safety, and access to welfare—were 
often marginalized or framed through patriarchal lenses.
The liberalization of India’s media landscape in the 1990s 
expanded the number of communication channels but did 
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not fundamentally alter gendered power relations within 
political discourse. Mainstream news media continued to 
privilege political elites and party leadership, where women 
remained underrepresented. As a result, women’s political 
participation was frequently confined to voting behavior 
or symbolic representation rather than agenda-setting and 
deliberation.
The advent of digital media and social networking 
platforms in the early 2000s marked a significant shift in this 
landscape. Rapid growth in mobile phone usage and internet 
penetration—particularly after the expansion of affordable 
data services—enabled wider sections of the population 
to access online platforms. For women, social media 
introduced new possibilities for political engagement by 
reducing reliance on physical mobility, formal organizational 
membership, and traditional media gatekeeping. Digital 
platforms allowed women to articulate political identities, 
share lived experiences, and connect with wider publics in 
ways that were previously difficult within offline political 
spaces. At the same time, the digital transformation of politics 
in India has unfolded within deeply unequal social structures. 
Gender norms governing respectability, visibility, and speech 
continue to shape women’s participation online. While 
some women have leveraged social media to gain political 
influence and visibility, others face exclusion due to lack of 
access, digital literacy, or exposure to online harassment. The 
coexistence of empowerment and constraint characterizes 
women’s engagement with digital political spaces.
This background study situates the present research within 
these broader transformations in media, politics, and gender 
relations in India. It highlights why social media has emerged 
as a critical site for examining contemporary forms of women’s 
political participation and why a nuanced analysis—attentive 
to both opportunities and limitations—is necessary.
1.2 Importance of the Study

•	 This study highlights the growing role of social media in 
shaping women’s political participation in India.
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•	 It helps understand how digital platforms create new 
opportunities for women to express political opinions and 
engage in public debates.

•	 The study draws attention to the challenges women face 
online, such as harassment, misinformation, and unequal 
access to technology.

•	 It contributes to gender and media studies by examining 
political participation from a feminist perspective.

•	 The research is important for policymakers and educators 
working on digital literacy and women’s empowerment.

•	 It provides insight into how online political engagement 
can influence offline participation, such as voting and protests.

•	 The study adds to existing literature on digital democracy 
in the Global South, especially in the Indian context.
1.3 Scope of the Study
This study examines the role of social media in shaping and 
mobilizing women’s political participation in contemporary 
India. It focuses on major digital platforms such as Twitter 
(X), Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp, which are widely 
used for political communication and activism. The scope 
of the study includes women’s engagement in political 
discussion, issue-based advocacy, digital campaigns, and the 
transition from online participation to offline political actions 
such as voting, protests, and community mobilization. The 
study is limited to the Indian socio-political context and does 
not attempt a comparative analysis with other countries. 
It primarily adopts a qualitative and analytical approach, 
drawing on secondary literature, documented case studies, 
and examples of women-led digital movements. While the 
study considers intersectional factors such as class, caste, and 
access to technology, it does not conduct primary surveys or 
statistical analysis. The scope is confined to understanding 
patterns, opportunities, and challenges of women’s political 
participation through social media rather than measuring 
electoral outcomes or platform-specific performance metrics.
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2.0 Gendered Online Harassment: The “Silencing Effect”
The phenomenon of gendered harassment in India is not 
merely an incidental byproduct of digital discourse; it is a 
systemic tool of political exclusion. Research by Amnesty 
International India (2020) revealed that 1 in 7 tweets 
mentioning women politicians in India was “problematic” or 
“abusive.” When broken down by identity, the statistics show 
a clear intersectional hostility: women from marginalized 
castes or religious minorities received 94% more abuse than 
their counterparts from dominant groups.
This hostility manifests through “Gender trolling,” a 
coordinated practice where mobs use “shaming” tactics to push 
women out of the digital public sphere. In the Indian context, 
this often takes the form of character assassination, where a 
woman’s political stance is delegitimized by questioning her 
“modesty” (maryada) or “sanskaar” (traditional values).

•	 The Chilling Effect: This creates a “spiral of silence.” 
When a woman witnesses another being targeted with 
threats of sexual violence or doxxing (the leaking of private 
information like home addresses), she is statistically more 
likely to self-censor.

•	 Institutional Failure: The legal framework, primarily the 
Information Technology Act (2000) and sections of the BNS 
(formerly IPC), often proves inadequate. Police sensitivity 
toward “virtual” threats remains low, and the anonymity of 
the “troll farm” makes accountability nearly impossible.
2.1 Disinformation, Surveillance, and Algorithmic Bias
The architecture of Indian digital politics is heavily reliant 
on “dark social” channels—specifically WhatsApp. Unlike 
the open architecture of X (Twitter), WhatsApp’s end-to-end 
encryption creates “information silos” where disinformation 
is shielded from fact-checkers.

•	 The “Moral Guardian” Trap: Disinformation campaigns 
in India frequently weaponize the trope of the Bharatiya Nari 
(the ideal Indian woman). Fake news stories often frame 
specific policies or candidates as threats to “family values” 
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or “religious sanctity,” leveraging women’s roles as primary 
caregivers to trigger emotional sharing.

•	 Algorithmic Masculinity: Platform algorithms are 
designed for “stickiness,” prioritizing high-arousal emotions 
like anger and outrage. Because feminist discourse often 
requires nuance and historical context, it is structurally 
disadvantaged by algorithms that reward the “punchy,” 
often aggressive rhetoric of patriarchal nationalism.

•	 State Surveillance: The use of sophisticated spyware and 
the tightening of intermediary guidelines have turned the 
smartphone from a tool of liberation into a potential “pocket 
informant.” For women activists in regions like Chhattisgarh 
or during movements like the Anti-CAA protests, the fear of 
Pegasus-style surveillance has led to the adoption of “digital 
hiding”—communicating through ephemeral messaging or 
leaving platforms entirely, which diminishes their political 
visibility.
2.2 The Digital Divide and Intersectional Inequalities
While India has the world’s second-largest internet user base, 
the “Gender Digital Divide” remains a significant barrier to 
substantive mobilization.

•	 The Gatekeeper Phenomenon: In many rural Indian 
households, the smartphone is a “shared asset,” usually 
owned by the male head of the family. A woman’s access 
to political content is often mediated or monitored by male 
relatives, preventing her from engaging in “subversive” or 
independent political exploration. 

•	 Caste and Digital Capital: The “Hashtags to Ballots” 
transition is more seamless for Savarna (upper-caste) women 
who possess the linguistic capital (English proficiency) and 
social capital to navigate digital platforms. Conversely, 
Dalit and Adivasi women face double-marginalization; they 
are targeted by both gendered and casteist slurs (e.g., the 
weaponization of the “quota” debate), making the digital 
public sphere a site of trauma rather than empowerment.
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•	 Linguistic Exclusion: The “English-Hindi” duopoly 
of platform interfaces ignores the political agency of the 
“Vernacular Web.” Women communicating in Tamil, Telugu, 
Bengali, or Marathi often find that platform safety tools and 
moderation bots are less effective in their languages, leaving 
them more exposed to unmoderated abuse.
3. Literature Review
This literature review examines existing research on women’s 
political participation in digital spaces, with a focus on India. 
It highlights how social media serves as a tool for political 
mobilization, the challenges women face in online political 
engagement, and the role of digital literacy, networked 
activism, and platform governance in shaping participation. 
The review identifies both opportunities and limitations 
of social media for women’s empowerment, situating the 
current study within broader debates on gender, media, and 
democracy.
3.1 Literature Review 1: Women, Social Media, and Political 
Participation
Banaji and Buckingham (2019) examine how digital 
media influences civic and political participation among 
marginalized groups, with a particular focus on women and 
young citizens. Their study argues that social media can 
expand political awareness and engagement by providing 
accessible platforms for expression and discussion. However, 
they caution that digital participation does not automatically 
translate into empowerment, as online engagement is shaped 
by existing social inequalities. The authors emphasize the 
importance of media literacy and socio-cultural context in 
determining how effectively women can use digital platforms 
for political participation. This study highlights both the 
opportunities and limitations of social media in enhancing 
women’s political agency in unequal societies like India.
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3.2 Literature Review 2: Digital Feminism and Hashtag 
Activism
Mendes, Ringrose, and Keller (2019) analyze the rise of digital 
feminist activism and the role of social media in mobilizing 
women around issues such as gender-based violence 
and political rights. Through the concept of “networked 
feminism,” the authors explain how hashtags and online 
campaigns enable decentralized, issue-based mobilization 
beyond traditional political structures. While digital platforms 
help amplify women’s voices and foster solidarity, the study 
also notes the risks of online harassment and backlash faced 
by women activists. This literature supports the current study 
by demonstrating how online feminist campaigns in India, 
such as #MeTooIndia, function as important tools for political 
mobilization while also exposing participants to gendered 
online violence.
3.3 Literature Review 3: Gendered Online Harassment and 
Digital Inequality
Amnesty International (2018) highlights how gendered 
harassment acts as a major barrier to women’s political 
participation on social media. The study documents 
widespread abuse, threats, and intimidation faced by women 
engaging in political discourse, particularly those challenging 
dominant political ideologies. It argues that such harassment 
leads to self-censorship and withdrawal from online spaces, 
limiting democratic participation. The report also draws 
attention to weak platform accountability and inadequate 
legal responses. This literature helps explain why social 
media, despite its participatory potential, often reproduces 
patriarchal power structures that restrict women’s political 
engagement in the digital public sphere.
3.4 Literature Review 4: Social Media and Political 
Mobilization in India
Krook and Sanín (2020) explore women’s political 
participation in India, highlighting how social media 
complements traditional political engagement. Their research 
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indicates that online platforms increase awareness of electoral 
processes, party agendas, and policy debates among women, 
particularly in urban areas. However, they note persistent 
gaps in translating online engagement into actual decision-
making power, emphasizing structural barriers such as 
patriarchy, economic inequality, and limited access to political 
networks. This study reinforces the relevance of analyzing 
both the enabling and constraining aspects of social media for 
women’s political mobilization.
3.5 Literature Review 5:  Networked Publics and Participatory 
Politics
Couldry and Hepp (2017) introduce the concept of mediated 
participation, emphasizing how media technologies shape 
political visibility and interaction. They argue that social 
media functions as a networked public where citizens can 
produce, share, and contest political messages. For women, 
this mediated participation allows for greater agency but is 
conditioned by platform algorithms, engagement metrics, 
and commercial logics that privilege certain voices. The study 
is significant for this research because it provides a theoretical 
lens to understand the uneven nature of digital political 
participation and the structural forces that shape women’s 
visibility online.
3.6 Literature Review 6: Media Literacy and Digital 
Citizenship
Isin and Ruppert (2015) focus on digital citizenship and 
media literacy as critical determinants of meaningful online 
political engagement. Their work emphasizes that the 
ability to critically evaluate political information, recognize 
misinformation, and participate ethically in digital spaces is 
essential for empowerment. In the Indian context, limited 
digital skills and unequal access to technology exacerbate 
barriers for women, particularly in rural and marginalized 
communities. This literature underscores the importance of 
media literacy and digital competence as prerequisites for 
translating social media engagement into substantive political 
participation.
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4. Access to Political Information and Awareness
Social media platforms serve as key sources of political 
information for many women, particularly younger 
users and first-time voters. Platforms such as Instagram, 
WhatsApp, Facebook, and Twitter (X) disseminate political 
news, campaign messages, policy debates, and issue-based 
content in vernacular languages, expanding access beyond 
elite, English-speaking audiences. This linguistic and cultural 
accessibility is particularly significant in a diverse country 
such as India, where mainstream political communication 
has traditionally been dominated by urban and elite 
perspectives. The circulation of political content through 
visual formats, short videos, infographics, and personal 
narratives makes complex political issues more relatable and 
easier to engage with. For many women, especially those 
balancing domestic responsibilities or excluded from formal 
political discussions, social media provides flexible and 
informal modes of political learning. Political information 
is often encountered incidentally through social networks, 
peer sharing, and community groups, rather than through 
deliberate consumption of news media.
Research indicates that exposure to political content on 
social media can increase political efficacy—the belief that 
one’s participation can make a difference—which is a crucial 
precursor to political action (Gil de Zúñiga, Weeks & Ardèvol-
Abreu, 2017). Increased political efficacy is particularly 
important for women, who have historically been socialized 
to view politics as a male-dominated domain. By allowing 
women to observe, comment on, and contribute to political 
conversations, social media helps normalize women’s 
presence in political discourse. Moreover, platforms such as 
WhatsApp play a distinctive role in political communication in 
India by facilitating discussion within familial, neighborhood, 
and community networks. While these closed networks can 
reinforce existing power relations, they also enable women 
to engage politically within trusted social spaces. As a result, 
social media functions not only as a source of information but 
also as a site of political socialization, where political opinions 
are formed, contested, and refined.
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4.1 Hashtags, Campaigns, and Digital Advocacy
Hashtag activism has become a prominent feature of 
women’s political mobilization in India, enabling the 
aggregation of individual voices into visible collective 
movements. Campaigns such as #MeTooIndia, #PinjraTod, 
#HappyToBleed, and #WomenAgainstCAA illustrate 
how digital platforms facilitate the articulation of shared 
grievances and demands. These campaigns operate as sites 
of consciousness-raising, where personal experiences of 
discrimination, violence, and exclusion are reframed as 
political issues rooted in structural inequality.
Through hashtags, women are able to connect individual 
narratives to broader feminist and democratic struggles, 
transforming private experiences into public claims. This 
process challenges dominant political narratives that often 
marginalize women’s concerns or treat them as apolitical. 
In the Indian context, where issues such as sexual violence, 
bodily autonomy, and citizenship are deeply contested, 
digital advocacy has played a crucial role in shaping public 
debate and media coverage.
While critics often dismiss hashtag activism as symbolic, 
superficial, or performative, empirical research suggests that 
online campaigns can have tangible political effects. Studies 
demonstrate that sustained digital activism can influence 
mainstream media agendas, shape public opinion, and exert 
pressure on political institutions (Jackson, Bailey & Foucault 
Welles, 2020). In India, women-led digital campaigns have 
contributed to heightened visibility of gender-based violence, 
accountability debates within educational institutions, and 
resistance to exclusionary citizenship policies. Importantly, 
hashtag activism also enables decentralized and leaderless 
forms of mobilization. Unlike traditional political movements 
that rely on hierarchical leadership and organizational 
structures, digital campaigns often operate through 
horizontal networks and affective solidarities. This mode of 
mobilization allows women from diverse backgrounds to 
participate according to their capacities, whether by sharing 
content, narrating experiences, or engaging in debate.
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4.2 From Online Expression to Offline Mobilization
A critical question in debates on digital politics concerns the 
relationship between online engagement and offline political 
action. In the Indian context, several instances demonstrate 
that women’s digital participation has extended beyond 
online expression to embodied forms of political mobilization. 
Social media has played a key role in coordinating protests, 
disseminating logistical information, and sustaining collective 
momentum during large-scale movements. The anti-CAA 
protests provide a significant example, where social media 
facilitated the organization and visibility of women-led sit-
ins, most notably at Shaheen Bagh. Digital platforms enabled 
rapid circulation of protest calls, legal information, and 
counter-narratives, while also amplifying women’s leadership 
within the movement. These protests disrupted conventional 
images of political participation by foregrounding Muslim 
women, elderly women, and homemakers as central political 
actors. Such instances challenge the binary between “online” 
and “offline” participation, illustrating how digital platforms 
can complement and intensify traditional forms of political 
action. For many women, online engagement serves as a 
gateway to offline participation, lowering psychological and 
informational barriers to involvement. At the same time, 
offline mobilization reinforces the political significance of 
digital spaces by grounding online discourse in lived political 
action.
Overall, social media functions as a hybrid political space 
where information, identity, and action intersect. While not 
all digital engagement translates into sustained political 
participation, these platforms have expanded the repertoire 
of political action available to women in contemporary India.
5. Research Gaps
Gap 1: Limited research explores how women’s online 
political engagement translates into offline actions such as 
voting, protests, or leadership in grassroots movements.
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Gap 2: Few studies address the intersection of caste, class, 
religion, rural-urban location, and language in shaping 
women’s access to and participation in digital political spaces.
Gap 3: There is insufficient analysis of platform-specific 
dynamics, including algorithms, content moderation, and 
design features, and how these influence women’s political 
visibility and engagement.
Gap 4: The long-term impact of women-led digital campaigns 
on policy reforms, electoral outcomes, and institutional 
change in India remains underexplored.
Gap 5: Research on online harassment often overlooks how 
legal frameworks, platform governance, and institutional 
measures affect women’s ability to participate safely in digital 
politics.
6. Research Problem and Rationale
6.1 Research Problem
Despite the rapid growth of social media use in India, women 
remain underrepresented in formal political institutions and 
often face structural, cultural, and digital barriers to meaningful 
political participation. While social media offers new avenues 
for expression, mobilization, and activism, there is limited 
understanding of how online engagement translates into 
tangible political action, such as voting, protest participation, 
or leadership in grassroots movements. Additionally, 
persistent challenges—such as gendered online harassment, 
algorithmic bias, disinformation, and the digital divide—
create complex constraints that shape the effectiveness and 
inclusivity of women’s political participation. This gap raises 
a critical question: How do Indian women navigate social 
media to assert political agency, and what factors enable or 
limit the transition from digital expression to offline political 
action?
6.2 Rationale
This study is important because it addresses a pressing gap 
in knowledge about the relationship between digital activism 
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and women’s political empowerment in India. Understanding 
how social media facilitates or constrains women’s political 
participation can inform strategies for digital literacy, 
platform governance, and policy interventions. The research 
also contributes to broader debates on mediated democracy, 
gendered participation, and the role of digital technologies in 
transforming political mobilization in the Global South. By 
focusing on both opportunities and barriers, the study provides 
insights into creating inclusive and safe digital political spaces 
that enhance women’s agency and participation.

•	 Addresses the gap in understanding how social media 
influences women’s political participation in India.

•	 Explores the transition from online engagement 
(hashtags, campaigns, digital advocacy) to offline political 
actions (voting, protests, grassroots leadership).

•	 Highlights structural and technological barriers, such as 
gendered online harassment, algorithmic bias, disinformation, 
and the digital divide, that affect women’s political agency.

•	 Provides insights into strategies for digital literacy, safer 
online spaces, and inclusive platform governance to enhance 
women’s political empowerment.

•	 Contributes to broader debates on mediated democracy, 
gendered participation, and the evolving role of digital 
technologies in political mobilization in the Global South.

•	 Supports evidence-based recommendations for 
policymakers, civil society, and activists working toward 
gender-inclusive political participation.
By addressing these concerns, the research offers meaningful 
academic, social, and practical contributions to the field of 
mass communication and civic studies. 
7. Research Objectives

•	 To examine how women in India use social media 
platforms (Twitter/X, Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp) to 
access political information and express political opinions.
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•	 To analyze the role of digital campaigns, hashtags, 
and online activism in mobilizing women for political 
participation.

•	 To investigate the transition from online engagement 
to offline political actions, such as voting, protests, and 
grassroots leadership.

•	 To identify the structural, technological, and socio-
cultural barriers—such as harassment, algorithmic bias, 
disinformation, and the digital divide—that limit women’s 
political agency online.

•	 To explore strategies for enhancing media literacy, safe 
digital participation, and inclusive political engagement for 
women in India.
7.1 Research Questions

•	 How do women in India navigate social media to access 
political information and express their political views?

•	 What role do online campaigns, hashtags, and digital 
advocacy play in mobilizing women for political participation?

•	 How does online engagement translate into offline 
political participation, such as voting, protests, and leadership 
in grassroots movements?

•	 What structural, technological, and socio-cultural 
factors constrain women’s political participation on digital 
platforms?

•	 What strategies or interventions can enhance women’s 
safe and meaningful participation in online political spaces?
8. Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study illustrates how social 
media mediates women’s political participation in India, 
highlighting the interplay between opportunities, processes, 
and constraints. It draws on political communication theory, 
digital citizenship, feminist media theory, and networked 
feminism to analyze both the enabling and limiting factors of 
digital political engagement.
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8.1. Key Components
1.1.1.	 Digital Platforms as Political Spaces

•	 Platforms: Twitter/X, Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp
•	 Function: Provide access to political information, 

discussions, and digital campaigns
•	 Mechanism: Hashtags, viral campaigns, online advocacy

1.1.2.	 Women’s Digital Political Engagement
•	 Activities: Political discussion, sharing experiences, 

digital activism
•	 Forms of Participation: Issue-based mobilization, 

consciousness-raising, political expression
1.1.3.	 Translation to Offline Political Participation

•	 Activities: Voting, protests, community organizing, 
leadership in grassroots movements

•	 Mechanism: Awareness, motivation, collective 
mobilization
1.1.4.	 Mediating Factors / Constraints

•	 Gendered online harassment and political violence
•	 Disinformation, algorithmic bias, and platform 

governance
•	 Digital divide: unequal access, literacy, language barriers
•	 Socio-cultural norms and intersectional inequalities

1.1.5.	 Outcomes
•	 Enhanced political awareness and efficacy
•	 Networked feminist mobilization
•	 Limited or contingent empowerment depending on 

structural and platform constraints



22

Intersections of Media Literacy and Digital Citizenship

1.1.6. Description
This framework conceptualizes women’s social media use as 
a mediated process, where digital engagement can facilitate 
political mobilization but is shaped by structural inequalities, 
platform architecture, and socio-cultural norms. Women’s 
participation is positioned at the intersection of opportunity 
(platform affordances) and constraint (harassment, digital 
divide, algorithmic bias). The framework emphasizes the 
online-to-offline continuum, showing that digital activism 
may lead to tangible political actions, but outcomes are 
contingent upon digital literacy, safety, and inclusive 
governance.
9. Research Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative research approach to explore 
how social media facilitates women’s political participation 
in contemporary India. Given the focus on understanding 
experiences, motivations, challenges, and contextual factors, 
qualitative methods provide the flexibility to capture rich, in-
depth insights that cannot be measured through quantitative 
surveys alone.
9.1 Research Design
The study employs an exploratory, descriptive research design 
with a case study approach, allowing for detailed examination 
of specific social media campaigns and women-led digital 
activism. This design is appropriate for understanding:

•	 How women access and interpret political information 
online.

•	 The mechanisms through which online engagement 
translates into offline participation.

•	 The constraints and barriers that mediate women’s 
political participation on digital platforms.
By combining multiple sources of qualitative data, the research 
aims to provide a holistic understanding of the phenomenon 
rather than generalize across all populations.
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10. Gendered Online Harassment: The “Silencing Effect”
The phenomenon of gendered harassment in India is not 
merely an incidental byproduct of digital discourse; it is a 
systemic tool of political exclusion. Research by Amnesty 
International India (2020) revealed that 1 in 7 tweets 
mentioning women politicians in India was “problematic” or 
“abusive.” When broken down by identity, the statistics show 
a clear intersectional hostility: women from marginalized 
castes or religious minorities received 94% more abuse than 
their counterparts from dominant groups. This hostility 
manifests through “Gendertrolling,” a coordinated practice 
where mobs use “shaming” tactics to push women out of the 
digital public sphere. In the Indian context, this often takes 
the form of character assassination, where a woman’s political 
stance is delegitimized by questioning her “modesty” 
(maryada) or “sanskaar” (traditional values).

•	 The Chilling Effect: This creates a “spiral of silence.” 
When a woman witnesses another being targeted with 
threats of sexual violence or doxxing (the leaking of private 
information like home addresses), she is statistically more 
likely to self-censor.

•	 Institutional Failure: The legal framework, primarily the 
Information Technology Act (2000) and sections of the BNS 
(formerly IPC), often proves inadequate. Police sensitivity 
toward “virtual” threats remains low, and the anonymity of 
the “troll farm” makes accountability nearly impossible.
10.1 Disinformation, Surveillance, and Algorithmic Bias
The architecture of Indian digital politics is heavily reliant 
on “dark social” channels—specifically WhatsApp. Unlike 
the open architecture of X (Twitter), WhatsApp’s end-to-end 
encryption creates “information silos” where disinformation 
is shielded from fact-checkers.

•	 The “Moral Guardian” Trap: Disinformation campaigns 
in India frequently weaponize the trope of the Bharatiya Nari 
(the ideal Indian woman). Fake news stories often frame 
specific policies or candidates as threats to “family values” 
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or “religious sanctity,” leveraging women’s roles as primary 
caregivers to trigger emotional sharing.

•	 Algorithmic Masculinity: Platform algorithms are 
designed for “stickiness,” prioritizing high-arousal emotions 
like anger and outrage. Because feminist discourse often 
requires nuance and historical context, it is structurally 
disadvantaged by algorithms that reward the “punchy,” 
often aggressive rhetoric of patriarchal nationalism.

•	 State Surveillance: The use of sophisticated spyware and 
the tightening of intermediary guidelines have turned the 
smartphone from a tool of liberation into a potential “pocket 
informant.” For women activists in regions like Chhattisgarh 
or during movements like the Anti-CAA protests, the fear of 
Pegasus-style surveillance has led to the adoption of “digital 
hiding”—communicating through ephemeral messaging or 
leaving platforms entirely, which diminishes their political 
visibility.
10.2. The Digital Divide and Intersectional Inequalities
While India has the world’s second-largest internet user base, 
the “Gender Digital Divide” remains a significant barrier to 
substantive mobilization.

•	 The Gatekeeper Phenomenon: In many rural Indian 
households, the smartphone is a “shared asset,” usually 
owned by the male head of the family. A woman’s access 
to political content is often mediated or monitored by male 
relatives, preventing her from engaging in “subversive” or 
independent political exploration.

•	 Caste and Digital Capital: The “Hashtags to Ballots” 
transition is more seamless for Savarna (upper-caste) women 
who possess the linguistic capital (English proficiency) and 
social capital to navigate digital platforms. Conversely, 
Dalit and Adivasi women face double-marginalization; they 
are targeted by both gendered and casteist slurs (e.g., the 
weaponization of the “quota” debate), making the digital 
public sphere a site of trauma rather than empowerment.
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•	 Linguistic Exclusion: The “English-Hindi” duopoly 
of platform interfaces ignores the political agency of the 
“Vernacular Web.” Women communicating in Tamil, Telugu, 
Bengali, or Marathi often find that platform safety tools and 
moderation bots are less effective in their languages, leaving 
them more exposed to unmoderated abuse.
10.3. Discussion: Reconfiguring Women’s Political Agency
The transition from digital engagement to institutionalized 
political power in India is not a linear progression but 
a complex reconfiguration of agency. As this research 
demonstrates, the “digital public sphere” is not merely a 
reflection of offline politics but an active site where the rules 
of engagement are being rewritten.
10.4 The Hybridity of Participation
The analysis reveals that women’s political agency in 
contemporary India has become hybridized. Participation no 
longer follows the binary of “online” vs. “offline.” Instead, it 
exists in a fluid continuum where a WhatsApp message can 
trigger a village council (Gram Sabha) intervention, and an 
Instagram Live session can serve as a political manifesto for 
a first-time female candidate. This hybridity allows women 
to bypass traditional patriarchal “gatekeepers”—such as 
local party bosses or conservative family heads—who have 
historically controlled the flow of political information.
10.4 The Paradox of Visibility
A central theme in this study is the paradox of digital 
visibility. While platforms like X (formerly Twitter) and 
Facebook provide women with unprecedented visibility, this 
very visibility often becomes a “trap” that triggers gendered 
surveillance and harassment (as discussed in Section 6.1).

•	 Selective Visibility: We observe that women often engage 
in “tactical visibility”—choosing when to be visible on public 
platforms and when to retreat into the “dark social” safety of 
encrypted WhatsApp groups.



26

Intersections of Media Literacy and Digital Citizenship

•	 Subaltern Counter-publics: For women from 
marginalized caste (Dalit/Adivasi) or religious backgrounds, 
social media has enabled the creation of what Nancy Fraser 
calls “counter-publics.” These are digital spaces where they 
can formulate their own political discourse away from the 
dominant, often upper-caste-male-centric, mainstream media 
narrative.
10.5 Beyond “Clicktivism”: The Move to the Ballot
Critiques of digital activism often dismiss it as “slacktivism” 
or “clicktivism.” However, in the Indian context, the data 
suggests otherwise. The surge in female voter turnout in the 
2019 and 2024 General Elections indicates that digital political 
expression is a precursor to electoral action.

•	 Information as Empowerment: By accessing “unfiltered” 
political data—ranging from candidate criminal records to 
rights-based entitlements—women are entering the polling 
booth with higher levels of “political efficacy” (the belief that 
their vote matters).

•	 Collective Action: Movements like #PinjraTod and 
#GirlsAtDhabas prove that digital hashtags are often the 
“spark” that leads to the physical occupation of public spaces, 
ultimately forcing policy changes in urban safety and campus 
regulations.
10.6 Structural Contingencies
Ultimately, the paper argues that digital agency is contingent 
upon structural support. A hashtag cannot replace the need 
for institutional safeguards. The “democratic potential” of 
social media is limited by three critical factors:
11. Conclusion: The Future of Digitally Mediated Agency
This research has navigated the complex terrain of India’s 
digital transformation, arguing that the journey from 
“hashtags to ballots” represents a fundamental shift in the 
architecture of democratic engagement. By analyzing the 
mobilization of women through social media, we move 
beyond the simplistic view of technology as a neutral tool, 
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instead viewing it as a contested site of power, identity, and 
resistance.
11. 1 Synthesis of Findings
The primary contribution of this paper is the identification 
of social media as a “liminal political space” for Indian 
women—a gateway that bridges the gap between private 
domesticity and public political life.

•	 The Enabling Power: We have shown that platforms 
like X (Twitter), Instagram, and WhatsApp have lowered the 
“transaction costs” of political mobilization. For the first time 
in Indian history, a woman in a rural district can bypass local 
patriarchal hierarchies to access a direct line of communication 
with national leaders or global feminist movements.

•	 The Constraining Reality: However, this empowerment 
is balanced by the persistent “dark side” of the digital sphere. 
As detailed in Section 6, the digital public sphere is not immune 
to the traditional pathologies of Indian politics; rather, it often 
amplifies gendered harassment, caste-based exclusion, and 
state surveillance. The “algorithmic masculinity” of these 
platforms often rewards polarization over the nuanced, 
rights-based discourse necessary for gender justice.
11.2  Policy and Institutional Imperatives
For the “digital rehearsal” of political agency to result in long-
term institutional change, the paper argues that connectivity 
must be accompanied by Digital Justice. The following 
interventions are paramount:

•	 Critical Media Literacy: Moving beyond functional 
literacy to empower women to decode disinformation and 
navigate algorithmic biases.

•	 Legislative and Platform Accountability: There is an 
urgent need for the Indian state and platform intermediaries 
to move from a reactive to a proactive stance in addressing 
Technology-Facilitated Gender-Based Violence (TFGBV).

•	 Intersectionality in Design: Technological solutions and 
digital resources must be designed with an intersectional lens, 
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ensuring that Dalit, Adivasi, and rural women are not further 
marginalized by linguistic or economic barriers.
11.3 A Research Agenda for the Future
As we look toward the next decade of Indian democracy, the 
relationship between digital engagement and policy outcomes 
remains a fertile ground for inquiry. Future research should 
prioritize:

•	 Longitudinal Impact: How does digital engagement in 
one election cycle affect long-term female political leadership 
and party recruitment?

•	 Comparative Vernacular Studies: Investigating how 
mobilization patterns differ across India’s linguistically 
diverse “Vernacular Webs.”

•	 The Impact of AI: Examining how generative AI and 
deepfakes specifically target women’s political credibility in 
the Indian context.
In finality, while the hashtag is a potent tool for visibility, it 
is the ballot that remains the ultimate instrument of change. 
The “digital citizenship” explored in this paper suggests that 
Indian women are no longer just passive subjects of political 
discourse; they are active architects of a new, mediated 
democratic future.
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