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1. Introduction
1.1The Context: The “Jio” Generation

Asastudentresearcher observing the socio-political landscape
of contemporary India, I am witnessing a phenomenon that
scholars have termed the “technological democratization”
of the country. Since the “Jio Revolution” of 2016, data
costs in India have plummeted, bringing millions of young
Indians online. For my generation the demographic cohort
often referred to as the “Youth Bulge” (where over 50% of
the population is under 25) the smartphone has become the
primary site of citizenship. However, I argue that this rapid
digitization has outpaced our educational preparation. We
have placed powerful supercomputers in the hands of young
voters without equipping them with the critical faculties to
navigate an algorithmically polarized world. My research
begins with the premise that in India, the “Digital Public
Sphere” has effectively replaced traditional ground-level
mobilization. The Adda (traditional hangout) has moved
to WhatsApp, and the pamphlet has been replaced by the
Instagram Reel.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

The core problem I address in this study is the disconnect
between digital consumption and critical comprehension.
Through my interactions with peers in university spaces,
I have observed a disturbing trend of “passive algorithmic
citizenship.” Many young voters consume political content
that is algorithmically curated to trigger outrage or confirm
existing biases (The “Echo Chamber” effect). While there
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is ample quantitative data on how much time Indian youth
spend online (IAMAI reports), there is a significant lack of
qualitative research on how they interpret the veracity of
political content. Specifically, the “WhatsApp University”
phenomenon where unverified, often communal or hyper-
partisan information is accepted as fact poses a direct threat
to informed political participation.

1.3. Research Objectives
In this study, I aim to:

* Analyze the semiotics and narrative structures of political
content consumed by university students on platforms like
Instagram and WhatsApp.

* Evaluate the “Critical Media Literacy” levels of
students, specifically their ability to identify source bias,
fake news, and deepfakes.

* Investigate the link between media literacy and political
behavior: Does higher literacy lead to constructive activism,
or does it lead to cynicism and disengagement?

* Explore the specific challenges of the Indian
multilingual context, where fact-checking resources are often
less available in regional languages compared to English.

2. Literature Review

In preparing this proposal, I have reviewed key texts that
bridge the gap between media theory and Indian political
reality.

2.1. The Crisis of Credibility

Scholars like Shakuntala Banaji (2018) have extensively
documented the role of WhatsApp in Indian politics. Banaji
argues that in India, “vigilante publics” are often formed
through the circulation of misinformation that appeals to
nationalist or religious sentiments. My research builds on this
by looking specifically at the university student demographic,
which is theoretically more educated but, as I argue, equally
susceptible to emotional manipulation.
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2.2. Media Literacy as a Defense

I rely heavily on the framework provided by Buckingham
(2019), who defines media literacy not just as a functional skill
(how to use technology) but as a critical one (understanding
power relations). In the Indian context, Neyazi (2018) has
shown how the Hindi media landscape has shifted towards
a model that prioritizes sensationalism over verification. My
study identifies a gap here: while we know the media is biased,
we do not fully understand how the youth audience negotiates
this bias. Do they accept it, ignore it, or fight it?

2.3. The Logic of Connective Action

Bennett and Segerberg (2012) proposed the theory of
“Connective Action,” distinct from traditional “Collective
Action.” They argue that digital movements (like the recent
protests seen in India regarding educational or environmental
policies) are based on personalized content sharing. I intend
to test this theory in my local context to see if my peers share
political content to express their personal identity rather than
to support a collective ideology.

3. Theoretical Framework
To analyze my data, I will employ a dual-theoretical approach:
3.1. Stuart Hall’s Encoding/Decoding Model

This is the backbone of my qualitative analysis. Hall (1973)
posited that media messages are “encoded” with a dominant
meaning by producers but can be “decoded” in three ways by
the audience:

* Dominant-Hegemonic Position: The student accepts the
political meme exactly as the IT Cell intended.

* Negotiated Position: The student accepts part of the
message but questions the extreme claims.

* Oppositional Position: The student rejects the
message entirely, recognizing it aspropaganda. My research
will categorize student responses into these three codes.
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3.2. Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT)

I will use UGT to understand the motivation behind political
scrolling. Why do students follow “meme pages” for news
instead of traditional newspapers? I hypothesize that the
“Gratifications” sought are:

¢ Entertainment: Politics presented as comedy.
e Social Utility: Having topics to discuss with friends.

e Cognitive Ease: Short, visual formats require less mental
effort than reading a 1000-word editorial.

4. Methodology

Since my objective is to understand the nuance of perception,
I have chosen a Qualitative Research Design. A survey might
tell me that 80% of students use Instagram for news, but it
cannot explain why they trust a random influencer over a
journalist.

4.1. Sampling Strategy
[ will use Purposive Sampling to select:

e Participants: 20 University Students (Age 18-25) from
The University of Burdwan. I will ensure a mix of Humanities
and STEM students to see if educational background impacts
media literacy.

e Content: 50 highly shared political posts (Memes, Reels,
Infographics) from the last 3 months, selected from popular
Indian political pages (e.g., The Deshbhakt, Andh Bhakt, or
regional equivalents).

4.2. Data Collection Tools

* Qualitative Content Analysis (The “What”): I will archive
and analyze the selected 50 posts. I will look for:

* Visuals: Use of saffron/green colors, photoshopping of
political figures.

* Text: Use of emotive words (e.g., “Traitor,” “Soldier,”
“Pride”).
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* Sourcing: Presence or absence of hyperlinks to verified
news.

* In-Depth Interviews (The “Why”): I will conduct
30-40-minute semi-structured interviews.

* Protocol: I will use a method called “The Scroll Back”. I
will ask participants to open their “Saved” or “Liked” posts
on Instagram and walk me through the last three political
posts they engaged with.

* Key Question: “If you found out this post was fake
tomorrow, would it change your opinion of the politician?
Why or why not?”

4.3. Data Analysis Plan

I will transcribe the interviews and use Thematic Analysis.
I will code the data into themes such as “Trust in Visuals,”
“Peer Pressure to Share,” and “Cynicism towards Mainstream
Media.”

5. Ethical Considerations

As a student researcher, I am aware of the sensitive nature of
political research in India today.

* Anonymity: All participants will be given pseudonyms
(e.g., Student A, Student B). No real names or political
affiliations will be recorded in the final paper.

* Consent: I will explicitly inform participants that they
can refuse to answer any political question that makes them
uncomfortable.

* Neutrality: I will consciously practice “Reflexivity,”
acknowledging my own political biases and ensuring they
do not color the interpretation of the data.

6. Preliminary Observations & Expected Findings

Based on my pilot interactions, I anticipate the following
findings:

1. The “Aesthetic of Truth”: I hypothesize that students
judge the credibility of a news piece based on its design quality
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(font, layout, high-res images) rather than its source. A well-
edited Instagram reel is often perceived as “truer” than a
poorly formatted government notification.

2. Literacy as a Tool for Confirmation Bias: Surprisingly,
I expect to find that “media literate” students often use their
skills selectively. They will rigorously fact-check opposing
views but blindly accept news that supports their favorite

party.
3. The Fear of “Cancel Culture”: I anticipate that many
students engage in self-censorship. They may hold nuanced

views but only share “safe,” conformist opinions online to
avoid trolling or social ostracization.

7. Conclusion

This research is an attempt to hold a mirror to my own
generation. We are the most connected generation in Indian
history, yet we are at risk of being the most manipulated.
By exploring the relationship between Media Literacy and
Political Participation, I hope to demonstrate that “literacy”
is the only firewall we have against the weaponization of
information. The findings of this study will be valuable notjust
for academic discourse but for educational policymakers. If
we want the youth to participate meaningfully in democracy,
we must teach them that in the digital age, skepticism is a
civic duty.
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