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Abstract

This paper seeks to analyze the effect of
digital media on Indian feminism. The central
philosophical analysis seeks to fathom how
platforms like Twitter, Instagram etc., have
democratized feminist discourse and amplified
marginalized voices and therefore enabled rapid
and effective mobilization on campaigns such as
#MeToo. Digital environments can mimic and
reproduce social hierarchies thereby excluding a
great number of rural and non-English speaking
populations and commodify activism within the
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I ntroduction

Thefourthindustria revolution hasnot only transposed and redrawn political, socia and socio-economic
boundaries but also made its mark on almost every major subject or discourse of the 21% century. It has
fundamentally redefined the undul ationsand thetrends of activism and feminist discoursein India. It hasaso
created acompl ex feedback mechani sm between a gorithmson one hand and socid transformation ontheother.

Drawing uponintersectionaity theory, postcolonia feminism and critical mediastudies, weattempt to
gatethat whilethe opportunitiesfor democratization of feminist voi cesand their mobilization havemultiplied
due to penetration of social mediaand itstrends, it has also aided in the devel opment of new forms of
exclusion, commodification and epistemic violence that have emerged as new roadbl ocks on theroad to
envisioned egalitarianism and the feminist movement’s transformative potential.
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Digital Emancipation: Inclusion and Diversification

Digitd medialedinternet feminism representsaprofound and perhaps permanent shift inthetraditiona
modes of feminist organizing. The conceptualization of “alternative counterpublics” by these new channels of
information andideol ogy dissemination chalengethetraditiona hegemonic structureof both mainstream media
and established feminist ingtitutions.* Thisdemocratizing potentia meritsour serious consideration.

Previoudy marginalized voiceshavefoundit easier to voicether plightsand concerns, often becoming
mainstream agendas of discussion in circles that otherwise have been long engrossed in “imported issues”-
topicsof little concern to the suba tern woman, whose entire exi stence fades beyond the narrow confines of
academia. Campaignssuch as#MeToo, #PinjraTod and # Will GoOut have created safe spacesfor survivors,
activistsand audiencesalike. They sharetheir grievances and their narratives without the mediation and
control of any gatekeepers.

Beng an organic bottom-up phenomenon, digital feminism hasfacilitatedintersectiond feminist discourse
that addresses the complex interplay of women’s rights and caste, class, religions and other identities.2Dalit
andAdivas feministsaong with other marginalized groupshavefoundit easier to articul ate their specific
experiencesand challenges, thereby countering the universalizing trends of mainstream feminist movements,
whichathough beneficid in certain cases, tendsto asymmetricaly favor the privileged and traditiona ly educated
sections in India. This development aligns in an Indian context to Kimberley Crenshaw’s intersectionality
framework.

The enhanced speed of digita dissemination of information hasalowed for faster digital mobilization
and hasresulted in rapid responsesto cases of specific gender-violenceand discrimination. The phenomenon
of “virality” has created a sphere for “affected publics” — networked groups of individuals connected by
shared fedings of empathy, outrage and counter action. Asaresult, public attentiontoissuessuch asdomestic
violence, workplace harassment and statutory gender-based di scrimination hasincreased.

Digital Exclusion: Same Story as Before

Sadly, acritica philosophicd perusd reved sto usthat digitd feminismin Indiaisnot without itslimitations
and deficiencies. Thisisbecause of the pervasiveinherent contradictionsin the vaue system of theIndian
society. The cel ébratory nature of our discoursetakesaback seat whenweredizethat digitd mediasometimes
resultsinthereproduction and even amplification of theexisting social hierarchies.

Themost fundamenta challengeisof thedigital divide. Whileit isoften easier to pay attention to the
access bility gulf that exists between men and women, the divideamongst thefemal e section of the population
itself isal so eye opening. Despite growing internet penetration, significant regional, classand caste-based
differencesexist. Asof 2021, only 14.9% percent of womenin Indiausetheinternet onaregular basis®*This
number isfurther eschewed to favor upper class, urban and upper caste women. Digital technol ogiesthus
remain not only innocent neutra tool sbut become enmeshed within existing power structuresthat determine
who hasavoiceand who hasvisihility.

Thisexdusonisquditétivetoo. Theoverwhd mingdominanceof theEnglish languageisfeminist discourse
on major social media platforms creates a form of “epistemic violence”- using Gayatri Spivak’s formulation,
that shinesthelight on certainiterationsof knowledgeand expression and discriminates againgt other.*Feminist
discourseonnationd digital mediaoften overwhe mingly becomesaspaceformed and led by the perspectives
of urban, upper-castewomen, thereby reproducing the very chalengesthat feminism seeksto diminate.

Commodification

The engagement focused and algorithm led content moderation on socia mediaplatformshascreated
a problem of commodification of resistance. Sarah Banet-Weiser’s observations regarding “popular feminism”
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show how feminist messages often become enmeshed into market-driven logicsthat prioritizeindividua
betterment over wider socid transformation.> Thisproblem manifestsitsaf in several dangerousforms.

Theengagement driven social mediaplatformsareoften held hostageto short sighted algorithmswhich
prioritize sensationalism and virality over nuance and mature discussions or intersectional discourse. This
often resultsin mere performative actions and gestures, where peopl e chaselikes, reach and constant digital
gratification over substantive political engagement and tangible socia change. Further, theinternet of today
beingan American cultural ingtitution often prioritizesneoliberal thoughtsthat give precedenceto individua
authority and choicerather than common structural transformation. AsAnhiti Pathak argues, thisleadsto
“techno-productivity” that places the burden of social change on divided masses of individual women activists
rather than themassitself and thisresultsin non-action asfar asthe challengeto systemicinequalitiesis
concerned. Asfeminist content becomesintegrated to socid mediaplaforms, who primarily function asprofit
seeking corporateentities, it becomes subject to corporate censorship and mani pul ation. Thisdependency on
privateequity controlled digital infrastructure meansthat feminist discourse happenswithin congraintsand is
not acompletely democratic deliberativeexercise,

Challenges from the Patriacrchy

From aphilosophical point of view, the most potent challengeto feminism that hasemerged dueto
digitalization is perhaps what can be termed as “digital patriarchy”- the systematic use of online platforms to
harass, bully, intimidate and consequently silencefeminist voices. Itisnot merely aculture of random individua
hostility but represents and organi zed attempt to maintain patriarcha hegemony through technological contral,
narrative building and demonization.

Theriseof such targeted bullying campai gnsagainst feminist activists showcaseshow social media
technol ogies can bewegponized toi nitiate gender-based violencein virtua spaces. Organized trolling[sometimes
by paid anonymous accounts, other times by computer generated profiles(‘bots’)], doxxing (personal
information being made public without consent, often with intent to cause harm) and evendirect violent threets
aresomeof thetool sused agai nst feminists asthey engagein onlinediscourses. Thisisoften doneto scareand
suppressthem and has a ready made many such activists abandon immediatei ssuesand sometimesin extreme
casesthesurrender of their entiredigital presence.

The emergence of “right wing counter feminism” that seeks to appropriate feminist language and
personalitieswhileengaging in reactionary politicsand reinforcement of gender-based divisionsisanother
way in which the patriarchy acts in digital space this time masquerading as a group of ‘unheard’ conservative
women. They claim to represent authentic feminist voices, allegethat feminism takesthe high road while
ignoring perceived or made up ‘real” issues and thereby seek to delegitimize the entire feminist discourse in the
Indian digita space. The#ReadyToWait campaign regarding thetempl e entry movement in Sabarimaaisone
such case. They represent what Antonio Gramsci addressed to as aform of cultural hegemony the co-
optation of oppositional discourseto act against progressivetrends and serve dominant interests.

Thus, potent fundamenta questionsregarding therel ationshi p between technol ogy and human agency.
Inanideal situation, wetend to consider technology as val ue neutral toolswhich can beliberally used for
digital emanci pation. However, technol ogy isactua ly often depl oyed embedded within socid power Sructures.
Drawing upon Jacques Ellul’s criticisms of a technological society, it can be argued that social media technologies
have taken the form of what he referred to as “technique” a set of systems that develop according to their own
sdf attenuated logicsrather than humanintentions. The platform dependent nature of digital communication
aong with a gorithmic moderation and commodification of attention, ensuresthat thefeminist discoursesare
bridled by technology generated constraints and thusarelimited in their transformative potential. Itisalso
important to note however, that such deterministic views must be balanced against very real evidence of
genuine agency and resistancethat takes place on social mediaeach day. The creative use of hashtags, the
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strategic leverage of socia mediafor offlinemobilization and even the creative devel opment of alternative
platformsal suggest that technology isfar from arunaway train and remains subject to human intentionaity
and political struggle.

The intersection of digital technologies and India’s complex social structure reveals the limitations of
universa gpproachestodigita feminism. Theassumptionthat accessto internet can autometically trandateto
attention to feminist issuesof theignored subaltern activistsisfar fromredity and failsto addresshow caste-
based di scrimination operatesin digital spaces. Research on onlinetargeted and non-targeted harassment
revea sthat women from marginalized castesfacedistinctly different forms of abusethan their upper-caste
peers and such attacks often take castei st dimensions. The geographic distribution of internet accessibility
showsthat itislargely concentrated in urban areas. Thismeansthat rural women, who congtitutethe mgjority
of India’s female population, remain excluded or at best find a proxy voice in the national digital feminist
spaces. Thisisatotd reproduction of historical metropolitan orientationsof thefeminist movement in India.

Thismeansthat digita feminism must devel op morenuanced waysto andyzeand addresshow intersecting
identitiesshapeonlineexperiencesof feminists.

The Question of Authenticity

Socia mediahasal so raised questions on the authenticity of feminism and of representation withinit.
Theeaseof accessboth intermsof reception of content and of creating new content and circulatingit hasled
to concerns about “pseudo-feminism” and the dilution of feminist political analysis. These concerns actually
reflect deeper philosophica questions about the cause-and-effect rel ationshipsthat exist between popular
culture and political movements. On the one hand, popular dissemination of feminist ideasthrough socia
media represents a process of democratization and challenges the age old “gate keeping’ traditions of the old
intellectud circles. However, ontheother hand criticismisoftenlevel led that such popul arization has stripped
feminist analysisof itsmoreradical provisionsand hasreduced complex structura critiquesto individual
lifestyle choicesand consumer preferences.

Thereisdsoaperceved crissof representation in the Indian feminist domain whichischiefly duetothe
emergence of multiple, often contradictory feminist voiceson socid mediaplatforms. They represent various
social, political and economic hues and often attack each other’s authenticity in the quest to grab eyeballs. The
guestion of who speakson feminism, by what authority and on whose behdf hasthusbecomevery complex
within digital environmentsbecausetraditiona structuresandingtitutiona boundariesexert far lessauthority in
thedigita domain.

Any evaluation of social media’s effects on Indian feminism must also try to analyze the broader conflict
between technol ogica skepticism and technological optimism. Supportersof tech led feminismvouch for the
endless opportunitiesfor feminist transformation it provides by enabling new and more efficient forms of
expression, organi zation and solidarity.® This sideemphasizes on the creative power and thedisruptiveand
subversive capacity of digital mediawhiledownplaying thestructura limitations. Howevey, it fail sto account
for how digital spaces reproduce traditional structures as discussed before. The male coded culture of
technological industry and its corporate nature might organically be against amovement such asfeminism.
Thisistheviewpoint of thetechnological skeptics. Hereit may bereemphasi zed that technol ogiesare neither
inherently liberating nor oppressive but rather contested spaceswhere different socia forces struggleto
dominate. Thisview emphasi zestheimportance of politica struggleover digital development rather takinga
more synergistic gpproach among thetwo.

Conclusion

Findly, socid mediatechnol ogieshave complicated therd ationship between global feminist movements
andlocd Indian activism. They enableIndianfeministsto connect to globa audiencesand their peersand dso
draw inspiration and support from international campaigns. However, global activismfor local issuesan
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inadvertent by product of such congtructiveinteractionshasled to ethnocentric culturd imperialism of western
gender values and frameworks on the Inian contexts and socia backdrops.

The#M eToo campaign exemplifiesthisissueas|ndian participantsfredy appropriated globa templates
whileaddressing specifically Indianformsof gender-based violenceand discrimination. Thisensured increased
attention and remedial actions. At the sametime, the Indian audience was unaware of such mobilization
strategies and at times even with the nuanced nature of what constitutes gender-based violence. Questions
might therefore berai sed on the effectiveness of themovement asawhole. Thisprocessof adaptationreveds
both the effectivenessand thelimitations of transnationd feminist solidarity, especidly inthedigita domain.

Further, the dominance of West-led social mediaplatformsin Indian framework rai ses questions about
digital colonialismand the reproduction of neo-colonial power structuresthrough technol ogical means. That
Indian feminism must leverageAmerican mediumstointeract within itself suggestsaform of dependency and
might limit the autonomy of Indian movements both viasoft culture meansand by information warfare.

Technol ogy by itself cannot resolvethefundamental chalengesthat Indian feministsor for that matter,
Indian women face. Whilethey do create potentia spacesand provide cregtivetools, their effectivenessis
bridled by the historica ineffectivenessof Indian feminism to assmilateand includewomen and subjectsfrom
al fiedldsand drata.

Asawhole, theimpact of socid mediatrendson Indian feminismresstsasmpleevauation. It descends
into base questions regarding democracy, representation and the disruptive transformationa capacity of
technology. We must therefore carefully analyze how feminist movements can engage asmeaningfully as
possiblewith digital mediawhile staying trueto their fundamental beliefs. A critical approach that combines
technologica engagement with structural anaysisoffersthe best waysto redize theemancipatory potentid of
digitd feminismwhileavoidingitspitfdls.
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