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Abstract 

India has a long tradition of feminist activism and gender advocacy that aims to address 

deep-rooted patriarchal practices. However, the specific issues prioritized by different 

waves of feminism have fluctuated over the decades in accordance with socio-political and 

historical circumstances. Critiques have been directed at more recent waves for being 

dominated by neoliberal tropes that assume singularity in the experiences of women in 

accordance with middle-class ideals and put forth solutions inaccessible to the majority of 

women. While digital campaigning is argued to have brought in a new wave of feminism 

in India, little is known regarding what issues are prioritized by this wave of campaigning, 

what solutions are constructed as optimal to these issues, which women they aim to help, 

or how audiences might respond to these campaigns. This would be a particularly ripe 

time for such studies, given the plethora of digital campaigns launched by a variety of 

different organizations dedicated to gender justice in the country, in the years before and 

after India was labelled the most dangerous country in the world for women by a 2018 

Thomas Reuters perception poll. Furthermore, given the diversity in the experiences of 

India’s hundreds of millions of women, it is important to understand the extent to which 

digital gender advocacy in India maintains or challenges the criticized neoliberal ideals 

that homogenize women.  

The three sub-studies in this thesis are thus dedicated to the task of exploring the content 

and reception of digital gender advocacy campaigns in India, disseminated through the 

medium of YouTube. The social representations theory is utilized as the main theoretical 

framework that approaches the broad question of women’s emancipation as a system of 

socially constructed meanings and symbols located within wider social, cultural, and 

historical circumstances. Methodologically, the sub-studies employ a range of different 

materials, data collection techniques, and qualitative analytical approaches in conjunction 

with tools of the social representations theory.  

Study I draws on a sample of 250 videos from three different organizations representing 

an Indian government ministry, an international non-governmental organization, and a 

local non-governmental organization to provide a broad overview of the issues prioritized 

in these different organizations’ campaigns and how the representations of these issues 

uphold neoliberal ideals of womanhood, adapted to India’s socio-historical conditions. 

Using analytical concepts of the social representations theory in conjunction with content 

and thematic analysis, it identifies two hegemonic social representations, the first 

anchoring and objectifying sexual harassment as an urban middle-class issue and the 

second depicting early marriage, gender-biased sex selection, and female education as 

rural issues, with solutions to all these different issues mostly placed on individuals and 

rarely on institutions. Meanwhile, Study II focuses on a small sample of eight videos 

produced by the Indian government ministry and the international non-governmental 

organization, which were exceptionally dedicated to promoting institutional change by 

reforming the Indian police in tackling gender-based violence. Tools of the social 
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representations theory were integrated with narrative analysis to explore how the role of 

the police was represented in such campaigns. While the campaign of the government 

ministry glorified the Indian police and reproduced traditional gender roles within law 

enforcement, the campaign of the international non-governmental organization critiqued 

the police, highlighting how the organizations’ identities and relationships with state 

institutions influenced their advocacy. Yet, despite the premise of institutional reform, 

these campaigns still do not depart from neoliberal ideals by placing the burden of change 

on individual women. Finally, Study III explores how an urban middle-class audience 

consisting of 25 professionals employed in the information technology sector in India, 

who can be considered a realistic target audience for the advocacy campaigns, react to 

three campaign videos representing the hegemonic neoliberal ideals identified in Studies 

I and II. The sample consisted of 13 women and 12 men and employed reflexive thematic 

analysis and a discursive approach to social representations to highlight how the 

hegemonic understandings are negotiated in accordance with participants’ own positions, 

such as class and gender, serving identity-related functions.  

As a whole, the studies suggest the dominance of neoliberal ideals in the content and 

reception of Indian gender advocacy campaigns, characterized by an emphasis on 

solutions calling for individual responsibility and a dearth of demands for institutional 

change and collective action. The hegemony of such ideals functions to preserve social 

hierarchies that position the educated, urban middle-classes as the vanguards of progress 

and attribute patriarchy to uneducated, rural, and working-class populations in India. 

However, there was also evidence of alternative understandings that went beyond 

neoliberal tropes to envision a greater accountability of institutions, to highlight the 

complicity of the elite in perpetuating patriarchy, and to illustrate the limitations of self-

transformation as a solution to structural oppression. The existence of such alternatives 

may have the potential to destabilize hegemonic meanings and bring about social change 

in the future. When considered holistically, the studies thus shed light on hegemonic, 

emancipated and polemic meanings, ideas, images, and narratives of women and 

women’s issues in multimodal digital Indian gender advocacy campaigning, and how 

these understandings are in turn re-presented by a reception audience.  
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1. Introduction 

When I tell people I am exploring Indian gender advocacy campaigns in my 

research, they often nod enthusiastically and say how timely my topic is. After all, 

India’s reputation as a poster child for misogyny precedes itself. In 2018, it was 

named the most dangerous country in the world for women in a Thomas Reuters’ 

survey, climbing up from fourth place in the same poll in 2011. Survey participants 

considered Indian women to be most vulnerable to sexual violence, human 

trafficking, and cultural practices (Narayan, 2018). The polls did not use official 

statistics, but measured perceptions of dangers to women among academics, policy 

makers, non-governmental organization (NGO) staff, and other experts (Anderson, 

2011). This is worth noting because it suggests that how dangers to women are 

perceived is as important as what dangers to women are documented to be. Indeed, 

from a social representations perspective, perceptions are powerful because they 

shape reality and have material consequences (Moscovici, 1984).  

The public debate (for instance, Bhattacharya, 2018; Narayan, 2018) generated 

by the surveys went on to shape reality. While the Indian government ministry for 

women dismissed the poll as malicious foreign propaganda, local activists felt it to 

be a much-needed wake-up call to the status of women in India (BBC, 2018). The 

increased scrutiny of women’s issues in the wake of these two surveys gave gender 

advocacy organizations and institutions a chance to highlight their efforts to 

address the grievances of India’s hundreds of millions of women and girls. Over the 

past decade, government ministries, international and local NGOs, and civil society 

organizations have been actively conducting digital campaigns on women’s issues 

in India. However, in a country with over 22 official languages, seven major 

religions, over three thousand castes, widespread economic inequality, and a vast 

rural-urban divide (Joshee & Sihra, 2009), women in India are presumably not a 

homogeneous category; nor do they carry the same burdens in their daily lives.   

Around the world, gender advocacy organizations and feminist movements have 

been accused of failing to account for the differences between women in their 

activism (Bunjun, 2010). This has been attributed to the dominance of neoliberal 

feminism in shaping women’s rights movements, which promotes a vision of 

womanhood that prizes self-sufficiency, self-confidence, and self-empowerment 

(Rottenberg, 2014). While such ideals may be commendable and relevant to the 

lives of many middle-class women who have the social and economic circumstances 
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to aspire to them, Rutherford (2018) points out that neoliberal feminism remains 

blind to the most pressing problems of women from less privileged backgrounds 

and promotes solutions that are unattainable to most women.  

Although neoliberal ideals are suggested to influence activism and programs 

committed to gender equality in India (Wilson, 2015; Gupta, 2016), there is a lack 

of comprehensive understanding of what issues are prioritized in digital gender 

advocacy campaigns in India, which women they aim to support, and what solutions 

are proposed to different problems. Before the work of organizations and feminist 

movements in India can be critically evaluated, it is imperative to understand the 

social representations or “system of values, ideas and practices” (Moscovici, 1973, 

xvii) that they are putting into circulation in their advocacy and how those 

representations espouse or repudiate the ideals of neoliberal feminism. 

Furthermore, not only are women an exceptionally heterogenous category in India, 

the gender advocacy landscape in the country is also extremely diverse. Since the 

1990s, there have been over 50,000 organizations in India focusing on women’s 

issues, with around 50 of them considered significant in terms of their operations 

and impact (Sundar, 1996). Yet, little is known about the similarities and 

differences in the work of any of these organizations.  

While figures are not available for what percentage of advocacy is digital, Jain 

(2020) acknowledges the complementary and overlapping relationship between 

online and offline advocacy. Offline feminist work is often promoted through digital 

campaigns, and digital campaigns in turn influence activism on the ground. 

However, as Rao (2014) discusses, what distinguishes digital campaigns is that their 

viewership is likely to be restricted to an urban middle-class audience by virtue of 

being broadcast on digital platforms like YouTube. This is due to social and 

economic constraints and the country’s large digital divide, which stratify access to 

the internet along class, gender, and geographical lines (Parsheera, 2019). Gupta 

(2016) highlights how digital gender advocacy campaigning in India reproduces 

neoliberal ideals of feminism to cater to urban middle-class audiences. As such 

campaigns often try to bring about social change by spreading awareness and 

eliciting donations, it is important to understand how their intended audience 

responds to them, which existing research has not addressed.  

The studies in this thesis thus focus on digital media, particularly on gender 

advocacy campaigns broadcast through YouTube. As the selected campaigns 

comprise of multimodal content, it is also essential to explore how meanings are 

constructed through the combination of moving images, verbal and textual 

narration, and music and sound. Multimodal approaches to campaigning have been 

extensively studied in the field of communications, especially political 

communication (Esposito, 2019; Moussa et al., 2020; Famulari, 2021; Al-Sabbagh, 

2022; Salojärvi et al., 2023, Xiang, 2023). There has also been increasing interest 

in these issues in other fields, such as education (Hawreliak & Lemieux, 2020; 
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Tetloff et al., 2014) and social psychology (Hakoköngäs & Sakki, 2016a; Sakki & 

Martikainen, 2020). Over 20 years ago, de Rosa and Farr (2001) highlighted the 

importance given by the social psychological theory of social representations to 

images as products, mediums, and sources of social knowledge. More recent 

research (Hakoköngäs & Sakki, 2019; Martikainen, 2019; Cohen et al., 2022) has 

shown how the social representations theory (SRT) can be combined with the 

approaches of visual studies to analyze visual material. Multimodal applications 

within discursive psychology are also gaining popularity in relation to political 

communication (Martikainen & Sakki,2021; Pettersson et al., 2023). Yet, this is still 

an area in its nascency and remains theoretically and empirically underexplored. 

Research within social psychology has largely neglected to consider how 

multimodal communication is utilized in social justice advocacy and the 

impressions such material creates for their audiences. The studies in this 

dissertation build on the aforementioned applications to contribute to developing 

methods of multimodal analysis in social psychology.  

Thus, this dissertation broadly aims to explore the content and reception of 

women’s rights campaigns in India by a government ministry for women, an 

international NGO, and a local NGO, utilizing the SRT as a theoretical and 

methodological framework. By including organizations with differing mandates 

and relationships with the state that have been active for many years with a vast 

online repository of multimodal campaign material, the studies allow a comparison 

of how women’s issues are constructed. Hakoköngäs and Sakki (2016b) have 

highlighted the dearth of qualitative studies exploring audience reception to visual 

content in social psychology. Studying content along with reception responds to this 

gap and provides a more holistic understanding of the complexities involved in 

multimodal communication about women’s issues in India.  

The summary is structured as follows: Chapter two discusses the emergence of 

neoliberal feminism, how it shaped women’s rights movements, and concludes with 

what kinds of alternative feminisms to neoliberal feminism could exist. Chapter 

three looks at women’s rights in India and provides a history of the Indian women’s 

movement, the status of women in contemporary India, and the failure of 

institutions to uphold women’s rights. Chapter four explicates on the main 

theoretical framework: the social representations theory, paying attention to the 

definitions and processes of social representations, the power dynamics involved, 

the application of SRT to multimodal material, and research on representations of 

feminism. Chapter five outlines the general aims and specific research questions of 

the studies. In the sixth chapter, the epistemology, methods, and ethical 

considerations of the studies are presented. The results of the studies are described 

in chapter seven, followed by a discussion of these results in chapter eight, which 

also reflects on the limitations of the studies and directions for future research. 

Chapter nine is devoted to a concluding note and the contributions of the research. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/casp.2655#casp2655-bib-0005
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2. Neoliberal feminism as a hegemonic 

feminism in the 21st century 

In his book, “A brief history of neoliberalism,” David Harvey (2007, p.18) quips that 

“We are all neoliberals now.” Here, Harvey is referring to how, over the course of 

four decades, neoliberalism attained its hegemonic status globally as an economic 

and political ideology. Not merely confined to facilitating free trade, maximizing 

corporate profits, and curbing welfarism, neoliberal rationality also became 

deployed as a form of governmentality that involved expanding and spreading 

market values to all institutions and social actions (Brown, 2003). Neoliberal 

ideology has so pervasively shaped social consciousness that Bettache et al. (2020) 

have identified the presence of neoliberal beliefs at the level of individuals and 

entire societies. Such beliefs include confidence in personal control, support for 

system justification, social exclusion of disadvantaged groups, and a lack of support 

for collective action to reduce inequalities.   

The essence of neoliberalism is well described by Margaret Thatcher, who 

spearheaded Britain’s transition to neoliberalism and remarked in her now 

infamous “Woman’s Own” speech that “economics are the method but the object is 

to change the soul” (Harvey, 2007, p.23). Key to this soul-changing venture was 

recasting liberal conceptions of individual rights and freedoms into a mold for 

morality that measured an individual’s moral autonomy in terms of their capacity 

for self-responsibility. Consequently, failures to meet needs and ambitions were 

seen as individual shortcomings, no matter how grave the external constraints 

hampering the realization of such needs and ambitions. (Brown, 2003).  

This appropriation has left any political movement placing value on individual 

freedom vulnerable for co-optation into the neoliberal fold (Harvey, 2007). In that 

sense, “we are all neoliberals now” captures only too well the ability of neoliberal 

rationality as the dominant mode of governance to colonize more and more 

domains, domesticating emancipatory movements, and remaking them in its own 

image. Feminist movements have also been seduced by neoliberalism, and scholars 

(Fraser, 2009; Rottenberg, 2014) have documented the rise of neoliberal feminism, 

in which feminist ideals are resignified under neoliberal capitalism.  

To understand this development, it is necessary to contextualize the evolution of 

feminist movements within changing socio-historical circumstances. Feminist 
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history in the West, particularly the United States, is often understood in terms of 

the “wave” metaphor to denote changes in feminist movements over time (Laughlin 

et al., 2010). Like a wave in the sea which exists in relation to other waves, feminist 

waves are defined in relation to turning points in feminist activism that precede and 

succeed them (Bailey, 1997). The wave metaphor has been criticized for assuming a 

linear chronology to feminist movements that may not have existed, excluding 

feminist activism by marginalized groups who were not part of mainstream 

movements, and overemphasizing differences between waves while neglecting 

diversity within a single wave (Laughlin et al., 2010). While these criticisms are 

valid, the wave metaphor is still useful for situating different currents of feminism 

over time and recognizing the continuities and discontinuities across them.  

Day and Wray (2018) suggest there have been four waves of feminism so far. 

These are discussed below, with particular attention paid to the second wave of 

feminism in the United States, as Fraser (2009) argues that neoliberal ideals started 

having an influence on feminist movements during the latter part of this wave. I 

then focus on the resultant NGOization of women’s rights movements, concluding 

with alternative feminisms envisioned by activists and scholars. One might question 

why a thesis concerned with social representations conveyed by gender advocacy in 

India would begin with a historical analysis of feminist movements in the West. This 

is not to lend credibility to the myth of feminism as an exclusively Western 

movement, but to highlight how the West has been able to exert a strong influence 

on socio-political systems and movements in parts of the Global South through a 

combination of market reforms and soft power, as argued by Brown (2003).  

As will be further discussed under the section, “New Waves, Same Neoliberal 

vision?,” Western financial and corporate institutions also financed the growth of 

NGOs as a shadow state in many countries in the Global South, giving them the 

power to shape feminist development agendas in line with their neoliberal visions 

(Brown, 2003). I therefore find it necessary to foreground feminism in India within 

a broader feminist history, as that history has shaped the visions of gender justice 

movements in India and other parts of the world. Reddy and Amer (2023) have also 

criticized mainstream currents of social psychology for promoting positivistic and 

individualistic perspectives that do not adequately account for context and material 

constraints in explaining phenomena. While they consider the social 

representations theory an exception to this, owing to its emphasis on context in 

understanding group level phenomena, they also discuss how the theory is often 

applied in Western settings in ways that pay inadequate attention to context. Thus, 

recognizing the processes that have led to the dominance of neoliberal ideals in 

feminist movements worldwide directs the social representations theory back to its 

roots and aligns with calls to reorient social psychology towards knowledge 

production which does justice to histories of dominance and oppression (Fine, 

2023).  
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2.1 Emergence of neoliberal feminism 

Some people ask, ‘Why the word feminist? Why not just say you are a 
believer in human rights, or something like that?’ Because that would be 
dishonest. Feminism is, of course, part of human rights in general – but 
to choose to use the vague expression human rights is to deny the specific 
and particular problem of gender. 

-Chimamanda Adichie (2014, pg. 14). 

Most feminists would agree with Nigerian born writer Chimamanda Adichie that 

feminism is the fight for solutions to the specific and particular problems of gender. 

Yet, feminism is not a unified political ideology and what constitutes the specific 

problems of gender has varied across time and nations as well as different currents 

of feminism (Bunjun, 2010). Adichie herself has come under criticism for failing to 

include the rights of trans women within her vision for feminism (Camminga, 

2020). The first wave of feminism in the West is commonly traced to the mid-19th 

century with campaigns for women’s suffrage and legal, educational, and economic 

reforms to improve women’s lives (Day & Wray, 2018). This gave way to a second 

wave of feminism beginning in the 1960s that represented a diversity of feminist 

perspectives, such as radical feminism, socialist feminism, and lesbian feminism 

(Ghandy, 2016).  

Fraser (2009) highlights that while these different strands of feminism had 

different opinions on how women’s liberation could be achieved, they all considered 

gender justice to be part of a larger struggle against imperialism, racism, classism, 

and heteronormativity, and envisioned a deep transformation of social and political 

structures. She emphasizes that these ambitious visions of early second-wave 

feminism must be charted within their emergence in the post-Second World War 

years, marked by the implementation of Keynesian economic policies in Western 

nations to combat “stagflation,” the combination of inflation and slow growth. 

These included investments in infrastructure, social welfare, redistributive 

taxation, regulation of businesses, nationalization of essential industries, and 

decommodification of public goods. According to Fraser, second-wave feminists 

recognized the importance of tackling class inequalities through strong political 

institutions that delivered justice through redistributive welfare projects. However, 

she also draws attention to the shift in the focus on political economy and public 

spheres to understand injustice within the family and cultural traditions. Fraser 

argues that the resulting project, popularized by the slogans, “the personal is the 

political” and “sisterhood is global,” assumed a certain unity across the experiences 

of all women while trying to draw attention to less visible dimensions of oppression, 

such as unpaid care work, women’s subordination in marriage, gender inequalities 

in the labor market, and male domination of political institutions.  
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To challenge the assumptions of singularity in womanhood, Black feminist 

groups such as the Combahee River Collective in the United States called for an 

expansion of the definition of injustice beyond gender to encompass intersecting 

axes of oppression or social identities, including race, class, sexuality, and 

nationality (Bunjun, 2010). Such challenges enriched second-wave feminism and 

broadened it as a political movement. However, Ghandy (2016) points to a shift in 

second-wave feminism after 1975, dominated by a trend of “cultural feminism,” 

which rejected a critique of capitalism and social structures and focused instead on 

the cultural features of patriarchal oppression. Thus, second-wave feminism failed 

to achieve the structural and institutional changes it set out to accomplish, even 

while spearheading a massive cultural transformation that gave mass appeal to 

previously polemic ideals of gender equality. Fraser (2009) ties second-wave 

feminism’s institutional failure but simultaneous cultural success to neoliberal 

political and economic transformations in the 1980s that were overturning 

Keynesian state welfarism. In its place, privatization, de-regulation, self-

responsibility, and “trickle-down” ideologies were promoted whereby advantages 

given to corporations and elite classes were thought to improve the economy and 

eventually lead to the betterment of those at the bottom of the class pyramid.  

Fraser (2009) suggests that these shifts led to the resignification of the visions 

of second-wave feminism. As she argues, the movement’s attempt to expand the 

focus from class and political economy to culture and the family occurred when 

entire political systems were trying to repress any form of class consciousness. 

Additionally, neoliberalism introduced the norm of two-earner families and was 

considered to encourage more horizontal organizations and flexible networks. 

Fraser explains that this spirit of neoliberalism found favor with second-wave 

feminists who had critiqued the male breadwinner model and top-down state 

welfare policies of the preceding Keynesian era as hierarchical and paternalistic. 

Thus, feminism and neoliberalism became entangled in what Eisenstein (2017) 

terms “a dangerous liaison.” The former’s critique of institutions, focus on the 

personal, and prioritization of recognition of oppression along identity-based 

categories over redistribution ended up being employed in the service of 

neoliberalism’s cutbacks of social welfarism and emphasis on self-responsibility. 

This led to an amplification of feminist ideals that supported this new form of 

capitalism and promoted the cultural transformation that second-wave feminism is 

credited with.  

Hence, some scholars, such as Fraser (2009), have alluded to the complicity of 

second-wave feminism in kickstarting cultural changes that legitimized the 

structural transformation of capitalist society towards neoliberalism. Meanwhile, 

others like Rottenberg (2014) see the convergence between second-wave feminism 

and neoliberalism as an unfortunate accident of historical socio-economic 

conditions rather than a deliberate courtship. However, it is generally agreed that 
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the result of this dalliance was the production of a new kind of feminism centered 

around an ideal feminist subject who is individualized and enterprising, diligently 

optimizing her resources through hard work, drive, and innovation, and pursuing 

with singular focus an ascent to the top of existing power hierarchies rather than 

transforming oppressive structures and systemic patriarchy. As Rottenberg (2014) 

argues, constructing success in terms of the ability to juggle different roles so that 

women “could have it all” was essential to a neoliberal feminist project that sought 

to address the gap between unpaid gendered labor at home and a neoliberal mantra 

at work by requiring women to take the initiative and put in extra hours. Classical 

liberal terms of equality, opportunity, and free choice were thus stripped of their 

wider structural connotations and the struggle for women’s rights and women’s 

autonomy was reframed in terms of behavior modification and affect.  

The operative logic was that acquiring the right dispositions, such as confidence 

and resilience, would enable girls and women to do anything they wanted and be 

anything they wished to be without recognition of structural and material 

constraints. As the self-transformative work demanded by the ideals of neoliberal 

feminism are most accessible to those women higher in the social hierarchy, 

middle-class women were optimally positioned to embrace such ideals of 

empowerment that were typical to neoliberal feminism (Rutherford, 2018). 

Consequently, despite second-wave feminism’s early commitment to recognizing 

intersecting axes of oppression, visions of neoliberal feminism produced a 

homogenous subject of womanhood shaped by middle-class ideals.  

2.2 New waves, same neoliberal vision?  

A third wave of feminism is suggested to have been ushered in during the 1990s by 

a younger generation of feminists who criticized the second wave for being too 

radical and puritanical (Coleman, 2009). Some scholars point to discourses on 

post-feminism as specific to this period, whereby the existence of sexism was 

acknowledged, yet feminism was thought to no longer be needed (Gill, 2007). The 

assumption behind post-feminism was that the feminist revolution had already 

successfully occurred in Western nations and if women were not yet empowered, 

they were to blame for failing to internalize the revolution and act on the reality of 

a brave new feminist-friendly world (Rottenberg, 2014). This often manifested in 

popular cultural products like movies, magazines, and television shows that 

undermined feminism as a social critique while celebrating female power directed 

at consumerism, a phenomenon that McRobbie (2004) termed “double 

entanglement.” The movie “Bridget Jones’s Diary” was cited by McRobbie as an 

example that embodied this phenomenon.  

In parallel to post-feminist assumptions that Western societies had achieved the 

required level of gender equality, the state of gender in the Global South came to be 
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sharply scrutinized, mobilizing a missionary vision of saving “Third World women” 

(Mohanty, 1984). The Washington Consensus among Bretton Woods institutions 

like the IMF, the World Bank, and the US Congress and administration in the 1980s 

pushed structural adjustment programs in the Global South, including India 

(Brown, 2003). This hollowed out the public sectors in these countries and 

prompted the growth of NGOs and development agencies financed by the 

institutions whose policies had disenfranchised people in the countries they now 

claimed to want to help. International development agendas constructed all women 

in the Global South as a static homogenous category without agency, in need of 

civilizing by Western interventions (Mohanty, 1984).  

According to Wilson (2015), this birthed a trope that came to be known as the 

“Girl Effect” of international development, in which an ambitious entrepreneurial 

girl from a low-income household in the Global South required a small investment 

in her human capital to go to school, after which “she will do the rest.” This 

constructed poverty to be a consequence of ostensibly inadequate local knowledge 

or “traditional cultural practices” like early marriage. Conveniently, structural 

causes of poverty, including historical inequalities caused by colonialism, 

transnational labor migration, and class relations were ignored (Hodžić, 2014). 

However, Day and Wray (2018) suggest that a renewed commitment to 

feminism arose in the West in the 21st century, with the internet emerging as an 

important site of feminist activity as digital campaigns and hashtag activism, such 

as #MeToo, gained traction. Some scholars argue that this online presence of 

feminism marked the start of a fourth wave of feminism, considered more 

accessible than previous waves by including women without the time or resources 

to participate in rallies and meetings in person (Harris, 2010). Yet, the existence of 

digital divides stratifying internet access along class, gender, age, and geographic 

location excluded those lacking access to the internet and digital literacy skills from 

obtaining all the benefits of the virtual world. Thus, Day and Wray (2018) discuss 

how offline activity is often regarded as the only type of “real activism” and digital 

campaigns are sometimes dismissed as ‘Slacktivism,” incapable of achieving 

concrete political transformations. In reality, online and offline movements feed 

each other and what starts as online activism may spread offline and vice versa.  

As many of the neoliberal ideals that developed during the second wave 

continued into both the third and fourth waves, there is a lack of consensus on how 

these waves differed from their predecessor (Day & Wray, 2018). This ties back to 

the critique of the wave metaphor, which attempts to divide feminist demands into 

unique sets of goals and concerns that followed each other chronologically when 

there is often overlap between waves and diversity within waves (Laughlin et al., 

2010). Undoubtedly, the largest continuity has been the focus on the choices and 

feelings of individual women as markers of empowerment, which have come to 

dominate visions of mainstream feminism, beginning with feminist projects during 
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the second wave and persisting into the fourth wave. Neoliberal feminism has thus 

justifiably been termed a hegemonic feminism in the 21st century because of its 

long-reaching impact on the terms and visions of contemporary feminist 

movements across the world (Eisenstein, 2017).  

2.3 NGOization  

NGOs have a complicated space in neoliberal politics. They are supposed 
to mop up the anger. Even when they are doing good work, they are 
supposed to maintain the status quo. They are the missionaries of the 
corporate world.  

-Arundhati Roy (as cited in Barsamian, 2017, para. 8). 

The broad umbrella of women’s rights has been taken up by a multitude of 

organizations ranging from both state and civil society entities to everything in 

between that represent a diversity of aims and visions. As suggested by their name, 

non-governmental organizations may encompass civil society organizations that 

counter the state and provide checks on state power (Bernal & Grewal, 2014). One 

can think of organizations like Amnesty International, whose mandate evolved with 

the explicit aim of exposing human rights violations by both state and non-state 

actors. However, many NGOs may have direct and indirect relationships with the 

state, but this alone does not necessarily mean a betrayal of feminist principles. 

Hodžić (2014) illustrates how in some African contexts, advancing progressive 

feminist political projects has involved working with the state, particularly when 

those projects involve tackling institutional violence.  

For Hodžić, the risk of co-optation of feminist NGOs arises in relation to their 

role in perpetuating the depoliticizing effects of the development apparatus where 

they may act as agents of neoliberalism and neoliberal aid regimes. The transition 

to neoliberalism saw a massive expansion of NGOs, which stepped in to cover gaps 

in welfare services as states withdrew support from the social sector (Brown, 2003). 

As Alvarez (2014) discusses, NGOization does not simply refer to the increase in 

feminist NGOs during the 1990s but also to the promotion and legitimization of 

certain practices of professionalization and bureaucratization among such 

organizations under transitions to neoliberalism at both a national and global level. 

By moving across what is included and excluded by the state, NGOs may become a 

part of neoliberal projects of privatization and state withdrawal.  

In their scathing critique of the non-governmental industry titled “The 

Revolution Will Not Be Funded,” INCITE, an activist organization of feminists of 

color in the United States, discuss how the NGOization of feminist movements 

forced activists to become accountable to funders rather than the communities they 

serve. As corporate funders are implicated in the very inequalities that non-
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governmental organizations aim to tackle, there is a conflict of interest in the goal 

of challenging the status quo and addressing the root causes of oppression (Ahn, 

2007). Consequently, many NGOs are more concerned with the provision of social 

service rather than social change. The major difference between the two according 

to Kivel (2007) is that while social change is concerned with long-term, sustainable 

strategies of eradicating exploitation, social service is geared towards immediate 

and temporary ways of helping people survive violence. While social service is 

necessary to help people cope with the wounds of disenfranchisement, it does not 

eliminate the sources of oppression. Thus, funding trends end up influencing the 

work, priorities, and direction of non-governmental feminist organizations who 

need to stay competitive in the social movement market. This has shifted the 

priority of activists from social change to statistics and reports showcasing how 

successfully the work has met the criteria set by their funders (Pérez, 2007).  

The influence of elite interests on social movements has been termed “elite 

capture” by Táíwò (2022). He discusses how a select few have greater access to 

power as a result of advantages conferred on them by their lineage or caste, wealth, 

gender, or other reasons, giving them the ability to influence how funds and 

resources are distributed. Thus, according to Táíwò, elite interests thus capture the 

values of social movements, which can reduce the interests of the movement to what 

they share in common with the few at the top or worse, leading to the elite advancing 

their own narrow interests under the group banner of solidarity with the masses.   

While there are country-specific differences in the sources of NGO funding, 

Salamon’s (2010) study, which included 16 countries across all continents, found 

that in most countries, the income of NGOs largely came from supporter fees or 

philanthropy. Although India was not included in the latter study, it was the top 

recipient of overseas development aid between 2020–2021 (OECD, 2023). As Jalali 

(2008) discusses, even though foreign funding of NGOs is tightly regulated in India 

through the Foreign Contributions Regulation Act (FCRA), grants from multilateral 

agencies such as the United Nations and World Bank that make up a substantial 

portion of overseas development aid are not subject to FCRA restrictions. 

Dependence on foreign funding has raised concerns regarding the accountability, 

co-optation, control, priorities, and strategies of NGOs (Jalali, 2013).  

Similar critiques are also directed at corporate funding, which as Pérez (2007) 

argues causes dependency, restricts the direction and content of social justice work, 

and imposes a business culture on the operations of many NGOs. The resulting 

NGOization leads to feminist movements being modeled on corporate culture and 

hierarchies that reward bourgeoisie credentials and upward mobility (King and 

Osayande, 2007). Táíwò (2022) argues that limiting the leadership of non-

governmental feminist movements to well-paid professionals from top universities 

who have no relationship with the communities they serve leads to less collective 

action by people, more remote decision sites, and the rise of technocrats.  
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According to Rojas (2007), the integration of business culture into the non-

governmental sector also causes projectification, compartmentalizing different 

social issues, and turning people’s welfare into deliverables where campaign goals 

must be achieved in short periods of time. Because tangible impact cannot take 

place under these tight deadlines, organizations may employ a “smoke and mirrors” 

approach to campaigning and prioritize symbolic gestures that look good for photo 

opportunities but do not lead to sustained change. Additionally, Kivel (2007) argues 

that as funding is limited, NGO projects are only accessible to a handful of people 

and not to all in need of them. The lucky few who qualify as beneficiaries are upheld 

as examples that the system is fair, validating the idea of a level playing field, where 

one can get ahead and obtain benefits by working hard, following the rules, and 

presenting no challenge to the status quo. Additionally, showcasing the few who 

succeed provides a justification to blame those who do not for lacking a good work 

ethic, in accordance with neoliberal logic which obscures the root causes of 

inequalities that keep the majority of women oppressed. 

While the above discussion highlights the blind spots of NGOs and interrogates 

how their forms and processes under neoliberalism may impact their advocacy, it 

would be a grievous simplification to conclude that all progressive and radical 

feminist visions of NGOs were wiped out under neoliberalism. A plethora of 

research suggests that in different contexts around the world, feminist NGOs are 

finding ways to creatively resist neoliberal reforms and put forth demands to 

transform the state apparatus. For instance, Alvarez (2014) has found that after 

grappling with the past mistakes of NGOization in Latin America, feminist activists 

strategically used the NGO form to become politically active and reclaim movement 

building, collective action, and collaborate with different organizations on multiple 

issues that extended beyond gender. Meanwhile, in Ghana, Hodžić (2014) 

illustrates how the collaboration between individual feminists, NGOs, and labor 

unions produced a manifesto critiquing the constraints on NGOs’ independence 

while also historicizing the precarity of Ghanian women, explicitly using the term 

“underdeveloped” rather than “undeveloped” to draw attention to the role of 

colonial and neocolonial exploitation and expropriation of resources in producing 

poverty.  

In India, Vijayakumar (2018) highlights how neoliberal aid regimes have 

appropriated the term “community mobilization” to shift responsibility from the 

state onto vulnerable groups themselves. However, the local meanings attached to 

conceptions of “community” also allowed marginalized minorities to creatively 

deploy community mobilization schemes to launch collective claims for rights. 

Roychowdhury (2021) also notes how women organizations in India have acted as 

“brokers,” organizing marginalized populations to demand state-based rights and 

resources that are typically inaccessible to them. Such forms of resistance are also 

connected to wider calls for alternatives to neoliberal feminism, as discussed below.  
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2.4 Calls for alternatives to neoliberal feminism 

The dominance of neoliberal feminism has cultivated a sense that it is the only type 

of feminism available and if the visions of neoliberal feminism are rejected, 

feminism as a whole is rejected. Thus, in critiquing neoliberal feminism, some 

scholars and activists emphasize that neoliberal feminism is not really feminism, 

which brings up questions regarding the true nature of feminism. According to 

Rottenberg (2014), such an exercise is doomed to fail as it assumes that the borders 

of “true feminism” can be charted neatly and that there are unchanging principles 

from which “real” feminist ideals develop. However, as mentioned at the start of 

this chapter, women’s rights, like other human rights, do not have an intrinsic 

meaning but are contested within particular historical, political, social, and cultural 

contexts. For instance, the rights of trans women were not on the radar of first-wave 

feminists, but in contemporary times, feminists failing to take up these struggles 

are considered to be “TERFS” or trans-exclusionary radical feminists.  

Hence, Rottenberg (2014) makes a case for the boundaries of feminism to be 

kept open so that the pertinent needs of the day can be taken up. Instead of debating 

whether neoliberal feminism is truly a kind of feminism, it is more important to 

analyze the functions of neoliberal feminism at particular periods, and the ideals of 

womanhood it produces. Such an analysis can reorient feminism towards new 

articulations of social justice. Thus, the most pressing question according to 

Rottenberg is how mass feminist renaissance as resistance to multiple oppressive 

forces that exclude whole segments of society can be sustained and broadened while 

the logic of neoliberal feminism is rejected.  

In answering this question, Rottenberg (2014) draws inspiration from Judith 

Butler’s (2009) work on precarity, which conceptualizes precarity as a politically 

induced condition resulting from breakdowns in social and economic networks that 

induce different forms of vulnerability across different segments of people. As 

Rottenberg discusses, most conditions of precarity, including those caused by 

climate disasters, wars, and sexual violence disproportionately affect women. As 

precariousness involves heterogeneous and intersecting processes that connect 

social, economic, and cultural conditions, precarity can transcend particular 

identities, uniting feminism over a broader project without dismissing the 

specificity of different identities. For Rottenberg, seeing precarity as a politically 

induced condition highlights the importance of reclaiming state institutions to 

combat economic and ecological vulnerability and inequality precipitated by 

neoliberalism. Focusing on precarity is also in line with Coultas et al. (2023), who 

call for a social psychology of precarity that rejects neoliberal tendencies towards 

individualizing problems and solutions that have become common in the discipline. 

For Fine (2023), such a psychology would situate oppression in relation to 

historical, structural, and colonial power dynamics while highlighting collective 

forms of resistance and envisioning radical alternatives.  
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Fraser (2009) has also envisioned four focal points that a post-neoliberal 

feminist critique might be directed towards. The first focus integrates the 

dimensions of redistribution, recognition, and representation, which were 

fragmented from each other in previous eras. The second focus advocates for value 

to be placed on uncommodified activities, such as care work, that have largely been 

the responsibility of women. The third focus seeks to strengthen participatory 

democracy that subordinates bureaucratic managerialism to citizen power. The 

final focus moves beyond Western-centric visions of feminism to redress injustice 

along every axis, including trans-border injustice.  

Additionally, despite the hegemony of neoliberal feminism, it is important to 

acknowledge that tension, difference, and resistance have been present not just 

within NGOs, as discussed in the previous section, but also across different currents 

of feminism. In response to the singularity of womanhood assumed by white 

second-wave feminists, the Combahee River Collective was already advocating for 

intersectional approaches to feminism in the 1970s. This was further developed by 

Crenshaw (1991) and Collins (2000) to describe the layers of oppression a woman 

may experience because of the way race interacts with class and gender, 

demonstrating the limitations of gender as a singular entry point of analysis. 

Mohanty (2003) has also illustrated how entitlement, power, innocence, and 

complicity have been cemented into feminist organizations as hegemonic feminist 

ideologies, such as “sisterhood is global” and “the personal is the political.” As she 

discusses, the idea that a unifying experience of womanhood connects all women 

places women outside of contemporary world history and renders invisible the 

effects of imperialism on the lives of women in the Global South. Mohanty therefore 

argues for a temporality of struggle that locates women within their historical, 

political, economic, and social positions before they are integrated into a collective 

vision. A politics of partiality as advocated for by Ang (2003) can also help challenge 

“one size fits all” versions of feminism and bring forth tensions and differences that 

are necessary for expanding visions of women’s liberation. 

To conclude, in providing a historical analysis of feminism in the West and 

NGOization, I attempt to highlight the hegemony of neoliberalism in shaping 

feminist ideals across the decades, while also drawing attention to the 

accompanying resistance and alternative visions of feminism that have 

characterized these transitions. This is important from a social representations 

perspective that is interested in how certain ideas become dominant in society and 

the alternatives that are marginalized. The goal of the following chapter is to narrow 

in on the situation in India and traverse the journey of the Indian women’s 

movement to analyze how neoliberal transitions have shaped Indian feminist 

projects, the possibilities for resistance that have emerged locally, and the role of 

the state in questions of gender justice and injustice. 
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3. Women’s rights in India—a background 

Even a cursory examination of the women’s movement would 
demonstrate to what extent it has been pervasively structured by local 
and global forces from its very inception in the 19th century to the 
present. One would be hard-pressed to find any period when women’s 
issues emerged autonomously or authentically “in their own right”, so 
deeply mired have they been in the complex histories of colonialism and 
nationalism. 

- Mary John (2009, Divergent Pictures section, para. 2). 

 

In India, feminism has often been dismissed as a Western import by conservatives 

and leftists alike while in the West, movements for women’s rights in the Global 

South are often seen to imitate Western models. Yet as the above quote from John 

(2009)—an Indian scholar of women’s studies—exemplifies, the reality is more 

nuanced as campaigns and debates associated with women’s emancipation in India 

have been shaped by both indigenous and global forces. From a social 

representation perspective, it has been recommended by Moscovici (1984), the 

founder of the theory, that to understand how a society thinks about a phenomenon 

it is necessary to start with the representation “from which it is born.” Thus, 

building on the broader understanding of global feminist movements provided in 

the previous chapter, I draw on India’s past in this chapter to situate what common 

ideas and practices or social representations might be mobilized or resisted in 

activism on women’s issues in India at present. With this aim, in the sections below, 

I map the history of the Indian women’s movement to highlight the issues taken up 

by activists in the country over the past two centuries and how the priorities, 

methods, and messaging of feminism in India have been affected by both national 

interests and Western influences. To provide a context for evaluating the issues 

taken up by the gender advocacy campaigns analyzed in this thesis, I then outline 

the status of women in contemporary India, paying attention to the often-neglected 

caste component of gender-based violence and providing statistics on other 

indicators of women’s status. I conclude with the role of Indian institutions in 

perpetuating women’s rights abuses to lay out the case for institutional reform.  
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3.1 The Indian Women’s Movement: a history in four 
waves 

According to Jayawardena (1986), the organized struggle for women’s 

emancipation in India took shape in the 19th century as a political movement to 

resist British imperialism and a social movement to reform local practices 

oppressive to women. As she argues, many of these practices were sanctioned by 

the caste system under Hinduism. Because the caste hierarchy was a hereditary 

occupation system with particular castes tied to specific occupations, mobility 

across the caste system was rigorously policed and inter-caste marriages forbidden. 

Consequently, as Jayawardena discusses, sati or the self-immolation of widows on 

their husband’s funeral pyres became common, child marriages were rampant, 

choice of life partners was subject to parental control, and widow remarriage was 

forbidden. She also notes that families were patriarchal in many parts of India, 

subjugating women to men and prizing sons over daughters for their role in 

performing religious rituals. As patriarchal practices were motivated by ideas 

around purity and pollution and sought to preserve inherited wealth, they were 

most common among dominant castes and classes.  

Under British occupation, such practices came under the scrutiny of the 

colonizers who emphasized that the subordination of Indian women reflected the 

backwardness of the country, using this as a justification to embark on a civilizing 

mission. In response, Indian reformers comprising mostly of elite males, took up 

the issues of sati and widow remarriage to quell accusations of barbarity from the 

colonial overlords and to distinguish themselves from the rural poor (Rao, 1999). 

Nationalist elites also sought to differentiate Indian identity and culture from the 

West (Roy, 2012). Indian women came to embody that difference, giving rise to 

standards of femininity based on ideals of purity and self-sacrifice.  

When campaigns for female education gained traction during this period, they 

were not aimed at preparing women for employment but to make them better wives 

and mothers (Gupta, 2016). Similarly, calls for the inclusion of women into the 

national struggle for independence by Gandhi were based on the notion that Indian 

women had a greater tolerance for suffering than men, making them ideally suited 

to non-violent resistance. Such ideas reinforced patriarchy by glorifying women’s 

alleged endurance for hardship as an ideal of womanhood to strive for, instead of 

critiquing patriarchal norms that expected women to suffer silently. 

Binaries also emerged between middle-class and working-class women. As 

Thapar (1993) discusses, prior to independence, women in public spaces were 

largely restricted to sex workers and street vendors. To separate these women from 

the “brave new woman” emerging from her home to advance her country’s freedom, 

the former were constructed as promiscuous and vulgar and the latter as virtuous 

and respectable. Yet, while the first wave of feminism is thought to have been 
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restricted to the bourgeoisie, Jayawardena (1986) argues it enjoyed a wider base as 

many practices being challenged were anchored in religion, linking the reformation 

of Hinduism with the struggle for women’s emancipation. The connections between 

caste hierarchies and the subordination of women also ignited movements by 

radical social reformers of marginalized caste backgrounds like Jotirao Phule, 

agitating simultaneously against caste and women’s oppression.  

Post-independence, Armstrong (2014) describes how India began undertaking 

various social programs and created development plans and commissions 

specifically for women. However, as she discusses, dissatisfaction among feminists 

with the nation state grew, precipitated by a worsening of economic conditions for 

women and the custodial rape of 14-year-old Mathura from the Adivasi tribal 

community in 1972. The incident occurred prior to the declaration of Emergency by 

India’s prime minister Indira Gandhi, marked by the suspension of civil liberties to 

dissent and assemble. However, Armstrong highlights that when the emergency 

period ended in 1977, women in cities across the country protested the supreme 

court’s decision not to press charges against the police officers who raped Mathura.  

These circumstances gave birth to the autonomous women’s movement in India, 

which distanced itself from political parties, religious institutions, government 

agencies and external funding, and initiated a series of legal reforms around 

violence against women (Roy, 2018). Armstrong (2014) also draws attention to the 

ground-breaking report, “Towards Equality,” produced by the Indian government 

on women’s exploitation and oppression, used to substantiate left-leaning feminist 

demands for better distribution of state resources for women. This led to women 

mobilizing around issues specifically related to gender, and transforming their 

position from objects of social reform to subjects of social change for the first time 

in national history. Yet, as Armstrong observes, concerns went beyond gender-

related issues like rape, violence against women, and dowry (the payment given by 

the bride’s family to the groom’s family at the time of marriage), as redistribution 

of land and combating inflation were also prioritized. Hence, second-wave 

feminism in India is often romanticized as a golden age of feminism, free from co-

optation (Roy, 2018), in contrast to second-wave feminism in the West that is 

accused of selling out (Fraser, 2009). Such nostalgia obscures how the Indian 

second wave also had exclusionary moments. Jain (2020) cites the Shah Bano case 

in 1978 on the maintenance of divorced Muslim women as an example where 

women’s groups, largely composed of dominant caste Hindu women, failed to 

mobilize because the predicament of Muslim women was beyond their imagination. 

Third-wave feminism emerged in the 1990s following neoliberal economic 

reforms, when many autonomous women’s groups were transformed into funded 

city-based NGOs and the focus shifted from communal objectives to individual 

rights (Jain, 2020). The move to market reforms and structural adjustment 

programs shrank the public sector and positioned NGOs in India within a 
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contractor model of service delivery, prioritizing a vocabulary of competence over 

commitment in relation to social issues. As feminism turned into well-paid nine-to-

five work, there was a greater feminization of poverty among the Indian population, 

produced by economic liberalization. (Roy, 2015). Thus, while the average Indian 

woman got poorer, with fewer safety nets, women activists got richer (Dave, 2012). 

Critiques were directed at “career feminists” and the NGOization of feminism in 

India, which had led to similar consequences seen with NGOization elsewhere, such 

as donor dependence, corporatized working culture, domesticated goals not capable 

of social transformations, and depoliticization of social issues (Alvarez, 1999).  

However, Roy (2015) cautions against condemning all NGOs as sellouts. She 

argues that this prevents understanding new forms of feminist organizing, the 

possibilities and limitations of subversive feminist practices under neoliberalism 

and may also fuel state-led repression of civil society. Data from the government of 

India indicates that over 20,000 NGOs in India have been stripped of their licenses 

to receive funding from abroad since 2011, 80% of which occurred in the years 

following Narendra Modi’s election as prime minister. This has stifled their 

activities and led to many shutting shop in the country, including Amnesty 

International. (Purohit, 2022).  

While such a climate can curb civil society, Roy (2018) suggests that the growth 

of social media, transnational links with feminist struggles elsewhere, and 

increased education and employment options for women have also prompted new 

ways of political intervention by Indian women. Jain (2020) points to the 

emergence of a nascent fourth wave of digital feminism in India, where hashtag 

activism around sexual harassment, safety in public spaces, and sexual agency are 

initiating conversations and awareness. Yet, it is argued that this activism mirrors 

the ideals of neoliberal feminism by embodying consumeristic and individualistic 

dispositions of urban middle-class Indian women, prompting concerns about 

elitism, Westernization, and limited reach (Gupta, 2016; Roy, 2018).  

Phadke et al. (2011) also draw attention to how public discussions on safety in 

India often focus on middle-class women and lead to brutal exclusions and 

vilifications of working-class men in the name of the safety of these women. Gowda 

and Gupta (2010) argue that while social media may provide an accessible platform 

for marginalized voices excluded from mainstream media platforms, as long as 

access to the internet is stratified in India by a digital divide and unfavorable 

algorithms, we cannot talk of democratic online movements. Additionally, for 

women who struggle to access food, healthcare, and education, online 

conversations on reclaiming public spaces and sexual pleasure have little meaning 

(Jain, 2020). Ultimately, if online activism does not translate into offline 

participation that accounts for the needs of the most marginalized women in society 

who might not be online yet, it risks reproducing hegemonic neoliberal feminist 

agendas.  
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3.2 Women’s issues in contemporary India 

Thanks to the efforts of local movements for women’s emancipation, India would 

appear to be a progressive country for women, as civil liberties were inscribed into 

the constitution, reservation quotas were undertaken for women in government and 

civil service jobs, and numerous legislative measures were introduced to prevent 

violence and exploitation of women. Some of these include the Dowry Prohibition 

Act (1961, amended in 1985), the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act 

(2005) and the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, 

Prohibition and Redressal) Act (2013). However, not only is the legislation often 

inadequate, for instance by exempting marital rape from criminalization (Mandal, 

2014), but ineffective implementation of laws, patriarchal norms, and corrupt 

institutions lead to high rates of female infanticide, child marriage, trafficking, 

sexual and non-sexual violence, and dowry harassment (National Crime Records 

Bureau, 2016).  

The Thomas Reuters Foundation (2018) survey, which named India the most 

dangerous country for women, used six parameters in its classification: sexual 

violence and harassment; cultural practices; human trafficking; healthcare; 

discrimination and economic resources; and non-sexual violence. These 

parameters guided the content analysis undertaken in Study I, which is described 

further in the chapter “Materials and Methods.” There is some overlap between 

these parameters and those utilized in the 2022 “Status of Women” report by the 

Indian government, which refers to six indicators: crime, education, health, 

employment, financial inclusion, and political participation (Economic Advisory 

Council to the Prime Minister, 2022). Statistics in terms of these indicators point to 

the enduring oppression of women in India. These issues are discussed below to 

situate the issues prioritized in Indian gender advocacy campaigns within broader 

social trends.  

When India’s status as the most dangerous country in the world for women is 

brought up, violent crimes against women are often what come to mind. Yet, while 

the last decade in India was foreshadowed by several brutal rape cases, only two 

became highly sensationalized international media events. Both cases, the first 

involving a 23-year-old medical student on a Delhi bus in 2012 and the second a 26-

year-old veterinary student in Hyderabad in 2019, had some commonalities. 

Subramanian and Sharma (2022) discuss how the victims were constructed as 

deserving of sympathy because of their Hindu backgrounds and their career 

ambitions in occupations esteemed by Indian society. Meanwhile, calls for justice 

emphasized the working-class background of their perpetrators, whose idleness 

and unproductivity were highlighted vis-à-vis the victims’ ambitious aspirations. 

When the perpetrators received the death penalty in the first case and were 

executed extra-judicially by the police in the second, celebrations erupted nationally 

(Guha, 2020). However, anti-caste feminists like Sonavane and Wadekar (2020) 
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have emphasized the need to be critical of retributive “justice,” especially in forms 

such as the death penalty and extra-judicial killings, which demonize and 

disproportionately target people from marginalized communities. 

Commentators were quick to point out the hypocrisies in the media coverage 

and public and institutional responses. “We are having an unexceptional reaction 

to an event that isn’t exceptional,” remarked writer and activist Arundhati Roy in 

response to the 2012 Delhi rape (Banerjee, 2013, para. 2). This draws attention to 

how common rapes are in India, particularly among women from working-classes 

and oppressed castes who are almost twice as likely to experience sexual violence 

(Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, 2017). In 80% of cases, the violence is 

perpetrated by dominant caste men (Swabhiman Society & Equality Now, 2020). 

Yet, conviction rates for offences against marginalized castes remain low (National 

Crime Records Bureau, 2016). In 2020, when a 16-year-old Dalit girl was raped and 

murdered by dominant caste men in Uttar Pradesh, the police locked the victim’s 

parents in their house and burnt her body against their will, showing how the 

delivery of “justice” is dependent on one’s caste location. The sensationalization in 

reporting of rape cases involving urban middle-class women and the invisibility of 

Dalit women is interpreted by Rao (2014) to stem from pressures to please middle-

class audiences, who want to see their own issues reflected in media content. 

Meanwhile, female literacy rates nationally are around 72% in comparison to 

85% for men, dropping to 67% for women in rural areas. Girls are also 16% more 

likely to be out of school compared to boys, and those in school have an increased 

risk of dropping out, particularly during secondary education (Economic Advisory 

Council to the Prime Minister, 2022). The lack of functioning toilets and quality 

education in rural areas, large commuting distances, and having to shoulder 

domestic chores also contribute to girls dropping out. Additionally, while the Status 

of Women report mentions a higher risk for marginalized castes, it neglects to 

discuss caste discrimination that contributes to the higher dropout rate. Early 

marriage of girls is another factor, with 15% of cases occurring in urban areas and 

27% in rural areas (UNICEF, 2023). Among girls married by the age of 18, 46% were 

also in the lowest income bracket (UNFPA, 2020).  

In terms of health, gender-biased sex selection (the practice of selective abortion 

or infanticide of daughters, stemming from a cultural preference for sons) remains 

prevalent, contributing to India’s skewed sex ratio which is among the worst in the 

world. Despite bans on sex determination tests, there are only 100 females for every 

110 males (United Nations, 2023). The ratio is worse in urban areas, at 956 females 

compared to 1009 in rural areas, attributed to greater access to sex determination 

technology and higher income levels for paying bribes to circumvent the ban on sex 

screening (Press Trust of India, 2017).  

When it comes to employment as well, Biswas and Banu (2023) have found that 

women in rural areas outperform those in urban areas at an employment rate of 
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30.03% compared to 15.44% among their urban counterparts, with the rate being 

even lower among literate and educated urban women. This is somewhat surprising 

as urbanization is often associated with greater independence of women and the 

erosion of patriarchal relations. Some interpretations suggest that because wages 

for men are higher in urban areas, women are less motivated to work and contribute 

to household income. Other reasons could include a high prevalence of patriarchal 

norms among the urban middle-class that restrict women from working after 

marriage, a shortage of jobs in proportion to qualifications, and gender 

discrimination in obtaining employment. (Biswas & Banu, 2023). Meanwhile, 

among women aged 25–34, extreme poverty levels, defined as living on less than 

$1.90 a day, rose substantially during the COVID-19 pandemic, estimated to push 

14.7% of women and girls in India into worsening economic conditions compared 

to pre-pandemic levels of 13% (UN Women, 2020).  

One area for optimism is the political participation of women. Though 

representation of women in the lower house of parliament is only 14%, participation 

of women in politics has increased at the municipal level, leading to a rise in 

reservation quotas from a third of seats to a full 50% (Ghosh, 2022). This should be 

interpreted cautiously, as representation may be confined to wives of the local elite, 

as found by Bryld (2001). However, the gap between male and female voter turnout 

has also narrowed considerably, with a turnout of 66.9% among women compared 

to 67.3% among men. This is attributed to increasing literacy and political 

awareness among women, wider reach of digital campaigns on voting rights, 

measures to ensure safety when voting, and increased awareness of women’s rights 

(Ghosh, 2022). While the increasing political participation of women gives hope for 

women’s rights in India in the future, Indian institutions must be held accountable 

for the concerning trends in relation to women’s status highlighted above. In the 

following section, I discuss the criticism directed at Indian government institutions 

for their failures and complicity in women’s rights abuses. 

3.3 Failure of Indian institutions in upholding women’s 
rights 

 

The institutions send the victim’s family on a merry-go-round, going 
from one agency to another, until they wear out and give up. This is a 
very effective way to beat down poor and oppressed people, who do not 
have the time to prosecute their cases…If this is a democracy, obviously 
it is a bourgeois democracy limited to the middle and upper classes. Only 
they can afford to participate in it. 

- Huey Newton (2002, p.69) 
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In the above quote, Huey Newton, an African American political activist, was 

speaking about Black people’s experiences of the justice system in the United States, 

but it also applies to the experience of marginalized women in India. Under a 

neoliberal model that pushes the state to contract and farm out welfare 

responsibilities to other entities while teaching individuals and communities to take 

charge of their own development, accountability failures become normalized 

(Church et al., 2018). When citizens knock on the door, seeking justice and redressal 

for rights abuses, it becomes easy for state institutions to pass the buck, demand 

bribes for performing their duties, and even blame victims for their own oppression.  

Studies (Damania & Singh, 2022; Menon & Allen, 2018) have documented how 

state institutions like the police and the criminal justice system in India uphold 

patriarchal beliefs and rape myths, which are commonly held stereotypes about the 

victims and perpetrators of rape, including the idea that rape is caused by women's 

behavior, women lie about rape, and rape is solely committed by strangers or people 

of certain castes and classes. Such beliefs shape institutional responses to rape and 

violence against women.  

Rape cases are often not investigated, and the lack of sensitivity characterizing 

institutional responses may add to the trauma of women seeking justice. Human 

Rights Watch (2009) documents how the Indian police encourage women 

experiencing domestic violence to reconcile with their spouses even after repeated 

and severe physical abuse. Women are also discouraged from reporting experiences 

of violence due to the lack of supportive infrastructure, such as trained 

policewomen and separate reporting rooms (Ghosh & Choudhuri, 2011). All-women 

police stations have been established in some Indian states as solutions. However, 

these may make it harder for women to obtain justice due to increased travel costs 

involved in accessing them and limit the responsibilities of policewomen working 

in them by assigning them only to cases involving violence against women (Jassal, 

2020). Moreover, owing to corruption, there are biases in the justice system with 

elite castes and classes likely to be protected and marginalized groups villainized 

and targeted (Bansode, 2020).  

In addition to the police and criminal justice system, Kapilashrami (2021) 

argues that health institutions in India function in ways that perpetuate systemic 

violence. As an example, she mentions how women experiencing violence in India 

are commonly subjected to invasive medical examinations to determine their 

“habituation” to sexual intercourse, violating their right to privacy, and impacting 

their physical and mental health. For all these reasons, sexual violence is 

notoriously under-reported, with an estimated 99.1% of cases never being reported 

(Rao, 2018). In general, public trust in the police is also low, with less than 25% of 

the population having faith in the system (Common Cause & CSDS, 2018).   

Owing to the ineffectiveness of the police and the justice system in protecting 

majority of women and indeed much of the population in India, scholars have 
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argued for the need to move away from over-reliance on criminal legal strategies to 

address the social and structural drivers of violence against women. Peacock (2022) 

suggests that deterring violence through harsh criminal sanctions reinforces 

neoliberal logic aimed at reforming individual behavior, doing more harm than 

good. For instance, criminal legal strategies may retraumatize survivors, 

discriminate and disproportionately target poor and marginalized communities, 

fail to address structural causes behind violence against women, and undermine 

international human rights laws. In reviewing criminal justice responses to violence 

against women in India, from legal reforms in the 1970s and 80s to the enactment 

of new laws after the Delhi bus rape in 2012, which expanded the use of the death 

penalty for rape cases, Sharma and Bazilli (2014) argue that the reforms failed to 

provide justice or deter violence against women. The authors conclude that such 

strategies fail to address the social drivers of violence in India and have also been 

appropriated by far-right Hindu nationalists and neoliberal forces.  

How then can institutional accountability and reform be strengthened without 

relying on the criminal justice system? Some alternatives emphasize the importance 

of economic strategies, such as cash transfers to women experiencing violence, job 

skills and training, and addressing job insecurity by partnering with trade unions 

to strengthen women’s autonomy to leave abusive relationships (Goodmark, 2018). 

Community activism, school-based interventions, and programs integrating 

individual, community, and society levels are also thought to have a better chance 

at making a sustained impact (Peacock, 2022). The Ministry for Women and Child 

Development’s flagship scheme “Beti Bachao Beti Padhao,” which encompasses 

multiple agencies, states, and sectors to prevent female infanticide and encourage 

the education of girls, is a step in this direction. However, reports suggest that 78% 

of its budget between 2016–2019 was spent on advertising and media advocacy 

instead of interventions in education and health, highlighting the importance of 

greater accountability in the use of state funds (Press Trust of India, 2022).  

To summarize, the meanings or social representations of social objects shared 

among groups in present times is shaped by past events (Wagner et al., 1999). In 

these introductory chapters, I have attempted to discuss past events that are 

relevant for understanding contemporary feminism in India by providing a 

historical analysis of feminism within and beyond India. The task of the following 

chapter is to elaborate further on the social representation theory as the main 

theoretical and methodological framework utilized in this dissertation.  
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4. Social Representations Theory 

Feminism, like water, is fluid. It takes the shape of the pot into which it is 
poured. 

- Kamla Bhasin (as cited in Vora & Menon, 2018, para. 20). 

 

As highlighted in the preceding chapters, the issues taken up by movements for 

women’s rights in India and around the world have evolved in accordance with the 

historical, political, and social circumstances these movements have operated 

within. This suggests that feminist movements are constantly negotiating with what 

are the most pressing issues facing women and what women’s emancipation 

constitutes in practice. The above quote from Indian feminist Kamla Bhasin 

simultaneously captures both the state of flux that meanings attached to women’s 

liberation undergo at regular intervals, as well as how spatio-temporal factors 

constrain and guide the formation of these meanings. Prevailing ideological and 

material realities act like a metaphorical pot that give form to visions of women’s 

emancipation at a particular point in time.  

As a theory concerned with how meanings are constructed and negotiated in 

society and how knowledge is socially, culturally, and collectively constituted, the 

social representations theory provides an ideal framework to explore the dynamic 

nature of women’s emancipation outlined above. In this chapter, I discuss what 

social representations are as well as the processes through which they are formed. 

I then outline how power dynamics play an instrumental role in shaping what 

representations are legitimized and gain currency within a society and what 

representations are relegated to marginal status. I also explore issues of power in 

relation to the knowledge produced by the SRT itself, to reflect upon what it means 

to utilize a European theory on knowledge construction in the context of the Global 

South. As this thesis utilizes multimodal video campaigns as a main source of 

material to explore the social representations of women’s issues in India, I also 

elaborate on how the conventional tools of the SRT have been used and can be 

further developed to analyze multimodal content. Finally, I look at existing research 

on the social representations of feminism to explore the common-sense 

understandings and meanings that have come to be attached to women’s rights 

movements around the world and in India.  
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4.1 Definitions and processes 

The social representations theory has often been described as “an intellectual 

revolution” (Billig, 1988), marking a shift away from experimental psychological 

studies towards a social science that prioritizes exploring socially shared beliefs in 

their context. When social psychology was accused of being dominated by 

behaviorism and cognitivism, leading to calls for a societal psychology by 

Himmelweit and Gaskell (1990) to reclaim the social in social psychology, the SRT 

was often recognized as a rare exception in the discipline as it had embraced many 

of the visions that societal psychology proposed. These included the need to locate 

human beings within their socio-cultural contexts; the need to recognize the 

ontological connection between the individual and the collective; the need to study 

the material realities of particular environments along with their mediated realities; 

the need for theoretical and methodological pluralism; the need for a historical 

perspective; and the need for interdisciplinary and multilevel approaches 

(Himmelweit, 1990). 

   Moscovici’s seminal study (1961/2008) explored how psychoanalysis was 

constructed in French media and then reconstructed by different segments of the 

French public, thus bringing the discipline of social psychology into conversation 

with media and communication. What distinguished social representations from 

their Durkheimian predecessor of collective representations was their dynamic and 

fluid qualities arising from contemporary communication methods and social 

interaction (Moscovici, 1988). Thus, social representations were considered by 

Moscovici (1973, xviii) to consist of “a system of values, ideas and practices” 

functioning to provide a symbolic code of orientation that conventionalized ideas 

and enabled interaction among members of a society. This definition highlights how 

social representations enable individuals to understand the world and 

communicate with members of their societies. Thus, social representations link 

knowledge and perception to culture and social context. 

For Moscovici (1972), social representations are situated within a semiotic 

triangle consisting of the ego or the self, the alter or other(s), and the object of the 

representation, thus emphasizing the interaction between the self and others in 

constructing representations. Bauer and Gaskell (1999) reconceptualize this triad 

as an elongated triangle, known as the Toblerone model, where they add a time 

dimension to capture how every social representation has a past, a present, and a 

future. Meanwhile, Voelklein and Howarth (2005) conceive the triangle in terms of 

the object of the representation, the subject undertaking the representation, and 

the social group that the subject identifies with when undertaking the 

representation. Because the SRT situates the individuals holding a representation 

in terms of their membership in a social group, Raudsepp (2005) argues that social 

representations cannot be considered as the sum of individual representations but 

should rather be seen to reflect the social processes between members of a group. 
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Accordingly, Duveen and Lloyd (1990) propose three different levels at which 

social representations evolve. Firstly, social representations involve a microgenetic 

level where they are used and reconstructed in the minutiae of social interactions. 

The second level is ontogenetic, concerning psychological and identity-related 

changes in individuals in relation to social representations. Finally, the sociogenetic 

level relates to changes in social representations at the level of social groups, 

institutions, and culture. These levels are interconnected as changes in 

representations at the microgenetic level can drive changes at the ontogenetic and 

sociogenetic levels. In recognizing this connection, the studies in this thesis explore 

the social representations of women and women’s issues at these different levels. 

Studies I and II elaborate on social representations at a sociogenetic level, by 

exploring the content of gender advocacy campaigns of different organizations in 

India that circulate particular ideas and visions of women’s emancipation in society. 

Meanwhile, Study III illustrates how the representations conveyed by the 

campaigns are interpreted by a selected audience in relation to their identities, thus 

linking social representations at a sociogenetic level with social representations at 

a microgenetic and ontogenetic level.  

Two socio-cognitive processes are involved in the formation of social 

representations: anchoring and objectification. According to Moscovici (1984), 

anchoring is a classification process in which novel ideas and objects are compared 

to existing categories of knowledge to domesticate them and make them ordinary. 

By naming and classifying a new phenomenon and assimilating it within existing 

knowledge, anchoring is thought to reduce the threat we may experience when 

being confronted with the unfamiliar. Moscovici (1981) also argues that anchoring 

can take two directions: generalization or individualization. Generalization occurs 

when the object is judged to be similar to the prototype, while individualization is 

when the object is evaluated to be different from the prototypical category. Such 

evaluations are never neutral but lead to a positive or negative relationship towards 

the object.  

Building on these ideas, Kalampalikis and Haas (2008) suggest that in some 

situations, anchoring may not aim to create familiarity but instead institute 

difference. They describe the latter type of anchoring as stigmatic anchoring, which 

functions to ensure that unfamiliar ideas remain distant and strange. Meanwhile, 

in objectification, the iconic aspects of abstract ideas are highlighted and made 

concrete by connecting them to images, symbols, metaphors, and even people 

(Moscovici, 1981). The source of objectifications is not random but tied to the 

historical, cultural, and socio-economic conditions of social groups (Wagner et al., 

1999). For example, in South Africa, Isaacs (2016) found that media representations 

of intimate partner violence were anchored as extreme acts of physical violence and 

objectified by an emphasis on the gruesome details of these acts, serving to 
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construct a commonplace phenomenon as rare and downplay the seriousness of 

other forms of violence.  

While the processes of anchoring and objectification highlight the interactive 

nature of knowledge construction with social groups actively negotiating with 

existing knowledge to produce new representations, representations can also 

acquire a prescriptive, taken-for-granted status, making it hard to separate the 

object from its representation. For instance, neoliberal feminism is just one variety 

but has become so commonplace that it is hard to envisage an alternative feminism. 

The process by which ideas become taken for granted is termed naturalization by 

Moscovici (1984), who considered it the final stage of the objectification process 

after which the phenomenon in question acquires a permanent place in social 

reality. However, Hakoköngäs & Sakki (2016a) view naturalization as its own 

process, as naturalized representations continue to be used to interpret new 

phenomena, becoming anchoring points for other objects.  

Representations about topics such as human rights can also have a visionary 

aspect, which Doise (2002) terms normative social representations. As he 

elaborates, social representations of human rights involve beliefs about norms that 

should be institutionalized and govern how individuals are treated. Meanwhile, 

Philogène (1994) identifies anticipatory social representations, which are 

representations that contain elements of an imagined social change in anticipation 

of what it is hoped that the group will become in future. Feminism and women’s 

issues are likely to contain normative and anticipatory aspects, bringing up 

questions regarding what norms, common reference points, and future-oriented 

visions are drawn upon in feminist campaigns and how different audiences relate 

to such visions. Ultimately, the question of what representations are legitimized as 

taken-for-granted knowledge and what possibilities exist for transforming them is 

a question of power, making it imperative to consider the interests and hierarchies 

at stake in matters of representation (Howarth, 2006).  

4.2 Power dynamics and social representations 

A common criticism of the SRT is that it fails to account for power relations and 

ideology in conceptualizing representations (e.g., Howarth, 2006). This has 

stimulated an increasing body of literature explicating on the relationship between 

representations and power (e.g., Jovchelovitch, 1997; Glăveanu, 2009). A 

contribution of the studies in this thesis is how they build on existing scholarship to 

advance a more power-centric account of SRT. In particular, the studies illuminate 

how certain representations acquire hegemonic status while others are 

marginalized, how social change may be resisted or embraced, and how a group’s 

position determines its interest in preserving or challenging dominant ideas. 

Additionally, applying the European-originated SRT to a context in the Global 
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South raises questions regarding the issues of power at stake in such an endeavor. 

Hence, I also reflect upon these and in the process, highlight how attending to such 

issues may provide an opportunity to augment previously criticized gaps in the 

theory.  

4.2.1 Social representations and hegemony  

 

Whoever controls the media, controls the mind.  

- Jim Morrison (as cited in Doe & Tobler, 1988, p.85)  

As a concept, hegemony is perhaps most commonly associated with Antonio 

Gramsci who, in his works written between 1929 to 1935, considered it a form of 

ideological domination through which the values and interests of the ruling class 

are embedded into every layer of society, from economic and political to social and 

cultural. For Gramsci, hegemony was not necessarily attained coercively but 

consensually through the media, which shapes public opinion. (Çoban, 2018).  

While Moscovici (1981) would no doubt agree with the role of the media in acquiring 

social knowledge, he rejected the idea that individuals and groups were under the 

sway of a dominant ideology produced and imposed upon by the ruling class. This 

failed to capture the conditions of contemporary societies with decentralized 

sources of power, providing opportunities for debate and contestation (Duveen, 

2001). Mass communication technologies had produced what Moscovici (1984) 

termed “a thinking society,” in which individuals and groups were far from passive 

receptors, but rather, independent thinkers who were able to utilize scientific 

knowledge and ideologies as food for thought. These developments were considered 

to give social representations their fluid dynamic properties, differentiating them 

from collective representations, which Durkheim had identified as characteristic 

knowledge forms in hierarchical feudal societies of the late 19th century that 

transcended generations relatively unchanged (Moscovici, 1981).  

Moscovici (1961/2008) also argued that another characteristic of knowledge 

transmission in contemporary societies was the flow of knowledge through the 

media from a reified universe, consisting of experts across various institutions, 

including science and academia, to a consensual universe comprised of the common 

public. In a public sphere resembling the Habermasian ideal (see Habermas, 

1962/1989), where public information and socio-political discussions circulate to 

shape public opinion, Moscovici (1981, pp.16) considered people to engage in a 

literal battle of ideas “in the streets, in cafes, offices, hospitals, laboratories, etc.,” to 

reconstitute expert knowledge and transform it into common sense, promoting a 

diversity of conceptions.  
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To account for this plurality, Moscovici (1988) discusses different ways that 

representations can be shared across a society. Taken-for-granted understandings 

shared by the majority of people in a society are known as hegemonic 

representations, while local adaptations of hegemonic ideas among groups in 

contact are called emancipated representations. Finally, polemic representations 

refer to marginalized beliefs and ideas held by minority groups that oppose 

hegemonic representations. For Jovchelovitch (1997), the distinction between 

different types of representations is a question of power, as representations become 

hegemonic when groups with control over resources like media and communication 

are able to embed their versions of reality into institutions, practices, and social 

thinking. Simultaneously, when certain beliefs, values, and customs are legitimized, 

others are silenced and marginalized, normalizing hierarchies of domination.  

Similarly, Howarth (2006) discusses how groups have differing access to the 

public sphere and varying means to defend or oppose different versions of reality in 

accordance with their interests. In particular, she considers it vital to understand 

the role of power in the reification and legitimization of “expert” knowledge systems 

that give validity and recognition to some representations over others. Purkhardt 

(1993) also argues that all knowledge, whether arising from a reified or consensual 

universe, is socially constructed. Thus, so-called experts also employ social 

representations in constructing knowledge.  

While social representations are not reducible to ideology, they may have 

ideological effects when they function to establish and maintain relations of 

domination (Souza et al., 2021). Maglioglou and Coen (2021) point to the existence 

of agenda-setting in the media, whereby even if media sources do not tell us what 

to think, they shape what we think about, with hegemonic social representations 

determining what to think about in relation to the issue at hand. Indeed, as the 

latter elaborate, the battle of meaning has much at stake as the winning hegemonic 

social representation becomes the basis for social, political, and institutional 

decision-making for society at large. As hegemonic representations are embedded 

into institutions, social practices, social roles, and social control (Maglioglou & 

Coen, 2021), they can be used ideologically to maintain the social order and exclude 

other realities (Howarth, 2006).  

In the last few decades, the internet has emerged as a prominent arena in which 

the battle of ideas occurs, with the advancement of digital technologies and the 

proliferation of social media platforms. Thus, if social representations are tied to 

particular modes of communication as Moscovici (1984) implies, digital media 

platforms are likely to have implications for the construction of social 

representations. In the nascency of digital platforms, Wahlström (2012) pointed to 

their potential to increase the plurality of media sources, give individuals an 

increased ability to filter and select content, decentralize the power of the media, 

and make it easier to access differing perspectives in a variety of formats, including 
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texts, videos, and images. He argues that this has allowed social representations to 

be constructed more quickly, dissolved conventional group boundaries as 

information circulates rapidly across continents, reduced reliance on “expert” 

sources, and provided more competing sources of information, but also led to more 

polarization due to filter bubbles and echo chambers. Wahlström also suggests that 

digital media platforms may be particularly conducive to breaking taboos, as users 

are encouraged to take risks to gain attention while being able to maintain 

anonymity. More recent research points to the role of algorithms in shaping public 

opinion. As Siles (2023) discusses, online platforms extract data from internet 

users, generating profiles in relation to their typical online activities. This data is 

then processed by algorithms, directing individuals to content online in accordance 

with their typical user behavior and what is trending in certain regions among other 

users identified to be similar in some way by the algorithms. Selection is therefore 

an inevitable part of algorithms, according to van Dijck et al. (2018), steering user 

activity and the visibility and availability of certain kinds of content in particular 

directions. Additionally, Bucher (2018) argues that algorithms are embedded 

within broader histories of exploitation and inequality, thus reproducing and 

amplifying certain ideologies and hegemonic ways of world-making.  

For these reasons, digital platforms do not necessarily lead to greater plurality. 

Gillespie (2008) anticipated this 15 years ago, arguing that digital technologies may 

not produce a tolerance of different perspectives as alternative representations can 

be used purely in ways that function to protect the hegemonic representation. As 

representations are only partially shared, it follows that some people may lack some 

piece of knowledge that someone else has. Hence, communication and interaction 

are stimulated by both similarities and differences in social representations, and 

defending one’s representation will usually require an awareness of competing 

representations. Thus, Gillespie (2008, pg. 13) sees alternative representations as 

“the representation of a potentially competing representation from within a social 

representation.” While alternative social representations have the potential to 

destabilize the main representation, they can also exist as straw men or caricatures 

that are drawn on only to be dismissed and for the superiority of the hegemonic 

representation to be reiterated. This is connected to how social identities are 

mobilized to position oneself in relation to different types of representations, which 

is discussed further in the section that follows.  

If neoliberal feminism is a hegemonic form of feminism, as suggested in chapter 

one, this brings up questions regarding the extent to which digital Indian gender 

advocacy campaigns maintain or challenge their representations with more polemic 

knowledge, and in turn how a potential target audience is able to negotiate with 

hegemonic ideas. The organizations involved in producing representations may be 

considered part of a reified universe of expert sources, but simultaneously, the 

representations put forth by them also reflect consensual understandings. Different 
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organizations may have their own interests depending on their funding sources and 

relations with the state and other powerful actors, influencing how invested they 

are in keeping the status quo or challenging it. These are questions that the studies 

in this thesis grapple with.   

While the distinction between different kinds of representations has received 

theoretical attention (Jovchelovitch, 1997; Howarth, 2006; Gillespie, 2008), 

empirical studies that explore what kind of ideas become hegemonic or 

alternatively, polemic, are scarce. The few existing ones have explored topics such 

as hegemonic social representations of survival in relation to the climate crisis and 

the COVID-19 pandemic (Magioglou & Coen, 2021), history and identity (Liu et al., 

2002; Liu & Hilton, 2005), wine consumption (Lo Monaco & Guimelli, 2011), and 

perceptions of violations of women’s rights (Kassea et al., 2009). This thesis 

contributes to this dearth in all three sub-studies. The findings of Study II in 

particular shed light on how utilizing a power-centric approach to conceptualizing 

different representations helps us understand how representations that are not 

necessarily held by the majority of society can still attain hegemonic status in public 

discourse as a result of a powerful minority ensuring its dispersal in media and 

other channels. This will be further elaborated in the “Discussion” chapter.  

4.2.2 Social identity and positionality  

 

Identity becomes a ‘moveable feast’: formed and transformed 
continuously in relation to the ways in which we are represented or 
addressed in the cultural systems which surround us. 

-Stuart Hall (1996, p.598) 

As the SRT understands social representations to be formed and transformed by 

people in groups through interaction and communication (Sakki et al., 2010), the 

question of social identities becomes enmeshed with social representations. Social 

identity is described by Tajfel (1978) as the part of an individual’s self-concept 

arising from their membership in social groups along with the value and emotional 

significance attached to this membership. In accordance with the social identity 

theory, groups engage in strategies to maintain a positive social identity by defining 

their own identity favorably in comparison to other groups (Tajfel, 1978). While this 

suggests a connection between social representation and social identity, there are 

questions that must be addressed in order to bridge these social psychological 

concepts. For Elejabarrieta (1994), the tension arises from the SRT’s assumption of 

the pre-existence of group identity as a feature for delimiting social representations 

as well as the social identity theory’s treatment of group membership as simply a 

matter of assigning an individual into pre-determined social categories. Resolving 
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this tension requires unpacking how group identities and social categories are 

mutually constructed in relation to each other.  

 This is elaborated by Breakwell (1993), who discusses the group dynamics and 

interests that produce representations. As she argues, social representations are 

usually not created by a single group but co-produced by multiple groups motivated 

by different interests. Power dynamics between groups shape the development of 

representations, making it necessary to situate the relations between groups in their 

contexts and histories and understand how the representation is distributed across 

the group in question. Additionally, while the functions of social representations 

are often explained in relation to how representations serve to make the unfamiliar 

familiar or keep the unfamiliar distant, Breakwell contends that these are merely 

the functions of the representation processes of anchoring and objectification. 

These should be distinguished from the functions of specific representations, which 

are usually determined by group dynamics and individual needs. As Batel and 

Castro (2018) argue, the use of particular representations and discourses in 

communication is not random but functions to serve the strategic interests of the 

individuals and groups deploying them. Some identity-related functions of 

representations discussed by Breakwell (1993) mirror the functions of stereotyping, 

such as attributing causality for an issue, justifying particular social arrangements, 

and differentiating an ingroup favorably in comparison to outgroups. Breakwell 

also explicates on how social identity may shape the way that individuals relate to a 

representation. Group membership can determine the level of exposure to 

particular social representations and the acceptance or rejection of representations 

by establishing credibility of some representations over others. Finally, group 

membership may also impact how frequently certain social representations are 

used by individuals.  

However, while representations are considered to be consensual across groups, 

there are still individual differences in the content and structure of social 

representations, reflecting the interplay between representations at a microgenetic, 

ontogenetic, and sociogenetic level, identified by Duveen and Lloyd (1990). Hence, 

the integration of identity and representation paradigms necessitates the use of 

methods that allow the elaboration of both consensus and diversity. (Breakwell, 

1993). One such method suggested by Elejabarrieta (1994) is social positioning, 

which can help explore how individuals and groups strategically utilize social 

representations from multiple and differing locations. For Elejabarrieta, positions 

are not identities themselves but refer to the way an individual occupies a symbolic 

space that expresses their social identity in relation to a representation. Andreouli 

(2010) further elaborates on this by suggesting that people are offered a variety of 

positions through social representations, but ultimately the position accepted by 

them is defined by their relations with those they consider as the “other.”  
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Thus, when considering the positions taken by individuals within a social 

representational system, it is vital to understand the role of identities and group 

relations. As Glăveanu (2009) suggests, a social representational system or a 

representational field as some researchers refer to it (e.g., Jovchelovitch, 2008; 

Renedo, 2010) is defined by a plurality of worldviews that requires people to 

constantly locate themselves in relation to the worldview presented to them by 

either accepting it or rejecting it. Accordingly, a representational system includes 

the representation itself, alternative representations, representations of the ingroup 

and outgroup, and the relations between these groups (Glăveanu, 2009). Positions 

are adopted through communication and negotiated in relation to alternatives. The 

adoption or assignment of a position expresses a choice between a plurality of 

selves. (Elejabarrieta, 1994). Positioning can also illustrate how identities shape the 

way that people relate to different types of representations. For example, Savonen 

et al. (2022) highlight that in the case of stigmatizing social representations, 

positioning may involve distancing from the hegemonic representation or when this 

is not possible, partially accepting the negative representation. Thus, utilizing 

positioning as a bridge between social identity and social representations can shed 

light on the relations between groups and the power differentials structuring these 

relations.  

The studies of this thesis recognize the connection between social identity and 

social representations in two ways. Firstly, in Study II, the differences in the 

representations of the chosen organizations are explained in terms of their differing 

organizational identity and the interests motivating the maintenance of that 

identity. Meanwhile, Study III, concerned with the reception of selected campaigns 

among an urban middle-class audience, argues that the extent to which a campaign 

can influence an audience’s social representations will depend on how they situate 

themselves in relation to hegemonic meanings in campaign material, illustrating 

how social identity and social representations are drawn on simultaneously to guide 

interpretations. Hence, Study III builds on the growing body of literature discussed 

above that approaches identities and social representations in terms of positions.  

4.2.3 Approaching themata through positioning 

The approach of positioning has also been utilized in relation to themata, described 

by Marková (2003) as interdependent oppositional categories that underlie social 

representations. Themata (plural), or thema (singular) exist in opposition to each 

other but are simultaneously interdependent and hence are considered a dialogical 

approach to social representations (Liu, 2004). For Moscovici and Vignaux (2000), 

themata are “primary ideas,” “concept images,” “reference points,” and “semantic 

kernels,” anchored in collective memory that generate and organize discourse, 

cognitive and cultural positionings, and classes of argumentation. According to 
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Marková (2003), focusing on themata helps to better explore the communicative 

aspects of knowledge and the dynamics between stability and change by examining 

the interactions between people and knowledge. As themata involve dyadic tensions 

structuring relations between the self and others, they can encompass multiple 

intergroup positions. For example, Nicholson (2019) found a themata of equality-

inequality to structure representations of group relations among Palestinian 

participants who positioned themselves in relation to inequality. Meanwhile, 

inclusivity-exclusivity structured Israeli participants’ representations, who 

positioned themselves in relation to both ends of this dyad.  

Liu (2004) suggests that the introduction of themata offers new possibilities for 

conceptualizing hegemonic, emancipated, and polemic representations. As he 

elaborates, rather than considering hegemonic, polemic, and emancipated 

understandings as separate social representations, the concept of themata suggests 

that the same social representation can simultaneously involve hegemonic, 

emancipated, and polemic dimensions as these different ways of sharing a 

representation are dialogically connected to each other. Dyadic antinomies express 

social and political change and ideological conflict. Hence, according to Liu, while 

themata can be generated by hegemonic and widely shared thema, they may also 

contain emancipated and polemic dimensions, depending on the circumstances of 

the groups that activate them in relation to their particular life spheres. 

To further develop this idea, Study III responds to Gibson’s (2015) call for 

discursive-rhetorical approaches to social representations and suggests that 

hegemonic, polemic, and emancipated understandings can be considered positions 

that are activated in relation to themata, depending on a group’s identity. This 

provides a novel way of qualitatively exploring how people relate to societally 

hegemonic meanings. Thus, going beyond previous literature, (e.g., Smith & Joffé, 

2013), Study III combines ideas of positioning in relation to themata to explore the 

themata structuring participants responses and the hegemonic, emancipated, and 

polemic positions adopted in relation to the themata. In particular, participants are 

conceived to adopt a hegemonic position to feminism when they reproduce the 

dominant ideals of neoliberal feminism in their talk. Meanwhile, when participants 

challenge or resist such ideas, they are considered to take emancipated or polemic 

positions. Study III also considers how participants’ identities, such as gender and 

class, are drawn on in their positions.  

4.2.4 Issues of power involved in applying the SRT to an Indian 
context 

Some years ago, I contributed a chapter to the Oxford Handbook of Global South 

Youth Studies, which explored social representations of homosexuality across 

different generations in my hometown, Bengaluru (D’silva, 2020). As I interviewed 
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participants for the study, I quickly realized how the legacy of colonialism in India 

had shaped their views, making it necessary to take an explicitly decolonial 

perspective in the analysis. As the Decolonial Psychology Editorial Collective (2021) 

discuss, “coloniality” as a concept highlights that our present is a legacy of colonial 

domination, and the contemporary world order remains rooted in power relations 

shaped by colonial projects. This also prompted me to question the applicability of 

the SRT to contexts in the Global South and in turn, try to understand how studying 

Southern contexts could enrich the SRT. I believe these questions are relevant in 

relation to this thesis as well, yet surprisingly little literature has been dedicated to 

this task. One reason for this could be a presumption that the SRT is free of the 

charges against a coloniality of knowledge production directed at other Western 

theories because sensitivity to cultural contexts was such a central part of the SRT 

at the time of its introduction.  

Indeed, unlike many theories in the social sciences influenced by the Cartesian 

view of rationality, in terms of a mind-body duality that is considered to be 

individualized and objective, the SRT has the potential to explore the context-

dependent nature of rationality that can tie knowledge systems and the logic 

structuring them with communities, cultures, and histories (Jovchelovitch, 2007). 

In this sense, Wagner et al. (2000) argue that the SRT is capable of recognizing the 

validity of local belief systems. Yet, the same authors also recognize that the SRT 

may fail to account for the way that power operates to determine which particular 

local belief systems have validity. They go on to discuss how the cultures of the West 

are usually constructed as natural and objective while the beliefs of remote and 

marginal communities are often perceived from a Western vantage point as strange 

and exotic. This latter point has been largely overlooked even though it constitutes 

a serious internal critique of the applicability of the SRT in the Global South that 

must be addressed in studies that hope to do justice to such contexts.    

For Coultas (2022), the issue comes from framing knowledge systems in 

dualities such as modern-traditional. Even though Moscovici (1984) does not 

consider so-called traditional knowledge to be inferior, decolonial scholars such as 

Mignolo (2009) highlight how one cannot ignore broader societal discourses that 

commonly link “modernity” with greater pluralism and the West. The SRT 

considers modernity to be an age of social representations as a result of new 

communication technologies that spread ideas that are thought to provide more 

opportunities for debate. Modern societies have thus been termed “thinking 

societies” by Moscovici (1984). Bhambra (2007) has challenged Eurocentric ideas 

of modernity that equate progress with technological advancement and global 

economic involvement. Nevertheless, as representation research is based on the 

premise that access to information enables people to form and transform social 

representations, this need not disqualify most Southern contexts, given their access 

to communication technologies and participation in the information economy.  
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Thus, while language barriers and a delay in translating Moscovici’s work from 

French could explain why most early studies of social representations were 

conducted in the Global North, I would like to draw attention to another 

possibility—that these contexts were presumed to epitomize “modern thinking 

societies.” This is supported by the tendency of SRT researchers to characterize 

contexts in the Global South as “traditional” and less pluralistic in later studies 

applying the SRT outside of Europe. (D’silva, 2020). However, failure to account 

for coloniality as the dark side of modernity risks perpetuating knowledge rooted in 

colonial thinking. As Mignolo (2009) highlights, colonial and neocolonial 

knowledge projects imposed in different parts of the world, from European 

renaissance all the way up to US neoliberalism, contributed to eradicating the 

pluralism that was very often a feature of life in such societies prior to colonialism. 

Recognizing this risk does not mean abandoning applications of the SRT in the 

Global South but being sensitive to histories of oppression and colonialism when 

analyzing representations in such contexts. In fact, there is every reason to suspect 

that if such research is done well, it may have the potential to augment some 

commonly identified gaps in the SRT. As already mentioned, a common criticism is 

that the SRT does not account for how power structures are reflected in the creation 

and maintenance of social representations (Räty & Snellmann, 1992). Thus, 

applying the SRT to an Indian context in the current study, where its past as a 

colonized country intersects with its present entanglement with neoliberal projects, 

can draw attention to asymmetries of power between the Global North and South, 

as highlighted in this thesis. A further critique is that the SRT pays inadequate 

attention to its relationship with other concepts like ideology (Voelklein & Howarth, 

2005). Studying social representations in an Indian context while engaging with 

global hierarchies could shed light on how representations may be fused with 

ideological power to maintain systems of inequality as illustrated through all three 

studies of this thesis. Additionally, Potter and Litton (1985) have criticized the SRT 

for being overly deterministic and assuming consensuality in representations. 

While research has tried to show how representations are not just imposed but 

negotiated through argumentation (e.g., Howarth, 2006), applying the SRT to an 

Indian context as demonstrated by the studies in this thesis highlights how 

consensuality might be an outcome of relations to domination.  

Furthermore, as Potter and Billig (1992) discuss, conceptions of anchoring and 

objectification teeter on the brink of cognitive reductionism and should be 

interpreted sociologically, rather than cognitively. This is also related to the need to 

conceptualize social representations as particular rather than universal concepts 

and historicize their particularity. Applying such concepts in the Global South can 

contribute to the development of historical particularities and also denaturalize the 

present order by showing how what is now has not always been (Fine, 2006). 

Moreover, applying the SRT to contexts in the Global South can also foster 
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engagement with literature beyond one’s discipline, helping to transcend 

disciplinary boundaries as recommended by Potter and Billig (1992). Throughout 

this research, I engaged with traditions outside of social psychology, including 

decolonial and feminist scholarship as well social psychological concepts outside 

the SRT like the social identity theory, which helped me make connections between 

concepts and phenomena whose links remain underexplored.  

4.3 A multimodal approach to social representations 

Throughout Alfred Hitchcock’s less appreciated 1964 film Marnie, the eponymous 

main character has seemingly inexplicable panic attacks when she encounters 

objects that are colored in shades of deep red. The entire film slowly uncovers how 

Marnie’s reaction to the sight of red is rooted in a traumatic incident of sexual abuse 

she faced during childhood. Released just three years after Serge Moscovici 

(1961/2008) published his seminal work on social representations, the film seems 

to instinctively capture the often-neglected visual dimension of social 

representations and the symbolic language accompanying them. In the film’s case, 

Marnie’s representation of sexual abuse could be said to be objectified by the color 

red and anchored in violence, and hence all visual cues to red instantly conjure up 

the image of abuse for her.  

Considering the proliferation of television in post-Second World War Western 

societies, which marked an important step in the emergence of visual cultures 

(McCarthy, 2001), it is understandable that Moscovici’s research gave importance 

to the iconic dimensions of social representations, with his study titled, 

“Psychoanalysis: Its image and its publics.” Yet, despite the growth of visual 

information, research in social psychology and also within the social representation 

tradition has remained verbal-centric (de Rosa & Farr, 2001; Joffe, 2008). 

However, this is slowly changing, precipitated by the rapid explosion of images in 

recent decades fueled by social media applications, making it difficult to ignore the 

primacy of images in most contemporary societies. In addition to images, 

multimodal content that combines actions, speech, sounds, images, and words has 

also began to consume the everyday activities of the netizens of today. The growth 

of such content has prompted the theoretical and methodological evolution of the 

SRT to make it more conducive to the analysis of such material. The sub-sections 

below elaborate further on these developments and also outline the ways that this 

thesis contributes to them.  
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4.3.1 Applying anchoring and objectification to multimodal data 

 

While a reader has to draw on language in textual material to construct a mental 

image or objectification of the described phenomenon, visual and multimodal 

content directly provides the images that serve as objectification categories for 

viewers. For this reason, images are considered to operate simultaneously as 

products, mediums, and sources of social representations (de Rosa and Farr, 2001). 

Producers strategically utilize the different dimensions of multimodal 

communication, including sound, voice, text, and moving image in combination to 

convey messages most effectively (Hakoköngäs & Sakki, 2019). Hence, when 

considering anchoring and objectification in relation to multimodal material, the 

relationship between different modes must be accounted for. 

To this end, a number of studies have expanded upon the meaning of anchoring 

and objectification and have identified the importance of images in the process of 

objectification (Hakoköngäs & Sakki, 2016a; Hakoköngäs & Sakki, 2019; 

Martikainen, 2019). As multimodal content is often interpreted in terms of what the 

pictured subjects are doing, actions and practices are likely to be important aspects 

of the representation process in relation to multimodal material. However, the 

social representations theory has traditionally seen action to be generated by social 

representations (Moscovici, 1963), which does not seem to adequately capture the 

relationship between behavior and representations as depicted through multimodal 

content. If images themselves are visual expressions of objectifications (de Rosa and 

Farr, 2001), it follows that gestures and practices conveyed in images are also part 

of the objectification process, and hence part of the content of the representation 

itself rather than external to it.  

Howarth’s (2006) ethnographic research on racialized encounters makes a 

similar observation by highlighting how representations of Black youth are made 

tangible or objectified through social practices of either ignoring or being watchful 

of young Black people in the classroom. Hence, Howarth argues that social 

representations must be seen as both influencing and constituting social practices. 

Likewise, Wagner (1998, 2015) and László (1997) consider beliefs and behavior to 

be mutually constitutive of each other, with László recommending a narrative 

approach to analyze action as a part of social representations. Study II takes up this 

call and uses Propp’s (1928/1968) typology of characters, actions, and goals to 

deconstruct the narrative structure and corresponding anchors and objectifications 

of the analyzed campaigns.  

As stories help people make sense of the world, they usually trigger the processes 

of anchoring and objectification. Hence, Winskell (2021) considers dominant 

cultural narratives a form of hegemonic social representations and argues that 

objectification through narratives can be approached at the level of plots, 

characters, and messaging. Study II therefore considers objectifications to be 
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constituted by the actions of characters depicted in multimodal material, providing 

a novel way of locating objectifications. Meanwhile, in accordance with Jodelet 

(2008, pg. 426), anchoring is conceived as the social and cultural meanings 

attached to the objectified actions.  

Yet, owing to the flexibility and broadness of an SRT approach, methodological 

innovation is not always needed, as some existing definitions of anchoring and 

objectification already lend themselves well to multimodal applications. For 

instance, Study I does not depart far from Moscovici’s (1984) description of 

objectification as the process through which the abstract is made tangible and 

anchoring as the process of giving a phenomenon a meaning through classifying 

and naming. Through this conceptualization, objectifications were identified from 

the visual, textual, and sonic dimensions of the multimodal material that made the 

manner in which women’s issues were represented tangible. Anchors were 

identified by the broader social meanings tied to the objectifications. The analytical 

procedure of the studies is elaborated further in the “Methodology” chapter.  

4.3.2 Visual rhetoric and persuasion in campaigns  

Häkli & Hakoköngäs (2022) argue that from an SRT perspective, campaigns appeal 

to existing conceptions, highlight changing values and ideas, and also introduce 

new ways of thinking. For these reasons, they argue that like images, campaigns 

function as products, mediums, and sources of social knowledge that can trigger the 

formation of new social representations (see also: de Rosa & Farr, 2001). This is 

particularly true for social justice campaigns about issues such as gender justice, 

that usually aim to change people’s existing ways of thinking and also elicit 

donations to fund their work. In order to successfully deliver a message, advocacy 

campaigns must therefore relate to the existing social knowledge of audiences while 

finding a way to challenge these ideas or add new elements to them. In this way, the 

representations put forth by advocacy campaigns may resemble what Philogène 

(1994) terms anticipatory social representations. For instance, a gender advocacy 

campaign may attempt to challenge traditional gender roles in the household by 

showing a man doing chores commonly associated with a woman’s role, thus 

putting forward an anticipatory social representation of a more egalitarian division 

of domestic labor that is desired in the future.  

There are different rhetorical strategies that can be used to initiate change 

through persuasion. As early as 350 BCE, Aristotle put forth three rhetorical 

appeals: logos, which appeals to an audience’s reason by utilizing logical arguments, 

ethos, which uses appeals to credibility to convince audiences that a source is 

trustworthy, and pathos, which uses appeals to emotions (Bartlett, 2019). These 

appeals can manifest more subtly in visual and multimodal content, suggesting that 

persuasion might be accomplished more easily. This is due to the differences 
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between iconic systems and textual systems (de Rosa, 2014), shaping the range of 

meanings that can be transmitted through them. The reality invoking aspects of 

images that claim to show “how things are” render invisible the selection and 

exclusion that are unavoidable in communication (de Rosa & Farr, 2001; Kress, 

2003). Taken-for-granted social differences and hierarchies of class, gender, and 

sexuality are more easily reified through iconic mediums than textual mediums 

(Sontag, 1977; Haraway, 1991). Images also have a strong emotion arousing quality, 

shaping how audiences identify with the subject matter (Joffé, 2008).  

Communication involved in moving images is likely to be even more nuanced, 

as they usually contain sound and text in addition to visuals (Adami, 2016). For 

instance, the role of salience, which Kress & van Leeuwen (2006) describe as the 

interaction of visual and textual components with varying degrees of rhetorical 

power, must be addressed in multimodal content. The different dimensions of 

multimodal communication are often exploited in persuasion, as Hakoköngäs and 

Sakki (2019) highlight in their research on how advertisement videos on social 

media subtly advance ideological meanings.  

These aspects are particularly important to consider in relation to reception 

studies, which assume that the meaning of a message is not predetermined but 

emerges from the interpretations made by its viewers (Livingstone, 2008). One of 

the most instrumental works on audience reception is Hall’s (1973/1991) study, 

which suggests that while viewers actively interpret media content, their 

interpretations are guided by the content. Thus, according to Hall, there are three 

ways a message can be decoded. In dominant-hegemonic coding, viewers 

understand content in relation to the meaning assigned to it by its producers while 

in negotiated coding, viewers discern the hegemonic meaning but modify it to suit 

their own circumstances. Finally, in oppositional coding, viewers comprehend the 

hegemonic meaning but challenge it. These different ways of interpretation also 

resemble Moscovici’s (1988) distinction between hegemonic, emancipated, and 

polemic social representations. The persuasive qualities of multimodal material 

receive special attention in both Study I and Study III. By deconstructing the 

different appeals utilized in Indian gender advocacy campaigns, Study I sheds light 

on how these appeals are strategically deployed to be persuasive to a middle-class 

audience. Meanwhile, to understand reception, Study III utilizes semi-structured 

interviews and concepts of positioning to explore how audiences identify with the 

selected campaigns. This is further discussed in the “Methodology” chapter.  

4.4 Womanhood, women’s issues and feminism as 
social representations  

As mentioned earlier, the meanings and issues attached to women’s liberation are 

not static but negotiated under particular social, cultural, and historical conditions, 
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making womanhood, women’s issues, and feminism the objects of social 

representations. Hence, in the subsections that follow, I outline studies that shed 

light on how these topics are commonly conceptualized and perceived. This review 

includes sources using a social representations lens specifically, as well as those 

approaching these issues from broader perspectives.   

4.4.1 Understandings of womanhood  

Different societies have different norms and expectations regarding the roles and 

qualities that women are expected to embrace. Duveen’s (1993) research in the 

United Kingdom highlights how gender is one of the earliest forms of social 

representations and social identities acquired. As children develop an 

understanding of the hierarchical relations structuring gendered identities, which 

usually subordinate women to men, girls actively try and resist symbolic gender 

discrimination from an early age. This involves adopting positions that minimize 

their difference from boys while boys adopt positions that try to differentiate 

themselves from girls. Meanwhile, Morant (1998) discusses how social 

representations of women in British media have expanded to reflect the diversity of 

women’s roles in society as mothers, wives and “career women,” mobilizing 

constructions of “superwomen.” Rottenberg (2014) argues that such 

representations are connected to neoliberal feminist ideals where an empowered 

woman is constructed as one who can successfully balance different roles, 

prompting self-help books that tell women how to have it all. In a similar vein, 

McRobbie (2004) explores how cultural products like films mobilize post-feminist 

discourses that reject the relevance of feminism as a social movement and frame 

empowerment through personal consumption choices. Scharff (2020), in turn, 

discusses how advice for raising daughters on parenting blogs construct 

empowerment through markers of individual choice and personality traits, such as 

confidence, optimism, and resilience. 

Gendered expectations can also have racial and cultural dimensions. For 

instance, Waldron (2019) suggests that Black women in the United States may 

internalize stereotypes constructing them as strong, promiscuous, aggressive, and 

invulnerable, which negatively impact their self-esteem and sense of self while 

paradoxically also giving them resilience and enhancing their self-efficacy. Hence, 

Waldron recommends that Black feminist consciousness should provide Black 

women with the tools to reject these externally defined images and expectations and 

construct new individual and collective definitions of Black womanhood. In India, 

Sinha and Chauhan (2013) argue that the gendered cultural concept of “lajja” 

shapes expectations of womanhood, valorizing shyness, modesty, deference, 

knowing one’s place in society, and fulfilling social role obligations. By anchoring 

such qualities in values of peace, social harmony, and cooperation, lajja normalizes 
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patriarchal gender roles and encourages women to be submissive. As these ideals 

and expectations of womanhood legitimize gender discrimination, it is possible that 

feminist campaigning might try to challenge them in their advocacy.  

4.4.2 Understandings of women’s issues 

Women’s issues are commonly framed in terms of gender equality and violence 

against women (e.g., World Health Organization, 2009). Among the most widely 

used definitions of gender equality is the one put forward by the United Nations 

(2001, p.1) as “equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of women and men 

and boys and girls.” A well-established definition for violence against women also 

comes from the United Nations (1993, p.2) as: 

 

Any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, 
physical, sexual or mental harm or suffering to women, including threats 
of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether 
occurring in public or private life.  

 

Accordingly, much of the existing literature is dedicated to understanding the 

specific issue of violence against women. In the United Kingdom, Lombard and 

McMillan (2013) highlight how women are more at risk of violence from someone 

they know as opposed to strangers. Additionally, rape myths affect institutional 

responses to sexual violence cases, with a Danish study by Hansen et al. (2019) 

finding a reduced likelihood of cases being prosecuted when a victim defied 

stereotypes of how a “real” rape victim would behave. Studies in South Africa 

(Isaacs, 2016), and the United States and Germany (Schnepf & Christmann, 2023) 

also show how media framing of intimate partner violence can perpetuate victim 

blaming. Barca (2018) identifies how neoliberal conceptions of agency are used in 

news reporting of rape in the United States to perpetuate victim blaming by 

constructing women to be responsible for rape owing to their own choices, allowing 

the perpetrators to evade accountability, especially when they come from privileged 

backgrounds. In India, Rao (2014) points to how cases involving urban middle-class 

women are sensationalized in media reporting of sexual violence, mobilizing public 

sympathy for rape specifically in relation to this segment of women.    

Yet, while the media can perpetuate patriarchy and misogyny, new digital forms 

of social media may enable the formation of counter publics who can challenge 

dominant representations. For instance, in relation to a highly sensationalized rape 

case in Spain, Mondragon et al. (2020) highlight how Twitter provided feminists 

with a digital space to participate in discussions on rape culture and other feminist 

issues that had previously only been discussed in feminist environments but not at 

wider social levels. Yet, while feminist discourses were prominent in response to the 
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mentioned case on Twitter, antifeminist and sexist discourses were also active. Less 

optimistically in Mexico, a study by Reyes-Sosa et al. (2023) of user comments on 

a news outlet’s social media posts about different forms of violence against women 

identified a hegemonic social representation that legitimized rape culture and 

patriarchal practices, such as disbelieving and blaming the victim. 

4.4.3 Understandings of feminism 

Studies have analyzed the content of feminist activism and explored how different 

groups view feminism. Loney-Howes (2015) investigates how representations of 

rape in online activism try to challenge victim-blaming narratives and have also 

transformed over the last decade from showcasing suffering and vulnerability to 

emphasizing the agency of survivors who can narrate their own stories and define 

their experiences. However, not only does the emphasis on individual women put 

responsibility on survivors to share their trauma, but it also brings up questions of 

whose stories gain visibility, empathy, and are taken seriously. For instance, Salter 

(2013) highlights how in online environments, young, white, middle-class women 

are often given credibility as “ideal victims” of sexual violence.  

Chowdhury also (2015) illustrates how international development narratives in 

line with neoliberal feminist agendas often frame violence against women as a 

cultural product typical of South Asian countries, without situating vulnerability of 

victims in relation to the forces of globalization, neoliberalism, patriarchy, and 

poverty. Similarly, Karim (2008) researched neoliberal ideals in relation to 

microcredit initiatives for women in Bangladesh, showing how such schemes 

construct poverty as an individual failure, instead of as a basis for making collective 

claims from the state. Additionally, Wilson (2015) contrasts how international 

development agendas conceptualize agency as something lacking in women from 

the Global South, which can be provided through development programs, while 

ignoring manifestations of agency expressed through the participation of women in 

strikes and union activities. In India, Gupta (2016) explores neoliberal feminism in 

relation to online hashtag activism and street demonstrations mobilized through 

them that emphasize personal desires as the basis for articulating feminist visions.  

Existing literature has also analyzed representations of feminism among lay 

audiences. In Argentina, Alonso and Brussiono (2021) suggest that alongside 

feminists, anti-abortion movements campaigned simultaneously on the streets, on 

social networks, and in the media, leading to social representations of feminism 

being anchored in attitudes to abortion. While positive representations of feminism 

were correlated with supporting abortion legalization, negative representations of 

feminism correlated with opposing abortion legalization. In their study of social 

representations of feminism among students in Spain, Rotaeche et al. (2023) found 

an overall positive representation of feminism held largely by feminist-identifying 
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students and women, anchored in ideas of feminism as a struggle for freedom, 

equality, and empowerment through education. Meanwhile, a quarter of their 

sample, particularly male students and those who did not identify as feminists, held 

a negative representation of feminism, anchored in ideas of feminism as an extreme 

movement. Levtov et al. (2014) have documented how Indian men perceive 

feminism as a threat to their status. Additionally, Basu (2016) notes the rise of 

men’s rights activists in India as a backlash to the Indian women’s movement, 

largely comprised of upper middle-class and elite caste males united by perceived 

male victimhood and concerns about women misusing their rights. Such findings 

also reiterate the link between social identity and social representations.  

Crusmac (2017) has studied representations of feminism among women against 

feminism, an online movement that emerged in the United States, which suggested 

that opposition stemmed from perceiving feminists to be aggressive man-haters 

who endangered society by destroying traditional gender roles, giving women 

preferential treatment, and promoting a lack of individual responsibility by 

advocating for collective action. Relatedly, Zucker (2004) found a correlation 

between embracing feminism and supporting collective action among university 

students in the United States. This highlights how despite the influence of 

neoliberalism, feminism may still be associated with collective action. In reviewing 

the existing literature on understandings of womanhood, women’s issues, and 

feminism, I have illustrated how these concepts have a plurality of meanings, ideas, 

and values attached to them by different social actors and groups. In the next 

chapter, I briefly identify the gaps in the literature and how the studies in this thesis 

contribute to these gaps, thus outlining the specific aims and questions of the 

research.  

 



55 

5. The current study: identifying aims and 

questions 

While the existing literature outlined in the preceding chapters provides excellent 

resources for thinking about how issues like rape and violence against women are 

understood and the societal myths and stereotypes about them, rape and violence 

against women are not the only issues faced by women. As statistics in India 

reviewed in chapter three highlighted, gender-biased sex selection, poverty, 

unemployment, and difficulties accessing quality education are also persisting 

issues in the country. The decision on what issues are focused on in gender advocacy 

may not just stem from what issues are most prevalent, but could also be motivated 

by other interests, including political interests. From a social representation 

perspective, hegemonic social representations may also shape what kinds of issues 

are seen as prevalent or pressing (Howarth, 2006).  

The need to move beyond a single-issue perspective to understand how different 

issues are represented in Indian gender advocacy also resonates with the ethos of 

Black intersectional feminism, which is encapsulated in the famous quote by 

American writer, activist and professor Audre Lorde (1984, p.138): “there is no such 

thing as a single-issue struggle because we do not live single-issue lives.” 

Incorporating a multi-issue perspective can help understand whose issues are 

prioritized in Indian gender advocacy, whose issues are neglected, who is assigned 

responsibility for addressing these issues, and how such knowledge can contribute 

to imagine a feminism that recognizes that no woman is free until every woman is 

free. Additionally, a multifaceted perspective also contributes to critical social 

psychological scholarship envisioned by Coultas et al. (2023), which treats social 

issues as relational and situates them within the socio-political and historical 

contexts that produce them, thus moving beyond the narrow and individualized 

perspective that mainstream social psychology has too often taken. Hence, this 

thesis finds it necessary to depart from the focus on single issues to take a wider 

look at what kinds of different issues are prioritized in Indian gender advocacy, 

identify connections and patterns in the way these issues are represented, the kind 

of solutions they advocate for, and how an audience engages with these 

representations. 
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Additionally, while the constructs of neoliberal feminism and NGOization have 

inspired a broad range of applications in a variety of contexts, existing research has 

not really engaged with how organizations and institutions working for women’s 

rights may also reproduce such ideals in their advocacy. This would be important 

to study in relation to India, which has been subjected to massive neoliberal reforms 

since the 1990s (Brown, 2003). Yet, at the same, India has also been considered a 

collectivistic country where values of interdependence and community ties are 

considered more important than individual needs or preferences (Verma & 

Triandis, 1999), suggesting that Indian culture may be at odds with the tenets of 

neoliberalism. Hence, a second research aim is to understand how neoliberal ideals 

shape the way that gender advocacy campaigns in India represent different issues.  

Thirdly, as highlighted in the previous chapter, there is also a dearth of research 

in social psychology analyzing how meanings are made through a combination of 

visual images, text, sound, and narration. Additionally, when research in social 

psychology has concerned itself with social justice campaigns, it has often had a 

tendency to take the benevolent agenda behind the campaigns at face value and 

dedicate itself to examining how the presumed benevolent agenda could be spread 

more effectively to ensure the maximum impact and behavior change (for instance, 

see Lauri, 2015). However, in line with a more critical application of social 

psychology that recognizes power dynamics, it is necessary to deconstruct the 

campaigns themselves to see what sort of visions of the world they are producing, 

how an audience negotiates with these visions, and if the visions actually promote 

justice or maintain the status quo. 

Furthermore, hegemony in the SRT has been conventionally understood in 

relation to Moscovici’s (1988) conception as knowledge about a phenomenon 

shared consensually by a majority in society. Thus, multivariate statistical 

procedures using representative samples (e.g., Doise et al., 1993) are often favored 

to prove that the hegemonic social representation is held by a sufficient number of 

people. However, drawing on a discursive-rhetorical approach to social 

representations, as called for by Gibson (2015), that situates representations at a 

microgenetic and ontogenetic level in relation to those at a wider sociogenetic level 

(see also: Duveen & Lloyd, 1990) could enable more qualitative explorations of 

hegemony. Thus, a third aim of the thesis is to contribute to multimodal and critical 

analysis in social psychology that questions power dynamics and hierarchies as well 

as to develop theoretical and methodological approaches to qualitatively research 

hegemony in social representations. 

Finally, while content and reception are often studied simultaneously in the field 

of media and communication (Jensen, 2020; Neumayer, 2022), there is a dearth of 

social psychological studies dedicated to analyzing how meanings are constructed 

in content and then reconstructed in reception, which as Livingstone (2008) 

argues, involves a process of interpretation and decoding. This research thus aims 
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to fill this gap and contribute a holistic social psychological understanding of 

meaning construction in gender advocacy campaigns at the levels of both content 

and reception.  

 

Thus, the research questions guiding this thesis are:  

 

1) How are women and women’s issues represented in multimodal Indian 

gender advocacy campaigns?  

 

2) What kinds of solutions are envisioned by the advocacy and by the chosen 

reception audience, and who is assigned responsibility for implementing 

these solutions?  

 

3) How are hegemonic ideals of neoliberal feminism upheld or challenged by 

the campaigns and by the selected audience?  

 

 

The first research question is answered on a broad level by the findings of Study 

I. Meanwhile, the second research question is answered in all three studies from 

different perspectives—the first offering a wider perspective with regards to the 

contents of over 200 analyzed campaign videos, the second offering an in-depth 

exploration of how institutional reform is represented in eight campaign videos 

calling to reform the police’s way of tackling gender-based violence, and the third 

showing how an urban middle-class audience responds to the solutions portrayed 

in three selected campaign videos. The third research question is answered in 

Studies I and II from a content perspective, and in Study III from a reception 

perspective. Specifically in relation to this thesis, the first and second research 

questions are answered in the “Findings” chapter while the third research question 

is addressed briefly under the “Findings” chapter and elaborated in greater depth 

in the “Discussion” chapter.  
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6. Methodology 

The need for reflecting about methodological choices is summarized well by 

Marecek et al. (1997, pg. 632), who describe its importance in the following way: 

 

Whether numbers or words, data do not speak for themselves. They 
acquire meaning only within the framework(s) of theory and 
interpretation imposed by researchers. No matter what the method, no 
researcher can escape questions about selection and interpretation of 
data, about his or her responsibilities to participants, about the interests 
and commitments that spawned the project in the first place. 

  

 In this chapter, I engage with the questions described above by outlining my 

epistemology that guided the studies in the thesis, the selection of materials and 

methods, how ethical issues were considered, and my subjectivity as a researcher in 

the process.  

6.1 Epistemology 

An advantage of the social representation theory according to Farr (1993) is that it 

does not privilege any single method. This flexibility has given social representation 

researchers freedom to develop methods for their research in accordance with their 

aims and questions, leading to a variety of methodologies being used to collect and 

analyze data in social representation studies, including surveys, participant 

observation, in-depth interviews, focus groups, drawings, media analysis, and 

experimental studies (Lauri, 2015). While the choices can therefore seem 

overwhelming when thinking about research methods within the social 

representation tradition, my research aims and epistemology guided my approach. 

As my research was concerned with how meanings regarding issues related to 

women’s emancipation are constructed in Indian gender advocacy and among a 

potential audience in response to such advocacy, I chose qualitative approaches in 

all three studies since they are considered ideal to understand questions pertaining 

to meaning and perspective (Hammarberg et al., 2016). Moreover, Ball and Smith 

(1992) have highlighted how qualitative methods are particularly suitable for 

analyzing visual data, which often relies on the subtle nuances of narrative to convey 



59 

meanings that could be overlooked or misinterpreted by quantitative approaches 

that aim to document frequency and relationships between variables that are 

defined in advance.  

All three studies in the thesis therefore utilized a qualitative methodology, which 

has been described by Denzin and Lincoln (2005, p.3) as “a situated activity that 

locates the observer in the world through interpretive practices that turn the world 

into a series of representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, 

photographs, recordings and memos to the self…” However, the specific qualitative 

materials and approaches used differed across the studies so in this sense, the thesis 

utilizes mixed methods. Conventionally, mixed methods are often discussed in 

relation to approaches that combine quantitative and qualitative methods together. 

This interpretation of mixed methods has been criticized by Flick et al. (2015), who 

mention the importance of also seeing a combination of different qualitative 

approaches as mixed methods. While mixed methods were usually aimed at 

triangulation to produce validity, this aim has shifted, and it has become more 

common to use mixed methods to get a more nuanced picture of a phenomenon 

under study rather than to demonstrate validity (Flick, 1992). This thesis suggests 

that the use of different qualitative approaches and materials can also fulfil this aim 

for a more in-depth understanding.  

Additionally, the social representations theory has been described as a 

constructivist approach (Wagner, 1998) as well as a constructionist approach 

(Wagner, 1996). Negura and Plante (2021) consider this question concerning the 

epistemology of the social representations theory to be closely connected to the 

relationship between social representations and social reality. More specifically, as 

they elaborate, can social representations be considered a reflection of reality or do 

social representations constitute reality? Some scholars, such as Jovchelovitch 

(2001), argue that social representations are constructed in relation to reality but 

do not construct reality itself. However, for others (Wagner, 1996; Marková, 2012), 

the way that a social object is constructed by a social representation ends up 

constituting reality for the group. Lahlou (2015) argues that for a social 

representation to constitute reality for a social group, the representation must be 

installed at three levels: the physical level of the environment, the social level of 

institutions, and at the psychological level of individuals. The social 

representational process of naturalization is considered to play an important role 

in the construction of a social object as reality (Negura & Plant, 2021).  

In relation to feminism, it becomes clear that particular feminist perspectives 

lead to specific practices of feminism. For instance, if there is a social representation 

of men being a threat to women in public spaces, a feminist campaign might not 

just try to raise awareness of this but also work to change the physical environment 

by having gender-segregated spaces in public transport and implement a law at the 

institutional level to guarantee such transport. Thus, the representation may not 

https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.libproxy.helsinki.fi/doi/full/10.1111/jtsb.12264#jtsb12264-bib-0040
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confine itself to the symbolic realm of ideas but it could shape the material 

environment and be codified into institutions, also impacting social practices. In 

recognizing this circular process of a material reality shaping social representations 

and then representations in turn influencing material reality (Lahlou, 2015), I 

situate this research within a constructionist paradigm.   

6.2 Data collection methods 

Materials for Study I and Study II consisted of campaign videos from different 

organizations working on gender issues in India, while the material for Study III 

came from semi-structured interviews with 25 urban middle-class participants in 

Bengaluru, India. This is discussed in greater detail below to explain and justify the 

choices made in the studies. 

6.2.1 Organizations  

As the aims of Study I were to identify what kinds of issues were prioritized in 

Indian gender advocacy campaigns and how these issues were represented, I 

initially searched for organizations active in gender advocacy campaigning on social 

media in India. As Roy (2015) suggests that organizations’ sources of funding and 

relations with states and other institutions of power as well as with the societies in 

which they work might influence their advocacy, I wanted to choose organizations 

that differed in these aspects to better compare their campaigns. To achieve this, I 

looked for organizations that belonged to three categories: a government ministry, 

an international NGO, and a local NGO. Additionally, because I was interested in 

exploring which issues received the most attention as the social representation 

theory discusses that what is focused upon and what is omitted is often rooted in 

relations of power (Howarth, 2006), it was essential that the organizations were not 

devoted to a single issue but that they tackled multiple gender issues. From a 

preliminary list of over 50 organizations, three were shortlisted for meeting these 

different criteria: the Ministry for Women and Child Development (MWCD), 

Amnesty International India (AII), and Breakthrough India (BI), which are 

described below.  

After selecting these organizations, I undertook a preliminary review of the 

material on their YouTube channels, their Facebook pages, and their websites. In 

deciding what kind of campaigning material to focus on, I wanted to ensure that the 

material was comparable across organizations in the sense of being regularly 

published on a particular platform over a period of several years. Owing to these 

reasons, YouTube video campaigns were selected as data as the three organizations 

regularly posted content there, with the earliest campaigns dating to 2014, allowing 

me to focus on a five-year period from 2014–2019, with 2019 being the year when 
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I began to collect material. As a video sharing platform with a wide variety of 

content, YouTube is considered to have become an influential platform for 

constructing social representations (Kugelmann et al., 2019). However, as the 

studies in this thesis explored the content of digital media campaigns and how this 

content was reconstructed by an audience, examining the medium through which 

they are disseminated is beyond the immediate scope of the research. Although 

participants were sent links to the YouTube campaign videos during the interviews 

in Study III, the interview situation did not mimic the experience of being an 

organic consumer of YouTube or other video platforms. Hence, it is not possible to 

offer insight on how YouTube as a medium influenced the results. To note, the 

number of videos and followers of each organization was recorded at the end of 

2019 when material collection for Study I was being wrapped up. 

The Ministry for Women and Child Development (MWCD) was selected to 

represent a governmental body. MWCD became a separate government ministry in 

2o06 and is situated in New Delhi, India’s capital located in the north of the country. 

Their stated mandate is to promote the social and economic empowerment of 

women through awareness-raising, among other things. MWCD had a following of 

13,700 users and 603 videos on YouTube. Videos ranged from 18 seconds to 20 

minutes, with the majority being less than three minutes.  

Amnesty International India (AII) represented the category of an international 

NGO. Their Indian headquarters were established in Bengaluru in 2011, a 

metropolis in South India. However, the organization was banned from operating 

in the country in 2020 due to conflicts with the government. Defining itself as a 

grassroots organization campaigning for a world where human rights are enjoyed 

by all, one of their priority areas is gender, justifying its inclusion in the research. 

On YouTube, AII had a following of 2,080 users and a total of 186 videos. Videos 

ranged from 30 seconds to seven minutes, with the majority being under two and a 

half minutes. 

Breakthrough India (BI) was chosen to represent a local NGO, having originated 

in India in 2000 with their head office in Delhi. Their mandate focuses solely on 

gender and aims to make discrimination and violence against women unacceptable 

by speaking to a diverse audience in different languages and mediums. They are not 

state-funded but have collaborated with the Indian government on various 

campaigns. BI had a following of 15,600 users and an output of 545 videos on 

YouTube. The majority of videos ranged from 30 seconds to three minutes in length, 

with a few between three and 21 minutes long.  

The aims and subsequent selection of campaigns and organizations for Study II 

were determined by the findings of Study I. As the emphasis on neoliberal ideals of 

self-responsibility and lack of institutional solutions were prominent themes in 

Study I, I wanted to conduct an in-depth analysis of the few campaigns that called 

for the need to reform institutions in India. Only Amnesty International India and 
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the Ministry for Women and Child Development had conducted such campaigns 

and hence, the material for Study II comes from these two organizations. 

Finally, as Study III sought to explore how a potential urban middle-class target 

audience responded to the campaigns and negotiated with the ideas conveyed by 

them, three campaign videos from the three aforementioned organizations were 

shown to participants.  

6.2.2 Campaigns 

The initial corpus of campaign material for Study I consisted of a total of 1,334 

videos, taken from the organizations’ YouTube channels covering the years 2014–

2019. To narrow the material, the videos had to be part of a wider campaign and 

were categorized in accordance with the six parameters identified as dangers to 

women by the Thomas Reuters Foundation (2018), discussed further under “Data 

Analysis Methods.” After applying these criteria, I was left with a final sample of 

250 videos, out of which 69 belonged to MWCD, 18 to AII, and 163 to BI.   

The studies in the thesis were organically built in relation to each other, with the 

selection of the topics for Study II and Study III not predefined in my research plan 

prior to the project; instead, they emerged from the results of each respective study. 

Hence, even though the research was broadly rooted in the framework of the SRT 

and grounded in knowledge of previous literature, it remained data-driven. As the 

emphasis on individual responsibility over institutional change was a prominent 

finding in Study I, I looked specifically for campaigns calling for reforming 

institutions in Study II, out of the 250 videos selected for Study I. This yielded a 

sample of eight videos from two campaigns by AII and MWCD respectively. All eight 

videos focused on the topic of reforming the police in India. Six of the videos were 

from AII’s 2015–2016 campaign dedicated to making it easier for women to report 

violence to the police. The remaining two videos were from MWCD’s 2016 campaign 

aimed at recruiting female police volunteers into the police to tackle violence 

against women. As none of BI’s videos dealt with institutional reform, no campaigns 

from them were included in Study II. 

The findings of Study I and II also influenced the selection of the campaigns 

chosen as reception material for Study III. In particular, I wanted to investigate how 

an urban middle-class audience negotiated with the neoliberal ideals of 

womanhood embodied by the campaigns, and also how they perceived the idea of 

institutional reform. Thus, three campaign videos from AII, BI, and MWCD 

respectively were used as reception material in Study III—the first from AII and the 

second from BI were found to epitomize neoliberal ideals in Study I, while the third 

video from MWCD was from their campaign on police reform analyzed in Study II.  
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6.2.3 Semi-structured interviews 

As gender advocacy campaigns often aim to elicit donations to fund the social 

change they are advocating for, they are usually targeted at an urban middle-class 

audience who have a high enough income to be donors, and additionally are well 

connected digitally to view content on YouTube, the platform through which the 

campaigns are broadcast. Hence in Study III, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted between March and June 2022 with 25 urban middle-class participants 

who could be considered a realistic intended target audience for the campaigns in 

order to understand how this group would respond to the advocacy. The middle-

class in India is a very heterogeneous group so to ensure some uniformity among 

participants, a snowball sampling strategy was used to recruit people employed in 

the IT sector in Bengaluru, India’s IT capital. Radhakrishnan (2011) has suggested 

that IT workers embody different dimensions of middle-class status, such as a high 

income and fluency in English to fit into a multinational workplace. The average 

age of participants was 37, with the oldest participant being 57 and the youngest 24.  

All but one interview was conducted through Zoom, as COVID-19 restrictions 

were in place in Bengaluru at the time of the data collection. For this reason, focus 

group interviews were also ruled out as the ability of all group participants to 

contribute to the conversation is likely to suffer in a Zoom call, owing to connection 

issues, delays or lags, and fear of judgment for expressing authentic opinions on 

sensitive topics without a chance to build any kind of rapport and connection. While 

the video topics dealt with women’s issues, it was decided not to limit participants 

to women since patriarchy actively benefits men. Hence, there may be gendered 

differences in how the campaigns are received, which was explored in the study. 

Participants were shown the three selected campaign videos, and after each video 

they answered open-ended questions regarding the content, narrative structure, 

and message of the videos.  

6.3 Data analysis methods 

To analyze the materials in Study I, I utilized content analysis and thematic analysis 

in conjunction with social representations tools of anchoring and objectification. 

Meanwhile, narrative analysis along with the social representations theory guided 

the analysis in Study II. In Study III, thematic analysis along with positioning and 

the social representation tool of themata were employed in the analysis. I elaborate 

further on these methods below, paying particular attention to how they were used 

in conjunction with tools of the SRT. 
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6.3.1 Content analysis 

Content analysis encompasses a wide range of both quantitative and qualitative 

approaches and hence it was important to choose an approach compatible with the 

constructionist epistemology underpinning the research, which assumes that 

meanings are constructed and socially situated. Hsieh and Shannon (2005) outline 

three types of qualitative content analysis: conventional content analysis, directed 

content analysis, and summative content analysis. In conventional content analysis, 

researchers avoid using predefined categories and allow the category names to 

emerge from the data. Meanwhile, in directed content analysis, coding is done in 

accordance with predetermined codes derived from an existing conceptual 

framework. Finally, summative content analysis involves identifying and 

quantifying content to understand how the content is used and the underlying 

meanings structuring the content.  

As the purpose of the preliminary content analysis in Study I was to delimit the 

vast amount of material (1,334 videos) into a more manageable size, a directed 

content analysis was utilized whereby the specific issues of each gender advocacy 

campaign video were categorized deductively by using the Thomas Reuter’s 

Foundation’s (2018) classification of dangers to women: healthcare; discrimination 

and economic resources; cultural, tribal, religious or customary practices; sexual 

violence and harassment; non-sexual violence; and human trafficking. The 

shortlisted videos were watched multiple times and transcribed verbatim. The 

issues covered by them are discussed further under “Findings.” To pay attention to 

the modes of image, narration, text and sound, these different elements were placed 

in four parallel columns in accordance with the approach utilized by Hakoköngäs 

and Sakki (2019). This process was followed by thematic analysis. 

6.3.2 Thematic analysis 

Materials in Study I and Study III were analyzed manually using thematic analysis 

in conjunction with different social representation theory tools. Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006, 2022) six steps of thematic analysis (familiarization with data, generation of 

initial codes, search for themes, review of themes, defining themes, and writing up) 

were used in both of these studies. In Study I, thematic analysis was inductively 

applied after the content analysis to look for more nuanced patterns in the data. 

After data familiarization, I wrote short summaries of each of the 250 videos. The 

initial codes were formulated by looking at the narrative structure of the videos, 

comprising of the issue represented, the actors, the setting, and the solution to the 

issue, which helped categorize shared elements across the material. At this stage, 

the resulting coding categories were quantified numerically to explore emerging 

patterns. Additionally, the material was coded in relation to dimensions of sound, 

text, image, and music. The search for themes was explored explicitly in relation to 
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a social representations framework by looking at how the identified issues, actors, 

setting, and solution were objectified and anchored.  

As discussed in chapter four, objectification was conceptualized in accordance 

with Moscovici (1984) as the process in which the abstract is made tangible. I 

therefore looked at the ways in which these different elements of the narrative 

structure were made concrete. For instance, the setting of early marriage was given 

shape through visual images of villages as well as the use of folk music and textual 

references to villages. Meanwhile, anchoring was considered in line with Moscovici 

(1984) as the way a phenomenon is given meaning through naming and classifying. 

In practical terms, this meant looking at the meanings that the objectifications were 

tied to. In the aforementioned example of a village, the objectification of early 

marriage in villages served to anchor its meaning in traditionality. In the fourth and 

fifth stage, the resulting themes were reviewed and defined, and finally written up.  

Meanwhile, in Study III, the interview data was coded in terms of how 

responsibility for the causes and solutions to different issues was assigned by 

participants to different actors in the videos. Three themes were generated and 

named: “individual,” “culture,” and “institutions.” I then looked at the broad 

patterns of meaning across these themes, focusing on how participants’ identities, 

such as gender and class, shaped their responses. This helped me to identify 

different positions taken by participants in relation to the issues discussed in the 

themes. These positions were explored in terms of how they maintained or 

challenged dominant ideals of neoliberal feminism identified by previous research 

(Rottenberg, 2014; Scharff, 2020, Wilson, 2015; Gupta, 2016). In searching for, 

reviewing, and defining the themes, I also sought to identify themata, which are 

mutually interdependent dyads structuring social representations. Liu (2004) 

distinguishes themes from themata with the former referring to units of analysis in 

qualitative research, such as conversation topics, and the latter to historically 

embedded and culturally shared antinomies organizing a representation. However, 

Liu elaborates that they are closely related as themata usually underpin themes 

derived from the interviewees’ accounts. Guided by this conceptual distinction, I 

conceived themata as subthemes and identified them by looking at dichotomies 

underlying the way that participants talked about the topics in each theme.   

It is also important to note that like content analysis, thematic analysis is not a 

single method but a family of methods (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Distinctions have 

been made between small q and big Q qualitative thematic analysis. The former 

consists of dimensions usually connected to positivism, which emphasize 

procedures for ensuring reliability and limiting bias through the use of structured 

codebooks, use of multiple coders, and intercoder agreement calculations. 

Meanwhile, the latter comprises of approaches more congruent with 

constructionism, such as seeing meaning as contextually situated and researcher 

subjectivity as a potential strength if accounted for adequately. While Braun and 



66 

Clarke (2023) do not necessarily discourage mashing together different approaches 

to thematic analysis, they do argue that combinations must be undertaken 

knowingly by acknowledging departures from conventional procedures and 

justifying them, or else they risk methodological incoherence. 

The quantification of categories in Study I might seem more in line with small q 

approaches than my stated constructionist epistemology. To justify this choice, I 

would like to emphasize that the use of numbers was because the study materials 

comprised of 250 videos, which was exceptionally large for a qualitative study and 

hence preliminary quantification helped keep the analysis focused and meaningful 

patterns in the data could be identified.  

6.3.3 Narrative analysis 

Study II employs SRT tools of anchoring and objectification along with Propp's 

(1928/1968) narrative approach, which identifies a narrative structure through a 

typology of characters, including heroes, villains, and helpers, as well as their 

actions and goals. Wagner-Egger et al. (2011) utilize a similar approach in relation 

to textual data. However, the application to multimodal material in this thesis is 

novel. An action-oriented view of objectification is utilized to understand how 

narratives unfold and what motivates characters, providing a novel way of locating 

objectifications. This approach was influenced by Wagner (1998, 2015) and László 

(1997), who discuss the mutually constitutive relationship between social 

representations and practices, as well as Winskell (2021), who elaborates on the 

relationship between social representations and narratives, arguing that the process 

of objectification occurs at the level of plots and characters. Anchoring in turn is 

understood as a broader system of meaning shaping how objectifications are 

interpreted, in accordance with Jodelet (2008) and Hakoköngäs and Sakki (2019).  

Transcription was influenced by the approach to multimodal data transcription 

taken by Sakki and Martikainen (2020), who in turn build on the work of 

Hakoköngäs and Sakki (2019) and place sound, verbal, and visual elements in 

parallel columns. The main actions and goals of each character were listed, also 

paying attention to compositional elements like framing to explain how narratives 

were constructed. To explore objectifications of the police’s actions and goals, I 

looked at concrete manifestations of the police’s actions, including practices and 

behavior, and then used the identified actions to interpret the anchors as units of 

meaning tied to objectifications.  

 

 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/casp.2655#casp2655-bib-0048
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6.4 Reflections on ethics and my subjectivity  

 

Kitchener and Kitchener (2009) argue that social science research involves two 

fundamental ethical questions. The first pertains to the ethically correct way to 

collect, process, and report research data, and the second to the ethically 

responsible way of treating research subjects. For Fisher and Anushko (2008), 

these two questions should be guided by ethical principles of beneficence or 

maximizing research benefits while minimizing harm; respect to ensure that the 

research participation is informed and voluntary; and finally, justice to ensure that 

the research burdens and benefits are fairly distributed across populations. 

Meanwhile, Brabeck and Brabeck (2009) suggest that feminist researchers should 

ask how the research contributes to enhancing the conditions of women and other 

oppressed people. I attempt to discuss how I considered these questions below.  

Firstly, in relation to data collection, online data sources such as YouTube 

videos, which are utilized in Study I and Study II, bring up challenges in ensuring 

conventional ethical principles, such as informed consent, privacy, and absence of 

psychological and physical harm (Legewie & Nassauer, 2018). While such material 

is public, those creating it usually do not get the opportunity to consent to its use in 

research. The Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity (2019) allows publicly 

available online material to be used as research material and cited in research. The 

online YouTube campaigns used in this thesis are all publicly available. To ensure 

that ethical principles were considered in data processing and analysis, the videos 

were transcribed as accurately as possible using multimodal approaches to 

transcription, and accurate references are made to each video cited in the analysis. 

Links, transcripts, and descriptions of the videos were included as supplementary 

material in Studies II and III. The transcribed interview data utilized in Study III 

will be deposited in the Finnish Social Science Data archive after the study is 

published. 

There are specific circumstances under which an ethical review must be 

undertaken, according to the Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity (2019), 

for instance, if the research involves physical interventions, deviates from informed 

consent, focuses on minors, exposes participants to exceptionally strong stimuli, 

involves the risk of mental harm that exceeds limits of everyday life, presents a 

threat to the safety of the participants and their close ones, or is expected to be 

published in journals requiring the opinions of ethical committees. My research 

design in Study III involved showing campaign videos on topics such as sexual 

harassment to participants belonging to the urban middle-class in India, which 

could possibly trigger negative and traumatic associations. Hence, I obtained 

ethical clearance from an ethics board at the University of Helsinki in early spring 

of 2022 prior to conducting the research. To adhere to the ethical principles of 

informed consent, no deception, confidentiality, privacy, and to reduce the 
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mentioned risk of mental harm and trauma, I took certain precautions while 

recruiting and interviewing the participants. In particular, I shared an information 

sheet, consent sheet, and privacy statement with my participants prior to the 

interview. The information sheet described the research and the topics covered in 

the videos as transparently as possible so that people who did not wish to discuss 

these topics did not feel obligated to participate. The information sheet also 

emphasized that participants need not share personal experiences but could limit 

the discussion to opinions and beliefs about the messages of the videos. The rights 

of participants to withdraw at any point of the study and skip questions they did not 

wish to answer were also highlighted. The privacy statement clarified how their 

information and responses would be processed and their confidentiality and 

anonymity maintained. It was hoped that these measures would ensure that no 

participant experienced harm from participating in the study. Many participants 

expressed that they enjoyed participating and shared the study brief with colleagues 

and friends to recruit more participants, suggesting that they did not feel harmed 

by taking part.  

With regard to data management, audio material from Study III was erased after 

transcription. The anonymity of participants was preserved both during 

transcription and the writing of the third article by using pseudonyms instead of 

names, leaving out the names of schools and companies that the participants had 

graduated from and worked in, and deleting or modifying any sensitive data. The 

collected material for the three studies in this thesis has been stored on my personal 

computer, accessible only by me and backed up on an external hard drive kept in a 

locked closet at the site of research, the Unit of Social Psychology at the University 

of Helsinki, for the duration of the project. 

Additionally, as qualitative researchers, it is important to recognize how 

researchers actively play a role in the research process (Finlay, 2003). Decolonial 

scholarship has been instrumental in establishing the need for subjectivity by 

highlighting the colonial underpinnings of knowledge that claims to be universal. 

For instance, Grosfoguel (2007) discusses how Western philosophy has tended to 

employ a “point zero” perspective, which hides its local and particular vantage point 

under a supposed universalism. This is rooted in the Cartesian dualism between 

mind and body and mind and nature, exemplified by the truism “I think, therefore 

I am,” which provides the foundation for contemporary Western science to claim a 

God-eyed view of knowledge of the world. Grosfoguel (2007) and Mignolo (2009) 

further argue that Europe would not have been able to impose this epistemic view 

on peoples across the world without the subjugation arising from European colonial 

expansion since the 15th century. By suggesting that their observations originate 

from nowhere-in-particular, dominant Western accounts are able to assert their 

applicability everywhere-in-general (Malherbe et al., 2021). To counter the point-

zero perspective, decolonial scholarship has emphasized the importance of de-
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linking epistemically and politically from the web of imperial knowledge (Mignolo, 

2009). One way of doing so is by clarifying one’s locus of enunciation or “the 

geopolitical and body-political location of the subject that speaks” (Grosfoguel, 

2016, p.213), which runs parallel to feminist ideas of situated knowledge (Haraway, 

1988) and the body politics of knowledge (Fanon, 1967/1952).   

For Wilkinson (1988), reflections on subjectivity can involve personal reflexivity 

or how a researcher’s subjectivity and values shape knowledge production, 

functional reflexivity, or how methods and study design shape knowledge 

production and discipline reflexivity or how academic disciplines shape knowledge 

production. As I have already discussed my choices regarding the methods and 

elements related to research design throughout this chapter, I attempt to clarify my 

locus of enunciation in relation to personal reflexivity and discipline reflexivity in 

the current discussion. I do not write about these aspects separately but together, 

as they overlapped and influenced each other constantly.  

I am an Indian woman from the urban middle-class who grew up in Bengaluru, 

India, and I live in Helsinki, Finland. I first became acquainted with the SRT during 

my master’s degree at the University of Helsinki and remember the joy I felt at 

encountering a European theoretical framework that placed so much emphasis on 

the role of context and history in shaping prevalent ideas in society. This motivated 

me to utilize the theory in my master’s research exploring perspectives on 

homosexuality across generations and different religious groups in Bengaluru, and 

in my doctoral research that the reader is hopefully well acquainted with by now.  

Meanwhile, I first became acquainted with the manner in which neoliberal 

tropes were prevalent in gender advocacy after working for gender justice 

organizations in India and abroad. Despite this awareness, I had not anticipated 

this to emerge as a dominant finding in my research. My initial aim when beginning 

the project was to allow myself to be guided by the material in the analysis and 

ensure that the studies remained rooted in the SRT. I selected three organizations 

with different mandates, interests, and relationships to the Indian state in the hope 

that this would enable me to explore a diversity of perspectives and highlight 

similarities and differences in their campaigning. I was therefore surprised by the 

relative consistency in the content and messages of the organizations found in Study 

I. This seemed to contradict the SRT’s assumption of the plurality of knowledge in 

contemporary societies. Additionally, as discussed in chapter 4, I also encountered 

other challenges in applying a European theory to an Indian context, owing to its 

assumptions that reproduced dualities between traditional and modern.  

Decolonial perspectives emphasize the importance of using our disciplines in 

ways that center the epistemic perspectives of the marginalized global majority in 

the Global South and seeking guidance from other disciplines when we may not find 

answers in our own (Decolonial Psychology Editorial Collective, 2021; Coultas, 

2022). Hence, I was motivated to attend summer schools on decolonial, feminist, 
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and critical perspectives outside my discipline that helped me interrogate 

Eurocentric assumptions, unlearn them when possible, and learn alternative 

perspectives that could provide a more expansive understanding. To explain the 

finding of similarity across gender advocacy campaigns, I also turned to critical 

feminist scholarship on hegemonic femininity (Rutherford, 2018) to complement 

my work as a social psychologist. This helped me to identify the presence of a 

hegemonic representation of neoliberal feminism that neglected the issues of the 

majority of women in India. Other critical scholarship (e.g., Rao, 2014) highlighted 

how media content often perpetuates classist stereotypes by encouraging empathy 

with middle-class victims and rendering issues of working-class and marginalized 

caste victims invisible. I was thus encouraged to take a critical perspective 

throughout the research. All three studies in the thesis pay attention to how power 

relations are maintained through social representations. 

If neoliberal feminism is most accessible to middle-class women, as Rottenberg 

(2014) suggests, an ethical stance would suggest it important to understand how 

the needs of marginalized women are neglected by hegemonic feminism by 

including such women as reception audiences. This is in line with decolonial 

psychological approaches that suggest rethinking notions of validity in terms of who 

is excluded from the research and how this may affect what we know (Fines, 2006). 

My initial research plan had hoped to study reception across a range of audiences. 

However, when the reception phase of the research commenced, COVID-19 

restrictions were in place in different parts of India. Hence, Zoom was the only 

platform through which I could do the research. As socio-economically 

disadvantaged women in rural areas were unlikely to have access to technology that 

could permit online conversations and I thought it unethical to travel to rural areas 

and subject women with limited access to health infrastructure to health risks, I 

limited the reception audience in Study III to the urban middle-class.  

My urban middle-class background likely helped me gain access to interviewees 

for this study, as I was probably perceived as a cultural insider in relation to my 

participants, having grown up in Bengaluru, the city where the interviewees were 

residing at the time of data collection, and being from the same class background 

as them. This enabled the establishment of trust and rapport, with many female 

participants in the study opening up about their own experiences of harassment and 

gender-based violence in relation to the campaigns I showed them, presumably 

because I was perceived to be able to relate to these experiences as a fellow Indian 

woman. Knowledge of my position may have also shaped the kind of participants 

who volunteered to participate in the study. I am known among close friends and 

family for being vocal about feminist issues. Hence, on hearing about my study, 

those in my networks may have forwarded the brief specifically to people they 

perceived to be fellow feminists or supporters of women’s rights. To try and prevent 

this, I specifically emphasized in my study brief that all views were welcome without 
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any judgment. Many participants contested the ideas in some of the campaigns they 

were shown, suggesting that they felt free to voice their own opinion.  

Yet, presumptions of similarity can also mask power differentials. McAvoy 

(2009) reflects on how she has a different agenda from her participants, which 

involves using their words in her service and therefore, she cannot be precisely “one 

of them.” Similarly, my multiple positions in the research are relationally 

distributed as I exist both as a middle-class woman from Bengaluru and a PhD 

researcher living in Helsinki, and I occupy simultaneous privilege and 

marginalization in relation to these positions. Interrogating feelings and affect can 

also help shed light on knowledge production during the research process (Lazard 

& McAvoy, 2020). In an earlier chapter, I had discussed how feminists employed in 

NGOs in India got richer while the majority of women got poorer. This is also a self-

critique as I received funding to study Indian gender advocacy campaigning shortly 

after India was named the most dangerous country in the world for women. While 

I have dedicated much space to justifying the need for my research, I also felt 

unsettled by benefiting personally from scholarship on this topic. Perhaps this is 

the uncomfortable reflexivity Dosekun (2015) discusses that highlights ethical 

conundrums without neat solutions. My guilt was likely also a motivating factor for 

taking a critical perspective in this research and interrogating middle-class 

complicity in perpetuating oppression.   

Although clarifying identity-related positions may be an aspect of a locus of 

enunciation, the Decolonial Psychology Editorial Collective (2021) argue that it is 

important to remember that identity categories should not be conceived in 

monolithic or essentialist terms as they are collective constructions that can be 

contested. Therefore, in Study III, I tried to avoid imposing predetermined 

categories on my participants and looked at how identities like class and gender 

were constituted during the interview. Additionally, Grosfoguel (2007) emphasizes 

the necessity of distinguishing one’s epistemic location from one’s social location, 

as a social location in the oppressed side of power relations does not necessarily 

mean that a person is thinking from a subaltern epistemic location. As a result of 

awareness of the many inequalities in Indian society in relation to gender, from 

considering existing literature as well as my social location as an urban middle-class 

woman, I have come to embrace an epistemic location that motivates me to explore 

more inclusive forms of feminism, binding the struggle for women’s rights with 

struggles against caste, class, and racial inequalities and to take a critical stance 

when confronted with manifestations of such inequalities in my own research. 

Using the SRT to see how my urban middle-class participants negotiated with 

hegemonic neoliberal ideals from the campaign videos shown to them also allowed 

me to understand how their social locations were used at times in service of a 

neoliberal epistemic location and how at other times, to challenge that epistemic 

location.   
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7. Findings  

In the quick and easy recipes of ‘gender awareness’ programmes, what is 
missed is that behaviour change occurs never by rhetoric but only when there 
is a clear understanding of what the limitations and possibilities are for 
gaining one’s freedom in the present situation 

-Maithreyi Krishnaraj (as cited in Chakravarti, 2018, p. xiv) 

 

In this chapter, I present an overview of the findings of the three studies included 

in this thesis under the headings of “content” and “reception” below. Content 

includes the findings of Studies I and II, while reception includes the findings of 

Study III. The content section helps to answer my first two research questions of 

how women and women’s issues are represented in Indian gender advocacy, and 

what solutions are envisioned by the advocacy. Meanwhile, the reception section 

also helps to answer what solutions are envisioned by the advocacy from an 

audience perspective. The third question on how hegemonic ideals of neoliberalism 

are upheld or challenged by the campaigns and selected audience is answered 

briefly under both content and reception, but will be more thoroughly discussed in 

the chapter that follows.  

7.1 Content 

Studies I and II explored the content of Indian gender advocacy campaigns. Study 

I sheds light on what issues were prioritized in the campaigns, how women were 

represented in them, and what kinds of solutions were advocated by them. 

Meanwhile, Study II specifically explores a sub-category of videos dedicated to the 

solution of institutional reform.  

7.1.1 What issues?  

Findings from Study I showcase what issues are prioritized in gender advocacy 

campaigns from MWCD, BI, and AII over the period between 2014 and 2019. The 

highest number of videos, comprising of 30% of the videos analyzed, were dedicated 

to sexual violence and harassment, which was a common focus area uniting all three 
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organizations. Gender-biased sex selection featured almost as prominently, with 

28% of the videos dedicated to this issue. Early marriage and female education 

comprised of 15% and 14% of videos respectively, while maternal malnourishment 

and domestic violence were less featured at 6% and 5%. Gender-biased sex 

selection, early marriage, female education, and domestic violence were 

overlapping issues between MWCD and BI but not covered by AII. Meanwhile, 

maternal malnourishment was an exclusive focus of MWCD’s campaigns, and 

online violence and transgender rights were themes solely covered by AII. Table 1, 

which is a modified version of the table presented in Study I, provides further 

information on how the focus on different issues was divided across organizations 

and the classification according to the Thomas Reuter’s Foundation (2018) 

parameters.  

 

Table 1 

Themes in gender advocacy campaigns across three organizations (N = 250) 

 

Themes of videos Classification according 
to Reuter’s parameters 

BI (N=163) MWCD (N=69) AII (N=18) 

 

Sexual violence 
and harassment  

Sexual violence and 
harassment 

46  15  13  

Gender-biased sex 
selection 

Cultural practices 36  33   

Female education Discrimination 34    2   

Early marriage Cultural practices 36    1   

Domestic violence Non-sexual violence 11    2   

Maternal 
malnourishment  

Healthcare  14   

Online violence  Non-sexual violence    4  

Dowry  Cultural practices    2   

Transgender rights Discrimination    1  

Note. Adapted from ”Empowered but Endangered? An Analysis of Hegemonic Womanhood in 
Indian Gender Advocacy Campaigns,” by K. Dsilva, and E. Hakoköngäs, 2022, Journal of Social 
and Political Psychology, 10(1), p.261. Distributed under Psych Open Gold Creative Commons 
Attribution (CC-BY) license.  

7.1.2 Which women?  

To understand how the identified issues were represented, the next step of the 

thematic analysis in Study I looked at the issue specifically in relation to the actors 

featured in the video, the setting, and the solution. Videos on maternal 

malnourishment, domestic violence, and transgender rights included footage of 

events hosted by the organizations and interviews with their staff, making it hard 



74 

to distinguish clear environments. Hence, these issues were excluded from the next 

step of analysis. In relation to sexual harassment, early marriage, female education, 

and gender-biased sex selection, two consistent patterns emerged in how these 

issues were portrayed.  

Videos from all three organizations depicting sexual violence and harassment 

were set in cities and commonly featured an urban middle-class woman as a 

protagonist. Thus, sexual harassment was shown to be an issue of urban middle-

class women. This was accomplished through mostly visual and occasionally 

verbal/textual objectifications, such as clothes, occupations, skin color, and 

language that anchored the protagonist experiencing harassment as an urban 

middle-class woman. The use of a middle-class protagonist to establish appeals to 

empathy suggest that the videos are targeting an urban middle-class audience who 

are able to relate to the middle-class background of the protagonist and also have 

the funds to donate to the campaigns. Not all videos depicted or referenced the 

perpetrator of the violence, but those that did often used visual and verbal 

objectifications that anchored the perpetrator as a working-class male. However, in 

the case of MWCD and AII, there was some more diversity in relation to 

perpetrators. Half of all of MWCD’s videos depicted the perpetrator as an urban 

middle-class man in a position of power, while almost a quarter of the perpetrators 

in all of AII’s videos were represented as a foreign diplomat.  

Meanwhile, videos on early marriage, female education, and gender-biased sex 

selection were mainly set in rural areas and often showed socio-economically 

disadvantaged girls as the protagonist. This suggests that the latter issues were 

depicted as issues of rural Indian women, which was achieved through the use of 

mostly visual and to a lesser extent sonic, verbal, and textual objectifications that 

typically anchored these issues to women and girls in rural areas. However, the 

videos of BI are likely targeted at an urban middle-class English-speaking audience, 

as evidenced by the use of English subtitles in BI’s campaigns, which would be 

unnecessary if the expected audience was from the same background as the Hindi-

speaking protagonist. Thus, persuasive appeals are made through ethos or 

authenticity by utilizing a documentary style of storytelling and the use of different 

eyewitnesses to present their accounts. Yet, while BI typically showed these issues 

among socio-economically disadvantaged rural families, MWCD also portrayed it 

among urban and rural middle-class families. These findings suggest the presence 

of two hegemonic social representations: the first depicting sexual harassment as 

an urban middle-class issue and the second showing early marriage, gender-biased 

sex selection, and female education as rural dangers. These hegemonic social 

representations are tied to neoliberal ideals, as evidenced by the individualistic 

solutions advocated by the campaigns, which are described below.  
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7.1.3 Whose solutions? 

In Study I, two kinds of solutions could be identified from the videos: immediate 

solutions, which typically asked the audience for donations and to raise awareness 

of the issue of focus, and implied solutions, which gave subtle guidance on how the 

issue could be solved. In relation to the latter category of solutions, videos focusing 

on sexual harassment commonly placed the onus on ending this problem on women 

themselves, by implying that the solution was for women to assert their rights, for 

instance by reporting violence, practicing self-defense, using public transport, and 

sharing stories of harassment on public forums or with male members of their 

families. A small minority of videos by AII and MWCD also promoted institutional 

reform, specifically in relation to reforming the police as a solution for sexual and 

gender-based violence. Solutions were two-pronged in videos dealing with early 

marriage, female education, and gender-biased sex selection. On one hand, the 

videos called for the need to change the presumed traditional outlook of rural 

families and communities and simultaneously emphasized the responsibility of 

girls to stand up to their families and the traditional beliefs prevalent in their 

communities.  

Meanwhile, Study II specifically looked at how the organizations included in 

Study I advocated for institutional reform. Only AII and MWCD had campaigns 

promoting institutional change, with both organizations dedicating campaigns to 

the need to reform the Indian police and its ways of tackling sexual harassment and 

gender-based violence. By using narrative analysis in conjunction with SRT tools of 

anchoring and objectification, the findings illustrate how the role of the police is 

constructed in these campaigns.  

AII’s campaigns depicted the police as a villain, objectified by actions that 

included neglecting cases of sexual violence, upholding rape myths, victim blaming, 

and perpetuating sexual harassment, thus anchoring the police as a patriarchal 

misogynistic institution. Even though the campaigns were premised on reforming 

the police, ultimately the solution promoted by AII’s representation placed the 

responsibility on women to be heroes and claim their own rights by fighting against 

the patriarchal police to persevere in their task of reporting sexual violence. 

Contrastingly, MWCD’s campaigns depicted the policeman as a hero, objectified 

as a tough enforcer of the law, while the policewoman was shown as a helper, 

objectified as a sensitive sidekick. This ultimately anchored the police as defenders 

of women’s safety in MWCD’s representation. The solution promoted by the MWCD 

was for more women to join the police as they were considered to have the caring 

and gentle virtues that could complement the authoritative role of their male 

counterparts. Ideologically, this deference of policewomen to policemen suggests 

that women are a welcome addition to the police force as long as patriarchal gender 

roles are preserved within the institution. Additionally, the positive depiction of the 



76 

police in MWCD’s social representation also illustrates how their campaign fails to 

engage in a critique of institutions, even while attempting to reform them.  

Thus, neoliberal ideals of feminism as discussed by Rottenberg (2014) are visible 

in the solutions to the different issues talked about in the advocacy campaigns 

explored in Study I, which largely place responsibility on individuals and rarely on 

institutions. Meanwhile, the few campaigns aiming at institutional change in Study 

II still do not depart from neoliberal ideals by placing the burden of such change on 

individual women, either by encouraging them to join the police or stand up for 

their rights when reporting violence to the police. This hegemonic representation 

of neoliberal feminism is elaborated on further in the “Discussion” chapter.  

7.2 Reception 

In Study III, in response to the three campaign videos shown to them, discussions 

with my urban middle-class participants were coded in terms of how responsibility 

was assigned for the causes and solutions to the issues of sexual harassment and 

early marriage depicted in the videos. Accordingly, three themes were identified: 

emphasis on individual responsibility, culture as a cause and a solution, and finally, 

a skepticism of institutions. These are briefly described below. 

7.2.1 Emphasis on individual responsibility 

While participants did not blame women for the harassment they experience, there 

was an emphasis on self-transformation as a solution for overcoming victimhood. 

A themata or dyad of empowered versus oppressed underlined this theme, with 

individual responsibility emphasized as a solution for transcending oppression and 

achieving empowerment. Empowerment was equated with overcoming fear, 

standing up for oneself, and using one’s voice. However, there were gender 

differences in how participants positioned themselves to empowerment. Female 

participants discussed the constraints women may face in standing up for 

themselves against sexual harassment in the workplace, such as termination of 

employment. Meanwhile, male participants often discussed their anxieties about 

women having too much power, which men feared could be used to falsely accuse 

them of harassment.  

Thus, participants’ ideas of empowerment mirrored ideals of neoliberal 

feminism that promote self-transformation as a solution to women’s oppression. As 

such ideals have been identified as hegemonic in previous research (Rottenberg, 

2014; Eisenstein, 2017), participants are considered to have taken a hegemonic 

position on empowerment. Yet, the constraints on self-transformation as a solution 

mentioned by some female participants and the perception of empowered women 

as a threat by some male participants also suggest the presence of polemic positions 
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in relation to the hegemonic position. Depending on the dialogical relationship 

between the alternatives and the hegemonic representation, alternative positions 

may have the potential to destabilize hegemonic representations as suggested by 

Gillespie (2008). In this case, the alternatives are used by participants to question 

the hegemonic meaning of an empowered woman through the use of rhetorical 

devices such as “but.” Thus, variations of the following sentence, “I believe that 

women should actively speak up but” were occasionally used by participants to 

challenge the idea that women standing up for themselves was an ideal solution.  

7.2.2 Culture: a cause and a solution 

The theme of culture as a cause and a solution often arose in relation to the topic of 

early marriage. Culture was commonly blamed for this issue, with cultural change 

seen as a solution. A themata of traditional versus modern structured this theme, 

with backward traditions seen as the cause of the problem and modernity the 

solution to fixing the problem. The boundaries between traditional and modern 

were constantly negotiated by participants. Rural areas were often positioned as 

traditional and in need of change compared to urban areas, which were constructed 

as modern and having reached the desired levels of gender equality.  

Wilson (2015) suggests that neoliberal development agendas attribute harmful 

practices like early marriage and female infanticide in India to rural and socio-

economically disadvantaged populations while obscuring the structural causes of 

such practices. Participants reproduced this hegemonic representation by adopting 

a position of distance from practices like early marriage by claiming them to be 

specific to rural India. However, some participants reflected on how issues like early 

marriage also occur in urban areas in different forms than in rural areas, implying 

that urban areas may also be traditional and in need of change. Additionally, 

patriarchy caused by cultural traditions was not seen as a product of individual men 

but of Indian society, with participants describing instances of patriarchal practices 

being upheld and maintained by women and men alike.  

The recognition that such practices also occur among the urban elite and that 

patriarchy is upheld by Indian society as a whole suggests the presence of more 

emancipated positions. Such alternative positions do not necessarily oppose the 

hegemonic one but may exist alongside it. For instance, participants usually agreed 

with the representation of early marriage as a rural issue, but added that such 

practices may also occur among their own friends and family.  

7.2.3 Skepticism of institutions 

Participants sometimes implicated institutions in contributing to the abuse of  
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women’s rights in India but expressed apathy about the potential of institutional 

reform, commonly viewing institutions like the police to be incapable of change. A 

themata of supporter versus opponent structured this theme. Participants often 

positioned institutions to be opponents of women’s rights by talking about how 

institutions should ideally function as supporters of women’s rights, and then 

describing the reality of how institutions violated women’s rights in India.  

Thus, according to the participants, institutions should be allies of women and 

support their rights in an ideal world. This could be seen as a polemic position, by 

defying the hegemonic neoliberal ideal of self-reliance (Rottenberg, 2014). 

However, participants were pessimistic about institutions being supporters of 

women’s rights, invoking common perceptions of the police as a corrupt and 

misogynistic institution to justify the lack of faith in institutional change. In this 

way, participants drew upon the polemic position of how institutions should ideally 

function to emphasize that institutions could never be reformed in reality, and to 

reassert the hegemonic neoliberal social representation of self-reliance as the 

optimal solution. Thus, the polemic position was used as a straw man and rejected 

in order to reassert the legitimacy of the hegemonic social representation, in the 

manner outlined by Gillespie (2008).  
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8. Discussion 

We must ask what is the aim of the scientific community. Is it to support 
or to criticize the social order? Is it to consolidate it or transform it?  

- Serge Moscovici (1972, p. 23) 

While almost 50 years have passed since Moscovici made this statement, his 

questions remain pertinent for all research projects. In relation to the findings 

outlined in the previous chapter, I would like to reflect on how representations of 

women, women’s issues, and the solutions to overcome these issues consolidate or 

transform social order. Thus, in the following sections I summarize what kinds of 

representations have become hegemonic in Indian gender advocacy and the 

ideological interests and identity-related functions served by such representations. 

I then discuss the alternative representations that could offer resistance to 

hegemonic ideas and their potential for social change. The final section is dedicated 

to a consideration of the limitations of the studies and directions for future research. 

While the issues highlighted in the discussion below were rooted in and inspired by 

the three studies that comprise this thesis summary, my aim in this chapter is to go 

beyond summarizing the discussions in each individual article to take a holistic 

perspective of all three studies in their totality, and expand on the ideas expressed 

in them at a more theoretical level.  

8.1 Hegemonic representations and their consequences 

The findings of Studies I, II and III point to the dominance of neoliberal feminism 

as a hegemonic social representation in Indian gender advocacy campaigns. Such 

representations function to maintain social stratifications along the lines of class, 

caste, gender and region in India. The findings also draw attention to the role of 

institutional power in circulating hegemonic knowledge and suppressing polemic 

perspectives. I elaborate further on these points in the subsections that follow.  

8.1.1 Dominance of neoliberal feminism 

Maglioglou and Coen (2021) have argued that hegemonic social representations do 

not necessarily determine what to think but what to think about. The hegemony of 
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neoliberalism as a form of governmentality in the 21st century (Brown, 2003) has 

led to the institutionalization of neoliberal ideas in all forms of social life, including 

feminism. This has affected how feminism is thought about, both in terms of the 

content of feminist activism as well as its reception. The findings of all three studies 

point to the influence of the ideals of neoliberal feminism in the content of Indian 

gender advocacy and in the way that an urban middle-class Indian audience 

interpreted this content.  

This manifested itself in the findings of Study I in relation to the solutions that 

were proposed to a variety of issues ranging from sexual harassment to gender-

biased sex selection and early marriage. The majority of the videos from all 

organizations presented the ideal solution to these issues to be women standing up 

for themselves against the people or institutions that were violating their rights. 

Thus, the hegemonic depiction of an empowered woman was typically visualized as 

a young woman who had gathered the courage to break free from constrictive social 

norms and transform her own life by asserting her will, acquiring confidence, and 

not giving into fears. If feminism and women’s issues are thus approached in terms 

of what Doise (2002) describes as normative social representations, in the sense of 

involving a common reference point to institutionalized norms governing how 

individuals should be treated, the dominance of neoliberal feminism has 

institutionalized specific meanings, practices, and ideas of feminism, and how 

women should be treated. This involves an emphasis on individual responsibility as 

a solution and a corresponding absence of demands for political action, legislative 

changes, and institutional reform.  

Even in Study II, which focused on exploring the few campaigns devoted to 

institutional reform, the neoliberal paradigm was not completely averted. While 

Amnesty International India was critical of the Indian police as a government 

institution, their campaigns did not put pressure on the police to change their ways 

but on individual women to change the police. Meanwhile, the Ministry for Women 

and Child Development proposed that the way to make the Indian police more 

conducive to addressing women’s concerns was for women themselves to join the 

institution and change it from within, rather than changing the police to make it 

more effective at delivering services for women.  

Finally, participants in Study III showed an immense amount of cynicism 

towards institutions and politics, leading them to favor solutions at the level of 

individual action, whether by encouraging women to speak up against injustices 

against them or by changing the mindsets of people they considered to be less 

educated than themselves. Pyysiäinen et al. (2017) suggest that neoliberal ideology 

is particularly persuasive, as the emphasis on self-responsibility resonates with 

psychological desires for freedom and personal control. Therefore, the pessimism 

that participants felt in relation to institutions and political action may have led 
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them to prioritize individual-level solutions, which could be perceived as more 

attainable and something they had control over. 

The emphasis on individual responsibility, self-transformation, and lack of 

institutional critique or concrete policy solutions is in line with previous literature 

on neoliberal feminism, which discusses how self-empowerment is promoted in 

place of structural changes (Rottenberg, 2014; Eisenstein, 2017; Rutherford, 2018). 

Hegemonic representations can be used ideologically to maintain the status quo as 

they are embedded in institutions, social practices, and social roles (Maglioglou & 

Coen, 2021). Bongiorno et al. (2021) suggest that embracing neoliberal feminist 

messages of individual resilience leads to reduced intentions to engage in collective 

action to overcome gender inequality, less anger about inequality, and reduced 

perceptions of gender discrimination. In discussing the consequences of imposing 

mental health care initiatives in India that take a neoliberal lens emphasizing 

personal fulfilment, Bhatia and Priya (2021) suggest that such initiatives alienate 

people from community relations and can worsen their mental and material 

suffering. Adopting neoliberal ideals of self-responsibility can therefore lead to a 

situation where individuals are held responsible for solving inequalities and forms 

of oppression that are recognized to be structural, make individuals less willing to 

engage in collective action to produce social change, and fragment people from 

community ties, which can be detrimental in more collectivistic contexts like India. 

There was also an adaptation of neoliberalism to the particular conditions of India 

that functioned to maintain deeply rooted social hierarchies, which I will discuss 

further below.  

8.1.2 Preserving social hierarchies 

As discussed in earlier chapters, previous research (Mohanty, 1984; Wilson, 2015) 

has identified a neoliberal trope in international development called the girl effect, 

which refers to a narrative device used by organizations to suggest that the 

education and empowerment of an individual girl can lead to the transformation of 

whole communities. Simultaneously, poverty is attributed to a lack of knowledge 

and traditional practices rather than structural causes. This trope was prevalent in 

the multimodal campaigns explored in Study I in which early marriage, 

discontinuing female education, and gender-biased sex selection were presented as 

problems specific to rural India. However, an additional representation also 

emerged, which situated sexual violence and harassment in an urban setting and 

depicted the protagonist as a middle-class woman, targeted by unfamiliar working-

class men, showing how the tropes of neoliberal feminism were tweaked to 

accommodate India’s class and caste distinctions.  

These hierarchies between urban and rural, working-class and middle-class, and 

uneducated and educated that feature in both types of representations complement 
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and reinforce each other by maintaining the idea that patriarchy in the country can 

be attributed to the so-called backwardness of India’s uneducated, rural, and 

working-class populations, which the educated urban middle-class has presumably 

transcended. While there can be differences in how individuals position themselves 

in a representational field, Doise (2002) argues that in the case of normative social 

representations, variations in positioning are usually organized in a systematic way. 

This is visible in the findings of Study III, where participants systematically 

positioned themselves to hegemonic ideals of neoliberal feminism in relation to 

their educated middle-class status and gender, demonstrating how representations 

function to defend the interests and identities of the groups and individuals using 

them (Bastel & Castro, 2018). Many participants tried to distance themselves from 

rural communities in relation to issues like early marriage by emphasizing how such 

practices were specific to rural India. This suggests that post-feminist assumptions, 

according to which feminism is not relevant anymore because gender equality has 

already been achieved, were mobilized to position urban India as having achieved 

the desired level of gender equality. While Wilson (2015) has shown how post-

feminism is utilized in Western development agendas depicting Third World 

women as helpless and lacking in agency who can only be empowered through 

Western interventions, Study III highlights how elite groups in the Global South 

may also appropriate such discourses.  

Such ideas have a long history in India, as illustrated by the first wave of Indian 

feminism where the elite classes held rural communities responsible for harmful 

practices prevalent in the country. Additionally, the way that some men positioned 

themselves as threatened and some women positioned themselves as constrained 

in relation to the hegemonic idea of an empowered woman also shows how social 

identities like gender may anchor the positions that are adopted to a representation. 

Duveen (1993) suggests that gender hierarchies disadvantage women and benefit 

men, while Basu (2016) and Rotaeche et al. (2023) found that men are more likely 

to have a negative representation of feminism, so it is not surprising that men would 

see empowerment of women as a threat and adopt a position that preserves their 

own interests by perpetuating rape myths.  

The omission of certain issues and narrow ways of representing the issues that 

were covered also point to the maintenance of social hierarchies. For instance, 

explicit references to caste, which is arguably the most significant identity category 

in relation to violations of women’s rights in modern India, was completely absent 

from the videos. Additionally, addressing the specific vulnerabilities that the 

country’s vast economic inequalities cause among poor women was also absent 

from the campaigns, even while statistics (UN Women, 2020) highlight poverty as 

a major contributor to the disempowerment of women in India. As feminist 

movements during India’s second wave and to a lesser extent first wave paid 

attention to caste and class dynamics in their demands (Armstrong, 2014; 



83 

Jayawardena, 1986), it can be argued that the complete absence of these questions 

demonstrate how deeply the neoliberal feminist paradigm has embedded itself in 

Indian gender advocacy. Even while neoliberal capitalism widens inequalities and 

makes life harder for the masses of working-class people who are already struggling, 

it has also led to increasing living standards among a narrow segment of middle-

class to upper middle-class people (Rottenberg, 2014). As a result, the lack of 

support for strong political action as a solution among the urban middle-class is 

also reflective of their privileged position, as they benefit from the status quo. 

The dominance of neoliberal ideals in the content of organizations with such 

different mandates, funding sources, and interests is somewhat unexpected from a 

social representation perspective, which presumes a plurality of knowledge in 

contemporary societies. This is particularly so when considering that knowledge 

disseminated through digital platforms like YouTube is argued to facilitate 

exposure to a diversity of content and could possibly lead to more tolerance for 

diversity in representations, as well as breaking of social taboos (Wahlström, 2012). 

However, as Gillespie (2008) illustrates, the existence of alternative social 

representations does not necessarily mean that these representations will challenge 

the hegemonic representation as it depends on how the alternatives are in dialogue 

with the hegemonic idea, which in turn is influenced by factors such as group 

identity, relations between the ingroup holding the representation and the 

outgroup, and power differences across groups. Furthermore, algorithms also play 

a role in the kind of content people are exposed to, leading to echo chambers, filter 

bubbles, and the amplification of certain kinds of content that resonate with 

dominant ideologies (Bucher, 2018).   

Additionally, as Jovchelovitch (1997) asserts, groups with greater access to 

resources such as communication channels have the power to shape discourse and 

prevent certain viewpoints from being widely distributed. Due to the NGOization of 

women’s movements, members of elite classes and castes have a greater 

representation proportionally in government agencies and on the boards of NGOs, 

giving them access to control their operations (Dabhi, 2009). Furthermore, in a 

digitally divided society like India, members of the middle-class are the likeliest 

audience of digital gender advocacy campaigns (Jain, 2020; Gupta, 2016), hence it 

is natural that content would be produced to appeal to the existing knowledge and 

identities of the middle-class. Therefore, perhaps it should not be so surprising that 

the urban middle-class was depicted in a positive manner in the campaigns, either 

as a trustworthy and relatable source of information or as the vanguard of 

progressive thinking in India, and that these depictions resonated with the urban 

middle-class audience interviewed in Study III.  
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8.1.3 The role of institutional power 

Hegemonic social representations have usually been understood with reference to 

Moscovici’s (1988) description of hegemony as a widely held representation shared 

by most members of a community. However, the findings of Study II call this 

supposition into question by discussing how state institutions are in a privileged 

position to dictate the terms of conversations about institutional reform. Hence, 

even when the majority of the population in a country may not share a positive 

conception of the state, their dissenting views might not be able to circulate in 

public forums owing to state control of media resources. The closure of the 

operations of Amnesty International India and several other organizations that 

have criticized the Indian government in recent years shows how the state can 

prevent the circulation of ideas and representations that go against its interests. 

Consequently, rather than seeing hegemony simply in terms of popularity 

among the masses, it is important to adopt a more materialist and power-centric 

account of hegemony. Jovchelovitch’s (1997) insights into the importance of having 

access to material resources such as communication channels in asserting 

hegemony is also relevant here to understand the power of state institutions. The 

findings of Study III also point to state power in suppressing criticism and resisting 

accountability and transformation as participants recognized the structural causes 

of gender inequalities yet had such deep cynicism towards politics and institutions 

that they could not imagine an institutional solution to these problems. Thus, the 

lack of faith in institutional change led to participants adopting a neoliberal outlook 

on solving these issues, despite recognizing the structural nature of different gender 

issues.    

8.2 Alternative representations, themata, and potential 
for social change  

Individual or social representations make the world what we think it is 
or what we think it must be. They show us that at each moment 
something absent is being added, and that something present is being 
modified 

-Serge Moscovici (1961/2008, pg. 16). 

The social representations theory has been described as a theory of social change 

with several studies dedicated to understanding how old ideas adapt when 

confronted with new ones (e.g., Moloney & Walker, 2000; Sakki & Salminen, 2015). 

Hence, in addition to understanding how certain ideas and hierarchies are 

preserved through hegemonic social representations, it is also important to explore 

alternative representations that may be marginalized by hegemonic 

understandings. Ultimately, social justice campaigning is premised on social 
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change and may strive to advance what Philogène (1994) has termed “anticipatory 

social representations,” which encompass the new meanings that may be attached 

to a social object and changes in group relations that are expected to arise in the 

future. Hence, even while their solutions preserve certain hierarchies and do not 

challenge the status quo, their representations may also include polemic and 

emancipated elements as they attempt to introduce novel ideas or modify existing 

ways of thinking (Moscovici, 1988).  

This was visible in Study I, where MWCD deviated from the hegemonic trope of 

depicting perpetrators of sexual harassment as working-class men and also showed 

them as colleagues and bosses in white collar jobs. A small minority of AII’s videos 

depicted a scenario where a foreign diplomat harassed Nepali migrant women. By 

demanding accountability from powerful men for their abuse of power and 

highlighting the vulnerability of marginalized migrant women, this polemic 

representation can be seen to question the hegemonic representation of sexual 

harassment. Additionally, AII had one video on transgender rights, which was not 

an issue that was taken up by other organizations. The depiction of gender-biased 

sex selection occurring in urban middle-class households in some of MWCD’s 

campaigns also challenged the hegemonic representation of visualizing it as a rural 

problem. This polemic representation is also more consistent with statistics that 

point to the higher prevalence of gender-biased sex selection in urban middle-class 

households (Press Trust of India, 2017). Evidence of more polemic representations 

was also seen in some of BI’s campaigns. For instance, one of their sexual 

harassment campaigns called for infrastructural solutions like street lighting and 

buses for women. However, the campaigns did not make these demands to the 

government but called on women to demand such infrastructure themselves. 

Meanwhile, the very existence of campaigns premised on institutional reform that 

were analyzed in Study II speaks of a polemic current in the content of gender 

advocacy campaigns that challenges the lack of institutional solutions and 

structural change that dominated the majority of campaigns. 

The presence of polemic and emancipated understandings was also visible in 

Study III, where participants’ identities influenced how they positioned themselves 

in relation to the dominant themata. For instance, while the themata of 

empowerment was constructed in line with hegemonic neoliberal ideals of self-

transformation through confidence and overcoming fear, female participants often 

recognized the constraints that women may have in realizing these aims, such as 

the termination of their employment contracts if they spoke up against sexual 

harassment at work. Meanwhile, male participants feared that women could misuse 

their empowerment to defame innocent men, also suggesting a polemic positioning 

in relation to their gendered interests. Additionally, participants’ urban middle-

class identity shaped how they positioned themselves to the issue of early marriage, 

which was shown in the campaign to be a rural issue. While participants often 
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agreed with this hegemonic association of traditionality with rural parts of India, 

they also reflected on the occurrence of such practices within their own 

communities and families in slightly different forms. Savonen et al. (2022) suggests 

that this is not uncommon, as people may accept negative representations about 

themselves in situations where the issue is too close to them to avoid.  

While the existence of more emancipated and polemic understandings points to 

the potential for social change, it is also important to note that the alternative 

visions to neoliberal feminism discussed in the introductory chapters that called for 

a feminism that recognizes the plurality of the category of women and their diverse 

needs (Rottenberg, 2014) historicizes and contextualizes poverty and oppression 

(Mohanty, 2003), and works towards the transformation of institutions (Fraser, 

2009) were largely missing even from these emancipated and polemic perspectives 

in Indian gender advocacy. Additionally, it is also worth reflecting on the extent to 

which the kind of individual actions promoted as solutions by advocacy could lead 

to societal transformation. While Moscovici (1985) gives importance to the role of 

minority influence in promoting social change, Glăveanu (2009) emphasizes that 

for active minorities to accomplish social transformations, they must engage in 

coordinated collective actions as a group to promote alternative representations. 

This suggests that actions merely directed at individual self-transformation may not 

be successful in achieving wider change.  

Furthermore, while commitment to individual action by a middle-class minority 

could have the potential to change their social realities, the assumption that such 

actions are equally accessible to all women neglects the structural barriers 

discussed by Bansode (2020) that prevent marginalized women from pursuing 

justice. Emancipatory social change is thus likely to rest, not with a privileged 

minority pushing solutions inaccessible to the vast majority, but when the 

privileged go beyond their own interests to support a feminism that is sensitive to 

the needs of the most marginalized.   

8.3 Limitations and future directions  

At the time of writing my research plan to undertake this project four years ago, I 

aimed to study the content, production, and reception of Indian gender advocacy 

campaigns to gain a holistic look into the full loop through which social 

representations on my chosen topic circulate. However, India experienced severe 

waves of the COVID-19 pandemic, during which conducting interviews in person 

would have been impossible. Furthermore, owing to the devastation caused by loss 

of lives and livelihoods, inviting people to engage in Zoom interviews would have 

felt unethical and insensitive during these difficult periods. Additionally, Amnesty 

International was forced to shut down its operations in India in 2020. For all these 

reasons, the production phase of the research had to be dropped, which is 
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undoubtably the biggest limitation of the project as this would have enriched the 

scope of the studies. In line with Purkhardt (1993), from a social representation 

perspective, the producers of gender advocacy campaigns do not create such 

content as isolated experts but also draw on the knowledge they share as members 

of different groups. Hence, studying production could have shed light on the social 

representations of womanhood, women’s issues, and feminism among producers 

and provided insights on how their representations and identities shaped the kind 

of content that they produced. Additionally, it could have provided contextualizing 

information regarding production choices, the target audience, and the kinds of 

interests the organizations keep in mind when producing such content, shedding 

light on what the NGOization of feminism in India might look like in practice. 

Future studies would do well to take these questions up and elaborate on them.  

Secondly, as the sample of visual material in Study I was exceptionally large for 

a qualitative study, the resulting criteria and parameters that were used to narrow 

down the focus during data collection and analysis may have compromised the 

richness of the material and posed challenges in identifying more subtle details and 

patterns of campaigning. There were strong theoretical and empirical grounds to 

focus on the material that was selected in the final analysis, as discussed under 

“Methodology,” and the selected material was analyzed deeply and widely. 

Nevertheless, in practice, there are likely to be more nuances, similarities, and 

differences in the social representations of gender advocacy campaigns than those 

identified by this research. The material excluded from further analysis, such as 

domestic violence campaigns by BT and AII’s campaign on transgender rights, 

could provide interesting data for future studies.  

Thirdly, digital media platforms are considered to have implications for 

constructing social representations (Wahlström, 2012). As the studies in this thesis 

were limited to exploring the content of digital media campaigns and how the 

content was reconstructed by an audience, examining the medium through which 

they are disseminated was beyond the scope of the research. However, the impact 

of different digital media platforms on social representations could be elaborated in 

the future, with efforts to understand the role of algorithms on the construction of 

social representations.  

Fourthly, Laughlin et al. (2010) suggest that feminist activism by marginalized 

groups is often excluded in research, which tends to focus on mainstream feminist 

movements. While the focus on campaigning by organizations in India that are a 

part of mainstream feminist activism is justified, considering the dearth of research 

on this topic and the greater influence that mainstream activism may have in 

constructing social representations, there are also counter-feminist movements 

whose campaigning could be researched in future studies. Some such studies 

already exist, such as Armstrong (2014) who highlights how the All India 
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Democratic Women’s Alliance has opposed neoliberal policies and developed a 

form of organizing prioritizing vulnerable women in India.  

Fifthly, while qualitative research does not necessarily see a researcher’s 

influence in the data collection and analysis as a bias or limitation to be overcome, 

it is still important to acknowledge how my position as an urban middle-class 

Indian woman who could be considered a cultural insider might have shaped the 

focus and interpretations of the study. To help readers evaluate my findings in 

relation to my position, I have attempted to address my subjectivity in the 

“Methodology” chapter. The qualitative nature of the research also makes wider 

generalizations in the statistical sense impossible.  

Furthermore, as social representations are considered to be dialogical and are 

contested and negotiated through interaction and communication, focus groups are 

considered ideal for researching them (Flick et al., 2015). While individual 

interviews have their advantages when dealing with topics such as sexual 

harassment and violence against women that are sensitive in Indian society, Study 

III could have benefited from the use of focus groups as a method of data gathering. 

This would have provided the opportunity to see how participants actively contested 

and negotiated with the campaigns showed to them as a group. However, as 

mentioned in the “Methodology” chapter, this proved difficult owing to the COVID-

19 restrictions that were in place in India at the time of data gathering.  

Moreover, as neoliberal feminism is considered most accessible to middle-class 

women, I could be faulted for my decision to prioritize interviewing an urban 

middle-class sample in the reception study. This choice was made due to COVID-19 

restrictions that limited participation to Zoom, ruling out the possibility of 

interviewing women in rural areas without digital access. Additionally, an urban 

middle-class audience was identified as a likely target group for the advocacy 

campaigns. However, expanding reception samples beyond this audience to include 

rural populations, urban slum dwellers, women-only samples, and survivors of 

gender-based violence among other groups could provide new angles to explore in 

future research.  

Participatory methods that provide marginalized groups with the means to tell 

their own stories have been successfully utilized to produce consciousness-raising 

films (Malherbe et al., 2019). Such methods could also be a good way to engage with 

women from rural India and build knowledge on the issues that are most relevant 

to their lives and how they would like them to be addressed. Other topics for further 

research could also include in-depth analysis of similarities and differences across 

individual campaigns and videos and focusing on single issues raised exclusively by 

particular organizations. Further exploration of the emancipated and polemic 

representations identified by the research in this thesis could also highlight how 

social change can be brought about.  
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9. Conclusion 

The metaphor of a “common ground” has sometimes been used to describe social 

representations as the stock of ideas, beliefs, and values that we share socially (Liu 

& Páez, 2019). In this research, I have tried to illustrate what the common ground 

of multimodal Indian gender advocacy is and how it is constructed through text, 

images, sounds, and narratives. I have also tried to bring to the forefront the ground 

that is less common to highlight what alternatives exist to the dominant way of 

representing women, women’s issues, and solutions to these issues, and how these 

alternatives could challenge the status quo. By way of a conclusion, I would like to 

briefly reflect on the theoretical, methodological, and empirical contributions that 

I have been able to make through this work and the possible policy implications of 

the research. 

In editing a special volume on neoliberalism and social psychology for the 

Journal of Social Issues, Bettache and Chiu (2019) argue that social psychology 

could benefit from more critical reflections on how neoliberalism has exerted a 

hegemonic influence on knowledge creation and social practices, while social 

psychology can help understand the social and psychological impact of 

neoliberalism and envision alternatives to a neoliberal world. The studies in this 

thesis illustrate the benefits of a reciprocal exchange between social psychology and 

neoliberalism studies to facilitate a better understanding of how gender advocacy 

in India is shaped by neoliberal ideals, and the social-psychological implications of 

the dominance of neoliberalism in relation to hegemony, power, and the 

maintenance of social hierarchies.  

Empirically, the thesis provides new insights on neoliberal feminism, showing 

how ideals of neoliberal feminism are adapted locally in India to preserve deeply 

rooted social hierarchies and how the neoliberal paradigm has spread to 

organizations with very different backgrounds. In particular, the studies illustrate 

how advocacy campaigns use multimodal content to advance hegemonic social 

representations of sexual harassment as an urban middle-class issue and early 

marriage, gender-biased sex selection, and female education as rural issues. By 

paying attention to what issues have dominated the radar of different organizations 

involved in gender justice in India, the thesis also shows the alternatives that were 

marginalized, the issues that were omitted, and how the issues of economic 

inequality, land redistribution, and caste-based vulnerability to violence taken up 
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during second-wave feminism have completely vanished from contemporary 

visions of mainstream gender advocacy campaigning. The normative social 

representation, to use Doise’s (2002) term, thus constructs a vision of feminism 

that is anchored and objectified in neoliberal ideals and practices. This in turn 

serves identity-related functions identified by Breakwell (1993), including 

attributing responsibility to women for their own oppression, justifying the absence 

of clear political solutions, and differentiating the urban middle-class favorably in 

comparison to rural, working-class populations. 

Departing from the finding of convergence across organizations in the way that 

different women’s issues were represented in Study I, Study II pays attention to how 

the more polarizing topic of institutional reform is represented by organizations 

with starkly different mandates and interests. This illustrates the construction of 

two contrasting social representations of the police in tackling gender-based 

violence that correspond with the organizations’ identities and interests, while still 

maintaining a neoliberal paradigm by placing responsibility on women for saving 

themselves. Study III in turn provides insights into how an urban middle-class 

sample of participants contest and uphold ideals of neoliberal feminism conveyed 

by three selected gender advocacy campaigns from the three studied organizations 

by adopting different positions in relation to the hegemonic understandings. 

The studies in this thesis also have a two-fold contribution to existing literature 

on hegemonic, emancipated, and polemic social representations. Study II advances 

the discussion on hegemonic and polemic representations, calling for a 

conceptualization of hegemony that is attentive to whose social representations 

have power to circulate in society and how that power is attained through control 

over resources. Additionally, by applying Liu’s (2004) insights into how hegemonic, 

emancipated, and polemic understandings may be shared dialogically within the 

same social representation through the concept of themata, Study III highlights 

how a reception audience negotiates with hegemonic ideas by adopting positions 

that either preserve hegemony or challenge it, depending on how these positions 

align with their social identities, such as gender and class. The thesis also advances 

understandings on the relationship between social representations and action in 

Study II by building on the arguments of Howarth (2006), László (1997), and 

Wagner (1998, 2015) to illustrate how social representations and action mutually 

constitute each other in relation to multimodal content, where the practices and 

behavior of characters are part of the objectification process of a representation, 

rather than separate from it.  

Methodologically, Study I illustrates how it is possible to conduct qualitative 

analysis with a large set of multimodal material. The use of clear parameters for 

delimiting the material, a transcription grid that paid attention to the different 

modes of multimodal communication, and the use of numbers to quantify 

preliminary codes and identify important patterns emerging in the material helped 
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facilitate a more in-depth qualitative multimodal thematic analysis. Meanwhile, 

Study II broadens existing applications that combine narrative analysis with the 

social representations theory (for instance, Wagner-Egger et al., 2011) by utilizing 

them in relation to multimodal material. Conducting a multimodal narrative 

analysis also provided a novel way of locating objectifications as actions and 

articulated practices. Finally, Study III highlights how concepts of hegemonic, 

polemic, and emancipated representations can be researched qualitatively through 

a discursive-rhetorical approach to social representations, as suggested by Gibson 

(2015), that seeks to understand how participants position their talk in relation to 

wider societal discourses and representations. The studies also link the different 

levels of social representations identified by Duveen and Lloyd (1990) by 

elaborating on representations at a sociogenetic level in the content of gender 

advocacy campaigns in Study I and II, and then exploring how these wider 

constructions are made sense of by my chosen audience at a microgenetic and 

ontogenetic level in Study III.  

While it is my hope that these contributions may enrich social psychology and 

the social representations theory in their modest way, I would like them to circulate 

beyond the confines of academia and give life to new practices and ways of thinking 

about women and women’s issues, bringing me to the potential policy implications 

of the research. Whenever I have attended conferences and presented the findings 

of the three studies that make up this thesis, I have always received questions on 

what I consider to be the ideal solutions to responsible and impactful gender 

advocacy campaigning in India. As academics, we have been so well trained to 

criticize that it is indeed more challenging to come up with positive visions for better 

practices in feminist advocacy. Here, one might also ask what it means to engage in 

work that aspires for transformative action while living outside of India. As 

increasing repression can limit critical voices in the country, I feel a responsibility 

to take critical stances as a citizen who is likely not to face the same consequences 

as my counterparts working in India. Yet, this may also risk an extractive 

relationship where my country and its issues become a way of advancing my own 

career outside of India. For Mignolo (2009), mitigating this requires prioritizing 

human life as the end goal of all knowledge production over disciplinary impact. 

Ultimately, I hope that the findings of this research will be most useful and relevant 

to activists engaging in feminist projects in India that could better the lives of 

millions of women in the country, rather than a Western audience.  

However, I do want to emphasize that from a decolonial perspective accounting 

for the power hierarchies between the Global North and South, the failure of aid 

initiatives to envision more inclusive feminisms that consider the needs of the 

majority of women in India is likely not just a thoughtless omission. As I have tried 

to illustrate through discussions on NGOization, these choices are also a way of 

preserving and maintaining the interests of the entities who fund and implement 
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the activities of these organizations. Hence, the transformative action envisioned in 

this thesis is perhaps more suited to mobilizing Indian women and their allies to 

understand the limits of self-empowerment paradigms promoted by NGOs and 

demand concrete political action from state institutions. However, for those NGOs 

that are less dependent on funding from neoliberal institutions and foreign 

interests and thus have more room to define their agenda, the findings of the 

research reiterate the importance of moving beyond a top-down approach, which 

can reproduce patronizing class relations and unattainable ideals to a grassroots 

one that defines the agenda of the organization based on the needs and desires of 

the communities they are supposed to serve. 

In particular, as I have tried to highlight throughout this summary, there is a 

need for feminist advocacy that better accounts for caste and class issues in the 

country and highlights economic inequality, labor rights violations, and lack of 

access to quality services. Armstrong (2014) has argued that these issues define the 

everyday struggles of hundreds of millions of poor and marginalized Indian women. 

Reflecting on other omissions, such as the dearth of advocacy for queer women, is 

also essential for more inclusive feminist projects that could make a difference for 

people who require our solidarity. Additionally, data should be used to guide the 

issues prioritized in gender advocacy projects and the way that these issues are 

represented. Using a data-led approach could, for instance, lead to recognizing the 

vulnerability of marginalized women to sexual harassment, recognizing how 

gender-biased sex selection occurs more frequently in urban areas, and recognizing 

how not sending girls to school may not result from lack of knowledge of the benefits 

of education but a lack of accessible schooling options, lack of funds, lack of facilities 

in schools like toilets, lack of transport to schools, and unequal gender distribution 

of labor in the household that burdens young girls with domestic chores (Economic 

Advisory Council to the Prime Minister, 2022). 

It would also be important for campaigns to have the courage to criticize 

powerful individuals and institutions that bear responsibility for the dangers that 

women in India face. While India’s political climate is developing in a manner that 

makes harsh criticism of the government increasingly risky (Reporters Without 

Borders, 2021), campaigns should at least highlight the gaps and shortcomings of 

government services, as addressing them will be critical to ensuring a more 

dignified future for Indian women. I would also add that a more critical eye should 

be directed towards multinational corporations, landowners, and those who employ 

women as informal laborers, as they constantly violate the country’s legislative 

frameworks that should grant women protection (Delaney & Tate, 2015; Levien, 

2017, Dubey, 2016).  

Furthermore, such campaigns could do a better job of engaging with men and 

changing patriarchal norms at a community level, rather than placing the burden 

on transcending cultural conditions on individual women. Drury and Kaiser (2014) 
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emphasize that challenging status legitimizing beliefs, highlighting how men are 

also harmed by gender inequality and emphasizing how societies as a whole benefit 

from women’s empowerment, can help in building allyship for feminism among 

men, which Indian gender advocacy campaigning could underline. Moreover, while 

it could be argued that women must take the first step and report the violence they 

have experienced for justice to be delivered, merely reporting the violence—as most 

of the campaigns encouraged—is not a sufficient solution to eradicating gender-

based violence in India. Instead, campaigns should go beyond this emphasis on self-

responsibility of women to seek justice and show how various issues should be 

addressed to ensure that justice is eventually delivered for women seeking it. For 

instance, campaigns could do a better job at illustrating how the justice system 

could support women, how to prevent stigmatization of survivors by their 

communities, and how they will receive psychosocial support throughout the 

process. Additionally, prioritizing preventative measures and addressing the 

structural causes of violence against women could help shift the focus away from 

the over-reliance on the criminal justice system as the default response to women’s 

rights abuses.  

Finally, as Wiley and Bikman (2012) suggest, building solidarity with oppressed 

groups requires the forging of a shared destiny and a common identity to rally 

people to take collective action. This is also supported by Lerner’s (1980) just world 

hypothesis, which found that when people are confronted with injustice, they try to 

distance themselves from the suffering and can only be motivated to help when they 

are able to imagine that they could have also been a victim. Hence, campaigns 

should strive to transcend divisive stereotypes based on regional, class, and 

gendered barriers and instead promote a shared fate and common identity as 

Indians to tackle different women’s issues while simultaneously paying attention to 

situated vulnerabilities, in accordance with the principles of intersectional 

feminism (Armstrong, 2020). 

In an interview with Democracy Now! (2023), Indian scholar Vijay Prashad 

recently joked that academics have a tendency to write long books and papers where 

they lament chapter after chapter about how hopeless things are, and then insert a 

completely detached notion of hope to console the reader in their concluding 

remarks. Looking at these last few paragraphs, I hope I have not fallen into this trap 

but that these alternative visions and ways of representing women’s issues have 

carried throughout this summary. The social representations theory is ultimately a 

theory that gives reason for hope, by emphasizing how the way we see the world can 

change at the level of entire societies when marginalized groups use their polemic 

and emancipated representations to take collective action to challenge the status 

quo (Glăveanu, 2009).  

Hence, articulating alternative visions for a more inclusive feminism in India is 

necessary to emphasize the possibility of questioning hegemonic ideals of neoliberal 
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feminism and reorienting feminism toward new expressions of justice in line with 

Rottenberg’s suggestions (2014). Offering such alternatives also supports current 

calls to reconceptualize social psychology as a world-making discipline that goes 

beyond stating what the world is at present to suggest what it could be in the future 

(Power et al., 2023). In this way, it is necessary to go beyond the present normative 

social representation (Doise, 2002) of feminism in Indian gender advocacy that 

upholds beliefs and practices institutionalized in neoliberal ideals to put forth an 

anticipatory social representation (Philogène, 1994), which can act as a blueprint 

for what feminism could look like in the future. For mainstream Indian feminist 

movements to claim this envisioned space, they must prioritize attending to the 

struggles of the masses of Indian women and represent those struggles in ways that 

do not patronize them. An idea popular in Marxist thought emphasizes that serious 

politics starts not where there are thousands of people but where there are millions 

(Shakhnazarov & Burlatskii, 1984). For those fighting for a better future for women 

in India, I would change this formulation to say that serious feminism begins not 

where there are millions of women but where there are hundreds of millions of 

women. 
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