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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT 
 This study examines the role of social media in political polarization, focusing on 

India. Drawing on a systematic review of global scholarship and India-specific 
empirical studies, this paper synthesizes mechanisms selective exposures, 
algorithmic amplification, elite mobilization, misinformation dynamics, planned 
propagandas and affective signaling that link social media use to both ideological 
and affective polarization. An effort has been made to assess evidence from large-
scale observational studies, field experiments, and platform case studies with 
special reference to Indian context and discuss the methodological challenges. 
Finally, a proposal is made to evaluate a research agenda tailored to India and 
policy recommendations that balance democratic deliberation, platform 
accountability and free expression. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Political polarization, both in terms of ideological distance and affective hostility, has become a central 
concern for democracies worldwide. In recent years, scholars and policymakers have increasingly focused on 
social media platforms as possible accelerators of polarization. India, with over half a billion Internet users 
and widespread use of platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook, Twitter (X), Instagram and YouTube, 
provides a critical case for studying how platform affordances interact with complex multilingual media 
ecosystems, diverse political identities, and local offline social structures. This paper brings together the 
global literature on social media and polarization with India-specific empirical evidence to clarify 
mechanisms, evaluate evidence, and propose policy-relevant interventions and a national research agenda. 
 
2. Conceptual Framework and Mechanisms 
We organize the mechanisms through which social media may influence polarization into five interrelated 
categories which are as following  
a) Selective exposure ,  
b) Algorithmic Amplification and engagement incentives 
 c) Elite and activist mobilization 
 d) Misinformation and rumor dynamics 
 e) Affective signaling and identity performance. 
 
2.1 Selective exposure  
Online social networks often reflect offline affinities where users form ties with like-minded people and 
curate information sources that confirm existing beliefs. Network homophily reduces cross-cutting exposure 
and creates an environment in which reinforcing content can circulate rapidly. Empirical network analysis in 
Indian social media contexts, particularly on platforms that display public follower networks, have 
documented high levels of clustering by political alignment, with limited cross-cutting engagement in several 
issue domains. There have been instances where a particular segment of media has given selective exposure 
to a particular event which has raised questions over the integrity of the coverage.  Analysis of  studies on 
Twitter-based polarization in India for empirical measures of network clustering and topic-based separation 
clearly indicates this purview. *(1) 
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2.2 Algorithmic amplification 
Recommendation systems optimize engagement and attention, often rewarding novel or emotionally charged 
content. Social media has a general algorithm where once you start seeing a similar kind of content, the 
algorithm tracks your interest and emotional engagement. When engagement metrics correlate with 
polarizing or outrage-inducing material, algorithmic ranking can amplify such content beyond the initial 
audience. While the magnitude of algorithmic effects vs. user choice remains debated in global studies, 
platform-specific enforcement, language-processing limitations, and localized content moderation gaps can 
make amplification more consequential in the Indian context. 
Contextual evidence and platform reporting suggest moderation capacity and algorithmic tuning in India 
have faced challenges*(2) 
 
2.3 Elite mobilization and coordinated campaigns 
Political parties and organized groups in India have invested heavily in digital campaigning, using targeted 
messaging, influencer networks, and closed-group mobilization to reach supporters, shape narratives and 
target opponents. These coordinated efforts can drive polarization by amplifying partisan frames and 
generating affective reactions among the public. Today all the major political parties have their own IT cells, 
Social media handles to propagate their ideologies and campaigns. Full fledged teams are deployed to 
outblow their agendas. Influencers and trollers from both ends significantly contribute in these coordinated 
campaigns. The campaigns play a significant role in mobilization of elites and general masses.*(3)  
 
2.4 Misinformation and rumor dynamics on closed messaging 
Encrypted messaging apps, particularly WhatsApp, are central to information flows in India. The closed and 
private nature of groups complicates platform policing and scholarly measurements. Research on image-
based misinformation and viral rumors shows that misinformation spreads rapidly in closed groups and can 
have severe offline consequences, including mob violence and lynching. Not only this, misinformation creates 
a psychological impact as daily whatsapp messages help to instigate the subconscious and eventually leads to 
creating a mindset to a particular ideology.  
 
2.5 Affective signaling and identity performance 
Social media incentivizes the public performance of political identity (likes, shares, public posts) and rewards 
emotive signaling. Affective polarization—hostility toward political opponents—can grow even if policy 
preferences remain similar because social rewards and social signaling push users toward more extreme 
public positions. Fake likes and fake shares too are acting as a violator to the aspect of genuine identity 
performance. Today there are organized groups which provide the services of fake views, fake likes and fake 
shares. This too is significantly contributing in issue of finding genuine identity performance.  
 

3. Literature Review: Global and India-Specific Evidence 
 
This section synthesizes the major findings from global systematic reviews, large-scale platform studies, 
targeted Indian research, and intervention studies. 
 
3.1 Global systematic reviews and major findings 
Systematic reviews identify mixed but converging findings: social media contributes to polarization through 
multiple mechanisms, but the effects are heterogeneous across contexts, platforms, and user types. Reviews 
emphasize that user choice and social networks are central, while algorithms and misinformation amplify 
existing divides under specific conditions. This has not only resulted into diverse reviews but also has created 
a distortion of reviews.  
 
3.2 Observational and experimental evidence 
Large-scale observational analyses, such as investigations of exposure to diverse news on Facebook, reveal 
that social networks and individual selection explain many cross-cutting exposure patterns, although 
algorithmic ranking has marginal effects in some contexts. Field experiments have shown that forced 
exposure to opposing views can backfire, increasing affective polarization in certain populations. *(4) 
 
3.3 India-specific empirical studies 
India-focused scholarship has rapidly grown in the last decade. Key strands include studies of WhatsApp's 
role in rumor and image-based misinformation, analyses of Twitter/X networks and influencer polarization 
during crises, examinations of party digital strategies, and journalistic and platform accountability reports 
documenting enforcement gaps. 
 
Representative studies include Garimella et al. on images and misinformation on WhatsApp; Borah (2022) 
on Twitter polarization; research on platform moderation in India reported in investigative journalism; and 
multiple academic and policy analyses of digital campaigning.*(5) 
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4. Methodological Considerations for India Research 
 
Researching the effects of social media in India requires careful attention to multilingual content, platform 
heterogeneity, offline media ecosystems, and ethical constraints regarding private messages. Researchers 
should consider mixed-method approaches, such as network analysis of public data (Twitter/X, public 
Facebook pages), content analysis across languages, in-depth qualitative fieldwork in communities, and 
partnerships with platforms or NGOs for access to private messaging datasets under strict privacy safeguards. 
 
5. Findings and Synthesis: How Social Media Shapes Polarization in India 
Synthesizing the literature yields several conclusions relevant to India:1. Social media amplifies existing 
cleavages more than it creates wholly new political identities.2. Closed messaging platforms, such as 
WhatsApp, are primary vectors for rumor propagation and rapid localized mobilization.3. Political actors and 
influencers actively use platform affordances to polarize issue frames and mobilize affect.4. Algorithmic 
ranking and moderation gaps can intensify the visibility of polarizing content, especially content in local 
languages, where automated detection is weaker.5. Interventions (e.g., limiting forwarding, media-literacy 
campaigns) show promise but require careful evaluation of unintended consequences. *(7) 
 
6. Case Studies: Notable India Episodes 
Two emblematic episodes illustrate dynamics in India:a) WhatsApp-linked rumors and lynchings: Multiple 
investigations link viral WhatsApp messages to instances of mob violence in India, prompting platform policy 
changes such as limiting forwards. Scholarly work analyzes the content and diffusion patterns of viral images 
and audio snippets in closed groups. Platform moderation and political sensitivity: Journalistic investigations 
have documented cases where extremist or Islamophobic content persisted on platforms despite internal 
warnings, raising questions about enforcement and the political economy of content moderation in India.  
 
7. Policy Implications and Recommendations for India 
Policy responses should be evidence-driven and sensitive to India’s democratic norms, multilingual realities, 
and civil society capacities. Key recommendations that can be made after this study is : 
1. Strengthening platform transparency: periodic transparency reports on recommendation algorithms, 
moderation outcomes, and political ads targeted at Indian users. 
2. Build language-capable moderation systems: invest in regional language detection and human-reviewed 
escalation for local languages. 
3. Promote local digital literacy: Scale context-aware media-literacy interventions tailored for rural and urban 
communities and delivered through trusted local institutions.  
4. Regulate platform features carefully: Platform-level limits (e.g., forwarding limits on WhatsApp) should be 
evaluated rigorously for effectiveness and side effects; regulators must use evidence to calibrate rules.  
5. Support civil-society fact-checking: fund multilingual fact-checkers and integrate debunking directly into 
platform flows with signals that help users assess credibility without triggering partisan backlash.  
 
8. Research Agenda and Future Directions 
Priority research for India includes longitudinal panel studies linking online exposure to offline attitudes and 
behavior.- Cross-lingual computational methods for content detection and sentiment analysis.- Evaluations 
of platform interventions (e.g., forwarding limits and labels) using natural experiments.- Community-level 
fieldwork to map how rumors traverse offline and online networks in rural and urban settings.- Studies of 
political economy: how platform business models, state pressures, and civil society capacities shape 
moderation outcomes. 
 

9. Conclusion 
 
Social media is an important contributor to political polarization in India through multiple, interlocking 
mechanisms. While it often amplifies pre-existing cleavages, the specific affordances of closed messaging 
apps, multilingual nature of Indian public discourse, and selective moderation enforcement make India a 
particularly instructive case. A balanced policy approach, combining platform accountability, multilingual 
capacity building, evidence-based regulation, and community-level interventions ,offers the most promising 
path to mitigate harm while preserving democratic deliberation. 
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