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Abstract

The rapid diffusion of smartphones and affordable mobile data across rural India has transformed
social media from an urban, elite phenomenon into an everyday feature of village life. This paper
examines how platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram are reshaping
cultural practices, social relationships, and value systems in rural communities, while simultaneously
being absorbed into, and reinterpreted through, long-standing traditions. Drawing on secondary
literature, survey data, and case studies from multiple Indian states, the paper argues that rural social
media use produces neither wholesale modernization nor simple resistance to change, but a layered
process of selective adoption, in which digital tools are used to reinforce certain traditional structures
(caste networks, kinship obligations, religious observance) even as they destabilize others (gender
seclusion, information monopolies of local elites, geographic isolation of youth culture). The paper
examines five domains of change — caste and community identity, gender roles and mobility,
marriage and courtship, religious and ritual life, and political participation — and finds that continuity
and transformation are not opposite outcomes but co-occurring processes within the same
technological practice. The paper concludes with a discussion of policy implications and directions

for future research on digital inclusion and cultural resilience in agrarian societies.

Keywords: social media, rural India, cultural change, tradition, gender, caste, digital divide,

WhatsApp

Copyright@ijaer.org Page 136


mailto:avkash1110@gmail.com

IJAER/ July-August-2026/Volume-15/Issue-4 ISSN: 2278-9677

1. Introduction

For much of the twentieth century, cultural change in rural India was understood as a slow, uneven
process driven by state-led development, migration, education, and mass media such as radio, cinema,
and television. Villages were often depicted as culturally insulated spaces where change arrived
belatedly and partially, filtered through local hierarchies of caste, gender, and landholding. The last
decade has disrupted this picture. The combination of cheap Chinese-made smartphones, aggressive
data pricing following the 2016 entry of Reliance Jio, and the near-universal popularity of WhatsApp
has meant that hundreds of millions of rural Indians now carry, in their pockets, a device capable of

instantaneous connection to national and global information flows.

This shift raises a central sociological question: does social media accelerate the erosion of traditional
rural value systems caste hierarchy, patriarchal authority, joint-family obligation, and localized
religious practice - or does it instead provide new means through which these very structures are
reproduced, adapted, and even strengthened? This paper argues that the honest answer is "both,
simultaneously, and unevenly." Rural India is not a single undifferentiated space; it varies by region,
caste composition, religion, literacy, and gender, and social media's effects are refracted through these

existing inequalities rather than dissolving them uniformly.

This question matters beyond academic interest. Roughly two-thirds of India's population resides in
rural areas, and policy debates over digital inclusion, welfare-scheme delivery, agricultural extension,
and rural women's economic empowerment increasingly assume that expanding connectivity is an
unambiguous social good. Understanding whether, and under what conditions, connectivity actually
shifts underlying social norms - as opposed to simply making existing norms more efficient to enforce

- has direct implications for how such programs should be designed and evaluated.

The paper 1s organized as follows. Section 2 reviews existing scholarship on media, modernization,
and rural social change in India. Section 3 outlines the methodological approach used to synthesize
evidence for this paper. Section 4 describes patterns of social media penetration and use in rural areas.
Sections 5 through 9 examine five thematic domains -caste and community, gender and mobility,
marriage and courtship, religion and ritual, and political life — tracing both transformative and
conservative dynamics within each. Section 10 discusses cross-cutting themes and tensions in the

literature, and Section 11 concludes with implications for policy and future research.
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2. Literature Review

2.1 Classical theories of media and modernization

Early media-and-development scholarship, associated with theorists such as Daniel Lerner and
Everett Rogers, treated mass media exposure as a primary engine of the transition from "traditional"
to "modern" personality types and social structures. This diffusionist model assumed a largely one-
directional flow: media content, produced in urban or Western centers, would gradually reshape rural
attitudes toward authority, gender, and economic behavior. Indian communication scholarship of the
1970s and 1980s, examining radio and television (notably the SITE satellite television experiment
and later Doordarshan), largely found more modest and conditional effects, with audiences actively

reinterpreting content through local frameworks rather than passively absorbing modern values.

2.2 The domestication and appropriation turn

By the 1990s, media studies had shifted toward theories of "domestication," which hold that new
technologies are not simply adopted but actively fitted into existing household routines, power
structures, and meaning systems. This perspective is especially relevant to rural India, where
decisions about who in a household may own a phone, when it may be used, and what content is
acceptable are governed by existing gender and generational hierarchies. Scholars such as Sonia
Livingstone and, in the Indian context, researchers affiliated with the Centre for Internet and Society
and the LIRNEasia network have documented how mobile phones are frequently shared, monitored,
and gatekept within rural families, producing highly gendered patterns of access even when formal

"ownership" statistics suggest gender parity is improving.

2.3 Social media, caste, and networked publics

A growing body of work examines how caste operates within, rather than being erased by, digital
networks. Research on WhatsApp groups in rural and small-town India has shown that group
membership frequently mirrors existing caste and kin networks, with digital communication
reinforcing endogamous social boundaries rather than dissolving them. At the same time, scholars
have documented the emergence of Dalit and Other Backward Class (OBC) digital publics that use
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter/X, and YouTube to challenge dominant-caste narratives,
organize politically, and build translocal solidarity - a use of technology that is transformative of caste

politics even as everyday social ties remain caste-segmented.
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2.4 Gender, mobility, and the "digital purdah"

Feminist scholars of technology in South Asia have coined terms like "digital purdah" to describe the
ways that patriarchal norms of female seclusion are reproduced in online spaces - for instance, through
family surveillance of young women's phone use, restrictions on app access, or the requirement that
women use family-shared devices. Studies by organizations such as the GSMA and the Harvard
Kennedy School's Mobile and gender research programs have consistently found a persistent rural

gender gap in mobile internet use, though this gap has narrowed considerably since 2018.

2.5 Misinformation, communal tension, and rumor

A substantial and troubling literature has emerged around the role of WhatsApp in spreading rumors
that have, in several documented instances, contributed to mob violence in rural and semi-urban India,
particularly around child-abduction rumors and communal tensions. This literature complicates any
simple narrative of social media as a democratizing or liberalizing force, showing instead how

existing prejudices and anxieties can be amplified and accelerated by viral forwarding.

2.6 Gaps in the literature

Much existing research focuses on single platforms (usually WhatsApp) or single domains (usually
politics or gender). Fewer studies attempt a synthetic view across multiple value domains
simultaneously, or explicitly theorize the coexistence of continuity and change within the same

practices. This paper aims to contribute to that synthetic understanding.

3. Methodology

This paper adopts a qualitative, synthesis-based approach appropriate for an issue that is
geographically vast, rapidly evolving, and already documented by a substantial body of empirical
fieldwork conducted by other researchers. Rather than presenting new primary survey data, the paper

draws on and triangulates three types of secondary evidence:
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1. Academic ethnographies and survey-based studies of mobile phone and social media use in rural
India, published in journals of media studies, sociology, anthropology, and development studies
between approximately 2012 and 2025.

2. Large-scale survey and industry data, including reports from the Internet and Mobile Association
of India (IAMALI), the National Sample Survey Office, the GSMA Mobile Gender Gap reports, and
Pew Research Center surveys of technology use in India, used to establish patterns of penetration,
ownership, and use.

3. Journalistic case studies and investigative reporting, used cautiously and only to illustrate
documented, widely corroborated phenomena (such as WhatsApp-linked violence or the rise of rural

social media influencers), rather than as a primary evidentiary base.

The paper's analytical strategy is thematic: rather than organizing the discussion platform-by-
platform, it organizes findings by domain of traditional value (caste, gender, marriage, religion,
politics), asking within each domain what social media appears to be changing, what it appears to be
reinforcing, and what mechanisms explain the difference. This approach follows a broadly
interpretivist logic consistent with the domestication and appropriation literature reviewed above,
treating rural social media use as an active, socially embedded practice rather than a technologically

determined outcome.

Limitations. Because this is a synthesis of existing secondary literature rather than new fieldwork, the
paper cannot make precise causal claims about the magnitude of social media's independent effect
relative to other simultaneous drivers of rural change, such as rising education levels, labor migration,
and economic liberalization. Findings should be read as identifying documented patterns and

plausible mechanisms rather than establishing definitive causal weights.

4. Social Media Penetration and Patterns of Use in Rural India

Rural internet access in India has expanded dramatically since the mid-2010s. Data pricing reforms
and the spread of low-cost 4G smartphones reduced the cost of a gigabyte of mobile data by an order
of magnitude within a few years, and by the early 2020s industry surveys were reporting that rural
internet users had come to outnumber urban users in absolute terms, reflecting rural India's much
larger population base rather than equal penetration rates. WhatsApp remains overwhelmingly the
dominant platform in rural areas due to its low data requirements, offline-friendly design, and voice-

note functionality, which is particularly valuable in regions with lower literacy. YouTube is the
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dominant platform for entertainment and information consumption, valued for its regional-language
content and video format, which similarly reduces the literacy barrier that constrained earlier text-
based internet use. Facebook and, increasingly, short-video platforms have carved out significant rural
user bases, often used for public-facing content such as political commentary, religious content, and

local news, in contrast to WhatsApp's more private, kin- and community-bounded communication.

Several structural features of rural social media use are important for the analysis that follows. First,
device sharing remains common, particularly for women and children, meaning that "access" does
not equate to individual autonomy over use. Second, regional-language content has been central to
rural adoption; platforms that support voice, video, and vernacular scripts have penetrated rural
markets far more successfully than text- and English-dominant early internet services. Third, rural
social media use is heavily group-mediated -village WhatsApp groups, caste-association groups, self-
help-group (SHG) networks, and religious congregation groups are typically the primary channel
through which individuals encounter and share content, meaning that existing social structures shape
what information circulates and how it is interpreted, rather than individuals encountering an

undifferentiated global information stream.

5. Caste and Community Identity

5.1 Reinforcement of caste networks

Contrary to early hopes that digital connectivity might dissolve caste boundaries by exposing rural
users to a wider, more anonymous public sphere, considerable evidence suggests that social media
often reproduces and even hardens existing caste divisions. Village-level WhatsApp groups are
frequently organized along caste lines, whether explicitly (named caste-association groups) or
implicitly (friendship and kin networks that are themselves caste-endogamous). Matrimonial
decisions, discussed further in Section 7, are increasingly mediated by caste-specific matrimonial
platforms and WhatsApp groups that make it easier, not harder, to enforce endogamy by broadening
the pool of eligible caste-matches beyond the immediate village while still restricting that pool by

caste category.

5.2 New spaces for anti-caste mobilization

At the same time, social media has provided historically marginalized caste groups, particularly Dalit

and Bahujan communities, with tools for public assertion and translocal organizing that were far more
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difficult to achieve through earlier print and broadcast media, which were largely controlled by
dominant-caste editorial gatekeepers. Facebook pages, YouTube channels, and Twitter/X accounts
run by Dalit activists and organizations have built substantial followings, allowing documentation of
caste discrimination, commemoration of anti-caste icons, and coordination of protest that bypasses
traditional local power structures such as village councils dominated by upper castes. This represents
a genuine transformation in the balance of representational power, even though it coexists with the

persistence of caste-segmented private networks described above.

5.3 Caste associations and digital mutual aid

Beyond matrimony, caste and sub-caste associations (jati sabhas) have themselves migrated much of
their organizational life onto social media. Announcements of community events, collection of funds
for members in distress, circulation of scholarship and welfare-scheme information relevant to a
particular caste category, and coordination of collective bargaining with local employers are now
frequently conducted through dedicated caste-association WhatsApp and Facebook groups. This
represents a significant institutional continuity — caste remains a primary unit of mutual aid and
collective identity — delivered through a genuinely new organizational infrastructure that allows
dispersed, migrated members of a caste community to remain integrated into caste-based support

networks even after leaving the village, which was far more difficult before mobile connectivity.

5.4 Interpretation

The caste domain illustrates a recurring pattern in this paper's findings: social media does not act
uniformly on "caste" as a single system, but differently across its public/representational dimension,
where marginalized groups gain new voice; its private/associational dimension, where existing
endogamous and hierarchical networks are often reproduced or even strengthened through more
efficient digital matching and communication; and its mutual-aid dimension, where caste-based
solidarity is extended geographically rather than eroded. Taken together, these findings suggest that
digital connectivity has, if anything, made caste a more organizationally robust category of everyday
social life even as it has simultaneously opened new avenues for challenging caste-based hierarchy

in the public sphere.

6. Gender Roles and Mobility
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6.1 Persistent restriction and surveillance

Gender remains one of the domains in which traditional authority structures have proven most
resilient in the face of digital connectivity. Multiple studies document that rural families frequently
restrict young women's phone access more tightly than young men's, monitor women's call and
message logs, require phones to be shared or kept by a male relative, and prohibit or discourage the
use of platforms perceived as risky for a woman's reputation, such as Instagram or dating-adjacent
apps. These restrictions are frequently justified with reference to the same honor-and-reputation
logics that have historically governed women's physical mobility and visibility in rural communities,
suggesting that digital access is being regulated through pre-existing normative frameworks rather

than a wholly new set of concerns.

6.2 New forms of agency and connection

Alongside this persistence of restriction, social media has also opened genuinely new channels of
information, solidarity, and economic activity for rural women, particularly where access is
negotiated successfully. Self-help groups (SHGs), which have been central to rural women's
economic organizing in India for over two decades, have increasingly adopted WhatsApp for
coordinating meetings, sharing financial information, and marketing products made by group
members, extending the reach of these groups beyond what was previously possible through in-person
meetings alone. Women's use of YouTube and Facebook to learn skills, follow health information,
and access government scheme information has been documented as a source of practical
empowerment even within otherwise restrictive household contexts. Additionally, some research
documents cases of young rural women using social media, discreetly, to build romantic relationships,
pursue educational and career information, and develop peer networks beyond their immediate

village, representing a quiet but real expansion of autonomy.

6.3 Interpretation

The gender domain shows continuity and transformation operating not just simultaneously but often
within the same household: the same phone that is closely monitored for "inappropriate" contact may
also be the device through which a young woman accesses banking services, exam information, or a
support network unavailable to her mother's generation. This suggests that empowerment and control

are not sequential stages but coexisting, contested dynamics.

Copyright@ijaer.org Page 143



IJAER/ July-August-2026/Volume-15/Issue-4 ISSN: 2278-9677

7. Marriage, Courtship, and Family Formation

7.1 Digitally mediated endogamy

Arranged marriage within caste and community remains the dominant norm in rural India, and social
media and matrimonial platforms have, in many respects, made this system more efficient rather than
eroding it. Caste-specific matrimonial WhatsApp groups, Facebook pages, and dedicated matrimonial
apps allow families to search a far larger pool of caste-eligible partners than was traditionally
accessible through kin networks and local intermediaries, while still enforcing the same underlying
endogamy norms. In this sense, technology has been absorbed into the service of a traditional

institution, increasing its reach and efficiency rather than displacing it.

7.2 Self-arranged relationships and elopement

At the same time, social media has undeniably increased opportunities for young people to form
relationships outside family oversight, including across caste and religious lines that would
traditionally have been prohibited. Cases of elopement facilitated by phone-based communication,
and of "love marriages" negotiated in part through social media contact, have been documented across
multiple states. Such relationships, particularly when they cross caste or religious boundaries,
sometimes provoke intense family and community backlash, including in the most extreme and
widely reported cases, honor-based violence — a reminder that the expansion of individual romantic
agency through digital tools does not eliminate the coercive power of traditional family and

community authority, and can in some cases trigger a violent reassertion of it.

7.3 Interpretation

Marriage practices exemplify the paper's central argument especially clearly: the same technological
infrastructure simultaneously strengthens the traditional caste-endogamous matchmaking system for
the majority of families who use it that way, while providing a minority of young people with the
means to defy that system - and provoking, in some cases, a traditionalist backlash precisely because

that minority use is perceived as a threat to family and caste honor.

8. Religion and Ritual Life

8.1 Digital extension of religious practice
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Religious observance in rural India has proven highly adaptable to social media rather than being
displaced by it. WhatsApp groups organized around temples, mosques, gurdwaras, and churches are
used to coordinate festival logistics, share devotional content, circulate ritual calendars, and even
livestream ceremonies for members who have migrated for work. Religious leaders and institutions
have built substantial YouTube followings, using the platform to extend the reach of sermons,
devotional music, and religious instruction well beyond what physical attendance would allow. This
represents less a transformation of religious values than an extension of religious practice into a new
medium, closely paralleling the historical adoption of radio and cassette tape by religious movements

in earlier decades.

8.2 Amplification of communal tension

A more troubling dimension of the religion-and-social-media relationship concerns the amplification
of communal (interreligious) tension. Documented cases across rural and semi-urban India show
WhatsApp-forwarded rumors, often involving fabricated or decontextualized images and videos,
contributing to real-world communal violence and lynching incidents, particularly in the late 2010s.
This phenomenon reflects not a new value being introduced by social media, but an existing
susceptibility to communal suspicion being accelerated and amplified by the speed and low friction
of viral forwarding, illustrating how digital tools can intensify pre-existing social fault lines rather

than simply "modernizing" attitudes away from them.

8.3 Interpretation

Religion illustrates a case where the dominant pattern is continuity-through-extension rather than
either straightforward erosion or straightforward reinforcement: traditional religious authority and
practice have generally been reproduced and amplified online, but the same amplification dynamics
that extend devotional content can also accelerate communal prejudice, showing that "continuity" of

underlying values does not necessarily mean a benign or stable outcome.

9. Political Participation and Public Life

9.1 Expanded political information and mobilization
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Social media has substantially altered rural political life by providing direct channels for political
parties, candidates, and grassroots movements to reach rural voters, bypassing traditional mediating
figures such as local notables, party workers, and regional newspapers. Government welfare-scheme
information, election-related content, and party messaging circulate extensively through rural
WhatsApp networks, and political parties in India have invested heavily in dedicated rural social
media outreach infrastructure since the mid-2010s. Farmer movements and rural protest mobilizations
have also made significant use of social media for coordination and for building national and
international visibility, a capability that was largely unavailable to earlier rural protest movements

dependent on print and broadcast media gatekeepers.

9.2 Reinforcement of existing local power structures

At the same time, research on rural digital politics frequently finds that existing local power holders
- dominant landholding castes, sarpanches (village council heads), and local party functionaries —
are often the best-positioned to control and shape village-level digital discourse, given their pre-
existing social capital, resources, and ability to set the agenda of local WhatsApp groups. In this sense,
digital political communication can reinforce rather than flatten existing rural power hierarchies, even
as it also creates new openings for marginalized political voices, as discussed in Section 5.2 regarding

caste.

9.3 Interpretation

Political life in rural India shows social media functioning as an accelerant of existing political
dynamics as much as a disruptor of them: it lowers the cost of political communication and
mobilization for all actors, but the actors best positioned to exploit this lowered cost are frequently,

though not always, those who already hold social and economic power in the village.

10. Discussion: Making Sense of Continuity and Transformation

The five domains examined above share a common structural pattern that this paper argues is the
central finding of the analysis: **social media in rural India functions less as an independent force
imposing modernization from outside, and more as an infrastructure that is captured, shaped, and
redirected by existing social structures - even as those very structures are, in specific and often

unpredictable pockets, destabilized by the same infrastructure.
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Several mechanisms help explain this pattern. First, group-mediated access: because rural social
media use is overwhelmingly organized through pre-existing kin, caste, and community groups rather
than encountered as an individualized and anonymous public sphere, the content and norms that
circulate are pre-filtered by those groups' existing values. Second, differential gatekeeping power:
within households and communities, those who already hold authority -elder men, dominant-caste
leaders, religious authorities - are typically best positioned to control younger, female, or subordinate-
caste members' access to and use of digital tools, meaning technology adoption is refracted through,
rather than bypassing, existing hierarchy. Third, efficiency effects: for institutions like arranged
marriage or caste association, social media does not need to change underlying norms to have an
effect; it can simply make existing norm-compliant behavior (endogamous matchmaking, caste-based
mutual aid, religious observance) more efficient, which looks like "no change" in values but is
nonetheless a significant change in social practice. Fourth, asymmetric transformative openings: even
within generally conservative dynamics, specific subgroups - Dalit activists, young unmarried
women, farmer-protest organizers - have found genuine and significant new capabilities that were far
harder to achieve through pre-digital media, producing localized but real transformation even within

an overall pattern of reinforcement.

This analysis also cautions against treating "traditional values" as a single undifferentiated bloc that
either survives or dies. The findings above suggest it is more accurate to speak of a bundle of distinct
normative systems - caste endogamy, gender seclusion, religious authority, generational hierarchy,
local political dominance - each of which is being separately and differently reshaped by social media,
sometimes in reinforcing directions and sometimes in eroding ones, often simultaneously within the

same family or village.

A further cross-cutting theme concerns generational dynamics. Because smartphone and social media
adoption has occurred so rapidly, rural India currently contains, within single households, generations
with radically different lifetime exposure to digital connectivity: grandparents who adopted mobile
phones only in mid-life, parents who adopted smartphones as adults, and children and young adults
who have never known a world without them. This compressed generational gradient means that
authority over technology use - deciding who may have a phone, what content is appropriate, and
how much time may be spent online - has become a new axis of intergenerational negotiation layered
on top of older forms of generational authority around marriage, education, and household decision-

making. In many documented cases, younger household members possess greater technical fluency
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than their elders, creating localized inversions of the traditional flow of authority and knowledge from
old to young, even as elders retain formal decision-making power over major life choices such as
marriage and land. This tension between technical fluency and formal authority is itself a distinctive,

and still poorly understood, feature of the current moment in rural India's digital transition.

Finally, it is worth noting the limits of generalization. Rural India is enormously diverse by region,
religion, and caste composition, and the dynamics documented in the literature - drawn
disproportionately from certain well-studied states and communities - may not generalize evenly
across the country. Future research employing more geographically representative and longitudinal
designs would help clarify how durable these patterns are as smartphone penetration continues to
deepen and as the current generation of digitally socialized rural youth reaches adulthood and assumes

positions of household and community authority.

11. Conclusion

This paper has argued that social media's impact on traditional values in rural India cannot be
adequately captured by a simple narrative of either modernization or resilience. Instead, the evidence
across caste, gender, marriage, religion, and political life points to a consistent pattern of
Simultaneous continuity and transformation, in which digital tools are absorbed into existing social
structures and frequently used to reinforce them, even as they create real, if unevenly distributed,
openings for marginalized groups and individuals to challenge those same structures. Caste networks
are both strengthened through efficient digital matchmaking and challenged by new forms of Dalit
public assertion. Gender restrictions are both digitally reproduced through surveillance and
monitoring and quietly loosened through new channels of information and connection. Arranged
marriage is made more efficient even as some young people use the same tools to defy it. Religious
practice is extended and amplified rather than eroded, even as the same amplification dynamics fuel
communal tension. And political communication is captured by existing local elites even as it opens

new channels for grassroots and marginalized voices.

For policymakers and development practitioners, these findings suggest that digital inclusion
initiatives in rural India should not assume that expanding access alone will produce straightforwardly
"modernizing" social outcomes; rather, the social effects of connectivity depend heavily on who
within a household or community controls access and content, meaning that programs aimed at

empowerment - particularly for women and marginalized castes - may need to address these
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underlying access and gatekeeping dynamics directly, rather than relying on infrastructure expansion
alone. For researchers, the findings underscore the value of disaggregating "traditional values" into
distinct normative domains rather than treating rural culture as a single system that either changes or
persists, and of continuing to track these dynamics as rural India's first fully smartphone-socialized

generation comes of age.
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