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Abstract
In our current society, the digital revolution has drastically 
altered the way in which knowledge, authority, and 
public opinion are constructed. Whereas in the past public 
intellectuals (scholars, journalists, philosophers, and 
academicians) used institutional authority, critical reason 
and scholarship to mold discourses, a new cohort of digital 
content creators (influencers) increasingly replaced public 
intellectuals as key players of knowledge in contemporary 
society through platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, 
TikTok, and X. This research paper critically analyses the shift 
from public intellectuals to the authority of influencers within 
digital media culture, platform capitalism, and the attention 
economy. Through the method of qualitative analysis with 
secondary data of various scholarly articles and media 
studies, this paper analyses how credibility, legitimacy, and 
authority have been redefined through algorithms, visibility 
markers (e.g. number of likes, shares and followers) and 
participatory media environments. This paper found that 
influencer authority is established and maintained based 
on authenticity, parasocial relationships with followers, 
emotional engagement and relatedness rather than evidence-
based argumentation. While influencer culture increases the 
accessibility and democratisation of knowledge, it also has 
contributed to misinformation and shallowness of discussion, 
as well as to the commodification of knowledge. This paper 
suggests the implementation of digital literacy, ethical codes 
for influencers, algorithm reforms and hybrid intellectuals as 
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remedies to these problems, in order to retain healthy public 
discourse in a democratic society.
Keywords: Public Intellectualism, Influencer Authority, 
Digital Media Culture, Attention Economy, Platform 
Capitalism
1. Introduction:
In our contemporary society, the digital revolution has 
re-formed public opinion, authority, and knowledge 
production. As public intellectuals such as academics, 
journalists, philosophers, writers and scholars, previously 
determined public opinion using the press, books, television 
discussions and academic institutions; authority of these 
public intellectuals arose from intellectual work and academic 
authority. However, through the increasing rise of social 
media platforms, such as YouTube, Instagram, TikTok, and 
X (formerly Twitter), influences have increasingly replaced 
public intellectuals, becoming new trendsetter in changing 
public opinion, cultural styles and even political ideas. The 
main objective of this paper is to examine the displacement 
of public intellectualism to influencer authority, under the 
context of digital media culture, platform capitalism and the 
attention economy, by the method of qualitative analysis 
through various secondary data.
2. Literature Review:
The term ‘public intellectual’ originally denoted individuals 
who, using their academic knowledge and skills, 
communicated with wider society on various issues of 
public interest (social, political and cultural), such as Noam 
Chomsky, Edward Said, Michel Foucault and Amartya Sen, 
whom represents the classical model of public intellectualism. 
Authority among them depends on knowledge, logical reason 
and academic background. Antonio Gramsci stated that an 
important function of intellectuals in society is to construct 
an ideological consciousness. The difference between 
‘traditional’ and ‘organic’ intellectuals in the society showed 
the political power of knowledge producers. This was later 
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developed with more focus on the media institutions and their 
part to disseminate authority. As Johansen defines digital 
media culture, it has completely changed the framework of 
communication in which it doesn’t depend on qualification or 
institutions but rather on personality, visibility within media, 
popularity and interaction of audiences. With the coming 
of digital media, it gives opportunity to people who are not 
necessarily academics to achieve unprecedented levels of 
public power and recognition. Studies by Wong pointed out 
the new type of ‘digital cultural capital’ which means- likes, 
followers, view, share, etc determine the authority of an 
individual in the digital space. (MDPI) This transformation 
signifies that competence in the space of online is assessed 
not through academic contributions but through algorithmic 
metrics; Wong has also argued that to be in the space, public 
intellectuals need to adapt themselves to platform logic. The 
creation of influencer economy in media culture today is 
widely discussed; Rolando described in his systematic review 
of literature that influencers influence public perception by 
narrating a story in an emotional way, having the authority 
through the parasocial relation or performances of authenticity 
to make people feel connected. This is an opposite approach 
to the classical intellectualism who uses logical debate to 
persuade, instead, an influencer builds authority on the basis 
of relatable persona and emotional closeness.
The notion of authenticity in influencer culture is explored 
further by Emily Hund in which she said that in digital 
context, audiences’ trusts are based on the concept of 
authenticity rather than other elements, and followers often 
feel that they know influencers much better and that is how 
they have a greater level of trust towards influencers than 
toward experts that they do not know. In the digital age, the 
authority is also shaped by the algorithms. The research about 
digital intellectualism shows how algorithmic mediation 
functions in order to determine the legitimization and 
visibility in digital public sphere, what platforms prefer most 
is content that will enhance users’ interaction, so the use of 
sensationalism and emotional content takes precedence and 



180

Intersections of Media Literacy and Digital Citizenship

has greater opportunity to achieve this goal than complex 
intellectual arguments.
For example, research of political social media influencers 
showed the existence of new category of opinion leaders 
who were influencers from political campaigns, politicians 
bypassing traditional news outlets and communication with 
audiences directly through the media networks to convey 
their opinion and mobilize their followers’ decision, and 
blurring the line among the role of news agency, activists, 
entertainment, and political commentators. The correlation 
between social media and populism can be seen in studies 
concerning digital populism, in which media content is 
characterized by emotional arousal and antagonism against 
elitist ideas. Intellectual expertise and experience have 
been shown to appear as detached from everyday life and 
individual citizens whereas influencer themselves is seen as 
being the ‘representative’ or the real citizen voices. There is 
global trend from institutional authorities to algorithmic 
authorities in communication process and this could be 
found evidently in South Asia continent with some unique 
characteristics. Recently, “political influencer” which is 
different from the Western concept of lifestyle influencing 
has been formed. Research that has appeared on Economic 
and Political Weekly indicated that Indian YouTubers like 
Dhruv Rathee are emerging from just a maker of informative 
content to influential figures for political purpose, that 
YouTube journalism is thriving on immediate engagement 
and bypassing journalistic controls in an attempt to directly 
reach and influence audiences of younger generation who 
may have issues with institutional media’s bias and perceived 
untrustworthiness of conventional reporting-raising 
questions about the conflict between ‘depth and editorial 
rigor’ required by established media and the ‘transformative 
power of digital platforms’ to engage audiences and organize 
them on lines of political mobilization.
Moreover, academic literature on digital culture have 
invented ‘local digital’ to study platform capitalism in the 
Global South, researchers at University of Passau state that 
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authority of Indian influencers come not from algorithmic 
metrics alone, but also from their function as “custodians 
of culture, tradition and local narratives”, in particular 
Indian ‘intellectual influencers’ use regional language, caste 
issues and tradition to Humanize politicians. Unlike the 
Western ‘individualist’ influencer, Indian counterparts build 
authority through connecting with the communities and 
thus forming bonds with the masses by humanizing politics 
and bringing closer the image of politicians through digital 
space and discourse. There is also institutional response, 
The Indian government had recognized creator’s influence, 
and awarded influencers with National Creator Award, and 
Prime Minister has hailed creators as “digital ambassadors,” 
yet, Parliament Committee on IT pointed out a real danger of 
algorithmic system and warned that, since profit models of 
social media platforms prioritize engagement-driven content, 
sensationalism, especially prevalent in regional content 
for Indian population, acts as a driver of misinformation 
and fake news in regional languages. This state of official 
encouragement versus critical concern highlights an 
ambivalent but powerful role of influencer authority.
In addition, the transformation has become evident even in 
itself, ‘intellectual influencers’ have emerged within digital 
context, who create contents about science, books review, 
news or social commentary. Discussions in current media 
culture reveal the rise of ‘knowledge-based influencer’ 
who combine authority through expertise with a friendly, 
approachable communication style of the entertainment 
format, this phenomenon does not suggest that the classical 
intellectualism has been entirely abolished in the digital 
space, rather it is reformed into an ‘algorithm-friendly’ form 
that aims to fulfill what audiences want and what platform 
demands, so it can achieve high rates of interaction and 
wider dissemination. In conclusion, through the combination 
of technology, audience behavior, algorithmic control 
and the commercialization of media, there is a shift from 
the conventional public intellectual to influencer culture; 
this transition signifies a radical transformation of public 
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intellectualism where individual authority no longer purely 
depends on traditional knowledge and rigorous logical 
arguments, but increasingly relies on audience attention, 
social connection and the performance of authenticity and 
relatability in the digital space.
3.Methodology:
The qualitative approach will be used for this research to 
analyze secondary data collected from books, academic 
journals, articles, media reports, and studies about public 
intellectualism and media studies in relation to influencer 
culture and communication process. The main goal of the 
research is to assess the way in which authority has changed 
with technological advancement in media and its social 
implication.
4.Findings:
Changes in communication structure have been dramatic 
since pre-digital times, where intellectual debate was 
primarily driven through newspaper publications, academic 
institutions, and the television news programs, along with 
publishing houses, with public intellectuals as gatekeepers 
for authoritative critical knowledge that spread slowly, but 
institutionally and authoritatively. With the arrival of Web 
2.0 technologies and social media, such communication 
structures drastically altered the way in which public 
intellectuals communicate with their audience and vice versa. 
Platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, TikTok and Twitter 
opened up the avenues for any user with internet access to 
publish and distribute globally. This enabled a decentralized 
control on media and reduced the monopolistic powers 
of traditional gatekeepers like newspapers. However, the 
subsequent ‘democratisation’ led to a dispersal of authority 
where the power to disseminate knowledge began moving 
to influencers in the absence of proper authority checks 
and balances. Thus, visibility increased over other qualities 
and individuals mastered the art of digital performance for 
earning a better position in the attention economy.
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4.1. Factors that give influencer authority:
Unlike public intellectuals who relied on form and institutional 
control of communication, influencers communicated through 
language of daily use, anecdotes and personal narrative. This 
created the illusion of a close, paras you-like relationship 
between the influencer and its audience. The very nature 
of social media algorithms promotes content that generates 
emotional reactions because this keeps users engaged and 
increases advertising profits, meaning that more controversy, 
entertainment or emotion would directly increase visibility. 
According to the authors, “influencer authority operates via 
‘attention economies’”. This is where authority is constructed 
by the amount of attention paid to the individual or piece 
of content rather than actual expertise and knowledge. 
Transformation of knowledge production: Intellectual culture 
traditionally encouraged critical thinking, peer review and 
evidence-based argument, long-form content, traditional 
methods of scholarship.
4.2. Influencer culture encourages:
The culture emphasizes Short-form content, emotionality and 
personality, personal branding and communication by means 
of emotional contagion and virality. Content on platforms 
such as TikTok and Instagram are expected to be easily 
digestible and quickly engaging, so there is less of a premium 
on complex or long-form content and more on how easily it 
can grab attention. However, at the same time the platforms 
themselves are providing greater access for ordinary people 
to learn and understand a number of subjects, with many 
educational influencers popularizing science, history and 
economics to vast audiences. The new influence has led to 
two parallel systems of knowledge production.
4.3. Political implications:
This rise of influencer authority has important political 
implications, the biggest being that certain political 
influencers and campaigning tools seem to have become much 
more effective than traditional politicians and journalists. 



184

Intersections of Media Literacy and Digital Citizenship

Decentralized control means marginal voices and activist 
perspectives are amplified but also that a greater capacity for 
spreading misinformation and polarizing audiences exists 
with no real accountability measures put in place.
4.4. Algorithmic Truth-or rather an absence of truth:
A significant outcome of this authority shift is that our 
very conception of ‘truth’ is collapsing. An inability or 
unwillingness to tell between real news and factually wrong 
reports means that sensational or misleading headlines 
become a currency, resulting in an emphasis on virality 
over verifiability and creating space for ideologies to spread 
without any grounding in facts. Commercialization of 
Authority is very prominent; perhaps the most important 
finding is that of the commercialization of the new authority, 
or ‘commercial influencer culture’. In the age of platform 
capitalism, influence becomes a commodity that can be bought 
and sold through sponsorships, partnerships and advertising 
deals. Unlike traditional intellectuals whose integrity came 
from an attempt to separate themselves from commercial or 
corporate influence, influencers often rely on these revenue 
streams that incentivize popular attention over intellectual 
integrity. Intellectual discourse begins to transform into 
market commodities.
4.5. Emergence of hybrid intellectual influencers:
However, one should note that this phenomenon is not 
necessarily the demise of traditional intellectual discourse. 
The rise of ‘hybrid’ intellectuals in the form of educational 
YouTubers, popular scientists or political commentators 
show a potential for the blend of old authority with new 
forms. These content creators prove that it is possible to use 
traditional expertise and credibility and apply it to modern 
media environments in an effort to increase wider reach. 
These content creators often ‘work through’ a combination of 
intellect, wit, and charm that appeals to audiences looking for 
entertaining, informative content that is also educational and 
factually sound.
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4.6. Impacts in the political arena:
In India the increase in the rise of the authority over public 
discourse has had its most profound impacts in the political 
arena. YouTube and Instagram creators have become 
important purveyors of information for many new voters; 
they have become the new public square for intellectual 
debate. In the 2024 General Election of India, they played 
a significant role and findings have shown that nano and 
micro-influencers (those with 10,000 to 5 lakhs followers) 
have been more influential in campaigning than traditional 
political figures. An analysis of the 2026 Tamil Nadu elections 
indicated that DMK utilized nano-influencers to disseminate 
their political agenda by integrating it into casual content 
in an effort to increase engagement levels-they received a 
40% increase over plain ads due to the ‘peer talk’ perceived 
between content creators and audiences.
4.7. The emergence of “Right-Wing Intellectual” and the 
“WhatsApp Historian”. Unlike in the West where it may 
often be commercial, in India there has been a marked 
increase in the authority of the “Right-Wing Intellectual” 
and “pop historian”. Publications like “Frontline” have 
demonstrated that figures such as J. Sai Deepak and Anand 
Ranganathan are building their authority not on academic 
publishing but through podcast performances, lectures 
and a sense of ‘conviction’, rather than on evidence or fact-
checking mechanisms that are central to traditional scholarly 
practice. This goes hand in hand with the rise of “WhatsApp 
University” through which misinformation and dubious 
historical narratives are spreading rapidly and easily than 
scholarly fact-checking research, resulting in a breakdown of 
traditional public square and creating a new “talking class” 
rather than the “thinking class” it is traditionally understood 
to be.
4.8. Development communication and “good” authority:
In a contrasting example that suggests the authority shift is 
not always negative and can even lead to more successful 
interventions, the BBC Media Action’s #Invaluables 
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campaign shows how ‘pro-social’ authority can be built and 
disseminated by social media influencers. Working with 
micro-influencers like @AiyyoShraddha, they succeeded in 
influencing perceptions around the issue of waste pickers in 
Bangaluru, as the content they co-created facilitated discussions 
around the topic on social media, indicating that influencer 
authority, when aligned with factual content, can challenge 
and usurp traditional intellectual gatekeeping to create more 
engagement and positive change. Algorithmic Gatekeeping 
and Regulatory gaps: Linguistic diversity of India means that 
while there are not many fact-checking tools in ‘low-resource 
regional languages’, online regional communities can operate 
without oversight, allowing influencers to spread fake news. 
According to the Indian Express 68% of social media users 
are unable to tell the difference between AI-generated content 
and real news, and fake news is spreading 70% faster than 
factual news when it is emotionally charged.
5. Recommendations:
On the bright side, influencer culture provides a better 
opportunity for access and equality. Whereas the space 
of public intellectualism was often exclusive and elite, the 
digital domain allows for participation in public discourse 
and opportunity for underrepresented voices to be heard. 
The danger, however, of losing institutional gatekeeping 
is significant. The result in influencer culture is often the 
prioritization of visibility over veracity; entertainment over 
critique; and affective response over considered deliberation, 
all to the detriment of the health of a democratic conversation. 
To counter this there are a number of solutions that can be 
taken.
5.1. Developing a digitally- literate populace:
An emphasis on education regarding digital media literacy 
is essential so that the populace can more critically access 
information available online, distinguish between true and 
false claims, recognize manipulation by algorithms or design, 
and understand persuasive online techniques. Media literacy 
should include:
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•	 Fact-checking skills
•	 Source verification
•	 Algorithm awareness
•	 Critical analysis of influencer content

5.2. Encouraging Ethical Influencer Practices:
Platforms and regulators should provide a set of ethical 
standards for influencers, particularly on issues related to 
politics, health, education and social matters. Openness 
around sponsorships, misinformation procedures and 
custodial processes is key to safeguarding crowds against 
manipulative techniques.
5.3. Supporting Public Intellectual Engagement Online:
All persons of intellectual interests and pursuits, and all 
institutions of higher education and media, have an obligation 
to learn how to communicate in the new digital environments 
without selling our souls to populism. Serious intellectual 
discussion needs to be made accessible, but not dumbed 
down.
5.4. Reforming Platform Algorithms:
Platforms need to rethink engagement algorithms which 
incentivize opinion sensationalism &amp; extremely 
polarizing content. Platforms could instead encourage links 
to information from credible sources, make educational 
resources highly visible and highlight impart perspectives. 
Together with algorithmic transparency and public 
accountability they are needed to reduce misinformation and 
amplify extremists.
5.5. Promoting Hybrid Knowledge Models:
Perhaps, though, the future of public discourse lies not in 
the integration of intellectuals and popular culture, but in 
the hybridization of the two. Intellectual, communicating 
influencers who do so in a way that is accessible but keeps 
intellectual standards will be the connective tissue bridging 
the divide.
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6. Conclusion:
The shift from public intellectualism toward influencer 
authority is arguably one of the most momentous changes 
within contemporary media culture. Through digital media, 
the dynamics of authority, credibility and knowledge have 
radically shifted. Where celebrities of the past necessary 
institutional legitimization and expert credentials, influencers 
operate on the basis of visibility, identity and intimacy 
with their followers. Though influencer culture advances 
general inclusiveness and broad access to information by 
making communication more democratic, it also fosters 
the spread of misinformation, shallow conversations, and 
commercialization; algorithms favor emotional connections 
rather than rational analysis, deepening polarization and 
epistemic fragmentation. Despite the potential future decline 
of intellectual discourse, the future may not be completely 
bleak. The hybridization and popularization of intellectual 
influencers like QI lie in the possibility that authoritative 
and popular may coexist on digital platforms. Cultivating 
media literacy, fostering ethical behavior in the digital arena 
and2 promoting constructive public participation have the 
potential to ensure the continuation of intellectual discourse 
in the age of influencers. In the end, the defining dynamic 
that delineates the transition from public intellectualism 
to influencer authority is between democratic, capital, 
technological and cultural forces. Appreciating this transition 
is necessary to safeguarding less-radioactive public debate 
and understanding the digital channels’ contribution to 
democratic life. The transition from public intellectualism to 
influencer authority in India thus is not merely a technological 
shift but a fundamental transformation in the parameters of 
democratic debate whose steps can be traced from the crisis of 
relevance for the former (including Hindu public intellectuals 
like Romila Thapar or Yashpal or neighboring regular 
dissenters) to the disintegration of the traditional public 
square, to the empty space being filled by a generation of 
new “Thinkfluencers” and political creators who command 
parasocial loyalties. However, this two-edged sword is suited 
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to the world’s largest democracy. On one edge it threatens: 
the propagation of “WhatsApp history” and algorithmically 
amplified polarization; the replacement of information with 
performative outrage, and the suppression of critical thinking. 
On the other it offers: nano-influencers capable of guiding 
voter education; a proven formula of influence delivery 
by BBC Media Action; and the democratization of political 
debate by YouTubers. Getting there will require a “synthesis 
model”, returning institutions to their proper rational home, 
abandoning the paradigm of the influencer as the enemy 
of expertise and creating “co-regulation” as proved by the 
Parliamentary Panel in collaboration. If Indian influence-
peddlers will follow the discipline of the public intellectual 
while keeping their genuine local access, then the essence of 
the Indian Enlightenment-enhanced dissent, evidence, indeed 
social justice-can be saved for the algorithm age.
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