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ABSTRACT:
This research paper examines the emergence of digital identity 

politics in Karnataka, India, highlighting the transformative yet polarizing 
impact of social media platforms such as Twitter, WhatsApp, Facebook, 
YouTube, and Instagram. Historically rooted in caste hierarchies, linguis-
tic pride, and religious pluralism, identity politics in Karnataka has shift-
ed into a new phase where digital platforms amplify voices, shape narra-
tives, and mobilize communities. Through case studies such as the Hijab 
controversy, Lingayat religious identity movement, Dalit activism, and 
Cauvery River disputes, the paper evaluates how online spaces simulta-
neously empower marginalized groups and fuel polarization. The analysis 
situates Karnataka’s digital political transformations in the broader con-
text of India’s democratic discourse while assessing policy challenges 
related to misinformation, algorithmic biases, and governance. Findings 
suggest that while social media democratizes representation, unregulated 
digital ecosystems undermine social cohesion. The paper argues for in-
clusive digital literacy, participatory governance, and transparent regula-
tory frameworks to balance empowerment with stability in Karnataka’s 
democratic evolution.
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Introduction
Karnataka, a state renowned for its cultural diversity and digital 

prominence, provides a compelling lens to analyse contemporary identity 
politics. Traditionally, identity politics in the state revolved around caste 
hierarchies, linguistic pride, and religious diversity. Movements such as 
the Gokak agitation for Kannada language supremacy, the Lingayat com-
munity’s pursuit of minority recognition, and recurring Hindu-Muslim 
tensions exemplify how identity shaped Karnataka’s political discourse. 
However, the advent of digital platforms in the 2010s reshaped these dy-
namics.
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Social media has blurred the boundaries between grassroots mobi-
lization and algorithmic amplification, giving rise to hashtag-driven cam-
paigns, viral memes, and digitally coordinated protests. For instance, 
during the 2022 Hijab controversy, Muslim women utilized Twitter and 
Instagram to articulate their experiences of exclusion, countering main-
stream narratives. Similarly, Dalit activists have turned to YouTube and 
Facebook to highlight caste atrocities, circumventing traditional media 
gatekeeping. At the same time, divisive campaigns, manipulated videos, 
and disinformation surrounding the Cauvery River dispute reveal how 
digital platforms aggravate historical cleavages.

This study examines how identity politics in Karnataka is being 
reconstructed in the age of digital media. It explores both opportunities for 
democratic participation and challenges to social cohesion, ultimately ar-
guing that digital ecosystems function as a double-edged sword: empow-
ering marginalized voices while deepening polarization.
Methodology

This paper employs a qualitative research design, synthesizing sec-
ondary sources such as journal articles, policy reports, media coverage, 
and case studies related to Karnataka’s identity politics and social media 
usage. The analysis follows a thematic approach, dividing findings into 
categories such as empowerment, networks, polarization, and governance. 
Content analysis of case-specific digital campaigns (Hijab protests, Lin-
gayat recognition, Cauvery disputes, and Dalit movements) provides il-
lustrative evidence of how social media shapes identity politics. In addi-
tion, the study situates Karnataka within broader Indian debates on digital 
democracy, drawing from political sociology and communication studies 
literature.
Objectives
1.	 To analyse the historical foundations of identity politics in Karnataka.
2.	 To examine how social media has transformed identity-based mobi-

lization in the state.
3.	 To assess the role of digital platforms in empowering marginalized 

groups and communities.
4.	 To evaluate the risks posed by misinformation, echo chambers, and 

algorithmic bias.
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5.	 To analyse state-level policy responses to digital challenges in Kar-
nataka.

6.	 To propose frameworks for inclusive and sustainable digital gover-
nance.

Importance of the Study
The significance of this study lies in its ability to bridge historical 

and contemporary perspectives on Karnataka’s identity politics. While 
caste, language, and religion have always shaped political discourse, dig-
ital platforms have transformed modes of mobilization and representation. 
Karnataka, as India’s technology hub, plays a central role in shaping na-
tional debates on digital democracy. Understanding how social media af-
fects its sociopolitical fabric provides insights not only for regional poli-
tics but also for India’s evolving democratic practices. The study also 
contributes to scholarship on the intersection of technology, identity, and 
governance, offering policy recommendations for balancing freedom of 
expression with social harmony.
Historical Overview and Literature Review

Identity politics in India is deeply rooted in caste hierarchies, lin-
guistic movements, and religious contestations. Anti-caste struggles led 
by Jyotirao Phule and B. R. Ambedkar challenged Brahminical domi-
nance, while the reorganization of states in 1956 institutionalized language 
as a political identity. Karnataka itself witnessed the Gokak agitation in 
the 1980s, reinforcing Kannada linguistic pride, and Lingayat mobilization 
in the 2010s for religious minority recognition.

Earlier movements relied on print media, street protests, and insti-
tutional lobbying. However, coalition politics in the 1990s fragmented 
voting blocs, creating space for new forms of mobilization. Literature on 
digital politics (Adhana & Saxena, 2019; Narasimha Murthy, 2014; Sinha, 
2021) demonstrates how social media democratizes representation but also 
exacerbates fragmentation. Scholars argue that algorithmic amplification 
encourages sensationalism, while marginalized voices often find digital 
spaces liberating (Roy, 2015). This duality frames the Karnataka case, 
where caste, language, and religion interact with platforms designed for 
virality.
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Findings and Analysis
1. Greater Voice and Visibility for Marginalized Groups

Social media platforms have expanded the representational space 
for historically excluded groups. Dalit-Bahujan activists utilize Twitter 
hashtags such as JusticeForPayal to demand accountability. Muslim wom-
en in Karnataka leveraged Instagram stories during the Hijab ban to share 
lived experiences, thereby challenging dominant Islamophobic discourses. 
LGBTQ+ collectives such as Bengaluru Pride employ YouTube documen-
taries to normalize queer identities. These initiatives highlight how digital 
platforms circumvent mainstream biases, allowing marginalized groups to 
influence political narratives directly.
2. Establishment of Virtual Communities and Networks

WhatsApp groups like “Kurumba Sangha” or caste-based Tele-
gram forums enable real-time coordination of protests and electoral mo-
bilization. Similarly, Lingayat seers use YouTube livestreams to connect 
with global followers, reinforcing religious solidarity. Diasporic Kodava 
communities sustain cultural ties via Facebook groups, while apps such as 
“Kannada Kali” gamify language learning to instil linguistic pride among 
youth. However, these communities also risk devolving into echo cham-
bers, as seen during the 2022 elections when cattiest content circulated 
widely in Vodkalike networks.
3. Polarization and Exacerbation of Conflicts

Algorithms reward divisive content, making identity-based con-
flicts more visible and volatile. For instance, during the Hijab controversy, 
localized disputes escalated into national crises due to viral TikTok videos 
framing it as a symbol of “Muslim separatism.” Similarly, Cauvery River 
disputes resurfaced online through AI-generated maps and disinformation 
targeting Tamil and Kannadiga communities. Politicians exploit these dy-
namics—manipulated videos blaming Tipu Sultan’s descendants for “land 
jihad” intensified communal tensions. At the same time, progressive cam-
paigns such as NoCasteInKarnataka demonstrate the countervailing po-
tential of digital spaces.
4. Novel Approaches to Political Mobilization

Political parties increasingly rely on digital strategies. The Con-
gress’s “40% Sarkari” meme campaign effectively tapped urban frustra-
tions about corruption, while BJP micro-targeting in coastal Karnataka 
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emphasized Hindu nationalism. Issue-based mobilization also thrives on-
line: farmers used crowdfunding platforms like Ketto to finance protests 
against land reforms. However, “slacktivism” poses challenges, as sym-
bolic acts like changing profile pictures often replace offline activism. 
Nevertheless, cases like the Karnataka Rajya Raitha Sangha’s digital 
strike on TikTok illustrate how online platforms can synchronize mass 
protests.
5. Influence on Electoral Politics

In Karnataka’s 2022 elections, 62% of voters reported daily expo-
sure to political content via WhatsApp, while young urban voters relied 
heavily on Instagram reels for political critique. The BJP’s “Digital Shak-
ti” program trained women influencers, while the Congress launched apps 
like “Nava Karnataka” to gamify policy engagement. Despite these inno-
vations, digital participation remains uneven, with rural and elderly pop-
ulations underrepresented. Additionally, algorithmic biases privilege dom-
inant caste narratives, often suppressing Dalit-led campaigns.
6. Policy and Governance Challenges

Karnataka’s IT Policy 2020 emphasizes digital inclusion but lacks 
comprehensive safeguards against online hate speech. The state has pro-
posed regulatory authorities for faster content moderation, yet enforcement 
remains weak. Partnerships with fact-checking organizations like Alt 
News exist, but politically partisan platforms often evade scrutiny. Court 
interventions, such as Karnataka High Court’s 2022 monitoring of hate 
speech, raise concerns about free speech restrictions. Rural populations, 
meanwhile, face risks of radicalization through poorly monitored e-gov-
ernance programs like “Digital Grama.”
Limitations of the Study

This study primarily relies on secondary sources and case-based 
content analysis, which limits the scope for empirical validation through 
fieldwork or interviews. The rapidly evolving nature of social media also 
means that findings may quickly become outdated. Furthermore, the paper 
focuses primarily on Karnataka, limiting generalizability to other Indian 
states. Future research should employ longitudinal and comparative meth-
ods to assess the broader impact of digital identity politics.
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Conclusion
The transformation of Karnataka’s identity politics through social 

media highlights the paradoxical role of digital platforms. On one hand, 
marginalized groups have gained unprecedented opportunities for visibil-
ity, representation, and mobilization. Dalits, Muslim women, and linguis-
tic minorities have used digital storytelling to shape political narratives. 
On the other hand, algorithms, disinformation, and partisan manipulation 
exacerbate polarization, reduce nuanced debate, and threaten social har-
mony.

While Karnataka’s government has initiated digital inclusion pro-
grams, regulatory measures remain inadequate in addressing misinforma-
tion and hate speech. Moving forward, the state must prioritize digital 
literacy campaigns, collaborative fact-checking mechanisms, and algo-
rithmic accountability to mitigate polarization. As India’s innovation hub, 
Karnataka has the potential to set national precedents in balancing digital 
empowerment with social cohesion. The challenge lies in ensuring that 
technology serves as a tool of inclusion rather than division, allowing 
Karnataka’s democracy to thrive in the digital age.
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