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Abstract 

The rapid expansion of social media has significantly transformed the ways in 

which young women in India communicate, construct identities, participate in public 

discourse, and negotiate gender relations. Platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, 

YouTube, WhatsApp, and X have created new spaces for self-expression, networking, 

education, entrepreneurship, political participation, and feminist engagement. At the 

same time, social media has reproduced several forms of gender inequality through 

online harassment, cyberstalking, body shaming, sexual objectification, patriarchal 

surveillance, misinformation, and unequal access to digital resources. This paper 

examines the relationship between social media use and changing gender relations 

among young women in contemporary India from a sociological perspective. The 

study adopts a qualitative, exploratory and descriptive research methodology based 

primarily on secondary sources, including academic literature, institutional reports, 

and existing empirical studies. The paper applies Naila Kabeer's framework of 

women's empowerment—resources, agency, and achievements—to understand how 

digital platforms may influence women's ability to make choices and negotiate social 

relationships. The analysis suggests that social media can expand women's social and 

informational resources, strengthen individual agency, and create alternative spaces 

for challenging patriarchal norms. However, access to technology alone does not 

automatically result in empowerment. Socio-economic status, education, rural-urban 

location, family control, language, caste, class, and digital literacy shape women's 

experiences online. The paper argues that social media is therefore a contradictory 

social space: it can simultaneously challenge and reproduce traditional gender 

relations. Greater digital literacy, online safety, affordable access, gender-sensitive 

policies, and further intersectional research are required to understand and strengthen 

the emancipatory potential of social media for young Indian women. 
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 Introduction 

The development of digital communication technologies has brought 

significant changes in contemporary Indian society. Social media has become an 

important component of everyday life, particularly among young people. Platforms 

such as Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, WhatsApp, Snapchat, and X are no longer 

merely tools of entertainment and interpersonal communication. They have developed 

into spaces for education, employment, political participation, cultural expression, 

entrepreneurship, and social activism. 

For young women, these transformations are particularly significant because 

their access to public spaces has historically been influenced by patriarchal social 

structures. Traditional gender relations have often restricted women's mobility, 

decision-making power, economic independence, sexuality, and participation in 

public life. Social media can provide women with an alternative space where they can 

communicate and express themselves beyond some of the conventional restrictions 

imposed by family and community. 

However, the relationship between social media and gender is complex. Social 

media does not automatically eliminate patriarchy. Rather, it can reproduce existing 

inequalities in new digital forms. Women may experience online harassment, trolling, 

unwanted sexual messages, cyberstalking, image-based abuse, and restrictions 

imposed by family members. Thus, social media should be understood as a contested 

social space in which traditional gender norms and new forms of gender relations 

interact. 

The gender dimension of India's digital transformation is particularly 

important because access to the internet remains unequal. Evidence cited in Freedom 

House's Freedom on the Net 2024 report indicates that the NFHS-5 period recorded 

internet access among 33 percent of adult women compared with 57.1 percent of men, 

demonstrating a substantial digital gender gap.  

The present paper therefore examines how social media is influencing gender 

relations among young women in India and asks whether increasing digital 

participation is contributing to genuine empowerment or merely creating new forms 

of inequality.  

Social Media and Changing Gender Relations 

 Transformation of Women's Self-Expression 
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One of the most visible changes associated with social media is the expansion of 

opportunities for self-expression. Young women can communicate their opinions, 

interests, experiences, and aspirations to audiences beyond their immediate families 

and communities. Traditional social structures often determine who can speak 

publicly and whose opinions are considered legitimate. Social media partially disrupts 

this structure by providing women with direct communication channels. Women can 

therefore participate in conversations concerning education, employment, 

relationships, gender discrimination, sexuality, politics, culture, and social justice. 

 Challenging Patriarchal Norms 

Social media can challenge patriarchal norms by making alternative experiences 

visible.For example, discussions surrounding women's education, delayed marriage, 

professional careers, women's mobility, reproductive autonomy, domestic violence, 

and workplace discrimination can become publicly visible through digital platforms. 

Hashtag campaigns and online feminist communities can transform individual 

experiences into collective discussions. An experience that may previously have 

remained private can become part of a wider conversation about structural inequality. 

In this sense, social media can facilitate what may be called digital consciousness-

raising. 

 Expansion of Social Networks 

Social media allows young women to construct networks that extend beyond 

family and geographical boundaries. A woman from a small town may communicate 

with students ,professionals, activists, entrepreneurs, and academics from different 

parts of India. These networks can provide information, emotional support, 

professional opportunities, and knowledge about rights. Consequently, social media 

can expand women's social capital. However, this benefit is unequally distributed. 

Women with greater education, English-language proficiency, digital literacy, and 

economic resources may gain more opportunities than women with limited 

technological access.  

 Social Media and Economic Empowerment 

The relationship between social media and women's economic empowerment 

is another important dimension. Young women increasingly use social-media 

platforms for Online businesses ,Content creation, Freelancing, Marketing, 

Advertising, Skill development, Professional networking, Personal branding, 

Educational entrepreneurship .Social media can therefore reduce some of the 
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traditional barriers between women and markets. A woman who faces restrictions on 

conventional employment may nevertheless be able to sell products online or provide 

digital services from home. In this sense, social media can create new economic 

opportunities. However, economic empowerment requires more than visibility. 

Sustainable empowerment requires income, control over resources, decision-making 

power, and security.  

 Social Media and Political Participation 

Social media has also expanded opportunities for young women to participate 

in political and social discussions. Women can discuss public policy, gender 

discrimination, violence against women, environmental issues, education, and 

political developments. They can also participate in campaigns without necessarily 

belonging to formal political organizations. This is particularly significant because 

women's participation in public discourse has historically been constrained by 

patriarchal structures. Digital platforms can therefore function as a form of networked 

public sphere in which young women negotiate their citizenship and social identity.  

 Social Media and Changing Family Relations 

Social media can also influence relationships between young women and their 

families. On one hand, it may provide young women with greater autonomy by 

allowing them to access information and communicate with people outside their 

immediate social environment. On the other hand, digital technologies can become 

instruments of surveillance. Parents, relatives, partners, and spouses may monitor 

women's online activities, friendships, photographs, and interactions. Thus, 

technology can simultaneously produce greater autonomy and greater surveillance. 

This contradiction demonstrates that technological change does not automatically 

produce social transformation. Gender relations are influenced by how technology is 

embedded within existing institutions.   

 Negative Consequences and New Forms of Gender Inequality 

Social media can reproduce gender inequality in several ways. 

Online Harassment-Women are disproportionately vulnerable to unwanted 

messages, trolling, sexual comments, threats, and cyberstalking. 

Body Image and Objectification-Social media platforms frequently promote 

idealized representations of female beauty. Young women may experience pressure to 

conform to unrealistic standards concerning body shape, skin, clothing, and lifestyle. 
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Patriarchal Surveillance-Family members or intimate partners may monitor women's 

accounts and restrict their online interactions. 

Digital Violence-Women can face threats involving photographs, personal 

information, impersonation, and non-consensual circulation of private material. 

Digital Divide-The benefits of social media remain unequal because access to 

devices, internet connectivity, education, language skills, and digital literacy differs 

across social groups. Consequently social media should not be viewed simply as 

either liberating or oppressive. It is a contested social space where empowerment and 

inequality coexist. 

Literature Review 

Naila Kabeer (1999): Women‘s Empowerment, Agency and Resources - Naila 

Kabeer‘s influential study, ―Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections on the 

Measurement of Women‘s Empowerment,‖ provides an important theoretical 

foundation for studying women's empowerment. Kabeer conceptualizes 

empowerment through three interconnected dimensions: resources, agency, and 

achievements. Resources include material, human, and social resources that enable 

individuals to make choices; agency refers to the ability to define goals and act upon 

them; and achievements refer to the outcomes of those choices (435–64).  

 R. N. and B. Radha (2024): Urban-Rural Digital Divide among Women - R. 

N. and B. Radha, in their study ―Digital Divide: A Comparison of Undergraduate 

Female Student‘s Use of Social Media Platforms in Urban and Rural,‖ examine 

differences in social-media access and usage among female undergraduate students in 

urban and rural areas. The study specifically focuses on differences in access, use, and 

purposes of social-media platforms among women students. The study is particularly 

important because it demonstrates that social-media participation cannot be separated 

from the broader digital divide. Women living in urban areas and those living in rural 

areas may have different levels of access to technology, digital skills, connectivity, 

and educational opportunities. The authors emphasize the need to strengthen digital 

knowledge and skills among rural female students. 

  Monika (2023): Social Media and Women‘s Empowerment in India - 

Monika's study, ―The Role of Social Media in Women Empowerment in India,‖ 

examines the role of platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, and 

WhatsApp in promoting women's empowerment. The study argues that social media 

has created new opportunities for women to express their views, raise awareness 
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about women's rights, and challenge traditional gender roles. The study identifies 

social media as an important instrument through which women can obtain 

information, participate in public discussions, develop networks, and challenge 

conventional expectations. Social-media platforms can therefore provide women with 

a public voice that may not always be available within traditional family or 

community structures. 

 Nibha Sinha (2025): Social Media Engagement among Indian Women - 

Nibha Sinha's study, ―Social Media Engagement of Women: Structural Equation 

Modelling of Five Factor Construct in Indian Context,‖ provides recent empirical 

evidence concerning women's social-media engagement in India. The research 

focuses on women in the Delhi-National Capital Region and identifies five 

dimensions of social-media engagement: action and participation, usage intensity, 

socialization, attitude and learning, and experience. The findings are particularly 

relevant for understanding young women's changing gender relations because social 

media can expose them to new ideas, alternative lifestyles, professional opportunities, 

and discussions concerning gender equality. At the same time, the intensity and nature 

of engagement may influence how women negotiate their identities and relationships. 

Tawangar, Kovid, Kumar, and Lata, in ―Social Media and Women 

Empowerment: A Critical Analysis,‖ examine the relationship between social-media 

use and women's empowerment. Their study highlights the potential of social media 

to provide women with access to information, communication, networking, and 

opportunities for greater participation in social and professional life. The authors' 

analysis is useful because it presents social media as a potentially empowering 

technology while recognizing that empowerment cannot be separated from the social 

context in which technology is used. Social media may help women overcome some 

traditional communication barriers, but it can also reproduce existing gender 

inequalities. The study therefore supports a balanced interpretation of social media. It 

should neither be viewed as automatically liberating nor entirely oppressive. Instead, 

its consequences depend upon women's social, educational, economic, and cultural 

circumstances. 

Objectives  

The major objectives of the study are: 

 To examine the changing patterns of social media use among young women in 

India. 
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 To understand the relationship between social media and changing gender 

relations. 

 To examine how social media contributes to women's agency and 

empowerment. 

 To examine the relationship between the digital gender divide and women's 

social-media participation. 

 Hypotheses 

 Young women with higher levels of digital literacy are more likely to use 

social media for education, employment, entrepreneurship, and self-expression 

than women with lower digital literacy. 

 Greater social-media engagement is positively associated with women's 

decision-making agency in personal, educational, and professional matters. 

  

 Urban young women have greater access to and more diverse uses of social 

media for empowerment and self-expression than rural young women, 

reflecting the continuing digital gender divide in India.  

 Research Gap 

Existing literature has examined digital access, women's empowerment, 

social-media use, online violence, and the digital divide separately. However, there is 

a need for more integrated sociological research examining how social media affects 

everyday gender relations among young Indian women. 

Future research should particularly investigate differences between Rural and 

urban women, Educated and less-educated women, Different socio-economic classes, 

Different age groups, Women with and without independent income, Women from 

different linguistic backgrounds, Women with different levels of digital literacy,There 

is also a need for empirical research examining whether online empowerment 

produces measurable changes in offline decision-making within families and 

communities.  

 Research Methodology 

The present study adopts a qualitative and exploratory research approach. 

Since the objective is to understand broader sociological transformations rather than 

measure a single variable statistically, the study relies primarily on secondary sources. 
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The research uses academic books, peer-reviewed journal articles, institutional 

reports, existing empirical studies, and relevant publications concerning gender, 

digital media, women's empowerment, and Indian society. 

The study is descriptive as well as analytical. The descriptive component 

examines changing patterns of social-media participation among young women, while 

the analytical component examines how these patterns affect gender relations. 

The methodology is based on secondary data analysis and sociological 

interpretation. 

Sources of Data are Academic books and journal articles, Research papers on 

women and digital media, Reports of international and national organizations, 

Existing studies on India's digital gender divide, Studies concerning women's 

empowerment and gender relations, Government and institutional publications 

The study uses purposive selection of relevant literature concerning young 

women, social media, gender relations, and India.  

Limitations 

 The study is mainly based on secondary literature and available reports. 

Therefore, it may not fully capture the personal experiences and everyday 

realities of all young women using social media in India. 

 India has considerable differences in terms of rural-urban location, education, 

class, caste, language, and digital access. Due to these variations, the findings 

may not be equally applicable to all groups of young women.  

  Findings 

 Social media expands women's communicative agency Young women have 

greater opportunities to express opinions, construct identities, and participate in 

discussions beyond traditional social institutions Social media can challenge 

patriarchal norms Digital discussions can make gender discrimination visible and 

expose young women to alternative ideas concerning gender equality. Digital 

resources can strengthen empowerment Internet access, smartphones, information, 

and online networks can function as resources that increase women's capacity for 

choice and agency, consistent with Kabeer's framework.  Social media creates 

economic opportunities, Digital entrepreneurship, marketing, freelancing, and content 

creation can provide new avenues for women's economic participation. Digital 

participation remains unequal, Urban-rural differences, education, income, gender, 
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language, and digital literacy influence women's access and use of social media. 

Patriarchy has entered digital spaces, Traditional forms of control can be reproduced 

through digital surveillance, harassment, restrictions, and gender-based abuse. Online 

empowerment does not automatically produce offline equality. woman may have 

substantial online visibility but limited decision-making power within her household 

or community. Therefore, digital participation should not be treated as a complete 

indicator of empowerment. 

Suggestions  

Urban-rural comparative studies should examine how young women use social 

media differently in cities and villages. Longitudinal studies should investigate 

whether social-media participation produces lasting changes in gender attitudes and 

family relationships. Intersectional research should examine the combined effects of 

gender, caste, class, religion, location, education, and language. Researchers should 

investigate the relationship between social-media use and women's economic 

independence. More research is required on online gender-based violence and 

women's psychological and social responses. Future studies should examine the role 

of digital literacy in transforming social-media access into meaningful empowerment. 

Researchers should investigate whether online feminist activism results in offline 

collective action.  Comparative research between different Indian states could identify 

regional differences in digital gender relations. Future research should examine the 

role of emerging technologies, including artificial intelligence and algorithmic 

recommendation systems, in shaping gender stereotypes .Finally, research should 

examine how families negotiate the increasing digital autonomy of young women. 

 Conclusion 

Social media has become an important institution in the changing landscape of 

gender relations in contemporary India. For young women, digital platforms provide 

new opportunities for communication, self-expression, education, entrepreneurship, 

networking, political participation, and collective action. They can provide access to 

resources and create spaces where women challenge patriarchal expectations. 

However, the emancipatory potential of social media should not be 

exaggerated. Digital spaces reproduce many existing inequalities, including gender 

discrimination, surveillance, harassment, objectification, and unequal access. The 

continuing digital gender gap demonstrates that technological development alone 

cannot guarantee women's empowerment.  
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From a sociological perspective, the central issue is therefore not simply 

whether young women use social media, but how they use it, what resources they 

possess, how much agency they exercise, and whether digital participation produces 

meaningful changes in their everyday lives. 

Kabeer's concepts of resources, agency, and achievements provide a useful 

framework for answering these questions.  Social media can become a resource that 

strengthens agency, but its transformative potential depends upon broader social 

conditions such as education, economic independence, family relations, digital 

literacy, safety, and social norms. 

Thus, social media should be understood as a contested arena of gender 

relations—one that simultaneously challenges, negotiates, and reproduces patriarchy. 

The future of gender equality in India's digital society will depend not merely on 

expanding internet access but on ensuring that young women possess the knowledge, 

skills, security, resources, and freedom necessary to use digital technologies 

meaningfully.  
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