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Preface

Gender is a foundational yet complex axis of identity that shapes
everyday communication, social interactions, and power dynamics
across spaces. This book, Inclusive Dialogue: Understanding
Gender Dynamics in Communication, emerged from a deep
recognition of the urgent need to explore communication not just
through the lens of male and female differences but in the rich,
evolving contexts of India’s diverse social fabric. In recent years,
rapid social, cultural, and technological transformations have
underscored both enduring inequalities and new possibilities in
how gender is performed, perceived, and negotiated through
communication.

The scope of this book encompasses foundational principles of
communication and gender as a social construct, extending into
nuanced areas such as non-binary and transgender communication
styles, intersectionality with caste and class, and culturally specific
expressions within Indian societies. By integrating theoretical
insights with Indian case studies and contemporary global
influences like digital media, this work offers readers a
multidimensional understanding of gendered communication.

Given India’s unique socio-cultural complexities—a tapestry
woven with varied traditions, religions, and evolving norms—
examining gender communication requires sensitivity and
inclusivity that transcends binary categories. This text highlights
not only the challenges posed by stereotypes, biases, and structural
inequities but also the empowering roles of education, peer
mentorship, LGBTQ+ advocacy, and organizational policies in
fostering equitable communication.

This volume is intended for educators, students, researchers, and
professionals interested in gender studies, communication,
sociology, and Indian cultural studies. It seeks to equip readers



with both theoretical knowledge and practical strategies to
challenge and transform gender norms through dialogue, fostering
inclusive, respectful, and effective communication.

It is our hope that this book enriches scholarly conversations and
everyday practices, encouraging progressive change in India and
beyond.
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Foreword

Equitable communication is the bedrock of a healthy society,
underpinning the strength and progress of a nation. Inclusive
Dialogue: Understanding Gender Dynamics in Communication is a
groundbreaking work that sheds light on the intricacies of gendered
communication within the Indian socio-cultural context, inspiring
meaningful change.

This astute volume offers a nuanced exploration of how gender
shapes our interactions, perceptions, and relationships. By
examining the complex intersections of gender, language, and
power, the authors provide readers with a profound understanding
of the subtle yet powerful dynamics at play in everyday
communication.

Through its comprehensive, intersectional, and context-specific
approach, "Inclusive Dialogue" fosters reflection, discussion, and
transformation in  communication  practices, ultimately
contributing to a more just and equitable society. The authors'
expertise and experience shine through in this accessible and
engaging work, empowering readers to cultivate empathetic,
inclusive, and equitable communication practices.

I, wholeheartedly recommend this book to anyone seeking to
deepen their understanding of gender dynamics and promote more
inclusive language practices. "Inclusive Dialogue" is a valuable
resource for building a more compassionate and equitable world.

Dr Ghazala Naaz, PhD
Professor & Head
Department of Languages
NIET, Greater Noida



Foreword

As a foreign language Professor from Brazil, I have devoted my
career to exploring the intricate links between language, education,
and identity, and at the same time I have dedicated my research
experience on investigating the ways the communication,
particularly in educational settings, affects our understanding of
the world guiding our role as an individual.

Today, I found myself deeply honored when I was asked to write
the foreword for my friend’s book [Inclusive Dialogue:
Understanding Gender Dynamics in Communication. With the
understanding that the essentials gender performance is deeply
rooted in their local environments, although believing the
challenges and power dynamics within communication are
universal. This book is an encouragement in the field of
communication. Predominantly, for its rigorous and insightful
examination of the concepts of gender in the Indian context that
correspond to the other societies around the world, including
Brazil.

The writers work move beyond a simple, binary definition of
gender, revealing the nuanced ways it is constructed, contested,
and performed through communication. By examining differences
in verbal and non-verbal communication styles among genders,
and investigating professional communication dynamics, they
have analyzed media portrayals of gender, and skillfully navigates
the unique social and linguistic landscapes of India.

Hitherto, their findings in this book on how language reinforces or
challenges gender norms, resound strongly with my own research
interests in the huge landscape provided by the language’s
education fields, and the experiences lived by individual’s in Brazil
and across the globe.

I, truly recommend the appreciation of this book, considering it as
a crucial reminder that the conversations we have about gender are



not an abstraction, encouraging ongoing reflection and action
toward creating inclusive environments where all voices are heard
and valued. It is a vital read for students seeking to deepen their
understanding of gender studies and communication theory, for
researchers looking for new avenues of inquiry, and for
practitioners seeking to apply these insights in their professional
and personal lives.

Dr. Bose, Dr. Singh, and Dr. Gope expertly unloads these complex
issues, providing a framework for understanding how language can
either perpetuate or dismantle existing inequalities.

They have presented a fresh perspective that challenges us to
critically examine our own communication patterns and to consider
the profound impact they have on shaping our realities, but also
inspire the meaningful and necessary dialogue required to create a
more just and inclusive world for all.

Dr. Nelza Mara Pallu
Professor of English Language and Literature
UNIOESTE, MCR, Brazil.
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CHAPTER 1:

Introduction
The Dynamics of Communication

1.1 Communication is Not Gender-Neutral

Communication is frequently viewed as a neutral conduit for
exchanging information, yet this perception ignores the ways
in which communication is both shaped by and perpetuates
societal power structures—most notably, gender. As
feminist scholar Deborah Cameron asserts, "Language is one
of the most important symbolic means through which we
construct our social world" (Cameron, 1998, p. 447). Thus,
communication is never a disembodied act; it is deeply
embedded in gendered expectations, identities, and power
relations. communication both reflects and reinforces gender
norms, roles, and expectations that govern how people
express themselves and relate to others.

Understanding communication through the lens of gender is
essential to grasping how identities are constructed,
performed, and contested in everyday interactions. Whether
in intimate conversations, professional meetings, or public
discourse, gendered communication shapes experiences and
opportunities in profound ways. This chapter explores the
intricate relationship between gender and communication,
showing how social norms influence communication
practices and how communication itself becomes a site for
both conformity and resistance.



From verbal expressions to body language, from who gets
interrupted to who gets heard, everyday communication is
filtered through gendered lenses. An assertive man is often
viewed as a leader, while an assertive woman may be labeled
aggressive—a double standard reflecting entrenched gender
scripts. These interpretations are not biological truths but
socially constructed norms that shape how we perceive and
engage with others (Tannen, 1990). Such distinctions are not
only prevalent in Western societies but also manifest clearly
within diverse cultural contexts, including India, where the
gendered reception of communicative behavior often
reinforces traditional hierarchies.

By examining these dynamics—especially within the rich
and diverse cultural context of India—this chapter lays the
foundation for a deeper understanding of how inclusive
dialogue can challenge gender biases and promote equitable
interaction.

1.2 Communication Practices Shaped by Gender
Norms

From early childhood, gendered socialization influences
communication styles. Boys may be encouraged to speak
confidently and conceal emotion, while girls are often taught
to be polite and nurturing (Wood, 2011). These patterns often
persist into adulthood, becoming internalized codes of
behavior that affect interactions in families, workplaces, and
public life.

In India, gendered communication norms are particularly
salient. Women, especially in traditional or rural settings,
may be expected to use deferential language with male elders
or authority figures. In gram sabhas (village councils), for



example, women may speak less—not due to lack of insight,
but because cultural scripts discourage them from voicing
dissent or speaking assertively (Gurumurthy & Chami,
2014). These expectations can silence women and other
marginalized voices, reinforcing exclusion from decision-
making processes.

However, gender norms are not monolithic. An English-
educated urban woman may navigate workplace
conversations with relative ease, while her rural counterpart
may find the same spaces intimidating. Yet both must
contend with implicit biases that judge women’s speech
more harshly than men’s. Intersectional factors like class,
caste, and religion further complicate these dynamics
(Crenshaw, 1991), demonstrating that gendered
communication cannot be understood in isolation from
broader social identities.

1.3 Communication as Construction, Performance,
and Resistance

Communication is not merely a tool for expressing gender—
it is central to producing and enacting it. Drawing on Judith
Butler’s theory of performativity, gender can be understood
as "a stylized repetition of acts" that materialize identity over
time (Butler, 1990, p. 191). In other words, we do not simply
have a gender; we perform it through our communicative
choices—our tone, expressions, mannerisms, and silences.

These performances may reinforce conventional roles or
challenge them. When a woman speaks confidently in a
male-dominated boardroom, or a man expresses emotion
publicly, they are subverting the normative scripts of gender
performance. Non-binary and transgender individuals,



through their use of language and pronouns, also actively
disrupt binary gender ideologies (Zimman, 2009), using
communication as a tool of self-definition and resistance.

Indian social movements and digital campaigns like
#MeToolndia and #DalitWomenFight exemplify how
communication can become a site of activism. Through
social media, protest, and storytelling, marginalized voices
are challenging dominant discourses and creating new
communicative spaces where justice, identity, and power are
renegotiated (Roy, 2020). These acts are not merely
informational; they are transformative.

1.4 The Need for an Inclusive Lens

Understanding gender and communication requires adopting
an inclusive, intersectional framework that recognizes the
multiplicity of gendered experiences. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s
foundational work on intersectionality highlights how
gender cannot be separated from other identity markers such
as caste, class, religion, ethnicity, ability, and geography
(Crenshaw, 1989). These intersecting identities shape not
only how individuals experience the world but also how they
communicate and are perceived in social interactions.

In India, this complexity is particularly evident due to the
country’s deeply layered social structures. Gender
experiences differ vastly between urban and rural settings,
between communities defined by caste or tribe, and between
religious groups with varying cultural norms. For instance,
while upper-caste women in metropolitan cities might have
greater access to education and platforms for expression,
women from marginalized castes or rural areas often
confront systemic barriers that limit their voice and visibility



(Narayan, 2019). This diversity underscores the danger of
applying a one-size-fits-all lens when analyzing gendered
communication.

Moreover,  intersectionality = helps  expose  how
communicative practices can both empower and
marginalize. Communication is not neutral—it can amplify
dominant voices while silencing others. For example, in
patriarchal contexts, women’s speech may be interrupted or
dismissed, while men’s assertiveness is often rewarded
(Lakoff,1975). When intersectional identities are considered,
this marginalization becomes even more pronounced; a Dalit
woman or a transgender person may face layers of
discrimination that restrict their communicative freedom
(Sharma, 2020).

Conversely, communication also holds the potential to be a
powerful tool for empowerment and social change.
Movements such as #MeToolndia and Dalit feminist
collectives have utilized communication strategically to
reclaim spaces and challenge oppressive narratives (Sen &
Bhattacharya, 2018). These examples demonstrate that when
communication is approached inclusively, it can become a
means for marginalized groups to assert agency, foster
solidarity, and demand justice.

Therefore, an inclusive lens is not just an academic
imperative but a practical necessity for understanding the full
scope of gendered communication in India. It challenges us
to listen to multiple voices and recognize how social
identities intersect to shape communicative experiences,
ultimately guiding us toward more equitable and
transformative communication practices.



1.5 Key Concepts and Definitions

To engage meaningfully with the discourse on gender and
communication, it is essential to establish a foundational
understanding of key concepts that shape this field.
Misunderstandings or oversimplifications of these terms can
lead to inaccurate assumptions, exclusionary perspectives,
and ineffective communication strategies. This section offers
a conceptual framework to clarify terms such as sex, gender,
gender identity, gender expression, communication,
gender performativity, patriarchy, intersectionality, and
gendered communication.

Sex vs. Gender

Sex refers to the biological attributes—chromosomes,
hormone levels, internal and external reproductive organs—
typically assigned at birth as male, female, or intersex
(World Health Organization [WHO], 2022). It is often
mistakenly conflated with gender, which is a far more fluid
and socially constructed category.

Gender, in contrast, denotes the socially and culturally
constructed roles, behaviors, and attributes that a society
considers appropriate for men, women, and other gender
identities. Judith Lorber (1994) notes, “Gender is constantly
created and re-created out of human interaction, out of social
life, and is the texture and order of that social life” (p. 13).
Gender is not innate but learned, enacted, and reinforced
through everyday practices.

Gender Identity and Gender Expression

Gender identity refers to a person’s internal sense of their
gender, which may or may not align with the sex assigned at
birth. This identity can be male, female, both, neither, or



fluid. It is an inward, personal experience of self (American
Psychological Association [APA], 2015).

Gender expression, on the other hand, is the outward
manifestation of one’s gender identity, communicated
through behavior, clothing, voice, hairstyle, and body
language. As West and Zimmerman (1987) famously argued,
individuals "do" gender in their daily lives through
interaction, suggesting that gender is not something one is,
but something one performs in social contexts.

Communication

At its core, communication is the process of creating,
exchanging, interpreting, and negotiating meaning through
verbal, non-verbal, written, or digital modes. It is both a tool
and a practice—used to maintain relationships, convey
identity, and exercise power. In gender contexts,
communication is not a neutral act but one embedded within
social hierarchies and norms (Wood, 2015). The way we
speak, the topics we discuss, our tone, and even silence—all
carry gendered significance.

Gender Performativity

The concept of gender performativity was popularized by
philosopher Judith Butler (1990), who argued that gender is
constituted through repeated performances. According to
Butler, “There is no gender identity behind the expressions
of gender... identity is performatively constituted by the
very 'expressions' that are said to be its results” (p. 25). This
means that gender is not a stable essence but an ongoing act
shaped through cultural scripts and social expectations.



Patriarchy

Patriarchy refers to a systemic and historical structure of
male dominance that privileges men and masculinity over
women and other genders. It manifests in institutions,
language, media, and even interpersonal communication. In
the Indian context, patriarchy often intersects with caste,
religion, and family systems, creating layered experiences of
oppression (Kumar, 1993). Patriarchal norms not only
influence who speaks and who listens but also whose voices
are legitimized.

Intersectionality

Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), intersectionality is a
framework for understanding how multiple social
identities—such as gender, caste, class, race, religion, and
ability—interact to create unique experiences of oppression
and privilege. In gendered communication, this perspective
helps uncover how a Dalit woman, a transgender man, or a
disabled person may face distinct challenges compared to
others in expressing themselves or being heard.

Gendered Communication

Gendered communication refers to the ways in which
communication styles, patterns, and expectations differ
across genders due to socialization and power structures.
Tannen (1990) highlighted that men and women are often
socialized into different “communicative cultures,” leading
to varied ways of expressing emotions, authority, or
disagreement. These patterns are not biologically determined
but are shaped through cultural norms and institutional
reinforcement.



1.6 Evolution of Gender and Communication
Studies

The study of gender and communication has emerged as a
distinct and dynamic field over the past several decades,
shaped by  feminist  movements, sociocultural
transformations, and interdisciplinary engagements. What
began as a critique of male-centered communication
paradigms has evolved into a rich and complex domain that
interrogates how gender identities are constructed,
performed, negotiated, and resisted through communicative
practices across diverse contexts.

Global Developments and Paradigm Shifts

Historically, communication studies were dominated by
positivist and functionalist approaches, which often treated
human interaction as neutral and universal, largely ignoring
the role of gender (Rakow, 1986). Early communication
models—Ilike Shannon and Weaver’s transmission model—
conceptualized communication as a linear, sender-receiver
process, leaving little room for examining social hierarchies
or identity politics (Craig, 1999).

Feminist scholars in the 1970s and 1980s challenged these
limitations by foregrounding gender as a central analytic
category. Julia T. Wood, Cheris Kramarae, and Deborah
Tannen were instrumental in bringing attention to how
gendered norms shape communicative behavior and how
language can perpetuate inequality. Kramarae’s muted group
theory (1981), for example, exposed how dominant language
systems marginalize women and other subordinate groups by
limiting their modes of expression. “Women are a muted
group,” she wrote, “because man-made language aids in



defining, depreciating, and excluding them” (Kramarae,
1981, p. 2).

Judith Butler’s (1990) concept of gender performativity
further disrupted essentialist views of gender by suggesting
that identity is constructed through repeated discursive acts.
This marked a major epistemological shift—from viewing
gender as a fixed category to understanding it as fluid,
contingent, and socially enacted.

The Indian Context: Feminism, Resistance, and
Communicative Justice

In India, the evolution of gender and communication studies
has been deeply intertwined with the history of feminist
thought, anti-caste activism, and social reform. Early
reformers like Savitribai Phule and Tarabai Shinde
challenged Brahmanical patriarchy through both speech and
writing, laying the groundwork for communicative
resistance. Shinde’s Stri Purush Tulana (1882) is considered
one of the earliest feminist texts in India, critiquing both
gender and caste inequalities.

Post-independence, the Indian women's movement gained
momentum during the 1970s and 1980s, particularly after the
Mathura rape case (1972), which ignited a national
conversation about sexual violence and the silencing of
women’s voices. The period also saw the emergence of
feminist media critique, exemplified in the work of scholars
like Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid, who analyzed the
representation of women in literature, television, and film.

Academic engagement with gender and communication in
India expanded through women's studies programs and
interdisciplinary departments. Scholars such as Nivedita



Menon (2004), Sharmila Rege (1998), and Paola Bacchetta
(2004) have emphasized the importance of intersectionality
in analyzing communicative experiences, particularly among
Dalit, queer, and minority communities.

Digital platforms in the 21st century have further reshaped
the field. Hashtag movements like #MeToolndia,
#DalitWomenFight, and queer activism on social media have
illustrated how digital communication can become a site of
resistance, identity assertion, and collective mobilization
(Udupa & Dey, 2021).

Challenging Traditional Theories

Traditional communication theories—such as symbolic
interactionism, social penetration theory, and agenda-
setting—were predominantly developed within male-
dominated Western academic settings and often overlooked
how power, privilege, and identity influence
communication. Feminist interventions have revealed that
such theories frequently universalize male experiences and
ignore the structural inequalities embedded in language and
interaction (Rakow & Wackwitz, 2004).

For example, early interpersonal communication research
often framed assertiveness and emotional restraint as
communicative  strengths—qualities more commonly
associated with male socialization—while empathy and
relational talk, more frequently practiced by women, were
undervalued. Feminist and queer theorists have since called
for more inclusive models that recognize the multiplicity of
communicative styles and the sociopolitical contexts in
which they operate.



1.7 Why This Book? Rationale and Relevance

Despite the significant strides made in gender and
communication studies over the past few decades, much of
the existing literature continues to be rooted in Western-
centric frameworks that may not fully address the unique
complexities of gender relations in the Indian socio-cultural
landscape. This book emerges from the recognition that a
comprehensive, intersectional, and context-specific
examination of gender dynamics in communication is not
just timely—but essential.

While foundational texts in the field have laid important
theoretical groundwork, they often fail to integrate the lived
realities of individuals navigating layered identities shaped
by caste, class, religion, region, and ability. In the Indian
context, the intersections of patriarchy and structural
inequality produce distinct communicative challenges that
remain underexplored in mainstream curricula and academic
discourse. As Indian feminist sociologist Sharmila Rege
(1998) argued, “a homogenizing feminist voice not only
erases caste-based differences, but also suppresses voices at
the margins of hegemonic discourse” (p. WS46). A similar
concern applies to the pedagogical treatment of gender and
communication, where gender is frequently discussed in
isolation from other social hierarchies.

Moreover, while gender is now a topic of discussion in many
university programs, it is often confined to disciplines like
sociology, women’s studies, or development studies, rarely
making its way into communication, media, or management
curricula in a sustained, integrative manner. Where it is
addressed, the focus tends to be theoretical or policy-
oriented, with little emphasis on the everyday micro-



interactions where gender is negotiated, resisted, or reified.
As Kramarae (1981) emphasized, “language is not neutral; it
reflects and creates our worldviews” (p. 1), underscoring the
need to examine how communicative practices both shape
and are shaped by gendered power dynamics.

Despite the global evolution of gender and communication
as an academic field, there remains a conspicuous absence of
regionally grounded, interdisciplinary texts that center the
Indian experience. This book seeks to fill that void by
integrating theoretical frameworks, real-world cases, and
culturally sensitive interpretations of how gender shapes—
and is shaped by—communicative acts in diverse Indian
contexts.

The Curricular Gap

Most university curricula in India, particularly in
communication, media, and business studies, remain
overwhelmingly androcentric and Western in orientation.
Even when gender is included, it is frequently addressed in
siloed modules or treated as a peripheral topic—rather than
as a core analytic lens integral to understanding power,
identity, and discourse (Mukherjee, 2016). As Krishnan
(2020) notes in her review of Indian communication syllabi,
"gender is often confined to token mentions, failing to
engage with intersectionality or regional specificity" (p. 94).
The lack of integrative frameworks results in students
learning about communication in ways that appear neutral,
but are in fact gender-blind and culturally narrow.

This fragmentation mirrors earlier critiques by feminist
scholars like Dale Spender (1980), who emphasized how
educational systems perpetuate gender hierarchies by
ignoring women’s contributions and framing male norms as

13



universal. Indian feminist pedagogues such as Nivedita
Menon (2004) have extended this concern, arguing that
feminist content is frequently “appended” to curricula rather
than woven into the analytical fabric of the disciplines.

The Theoretical Gap

Traditional communication theories—such as Shannon and
Weaver’s linear model or even many organizational
communication models—rarely considered the role of
gender in shaping message creation, interpretation, or power
relations in discourse. These models presuppose neutrality,
obscuring how gendered norms influence who speaks, who
listens, whose speech is valued, and whose is silenced.

While feminist communication theories like Muted Group
Theory (Ardener, 1975; Kramarae, 1981), Standpoint
Theory (Harding, 1991), and the work of Judith Butler
(1990) on gender performativity have shifted the discourse
globally, their application in Indian scholarship remains
limited. A study by Biswas and Gupta (2018) found that
“gendered communication research in India is heavily
skewed towards media representation, with minimal
engagement in interpersonal or workplace communication
settings” (p. 38). This reflects a larger neglect of how gender
operates at the micro-level of everyday speech, gestures,
silence, and presence.

The Contextual and Cultural Gap

Many dominant frameworks fail to account for the Indian
socio-cultural realities where caste, religion, regionality, and
language intersect with gender in profound ways. A
woman’s ability to speak in public, for instance, cannot be
analyzed solely through the lens of gender without also



considering her caste status, class location, or religious
background. Scholars like Rege (1998) and Guru (1995)
have emphasized the urgency of an intersectional lens that
disrupts homogenized notions of womanhood or femininity.

For example, Dalit women face a triple burden—of caste,
class, and gender—that shapes their communicative
practices differently from upper-caste women. Their speech
may be silenced or delegitimized not only because they are
women, but also because they are marked by caste. Yet these
layered realities are largely absent from dominant models of
gender and communication.

Furthermore, in many Indian linguistic and cultural settings,
indirectness, metaphor, silence, and gesture often carry more
communicative weight than direct speech. As Annamalai
(2001) observes, "language use in India is deeply embedded
in hierarchies of age, caste, gender, and status" (p. 53).
Understanding how gender operates within such frameworks
requires a departure from Eurocentric models and the
development of indigenous paradigms.

The Practical Gap

Most students and professionals studying communication
today lack accessible, contextually relevant resources that
bridge theory and practice. Books in this field often fall into
two extremes: either dense academic texts that remain
inaccessible to general readers, or oversimplified manuals
that lack theoretical grounding. This book is designed to
bridge that divide.

By incorporating real-life narratives—from rural women
navigating local panchayats to queer individuals negotiating
pronoun use in urban corporate offices—it seeks to make



abstract theories tangible. These stories also offer counter-
narratives to dominant communication practices, revealing
how marginalized voices resist, subvert, or reclaim their
right to speak and be heard.

Moreover, with the rise of digital platforms, gendered
communication has taken on new complexities. While
platforms like Twitter or Instagram provide space for
feminist expression and solidarity (Banaji & Bhat, 2021),
they also expose users—especially women and LGBTQ+
individuals—to heightened surveillance, trolling, and cyber
violence. These tensions underscore how communication is
both a site of empowerment and marginalization.

A Book for India—and Beyond

This book thus responds to both a scholarly and social
imperative. It seeks to offer:

e Theoretical rigor grounded in global and Indian
feminist communication traditions;

e Cultural specificity through localized examples,
including linguistic, caste-based, and religious
nuances;

o Pedagogical accessibility to serve students,
educators, and practitioners across disciplines;

e Critical reflexivity that invites readers to examine
their own communicative practices and the power
dynamics they sustain or resist.

By weaving together empirical insights, theoretical
reflections, and pedagogical tools, this book aims to
contribute meaningfully to the project of inclusive and
transformative education. As bell hooks (1994) aptly writes,



“education as the practice of freedom... enables us to
confront our participation in systems of domination” (p. 4).
In that spirit, this book hopes to help readers not only
understand gender and communication more deeply but also
use that understanding to challenge inequity and foster more
inclusive dialogues.

1.8 Who Is This Book For?

This book is designed as a multidimensional resource for a
wide and diverse readership that spans academic,
professional, and advocacy contexts. Its inclusive and
interdisciplinary approach makes it relevant to students,
educators, researchers, communication professionals,
policymakers, and gender advocates who seek to
understand and engage with the complex dynamics of gender
and communication, particularly within the Indian socio-
cultural framework.

For Students and Educators

At the heart of this book lies a strong pedagogical vision. It
offers a critical and accessible resource for undergraduate
and postgraduate students enrolled in courses such as
communication studies, gender studies, media and cultural
studies, sociology, education, development studies,
psychology, and business. With a blend of theoretical
grounding and applied case studies, the book supports
students in developing analytical and reflective skills.
Moreover, by embedding intersectionality, performativity,
and decolonial perspectives in its framework (Crenshaw,
1991; Butler, 1990; Lugones, 2010), it moves beyond
mainstream curricula that often treat gender as a secondary
or isolated topic (Mukherjee, 2016).



For educators, the book serves as both a textbook and a
training manual. Its structured chapters, discussion
questions, classroom activities, and real-life examples are
designed to enrich teaching and encourage critical pedagogy.
Inspired by Freirean principles of dialogic education (Freire,
1970), the text aims to help educators foster gender-
sensitized, participatory classrooms where students can
explore how communication practices shape and are shaped
by gender identities and power.

For Researchers and Scholars

This book provides fertile ground for researchers and
academic scholars interested in expanding the scope of
gender and communication studies in India and the Global
South. While there is a growing corpus of feminist research
in India, particularly in sociology, law, and media, there
remains a relative dearth of empirical and theoretical work
that interrogates communication practices—verbal, non-
verbal, digital, and embodied—from a gendered lens
(Biswas & Gupta, 2018; Krishnan, 2020).

By incorporating indigenous feminist insights, caste-based
analyses, regional narratives, and digital media critiques, the
book seeks to bridge theoretical gaps and contribute to
decolonial and intersectional scholarship. It invites
readers to challenge dominant paradigms and explore new
avenues for gender-responsive research in the field of
communication.

For Communication Professionals and HR Trainers

In a rapidly evolving world of media, public relations,
organizational leadership, and corporate communication,
gender sensitivity is no longer optional—it is essential.



For communication professionals, the book offers practical
tools for fostering inclusive workplace interactions, crafting
gender-sensitive messaging, and understanding diverse
audience perceptions. It speaks to professionals in sectors
such as journalism, advertising, marketing, development
communication, and human resources who are tasked with
navigating complex interpersonal and institutional
communication landscapes.

For HR trainers, diversity consultants, and leadership
coaches, the book provides modules that can be adapted into
gender sensitization workshops, leadership training
programs, and organizational policy design. The inclusion
of real-world cases—such as gendered power dynamics in
boardrooms, biases in hiring communication, or the silencing
of women in panel discussions—makes it especially relevant
for capacity-building initiatives.

For Gender Advocates, NGOs, and Civil Society Actors

This book also reaches out to activists, NGO practitioners,
and community leaders who engage with issues of gender
justice, public health, rural communication, and social
development. In India, civil society has played a key role in
creating communicative spaces for marginalized voices—
from the street protests of Shaheen Bagh to digital
movements like #DalitWomenFight and #MeToolndia
(Banaji & Bhat, 2021). Understanding how communication
is used to claim agency, disrupt norms, and build solidarity
is central to the work of these actors.

The book offers tools for designing inclusive
communication strategies, developing grassroots training
programs, and advocating for structural change through
more equitable communicative practices.
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A Bridge Between Academia and Action

Ultimately, this book aims to bridge the gap between
theory and practice, scholarship and activism, the
classroom and the field. It is for anyone who believes that
communication—when  thoughtfully and inclusively
practiced—can be a force for equity, understanding, and
transformation. As bell hooks (1994) affirms, education and
communication must not only reflect the world as it is but
also imagine the world as it could be.

1.9 Chapter Overview

This book is designed to provide a comprehensive and
nuanced understanding of gender dynamics in
communication, particularly within the Indian socio-cultural
landscape. It blends theoretical foundations with practical
insights, real-life examples, and cultural sensitivity to equip
readers with tools for inclusive dialogue.

The upcoming chapters unfold as follows:

Chapter 2: Understanding Gender and Communication
introduces the foundational concepts of gender as a social
construct and traces the evolution of gender communication
studies, with a focus on the Indian context. This chapter
draws on key feminist and social constructivist theories to
explain how gender is performed and understood in
communication (Butler, 1990; West & Zimmerman, 1987;
Nanda, 1999).

Chapter 3: Language, Gender, and Power explores how
verbal communication both reflects and perpetuates gender
hierarchies. It examines gendered speech styles, power
dynamics in conversations, and how language serves as a
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tool to reinforce or challenge patriarchal norms (Lakoff,
1975; Tannen, 1990; Cameron, 1997).

Chapter 4: Non-verbal Communication and Gender focuses
on gender differences in body language, gestures, and facial
expressions. Drawing from kinesics research, it reveals how
non-verbal cues are gendered and affect interpersonal
communication (Hall, 1984; Knapp & Hall, 2010).

Chapter 5: Emotional Intelligence and Gendered
Communication highlights how emotional intelligence
shapes gendered communication styles. It discusses societal
expectations of emotional expression and the role of
emotional awareness in fostering inclusive communication
(Goleman, 1995; Brody & Hall, 2008).

Chapter 6: Intersectionality: Culture, Race, Disability, and
Gender Dynamics applies the intersectional framework to
examine how caste, class, religion, ethnicity, and disability
intersect with gender to influence communication. Special
attention is given to Indian socio-cultural factors and their
impact on voice and power (Crenshaw, 1989; Chakravarti,
2003; Patel, 2019).

Chapter 7: Non-binary and Transgender Communication
Styles addresses the communication experiences of non-
binary and transgender individuals. It advocates for gender-
neutral and inclusive communication practices, highlighting
the importance of respecting diverse gender identities
(Stryker, 2006; Namaste, 2000).

Chapter 8: Gender Dynamics in Education and the
Workplace explores gendered communication in classrooms
and professional settings, focusing on leadership, teamwork,
and experiences of bias and discrimination. Indian examples
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illustrate how gender influences participation and authority
in these spaces (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Sinha, 2016).

Chapter 9: Media Representation and Gendered
Communication analyzes gender portrayals in Indian media,
discussing their role in shaping public perceptions and social
norms (van Zoonen, 1994; Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2013).

Chapter 10: Challenging and Transforming Gender Norms
through Communication showcases strategies for advocacy
and activism aimed at dismantling oppressive gender norms
through communication. It includes digital and grassroots
campaigns that have spurred social change in India (Butler,
1997; Ahmed, 2017; Banet-Weiser, 2018).

Chapter 11: Family, Community, and Gender Socialization
investigates how family and community environments shape
gendered communication from childhood onward, with
insights into Indian cultural practices and evolving norms
(Chodorow, 1978; Bhattacharyya, 2011; Srinivas, 2002).

Chapter 12: Practical Applications, Case Studies, and
Future Directions brings together core learnings with real-
world examples from India and beyond. It highlights
emerging trends in digital communication and artificial
intelligence, and offers strategies for fostering inclusive
dialogue across contexts (Castells, 2012; Nakamura, 2014).

Together, these chapters provide a multi-dimensional,
culturally grounded exploration of gender and
communication, equipping readers to understand, analyze,
and transform gendered communication practices in diverse
settings.
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1.10 A Note on Terminology and Approach

Understanding and discussing gender and communication
requires deliberate attention to the language we use and the
conceptual frameworks we apply. This book consciously
adopts an inclusive and non-binary approach to gender,
reflecting contemporary scholarship that challenges the
traditional binary view of gender as merely “male” or
“female.” Gender is not a fixed, biologically determined
category but a complex and fluid spectrum encompassing a
wide range of identities, expressions, and experiences
(Butler, 1990; Richards, Bouman, & Barker, 2016).
Recognizing this spectrum is crucial for an authentic
understanding of communication as it relates to gender
because communication practices often differ not only
between men and women but also among non-binary,
transgender, and other gender-diverse individuals.

In using inclusive language, this book strives to avoid
reinforcing exclusionary or essentialist views of gender.
Terminology is selected carefully to affirm all identities,
avoiding assumptions based on binary gender norms. For
example, gender-neutral pronouns such as “they/them” are
employed alongside “he/him” and “she/her” where
appropriate, reflecting the diverse ways individuals self-
identify (Spade, 2015). This inclusive linguistic practice is
aligned with the growing recognition in both academic and
social spheres that language shapes reality and has the power
to either marginalize or empower (Salamon, 2010).

Beyond terminology, this book maintains an empathetic and
evidence-based approach to  exploring gendered
communication. It integrates insights from feminist theory,
queer studies, intersectionality, and cultural communication
studies to examine how communication both constructs and
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challenges gender norms. Empathy is essential because
gender experiences are deeply personal and shaped by social
contexts that include power relations and systemic
inequalities. This approach encourages readers to engage
critically and  compassionately, fostering  greater
understanding and dialogue across differences (hooks, 2000;
Crenshaw, 1991).

A foundational element of this approach is
intersectionality—the understanding that gender cannot be
separated from other social identities such as caste, class,
ethnicity, religion, disability, and geographical location. This
perspective is particularly relevant to the Indian socio-
cultural context, where these identities intertwine in complex
ways to influence communication practices and experiences
(Crenshaw, 1991; Kapur, 2018). For example, the
communication styles and challenges faced by a Dalit
transgender woman in rural India differ significantly from
those of an urban, middle-class cisgender man. By
foregrounding intersectionality, the book aims to avoid
universalizing experiences and instead highlight diversity
within gendered communication.

In summary, this section emphasizes that the language and
frameworks used throughout this book are carefully chosen
to reflect the fluid, multifaceted nature of gender. The
respectful, inclusive, and evidence-informed approach seeks
to empower readers to critically engage with gender and
communication in ways that recognize diversity, challenge
stereotypes, and promote social justice.

1.11 Conclusion: Towards Inclusive Dialogue

In conclusion, understanding the intricate relationship
between gender and communication is not only academically
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imperative but also socially transformative. Communication
serves as both a mirror and a mechanism through which
gender identities, norms, and power relations are
constructed, maintained, and contested. Recognizing that
communication is never neutral but deeply gendered allows
us to critically examine how everyday interactions reproduce
or resist inequality (Tannen, 1990; West & Zimmerman,
1987).

This chapter has laid the groundwork for appreciating the
complexity of gendered communication by introducing key
concepts, historical trajectories, and the necessity of
adopting an inclusive, intersectional lens. It emphasizes that
gender must be understood as a fluid spectrum influenced by
diverse socio-cultural factors such as caste, class, ethnicity,
and disability, especially within the rich context of India’s
pluralistic society (Crenshaw, 1991; Kapur, 2018).

Moving forward, this book advocates for a more inclusive,
reflective, and  transformative  engagement  with
communication. Such an approach encourages individuals—
whether students, educators, researchers, or professionals—
to challenge entrenched gender biases and open spaces for
dialogue that honors diversity and promotes equity. The goal
is not merely to study communication as it is but to use
communication as a powerful tool for social change that
dismantles exclusion and fosters mutual understanding
(hooks, 2000; Martin & Nakayama, 2018).

Ultimately, embracing inclusive dialogue requires ongoing
critical reflection on our own communicative practices and a
commitment to amplifying marginalized voices. By doing
so, we move closer to a society where communication
contributes to justice and dignity for all genders.
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CHAPTER 2:

Understanding Gender and
Communication

2.1 Introduction

The intersection of gender and communication forms a
critical axis in understanding the dynamics of human
interaction, identity formation, and social power structures.
In contemporary scholarship, it is increasingly recognized
that communication is not merely the neutral transmission of
messages but a deeply embedded cultural practice that both
reflects and shapes gendered identities (Cameron, 2005;
Tannen, 1990). Thus, exploring gender without examining
communication—or vice versa—offers an incomplete and
potentially misleading picture of social reality.

Communication, in all its verbal and non-verbal forms, is
profoundly influenced by gender norms that are themselves
socially constructed and historically contingent. From the
pitch of a voice to patterns of interruption in meetings, from
the use of honorifics in Indian languages to body posture in
everyday conversations, communicative behaviors often
reproduce gender hierarchies (Lakoff, 1975; Hall, 1984). For
instance, research shows that men are more likely to interrupt
in mixed-gender conversations, while women tend to use
politer and accommodating language forms—patterns that
are often culturally reinforced and normalized (Zimmerman
& West, 1975).
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In the Indian context, gendered communication is further
inflected by layered identities such as caste, class, religion,
and region. A Dalit woman from a rural background may
experience communication constraints not just because of
gender but due to intersecting systems of oppression that
dictate who gets to speak, who is heard, and in what contexts.
This calls for a situated understanding of gender and
communication that is sensitive to India’s diverse socio-
cultural fabric (Guru, 2000; Rege, 2003).

Moreover, the socialization of gendered communication
begins early. Indian children are often taught distinct ways
of speaking, expressing emotions, or addressing authority
figures based on their assigned gender. Boys may be
encouraged to be assertive and restrained in emotional
expression, while girls are often praised for being polite,
soft-spoken, and nurturing (Kakar, 1981). These early scripts
become deeply internalized and play out across educational,
familial, and professional settings.

It is also important to recognize that communication is not
only a mirror of gender norms but a tool through which
individuals perform, negotiate, and sometimes resist
gendered expectations. As Judith Butler (1990) famously
argued, gender is not something one is, but something one
does—a  performance enacted through repeated
communicative acts. Thus, understanding gendered
communication requires attention to how people use
language, gesture, and silence not only to conform but also
to challenge and subvert dominant narratives.

This chapter lays the foundation for such an understanding.
It begins by unpacking key concepts related to gender and
communication, examines their historical and theoretical
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trajectories, and explores how these concepts play out in
different Indian contexts. Through a blend of global
scholarship and local realities, the chapter invites readers to
critically engage with the ways in which communication
constructs, reinforces, and sometimes dismantles gendered
meanings in our everyday lives.

2.2 Basic Concepts of Gender and Communication

To understand gender and communication meaningfully, it
is essential to begin with a clear articulation of foundational
concepts. Terms such as gender, sex, gender identity, gender
expression, and communication are frequently used
interchangeably, yet they hold distinct meanings with far-
reaching implications. A lack of conceptual clarity can
reinforce stereotypes, misinform discourse, and obstruct
inclusive practices in both academic and social contexts.

Gender vs. Sex

Sex typically refers to the biological and physiological
characteristics that define humans as male, female, or
intersex, such as chromosomes, hormonal profiles, and
reproductive organs. Gender, on the other hand, is a social
construct encompassing roles, behaviors, expectations, and
identities associated with being male, female, or non-binary
in a given society (West & Zimmerman, 1987). While sex is
often assigned at birth, gender is learned, performed, and
constantly =~ negotiated  through  interaction  and
communication.

In India, the conflation of gender and sex has historically
contributed to rigid binary roles, often reinforced through
religious, legal, and familial institutions. However,
indigenous South Asian cultures have long recognized
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gender diversity. The hijra community, for example, has
occupied a distinct socio-religious space that defies Western
gender binaries (Reddy, 2005). Despite this, mainstream
discourses  frequently —marginalize non-binary and
transgender experiences, underscoring the importance of
distinguishing gender from biological sex in both
scholarship and policy.

Gender Identity and Gender Expression

Gender identity refers to an individual’s deeply felt internal
experience of gender, which may or may not align with the
sex assigned at birth. Gender expression, meanwhile,
involves the external manifestation of gender through
clothing, hairstyle, voice, and behavior. Both identity and
expression are shaped by cultural expectations and personal
agency.

In the Indian context, expressions of gender are closely
policed, especially among youth. For instance, girls who
dress “masculinely” or boys who exhibit “feminine”
behavior often face social ostracization, bullying, or even
corrective violence (Narrain & Chandran, 2015). These
punitive  mechanisms  function through everyday
communication—comments, jokes, and silences—that
convey what is socially acceptable and what is not.

Communication as a Gendered Practice

Communication is not only a medium through which gender
is expressed but also a mechanism by which gender is
constructed. As Tannen (1990) famously argued, men and
women often develop different conversational styles due to
distinct socialization processes. However, it is critical to
avoid essentializing gender differences in speech.
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Contemporary scholars emphasize that communication
styles are fluid and influenced by multiple factors, including
context, power relations, and cultural norms.

In India, gendered communication practices are deeply
embedded in socialization from an early age. For instance,
girls are often taught to speak softly and deferentially, while
boys are encouraged to be outspoken and assertive
(Mukhopadhyay & Seymour, 1994). These patterns persist
into adulthood and manifest in family dynamics, classrooms,
workplaces, and political arenas.

Gender Performativity and Gendered Communication

Judith Butler’s (1990) concept of gender performativity
posits that gender is not a stable identity but an ongoing
performance constituted through repeated acts, gestures, and
language. Communication becomes central to this
performance. Whether through verbal assertions, silence,
body language, or digital expression, individuals enact their
gender identities in ways that conform to, resist, or subvert
societal norms.

In this sense, gendered communication is not simply about
“how men and women speak differently” but about how
communication sustains or disrupts the power structures that
define gender roles. This approach demands that we look
beyond superficial traits to understand the systemic and
symbolic dimensions of language, representation, and
interaction.

30



2.3 Historical Context and Evolution of Gender
Communication Studies

The academic exploration of gender and communication has
evolved from descriptive accounts of gender differences to
complex analyses informed by critical, intersectional, and
post-structural frameworks. This progression not only
mirrors shifts in academic paradigms but also reflects the
growing recognition of lived experiences and systemic
structures that shape how individuals express and interpret
gendered communication.

Early Research and the Gender Binary

Initial research, particularly in Western contexts, focused on
identifying dichotomies in male and female speech. Robin
Lakoff’s (1975) Language and Woman's Place described
how women’s speech patterns—such as using hedges (“sort
of”), tag questions (“’You know?”), and a higher frequency
of polite forms—were socialized responses to male-
dominated linguistic spaces. These observations, though
influential, were critiqued for reinforcing stereotypes.

Ilustration: In a classroom discussion in a co-ed English-
medium school in Delhi, a teacher observes that girls often
preface responses with “I may be wrong, but...” while boys
state opinions directly. Such verbal softening reflects
Lakoff’s claim and invites inquiry into classroom
socialization of gender norms.

Deborah Tannen’s (1990) work further cemented the binary
model by framing gendered communication as ‘“‘cross-
cultural,” implying that men and women inherently belong
to different linguistic communities. While accessible and
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popular, this approach downplayed the influence of power,
context, and intersectional identities.

Feminist Critiques and Theoretical Shifts

Second-wave feminism in the 1980s and 1990s introduced
more critical lenses to the study of language and gender.
Judith Butler’s (1990) concept of gender performativity
argued that gender is not a static identity but a continuous
series of performative acts reinforced through
communication. Feminist linguists like Deborah Cameron
(1992) challenged the idea of “women’s language” as
biologically determined, emphasizing that language is a site
where power relations are negotiated.

Ilustration: In Kerala, during a women’s rights campaign
in the 1990s, protest slogans such as “Sthreepaksham,
sammathi alla—samasya aanu!” (“Being in favor of women
is not a consensus, it's a problem!”) flipped the dominant
male-centric  rhetoric. Here, language becomes a
performative act that resists patriarchal norms and asserts
feminist agency.

Development of Gender Communication Studies in India

In India, gender and communication studies emerged
through a distinct pathway rooted in activism and
postcolonial critique. Feminist research in the 1980s—
galvanized by the Towards Equality report (Government of
India, 1974)—highlighted how caste, class, and religion
interwove with gender to shape voice and visibility.

Unlike Western scholarship, Indian feminist research has
been particularly attentive to silences and non-verbal
communication—often = shaped by  socio-cultural
hierarchies.
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Ilustration: In rural Rajasthan, anthropologist Veena Das
observed how upper-caste women practiced ghoonghat
(veiling) and avoided eye contact or loud speech in mixed
company. This mode of communication—marked by silence
and body language—is not merely cultural but deeply
gendered, signifying modesty, compliance, and caste-gender
propriety (Das, 1995).

The scholarship also expanded to explore how women's
participation in local governance (e.g., panchayats) shifted
communicative norms. The 73rd Constitutional Amendment
led to increased representation of women in rural decision-
making bodies. However, many sarpanches (village heads)
initially served as proxies for male relatives, showing how
structural change alone doesn't guarantee communicative
empowerment (Rai, 2009).

Transgender and Non-Binary Inclusions

The landmark NALSA v. Union of India judgment (2014)
legally recognized the rights of transgender individuals and
affirmed their self-determined identities. This created space
for academic and policy-level explorations into the
communicative practices of India’s hijra, kothi, and
transmasculine communities.

Illustration: In Kolkata, a transgender rights NGO trains
community members in assertive public speaking to engage
with municipal authorities. One participant, Maya, shared
how reclaiming pronouns and resisting ridicule during public
meetings redefined her relationship with language. “Earlier,
I used to speak softly. Now, I speak like I belong,” she noted.
Such narratives exemplify how communication becomes a
tool of visibility, resistance, and affirmation.
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Intersectionality in Gendered Communication

Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1989) theory of intersectionality has
significantly = shaped the discourse on gendered
communication by emphasizing how race, class, caste,
disability, and other identities mediate communication.

Hlustration: Consider a Dalit woman labor organizer in
Tamil Nadu who confronts a male employer. Her speech—
assertive and direct—may be dismissed as “aggressive” due
to caste and gender biases, whereas similar speech from an
upper-caste man may be interpreted as “leadership.” This
discrepancy highlights the embedded nature of social capital
in communicative interpretation (Rege, 1998).

Furthermore, regional languages encode gender differently.
While Hindi strictly genders nouns and pronouns (wo
gaya/gayi), Bengali and Tamil have relatively neutral
linguistic structures. However, sociolinguistic expectations
often override linguistic flexibility—thus, a Tamil-speaking
trans person may still face social stigma for using gender-
ambiguous forms, despite the language itself being
grammatically inclusive.

2.4 Communication Styles: Masculine, Feminine,
and Beyond

Communication styles are often perceived through the lens
of gendered expectations. Traditionally, communication has
been categorized as either “masculine” or ‘“feminine,”
reflecting culturally constructed norms rather than biological
imperatives. This binary approach, while still influential, is
increasingly challenged by scholars and practitioners who
recognize the complexity and fluidity of gendered expression
in communication.
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Traditional Frameworks: Masculine and Feminine
Styles

Research in the 1970s and 1980s laid the groundwork for
distinguishing  so-called masculine and feminine
communication styles. Deborah Tannen’s influential work,
You Just Don’t Understand: Women and Men in
Conversation (1990), proposed that men tend to use “report
talk,” which emphasizes status, control, and problem-
solving, while women often use “rapport talk,” which
focuses on empathy, relational bonding, and emotional
nuance. Tannen's findings sparked widespread public
interest and academic debate, and while some critics argue
that her dichotomy risks essentialism, her work remains a
foundational point of reference.

Masculine styles of communication are typically
characterized by:

¢ Directness and assertiveness
e Competitive and instrumental language
e Task-oriented focus
e Minimal emotional expressiveness
In contrast, feminine styles are often associated with:
e Indirectness and politeness
e Relational and empathetic language
¢ Collaborative discourse
e Greater use of qualifiers, tag questions, and hedges

However, these distinctions are not universal or immutable.
They are culturally produced and reinforced through
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socialization processes, as scholars like Julia Wood (2009)
emphasize. She argues that while some differences may
appear in communication patterns between men and women,
these patterns are not fixed but shaped by gender norms and
roles prescribed by society.

Beyond the Binary: Expanding Gendered
Communication Paradigms

The rise of queer theory, intersectional feminism, and
transgender studies has brought to light the limitations of
binary thinking in communication. Gender non-conforming,
non-binary, and transgender individuals often navigate and
perform communication styles that defy traditional
masculine-feminine boundaries.

For example, a non-binary person may consciously blend
directness with emotional expression, drawing from both
stereotypically  “masculine” and “feminine” styles
depending on context and audience. This fluidity challenges
the notion that communication styles can or should be
categorized rigidly by gender (Johnson, 2015; Meyers,
2021).

Illustration:

Consider the case of Anish, a genderqueer educator in Delhi
who deliberately shifts their communication tone depending
on context. In staff meetings, they adopt a direct and concise
mode to assert authority. In classroom interactions, however,
they emphasize listening and emotional attunement,
fostering a participatory learning environment. Anish's style
exemplifies a hybrid communication practice that transcends
binary expectations and illustrates communicative
adaptability in a gender-diverse world.
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Cultural Influences on Gendered Communication in
India

Indian society, with its deep-rooted patriarchal structures,
has long enforced gendered communication roles. Women
are often expected to be submissive, soft-spoken, and
deferential, while men are encouraged to be assertive and
authoritative (Chakravarti, 2003). These norms manifest in
familial settings, classrooms, religious spaces, and
workplaces.

However, these patterns are not static. Increasing
urbanization, educational access, and the influence of global
discourses on gender are slowly shifting communicative
expectations. In some tribal and matrilineal societies of
Northeast India, for example, women may exhibit more
assertive communication than in mainstream patriarchal
settings (Baruah, 2010). This demonstrates how social
structures influence gendered communication in culturally
specific ways.

Illustration:

In a 2022 field study conducted among Khasi communities
in Meghalaya, researchers found that women's public
speaking roles were not stigmatized, unlike in many northern
Indian contexts. Their communicative authority stemmed
not just from gender but from matrilineal lineage and
community position (Roy & Dutta, 2022). This contrasts
with traditional Hindi-speaking belt regions where women’s
voices are still marginalized in panchayat discussions despite
legal representation quotas.
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Power, Performance, and Fluidity

Judith Butler’s (1990) theory of gender performativity has
deeply influenced understandings of communication.
According to Butler, gender is not something one is, but
something one does — a series of repeated acts and
expressions that produce the illusion of a stable identity.
Communication becomes one of the principal ways in which
gender is “performed.”

This perspective helps explain why individuals may switch
communication styles depending on social expectations,
power dynamics, or strategic needs. For instance, a woman
leader in a corporate setting might adopt a more assertive
communication style to be perceived as competent, while
softening her tone in familial conversations. Similarly, a
queer activist might use confrontational rhetoric during
protests but engage in empathetic storytelling in community
circles. These choices reflect agency within structural
constraints and reveal how communication is deeply
intertwined with identity negotiation.

2.5 Gender Roles and Communication in Various
Contexts

Gender roles significantly shape communication across
social contexts such as family, education, workplace, and
media. These roles are socially constructed and culturally
embedded, influencing interaction norms, power relations,
and identity expression. In India’s diverse society,
intersectionality—including caste, class, and sexuality—
compounds these dynamics, impacting how individuals
communicate and are heard (Eagly & Wood, 2016).
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Understanding these layered patterns is crucial for fostering
inclusive dialogue.

Family and Early Childhood

The family is the first site where gender roles are
communicated and enacted, often through parenting styles,
storytelling, and moral instruction. Indian families
commonly reinforce traditional gender norms: boys are
socialized to be assertive and independent, while girls are
encouraged toward nurturing and compliance (Chaudhary &
Gupta, 2020). Storytelling, a vital cultural practice,
perpetuates these norms via mythological and folk
narratives—such as tales from the Ramayana and
Mahabharata—which valorize masculine heroism and
feminine sacrifice, shaping early gender identity and
communicative behavior (Narayan, 1997).

However, for LGBTQ+ individuals, family communication
can be fraught with invisibility and silence. Non-normative
gender identities often clash with dominant heteronormative
expectations, leading to concealment or conflict (Singh &
Gupta, 2021). Traditional stories rarely include queer
perspectives, limiting affirmation for gender-diverse
children. Nevertheless, some Indian families are beginning
to embrace inclusive storytelling, using children’s books and
narratives that celebrate gender diversity, thereby fostering
more open and affirming communication (Kumar, 2019).
Parental support in these contexts significantly influences
LGBTQ+ youths’ self-expression and mental well-being.

Education

Gender roles profoundly influence communication in Indian
educational settings, where teacher expectations and
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classroom behavior often reproduce gender disparities.
Research shows teachers tend to call on boys more, expect
higher achievement from them in STEM subjects, and
tolerate more assertive or disruptive behavior, while girls are
praised for neatness and compliance (Kumar & Shukla,
2018). Such differential treatment shapes participation
norms: girls may hesitate to voice opinions or challenge
ideas due to socialization toward modesty, whereas boys are
encouraged to be assertive and dominant communicators
(Nambissan, 2017).

For LGBTQ+ and gender non-conforming students, these
challenges intensify. Many face bullying, exclusion, or
erasure, which undermines their ability to engage
confidently in classroom discourse (Chakraborty, 2020).
Heteronormative curricula and teacher biases further silence
queer voices, often through misgendering or ignoring non-
binary identities. In response, some Indian schools and
universities are adopting queer-inclusive curricula and
sensitization programs aimed at creating safer, more
inclusive communication environments. Such initiatives
help normalize diverse gender expressions and encourage
respectful dialogue, fostering educational equity.

Workplace

Communication styles tied to gender roles affect leadership
and workplace interactions in India. Women leaders navigate
a “double bind” where assertiveness—typically rewarded in
leadership—is often negatively perceived when expressed
by women, who are expected to communicate with empathy
and collaboration (Vadera, 2018). These conflicting
expectations require women to strategically balance
communication styles to be heard and respected.
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LGBTQ+ employees and marginalized caste groups face
compounded challenges. They often experience exclusion
from informal networks, microaggressions, and pressure to
conceal identities to conform to dominant norms, limiting
authentic communication (Rao, 2020). Intersectional factors
such as caste, class, and regional identity further complicate
these dynamics, affecting whose voices are valued and
amplified in the workplace (Rao & Sinha, 2022).

Legal progress, such as the decriminalization of Section 377
in 2018, has created a more enabling environment for
LGBTQ+ expression, yet workplace cultures lag behind
(Singh & Kundu, 2022). Some Indian companies have
introduced LGBTQ+-friendly policies, affinity groups, and
communication training to promote inclusion, but resistance
rooted in societal attitudes remains a barrier. Organizational
change towards valuing diverse communication styles and
identities is essential to fostering truly inclusive workplaces.

Media

Indian cinema, television, and digital media have historically
shaped and reflected dominant gender norms, often
portraying men as authoritative and emotionally reserved
heroes, and women as passive or ornamental figures (Dwyer,
2006). LGBTQ+ representations were largely absent or
stigmatized until recent decades, when films like Fire (1996)
and Ek Ladki Ko Dekha Toh Aisa Laga (2019) began
portraying queer identities more empathetically, contributing
to shifting cultural perceptions (Gokulsing & Dissanayake,
2013).

Digital and social media platforms serve as vital spaces
where Indian LGBTQ+ individuals create counter-narratives
and communities that challenge mainstream gender norms
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(Thomas, 2021). Through Instagram, YouTube, Twitter, and
queer web series, marginalized voices articulate diverse
gender identities and experiences, fostering dialogue outside
traditional media gatekeeping. These platforms also reveal
gendered communication styles—women and queer users
often employ more emotive language and expressive
symbols, contrasting with dominant masculine styles
(Srinivasan & D’Cruz, 2020). However, online harassment
remains a significant risk, highlighting ongoing struggles for
safe, inclusive communication.

2.6 Case Studies from India

India’s vast cultural, linguistic, and social diversity offers a
unique lens through which to examine gender roles and
communication. The intersection of tradition and modernity,
regional variations, and social hierarchies results in complex
gendered communication patterns that differ markedly
across urban and rural spaces, languages, political arenas,
workplaces, and LGBTQ+ communities. The following case
studies illustrate these dynamics with real-life examples
grounded in contemporary research and documented
incidents.

Urban vs. Rural Communication Practices

In rural parts of India, communication patterns among
women often reflect deeply entrenched patriarchal norms
that limit their vocal participation in public and informal
settings. For instance, ethnographic studies from rural
Rajasthan reveal that women typically employ indirect,
deferential speech, frequent use of honorifics, and avoid eye
contact when interacting with men, reflecting local customs
that prioritize male authority (Sangwan, 2018; Singh, 2017).
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In village councils (panchayats), women’s voices are largely
mediated through male relatives, reinforcing social
silencing.

In contrast, urban contexts provide a more enabling
environment for women’s assertive communication. The
2012 Delhi gang-rape protests demonstrated urban women
reclaiming public space through vocal activism and effective
use of social media platforms like Twitter and Facebook to
organize and amplify their demands for justice and safety
(Kumar, 2015). Grassroots organizations such as the 4sha
Mahila Sangh in Mumbai have empowered women to
engage confidently in municipal meetings, breaking
traditional norms of silence and paving the way for
community advocacy (Desai, 2019).

Language and Dialect: Gendered Speech in Regional
Contexts

Linguistic diversity in India offers rich insight into gendered
communication. In Tamil Nadu, women’s speech often
involves softened tones, polite verb forms, and indirect
requests, a pattern consistent across rural and urban Tamil-
speaking communities (Baskaran & Rajan, 2017). Former
Chief Minister J. Jayalalithaa’s public rhetoric balanced
traditional feminine modesty with assertive political
messaging, challenging stereotypes that equate feminine
speech with weakness (Sundar, 2018).

In Bengal, women’s everyday speech is marked by
politeness strategies, softened intonation, and the use of
diminutives, which reinforce gendered social hierarchies
within familial and social contexts (Mukherjee, 2020).
Meanwhile, male politicians such as Buddhadeb
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Bhattacharjee contrast this with more direct and
commanding language styles.

Further, Telugu folk artists known as Burrakathas employ
gendered narrative forms that combine humor and moral
critique, serving as cultural sites where traditional gender
roles are both reinforced and contested (Rao, 2018). These
art forms demonstrate the subtle ways in which gender
dynamics are negotiated through performance and language.

Real-life Incidents Reflecting Gendered Communication
Political Communication and Gender Norms

Sushma Swaraj, former Minister of External Affairs,
exemplified a communication style that combined empathy
with clarity and directness, often using social media to reach
citizens directly. Her use of Twitter during crises, such as the
2016 ‘Bring Back Our Girls’ campaign, highlighted
gendered expectations of emotional expression in Indian
politics, as she balanced firmness with approachability—a
contrast to more traditional, masculine rhetorical styles
(Narayan, 2017).

Conversely, Smriti Irani’s 2019 electoral campaign faced
media criticism framing her combative debate style as
“unfeminine,” underscoring persistent gender biases in
political communication (Rao, 2019). Such examples reveal
the double bind women leaders navigate between
assertiveness and societal expectations of feminine
comportment.

Workplace Communication and the #MeToo Movement

The #MeToo movement in India marked a pivotal moment
in challenging workplace silence around sexual harassment.
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Journalist Priya Ramani’s public testimony against a senior
politician broke decades of euphemistic and indirect
communication about harassment, shifting workplace
discourse towards more direct and empowered speech (Joshi,
2020). This movement, amplified by social media,
encouraged many women across industries to publicly share
their experiences, fundamentally altering norms around
gendered communication in professional settings (Mehta,
2020).

Transgender and Non-Binary Communication and
Activism

The communicative practices of India’s transgender and
non-binary communities illuminate another dimension of
gendered speech. Hijra activists, such as Laxmi Narayan
Tripathi, use performative storytelling and public speaking
to assert identity and challenge societal stigmas. Tripathi’s
widely viewed 2014 TEDx talk combined humor and
personal narrative to educate audiences about hijra
experiences and rights, exemplifying how speech can be a
tool for empowerment and social change (Tripathi, 2014).

Furthermore, the 2014 Supreme Court judgment in NALSA
vs. Union of India formally recognized transgender rights
and acknowledged the importance of inclusive, non-binary
language in official discourse (Supreme Court of India,
2014). Contemporary queer media, such as the podcast The
Lit Pickers, employs conversational and inclusive speech
styles, normalizing gender diversity and fostering
community among LGBTQ+ listeners (Mehta, 2022).

Therefore, the case studies from India vividly illustrate how
gender roles profoundly shape communication across
diverse social and cultural contexts. From the subtle
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variations in language use across rural and urban settings to
the public rhetoric of women leaders navigating complex
gender expectations, communication practices both reflect
and reinforce societal norms. The experiences of
marginalized groups, including women from marginalized
castes and the LGBTQ+ community, reveal ongoing
struggles to claim voice and visibility in traditionally
exclusionary spaces. Moreover, the transformative potential
of digital media and grassroots activism highlights emerging
pathways toward more inclusive and equitable
communication. Together, these examples underscore the
importance of understanding gendered communication as a
dynamic, context-dependent phenomenon—one that
continues to evolve alongside India’s social fabric and
cultural diversity. This nuanced perspective lays the
groundwork for deeper exploration of intersectionality and
the strategies that foster inclusive dialogue across gender
divides.

2.7 Challenges in Studying Gender and
Communication

The exploration of gender and communication, particularly
in a diverse and stratified society like India, is fraught with
layered challenges that researchers must confront
thoughtfully. These range from conceptual and ethical
dilemmas to linguistic and methodological complexities.
The need to balance academic inquiry with cultural
sensitivity and social justice is especially acute when
engaging with marginalized gender identities and non-
dominant linguistic communities. This section critically
examines these challenges and illustrates them through real-
life Indian contexts.
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e Navigating Stereotypes, Essentialism, and
Generalizations

A common pitfall in gender communication studies is the
reinforcement of stereotypical binaries—depicting men as
assertive and rational, and women as emotional and
nurturing (Tannen, 1990). Such essentialist views not only
ignore the influence of cultural, socioeconomic, and
situational factors but also obscure the spectrum of gender
identities and expressions.

Illustration:

In India, generalizations based on gender often collapse
under the weight of intersectional realities. For example,
tribal women from Odisha or Chhattisgarh, such as the
Dongria Kondh community, often engage in direct and
assertive communication, especially in matters related to
land rights and forest governance. Their communicative
agency challenges conventional notions of feminine
passivity (Agarwal, 2010). Similarly, women sarpanches
(village heads) in Rajasthan have been observed to use a
combination of authoritative and relational communication
styles—adapting to gendered expectations while asserting
leadership (Jayal, 2006).

Such examples call for a more contextual and nuanced
understanding of communication that resists flattening
diversity into fixed categories.

o Ethical Issues and Sensitivity in Researching
Marginalized Gender Identities

Engaging with LGBTQ+ individuals, hijra communities, or
gender non-conforming persons demands ethical reflexivity.
Researchers must go beyond institutional protocols and
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focus on building trust, obtaining informed consent, and co-
creating knowledge that respects the lived realities of
participants.

Illustration:

A 2018 ethnographic study by Meena Gopal and colleagues
on the Aravani (Tamil Nadu's transgender community)
highlighted how research participants often felt exploited by
journalists and academics who misrepresented their
narratives or used sensationalist language (Gopal, 2018).
One Aravani activist stated, “They listen to our pain, write it
in English, and we are left to struggle in Tamil streets.”

This illustrates the critical need for participatory research
methods where subjects become collaborators, not just data
sources. Ethical gender research must amplify voices rather
than appropriate them.

e Accounting for India’s Linguistic and Cultural
Diversity

India's linguistic diversity shapes not only what is
communicated but how gendered norms are embedded in
language. From honorifics to speech registers, linguistic
features often reinforce or challenge gender roles.

Illustration:

In Hindi, the masculine form is often considered the 'default'
in formal speech and writing, subtly marginalizing feminine
and non-binary expressions (Pattanayak, 2003). For
instance, official announcements like “Adhyaksh bol rahe
hain” (The chairman is speaking) use masculine grammar
even when the speaker is female. In contrast, some tribal
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languages such as Gondi are less rigidly gendered, offering
linguistic spaces that accommodate diverse identities.

Furthermore, in Bengali folk theatre forms like Jatra, female
roles are frequently enacted by male performers. This
dramatization both reflects and critiques gender constructs,
offering researchers a complex terrain to interpret gendered
speech and performance (Banerjee, 2012).

e Dominance of English-Language Scholarship vs.
Lived Regional Experiences

The epistemological dominance of English in academic
discourse often marginalizes vernacular knowledge systems
and local communicative practices. While much of India’s
feminist and queer scholarship is rooted in English, it often
fails to capture the lived realities expressed through regional
idioms, folk narratives, and cultural metaphors.

Illustration:

The MeToo movement in India offers a telling example.
While urban English-speaking women from Bollywood and
journalism industries received significant visibility, similar
testimonies by garment factory workers in Tamil Nadu—
shared via regional news outlets and union meetings—were
largely overlooked (Kumar, 2021). Activist groups like the
Tamil Nadu Textile and Common Labour Union (TTCU)
have documented how harassment is communicated and
contested in Tamil, with expressions and idioms that have no
direct English equivalent.

This reveals the urgent need for multilingual scholarship and
translation to ensure inclusivity across class, caste, and
regional lines.
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The study of gender and communication in India must
contend with layers of complexity—social, cultural,
linguistic, and ethical. Essentialist assumptions must be
actively deconstructed to embrace a more intersectional and
context-aware perspective. Research with marginalized
gender identities demands a participatory, ethically sensitive
approach that centers the agency and voice of communities.
Furthermore, embracing linguistic diversity and regional
communicative traditions is not merely a methodological
challenge but a decolonial imperative. Moving beyond the
confines of English-language academia toward a pluralistic
model of inquiry is vital for crafting scholarship that is both
inclusive and transformative.

2.8 Evolving Discourses and Future Directions in Gender
and Communication

The study of gender and communication is no longer
confined to binaries or traditional social structures. It is
undergoing a significant transformation driven by shifting
socio-political climates, technological advancements, and
increased recognition of intersectionality. This section maps
the emerging discourses and proposes directions for future
research, pedagogy, and practice—particularly within the
Indian context.

e From Binaries to Spectrums: Reimagining
Gender Identity

Historically, gender communication studies operated within
a binary model—man versus woman, masculine versus
feminine. However, contemporary frameworks emphasize
fluidity and multiplicity (Butler, 2004; Connell, 2005). In
India, legal recognition of the third gender (NLSA v. Union
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of India, 2014) has opened up new discursive spaces, but
social recognition still lags behind.

Illustration:

The rise of non-binary digital influencers like Dutee Divakar
and Trinetra Haldar Gummaraju has expanded the
vocabulary and visibility around gender-fluid expression in
India. Their vlogs, Instagram posts, and interviews challenge
traditional communication norms and foster inclusive
discourse in both English and regional languages.

o Digital Feminism and Hashtag Activism

Digital platforms have become powerful tools for gender
advocacy and communicative transformation. From the
#MeToolndia movement to Dalit Women Fight, social media
offers spaces where marginalized voices contest dominant
narratives, despite frequent backlash.

Illustration:

The viral Instagram page Kravya's Feminist Dictionary uses
humour, Indian memes, and pop culture to redefine sexist
expressions in both Hindi and English. This signals a shift in
how younger generations engage with gender through
participatory and multimodal communication (Banet-
Weiser, 2018).

However, online spaces are also sites of misogyny,
transphobia, and casteism, requiring critical digital literacy
and algorithmic accountability (Udupa, 2021).

o Intersectionality as Method and Mindset

Building on Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1989) work,
intersectionality now serves as a foundational tool in gender
communication studies. In India, it requires examining how
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caste, class, religion, and region intersect with gender to
shape communicative norms and exclusions.

Illustration:

Adivasi activist Dayamani Barla’s speeches in tribal dialects
of Jharkhand underscore how indigenous modes of
storytelling and resistance challenge both gender and
linguistic marginalization. Her work exemplifies a
communication praxis that is rooted in lived experience, not
academic jargon.

In classrooms, however, intersectionality is often treated as
an abstract concept rather than an applied lens. Future
pedagogies must incorporate intersectional storytelling, oral
histories, and multilingual case studies to ensure inclusivity.

¢ Queering Communication Studies

There is a growing imperative to “queer” the field of
communication—that is, to destabilize normative
assumptions around language, space, time, and relationality
(Yep, 2003). In India, queer communities are developing
alternative communicative practices, from codeswitching
and camp humour to symbolic gestures like the rainbow tika
or slogans like “Love is Not a Crime” used in pride marches.

Illustration:

In Bangalore’s Queer Literature Festival (2022), sessions on
“Writing in Vernacular Tongues” revealed how queer poets
subvert conventional syntax and gender pronouns in Tamil
and Marathi to articulate non-normative identities. Such
forums suggest that communication must also be studied as
embodied, poetic, and political.

e Policy, Pedagogy, and Praxis
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Finally, there is a need to translate research into institutional
reform. Gender-sensitive communication policies must be
embedded in educational curricula, HR frameworks,
journalism ethics, and digital platform governance.

Policy Relevance: UGC’s Gender Champions initiative and
the Supreme Court’s Vishakha Guidelines set foundational
norms, but much depends on their effective, localized
implementation.

Pedagogical Need: Textbooks should integrate LGBTQ+
histories, gendered linguistics, and cross-cultural narratives,
not just tokenistic references.

Praxis: Communication professionals, including teachers,
therapists, HR executives, and media practitioners, must
undergo continuous gender-sensitization and intersectional
training.

Conclusion

As this chapter has explored, gender and communication
intersect in deeply layered and dynamic ways. The evolving
discourse—shaped by digital tools, intersectional theory, and
grassroots activism—demands that we move beyond
simplistic binaries and embrace pluralistic paradigms. In the
Indian context, with its linguistic diversity, caste hierarchies,
and postcolonial realities, such an evolution is not merely
academic but essential for social justice and inclusive
dialogue.

Looking forward, the study of gender and communication
must be participatory, multilingual, and rooted in lived
realities. It must also remain adaptable—open to new forms
of expression, resistance, and connection across gender
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identities and communicative contexts. This is not just a
scholarly task but a societal one.

Summary and Reflection

This chapter has traced the evolution of gender and
communication as an interdisciplinary field, beginning with
foundational theoretical frameworks and moving through
diverse social contexts such as family, education, the
workplace, and media. Drawing on feminist, queer,
postcolonial, and intersectional perspectives, we have
examined how gendered communication is not simply a
matter of linguistic difference but a deeply embedded social
practice that reflects and reinforces systems of power,
privilege, and resistance.

A recurring theme has been the complexity and fluidity of
gendered communication. No single definition, theory, or
experience can encapsulate the vast spectrum of identities
and interactions. From early socialization through gendered
storytelling and classroom participation to professional
communication styles and media representation, we see how
communicative behavior is constantly negotiated and
redefined across time, space, and cultural location.

The chapter has also highlighted the importance of context-
sensitive inquiry—particularly within India, where
gendered communication is shaped by caste, class, language,
region, and religion. Case studies from urban and rural India,
including political speeches, the #MeToo movement, and
transgender community narratives, underscore the urgent
need to move beyond essentialist and Anglophone-centric
paradigms.
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Furthermore, the discussion of challenges—such as ethical
dilemmas in research, the dominance of English-language
scholarship, and difficulties in engaging marginalized
gender identities—emphasizes the need for inclusive,
reflexive, and locally rooted research practices.

As we look ahead, it is essential to remember that studying
gender and communication is not just an academic
endeavor—it is a socio-political commitment to equity,
voice, and transformation. The next chapter, Language,
Gender, and Power, will build upon these insights by delving
deeper into how language constructs and contests gendered
power relations in both everyday discourse and institutional
settings.

In sum, this chapter prepares the ground for deeper
engagements by reaffirming that inclusive dialogue is
possible only when we embrace multiplicity, remain
sensitive to lived realities, and commit ourselves to ongoing
learning and unlearning.
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CHAPTER 3:

Language, Gender, and Power

3.1 Introduction: The Power of Language in
Gendered Worlds

Language is a potent social tool that constructs and
negotiates identities, including gender and sexuality. As
Judith Butler (1990) theorizes, gender is performative—
language is not just a medium but a mechanism through
which gender is enacted, reinforced, or disrupted. In this
sense, language is deeply political, embodying power
relations that permeate personal, social, and institutional
domains.

Pierre Bourdieu’s (1991) concept of symbolic power helps
us understand how language functions as a resource that
legitimizes certain voices while silencing others. In India,
this manifests vividly along gender, caste, class, and
sexuality lines. The dominance of English in elite circles, for
instance, grants social capital and authority, often
marginalizing vernacular languages spoken by women,
Dalits, and queer communities.

Gender and Power in Verbal Communication: Indian
Examples

The political arena offers compelling examples where
language reflects and shapes gendered power. Narendra
Modi, India’s Prime Minister, employs a commanding,
assertive oratory style that projects decisiveness and
authority—traits culturally coded as masculine leadership.
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His speeches often emphasize strength and nationalism,
reinforcing hegemonic masculinity (Sharma, 2019).

In contrast, Mamata Banerjee, the Chief Minister of West
Bengal, challenges traditional gendered expectations of
female leaders by adopting a forceful, direct style. However,
media narratives frequently portray her speech as “shrill” or
“emotional,” reflecting gender biases that delegitimize
women’s authority by framing their language as irrational or
excessive (Banerjee, 2020). This demonstrates the double
bind women in power face: assertiveness risks being read as
aggression, while softness is interpreted as weakness.

Family and Social Spheres

Within Indian families, language socializes gender roles
from early childhood. Research by Saxena (2014) notes that
mothers often use mitigated directives with daughters—
phrases like “Please sit quietly” or “Be polite”—which
emphasize compliance and emotional restraint. Sons,
conversely, are frequently encouraged with direct
imperatives like “Speak up!” or “Take charge!” These
linguistic patterns embed normative ideas about femininity
as nurturing and male assertiveness.

The Linguistic Marginalization and Resistance of
LGBTQ+ Communities

For LGBTQ+ individuals in India, language is both a site of
exclusion and a tool of empowerment. The Hijra
community’s use of Hijra Farsi, a coded language blending
Urdu, Hindi, and Persian, operates as a protective vernacular
to communicate internally while evading social stigma (Hall,
1997). This linguistic secrecy empowers the community by
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creating a sense of identity and solidarity in hostile
environments.

Moreover, many transgender and non-binary individuals
engage in code-switching—fluidly moving between
regional languages, English, and community-specific
vernaculars—to navigate public and private spheres. This
linguistic dexterity serves as both survival and resistance,
enabling them to assert their identity selectively depending
on context.

Legal Language and Institutional Recognition

The landmark Supreme Court ruling in NALSA v. Union of
India (2014) marked a paradigm shift in the legal and
institutional language surrounding gender. By officially
recognizing “third gender” status, the judgment compelled
government institutions to revise official documentation and
policies, including the incorporation of non-binary pronouns
and gender markers in forms. This legal recognition not only
reshapes bureaucratic language but also challenges
entrenched binary gender norms embedded in official
discourse.

Digital Spaces as Sites of Linguistic Empowerment

The rise of social media and digital platforms has further
transformed the relationship between language, gender, and
power for India’s LGBTQ+ communities. Online collectives
like Gaysi Family and hashtags such as #QueerHindustan
use Hinglish (a mix of Hindi and English), memes, and
playful linguistic strategies to create inclusive spaces. These
digital dialogues often subvert heteronormative language by
reappropriating slurs, inventing new pronouns, and satirizing

58



gender norms, thereby expanding the linguistic landscape for
queer identities (Chakraborty, 2021).

For example, queer content creators such as PrideCircle use
social media to challenge traditional gender binaries through
spoken word poetry and videos in multiple Indian languages,
empowering younger generations to articulate their identities
in culturally resonant ways.

Language and Intersectionality: The Case of Dalit and
Women Leaders

The intersection of gender, caste, and language is also
crucial. Mayawati, a Dalit woman and former Chief
Minister of Uttar Pradesh, embodies the intersectional
challenges faced by marginalized speakers. Her
straightforward, sometimes blunt, communication style is
often dismissed or derided in mainstream discourse,
illustrating how caste and gender biases intersect to police
women’s language (Jodhka, 2017). Yet, her ability to
mobilize marginalized communities through rhetoric also
demonstrates the power of language as a tool for social
change.

Similarly, activists like Living Smile Vidya, a transgender
writer and performer from Tamil Nadu, use Tamil and
English poetry to expose the violence of linguistic exclusion
and to demand recognition and dignity for transgender lives
(Vidya, 2019). Their work highlights how reclaiming
language is inseparable from reclaiming power and identity.

These examples demonstrate that language is deeply
embedded in power structures that govern gender and
sexuality in India. It serves not only to enforce dominant
norms but also as a crucial means of resistance and identity
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formation. The fluidity of language practices—whether
through political speech, family talk, coded queer languages,
or digital expression—reveals the ongoing negotiation of
gendered power.

As we proceed, we will explore specific verbal
communication styles across genders, analyzing how these
linguistic practices both reflect and challenge the power
dynamics embedded in India’s social fabric.

3.2 Verbal Communication Styles Across Genders

Verbal communication in India is deeply intertwined with
gender norms, identity, and power. Across social contexts,
speech patterns reveal complex negotiations of authority,
resistance, and solidarity shaped by cultural, regional, and
intersectional factors. This section explores male, female,
and LGBTQ+ verbal styles with real-life illustrations from
Indian political discourse and queer activism.

Male Verbal Styles: Authority, Control, and Competitive
Talk

Men’s speech in public and professional arenas often
emphasizes assertiveness and dominance. In the Indian
Parliament, male MPs frequently use direct, commanding
language and interruptions as tools of power. Official Lok
Sabha transcripts from the 2020 budget session document
numerous instances where male MPs cut off speakers mid-
sentence, raising their voices to reassert control:

“Aapka samay ho gaya hai, agla vakta aaye.”
(“Your time is up, next speaker please.””)
— Male MP, Lok Sabha Debates (2020)
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This pattern reflects a competitive verbal style where
loudness and interruptions function as symbolic markers of
authority and control (Rao, 2017).

Female Verbal Styles: Politeness, Indirectness, and
Consensus Building

In contrast, female politicians often employ a more indirect
yet assertive verbal style, utilizing politeness strategies to
negotiate space in male-dominated forums. Mamata
Banerjee’s 2018 parliamentary speech on women’s safety
exemplifies this approach:

“Hum sabko milkar, bina kisi bhed-bhav ke, mahilaon ke
suraksha ko majboot banana hoga. Kya is baat par sab
sahmat hain?”
(“We all must work together, without discrimination, to

strengthen women’s safety. Does everyone agree on this? ")
— Mamata Banerjee, Lok Sabha Debates (2018)

Here, the use of a tag question invites consensus while
softening direct confrontation, enabling firm advocacy
within hierarchical spaces (Cameron, 2007). Women
frequently deploy inclusive pronouns (hum — “we”) and
mitigated requests to build rapport and collective action
(Lakoff, 1975).

LGBTQ+ Verbal Styles: Innovation, Code-Switching,
and Resistance

LGBTQ+ individuals in India utilize language creatively to
resist normative gender binaries and societal exclusion. The
Hijra community, for instance, employs Hijra Farsi—a
sociolect mixing Hindi, Urdu, and Persian—to forge in-
group identity and protect members from stigma (Reddy,
2005). One Hijra leader remarked:
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“Hamare liye zubaan hi ek hathiyar hai, jis se hum apni
izzat bachate hain.”
(“For us, language itselfis a weapon with which we protect
our dignity.”)
— Interview with Hijra community leader (Reddy, 2005)

On digital and public platforms, queer activists blend
English, Hindi, and regional slang to assert identity and
demand rights. At the 2018 Kolkata Pride March, activist
Anjali Gopalan’s chant encapsulated this hybridity and
empowerment:

“Aaj hum yahaan sirf apni pehchaan ke liye nahi, apne haq
ke live aaye hain. Hum hai queer, hum hai proud! Aur

”»

humari awaaz sunni hi padegi.

(“Today we are here not just for our identity, but for our
rights. We are queer, we are proud! And our voices must be
heard.”)

— Anjali Gopalan, Kolkata Pride March (2018)

This slogan reclaims “queer” with pride, blending global
LGBTQ+ discourse with local language, symbolizing
transnational solidarity and localized resistance.

Regional and Caste Influences

In South India, women may use softer intonations and more
honorifics than men. For example, Tamil women frequently
add suffixes like “-amma” (mother) or “-thangachi”
(younger sister), reflecting cultural norms of respect and
relational identity (Krishnamurthy, 2016).

Conversely, in certain North Indian rural contexts, men’s
speech can be more aggressive or boastful, sometimes
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employing dialectical swear words as markers of
masculinity.

Caste dynamics also intersect with gendered speech. For
instance, Dalit women activists may adopt assertive verbal
styles in protests, deliberately breaking norms of modesty to
challenge caste and gender oppression (Sharma, 2020).

Power and Interactional Dynamics: Interruptions and
Silences and Turn-Taking

Interruptions frequently mark power relations in verbal
exchanges. Men tend to interrupt women more, especially in
formal settings, thereby silencing dissent (Rao, 2017).
Women’s interruptions are usually cooperative, aimed at
clarification or support. Silence, too, functions variably—as
compliance, resistance, or exclusion—especially among
marginalized gender identities navigating patriarchal norms
(Tannen, 1994). Among transgender individuals, silence can
signal exclusion or be a deliberate act of protest.

Hllustrative dialogue:
e Man: “I think the budget should be cut.”

e Woman (hesitating): “Maybe we can review the
expenses first?”

e Man (interrupting): ‘“No, the cut is necessary

2

now.
Here, interruption silences dissent.

The varied verbal communication styles in India reflect
intricate intersections of gender, power, and identity. Men’s
direct and interruptive speech often asserts dominance,
women’s indirect and rapport-building language navigates
hierarchical spaces, and LGBTQ+ communities employ
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linguistic innovation for empowerment. These patterns are
further nuanced by regional, caste, and cultural contexts,
making language a dynamic battleground for negotiating
gendered power.

3.3 Language as a Tool of Power and Subordination

Language functions not only as a means of communication
but also as a site where power is exercised, contested, and
reproduced. In gendered societies such as India, language
both reflects and shapes hierarchies—deciding who is
entitled to speak, how they should speak, and who is silenced
or subordinated. This section unpacks three critical
dimensions of language and power through the lens of
symbolic domination, gendered politeness norms, and the
contrasting languages of authority and submissiveness.

e Language and Symbolic Domination (Bourdieu)

Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic domination
elucidates how certain linguistic practices gain prestige and
authority while others are marginalized (Bourdieu, 1991). In
India, this manifests in public domains such as Parliament
and media, where language choice often demarcates social
and gendered hierarchies.

In the Lok Sabha, Hindi and English dominate formal debate,
privileging speakers fluent in these “legitimate” languages.
Women and marginalized communities, including many
LGBTQ+ individuals, frequently face linguistic exclusion
due to lack of access to elite language registers or norms
(Annamalai, 2001). For example, Dalit women MPs such as
Meena Kandasamy have reported challenges in having their
voices heard amidst predominantly male, upper-caste
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politicians, exposing the compounded effects of caste and
gender in parliamentary speech dynamics (Sharma, 2020).

In the media, female and queer journalists often struggle
against male-dominated discursive control. A notable
example is Nidhi Razdan, a prominent female journalist
who has spoken about the challenges of asserting her voice
in Indian newsrooms, where male anchors traditionally set
the tone (Rajagopal, 2018). Meanwhile, queer journalists and
activists, such as Harish Iyer, have utilized alternative
media platforms to carve out spaces where LGBTQ+ voices
can be heard and legitimized, challenging symbolic silencing
(Iyer, 2016).

o Language and Gendered Politeness Norms

South Asian cultures traditionally emphasize politeness and
deference in women’s speech, reinforcing gendered
expectations of modesty and submissiveness (Kaur, 2010).
Women and queer individuals are socialized to soften their
language through indirectness, honorifics, and mitigated
requests, often at the cost of agency in communication.

For instance, Indira Gandhi’s speeches often incorporated
indirect requests and polite formulations, a strategy
balancing authority with culturally expected feminine
decorum. She would frequently use phrases like “hum aap
se nivedan karte hain” (“we request you”) instead of direct
commands, which contrasted with more forceful masculine
styles (Banerjee, 2018).

Among LGBTQ+ individuals, transgender activists such as
Laxmi Narayan Tripathi challenge normative politeness
by blending traditional respectful forms with assertive
language. During the 2014 NALSA case hearings
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recognizing transgender rights, Tripathi’s powerful,
emotion-laden speech mixed deference to the court with
demands for equality, illustrating how queer speakers
negotiate politeness and resistance simultaneously (Tripathi,
2014).

In everyday interactions, queer individuals often employ
code-switching and playful subversion of politeness norms
to assert identity. For example, Hijra communities use a
unique blend of respectful address and teasing language
within their groups, simultaneously upholding social
etiquette and resisting mainstream gendered expectations
(Reddy, 2005).

e Language of Authority vs. Submissiveness

Language associated with leadership and authority is often
male-coded, characterized by assertiveness, directness, and
control (Cameron, 2007). Conversely, women and queer
individuals are frequently expected to perform emotional
labor  through  language—demonstrating  empathy,
nurturing, and agreeableness—which feminizes
communication and restricts authoritative speech styles.

In Indian corporate and political spheres, male leaders
frequently employ commanding, declarative sentences and
interruptive discourse strategies to maintain dominance. For
example, Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s speeches are
marked by strong, direct language emphasizing nationalism
and decisive leadership:

’

“Hum Bharat ko vishwa shakti banayenge.’
(“We will make India a world power.”)

— Narendra Modi, 2019
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In contrast, women leaders such as Kiran Mazumdar-
Shaw, the biotech entrepreneur, often adopt collaborative
and inclusive language focusing on consensus and
relational management. In interviews, she emphasizes
collective success with phrases like “hum sab milkar yeh
kaam kar sakte hain” (“together we can do this”),
highlighting a leadership style rooted in cooperation rather
than command (Mazumdar-Shaw, 2015).

LGBTQ+ activists actively disrupt traditional binaries of
leadership language. Laxmi Narayan Tripathi, during
public rallies and speeches, combines assertive demands for
rights with deeply personal narratives that appeal to empathy
and shared humanity. This blend unsettles conventional
distinctions between “masculine” authority and “feminine”
emotionality, showcasing alternative models of powerful
speech (Tripathi, 2014).

Thus, language operates as a powerful instrument of
gendered power and subordination in India. Symbolic
domination privileges certain languages and speakers in
public domains, while gendered politeness norms prescribe
deferential communication for women and queer
individuals. Furthermore, leadership language remains
coded as masculine and authoritative, marginalizing
feminine and queer expressions that emphasize emotional
labor. Recognizing these dynamics is vital for challenging
linguistic inequalities and promoting inclusive dialogue.

3.4 Language and the Construction of Gender
Norms

Language functions not merely as a tool for communication
but as a powerful medium through which gender norms are
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constructed, perpetuated, and sometimes challenged. In the
Indian context, everyday linguistic practices—such as
naming conventions, proverbs, and humor—encode cultural
assumptions about gender roles and identities. These
linguistic forms simultaneously reinforce patriarchal power
structures and create spaces for resistance, especially when
viewed through the experiences of men, women, and
LGBTQ+ communities.

Naming Practices and Honorifics

Naming conventions in Indian languages often emphasize
gender distinctions, reflecting and reinforcing social
hierarchies. For example, in Hindi, the use of honorifics and
titles highlights differential social expectations based on
gender and marital status. The titles Mr. (Shri) for men
remain consistent regardless of marital status, underscoring
a stable male identity in public and private spheres. In
contrast, women'’s titles such as Miss (Kumari) and Mrs.
(Shrimati) explicitly mark marital status, linking a woman’s
identity closely to her relationship with men (Kaur & Gupta,
2019).This linguistic marking highlights societal emphasis
on women’s relational identities and control over their social
worth.

Consider the common practice where a woman changes her
surname after marriage, symbolizing a transfer of familial
allegiance. For instance, Suman Sharma may become Suman
Verma post-marriage, a linguistic marker that codifies
patriarchal norms (Chakravarti, 1993). This contrasts sharply
with male naming conventions, which remain largely
unchanged, reflecting enduring male privilege in identity
construction.
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Surnames, too, can reflect gender norms and caste identity.
Traditionally, women adopt their husband’s surname after
marriage, symbolizing a transfer of affiliation and often
signaling patriarchal dominance (Chakravarti, 1993).
However, contemporary feminist and LGBTQ+ activists
challenge these norms, advocating for retaining maiden
names or adopting neutral family names to resist gendered
ownership (Desai, 2021).

In queer communities, naming practices can be deliberately
subverted. Many choose names that transcend binary gender
categories, such as Shabnam, Gulabi, or Laxmi, names that
carry personal and communal significance (Reddy, 2005),
signaling gender fluidity and resistance to normative identity
frameworks. These chosen names assert identities that
challenge normative gender binaries encoded in traditional
naming conventions and create linguistic spaces that affirm
queer and non-binary identities.

Proverbs, Idioms, and Colloquialisms

Proverbs and idiomatic expressions in Indian languages
often encode and perpetuate gendered power relations. Such
expressions reveal deep-seated cultural attitudes toward
masculinity, femininity, and queer identities.

A widely circulated Hindi proverb, “mard ko dard nahin
hota” (a man does not feel pain), valorizes stoicism as a
masculine ideal, pressuring men to suppress emotional
expression and reinforcing hegemonic masculinity (Kumar,
2017). Conversely, the idiom “ghar ki murgi daal
barabar” (a domestic hen is worth as much as lentils)
devalues women’s labor within the household, reflecting
societal tendencies to undervalue women’s contributions and
restrict their social value (Kumar, 2017).
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In Bengali and Tamil, similar idioms disparage women’s
speech as excessive or unreliable, for example, the Bengali
phrase “cCaca 1 AT Fat AR T (meyeder kotha bishwas

kora jay na)—“women’s words cannot be trusted”, “meye
kotha beshi bole” (girls talk too much,) ,—reinforce distrust
and marginalization of female speech and also the
stereotypes of women as gossipy or irrational (Chakraborty,
2015). Such linguistic forms function to police women’s
communicative behavior, maintaining male dominance in
social and public spheres.Tamil idioms often stereotype
women as deceptive or overly emotional, further entrenching
gender bias (Ramaswamy, 2018). Urdu poetic traditions,
while rich in romantic and gendered imagery, sometimes
perpetuate patriarchal ideals, portraying women as objects of
desire or moral guardianship, which limits the representation
of diverse female experiences (Rahman, 2016).

Language concerning LGBTQ+ identities is often charged
with stigma, expressed through slurs and derogatory
colloquialisms. For instance, the term “hijra” has
historically been used pejoratively but has been reclaimed by
hijra communities as a marker of identity and pride (Reddy,
2005). This linguistic reclamation illustrates how
marginalized groups contest oppressive language and
redefine social meanings through self-naming and
community solidarity.

These idioms not only reflect but also perpetuate gender
hierarchies by embedding them in everyday language.
Feminist and queer activists increasingly critique and subvert
these expressions, using alternative narratives to challenge
normative gender roles (Desai, 2021).
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Gender and Humor

Humor reflects and shapes gender norms by both reinforcing
stereotypes and providing a means to subvert them. In Indian
popular culture, gendered humor frequently underscores
patriarchal power, but it can also be wielded by women and
LGBTQ+ performers as a form of resistance.

Male comedians often rely on humor that perpetuates
dominant masculinities by joking about women’s supposed
irrationality or domestic roles. For example, jokes circulating
in mainstream stand-up comedy may depict women as overly
emotional or nagging, reinforcing gender hierarchies
(Srinivasan, 2019).

However, female comedians such as Kanan Gill and
Sumukhi Suresh challenge these stereotypes by exposing
and critiquing patriarchal absurdities through their
performances, thus empowering women’s voices and
narratives (Mittal, 2020).

Similarly, queer performers employ camp, satire, and parody
to destabilize traditional gender norms. Drag artists and
LGBTQ+ comedians, through exaggeration and humor,
challenge heteronormative expectations and bring visibility
to marginalized sexual and gender identities. For instance, in
urban India, queer humor in platforms like Kuch Kuch Locha
Hai and other queer theatre groups uses comedy to engage
audiences with serious issues of gender and sexuality,
turning laughter into political resistance (Reddy, 2005;
Mittal, 2020).

3.5 Language and Resistance: Challenging Norms
Language is not merely a tool of domination—it can also be

a powerful means of resistance, reclamation, and subversion.
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Gender and sexual minorities, feminist movements, and
marginalised caste communities have historically employed
language creatively and politically to challenge hegemonic
discourses and rewrite identity narratives (Cameron, 1998;
Kulick, 2000).

Reclaiming Slurs and Rewording Norms

Marginalised communities often face linguistic violence
through slurs that dehumanise or stereotype them. Yet, there
is a growing global and Indian trend of reclaiming slurs,
thereby stripping them of their derogatory power and
transforming them into symbols of pride or political identity.
For example, the global feminist movement has reclaimed
terms such as “slut” through events like SlutWalk, which
challenge the slut-shaming culture and assert women’s
autonomy over their bodies and narratives (Reger, 2015).

In India, a parallel process can be seen with the term
“chakka”, a derogatory slur often directed at transgender
and hijra persons. Some trans activists now deliberately
appropriate the term in public performances or social media
handles to defang its stigma and confront cisnormative
discomfort. For instance, hijra artist Living Smile Vidya in
Tamil Nadu has spoken openly about reclaiming such slurs
as part of her identity politics and activism (Vidya, 2013).

Moreover, feminist writers in India have worked to reframe
language norms by consciously altering gendered
metaphors in literature and media. Language in feminist
zines and queer poetry has been decolonised and queered to
disrupt patriarchal semantic fields (Narrain & Bhan, 2005).
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Inclusive and Non-Binary Language

One of the most visible forms of linguistic resistance is the
advocacy for inclusive and non-binary language,
especially around pronouns and honorifics. In English, many
LGBTQ+ individuals prefer pronouns like they/them,
ze/hir, or self-created ones, signalling a shift toward
recognising gender fluidity beyond the male/female binary
(Baron, 2020).

In Indian languages, however, this shift is complex due to
grammatical gender embedded in the structure of languages
like Hindi, Bengali, and Tamil. Nonetheless, activists have
proposed alternatives. For instance:

e In Hindi, some trans individuals suggest using "vo"
(they/he/she) as a neutral pronoun or constructing
sentences that avoid gender-specific verbs.

o In Bengali, gender-neutral speech often emerges in
online spaces, where users replace gendered terms
like “bhai/bon” (brother/sister) with neutral kinship
terms like “bondhu” (friend).

e In Tamil, terms like “aval” (she) or “avan” (he) are
being replaced by more inclusive expressions in
activist literature, though no universally adopted
neutral term yet exists.

Notably, the use of the Mx. title, replacing Mr. or Ms., is
gaining traction in urban Indian contexts such as LinkedIn
profiles and email sign-offs.
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Indian Grassroots Examples: Trans and Dalit Language
Resistance

Language resistance in India is not limited to urban queer
spaces; grassroots collectives have created powerful models
of linguistic subversion. A prominent example is the
Aravani Art Project, a trans-led public art collective that
uses murals, poetry, and street performance to reclaim public
space and visibility. Their art is often captioned with
affirming language like “trans is beautiful” or “our bodies,
our words,” reshaping public discourse (Aravani Art Project,
2022).

Similarly, Dalit feminist writers like Bama Faustina and
Gogu Shyamala have used multilingual writing styles—
mixing Tamil or Telugu with English—to assert caste pride,
resist Brahmanical language domination, and narrate
everyday acts of resilience. Bama’s Karukku (1992) is an
example of how assertive speech acts rooted in local
dialects can challenge both caste and gender hierarchies.

Additionally, Dalit YouTube channels and spoken word
artists (e.g., The Dalit Camera) often blend English, local
dialects, and protest poetry to confront caste-gender violence
while providing platforms for intersectional voices (Paik,
2014).

From reclaiming slurs to inventing new pronouns and fusing
dialects in resistance poetry, the efforts to subvert gendered
and casteist language reveal the creative power of
marginalised voices. These acts of linguistic resistance
serve not just as protest but as world-making practices,
fostering more inclusive imaginaries. As Butler (1997) notes,
language is not just descriptive but performative—those who
challenge its boundaries also reshape reality.
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3.6 Media, Discourse, and Language Politics

Language plays a central role in the media's construction and
reinforcement of gendered norms, identities, and power
relations. Media discourse not only reflects societal attitudes
but also actively shapes them through carefully chosen
linguistic frames. This section examines how language is
employed in mainstream and digital media to construct
gender narratives, focusing on both traditional and emerging
forms of discourse in the Indian context.

Gendered Media Language

Mainstream news outlets and entertainment scripts often
encode gender biases through lexical choices and syntactic
framing. Headlines such as “Woman CM breaks tradition”
or “Transgender shocks public with bold speech” reveal
how gender non-conformity is often treated as exceptional or
transgressive (Raj, 2022). For instance, during the 2019
general elections, multiple Indian news platforms described
Priyanka Gandhi Vadra’s entry into politics with phrases like
“a fresh feminine force”, subtly reinforcing gender
stereotypes through metaphorical and affective language
(Kumar, 2019).

Similarly, the portrayal of LGBTQ+ individuals in media
headlines often hinges on sensationalism. News articles have
used terms like “third gender parades for rights” or “she-
male protests continue”, which are outdated and derogatory.
Such linguistic framing marginalizes non-binary and
transgender identities by exoticizing or pathologizing them
(Narrain, 2020).
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Discourse Analysis of Public Figures

The linguistic styles of prominent Indian women and queer
public figures offer critical insights into how language is
used to assert or subvert power. Politician Smriti Irani, for
example, often uses assertive, emotionally charged, and
colloquial Hindi-English blends (“mujhe kya seekh dene
aaye ho?”), aligning herself with grassroots nationalist
sentiments while asserting authority in male-dominated
political spaces (Gopal, 2021).

In contrast, Arundhati Roy’s rhetorical style is
characterized by moral critique and poetic allusions—often
weaving metaphors with pointed critiques of patriarchy and
state violence. Her speeches challenge dominant gender and
class ideologies by reframing them through the language of
resistance and justice (Roy, 2018).

Additionally, trans activist Laxmi Narayan Tripathi
consciously uses high Sanskritized Hindi, Urdu, and English
alternately in her public addresses to disrupt the linguistic
expectation that transgender individuals should speak in
stereotypical street vernacular or hijra slang. This strategic
code-switching challenges audience biases and elevates
transgender discourse into elite public arenas (Mitra, 2020).

The Digital Turn

Social media platforms have transformed linguistic activism,
allowing for the rapid spread of gender-inclusive language.
The #MeToolndia campaign demonstrated how hashtag
language can mobilize resistance. Phrases like “survivor not
victim” and “my silence was not consent” circulated widely,
shaping a new vocabulary of empowerment and autonomy
(Kapur, 2019).

76



Digital spaces have also seen the rise of gender-neutral
emoji use and memes that challenge patriarchy—for
instance, Tamil and Bengali memes mocking mansplaining
or reclaiming feminine expression. Platforms like Instagram
and Twitter now include bios with pronouns (he/him,
they/them), reflecting growing awareness of linguistic
inclusion.

Moreover, pages like @DalitQueerProject on Instagram
reframe caste and queer struggles using multilingual memes,
coined terms, and translated slogans that resonate across
linguistic divides—e.g., “nafrat ka jawab mohabbat se”
(respond to hate with love), combining emotion with
resistance.

Therefore, this exploration of media discourse illustrates
how language—both traditional and digital—remains a
powerful site of gendered meaning-making. While
mainstream media often reproduces linguistic hierarchies
and stereotypes, subaltern and queer voices are increasingly
reclaiming media language to challenge dominant norms. In
this way, the politics of language in media is a contested
terrain—at once oppressive and liberatory.

3.7 Language Policy, Education, and Institutional
Language

Language policies and institutional discourses have a
profound impact on how gender identities are constructed,
included, or excluded within formal systems of knowledge
and governance. Whether in school curricula, administrative
protocols, or workplace training manuals, the language we
use—and choose not to use—actively shapes societal
attitudes towards gender, sexuality, and power.
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Gender Bias in Textbooks and Curricula

Educational materials across India have historically
reinforced traditional gender roles, often portraying men as
breadwinners and women as caregivers. For instance, an
NCERT content analysis found that in a sample of Hindi and
English textbooks used in government schools, more than
75% of named characters were male, and nearly all
illustrations of professionals—doctors, engineers, leaders—
were men (Bhog, 2002).

Girls, when shown, were largely confined to domestic or
passive roles. This erasure is even more stark in the case of
LGBTQ+ identities, which are not only excluded but actively
stigmatized in many state board syllabi. For example, a
Maharashtra SSC textbook (2020 edition) defined the family
unit in purely heteronormative terms, ignoring the existence
of queer families or diverse gender identities.

In contrast, Kerala's state education board has taken notable
steps toward inclusivity. The Samagra e-learning portal
features transgender experiences in life skills modules and
celebrates trans role models like Kalki Subramaniam.
However, such efforts remain isolated rather than systemic.

Furthermore, terms like "Miss" and "Mrs."—still used
ubiquitously—impose marital status visibility on women,
whereas men are simply addressed as "Mr." This subtly
reinforces patriarchal norms about women’s identities being
tied to their relationship status (Mills, 2008).

Lack of Inclusive Language Training in Schools and
Workplaces

In educational and professional institutions, gender-sensitive
communication is rarely part of training or policy
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frameworks. A 2022 survey conducted by the Indian Institute
of Management Bangalore found that less than 10% of
Indian corporates had formal policies on pronoun inclusivity
or LGBTQ+ workplace communication. This often results in
unconscious bias, misgendering, and exclusion.

For example, Riya Sharma, a trans woman working at a
Gurgaon-based tech startup, reported being referred to by
male pronouns in internal emails despite explicitly stating
her preferences. This misalignment not only undermines her
identity but contributes to systemic emotional labor imposed
on queer employees (India Today, 2022).

Meanwhile, terms like “maternity leave” continue to be used
even when policies are extended to gender-diverse
individuals, revealing a linguistic lag in policy frameworks.
Only a handful of organizations—such as Godrej and the
Lalit Hotel Group—have begun using terms like “parental
leave” to ensure inclusivity for adoptive, queer, and non-
binary parents.

In schools, the absence of training for teachers on inclusive
language often leads to alienation. For example, a non-binary
student in Kolkata reported being addressed repeatedly with
binary pronouns and asked to choose a “male or female”
uniform, with no institutional language or policy supporting
gender fluidity (Scroll.in, 2021).

The Dominance of English and Marginalization of
Regional Gender Expressions

While English is often seen as a language of upward mobility
and modernity, it can inadvertently erase complex gender
categories rooted in India’s regional and vernacular
languages. The use of binary gender pronouns in English
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(he/she) lacks the cultural nuance and flexibility found in
local languages.

For instance, in Tamil, the gender-neutral suffix “-avar” and
respectful plural forms are used by activist communities to
acknowledge trans and non-binary identities. In Kannada,
hijra and jogappa communities often speak in a distinct
dialect imbued with community-specific expressions that
reflect their lived experiences and self-affirmation. These
linguistic forms do not translate neatly into English and are
frequently ignored in educational and institutional settings.

Language also intersects with caste in powerful ways. Dalit
feminist collectives such as the Krantijyoti Savitribai Phule
Women'’s Studies Centre at the University of Pune have
critiqued the dominance of elite English and Savarna Hindi
in gender studies curricula. These languages often exclude
Bahujan and Dalit women’s expressive forms—folk songs,
oral narratives, and protest slogans (Rege, 2006).

Moreover, while policies like the National Education Policy
(NEP) 2020 promote mother-tongue instruction at early
levels, the practical implementation often defaults to
dominant state languages, silencing tribal dialects and queer
verbal registers.

Language in policy and institutional domains is not neutral—
it reflects power, exclusion, and resistance. The lack of
systemic adoption of inclusive, context-sensitive, and
gender-diverse  language frameworks continues to
marginalize large segments of Indian society. As feminist
and queer linguistic scholars have argued, true inclusion
requires not only representation but also structural
recognition of diverse voices across India’s linguistic and
cultural landscape (Cameron, 1998; Menon, 2015).
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3.8 Case Studies and Indian Illustrations

India’s social fabric is interwoven with linguistic
multiplicity, gender norms, and socio-political hierarchies.
Real-life experiences from diverse regions and communities
reveal how language acts not only as a mode of
communication but also as a powerful mechanism for
performing, policing, or resisting gender identities. This
section presents concrete case studies illustrating the
interplay between language, gender, and power in Indian
society.

Code-Switching and Gender Performance: The Case of
Kavita Krishnan

Kavita Krishnan, a prominent feminist activist and CPI(ML)
leader, often navigates complex linguistic terrains during
public engagements. In television debates, she switches
between English and Hindi strategically—using English to
engage elite audiences and assert ideological clarity, and
Hindi to connect emotionally and politically with working-
class and rural constituencies. Her use of assertive Hindi,
often breaking expected norms of “female politeness,” has
drawn both praise and criticism. In one 2013 interview on
Times Now, Krishnan challenged the anchor's patriarchal
framing by asking, “Kya aap har mahila se aise sawal
poochhte hain?” (“Do you ask such questions to every
woman?”’)—thus using direct speech to confront media bias
(NDTV, 2013).

This deliberate code-switching illustrates how educated
women can manipulate multilingual resources to perform
gender in ways that resist traditional expectations.
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Gendered Speech in the Courtroom: The Bhanwari Devi
Case

The 1992 gang-rape case of Bhanwari Devi, a Dalit social
worker from Rajasthan, exemplifies how language and
caste/gender dynamics operate in legal spaces. During the
trial, court officials and lawyers reportedly mocked her rural
dialect and accent, questioning her credibility due to her
“illiterate” speech and emotional demeanor (Narula, 1999).
The lower court acquitted the accused, partly because the
language of the victim was seen as incompatible with the
expected decorum and composure of a “genuine” rape
complainant.

Her struggle sparked the Vishaka Guidelines and a national
conversation on gender sensitivity, but the linguistic
injustice she endured reflects deep-rooted biases in legal
institutions toward “unrefined” female speech, especially
from marginalized castes.

Linguistic Innovation in Trans Communities: Aravani
Art Project and Living Smile Vidya

The Aravani Art Project, founded by Poornima Sukumar,
has pioneered the use of storytelling, murals, and workshops
to amplify transfeminine voices in cities like Bengaluru,
Chennai, and Mumbai. In their 2019 Chennai mural event,
the collective translated gender experiences into Tamil
poetic forms—blending classical sangam meters with
everyday trans vernacular (Aravani Art Project, 2019). This
linguistic creativity has helped legitimize thirunangai
identities in public spaces.

Another iconic figure is Living Smile Vidya, a Dalit
transwoman and writer who publishes in both English and
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Tamil. In her memoir / Am Vidya, she deliberately codes her
narrative using Tamil kinship terms (e.g., appa, thangachi)
alongside feminist rhetoric. In interviews, she critiques
Tamil media for misgendering trans individuals and insists
on inclusive Tamil equivalents such as aval (she) instead of
avan (he) for trans women——challenging linguistic erasure
(Vidya, 2007; The News Minute, 2018).

Online Language and Queer Assertion: The Case of
Grace Banu

Grace Banu, a Dalit trans rights activist and technologist,
uses digital platforms to assert her identity and critique
casteist-patriarchal language. Her tweets often reclaim the
slur chakka (used derogatorily for trans persons) by pairing
it with dignity—as in #ChakkasAgainstCaste. In a viral 2020
Twitter thread, she critiqued the Tamil Nadu state board
textbooks for excluding trans voices, arguing for gender-
neutral language in Tamil like magan/magal (son/daughter)
to be replaced with maganmai (childhood), reflecting an
inclusive shift.

Through public writing and interviews, Grace Banu has also
promoted the use of respectful pronouns (ava, aval) and
discouraged tokenism in Tamil-language media coverage.
Her efforts exemplify how language can be both a site of
violence and empowerment.

Gendered Humor and Masculinity: Stand-Up by Zakir
Khan and Aditi Mittal

Indian stand-up comedy also offers rich insights into
gendered verbal performance. Zakir Khan, known for
coining the phrase “sakht launda” (tough guy), uses Urdu-
Hindi to project an emotionally guarded masculinity. His
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narratives, while humorous, reinforce gender binaries—men
as stoic and women as emotionally demanding. This style is
widely embraced by young Indian men as a linguistic badge
of masculine pride.

In contrast, Aditi Mittal uses English-Hindi stand-up to
deconstruct female stereotypes. Her performance “Bra
Shopping” lampoons the discomfort around discussing
female bodies. She incorporates taboo words like “boobs, ”
“chaddi,” and “aunty ke sanskaari nakhre” to subvert both
linguistic and cultural modesty, reclaiming verbal space
often denied to women.

Their juxtaposed styles reveal how verbal registers—
emotional withholding vs. frank vulgarity—map gender
norms in Indian performative spaces.

Conclusion

These real case studies—ranging from legal testimonies to
performance art—demonstrate how language in India
operates as a site of power, marginalisation, and
transformation. Whether it is through reclaiming slurs,
redefining courtroom decorum, or code-switching in comedy
and activism, individuals across the gender spectrum are
constantly negotiating visibility, legitimacy, and agency
through their linguistic choices.

3.9 Summary and Reflection

Language is never neutral. It shapes our understanding of the
world, reinforces hierarchies, and offers possibilities for
resistance. This chapter has critically examined the complex
and often contested terrain of language as it intersects with
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gender identities—male, female, and LGBTQ+—in diverse
Indian and global contexts.

We began by exploring how verbal expressions, linguistic
styles, and discursive patterns are often gendered. Women
and queer individuals, particularly in South Asian societies,
are expected to conform to politeness norms that silence
dissent and emotional expression, while assertive and
authoritative speech is often coded as masculine. These
dynamics are reinforced through symbolic domination
(Bourdieu, 1991), where language becomes a tool to decide
who gets to speak, how they are heard, and how they are
remembered.

Across sections, we witnessed how language encodes
gendered power—through honorifics, naming conventions,
textbook language, courtroom discourse, and even comedy.
At the same time, resistance takes root in the very same
linguistic spaces. Activists and marginalized individuals
across India have reclaimed slurs (chakka, slut), invented
new pronouns, and articulated bold political critiques in
multilingual idioms. Projects like the Aravani Art Project,
feminist satire, and queer digital campaigns reflect how
language can be reinvented as a space of agency.

Through case studies such as Kavita Krishnan’s assertive
multilingual rhetoric, Bhanwari Devi’s courtroom struggles,
and Grace Banu’s digital activism, we see how everyday
language becomes the terrain where gendered identities are
both constrained and liberated. These examples highlight the
urgent need to make institutions—schools, courts,
workplaces, and media—more inclusive not just in
representation but in the very words they use.
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Moving forward, the goal is clear: to adopt and advocate for
inclusive, transformative linguistic practices that reflect and
respect the complexity of gender identities in India and
beyond. This includes challenging casual sexism in idioms,
resisting casteist or transphobic language, and consciously
choosing words that empower rather than marginalize.

As we transition to Chapter 4: Non-verbal
Communication and Gender, we extend our focus from
what is said to what is silently communicated—through
gestures, body language, dress, and spatial arrangements.
Non-verbal cues often reinforce or subvert verbal messages,
making them crucial in understanding gender dynamics.
Whether in the assertive posture of a male CEO, the
submissive smile expected of women in service roles, or the
confident gait of a transfeminine individual reclaiming
public space, non-verbal communication is deeply
intertwined with gendered expectations.
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CHAPTER 4:

Non-verbal Communication and
Gender

4.1 Introduction

Non-verbal communication, termed the “silent language”, by
Hall (1959), encompasses a wide range of signs that convey
meaning beyond spoken words. These include posture,
gestures, facial expressions, touch, tone of voice, and even
the use of space. As Deborah Tannen (1990) observes,
“communication is not merely about what is said, but how it
is said and embodied.” In India, nonverbal communication
acquires a distinct cultural inflection, blending ancient
traditions with contemporary professional norms. Each type
of non-verbal communication reflects not only personal
expression but also the broader gendered expectations
inscribed into everyday life.

4.2 Types of Non-verbal Communication
Kinesics (Body Movement, Posture, and Gestures)

Kinesic analysis highlights the role of bodily cues in
transmitting layered, often unspoken, messages. In Indian
homes, women are often expected to sit with folded legs,
keep their arms close to their bodies, or lower their eyes as
signs of respect and modesty. Men who adopt broader and
more powerful postures are frequently seen as demonstrating
authority and self-confidence. In the workplace, women are
subtly urged to maintain their coolness and control, whereas
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men are more likely to lean back and utilize sweeping hand
gestures during meetings. “Female employees are expected
to project politeness without compromising professional
efficiency”, according to an HR guide for Indian
multinational corporations. This creates an impasse where
body language can be both a resource and a restraint.

Proxemics (Use of Space)

In India, men and women use physical space in markedly
different ways, as explained by Hall’s theory of proxemics.
While men may readily occupy wider areas, women opt to
constrain their spatial presence and avoid close physical
contact with men in rural gatherings or on public
transportation. This power dynamic is replicated in
professional settings, where male CEOs commonly
command space- through expansive sitting or the placement
of personal items- while women are often sidelined. The
maintenance of social hierarchies through spatial differences
demonstrates why proxemics is critical to understanding
gendered communication.

Haptics (Touch)

Touch remains one of the most regulated forms of non-verbal
communication in Indian society. Men enjoy a greater level
of freedom, whereas women are often prohibited from
making physical contact with men outside their immediate
families. Men increasingly use folded hands to show respect,
while women in rural India are much more likely to touch
the feet of elders. Legal standards in the workplace strictly
regulate touch, yet a gendered imbalance continues—males
shake hands more readily, but women are cautious to make
physical contact due to cultural reservations. These examples
demonstrate how cultural negotiation of boundaries is
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reflected in haptic behaviour, which goes beyond personal
preference.

Oculesics (Eye Contact)

Gender plays a significant role in shaping eye contact, a key
form of non-verbal communication. In rural households, men
often maintain steady eye contact, whereas women
traditionally avert their gaze to show respect towards elders
or spouses. The demands of professional settings complicate
the nonverbal script: women in corporate India are
increasingly trained to sustain eye contact during
presentations and negotiations, aligning with norms of
confidence and competence. Women must, however, strike a
balance between the cultural expectation of modesty and the
global corporate motivation for assertiveness, as traditional
conventions continue to prohibit this behavior. Men, by
contrast, benefit from the alignment of cultural and
professional expectations, where steady eye contact
enhances their authority.

Paralanguage (Tone, Pitch, and Silence)

Paralanguage includes the nonverbal vocal cues that shape
communication, such as variations in tone, pitch, volume,
and strategic pauses. In Indian familial situations, women’s
reverence appears in a lower pitch while addressing elders,
yet men are free to employ more assertive tones. This
distinction persists in the professional world. Voice
modulation training in Indian call centres often reinforces
gender stereotypes- women are trained to sound pleasant and
agreeable, while men are encouraged to project firmness and
competence. The idea of ‘emotional labor’, as defined by
Arlie Hochschild in 1983, becomes more pertinent in the
present time because women are expected to project warmth
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regardless of their own personal state. Men’s silence is often
interpreted as authority or tactical control, whether in
domestic or professional contexts, whereas women’s silence
is associated with modesty and acceptance. Silence, thus,
reflects broader gendered differences in communication.

Appearance and Dress

Dress and appearance, though often overlooked, remain
significant channels of non-verbal communication. In
traditional contexts, women are often expected to wear saris
or salwar-kameez, symbolizing modesty and cultural
identity, whereas men’s attire such as kurta-pajamas or
trousers, is more closely associated with authority. Women
in corporate India are often encouraged to dress formally yet
in “feminine” attire, such as saris or pastel-coloured business
suits, in order to convey both competence and
approachability. Men do not have the same burden; formal
wear, such as suits and ties, clearly signals authority. As
Nivedita Menon (2012) notes, “the politics of clothing is one
of the most persistent sites of gendered regulation,” where
women’s professional attire is subjected to far more scrutiny
than men’s.

When regarded as a whole, the above elements of nonverbal
communication show how seemingly conventional
behaviors— such as glance, dress, touch, voice, movement,
and space—carry underlying cultural and occupational
connotations that in turn reflect and perpetuate gender
inequality. In India- where tradition and modernity intersect
in complex ways- women and men use nonverbal cues as
opportunities to negotiate respect, authority, and identity in
both personal and professional spheres.
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4.3 Gender Differences in Body Language and
Expression

Gender identities are primarily displayed and perpetuated
through posture and facial expressions. Kinesic behaviours,
as noted by Birdwhistell (1970), show that the body is a
means of communication whose ‘speech’ is just as essential
as words and is always influenced by society. In Indian
contexts, patriarchal norms and cultural traditions that
dictate how men and women should "carry themselves"
additionally influence these embodied practices. What
appears to be spontaneous physical expression can actually
be a structured enactment of gendered identity.

Women's body language is frequently affected by social
standards that encourage modesty, deference, and control.
Deference and respect are conveyed by sitting with folded
legs, keeping the arms close to the body, and avoiding
expansive movements. In rural households, when a daughter-
in-law sits quietly with her gaze lowered before elders, she
is performing a historically ingrained practice of gendered
deference rather than merely expressing personal modesty.
In professional settings, too, this restraint carries forward.
According to one Indian HR guide, female employees are
expected to be pleasant without compromising productivity,
which leads to them in a challenging situation where they
have to manage their body language. Excessive smiles can
be taken as silly, while minimal smiles can be construed as
unwelcoming.

With broad, self-assured movements, men learn to project
authority and self-possession. A sense of poise can be
communicated through open movements, an upright chest,
or direct eye contact. During meetings, male managers in
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Indian corporate organizations often move their hands freely
or lean back in their chairs to signal power and decisiveness.
These physical performances align with broader gendered
stereotypes that equate masculinity with assertiveness and
leadership. As Erving Goffman (1976) observed, social
interactions are ritualized through gendered “displays.” In
India, these displays are still strongly coded: a man’s
confident stride is applauded as authority, while a woman’s
similar stride may be critiqued as arrogance or a departure
from “feminine grace.”

Gender stereotypes are reinforced through subtle yet
powerful facial expressions. According to Hochschild
(1983), women are often expected to smile and engage in
‘emotional labor’ a process in which emotions are managed
to produce socially acceptable expressions. This expectation
is seen in the service sector of India, where women in call
centres are trained to present a positive image despite their
real feelings. In contrast, men’s expressions are allowed
more neutrality or seriousness, reinforcing the notion that
male professionalism is measured through authority rather
than warmth.

Silence and self-control can even take on gendered
connotations. A woman's low-key expression or quiet
attitude can often be interpreted as compliance, but a man's
lack of passion is viewed as a deliberate attempt to establish
power across numerous situations. This disparity reflects a
wider patriarchal coding of body language: women’s bodies
must symbolize submission and accessibility, while men’s
bodies may embody dominance and inaccessibility.

In modern India, however, these rules are being debated and
called into question. There is an increasing prevalence of
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instructing women in corporate boardrooms to make direct
eye contact, confident hand gestures, and open body
language at presentations. Nonetheless, there is yet
disagreement over the current need for assertiveness and the
traditional expectation of kindness. For many women, this
requires reconciling professional behavior with societal
standards of femininity.

Body language and expression offer crucial indicators of
how gender is enacted and manipulated. They show that,
while patriarchal scripts continue to shape bodily actions,
they are also open to reinterpretation and resistance through
gendered negotiations in familial and occupational settings.

4.4 Cultural Norms and Non-verbal Cues in India

In India, nonverbal communication is completely formed
and organized by its culture. As Edward T. Hall (1966)
reminds us, “culture is communication and communication
is culture,” a phrase that resonates deeply in the Indian
context where every gesture, glance, or silence is culturally
coded. In the Indian context, nonverbal cues function as
culturally encoded performances shaped by power dynamics
and normative frameworks that prescribe gendered
behaviour.

Despite namaste and touching elders’ feet being polite
gestures, they are also viewed through a gendered prism.
Women are socialized to repeat these actions more
frequently, reinforcing the symbolic link between feminine
behavior and humility. Men, particularly in towns and cities,
may prefer a swift handshake or a nod to demonstrate power
and autonomy. These variations indicate how gender
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hierarchies that are ingrained in daily life are reinforced by
seemingly straightforward gestures.

The way space is used and navigated represents the ideals
and norms of a particular culture. While men often claim
physical territory by spreading out or placing themselves at
the center of group dynamics, women are typically expected
to remain compact, minimizing their spatial presence in
settings like public transportation or social gatherings. Since
space in India is dictated by social levels, caste, class, and
gender rather than being neutral, Hall’s theory of proxemics
(1966) becomes particularly relevant in this context. The act
of withholding proximity is an artificially-generated
behaviour that maintains current power dynamics.

A further significant nonverbal cue that communicates
gender norms and cultural identity is clothing. While men’s
attire, such as Western suits or kurta pajamas, is associated
with authority and professionalism, women’s traditional
attire, such as saris and salwar kameez, is frequently
regarded as a symbol of modesty. While men are expected to
convey neutrality through darker suits or crisp shirts, women
are frequently encouraged to wear “feminine formal”
clothing in the workplace, such as pastel business suits or
saris. These clothing conventions show how customs of
culture are subtly carried out through professional
appearances.

Vocal tones and facial expressions are also shaped by
culture. In Indian households, women's frequent smiles
represent warmth and submission, but men's rigid faces are
interpreted as representations of authority and wisdom.
Similarly, silence plays a culturally distinct role: a daughter-
in-law’s silence before her in-laws communicates obedience,
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while a man’s silence in the same situation may be
interpreted as a strategic display of control. Veena Das
(1995) contends the repetition of cultural rituals and gestures
reflects and maintains patriarchal logics which define social
relationships.

Cultural codes are transformed rather than eradicated at
work. Men are trained to convey aggression and authority,
while women are instructed to use positive, friendly tones-
an extension of traditional expectations of warmth-
particularly evident in Indian call centres. This is in
accordance with Hochschild’s (1983) concept of ‘emotional
labor’, which argues that cultural notions of masculinity and
femininity shape employees’ nonverbal communication,
standardizing it for institutional objectives.

Thus, cultural norms in India do not merely frame non-verbal
communication; they actively shape gendered performances
of identity. Gestures, space, touch, clothing, voice, and
silence all work together as cultural scripts that reinforce
expectations of modesty for women and authority for men.
These embodied acts explain how nonverbal communication
is culturally created in India, including implicit signals
influenced by tradition and gender stereotypes.

4.5 Non-verbal Communication in LGBTQ+
Communities

LGBTQ+ communities' nonverbal communication is wide-
ranging and context-sensitive, molded both by resistance to
heteronormative expectations and efforts for safety in
potentially hostile contexts. Butler’s 1990 concept of gender
performativity, which holds that gender emerges through
repeated gestures, motions, and expressions, sheds light on
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how LGBTQ+ people use appearance, posture, and spatial
behaviors to negotiate and express their identity.

Coded Signaling and Recognition

In situations where explicit self-disclosure is risky, subtle
markers become crucial. Pronoun labels on event lanyards,
rainbow accessories, and equality pins are subtle ways to
signal support or identify allies (Journal of Homosexuality,
2019). In inclusive settings, a subtle nod, a passing grin, or a
focused glance may indicate shared identity or
encouragement without using words.

Historical and Cultural Examples

The 'hanky code' of the 1970s homosexual male subculture,
a system of colored handkerchiefs in specific pockets to
signal sexual preferences, functioned as a creative survival
mechanism in an era of criminalization (Leap, 2013).
Ballroom culture and voguing among Black and Latinx
LGBTQ+ communities in the United States transformed
stylized movement into a language of resilience and pride
(Bailey, 2013). In South Asia, deliberate applications of kajal
and specific gestures have traditionally served as veiled
markers of queer being in socially constrained settings
(Narrain, 2021).

Digital Extensions of Non-verbal Cues

These tactics are also typical of online spaces. Subtle
methods of expressing identity or allyship include using
Pride flag profile pictures, intentional emoji choices such as
(@ or 2%, and inclusive virtual backgrounds (Mclnroy &
Craig, 2017). Such indicators foster recognition across
boundaries, leading to inclusive virtual spaces for
community building.
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Contextual Sensitivity and Misinterpretation

Not all people receive these signs. A sign respected within
one cultural group can lead to misunderstandings or even
pose risks in another (Cameron, 2008). Intersectionality is
crucial, as class, ethnicity, and geography intersect with
sexuality and gender to shape the interpretation of nonverbal
cues.

Implications for Inclusive Environments

Teachers, bosses, and coworkers can help create emotionally
safe environments that don’t require open disclosure by
noticing subtle behavioral signals, such as hesitant posture or
reassuring eye contact. Recognizing these silent languages
fosters solidarity and inclusive dialogue, emphasizing the
role of nonverbal communication in building belonging and
mutual respect.

4.6 Challenges and Misinterpretations

Nonverbal communication, while powerful, is inherently
ambiguous and can lead to misinterpretation—especially in
diverse, multicultural, or gendered contexts. As stated by
Tannen (1990) and Hall (2017), nonverbal expressions are
not intrinsically significant; rather, they are co-constructed
through the interaction of social dynamics and cultural
conventions. What is regarded as respectful or appropriate in
one context may appear antagonistic, indifferent, or even
offensive in another.

e Ambiguity in Academic Environments

In classroom interactions, when a female student avoids eye
contact with a male instructor, it may reflect cultural
etiquette. Still, it could also be perceived as a sign of
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indifference or low self-esteem. Alternatively, a male student
may wish to demonstrate respect by maintaining steady eye
contact, but he risks appearing overly combative. Narrow
interpretations of body language pose the risk of misjudging
students rather than appreciating their many backgrounds,
according to Cameron (2008) and other analysts.

Example: Priya, a first-year PGDM student at an Indian
management institution, sat with her arms folded and
concentrating on her peer's presentation as part of a group
academic exercise. Her classmate interpreted her behavior as
disapproving, but Priya emphasized that she was merely
responding to the cold. It explains how contextual factors
such as physical comfort, environmental temperature, and
personal habits influence how intentions are interpreted.

e Workplace Misinterpretations

Nonverbal cues can also lead to miscommunication in
workplace environments. In some professional contexts, a
manager's comforting back pat might be interpreted as polite,
but in others, it might be perceived as intrusive. In a global
team environment, a South Asian employee's head shaking
to indicate agreement can be seen by Western colleagues as
a sign of skepticism. Without eliminating these
misalignments, cooperation and trust may deteriorate.

Example: The interviewer at a corporate HR panel
misinterpreted the candidate’s quiet demeanor and
downward gaze as signs of anxiety, failing to grasp the
cultural significance of respectful reserve. Such lapses in
judgment may unintentionally place capable applicants at a
disadvantage.
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e Gendered Double Standards

For critics such as Judith Baxter (2010), women’s subtle
signals are judged more harshly than those of men. When a
woman offers a strong handshake or meets someone’s gaze
directly, it may be deemed aggressive, though identical
actions by a man are typically seen as signs of confidence.
Women must balance assertiveness and warmth in response
to this confliction expectation, which often creates tension
and disrupts natural communication.

o Digital Nonverbal Challenges

The use of lighting, images, and camera angles adds extra
layers of confusion in remote jobs and online lessons. Even
if a sluggish thumbs-up during a virtual presentation is
simply the consequence of a technological hiccup, it might
be seen as disdain. MclInroy and Craig (2017) note that while
digital symbols like 7 or [A% foster inclusivity, they can
also be misread outside queer-affirming contexts, creating
unintended tension.

Critical Perspectives

Some scholars, including Kitzinger and Wilkinson (1997),
caution against overemphasizing individual interpretation
without  considering  systemic  power  relations.
Misinterpretations frequently serve to reinforce dominant
gender and cultural myths. Training techniques that
oversimplify nonverbal "rules" risk propagating beliefs
rather than promoting actual understanding.

Implications for Inclusive Dialogue

Instead of encouraging an outlook of certainty, educators and
administrators should foster a culture of curiosity. Choosing
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to understand before reacting- whether by asking questions
or making unassuming statements- can help keep situations
under control. Understanding how subtle cues vary among
cultures can be enhanced by promoting deliberate cross-
cultural exchanges and discussions. Recognizing existing
challenges helps demonstrate that inclusion is a continuous
educational process rather than a fixed set of standards.

4.7 Practical Applications for Inclusive Non-verbal
Dialogue

It is necessary to employ strategies that address gendered and
cultural differences in nonverbal behavior to create inclusive
communication spaces. Scholars such as Baxter (2010) and
Tannen (1990), argue that awareness alone cannot alter
interpretive norms or hierarchies without deliberate,
practical action.

e Foster Awareness Through Training

Colleges might incorporate multicultural communication
workshops into their orientation programs. For example,
during a South Asian university's MBA orientation, students
acted out scenarios in which hand signals or eye contact were
misjudged. Unconscious gender prejudices were exposed
during the debriefing sessions. In Bangalore, a global
corporation hosted "body language sessions" in which
employees learnt from video clips how nonverbal behaviors
that include gestures, timing, and proximity vary around the
world. However, critics, like Kitzinger and Wilkinson
(1997), caution that training should not encourage
preconceptions by reducing nonverbal ‘rules’ to
oversimplified forms.
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o Encourage Reflective Observation

Instead of making instant assumptions, both students and
managers can reflect on the situational context. A collegiate
debate coach can encourage team members to write in their
journals about instances in which they misinterpreted a
peer’s body language. Similarly, a project leader in a
corporate setting could use post-meeting reflections to
identify patterns in how team members interpret silence and
crossed arms.

e Normalize Clarification

Creating a culture where clarifying intent is valued can
prevent misunderstandings. A university lecturer might
model this by saying, “I noticed some of you avoided eye
contact during the discussion—was that due to disagreement
or cultural comfort?” In the workplace, a senior HR manager
may informally inquire about a colleague's dark tone rather
than assume disengagement.

o Design Inclusive Digital Practices

Virtual courses and remote work necessitate clear nonverbal
communication. Professors might define guidelines for
camera framing and emoji responses to avoid confusion- for
example, recognizing that delayed thumbs-ups could
indicate connectivity challenges rather than indifference.
Likewise, when their cameras are off, a professional team
may still choose to signal their engagement verbally. While
digital symbols like # can promote inclusiveness, McInroy
and Craig (2017) argue that they may also contribute to
detachment or confusion in less affirming contexts,
highlighting the importance of community consensus.
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e Supportive Feedback and Mentorship

College mentorship programs that pair local and foreign
students could help uncover subtle biases, for instance, if a
quiet student is mistakenly perceived as unprepared. In
professional settings, managers can frame non-verbal
feedback constructively, contextualizing expectations (“In
this team, direct eye contact signals engagement, but we
respect cultural differences in gaze”).

e Policy Integration

Institutions can codify nonverbal sensitivity by incorporating
it into their diversity policies. A university handbook might
explain how handshakes and cultural differences in personal
space vary, while a professional organization’s legally
binding guide could provide an example of a gesture that
may be misconstrued. Baxter (2010) argues that embedding
such practices signals organizational commitment rather
than leaving interpretation to chance.

By incorporating such approaches across numerous fields,
inclusive nonverbal communication serves as a conduit for
real-world effects, transforming awareness into trust and
connection.

4.8 Conclusion

Nonverbal communication in India operates as a
multifaceted cultural code that not only conveys meaning
beyond speech but also enacts and interrogates gendered
hierarchies. In all daily contacts, including those in the
workplace, family, and via the internet, gendered
expectations impact how people negotiate their personal
space, speech behaviors, and physical movement. Men’s and
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women’s embodied conduct is designed to reinforce power
disparities, with women displaying deference and men
assuming dominance. Yet, these same codes can be
leveraged for resistance and self-expression, especially
among marginalized groups such as LGBTQ+ individuals,
who innovate with coded signals and digital cues to foster
identity and inclusion. In today’s evolving contexts where
traditional norms intersect with modern lifestyles,
miscommunication and mismatched expectations are
common. In the Indian context, nonverbal communication
evolves fluidly, foregrounding its role in advancing gender
equity through the dynamic exchange of inherited cultural
norms and emergent transformative practices, while
negotiating tensions between authority and empathy, silence
and assertion.

4.9 Summary and Reflection

This chapter examines the nuanced dynamics of nonverbal
communication and their role in shaping the formation and
expression of gender identity. It asserts that nonverbal
behaviors are culturally informed practices that contribute to
the construction and contestation of gendered power
relations. Gendered nonverbal communication in Indian
culture is shaped by societal expectations of dominance and
modesty, particularly as women navigate the balance
between traditional responsibilities and modern career
demands.

The discussion also examines how body language, gestures,
and expressions within LGBTQ+ contexts communicate
identity and create safe spaces across diverse historical
settings. It highlights the challenges and potential
misinterpretations of nonverbal cues in diverse settings,
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urging educators, employers, and policymakers to adopt
culturally sensitive, reflective, and inclusive communication
strategies.

The discussion advocates for shifting from prescriptive
interpretations of nonverbal behavior toward a nuanced
perspective  that emphasizes context, power, and
intersectionality. The suggested approaches include
fostering inclusivity in digital environments, normalizing the
clarification of intentions, engaging in reflective
observation, and offering cross-cultural communication
training. These practical steps aim to transform awareness of
nonverbal gendered communication into more equitable and
trusting social interactions.

Overall, the chapter presents non-verbal communication as a
powerful but complex site of gendered meaning-making that
both sustains and challenges social hierarchies. It advocates
for ongoing discussion and adaptive approaches that promote
inclusivity and equity, recognizing that communication
encompasses not only verbal expression but also embodied
daily actions and interactions.

As we move forward, in Chapter 5, we study how gender
shapes emotional expression in interpersonal and
professional communication within Indian contexts. The
chapter explores emotional labour, socialization, cultural
expectations, and leadership dynamics, analyzing how
gendered emotions are performed, regulated, and negotiated
across social structures, workplaces, and digital platforms.
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CHAPTER 5:

Emotional Intelligence and Gendered
Communication

5.1 Understanding Emotional Intelligence (EI):
Definitions and Frameworks

Emotional Intelligence (EI), as a concept and practice,
straddles psychology, communication theory, and socio-
cultural studies. It refers broadly to the capacity to perceive,
assess, and regulate one’s own emotions and those of others,
facilitating effective interpersonal interaction. While EI is
frequently portrayed as a universal skill, its development,
expression, and social value are deeply embedded in cultural
contexts and gender norms. This section lays the conceptual
foundation of EI, exploring how its frameworks have
evolved and why a gendered lens is critical for understanding
its communicative function in diverse societies, including
India.

Defining Emotional Intelligence: A Theoretical Overview

The term “Emotional Intelligence” was first coined by
Salovey and Mayer (1990), who defined it as “the subset of
social intelligence that involves the ability to monitor one’s
own and others’ feelings and emotions, to discriminate
among them, and to use this information to guide one’s
thinking and actions” (p. 189). Their Ability Model treats EI
as a set of measurable mental abilities involving emotion
perception, emotional facilitation of thought, understanding
emotions, and emotional regulation. This cognitive approach
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is foundational in psychological research but has been
critiqued for underplaying social and cultural mediation.

Daniel Goleman (1995) popularized the concept through a
broader and more accessible Mixed Model. His framework
integrated self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation,
empathy, and social skills — capabilities that link emotional
regulation with professional and social success. Bar-On
(1997) added another layer through the Trait Model,
proposing that EI encompasses personality characteristics
like assertiveness, adaptability, and impulse control. While
Goleman and Bar-On’s models have been influential in
education and corporate training, their universalist tone
invites critical scrutiny when examined through a gender-
sensitive or intersectional lens.

Emotional Intelligence as a Gendered Construct

Mainstream discourses on EI often fail to interrogate how
emotional expression and management are deeply
gendered. Emotional labour — a term famously coined by
Arlie Hochschild (1983) — refers to the process of managing
feelings to fulfill the emotional requirements of a job,
especially in service roles. Women, particularly in
caregiving professions and domestic roles,
disproportionately perform emotional labour, often
invisibly. Similarly, Carol Gilligan (1982) argued that
women develop moral reasoning in a “different voice,”
emphasizing care and relationships over abstract justice.
These perspectives challenge the masculine-coded
rationalist frameworks that often dominate EI evaluation
metrics.

In Indian sociocultural contexts, emeotional roles are
scripted early and powerfully. Daughters are socialised
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into roles of emotional containment and caregiving, whereas
sons are often encouraged to be emotionally stoic. This
conditioning profoundly affects emotional competencies and
communication styles in adulthood.

©) Example: A Bengali mother teaching her daughter to
remain calm during family conflict while instructing her son
to “stand up for the family” illustrates how EI is bifurcated
along gender lines, valorising quiet emotional endurance in
women and assertive emotion-projection in men.

As a result, women may excel in empathy and emotional
regulation but are often perceived as “too emotional” or
lacking rationality. Men, despite limited emotional
vocabulary, may be praised for emotional control,
reinforcing a patriarchal double standard in both domestic
and professional arenas.

Indian Examples: Gendered Emotional Socialisation and
Cultural Codes

In India, cultural traditions, religious practices, and kinship
structures play a significant role in shaping emotional
expectations. A few examples highlight these dynamics:

1. Emotion and Marriage Communication in Indian
Families

In arranged marriage settings, particularly in conservative
North Indian households, young women are trained to
manage emotional discomfort through silence or indirect
expression. Emotional intelligence here becomes a survival
skill. A bride who calmly navigates in-law expectations is
praised for “samajhdaari” (maturity), whereas emotional
assertion is often framed as rebellious or immature. EI, thus,
is not only about competence but also about conformity.
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2. WhatsApp Groups as Emotional Spaces

In urban Indian nuclear families, mothers often use
WhatsApp groups to share emotional updates — children’s
milestones, health concerns, or family coordination. This
form of “digital emotional labour” (Udupa, 2018) reinforces
the mother’s role as the affective centre of the household,
even across diasporic distances. The ability to regulate tone,
use emojis appropriately, and respond empathetically
becomes part of her EI

3. Queer Emotional Intelligence in Hostile Environments

Among LGBTQ+ youth in Indian universities, emotional
intelligence is often practiced through discretion, empathic
bonding, and risk assessment. A queer student in a Delhi
college described learning to “read the air” before
mentioning their pronouns or partners. Such hyper-attuned
emotional monitoring, while cognitively advanced, is born
of marginalisation rather than formal training. Yet, this
intelligence is rarely recognised in mainstream metrics of EI.

Emotional Intelligence as Social and Cultural Capital

Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital helps us
understand how EI can function as an advantage in some
contexts and a burden in others. In elite urban spaces,
especially in corporate India, EI is commodified — seen as
essential for leadership, negotiation, and networking.
However, the performativity of such intelligence is often
gendered.

Bl Case Example: In an MNC in Pune, a woman manager
was appreciated for her empathy-driven leadership but
critiqued as being “too soft” during team evaluations. Her
male colleague, who displayed similar behaviour, was
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praised for being “people-oriented with a strong strategic
vision.”

This kind of gendered perception of the same emotional
behaviour underscores the systemic bias within workplace

communication.

Moreover, class and caste play a role. Emotional control in
high-stress environments may be seen as elite sophistication,
but the same stoicism in a working-class domestic worker
might be misread as passivity or lack of understanding.

Critical Debates: Is EI Always a Good Thing?

While EI is often marketed as a universally beneficial skill,
scholars caution against uncritical adoption. Critics argue
that EI frameworks can:

e Promote emotional conformity rather than critical
expression.

e Be used as tools of surveillance in workplaces
(“‘emotional policing”).

e Marginalise non-normative emotional styles — such
as the dramatic expressions in queer performance
spaces or the righteous anger of social protest.

In Indian feminist discourse, emotional intelligence must be
redefined not as passive adjustment but as critical empathy
— the capacity to feel with others while recognising
structural inequities. This reframing shifts EI from a tool of
personal success to one of relational justice and inclusion.

Understanding Emotional Intelligence through a gendered
and culturally situated lens reveals the inadequacy of
universalist frameworks. In India, emotional intelligence is
not only about intra-psychic balance but also about
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navigating power hierarchies, relational obligations, and
systemic exclusions. For women, LGBTQ+ individuals, and
those on the margins of dominant caste-class structures, EI
is less a skill to be taught and more a survival mechanism to
be decoded. By expanding the frameworks of EI to include
cultural literacy, affective histories, and intersectional lived
realities, we arrive at a more inclusive, transformative
understanding of emotional communication.

5.2 Gendered Emotional Expression in
Interpersonal Communication

Emotions are not merely personal experiences; they are also
culturally patterned and socially regulated performances.
Emotional expression—the ways in which individuals
communicate feelings such as anger, joy, fear, or empathy—
is profoundly shaped by gender norms, which dictate not
only what one can feel, but also how, when, and to whom
those emotions may be expressed. In interpersonal
communication, these gendered scripts influence tone,
language choice, body language, emotional responsiveness,
and the strategic use of silence or expression. This section
explores how emotional expression differs across gender
identities in interpersonal contexts, with an emphasis on
Indian cultural settings and intersectional nuances.

The Social Construction of Emotional Expression

The notion that women are “more emotional” than men has
long been debunked in psychological research. What differs
is not the intensity or frequency of emotional experience, but
the social permission and expectations regarding
expression. Socialization practices often assign women the
responsibility of emeotional caretaking, while men are
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encouraged to suppress emotions, particularly those
associated with vulnerability (Brody & Hall, 2008). Non-
binary and transgender individuals, meanwhile, often
navigate a complex terrain of expressing emotions that may
not align with heteronormative gender codes.

Qy Emotional Scripts

"Emotional scripts" refer to learned behavioural patterns
around emotions. In many South Asian societies, these
scripts are gender-prescriptive:

e  Women are permitted and even expected to express
sadness, empathy, and affection—but discouraged
from expressing anger or sexual desire.

e Men are encouraged to show pride, assertiveness,
and anger—but are often ridiculed for crying or
expressing fear.

e Queer and trans individuals are often policed for
deviating from these scripts, leading to hyper-
awareness and selective expression depending on
context.

Case Study 1: Gendered Tears in Indian Weddings

In Indian wedding rituals, a vivid example of
institutionalised emotional scripting is the bidaai
(farewell) ceremony, where the bride is expected to cry while
leaving her parental home. Her tears are seen as proof of her
emotional attachment, sanskaar (values), and moral
character. A bride who does not cry may be judged as “too
modern” or emotionally cold. In contrast, the groom’s
composed demeanour is praised as strength.

111



2] “My mother whispered to me, ‘You better cry, or people
will say we didn’t raise you well.”” — Recollection from an
interview with a newlywed in Lucknow (2023, field notes).

This ritual codifies gendered emotional expression as both
performance and proof of femininity.

Case Study 2: Masculinity and Emotional Stoicism in
Peer Conversations

In male peer groups, particularly in urban and semi-urban
India, emotional expression is governed by rigid codes of
masculinity. A 2021 study by Thakur and Verma found that
college-going male students in Pune used humour and
teasing as primary modes of emotional bonding. Expressions
of emotional vulnerability were rare and, when attempted,
were often “rescued” by laughter or mockery, indicating the
discomfort around open emotional intimacy among men.

This culture of stoicism and emotional deflection limits
men’s capacity for relational depth and also isolates them
during emotional crises. While these norms are slowly
shifting in more liberal urban environments, especially under
the influence of mental health awareness campaigns, the
stigma remains pronounced.

Intersectional Perspectives: Emotion, Gender, and Caste

Emotional expression is further mediated by caste, class, and
religion. For example, Dalit women’s public expressions of
grief, anger, or protest are often delegitimized or labeled as
excessive. In contrast, emotional expression by dominant-
caste women is more likely to be interpreted as legitimate or
sophisticated.

112



00 Illustration: During a candlelight protest in Hyderabad
against caste-based sexual violence, a Dalit student’s tearful
testimony was interrupted by an upper-caste faculty member
who urged her to “stay composed” to maintain the decorum
of the gathering — highlighting how dominant structures
attempt to sanitize emotional expression from the margins.

This illustrates how emotional expression is not only
gendered but also disciplined by intersecting hierarchies.

Queer Emotional Expression and Code-Switching

For queer and trans individuals, navigating emotional
expression often involves code-switching between safety
and authenticity. In public, many LGBTQ+ people mask
their emotional responses to avoid being outed or targeted.
In safe spaces—Ilike queer collectives, WhatsApp groups, or
Pride events—emotional expressiveness often becomes
liberatory, flamboyant, and richly performative.

B Example: A transfeminine poet from Chennai described
how open weeping during a queer poetry slam was both an
act of healing and defiance: “Outside, we can’t show
anything. But here, even crying is a revolution” (Interview,
2022).

Queer emotionality, often labelled as “too much” by
cisnormative standards, functions as a mode of both intimacy
and resistance (Misra, 2021).

Emotion Work in Family Communication

Within families, gendered emotional expectations are
intensely enforced. Mothers are expected to absorb and
manage the emotional stress of the household. Emotional
expression by fathers is more likely to be symbolic—e.g.,

113



financial support—than affective. Children internalize these
models.

Observation: In a Gujarati household in Surat, a mother
routinely mediated father-son conflicts by softening the
father's angry tone through retelling, thus performing
emotion work for both men. Her role was invisible but
essential to familial harmony.

This invisibility of emotional labour reproduces emotional
inequality across generations.

Digital Emotional Expression and Gender

In the age of digital communication, emotional expression
has moved into new terrains—social media, texting, emojis,
voice notes. Yet gender norms persist even here.

e  Women often use emojis to soften tone and are more
likely to include emotive language in messages.

e Men’s digital communication often favours brevity
and irony; excessive use of emojis by men may be
ridiculed.

e Trans and non-binary individuals use digital
platforms to safely express emotions that are unsafe
to express offline.

Example: A non-binary teen in Bangalore shared, “I send
voice notes crying to my friend at night. I can’t say those
words in real life, but in that moment, the phone becomes my
emotional ally.”

The digital medium thus allows for alternative emotional
grammars, particularly among youth and queer
communities.
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Gendered emotional expression in  interpersonal
communication is not simply a matter of individual choice—
it is socially constructed, structurally regulated, and often
performed. In India, emotional scripts are tightly woven
into cultural rituals, familial expectations, caste hierarchies,
and digital platforms. Women are trained to nurture and
contain; men to command and restrain; queer individuals to
assess, adapt, and often hide. Yet emotional expression also
offers a space for resistance, solidarity, and self-definition.
Recognizing these layered dynamics allows us to reframe
emotional expression not as gendered “difference,” but as a
site of power negotiation and identity work.

5.3 Emotional Labour and Gendered Roles in
Professional Settings

Emotional labour, a concept pioneered by sociologist Arlie
Hochschild (1983), refers to the process by which employees
manage and sometimes suppress or induce emotions to fulfill
the emotional requirements of their jobs. This labour is
deeply gendered, with women disproportionately bearing
the burden of emotional work in many professions,
reinforcing traditional gender roles and expectations. In
Indian workplaces, these dynamics are compounded by
intersecting factors such as caste, class, and sexual identity,
shaping who performs emotional labour and how it is
experienced.

Gendered Expectations of Emotional Labour

In many professional contexts, women are expected to serve
as emotional caretakers—displaying warmth, empathy,
patience, and managing conflict smoothly—while men are
often valued for decisiveness and authority, with less
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expectation to engage in affective work (Joshi &
Bhattacharyya, 2020). For example, in Indian call centers,
female agents are often trained to project a friendly and
soothing tone to customers, effectively engaging in
emotional labour that is rarely recognized as work. This
expectation extends beyond service roles to sectors like
healthcare, education, and administration.

Case Study: Nursing and Emotional Labour in India

Nursing, a predominantly female profession in India,
involves high emotional labour. Nurses routinely comfort
patients and families, manage distress, and smooth
hierarchical tensions in hospitals. A 2019 ethnographic study
in Delhi’s public hospitals highlighted how nurses’
emotional labour remains invisible and undervalued, with
heavy workloads and limited institutional support leading to
burnout (Kumar & Singh, 2019). Male nurses, though fewer,
often face expectations to perform less emotional work,
aligning with masculine norms, but this can also create
tension in gendered workplace roles.

Emotional Labour, Caste, and Class

Emotional labour is not uniformly distributed; caste and
class further stratify who performs it. Lower-caste women
working as domestic helpers or frontline healthcare workers
often perform intense emotional labour under precarious
conditions, including managing the emotions of upper-caste
employers or patients while suppressing their own distress
(Chakraborty, 2021). Their emotional labour is frequently
invisible and unremunerated, reinforcing social hierarchies.
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LGBTQ+ Workers and Emotional Labour

LGBTQ+ individuals in Indian workplaces often undertake
additional emotional labour to navigate identity
management—deciding when to disclose or conceal their
gender or sexual identity. This “covering” or “passing”
consumes emotional energy and adds to workplace stress
(Sarkar & Singh, 2022). For transgender employees,
emotional labour may also include educating colleagues
about gender diversity or managing microaggressions, which
can be both exhausting and risky.

Digital Workspaces and Emotional Labour

With the rise of remote work and digital communication,
emotional labour has transformed but not disappeared.
Online meetings, emails, and messaging require careful
emotional coding—using language, emojis, and tone to
manage impressions and relationships. Women and gender
minorities often find themselves tasked with maintaining
team morale digitally, a subtle form of emotional labour that
remains largely unacknowledged.

Emotional labour in professional settings reinforces and
reproduces gendered inequalities in the workplace. In India,
these inequalities intersect with caste, class, and sexuality,
shaping the emotional expectations placed on workers and
the costs they bear. Recognizing emotional labour as a
legitimate form of work and addressing its gendered
distribution are crucial steps toward more equitable and
inclusive workplaces.
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5.4 Emotional Intelligence and Gendered
Leadership Communication

Emotional Intelligence (EI), broadly defined as the ability to
perceive, understand, regulate, and use emotions effectively
in oneself and others (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2004),
plays a critical role in leadership communication. The
intersection of EI and gender reveals significant patterns in
how leaders communicate, influence, and manage teams,
particularly within culturally specific contexts such as India.

Gendered Expectations of Leadership Emotionality

Leadership models historically valorize agentic traits like
decisiveness and assertiveness, often coded as masculine,
while emotional expressiveness and empathy are
stereotypically viewed as feminine (Eagly & Carli, 2007).
Indian organizational cultures tend to reflect and reinforce
these dichotomies, leading women leaders to navigate a
complex balance between demonstrating empathy and
maintaining authority (Chaudhuri & Ghosh, 2012).

Women leaders in India often employ higher levels of
emotional intelligence in communication to build consensus,
foster relationships, and manage conflict, strategies that align
with cultural expectations of female social roles (Singh &
Khandelwal, 2020). However, this emotional labour is
frequently undervalued or interpreted as weakness, a
phenomenon termed the “double bind” of leadership
(Catalyst, 2007).

Case Study: Women Leaders in Indian Corporates

A 2021 qualitative study on women CEOs in Bangalore's
tech sector found that successful women leaders excelled in
empathic communication and active listening, which they
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used to inspire loyalty and innovation among diverse teams
(Patel & Rao, 2021). They also reported facing skepticism
when exhibiting traditionally feminine emotional behaviors
in leadership meetings, forcing strategic modulation of
emotional expression.

&3 “I often have to soften my tone to be heard, but not too
much — otherwise, I’m not taken seriously,” said one CEO
participant.

Men, Emotional Intelligence, and Leadership

Men leaders often exhibit a narrower emotional range in
communication, focusing on emotional regulation to display
control and confidence (Goleman, 1998). In India’s
patriarchal corporate culture, displays of empathy or
vulnerability by men may risk their perceived authority,
though changing norms in startups and new sectors are
gradually shifting this dynamic.

Intersectionality: Caste, Class, and Leadership
Emotionality

Emotional intelligence in leadership is also filtered through
caste and class. Upper-caste leaders may have greater social
capital to express emotions authentically, whereas leaders
from marginalized backgrounds may suppress emotions to
conform to dominant norms or avoid stereotyping (Rao,
2019). Similarly, class privilege affects access to emotional
literacy training and supportive networks.

LGBTQ+ Leaders and Emotional Intelligence

For LGBTQ+ leaders in India, emotional intelligence
becomes a vital skill for navigating identity disclosure,
building  inclusive  environments, and  handling
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discrimination. A queer leader in a Mumbai-based NGO
shared how cultivating emotional resilience and empathetic
communication was essential for team cohesion and
advocacy work (Interview, 2023).

Emotional Intelligence Training and Gender Sensitivity

Increasingly, Indian organizations are incorporating
emotional intelligence training with a focus on gender
sensitivity, helping employees understand how gendered
emotional norms impact leadership and teamwork. These
programs encourage authentic emotional expression across
genders, fostering more inclusive communication cultures
(Sharma & Gupta, 2022).

Emotional intelligence is a critical component of effective
leadership communication, but gendered expectations
complicate how it is expressed and perceived in Indian
workplaces. Women and LGBTQ+ leaders often navigate a
delicate balance of emotional expressiveness and authority,
while men face pressures to restrict emotionality to conform
to hegemonic norms. Addressing these dynamics through
inclusive training and organizational change can help
cultivate emotionally intelligent and equitable leadership.

5.5 Gender, Emotional Intelligence, and Conflict
Resolution

Conflict resolution in professional and personal settings is
deeply influenced by emotional intelligence (EI), which
equips individuals to navigate disagreements with empathy,
self-regulation, and social skills (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso,
2004). Gender plays a significant role in shaping both the
strategies employed and the outcomes of conflict
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management, especially in the Indian socio-cultural and
workplace context.

Gendered Approaches to Conflict Resolution

Research suggests that women tend to use more
collaborative and avoidant conflict resolution strategies,
emphasizing relationship preservation and emotional
attunement (Ting-Toomey & Oetzel, 2001). In contrast, men
often lean towards competitive or dominant styles,
prioritizing assertion and control. In India, these tendencies
are reinforced by cultural expectations, where women are
socialized to maintain harmony and men to assert authority
(Rao & Kaur, 2018).

Case Study: Conflict Management in Indian Family
Businesses

In family-run businesses in Gujarat, women members often
mediate disputes by applying emotional intelligence—
acknowledging others’ feelings, validating concerns, and
finding consensus (Desai, 2019). Men in leadership roles
might prefer hierarchical decision-making, sometimes
escalating conflicts to reinforce power structures. Such
gendered conflict styles influence business continuity and
workplace climate.

Intersectionality: Caste, Class, and Conflict

Conlflict resolution is also shaped by intersecting identities.
For instance, women from marginalized castes may face
additional challenges expressing emotions or engaging in
negotiation due to systemic oppression and social stigma
(Mehta, 2020). Class disparities further complicate access to
formal conflict resolution mechanisms, making emotional
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intelligence a crucial tool for navigating informal
negotiations.

LGBTQ+ Perspectives on Conflict and EI

LGBTQ+ individuals in Indian workplaces and families
often face unique conflicts related to identity acceptance.
Emotional intelligence helps them manage these situations
by regulating emotional responses and employing strategic
communication (Kumar & Shah, 2021). However, the
burden of emotional labour in resolving such conflicts
frequently falls on LGBTQ+ individuals themselves,
highlighting a need for more supportive environments.

Emotional Intelligence Training for Conflict Resolution

Organizations in India increasingly recognize the value of
El-based conflict resolution training to promote gender-
sensitive communication and reduce workplace hostility
(Patil & Joshi, 2022). Such training emphasizes recognizing
implicit biases, active listening, and empathetic engagement,
thereby improving organizational culture and productivity.

5.6 Gender Differences in Emotional Expression and
Perception

Emotional expression and perception are fundamental
components of emotional intelligence, shaping how
individuals communicate and relate to others. Gender
differences in these domains have been widely studied across
cultures, revealing both biological and social influences that
interact in complex ways. In the Indian socio-cultural
context, these differences are further nuanced by traditional
gender roles, expectations, and intersecting identities.
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Gendered Patterns of Emotional Expression

Studies consistently find that women generally express
emotions more openly and frequently than men, especially
emotions such as sadness, fear, and empathy, whereas men
tend to express anger and pride more overtly (Brody & Hall,
2008). This pattern is deeply tied to socialization processes;
Indian girls are often encouraged to be nurturing and
emotionally responsive, while boys are socialized to be stoic
and restrained (Kumar & Mukherjee, 2017).

For example, in many Indian families, girls may be
comforted for crying, reinforcing emotional expressiveness,
whereas boys may be discouraged from showing
vulnerability to align with masculine ideals. This shapes how
adults later communicate emotions in personal and
professional contexts.

Perception of Emotions: Gendered Sensitivities

Women often demonstrate higher sensitivity and accuracy in
perceiving others’ emotional states, an aspect of emotional
intelligence that facilitates empathy and social bonding (Hall
& Matsumoto, 2004). This heightened perceptual ability
allows women to pick up subtle emotional cues in verbal and
non-verbal communication, which can be advantageous in
collaborative and caregiving roles.

Men, by contrast, may show reduced emotional perception
in certain domains but may excel in recognizing emotions
tied to dominance or threat, aligning with evolutionary and
social demands for protective and competitive behaviors
(Thayer & Johnsen, 2010).
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Indian Cultural Context and Emotional Expression

The Indian cultural milieu reinforces and complicates these
gender differences. Expressing strong emotions publicly,
especially by men, may be stigmatized as weakness or loss
of control, particularly in traditional and rural settings
(Sengupta & Basu, 2015). Women’s emotional
expressiveness, while socially accepted, is often
circumscribed by expectations of modesty and emotional
restraint in public spheres.

Furthermore, intersectional identities—such as caste, class,
and LGBTQ+ status—modulate emotional expression and
perception. For instance, transgender individuals may face
unique challenges in expressing emotions freely due to
societal prejudice, yet may develop acute emotional
perceptiveness as a survival strategy in hostile environments
(Singh & Patel, 2019).

Ilustrative Example: Emotional Expression in
Workplace Feedback

In an Indian IT company, a female manager noted that male
employees often responded defensively to emotional
feedback, interpreting it as a personal attack, whereas female
employees tended to engage reflectively and seek
collaborative solutions (Sharma & Verma, 2020). This
difference in emotional perception and response impacts
communication effectiveness and team dynamics.
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5.7 & 5.8 Emotional Intelligence in Cross-Gender
Communication and Cultural Nuances in Indian
Context

Effective communication between genders is a nuanced
process shaped by emotional intelligence (EI), cultural
norms, and social expectations. Cross-gender communication
often involves managing different emotional styles,
expressions, and perceptions to foster understanding and
reduce conflict. In India, with its rich cultural diversity and
traditional gender roles, these dynamics take on unique
forms.

Cross-Gender Communication and Emotional
Intelligence

Emotional intelligence facilitates successful cross-gender
communication by enabling individuals to recognize and
adapt to different emotional cues and communication styles
(Brackett & Salovey, 2006). Since men and women often
vary in emotional expressiveness and interpretation (as
discussed in Section 5.6), EI helps bridge these gaps through
empathy, regulation, and effective social skills.

For example, women may prefer indirect, relationship-
oriented communication styles that emphasize emotional
connection, whereas men may favor direct, task-oriented
approaches (Tannen, 1990). Emotional intelligence allows
both to recognize and respect these preferences, adjusting
their communication to reduce misunderstandings.

Indian Cultural Norms Impacting Cross-Gender
Communication

In the Indian context, gender norms strongly influence how
men and women interact emotionally. Traditional
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expectations often discourage open emotional expression,
especially in mixed-gender settings. Public displays of
affection or emotion between genders may be taboo, and
hierarchical gender roles can restrict candid communication
(Rao, 2013).

For instance, in many Indian workplaces, women may
hesitate to express disagreement openly to male colleagues
due to power dynamics and societal conditioning (Gupta &
Sharma, 2018). Emotional intelligence becomes vital here
for both genders to create safe spaces for dialogue, where
emotional honesty and respect are fostered without violating
cultural sensitivities.

Illustrative Example: Cross-Gender Communication in
Indian Corporate Meetings

A study of corporate meetings in Delhi revealed that male
managers often interpreted women’s indirect feedback as
evasiveness, leading to frustration, while women perceived
men’s direct feedback as harsh or insensitive (Kapoor &
Joshi, 2020). When participants engaged in EI training
focused on recognizing these gendered communication
patterns, meetings became more collaborative and less
conflict-prone.

Intersectionality: Regional, Linguistic, and Community
Variations

India’s diversity adds layers to emotional intelligence in
cross-gender communication. For example, in more
conservative northern states, emotional restraint in cross-
gender interactions may be stronger than in metropolitan or
southern regions, where social norms are comparatively
liberal (Singh & Nair, 2017). Linguistic nuances, such as
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honorifics and gendered pronouns in Indian languages like
Hindi, Tamil, and Bengali, also shape emotional expression
and power dynamics in communication.

LGBTQ+ individuals navigate additional complexities, often
decoding and managing emotional cues in cross-gender
interactions within both traditional and progressive Indian
spaces. Their emotional intelligence is crucial for negotiating
acceptance and authentic communication (Kumar & Das,
2022).

Emotional Intelligence Training for Inclusive Cross-
Gender Communication

Organizations in India are increasingly adopting EI training
programs that address gendered communication differences
with cultural sensitivity (Patel & Mehta, 2021). These
initiatives focus on:

¢ Enhancing empathy to understand diverse emotional
expressions

e Developing adaptive communication strategies

e Recognizing cultural taboos and fostering inclusive
dialogue

e Addressing unconscious gender biases impacting
emotional perception

Such training not only improves workplace harmony but also
empowers individuals to engage authentically across
genders.

5.9 Conclusion

Emotional intelligence is indispensable in navigating the
complexities of cross-gender communication within India’s
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culturally rich and diverse environment. By fostering
empathy, adaptability, and cultural awareness, individuals
and organizations can transcend traditional gender barriers,
promoting  respectful and emotionally intelligent
interactions. This enhances both personal relationships and
professional collaboration, contributing to more inclusive
and effective communication practices.

5.10 Summary and Reflection

This chapter has explored the multifaceted relationship
between emotional intelligence (EI) and gendered
communication, emphasizing how biological, social, and
cultural factors shape emotional expression, perception, and
interaction. Beginning with foundational concepts of
emotional intelligence and its gender dimensions, we
examined how societal norms and workplace contexts
influence emotional labour, leadership communication, and
conflict resolution.

The discussion highlighted that gender differences in
emotional expression and perception are not fixed but deeply
intertwined with socialization practices and cultural
expectations. In India, traditional gender roles, caste, class,
and sexual identity create a complex landscape where
emotional intelligence becomes a vital skill for navigating
interpersonal and professional relationships.

Cross-gender communication, especially within India’s
diverse cultural milieu, requires heightened emotional
intelligence to bridge differing emotional styles and cultural
norms. Training programs that foster empathy, adaptability,
and cultural sensitivity have shown promise in enhancing
communication and reducing conflict across genders.
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Importantly, the chapter underscored the necessity of
recognizing intersectional identities—including LGBTQ+
experiences—in understanding emotional intelligence in
gendered communication. Emotional labour often
disproportionately affects marginalized groups, highlighting
the need for inclusive strategies that empower all individuals
to communicate authentically and effectively.

Reflection Questions

1. How do your cultural and social contexts shape the
ways you express and perceive emotions across
genders?

2. In what ways can emotional intelligence training be
tailored to address gender and cultural nuances in
your environment?

3. How can organizations create safe spaces that
respect diverse emotional expressions while
fostering productive cross-gender communication?

4. Reflect on examples where emotional intelligence
helped resolve gender-based communication
challenges in your personal or professional life.

Now, in the next chapter, we will learn about
intersectionality that highlights how overlapping social
identities—such as gender, race, class, disability, and
sexuality—interact to shape individuals’ experiences of
privilege and discrimination. It emphasizes that systems of
oppression are interconnected and must be addressed
collectively through inclusive communication, equitable
policies, and context-sensitive practices in education,
workplaces, and social programs.
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CHAPTER 6:

Intersectionality: Culture, Race,
Disability, and Gender Dynamics

6.1 Meaning of Intersectionality

The term ‘intersectionality’ is not yet widely used;
awareness of it in academic and policymaking contexts is
rising. The term ‘intersectionality” was first used in 1989 by
American critical legal race scholar Kimberl¢ Crenshaw, and
it originated in the Black feminist movement. When
discussing the twofold prejudice Black women experience
from sexism and racism, Crenshaw used the term
"intersectionality."  Intersectionality = examines how
interlocking oppressive structures manifest themselves in the
lives of individuals.

Intersectionality is a framework for understanding how
various forms of inequality and discrimination, such as
racism, sexism, homophobia, and classism, overlap and
intersect, creating unique experiences of oppression for
individuals. It highlights that people can be disadvantaged by
multiple sources of oppression simultaneously, and these
intersecting  identities compound their challenges.
Intersectionality emphasizes the need for inclusive policies
and practices that consider the complex and interconnected
nature of social identities and systemic inequities.

“Intersectionality is a metaphor for understanding
the ways that multiple forms of inequality or
disadvantage sometimes compound themselves and
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create obstacles that often are not understood among
conventional ways of thinking.”

- Kimberle Crenshaw

“Intersectionality is an analytical tool that we use for
the purpose of equality and human rights monitoring
to show the distinct forms of harm, abuse,
discrimination, and disadvantage experienced by
people when multiple categories of social identity
interact with each other.”

- Equality and Human Rights Commission

Therefore, in an intersectional society, where individuals’
identities are shaped by overlapping social categories such
as race, gender, class, sexuality, ability, and more, gender
communication plays a critical role in shaping experiences,
relationships, power dynamics, and social structures.

6.2 Role of Intersectionality in Gendered Communication

We emphasize intersectionality at every stage of
communication when we discuss creating language that
recognizes diverse lived realities—selecting words, phrases,
and structures that respect and represent the various contexts
people come from. The study of intersectionality in
communication explores how individuals with multiple,
intersecting social identities are portrayed and understood
through various communication channels and mediums.
These intersecting identities include dimensions such as
race, gender, class, ability, sexual orientation, and others,
which combine to create unique experiences and challenges
that differ significantly from those faced by individuals
defined by a single category. Representational
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intersectionality, therefore, not only focuses on the content
of messages but also on the processes and implications of
conveying complex identities in public discourse, media,
policy debates, and everyday communication.

At its core, intersectionality seeks to analyze how the
representation of intersecting identities in communication
shapes societal power dynamics and public perceptions.
Historically, traditional communications and media often
presented identities in isolation—for example, treating
gender, race, or disability as separate and unconnected
categories. This fragmented approach limits understanding
by overlooking the ways these social categories overlap and
influence each other. For example, the experiences of a
Black woman cannot be fully grasped by studying race and
gender as separate entities; her lived reality emerges from the
interplay of both racial and gendered identities shaping her
interactions and opportunities.

Such representations can perpetuate stereotypes, reinforce
structural inequalities, and marginalize already vulnerable
groups. When media and public discourse portray a person
solely through one lens—such as the “disabled person”
without acknowledging their race or gender—it risks
flattening complex identities and perpetuating incomplete or
harmful narratives. These one-dimensional portrayals can
lead to misunderstandings and exclusion. For example,
disabled women of color may be invisibilized in both
disability advocacy and gender justice movements if
communication around these topics neglects the
intersectional contexts in which they live.

Beyond problematizing simplistic portrayals,
representational intersectionality highlights the need for
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more nuanced, accurate, and inclusive communication
strategies. This involves conscious effort to represent
multiple dimensions of identity simultaneously, respecting
the complex realities people inhabit. Inclusive representation
challenges dominant narratives and disrupts existing power
hierarchies by refusing to accept monolithic categorizations.
For instance, highlighting the experiences of LGBTQ+
people of color in media and policy discussions sheds light
on the particular forms of discrimination they face, which are
often overlooked in single-axis analyses of either sexual
orientation or race alone.

Moreover, representational intersectionality is critical for
fostering social trust, equity, and empathy. When
communication fairly and meaningfully portrays the
diversity of people’s lived experiences, it can contribute to
greater understanding and solidarity among different social
groups. This is especially important in multicultural and
pluralistic societies where misrepresentation can deepen
divisions. For example, educational materials that
incorporate intersectional perspectives help students
appreciate how identities are interconnected and how
systemic inequalities can be multifaceted.

Communication scholars and practitioners also explore how
representational intersectionality affects power relations not
only in public narratives but also in interpersonal
communication, policy formation, and organizational
cultures. Power is embedded in who has the authority to
represent identities and whose voices are amplified or
silenced. Intersectional representation insists on centering
marginalized voices in communication, ensuring those with
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multiple marginalized identities are not just subjects of
representation but active agents shaping the discourse.

6.3 A Multidimensional Approach: Why Intersectionality
Matters

Intersectionality acknowledges:

e No single axis of identity is adequate for analyzing
discrimination: For example, the experiences of
disabled women of color cannot be fully understood
through a gender-only or race-only lens.

e Systems of power are interlocking: Racism, sexism,
ableism, and other forms of discrimination are
interconnected and amplify each other’s effects.

e Policy and practice must adapt to complexity: Social
programs, educational curricula, and workplace
policies must reflect intersecting identities to
achieve true equity (Bond Disability and
Development Group, 2024; OECD, 2023).

6.4 Intersectionality in the Workplace: Structural
and Interpersonal Dynamics

Intersectionality in employment settings manifests in
multiple, mutually reinforcing forms:

1. Hiring and Advancement Inequities

Women of color, especially those who are disabled or
identify as LGBTQ+, encounter barriers not faced by their
White, male, or nondisabled counterparts. Quantitative
studies show underrepresentation in leadership roles,
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disparate pay, and higher rates of workplace harassment
(Christoffersen, 2021).

2. Workplace Policy Implementation

Policies purportedly supporting diversity may, in reality,
disproportionately benefit certain subgroups, while leaving
those at intersecting axes behind. For example, gender-
neutral parental leave policies sometimes fail to address the
compounded stigmas attached to same-sex couples or
disabled parents, who face both workplace discrimination
and policy gaps (OECD, 2023).

6.5 Media and Representation: Shaping Public
Perception

Representational intersectionality in media examines how
images and narratives about individuals at the intersection of
multiple identities shape public perception and policy.

Practical Example

Black actresses who play disabled roles face compounded
stereotypes—not only about race and gender, but also about
disability—often being typecast into roles that lack nuance
or complexity, which can reinforce societal biases
(Crenshaw, 1991).

6.6 Intersectionality in Cultural Contexts

Intersectionality also operates across cultural axes:

e (aste and Disability in South Asia: In India, disabled
women from low-caste backgrounds experience
discrimination in marriage markets, education, and
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health, compounded by entrenched caste and gender
hierarchies (OECD, 2023).

o Indigenous Women and Colonialism: Indigenous
women in Canada encounter systemic inequality
rooted in both gender bias and unresolved colonial
histories, resulting in higher rates of poverty and
violence against indigenous women with disabilities
(Christoffersen, 2021).

6.7 Case Studies from Indian Contexts

Representational intersectionality explores how multiple,
overlapping identities—such as caste, gender, disability, and
sexuality—are portrayed within different communication
mediums and how these representations affect social power
structures and  public understanding. In India,
intersectionality is particularly relevant due to the country’s
complex social hierarchies and diverse population.

1. Dalit Women’s Representation in Media

Dalit women often face the double burden of caste and
gender injustice. Indian media coverage commonly
represents their struggles either through the lens of caste or
gender, but rarely both simultaneously. For instance, when
reporting cases of violence against Dalit women, narratives
frequently focus on the “Dalit” aspect or treat it merely as a
gender-based issue, failing to address how these factors
compound  vulnerability  (Stallion  Journal for
Multidisciplinary Associated Research Studies, 2024). This
fragmented representation not only obscures Dalit women’s
unique challenges but also perpetuates stereotypes and social
invisibility.
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2. Transgender Persons from Marginalized
Communities

Intersectionality is evident in how communication
surrounding transgender rights often overlooks additional
dimensions such as caste, religion, and disability.
Transgender individuals from Dalit or Adivasi backgrounds
face both transphobia and social exclusion related to caste or
ethnicity, creating multifaceted barriers to acceptance and
agency. Existing laws and discourse, while advancing some
rights, they still tend to foreground urban, upper-caste, and
middle-class narratives, marginalizing those at intersectional
boundaries (Kothari et al., 2019).

3. Disabled Women in Rural India

Disabled women in rural areas of India face intersecting
discriminations based on gender, ability, geography, and
sometimes caste. Policy discussions and development
narratives often treat disabled people as a homogeneous
group, failing to address unique experiences such as lack of
access to sanitation facilities—shaped by both gender norms
and systemic ableism. These layers of disadvantage are
further compounded by poverty and lack of infrastructure
(BPAS Journals, 2022; Centre for Law and Policy Research,
2020).

4. Muslim Women: Intersection of Religion, Gender,
and Class

Media portrayals often reduce Muslim women’s identities to
either their religious background or gender, thereby
oversimplifying diverse lived experiences. For example,
during debates about triple talaq, Muslim women are
frequently cast as victims of religious patriarchy, without

137



attention to differences by social class, profession, and
personal beliefs. This reductionist communication ignores
how religion, gender, and class interact to produce complex
realities (Pan, 2021).

5. Adivasi LGBTQ+ Youth

India’s LGBTQ+ discourse remains predominantly urban
and middle-class, marginalizing Adivasi youth whose
intersecting identities include ethnicity, geography,
language, and economic status. These young people confront
compounded invisibility and lack meaningful representation
in policy and advocacy, challenging single-axis approaches
to inclusion (Kothari et al., 2019).

6. Disabled Dalit Women and Compounded
Discrimination

Recent policy papers highlight how disabled Dalit women
are among the most marginalized, facing social ostracism,
health barriers, and economic exclusion from both disability
and caste perspectives. Their voices are often absent from
dominant advocacy narratives, showing the necessity of
intersectional frameworks in communication and policy
formation (Centre for Law and Policy Research, 2020).

6.8 Intersectionality and Communication: Everyday
Language Practices

Intersectionality has important implications for how we
communicate, both interpersonally and institutionally:

e Example 1: Instead of using generic terms like
“minorities” or “the disabled,” practitioners can
specify “South Asian immigrant women with
mobility disabilities” or “transgender Black youth”
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to acknowledge specific intersecting experiences
(Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2019).

e Example 2: Academic institutions are adapting
scholarly citations and classroom language to
recognize the need for nonbinary pronouns and the
racialized experiences of students (Christoffersen,
2021).

e Example 3: Workplaces are updating diversity and
inclusion trainings to include intersectional
scenarios, such as the combined effects of religious
discrimination and gender bias for Muslim women
employees (OECD, 2023).

Policy Recommendations

Overcoming the communication gaps faced by people with
disabilities in India requires a multilayered, intersectional
strategy focusing on policy reform, inclusive education,
community mobilization, and representation. First, policies
should be co-designed with input from women an to ensure
they address the simultaneous barriers of gender and
disability, such as by mandating accessible communication
tools (Braille, sign language, audio aids) across all public
services and educational platforms (Bond, 2024; BPAS
Journals, 2023). Teacher and health worker training
programs must integrate gender and disability sensitization,
dismantling stereotypes that silence or marginalize disabled
women (CDNBBSR, 2024). In communities, awareness
campaigns and support groups can break down attitudinal
barriers and empower women with disabilities to advocate
for their rights and participate in decision-making (Inflibnet,
n.d.). Media and advocacy organizations should
intentionally uplift and amplify voices of disabled women,
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ensuring  their  stories shape public  discourse
(Commonwealth Foundation, 2023). Finally, intersectional
frameworks must prioritize the leadership of disabled
women in both gender and disability movements, fostering
role models, increasing political participation, and
guaranteeing their needs are central to reforms. Only through
these integrated measures can true equity in communication
and participation be achieved (Bond, 2024; BPAS Journals,
2023; CDNBBSR, 2024).

6.9 Summary and Reflection

Representational intersectionality in the Indian context
reveals how complex social identities—such as caste,
gender, disability, religion, and sexuality—intersect to shape
unique experiences of marginalization and privilege. The
examples of Dalit women, transgender individuals from
marginalized communities, disabled rural women, Muslim
women, and Adivasi LGBTQ+ youth highlight the multiple
layers of discrimination that are often overlooked in
simplistic, single-axis analyses. Media, policy, and public
discourse frequently fail to capture these overlapping
identities, resulting in fragmented narratives that obscure the
full realities of affected populations.

Addressing this gap requires intentional efforts to
communicate more holistically and inclusively by centering
diverse voices and acknowledging intersecting oppressions.
Intersectional representation not only challenges dominant
stereotypes but also fosters empathy, social justice, and
equitable policy-making. In India’s pluralistic society, an
intersectional communication framework is vital to
dismantling systemic inequities and promoting genuine
inclusion. Embracing intersectionality in media, advocacy,
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and institutional practice allows for the development of
solutions attentive to the nuanced needs of the most
marginalized, ultimately advancing social equity and human
dignity.

In the next chapter 7, we study non-binary and transgender
identities, diverse expressions of body language, and the
significance of gender-neutral communication. The focus is
on promoting inclusivity, challenging stereotypes, and
understanding how education fosters equality and respect for
the LGBTQ community in communication practices.
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CHAPTER 7:

Non-Binary and Transgender
Communication Style

7.1 Introduction

Transgender is an umbrella term encompassing individuals
whose gender identity differs from their sex assigned at birth,
including trans women, trans men, transsexuals, hijras, drag
queens, and others with non-normative gender identities
(Stryker, 2017). The transgender spectrum in India includes
culturally specific identities such as hijra, kinnar, and
aravani, who hold long-standing but marginalized roles in
society (All India Reporter, 2019). Trans people often face
systemic inequalities in law, education, healthcare, and
employment due to entrenched stigma and misunderstanding
(Human Rights Watch, 2022; UNESCO, 2025).

7.2 Classification of Transgenders

1. Transgender Women (MTF): Individuals who were
assigned male at birth but identify and live as women. MTF
stands for “male-to-female” (American Psychological
Association, 2021).

2. Transgender Men (FTM): Individuals who were
assigned female at birth but identify and live as men. FTM
stands for “female-to-male.”

3. Non-Binary: Those who neither identify exclusively as
male nor female, often adopting fluid or multiple gender
identities (Zimman, 2019).
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4. Drag queens: A drag queen is a person, usually a man,
who, for entertainment purposes, imitates and frequently
exaggerates feminine gender signifiers and gender roles
using drag attire and makeup (Stryker, 2017).

5. Genderqueer and Genderfluid: These terms describe
identities that reject the traditional binary notion of gender.
Genderqueer individuals may identify with aspects of both
genders or neither, while genderfluid people may experience
shifts in their gender identity over time (Heinz, 2023).

7.3 Non-Binary Gender Identities

Non-binary genders refer to identities that exist outside the
traditional male-female dichotomy. People within this group
may experience gender as fluid, fixed, dual, or nonexistent.
Non-binary identity categories include agender, those who
experience no gender; bigender, who identify as two
genders; demiboy/demigirl, who partially identify with a
traditional gender; and enby, an abbreviation for non-binary
(Zimman, 2019). Though globally recognized, these
concepts intersect in India with indigenous third-gender
formations that broaden the spectrum of self-expression and
cultural belonging (UNESCO, 2025).

Classification of Non-Binary Gender

1. Agender: Refers to individuals who do not identify with
any gender. Agender people may feel a lack of gender or
consider themselves gender neutral.

2. Bigender: Describes individuals who identify as two
distinct genders, either simultaneously or switching between
them. These genders can be male and female or include non-
binary identities.
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3. Demiboy/Demigirl: Terms for individuals who identify
partially, but not fully, with a male (demiboy) or female
(demigirl) gender. They may feel a connection to a particular
gender but not to its entirety.

4. Two-Spirit: A culturally specific identity among some
Indigenous peoples in North America, encompassing a
variety of gender identities that can include aspects of both
traditional male and female roles.

5. Enby: A colloquial term for non-binary people, derived
from the pronunciation of the abbreviation ‘NB’ (non-
binary).

7.4 Body Language of Gender Non-Conforming
Individuals

Body language is a form of nonverbal communication that
can vary widely among individuals, including transgender
people. For transgender individuals, body language might be
influenced by their gender identity, the stage of their
transition, and personal comfort levels (Heinz, 2023). Here
are some key points to consider:

Affirmation of Gender Identity: Transgender individuals
often adjust their body language to align with their gender
identity. This can include changes in posture, gestures, and
expressions to reflect their authentic selves. For instance, a
transwoman might adopt more traditionally feminine
gestures, while a transman might adopt more traditionally
masculine ones.

Comfort and Confidence: As transgender or non-binary
individuals become more comfortable and confident in their
gender identity, their body language may become more
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relaxed and natural. Early in transition, there might be a more
conscious effort to modify body language, which can
become more intuitive over time.

Cultural and Social Influences: Like all people,
transgender individuals are influenced by cultural norms and
social expectations related to gender. They may consciously
or unconsciously adopt body language that aligns with these
norms to fit in or feel affirmed.

Micro expressions and Subtle Cues: Transgender people,
like everyone else, use micro expressions and subtle body
language cues. These might include facial expressions, eye
contact, and slight movements that convey emotions and
reactions. Being attuned to these can provide insight into
their feelings and comfort levels.

Safety and Self-Preservation: In environments where trans
or non-binary identities might feel unsafe or judged, their
body language might reflect caution or defensiveness. This
can include avoiding eye contact, having closed-off postures,
or minimizing movements to avoid drawing attention.

7.5 Characteristics Features of Non-Conforming
Gender

1. Transgenders have different body language than male
and female gender. Their body language changes within the
context of the situation and varies with a person’s own
communication style.

2. Transwomen have more feminine body language such
as crossing legs when sitting, expressive hand gestures, and
softer eye contact.
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3. Transmen have more masculine postures and gestures,
such as taking up more space, firm handshake, and maintain
direct eye contact.

4. Body language differ from individual to individual
regardless of their gender identity, sexual preference, or sex
of a person.

5. The body language of transgenders and non-binary
people can have different meanings in different cultures.

6. Most transgenders express their gender expression
more outwardly with their bold walking style, harsh
language, vibrant clothing, manly voice, and other forms of
clothing.

7. Also, closed postures such as closed arms or avoid
maintaining eye contact, may indicate transgender’s
discomfort or defensiveness.

8. Transgender individuals and communities use specific
vocabulary to describe their experiences, gender identities,
and issues.

9. Non-binary and trans people communication style often
emphasizes inclusivity, respect, and affirmation of diverse
gender identities. They prioritize using correct pronouns and
chosen names, sharing personal experiences authentically,
and advocating for gender equality.

10. Also, transgender and non-binary people may use
negative body language when provoked such as closing
arms, use of abusive language, slurs, or aggressive terms,
which contributes to exclusion and marginalization.
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7.6 Challenges Faced by Transgenders & Non-
Binary Identities

Invisibility: Transgender and non-binary persons often
experience social invisibility and marginalization,
particularly in health care, education, and media
representation (von der Warth et al, 2023). Public
understanding of non-binary identities remains limited, often
reducing gender diversity to the binary spectrum
(Chakrapani et al., 2022). This invisibility fosters societal
rejection and exclusion even within progressive LGBTQ+
spaces.

Lack of Understanding: Transgender and non-binary
people could not be able to express their inner most feeling
and expression to their own family and society, as the
heterosexual people do not consider them as a part of
mainstream society. Many people are unfamiliar with their
existence, leading to ignorance and insensitivity. This lack
of understanding can result in non-binary and transgender
people constantly having to explain and justify their identity
to the heterosexual society.

Lack of Education Facilities: Many educational systems do
not include comprehensive information about gender
identity and diversity in their curricula, leaving students
without a basic understanding of these issues. This
deficiency affects multiple aspects of life, including social
interactions, healthcare, legal recognition, and overall well-
being of an individual (Poonam & Seema, 2022). Moreover,
the facility of basic education to the trans people are not
easily available for them, as stereotypes against them persist
in society. Educators often lack training on how to create
inclusive classrooms and support transgender and non-
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binary students, which can lead to an unsupportive or even
hostile learning environment. -

Inadequate Healthcare Facilities: Access to gender-
affirming healthcare is limited, and many healthcare
providers lack training and understanding of transgender
health  issues. Healthcare discrimination remains
widespread, as many providers lack the competence to
deliver gender-affirming, nonjudgmental care (Rao, 2023).
In India, transgender-inclusive healthcare remains
underdeveloped, especially outside metropolitan areas,
forcing people to navigate unsafe or unregulated treatments
(von der Warth et al., 2023). Globally, many trans and non-
binary individuals avoid medical consultation for fear of
misgendering and disrespect (Farin-Glattacker et al., 2024).

Lack of Legal Facilities: Trans and non-binary individuals
often face gaps in legal protections, as anti-discrimination
laws and policies may not explicitly include non-binary
people. Many legal and administrative systems only
recognize binary gender options (male and female), making
it difficult for non-binary individuals and transgenders to
have accurate identification documents. Without legal
recognition, transgender and non-binary individuals face
societal invalidation. Many legal systems globally fail to
acknowledge non-binary persons, perpetuating administrative
invalidation through gender-marked documents (Human
Rights Watch, 2022). The Transgender Persons (Protection
of Rights) Act (2019) was India’s first attempt at legal
recognition but remains critiqued for bureaucratic
restrictions and dependence on medical certification (Bose,
2023).
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Mental Health Issues: Transgender and non-binary
individuals frequently face mental health challenges such as
depression, anxiety, and higher suicide rates due to societal
stigma, discrimination, and lack of support. Moreover, the
lack of education contributes to a lack of understanding and
support, which can negatively impact the mental health of
transgender and non-binary people. The stress and anxiety
associated with navigating a world that does not legally
recognize one's gender identity can lead to significant mental
health issues. These issues are exacerbated by difficulties
accessing gender-affirming care and supportive mental
health services, leading to a significant impact on their
overall well-being and quality of life.

Workplace Discrimination: Transgender and non-binary
individuals often encounter workplace discrimination,
including harassment, misgendering, barriers to hiring and
promotion, and limited opportunities for advancement in
their careers. Additionally, the cost of legal and medical
requirements to change documents can be prohibitive.
Therefore, employers and colleagues may not understand the
importance of inclusive practices, leading to a lack of
support and accommaodations for transgender and non-binary
employees. This hostile environment limits career
opportunities, causes economic instability, and negatively
impacts their mental health and job satisfaction.

Misgendering: Misgendering, the act of referring to
someone using incorrect pronouns or gendered terms, is a
pervasive issue for transgender and non-binary individuals.
This problem often stems from ignorance or deliberate
disrespect, leading to feelings of invalidation and distress.
Frequent misgendering can severely impact mental health,
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contributing to anxiety, depression, and a sense of isolation.
In professional settings, misgendering can create a hostile
work environment, affecting job performance and overall job
satisfaction. Moreover, misgendering in medical and legal
contexts can result in inadequate care and services, as
providers may fail to respect the individual's identity, leading
to discomfort and mistrust.

Rejection from Family & Society: Most of the transgender
and non-binary individuals faces rejection from their own
family and friends which leads to significant emotional
distress, contributing to feelings of rejection, isolation, and
depression. This lack of support can hinder their mental
health and well-being. Additionally, without family
acceptance, these people may struggle to find stable housing
and financial stability, exacerbating their vulnerability and
making it harder to access necessary resources and support
systems.

7.7 Importance of Gender-Neutral Communication

Language and terminology used for transgender and non-
binary people are crucial for having respectful and accurate
way of communication with them. Language related to
transgender identities is continuously evolving. New terms
and usages develop as understanding and societal attitudes
change. So, gender-neutral communication is vital for
fostering inclusivity and acknowledge diverse environments.
It avoids assumptions about gender, thereby validating the
identities of all individuals, including those who are
transgender, non-binary, or gender non-conforming. Studies
reveal that gender-neutral language—using pronouns such as
they/them or titles like Mx.—enhances belonging and dignity
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among non-binary populations (Ghosh, 2022; Vinod &
Kaur, 2024).

Gender-neutral communication promotes gender equality by
challenging traditional gender roles and stereotypes. It
encourages the view that capabilities and characteristics are
not inherently tied to one's gender. It ensures that everyone
feels acknowledged and respected, regardless of their gender
identity. It helps create an environment where individuals are
not forced into predefined gender categories. In professional
and legal contexts, it ensures that policies and documents are
inclusive and do not discriminate against any gender. For
e.g., respectful communication involves using chosen
names, avoiding assumptions, and refraining from gendered
greetings such as “sir” or “madam” (IDR, 2024).

For transgender and non-binary individuals, being addressed
in a manner that respects their identity can significantly
improve mental health and overall well-being. It fosters a
sense of belonging and acceptance. Research by von der
Warth et al. (2023) wunderscores that respectful
communication predicts better trust and engagement
between transgender individuals and professionals. Thus,
gender-neutral communication for teen trans individuals is
vital as it fosters an inclusive and respectful environment,
reducing feelings of alienation and promoting mental well-
being.

7.8 Inclusive Language Policy

Pronoun Sharing: Encouraging the sharing of pronouns in
introductions, email signatures, and name tags. One should
always ask someone for their preferred pronouns and use
them consistently. Common pronouns should be used for
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trans and non-binary people that include he/him, she/her, and
they/them (American Psychological Association, 2021).
Some people may use other pronouns or combinations (e.g.,
ze/hir). Examples:

“Riley said they would join us for dinner if they finished
work on time.”

“Jordan forgot their keys, so they went back to get them.”

Use Affirming Terms: Use language that affirms a person’s
gender identity. Avoid terms that are outdated or considered
offensive. It helps create an inclusive and supportive
environment for transgender individuals, fostering respect
and understanding. Instead of ‘sex change’ or ‘sex
reassignment,” use ‘gender-affirming surgery’ or ‘gender
confirmation surgery.” Here, some examples of affirming

phrases for gender non-conforming people:
“I respect your identity.” (Jin, 2024).
“How can I support you?”

Language Choices: By using respectful and accurate
language, we contribute to a more inclusive and supportive
environment for transgender and non-binary individuals.
Use gendered terms with neutral alternatives. Here are some
examples:

“humankind” instead of “mankind”
“chairperson” instead of “chairman”
“partner” instead of “husband” or “wife”
“siblings” instead of “brothers and sisters”

Inclusive Forms: Inclusive forms and surveys for trans
people ensure accurate representation, validate their
identities, and reduce discomfort. This inclusivity fosters a
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sense of belonging, enhances data accuracy, and supports the
development of policies and services that meet their specific
needs. Here are some examples which one can use in official
forms and documents for trans person.

Mx.: This is a gender-neutral title used instead of Mr., Mrs.,
Miss, or Ms.

For example: “Mx. Taylor will join us for the meeting.”
Child: This term is used instead of son or daughter.
For example: “Their child is starting kindergarten.”

Third Gender: This term could be used in all the official
forms for transgenders and non-binary identity.

7.9 Role of Education for Promoting Gender Neutral
Communication

Education is pivotal in promoting gender-neutral
communication, fostering an inclusive and respectful
environment for the LGBTQ community. It raises awareness
by teaching about the spectrum of gender identities,
emphasizing the significance of inclusive language. By
providing tools and guidelines, education helps individuals
adopt gender-neutral terms and pronouns, making everyday
interactions more respectful and considerate. Curricula and
school policies that highlight the importance of respecting all
gender identities play a crucial role in promoting equality. It
also encourages open dialogue, offering safe spaces for
discussions about gender issues and personal experiences,
which can dispel myths and reduce prejudice. By modeling
inclusive behavior through educational materials and
interactions, schools and institutions set a standard for
respectful communication style (Poonam & Seema, 2022).
This comprehensive approach not only supports transgender
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and non-binary individuals but also educates the broader
community, fostering understanding and acceptance.
Ultimately, education lays the foundation for a more
inclusive society where everyone’s identity is acknowledged
and respected.

Moreover, literature and language play a significant role in
boosting gender neutral communication as it portrays a range
of gender identities and experiences. Literature promotes
awareness of the value of utilizing gender-neutral
terminology.  Representation of diverse gendered
experiences in fiction and non-fiction—ranging from Ismat
Chughtai’s Lihaaf to Vivek Tejuja’s So Now You Know—
normalizes identity variance while promoting compassion
(Ghosh, 2022). Also, readers are inspired to use inclusive
language in their own lives by characters and storylines that
steer clear of gender stereotypes and utilize gender-neutral
pronouns. It can also promote empathy and question
established gender standards, assisting readers in
appreciating and comprehending diverse viewpoints.
Therefore, literature and language contribute to the creation
of a more inclusive society where gender-neutral
communication is the norm by highlighting and reflecting
gender diversity.

7.10 Conclusion

To conclude, understanding transgender and non-binary
identities fosters empathy, inclusivity, and equality in
society. Promoting gender-neutral communication, inclusive
language policies, and awareness through education helps
reduce discrimination and affirm diverse identities. By
embracing respectful language, equitable representation, and
compassionate practices, institutions and individuals can
create safer spaces that celebrate diversity, ensure belonging,
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and empower all people to express their authentic selves with
dignity and respect.

7.11 Summary

This chapter examines transgender and non-binary identities,
highlighting challenges like discrimination, misgendering,
and lack of inclusivity in workplaces and schools. It
emphasizes gender-neutral communication, such as using
pronouns like they/them and titles like Mx., to promote
equality. Examples include transwomen adopting feminine
gestures and transmen expressing masculine cues. Education
and inclusive language policies foster empathy, awareness,
and respect for diverse gender identities in social and
professional settings.

Reflections

Understanding gender diversity in communication
challenges us to move beyond binary thinking and cultivate
empathy in both educational and professional settings.
Inclusive language and body language are not merely acts of
politeness—they represent deeper social responsibility and
respect for human dignity. Through education, we can
reshape communication practices to ensure equity,
belonging, and authentic representation for all gender
identities.

Moving onto chapter 7, we study gender dynamics in
educational leadership and organizational communication.
The focus will be on how patriarchal norms influence
speech, representation, and leadership opportunities, while
examining policies like NEP 2020 that promote gender
inclusion, sensitization, and gender-neutral pedagogical
practices in learning institutions.
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CHAPTER 8:

Gender Dynamics in Education and
the Workplace

8.1 Introduction

In India, the interplay of gender in educational and
professional spheres reflects the larger socio-economic and
cultural transitions of a rapidly diversifying nation. While the
21st century has witnessed steady gains in women’s literacy,
labor participation, and leadership representation, persistent
patriarchal structures and communication hierarchies
continue to limit equitable access to opportunity. The Global
Gender Gap Report 2025 ranks India 115 out of 146
countries, marking a marginal improvement from previous
years, yet highlighting enduring disparities in political
empowerment, educational access, and economic
participation (World Economic Forum, 2025).

India's policy shift from “women’s development” to
“women-led development”—championed under the Nari
Shakti se Viksit Bharat campaign—signals a reimagining
of national growth rooted in inclusivity (Press Information
Bureau [PIB], 2025). Nevertheless, the success of these
initiatives depends on addressing the subtle gender dynamics
that manifest in classrooms and professional workplaces—
spaces where gendered communication, leadership gaps,
teamwork expectations, and bias continue to define
outcomes.
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8.2 Gender Dynamics in Indian Education
Progress and Persistent Inequalities

Education remains the most significant lever for gender
equality in India. According to the A/l India Survey on
Higher Education (AISHE) 2025, female enrolment in higher
education stands at nearly 50%, a remarkable rise from
previous decades (Drishti IAS, 2025). India also leads
globally with 43% of women among STEM graduates—an
achievement surpassing nations like the U.S. and UK.
However, this quantitative parity masks qualitative
inequities. While women constitute a major share of primary
school teachers, their presence diminishes in higher
education leadership roles—only 17% of vice-chancellors
and directors in Indian universities are women (Insights on
India, 2025).

Societal expectations and caregiving responsibilities restrict
women’s academic mobility, especially in research and
administrative positions. The “hidden curriculum” in
educational spaces—comprising gendered expectations,
biased content, and linguistic inequality—continues to shape
learning experiences, often reinforcing stereotypes about
caregiving and leadership (India Today, 2025).

Gendered Communication in Indian Classrooms

Communication in Indian classrooms mirrors broader
cultural hierarchies. Teachers’ interactions with students
often unconsciously favor male participation. As noted by
Dr. Aditi Krishna of O.P. Jindal Global University,
“traditional classroom behavior continues to reflect
unconscious gendered socialization,” with teachers calling
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on male students more frequently and perceiving their
confidence as intelligence (India Today, 2025).

Moreover, language plays a powerful role in sustaining
inequality. Textbooks frequently depict men in active and
professional roles while presenting women in domestic
contexts (Chouhan & Gupta, 2024). This language coding
affects self-perception in female learners. Introducing
gender-neutral teaching—addressing groups as “students” or
“scholars” and eliminating gendered pronouns—creates a
more inclusive learning atmosphere (India Today, 2025).

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 emphasized
“gender inclusion funds” and directed curricular reforms to
challenge stereotypes. Yet, implementation remains local
and uneven, heavily dependent on teacher training and
institutional will.

Women’s Leadership in Education

In educational leadership, India reflects a microcosm of
global gender inequity. Although women dominate the
teaching workforce, they remain underrepresented in
decision-making. Cultural preconceptions around authority
and family obligations create invisible ceilings. For instance,
state education departments report that only 24% of
principals in government schools are women, despite their
majority presence in teaching staff (Insights on India, 2025).

Nonetheless, data also reveal that schools and colleges led
by women demonstrate stronger student engagement,
improved learning outcomes, and higher teacher satisfaction.
Women educational leaders often prioritize mentorship,
community  engagement, and inclusive learning
environments—traits essential to collaborative education in
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diverse societies. Promoting women into institutional
governance requires structured support systems—
mentorship programs, equitable selection criteria, and
flexible career scheduling aligned with caregiving needs.
Examples of women currently leading premier Indian
institutions include Najma Akhtar (Vice-Chancellor, Jamia
Millia Islamia, New Delhi), Santishree Dhulipudi Pandit
(Vice-Chancellor, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi),
Ananya Mukherjee (Vice-Chancellor, Shiv  Nadar
University, Delhi-NCR), Inderjit Kaur (Vice-Chancellor,
Punjabi University, Patiala), Ujwala Chakradeo (Vice-
Chancellor, SNDT Women’s University, Mumbai), Uma
Bhardwayj (Vice-Chancellor, = Noida  International
University), and Neema Agarwal (AMD, Noida Institute of
Engineering and Technology, Greater Noida).

Intersectionality in the Indian Context

Gender dynamics in Indian education cannot be separated
from caste, class, rural-urban divides, and religion. For Dalit
and Adivasi women, access to secondary education still lags
behind national averages, with dropout rates significantly
higher due to compounded economic and cultural barriers.
Rural girls face infrastructural challenges such as lack of safe
transport, sanitation, and familial expectations around
domestic work. Integrating intersectional approaches—
accounting for multiple layers of disadvantage—remains
critical for realizing educational equity.

8.3 Gendered Communication in Indian Workplaces
Verbal and Non-Verbal Inequities
In India’s workplaces, communication reflects deep-rooted

patriarchal codes. Research into organizational discourse
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reveals that assertive speech patterns are often associated
with male leadership, while women’s communication—
characterized by collaboration and empathy—is undervalued
(McKinsey, 2025). Women who adopt directive tones risk
being labeled “aggressive,” while those adopting consensus-
driven styles are perceived as less authoritative (Aon India,
2024).

A 2025 Talent Solutions India survey by Aon found that 42%
of women reported experiencing bias at work, with 34%
admitting to discrimination in leadership-level interactions
(ET HR World, 2024). The study also correlated higher
organizational trust and performance with visible female
leaders, showing that inclusive communication enhances
engagement and reduces turnover.

Digital Communication and Workplace Hierarchies

The post-pandemic hybrid work model has introduced new
dimensions to gendered communication. Virtual meetings,
Slack messages, and performance emails amplify differences
in expression and tone interpretation. Women report greater
anxiety about misinterpretation, often “softening” emails
with polite or mitigating language. As observed in
Capgemini’s Gender and Leadership Brief (2025), women
use collaborative digital expressions 27% more than men.
However, digital anonymity can level hierarchies by
facilitating equal input if organizations consciously design
inclusive practices—e.g., rotation of meeting moderators,
anonymized feedback collection, and gender-balanced
panels.

Leadership and Gender Equity in India

Statistical Landscape
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The Indian labor landscape illustrates both progress and
stagnation. According to Great Place to Work India (2025),
women constitute just 26% of the workforce, a figure
unchanged over three years. Representation declines steeply
along the hierarchy—19% at front-line management, 16% in
mid-level roles, and a mere 8% at the CEO level (India
Today, 2025). This “broken rung” effect prevents women
from scaling the first critical step into managerial positions.

By contrast, women’s self-employment has grown by 30%
since 2017-18, driven by micro-entrepreneurship and digital
business initiatives (PIB, 2025). Government schemes such
as Mudra Yojana, Startup India Seed Fund Scheme, and
Stand-Up India have actively strengthened women’s
entrepreneurial pipelines, representing a paradigm shift
toward Atmanirbhar Nari Shakti.

Leadership Styles and Perceptions

Indian women leaders often adopt a transformational style—
emphasizing inclusivity, mentorship, and collaboration—
contrasting with traditional command-driven models. Yet
evaluation frameworks remain biased toward “decisive”
masculine modes of authority. Shilpa Khanna of Aon India
asserts that “diversity must be treated as a CEO-led business
priority rather than a social initiative,” emphasizing inclusive
leadership as a measurable performance objective (ET HR
World, 2024).

Sectoral analysis shows that education and healthcare have
higher female leadership share, whereas manufacturing,
logistics, and infrastructure continue to be male-dominated
(India Employer Forum, 2025). Women in technology
sectors, as highlighted by the Women in Tech Leadership
Report 2025, encounter systemic barriers including
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exclusion from informal networks, lack of mentorship, and
limited promotion transparency (Women Tech Network,
2025).

Political and Policy Leadership

India’s political spaces have demonstrated encouraging
momentum toward gender-inclusive representation. The
Women’s Reservation Bill, passed in 2023, mandates 33%
reservation for women in Parliament and state assemblies,
expected to come into effect after the delimitation exercise
in 2029. Women leaders like Presidents Droupadi Murmu
and Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman symbolize
progress beyond tokenism, illustrating competence and
integrity. However, at local levels, the Panchayati Raj model
still reveals patriarchal mediation, where “proxy leadership”
remains common.

8.4 Teamwork, Collaboration, and Gender in Indian
Workspaces

Team Dynamics and Division of Emotional Labor

In Indian workplaces, the gendered politics of teamwork
often assign women with invisible tasks—organizing events,
mediating conflicts, or maintaining workplace culture. Such
“emotional labor” goes largely unrecognized in performance
reviews (McKinsey, 2025).

Aon’s Diversity, Equity, Inclusion & Belonging (DEIB)
report (2024) highlights that female employees, when
included in diverse teams, report 20% higher innovation
benchmarks. Despite this, Indian corporate culture often
conflates teamwork with subservience, expecting women to
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assume supportive roles rather than leadership within
groups.

Organizational Culture and Men’s Engagement

Gender inclusivity necessitates male participation. The
UNESCO-supported report FEngaging Men and Boys:
Pathways to Gender Equality in India (2025) emphasizes
reframing masculinity around cooperation and mutual
respect rather than competition. Programs in Indian
corporates—such as Tata's “Men Advocating Real Change
(MARC)”—encourage male allies to recognize unconscious
bias, model equitable behavior, and mentor female
professionals. Creating such allyship networks has shown
measurable improvement in retention and morale.

8.5 Bias and Discrimination in the Indian Context
Explicit and Subtle Biases

Explicit workplace bias includes unequal pay, harassment,
and exclusion from leadership pipelines. Subtle prejudice
manifests through informal networks, biased performance
metrics, and career interruptions from maternity. According
to the Great Place to Work (2025) survey, 53% of women
reported positive career progression only when visible
female leadership was present, underscoring the “role model
effect” (India Today, 2025).

PLFS 2023-24 data reveal improvement in female labor
participation at 41.7%, yet urban employment remains far
below rural averages at 25.4%. Post-maternity attrition rates
continue to undermine women’s advancement. A Business
Standard (2025) analysis attributes this to rigid return-to-
work norms and limited childcare infrastructure. Such
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gendered realities demand both legislative and cultural
transformation—extending  parental leave to men,
normalizing re-entry programs, and redefining success
beyond linear career trajectories.

Intersectional Discrimination

For marginalized women—Dalit, Muslim, Tribal, or
LGBTQIA+—inequality compounds through overlapping
structures of oppression. Even in empowered spaces,
intersectional invisibility persists. Feminist scholars like
Uma Chakravarti have shown that caste patriarchy confines
women’s mobility in subtle yet enduring ways. Government
inclusion schemes like Saksham Anganwadi, Mission Shakti,
and Mahila Samman Bachat Patra attempt economic
empowerment, but without intersectional evaluation, they
risk benefiting already privileged groups.

Policy Reforms and Institutional Initiatives

The Government of India has strengthened gender-
responsive frameworks through gender budgeting, which
rose by 429% from 2013—14 to %4.49 lakh crore in FY 2025
26 (PIB, 2025). Programs like the Beti Bachao Beti Padhao
(BBBP) scheme, originally aimed at curbing female
infanticide, have evolved into broad educational advocacy
campaigns emphasizing secondary school retention and
digital inclusion.

The National Commission for Women (NCW) and the
Ministry of Women and Child Development (MWCD) have
launched initiatives promoting workplace safety, financial
literacy, and entrepreneurship. Simultaneously, corporate
India’s DEI (Diversity, Equity, Inclusion) agenda—pushed

164



by global ESG reporting mandates—has accelerated gender
audits, pay transparency, and inclusive hiring mechanisms.

8.6 Transforming Communication and Leadership
Paradigms

Education System as a Change Catalyst

The New Education Policy (NEP) 2020 envisions gender
inclusion as a cross-sectoral aim, integrating sensitization
into syllabus design, teacher training, and community
engagement. Schools like Kendriya Vidyalayas and
Navodaya Vidyalayas now incorporate gender-neutral
pedagogies in teacher development programs. Pilot
initiatives in several states demonstrate increased classroom
discussions on gender equity, empathy, and professional
aspirations.

Promoting peer mentorship, mixed-gender debates, and
inclusive digital learning content can deconstruct stereotypes
from early childhood education, ensuring long-term social
restructuring. An important and often overlooked dimension
in this process is the role of LGBTQ+ teachers who bring
critical visibility and sensitivity to gender diversity. In India,
while there is still stigma and lack of awareness, a growing
number of educators identify as LGBTQ+ or actively
advocate for inclusion. These teachers serve as vital role
models by normalizing diverse sexual and gender identities,
breaking down prejudice, and creating safe, affirming
learning spaces for all students.

Corporate Responsibility and Inclusive Work Cultures

Indian corporates have increasingly recognized inclusion as
a business imperative. Policies such as Infosys’ #RestartHer
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initiative and Tata Steel’s maternity reintegration programs
exemplify how flexible models aid retention. Similarly,
financial-sector giants like HDFC and ICICI prioritize
mentorship for mid-career women—a category most
vulnerable to attrition.

The NASSCOM Diversity Report (2025) highlights that
diverse IT teams report 2.5x higher creativity indices and
improved client satisfaction. Importantly, companies
integrating measurable DEI key performance indicators
(KPIs) in managerial evaluations demonstrate faster progress
toward parity.

Communication Training and Sensitization

Mandatory communication sensitization can reshape gender
relations. Workshops emphasizing active listening, inclusive
meeting moderation, and equitable speaking opportunities
help balance voice dominance. The Confederation of Indian
Industry (CII) recommends “gender discourse audits” to
analyze conversational data and eliminate bias from
organizational culture.

8.7 Pathways Forward: From Awareness to
Structural Change

India’s progress in gender equity reflects both ambition and
contradiction. The narrative of empowerment coexists with
persistent patriarchal norms that silence voices. Education
reform, workplace equality, and leadership inclusion must
therefore advance in tandem through coordinated state,
corporate, and civil-society effort.

Key priorities include:
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1. Embedding gender studies as a compulsory course
at secondary and tertiary levels.

2. Implementing return-to-work programs for mothers
across all industries.

3. Expanding mentorship and leadership pipelines for
women in STEM.

4. Ensuring safe, flexible, and inclusive workplace
design (including creches and hybrid models).

5. Institutionalizing gender audits in educational and
corporate governance.

Such interventions can reshape both opportunity structures
and communication ecologies across India’s social
spectrum.

8.8 Conclusion

The Indian journey toward gender-equitable education and
workplaces is simultaneously aspirational and incomplete.
Women’s participation in higher education and self-
employment indicates empowerment, but representation in
formal employment and leadership remains constrained.
Extending this understanding to include other gender
identities beyond the binary is critical to truly bridging the
gender paradox. In Indian society and institutions, gender
minorities—including transgender, non-binary, and gender
non-conforming individuals—face unique and often
compounding obstacles in education and employment.

As India transitions from women’s development to women-
led development, its success will depend on transforming the
classroom and the boardroom into spaces where voices,
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opportunities, and recognition are equitable. Such
comprehensive inclusivity not only challenges existing
biases but fosters diverse perspectives essential for
innovation and social justice.

8.9 Summary and Reflection

Gender disparity in Indian education and workplaces reflects
persistent inequalities despite notable progress. In
classrooms, teachers unconsciously favor male participation,
reinforcing traditional hierarchies (India Today, 2025).
Textbooks still depict men in professional roles and women
in domestic spaces (Chouhan & Gupta, 2024). While the
National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 promotes gender
inclusion, its implementation remains inconsistent. In
workplaces, women represent only 26% of the total
workforce, with a steep decline in leadership roles (India
Today, 2025). However, self-employment among women
has grown due to government schemes like Mudra Yojana
and Stand-Up India (PIB, 2025). Nonetheless, gender bias,
underrepresentation, and intersectional discrimination
persist. Initiatives like corporate DEI programs and
UNESCO’s Engaging Men and Boys (2025) aim to promote
inclusivity and male allyship. Sustainable progress requires
educational reform, equitable workplace policies, and
structural accountability to dismantle patriarchal hierarchies
in India’s social and professional institutions.

To address these inequalities, embedding Gender Studies as
a compulsory subject at secondary and tertiary levels
(Brookings, 2022), implementing return-to-work programs
for mothers, expanding mentorship pipelines in STEM,
ensuring safe workplaces with childcare and hybrid options,
and institutionalizing gender audits across educational and
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corporate governance are essential for creating an equitable
India (Rudupra & Rudupra, 2025).

Moving forward, in the coming chapter ‘Media
Representation and Gendered Communication’, we study
how gender communication operates across media forms—
cinema, advertising, OTT platforms, and social media. The
focus lies on representation, voice, and power in shaping
gender identities. It also explores media literacy, education’s
role, and digital expression in fostering inclusivity and
challenging stereotypes in India.
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CHAPTER 9:

Media Representation and Gendered
Communication

9.1 Introduction

Gender communication in media refers to how different
genders are portrayed, represented, and allowed to express
themselves through various media platforms—Iike
television, film, news, advertising, OTT platforms, and
social media. It plays a powerful role in shaping our
understanding of gender roles, identities, expectations, and
behaviours.

Media plays a crucial role in shaping public opinion,
spreading information, and influencing cultural and social
values. It includes a wide range of platforms such as
television, newspapers, radio, film, and digital channels like
social media. In today’s digital age, media has become more
accessible and immediate, allowing people to receive news
and updates in real time. It serves as a bridge between the
government and the people, helping in the dissemination of
policies, awareness campaigns, and emergency information.
However, media is not just a source of news—it also reflects
and constructs societal norms, especially in areas like gender
roles, politics, and popular culture. While media can educate,
entertain, and inform, it also holds the power to mislead or
manipulate public perception through biased reporting or
sensationalism.
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The responsibility of the media lies in promoting truth,
fairness, and inclusivity. With the rise of citizen journalism
and independent platforms, audiences are no longer passive
consumers but active participants in content creation.
Therefore, critical media literacy is essential to understand
and evaluate the messages we receive every day. Ultimately,
media holds the power to either strengthen democracy and
social justice or contribute to misinformation and prejudice,
depending on how it is used.

So, here is an important concept to understand how
education plays a significant role in regulating social media
usage. Education plays a vital role in social media regulation
by empowering users with the knowledge and critical
thinking skills needed to navigate digital platforms
responsibly. While governments and tech companies can
implement policies to monitor harmful content, true
regulation begins with informed users who understand how
to use social media ethically and safely. Education fosters
media literacy—teaching individuals to distinguish between
real and fake news, recognize online manipulation, avoid
cyberbullying, and respect others' privacy and digital rights.
Schools, colleges, and universities can introduce digital
citizenship  programs that emphasize responsible
communication, data protection, and the long-term
consequences of online behaviours. Moreover, when users
are educated about algorithms, echo chambers, and digital
footprints, they become more conscious of the influence
social media has on their opinions and actions. Education
also encourages civic engagement by helping people use
social media for positive change—such as raising awareness,
promoting diversity, or fighting misinformation. In this
sense, education does not censor content but builds a culture
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of accountability and ethical participation. Therefore, to
ensure a balanced and healthy digital space, investing in
media and digital literacy education is as essential as setting
legal and technological boundaries for social media
platforms.

9.2 Media as a Mirror of Society

Indian media, both traditional and digital, profoundly shapes
cultural imagination. Cinema, television, and OTT platforms
not only reflect social realities but also construct the lenses
through which gender roles, sexuality, and relationships are
understood. Gender communication in media, therefore, is
not limited to representation—it is about who gets to speak,
whose stories are told, and how power circulates between
genders on and beyond the screen (IJFMR, 2025).

Historically, Indian cinema reinforced patriarchal values.
Women were often restricted to roles as mothers, wives, or
romantic interests, while men dominated narratives as
saviors or aggressors. The advent of globalized culture,
feminism, and social media activism, however, has catalyzed
change—ushering in nuanced portrayals that challenge
earlier stereotypes (Gender Study, 2025).

9.3 Evolution of Gender Representation in Indian
Cinema

According to The Impact of Gender Representation in Indian
Films (2024), progress in Indian cinema reflects society’s
shifting discourse on gender identity and equality. Films like
Mother India (1957) once glorified female sacrifice, while
those from the 1980s and 1990s, such as Hum Saath Saath
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Hain or Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge, reinforced
submissive femininity.

From the late 2000s onward, a distinct transformation
became visible. Female and queer voices began to find
expression through writers, directors, and actors willing to
deviate from the “hero-heroine” paradigm. The portrayal of
women as independent professionals (English Vinglish,
2012), single mothers (Panga, 2020), or Olympic champions
(Dangal, 2016) has expanded public imagination about
women’s potential.

Recent cinema reflects experiences beyond class and gender
binaries—women are seen navigating professional life,
sexuality, and mental health with authenticity. For instance,
Dear Zindagi (2016) challenged emotional stereotypes by
portraying a young woman’s journey through therapy, while
Thappad (2020) redefined the domestic abuse narrative
through silent strength rather than melodrama.

9.4 Language, Power, and the Female Voice

Language remains central to gender communication. Earlier
Hindi cinema often gave male leads commanding lines,
glorifying aggression as heroism. Women’s dialogue, by
contrast, was limited to emotional expression or moral
restraint. The shift in narrative tone in films like Raazi (2018)
and Gunjan Saxena: The Kargil Girl (2020) demonstrates
the growing prominence of women’s voices—literally and
symbolically.

In Raazi, Sehmat (played by Alia Bhatt) is more than a spy;
her communication style blends empathy and intellect,
challenging masculine presumptions of decisiveness.
Similarly, Gunjan Saxena confronts the structural sexism
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embedded in military communication, where the protagonist
persistently negotiates her space with resilience rather than
aggression.

The feminist use of silence, pause, and dissent within
communication also marks a departure from patriarchal
discourse. For instance, Thappad’s protagonist, Amrita,
delivers one of Indian cinema’s most powerful acts of
communication by walking away from her abusive marriage
without words—redefining “no” as a quiet resistance.

9.5 Media and Masculinity: Redefining the “Hero”

Male identity in Indian cinema historically mirrored
patriarchal ideals—dominant, stoic, and emotionally
repressed. Contemporary narratives, however, are slowly
subverting this mold. Characters like Kabir in Chhichhore
(2019) and Danish in Kapoor & Sons (2016) showcase
emotional vulnerability, mental health struggles, and
empathy, expanding Indian masculinity beyond violence and
control.

Nevertheless, the persistence of hypermasculine figures in
mass cinema—evident in Animal (2023) or Pushpa (2021)—
shows that Bollywood’s attraction to aggressive male
portrayals remains a commercial strategy. As the BBC’s
2025 analysis notes, audience demand and cinematic
stereotypes often reinforce each other, particularly in regions
where cinema doubles as a cultural script for manhood
(BBC, 2025).

A countercurrent emerges in films like Santosh (2024),
directed by Sandhya Suri, where male dominance is
challenged not through revolt but systemic empathy: a Dalit
female police officer assumes authority and moral clarity

174



after her husband’s death. This subtle inversion reveals
changing ideas of power and responsibility in gender
communication on screen.

9.6 OTT Platforms and Feminist Storytelling

The rise of OTT networks like Netflix, Amazon Prime, and
Disney+ Hotstar has democratized content creation,
allowing independent filmmakers and marginalized voices to
bypass censorship and commercial constraints. These
platforms have become crucial for feminist and gender-
diverse storytelling in India.

Women-Centric Narratives

Series such as Delhi Crime (2019-2022) and Bombay
Begums (2021) exemplify feminist realism. Delhi Crime,
inspired by the 2012 Nirbhaya case, shows police officer
Vartika Chaturvedi navigating the gendered intersections of
empathy and authority. Bombay Begums, created by
Alankrita Shrivastava, interlinks five women’s lives,
revealing how urban India still mediates freedom through
class, sexuality, and reputation.

Shows like Made in Heaven take a bolder stance by depicting
independent women and queer men negotiating hypocrisy
within elite weddings. By juxtaposing the glamour of
marriage with the shadows of patriarchy, it exposes
communication patterns where gender performance and
societal validation intertwine.

LGBTQ+ Representation: From Margins to Mainstream

In the past, queer characters in Indian cinema were confined
to comic relief or deviant villains, as seen in films like
Dostana (2008) or Rock On!! (2009). However, the 2018
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decriminalization of homosexuality under Section 377 of the
Indian Penal Code marked a turning point.

Movie Examples

Movies like Shubh Mangal Zyada Saavdhan (2020) and
Badhaai Do (2022) brought LGBTQ+ identities into
mainstream conversation through accessible comedy while
preserving tenderness and dignity. Shubh Mangal Zyada
Saavdhan  humorously  challenges Indian  family
conservatism without ridiculing same-sex love, while
Badhaai Do explores lavender marriages as cultural
compromise and personal resistance.

Web Series Examples

According to the study The Portrayal of LGBTQ Community
in Indian Web Series (2022), streaming content has advanced
more quickly than film in representing queer voices. Four
More Shots Please! explores bisexuality through Umang, a
gym trainer unapologetically living her truth. Likewise, The
Married Woman (ALTBalaji) portrays same-sex love as an
emotional awakening challenging societal conformity.

Series like Bombay Begums and Made in Heaven Season 2
also portray trans and queer identities with nuance. Karan
Mehra’s character (portrayed by Arjun Mathur) in Made in
Heaven represents one of Indian media’s most complex
queer portrayals—torn between personal authenticity and
societal surveillance.

In these productions, communication transcends dialogue:
gestures, silence, and vulnerability become modes of
defiance. By giving queer characters emotional agency, OTT
storytelling humanizes rather than pathologizes sexual
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diversity—a critical progression from early Indian cinema
stereotypes (The Better India, 2025).

9.7 Indian Films Breaking Gender Stereotypes

A closer look at films across decades reveals media’s gradual

unlearning of gender bias.

Film Year | Theme Gender
Significance
Queen 2014 | Self- Reclaims
discovery women’s
after failed agency and
marriage travel freedom
Dangal 2016 | Female Amplifies
athletes defy | gender equality
patriarchy within
traditional
families
Raazi 2018 | Spy thriller Challenges
led by female | gendered
protagonist notions of
bravery
Thappad 2020 | Domestic Redefines love
abuse, self- and consent in
respect marriage
Chandigarh | 2021 | Transgender | Portrays
Kare identity acceptance, self-
Aashiqui
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discovery, and

male allyship
Shubh 2020 | Queer love Normalizes
Mangal story homosexuality
Zyada in conservative
Saavdhan families

Gangubai 2022 | Prostitution, | Reshapes moral

Kathiawadi female power | lens on sex
work and
womanhood

Santosh 2024 | Dalit woman | Challenges caste

in authority and gender
hierarchies

These films demonstrate that gender communication in
Indian media is not just about inclusion—it is about creating
discourses that subvert longstanding hierarchies.

9.8 Advertising and Gendered Messaging

Beyond cinema, advertising remains one of India’s most
influential communication media shaping gender
expectations. Historically, television commercials portrayed
women as homemakers—Surf Excel and Dettol emphasized
maternal care, while men starred in commercials related to
cars, deodorants, or leadership skills.

Recent campaigns such as Ariel’s Share the Load and
Tanishq’s Ekatvam disrupted this binary. Ariel directly
questioned why household chores are labeled as “women’s
work,” symbolically shifting the dialogue on domestic
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equality. Similarly, Tanishq’s interfaith wedding ad
emphasized inclusivity and respect across religions and
gender boundaries—though it faced social backlash,
reflecting India’s complex cultural terrain.

Digital platforms amplify this inclusivity further. Brands like
Zomato, Nykaa, and The Body Shop India continuously
engage gender-neutral and queer audiences, promoting
sensitivity in corporate communication through storytelling
rather than token imagery.

9.9 The Role of Education and Media Literacy

Media and education are symbiotic tools for social
transformation. As digital media becomes omnipresent,
audiences must be equipped with critical thinking skills to
decode media messages about gender. Educational
institutions can play a transformative role by embedding
“media and gender literacy” programs in school and
university curricula.

Critical media literacy helps learners identify bias, question
stereotypes, and develop empathy toward marginalized
communities. For instance, classroom discussions on films
like Pink or Article 15 can prompt reflection on consent and
social inequality. Moreover, encouraging young creators to
produce films and podcasts addressing these themes fosters
participatory awareness.

Universities such as Jamia Millia Islamia and Jawaharlal
Nehru University have introduced modules on “Media,
Gender, and Culture,” signaling institutional recognition of
this need. When education and media literacy converge,
society gains not only informed viewers but transformative
communicators capable of reimagining social justice.
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9.10 Gender Communication in Regional Media

Beyond Bollywood, regional cinema has made bold strides
in portraying gender complexity. Malayalam cinema’s The
Great Indian Kitchen (2021) critiques domestic patriarchy
through minimal dialogue but powerful visual
communication. In Tamil cinema, Aruvi (2017) represented
a female protagonist challenging societal hypocrisy about
gender and HIV. Marathi and Bengali films like Kahani
Mithali and Bishorjan highlight rural women’s resilience
intersecting with caste and tradition.

Regional content often captures the intersectionality of
gender, class, and culture more effectively than mainstream
Bollywood by situating gender struggles in specific
geographic and linguistic contexts (Eurasia Review, 2025).

9.11 The Digital Turn: Gendered Presence and
Online Expression

Social media has expanded the parameters of gender
communication by offering avenues for self-representation
beyond gatekept industries. Influencers such as Kusha
Kapila and Dr. Trinetra Haldar Gummaraju (transgender
activist and creator) have challenged stereotypes through
humor, storytelling, and advocacy.

Online platforms like YouTube and Instagram facilitate trans
and non-binary visibility, decoupling gender identity from
traditional scripts of performance. Yet, online toxicity—
cyberbullying, misogyny, and queerphobia—remains
prevalent. Hence, fostering digital literacy grounded in
respect and empathy is pivotal for sustaining a healthy online
culture.
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9.12 Conclusion

Understanding gender communication in Indian media
requires both critique and optimism. As films,
advertisements, and digital platforms evolve, they
collectively reveal a society negotiating with its own
traditions. Women, queer individuals, and marginalized
genders are reclaiming visibility, voice, and power across
screens. Yet, for inclusivity to become habitual rather than
exceptional, media messaging must embody diversity not as
novelty—but as necessity.

As India continues its digital and cultural renaissance, the
media’s potential lies not only in representing all identities
fairly but also in expanding what it means to communicate
with empathy, equality, and truth.

9.13 Summary

This chapter explores how gender communication functions
across different media platforms—films, television,
advertising, OTT content, and social media. It examines how
representation, language, and narrative construction shape
public perceptions of masculinity, femininity, and queer
identities. The evolution of gender portrayal in Indian media
shows a shift from stereotypical roles to more authentic,
diverse, and inclusive narratives. Examples such as
Thappad, Raazi, Gangubai Kathiawadi, Dangal, and
Chandigarh Kare Aashiqui illustrate changing discourses of
power, identity, and equality. It also highlights the critical
role of education, media literacy, and digital platforms in
fostering gender sensitivity, promoting inclusivity, and
challenging patriarchal norms.
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Reflections

Gender communication in media reveals how deeply
storytelling shapes societal values. While progress is visible
in cinematic and digital spaces, biases persist in
representation and audience perception. The increasing
presence of female, queer, and marginalized voices signals a
vital cultural shift toward inclusivity and empathy.
Education and media literacy remain transformative tools for
cultivating critical awareness, ethical engagement, and
responsible communication. Reflecting on media’s influence
reminds us that every narrative contributes to constructing
social reality—therefore, inclusive media is not only artistic
but also an ethical and democratic necessity.

As we move forward to the next chapter ‘Challenging
and Changing Gender Norms Through Communication’,
we study how communication challenges and transforms
gender norms through dialogue, activism, education, and
media. It examines theories of performativity, counter
publics, and intersectionality, showing how inclusive and
ethical communication fosters equality by reshaping cultural
narratives, influencing policy, and promoting participatory
social change across global and digital contexts.
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CHAPTER 10:

Challenging and Changing Gender
Norms Through Communication

10.1 Introduction

Through generational channels of communication, gender
norms are perpetuated as expected behavior. These rules—
which outline proper speech, dress, and conduct for both
sexes—ifrequently remain in the background until they are
brought into question. Communication becomes a central
medium in this transformation: it has the capacity to question
assumptions, disrupt stereotypes, and open spaces for
alternative identities to emerge. From classes to workplaces,
grassroots action to digital platforms, social behaviors are
both indicators of inequality and mediators of change.

According to experts like Judith Butler (1990), gender is a
performative concept and is enacted through repeated verbal
and nonverbal behaviors. Dialogic and linguistic changes
can serve as disruptive instruments when performativity
allows inequality to persist. Cameron (2006) suggests that
the way we communicate on a day affects power distribution,
value development, and the ability to express oneself. Thus,
the development of gender norms depends on the nuances of
conversation, narratives, and lived experiences, as well as
policy-making. This chapter explores how communicative
action can challenge entrenched systems of power and
promote the development of more inclusive social norms.
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10.2 The Role of Dialogue in Social Change

Dialogue stands out as a dynamic communicative approach
for interrogating and reshaping gendered relations. Dialogue
encourages cooperation, mutual respect, and recognition of
diverse perspectives, in contrast to monologue’s assertion of
authority. Within Paulo Freire's (1970) dialogic pedagogy
paradigm, transformation begins with conversations
regarding what is commonly assumed. When applied to
gender issues, disagreement fosters awareness of power
disparities and allows an inclusive reframing of role
expectations.

Example in Education: In college seminars, when students
openly debate how gender stereotypes influence classroom
participation —for instance, why male voices dominate
conversations and female students hesitate to interrupt —
dialogue itself becomes an agent of change. Participants
object to the long-standing presumption of male
conversational control while setting an example of equitable
communication by recognizing unequal dynamics.

Example in Workplace: A project leader can encourage team
members to discuss their interpretations of silence or
assertiveness by facilitating post-meeting reflection sessions.
This not only exposes gendered communication patterns but
also creates a platform where employees can negotiate more
inclusive interactional norms.

Dialogue is equally crucial in community activism.
Conversational spaces that allow members to share
experiences of exclusion and collaboratively develop
strategies are essential for grassroots initiatives, such as rural
Indian women'’s self-help groups, to achieve empowerment.
The way such discussions transform silence into expression
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illustrates how interactions can accelerate and reflect societal
change.

Yet, dialogue operates within frameworks that may inhibit
its full potential. Power differences—between genders,
hierarchies, or social classes—often influence who gets to
speak and who is heard. Feminist critics argue that a
framework designed to prevent some voices from being
overlooked is essential to shifting the discourse. A critical
stance against the perpetuation of preexisting structures,
coupled with intentional inclusivity, renders both necessary
for genuine discourse.

Dialogue, in its capacity to disrupt hierarchies, establish
empathy, and build cross-group unity, serves as a tiny
template for large-scale social transformation. Dialogue
helps make the dream of gender equality a reality by
allowing for recognition and discourse.

10.3 Language as a Tool for Gender Justice

Language both replicates and molds the society we inhabit—
it cannot claim neutrality in this process. It influences how
we understand power, relationships, and identities. Within
gender discourse, language defines what men and women
can convey, how they should behave, and who is considered
legitimate. Yet, it also holds the potential to resist these
norms and promote justice. Individuals and organizations
may strive toward equality and inclusion by proactively
changing language, structural communication patterns, and
cultural norms.

Deborah Cameron (1998) contends that linguistic reform is
essential to the feminist movement. Utilizing gender-neutral
terminology (such as chairperson) in place of gendered
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language (such as chairman) is a crucial practice, as it
promotes inclusivity within the very notion of authority
while providing both linguistic correction and a significant
shift in perception. When inclusive pronouns are used,
language improves beyond binary assumptions, providing
recognition and voice to trans and non-binary identities.

Example in Education: In educational settings, modeling
unbiased and inclusive language—rather than repeating
gendered beliefs—demonstrates a commitment to tackling
persistent stereotypes in communication. These subtle shifts
in how we talk affect how students conceptualize gender and
establish respect for various experiences.

Example in  Workplace: Corporate  organizations
increasingly implement policies promoting gender-neutral
language in emails, reports, and meeting protocols. A policy
that promotes gender-neutral communication, advising
employees to use terms like "everyone" instead of "ladies
and gentlemen," subtly reshapes workplace norms while
publicly committing the institution to equity.

Beyond the lexical dimension, language operates through
broader systems of discourse that frame social
understanding. The presentation of social issues in the
media, policy debates, and everyday interactions affects and
frequently distorts common views of gender equality. For
example, describing a woman in leadership as “assertive”
rather than “bossy” or a man expressing vulnerability as
“thoughtful” rather than “weak” reframes gendered
interpretations of behavior. Such discursive interventions
can dismantle stereotypes and promote more balanced social
narratives.
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Language alone cannot bring about justice; it is solely one
component of the solution. Baxter (2010) and other critics
note that language politics needs to be framed within larger
frameworks of structural restructuring. While inclusive
language raises awareness and creates possibilities for
change, it must be used alongside institutional and social
interventions to achieve significant reform.

In summary, language is not only a product we employ but
also a site of power struggles. By focusing on linguistic
improvements, people and organizations gain the ability to
resist gender bias, highlight marginalized voices, and
contribute positively to the pursuit of social justice. The
battle against inequality involves a struggle within
communication, which serves both as a vehicle for change
and as a site for confrontation.

10.4 Activism and Inclusive Communication
Strategies

Beyond merely conveying messages, activist
communication serves as a dynamic arena where language
and symbolism challenge entrenched power structures.
Communication is both a tool and a site of resistance in
gender politics, dictating how cultures talk about inclusion,
justice, and equality. Experts in activism, academia, and
practice concur that achieving gender equity requires a
communication shift, which includes redesigning the very
channels through which power is dispersed.

According to Bell Hooks (1989), communication is a "site of
resistance," highlighting that disadvantaged voices can
reassert their weight in language and discussion since they
are politically charged. To the extent that Freire’s (1970)
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idea of dialogic action holds true, ordinary conversation—
rather than guidance—is the source of social change. This
calls for communication strategies in gender advocacy that
actively resist silencing mechanisms and promote mutual
recognition.

Inclusive Communication as a Form of Activism

Inclusive communication challenges the established
linguistic, visual, and behavioral codes that are structured to
privilege certain groups and marginalize others. Language
change is a primary development, evidenced by the shift
from gender-exclusive to gender-neutral terms such as
"chairperson” and "police officer," which weaken the
symbolic association between masculinity and authority.
While correcting language is one part of inclusivity, the
deeper goal is to question the cultural myths that determine
how discourse is formed and understood.

Activist movements such as UN Women’s HeForShe and the
#MeToo campaign illustrate how inclusive communication
strategies can globalize local experiences of gender
inequality. By positioning participation as a collective duty,
HeForShe expands the communicative scope of gender
activism beyond a women-focused issue. The #MeToo
movement demonstrates a different approach, where digital
storytelling turns single testimonies into a unified structure
for resistance. Nancy Fraser (1990) contends that counter
publics—alternative communicative arenas founded by
underrepresented  groups—are crucial because they
undermine mainstream opinions. In this way, #MeToo
functions as a feminist counterpublic because a chorus of
lived truth assumes the place of silence.
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Strategic Framing and Representation

A key component of activist communication is strategic
framing, allowing social concerns to be rearticulated in both
language and visual terms. Rather than portraying women
and minorities as passive victims, inclusive communication
views them as active, empowered agents capable of creating
change. The established discourse of morality and protection
was challenged by movements such as “Pinjra Tod” in India,
which reframed women’s rights in universities as a call for
equality and freedom. Similarly, the "Girls at Dhabas"
initiative in Pakistan, which employs photography and
online storytelling to emphasize women's visibility,
challenges the belief that some public locations are
exclusively masculine.

These interventions can be read through Butler’s lens of
performativity, which views gender norms as the outcome of
reiterated discursive and embodied behaviors. Activists
discredit normative gender scripts by modifying these
performances, especially through protest slogans, street
theater, or online storytelling. Communication becomes a
performative act of resistance, where every rephrased slogan
or reclaimed image subverts patriarchal signification.

Intersectionality and Inclusive Discourse

Intersectionality- a theory developed by Kimberl¢ Crenshaw
(1989) that emphasizes the intersections of gender identity
with other social categories such as ethnicity, socioeconomic
status, sexuality, and disability-is essential for the effective
implementation of inclusive communication strategies.
Within movements for equality, activism that exclusively
treats a single aspect of identity may unintentionally
reinforce exclusion. Effective communication requires
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designing intersectional messages that address complex
forms of marginalization and amplify diverse voices.

Campaigns like DAWN and Nazariya illustrate a
multifaceted approach to gender justice that embraces
disability and LGBT rights. These initiatives use workshops,
community dialogues, and media engagement to craft
messages that reflect plural realities. Intersectional activism
expands the communicative imagination, safeguarding
against the risk that inclusive language might inadvertently
reproduce exclusionary dynamics.

Digital Activism and Ethical Communication

The rise of digital technology has broadened the scope of
activism, transforming every internet user into a
communicator of social change. Patriarchal values are
effectively challenged by the rapid dissemination of ideas
facilitated by hashtags, virtual campaigns, and petitions. Yet,
scholars like Sarah Banet-Weiser (2018) caution against the
rise of “popular feminism,” where visibility risks replacing
structural critique. For activism to be truly inclusive,
communication should prioritize ethical dialogue grounded
in empathy and accountability, not just superficial displays.

To achieve genuine inclusion online, one must balance the
risks of misappropriation with the goals of amplification.
While digital platforms promote expression, they can also
dilute cultural identity even as they facilitate political
participation. As a result, developing digital literacy
empowers communicators to maintain sensitivity, relevance,
and depth in the continuously shifting environment of online
activism.
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Institutional and Educational Strategies

The impact of inclusive communication extends across
educational settings, institutional frameworks, and public
advocacy campaigns. Universities, NGOs, and corporate
organizations increasingly recognize gender-sensitive
communication as a key competence for leadership and
collaboration. Training programs that focus on inclusive
writing, unbiased imagery, and interactive discourse provide
the chance for staff and students to unlearn bias.

Amartya Sen’s (1999) concept of development as freedom
provides a relevant framework here: when individuals
possess communicative agency—the ability to speak,
question, and be heard—they acquire the freedom to shape
their own social realities. Initiatives including “She Leads,”
“Voices of Rural Women,” and community-driven
storytelling projects illustrate how communication can foster
collective empowerment.

10.5 Educational and Policy Interventions

Educational initiatives and policy frameworks play a pivotal
role in institutionalizing inclusive communication and
promoting gender equity. While activism and grassroots
campaigns create spaces for dialogue and resistance,
sustained social transformation requires formal structures
that embed equality into curricula, workplace regulations,
and governance practices. Through education and policy,
societies can conquer structural barriers and transition from
immediate remedies to long-term cultural transformation.
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Educational Interventions

Education functions as both a channel and a setting for the
process of gendered socialization. It not only imparts
knowledge but also influences attitudes, conventions, and
methods of interaction. Gender-sensitive pedagogy, which
involves imparting gender-neutral vocabulary, inclusive
tales, and interactive debate, allows students to critically
assess how power operates in communication.

In particular, UNESCO's Gender-Responsive Education
initiatives demonstrate how courses can be created to make
equal interaction the standard in early childhood education.
Students are taught how to distinguish between bias in
language, media, and social contexts through a combination
of case studies, group projects, and interactive learning. Both
South Africa's Life Orientation curriculum and India's
NCERT  Gender Sensitization Modules leverage
intersectional frameworks to encourage students to question
stereotypes and increase interaction among different
audiences. The methods used are based on Crenshaw's
(1989) finding that other social axes, such as socioeconomic
status, sex, and disability, always influence gendered
identities.

Critically, scholars such as bell hooks (1989) and Paulo
Freire (1970) argue that education must move beyond the
transmission of knowledge to create participatory and
dialogic learning environments. Without actively engaging,
well-intentioned curricula are likely to unintentionally
perpetuate hierarchical structures instead of challenging
them.
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Policy Interventions

Policy provides the necessary reinforcement for educational
interventions and ensures that inclusivity is applied more
widely to workplaces, civic life, and public institutions.
Legislative and administrative actions help to establish
inclusive norms for discourse, representation, and
participation.

Corporate Gender Equality Action Plans need training in
gender-sensitive communication, routine workplace audits,
and mechanisms for reporting bias or harassment. Ely and
Meyerson (2000) found that policies alone fail to result in
significant change; they must be accompanied by cultural
interventions that affect norms and behaviors. In the media,
both the UK’s Ofcom Code and India’s Press Council
regulations provide the regulatory backbone for reducing
gender stereotypes and maintaining equitable communication
standards on public platforms.

Policy initiatives reveal the inherent conflict between
enforcing structures and applying them practically. Critics
argue that the formalization of inclusive practices through
law may remain largely symbolic unless accompanied by
training, effective oversight, and transformative changes in
organizational culture. For example, while media norms may
help minimize overt bias, they cannot fully address subtle
framing, phrases, or visual motifs that perpetuate inequality.

Integration of Education and Policy

To carry out effective reform, policy frameworks and
educational programs must operate together. Educational
programs cultivate both awareness and skills, and in parallel,
policies establish institutional accountability and structural
support. For example, universities implementing gender-
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inclusive curricula alongside strict anti-harassment policies
demonstrate higher levels of student engagement, equitable
classroom participation, and sensitivity to diverse
perspectives.

Furthermore, longitudinal studies demonstrate that graduates
exposed to inclusive communication frameworks are more
inclined to advocate for equity in professional, civic, and
digital contexts. This idea corresponds with Amartya Sen’s
(1999) concept that development necessitates freedom, in
which communicative agency plays an integral role in
shaping social narratives and challenging norms.

By combining scholarly criticism with practical, real-world
examples, policy and education offer a coherent strategy for
institutionalizing inclusive communication, ensuring that
gender equality is implemented at both the structural and
cultural levels.

10.6 Case Studies of Successful Transformations

Case studies highlight the dynamic interplay between
activism, policy, education, and digital media in reshaping
gendered communication and fostering lasting change. They
illustrate  how community involvement, performative
resistance, and inclusive language can transform both
discourse and power. These examples reveal that evolution
encompasses both intellectual and practical dimensions, as
reflected in daily communication, educational practices, and
legal frameworks.

#MeToo and the Global Counterpublics

The #MeToo movement, created in 2006 by Tarana Burke
and globalized in 2017, demonstrates how individual
narratives transform into a unified, cross-national dialogue
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of solidarity. Through broad internet tales, survivors
transformed personal suffering into a means of empowering
the community. The digital sphere functioned as what Nancy
Fraser (1990) terms a counterpublic—an alternative
communicative space where suppressed voices contest
hegemonic narratives.

The movement used the phrase “Me Too” as a potent tool,
turning voicelessness into expression and separateness into
unity. Gill and Orgad (2018), among other commentators,
have argued that the #MeToo movement’s focus on Western
celebrities limited its global resonance and appeal. By
adopting experience as the foundation of resistance, the
campaign’s global expansion enriched the feminist lexicon
and tested the boundaries of communicative justice.

Pinjra Tod: Reclaiming Freedom in Indian Universities

Pinjra Tod ("Break the Cage"), initiated in 2015 by female
students from Delhi University, Jawaharlal Nehru
University, and Jamia Millia Islamia, was a protest against
gender-discriminatory lodging standards that limited
women's mobility. Through social media platforms such as
Facebook and Twitter, along with physical rallies, the
movement confronted the paternalistic vocabulary of
“protection”, reinterpreting it as an instrument of control.

The slogan “Safety without Surveillance” became symbolic
of the right to autonomy rather than restriction. According to
feminist academics Menon (2017) and Ghosh (2018), Pinjra
Tod is a modern-day articulation of Judith Butler's concept
of performativity, with repeated actions of defiance (public
marches, night walks, online testimonies) serving as a means
of altering identity. The movement highlighted the complex
struggles of students from marginalized castes and regions,
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showing how gender, class, and privilege intersect in Indian
education.

HeForShe:  Reconstructing  Masculinity through
Dialogue

The HeForShe campaign, launched by UN Women in 2014
and endorsed by public figures such as Emma Watson,
sought to redefine gender activism by involving men as
active allies. Its messaging centered on inclusive
cooperation, stretching the scope of gender discourse to
include everyone.

According to linguist Deborah Cameron (2015), the
language of the HeForShe campaign was both dialogic and
emotionally resonant, emphasizing cooperation rather than
confrontation. It undermined conventional traditional views
of masculinity by appealing to empathy. Critics such as
Catherine Rottenberg (2019) suggest that international
campaigns may be largely performative, prioritizing image
over substantive structural reforms. The HeForShe campaign
demonstrates how collaborative interaction may be utilized
as a tool for gender activism in spite of barriers.

Rwanda’s Gender Policy Transformation

Rwanda’s  post-conflict initiatives exemplify  how
communication, policy, and educational efforts can be
leveraged to reconstruct society. The 2003 Rwandan
Constitution, which introduced a 30% gender quota in
government, helped the nation obtain the highest rate of
female parliamentary participation in the world.

The community discussions in Umuganda and Gacaca
promoted healing and active engagement, which is in line
with Paulo Freire's (1970) dialogic teaching. These forums
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enabled citizens, particularly women, to become involved in
reclaiming power and reforming societal roles. Burnet
(2012) emphasizes that Rwanda serves as a case study
demonstrating the transformative potential of language in
legitimizing equality in government, especially when
operationalized through policy and public participation.

Iceland’s Equal Pay Act (2018)

With effect from 2018, Iceland’s Equal Pay Certification
Law requires employers to demonstrate salary equality
through regular inspections. This policy not only establishes
financial fairness but also signals a communicative
revolution in the language of equality. Terms like "pay
transparency" and ‘"shared accountability" became
widespread because of government outreach initiatives.

According to sociologist Gislason (2019), Iceland's method
includes communication and policy actions, portraying
gender parity as a reflection of national values rather than
ideology. The transformation of equality from a rhetorical
phrase to an administrative standard highlights the
significance of institutional language on public awareness.

10.7 Conclusion

Gender standards in India are heavily shaped by cultural
traditions and expressed through a complex network of
verbal and nonverbal signaling. Communication,
particularly debate and activist discourse, provides the
potential for transformation as a counterforce to norms that
commonly perpetuate power disparities and constrain
identity expression. In an attempt to break established
hierarchies, communication can be crucial for combating
prejudices, establishing inclusive language, and fostering
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civil discourse. Effective gender equality initiatives must
adopt intersectional perspectives that address multiple
identities, as online activism enhances visibility and
empowerment. Communication both reproduces inherited
values and offers opportunities to redesign social interactions
toward greater equity and inclusion.

10.8 Summary and Reflection

This chapter investigated the many different ways
communication acts as a force for challenging and
transforming deep-seated gender norms. Across multiple
arenas—including dialogue, language, activism, policy,
education, and digital media—communication operates as
both a mechanism and a consequence of social reform.
Strategic, inclusive, and participatory communication is a
powerful tool for wupending established hierarchies,
reshaping cultural roles, and expanding opportunities for the
equal treatment of women, as evidenced by campaigns such
as HeForShe, Pinjra Tod, #MeToo, and those in Iceland,
Rwanda, and India.

The significance of performativity, counterpublics, and
intersectionality is made clear through the dynamic between
theoretical frameworks and practical interventions. These
scholars (Butler, Fraser, Crenshaw, Freire, and Burnet)
concur that gendered change is not merely an automatic
outcome of activity or policy, but rather the result of
continuous interaction that exposes and facilitates challenges
to power.

Furthermore, the case studies prove that communication is
contextually bound; despite digital platforms' vast and swift
connections, ethical responsibility is important to avoid
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misuse or surface-level participation. Similar to this,
institutional  interventions—through public discourse,
education, and legislation—can have an important structural
impact when paired with cultural sensitivity and
participatory dialogue.

The chapter reveals that transforming gender communication
relies on a dual approach of strategic design and iterative
application. It requires challenging discriminatory practices
and creating inclusive spaces across physical, digital, and
institutional realms, where diverse individuals can
participate in reshaping cultural narratives. By examining
successes and limitations, the chapter highlights that
communication is a site of both opportunity and
responsibility, capable of fostering equity when employed
conscientiously and inclusively.

Before moving ahead, it’s important to understand how
deeply gender identities are shaped within our closest social
environments—our families and communities. In chapter 11,
we study how families and communities shape gender roles
through communication, exploring how caste, class, and
modern dialogues influence gender socialization, identity
formation, and evolving egalitarian relationships in Indian
society.
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CHAPTER 11:

Family, Community, and Gender
Socialization

11.1 Introduction

Family and community provide everlasting contexts in
which gender roles and identities are first internalized. They
form the initial communicative landscape in which
individuals learn to act, understand, and adopt gender. In
India, gender socialization is not just an individual
phenomenon but also a culturally significant one, due to the
interconnected nature of caste divisions, religious beliefs,
social systems, and regional customs. Communication plays
a key role in identity development, from how children
interact with others to whether their input is supported or
suppressed.

In Indian households, gender typically comes down through
social customs, behavioral expectations, and speech patterns
rather than being directly taught. The family, whether joint
or nuclear, becomes a microcosm of social hierarchy, with
communication imitating the larger patterns of patriarchy
and respect. As Leela Dube (2001) observes, gender is
woven into the very fabric of kinship communication, where
relationships dictate who may speak, interrupt, advise, or
remain silent.

Families reinforce gender norms through local customs and
cultural events. The dominant portrayal of the “ideal”
woman involves sacrifice and modesty, contrasting with the

200



masculine association with leadership, rationality, and
power. These codes, articulated through narratives, rituals,
and jokes, act as the cultural blueprint for gender in daily
encounters.

Communication technologies are becoming increasingly
flexible and dynamic in modern India. Urban families,
educational spaces, and digital communities are questioning
traditional hierarchies, embracing participatory dialogue,
and modeling egalitarian relationships. Gender expectations
are shaped by traditional communication practices within
families and communities, and this chapter examines how
emerging discourses promote social progress.

11.2 Communication Patterns in Family Structures

Gendered communication is often learned and expected
inside the family. From a very young age, children pick up
verbal and nonverbal signals about gender roles—how to
talk, when to stay quiet, how to show feelings, and with
whom. In Indian families, where social interaction is
governed by position and kinship, communication can be
both political and emotional.

According to Leela Dube (2001), kinship systems are
fundamental in determining the processes of gender
socialization in Indian households. A girl is often encouraged
to display sanskar (discipline, respect, and modesty), while
a boy is permitted assertiveness and independence. These
lessons are transmitted through tone, gestures, and daily
routines rather than explicit instruction. Patricia Uberoi
(2006) further argues that communicative behavior—such as
lowered gazes, folded hands, or subdued laughter—acts as a
training ground for “feminine propriety,” while masculine
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authority is reinforced through direct speech and spatial
dominance within the household.

Nonverbal communication, particularly silence, plays a
profound role in sustaining familial hierarchy. Silence is
regarded as a complex strategy of survival, compliance, and
resistance within patriarchal contexts, rather than merely the
absence of speech, as described by Veena Das (1995). In
joint households, daughters-in-law commonly express
deference through restrained movements, while mothers-in-
law command authority through gesture and tone. Regular
discourse reflects an emotionally regulated atmosphere
shaped by gender and power dynamics.

Such developments are exacerbated by the makeup of Indian
families. In mixed families, both age and gender affect who
has the best chance of opening up and whose advice is most
valued. Nandini Manjrekar (2013) highlights that
communicative deference—expressed through honorifics,
careful phrasing, and avoidance of contradiction—
reproduces social distance between men and women, elders
and youth. Raksha Bandhan and Karva Chauth are two
examples of ritual observances that are marked with
communicative rules that perpetuate gendered roles by
redefining speech and gesture as signals of management or
devotion.

The communication methods employed by Indian families
are evolving organically. The intersection of urban living,
educational opportunities, and feminist voices has enriched
family conversations. Parents are increasingly promoting
open conversations about emotions, consent, and the process
of decision-making. Campaigns such as Beti Bachao Beti
Padhao, as well as the popularity of feminist parenting blogs,

202



highlight a growing awareness that communication equity
begins at home. It addresses the customary asymmetry of
voice by enabling children of all genders to express their
ideas, challenge authority, and share emotional labor in
nuclear households, especially with the educated middle
classes.

Nevertheless, Hochschild (1983) and Ray (2018) observe
that communication equality does not always eliminate
emotional discrimination. Indian women often undertake
most of the emotional and communicative responsibilities,
including conflict mediation and relationship support, even
in progressive families. This subtle distinction exemplifies
Hochschild's concept of the 'second shift,' wherein emotional
labor is both socially expected and largely invisible.

In Indian society, the family can serve as both a defender of
the status quo and a voice for gender equality. In all its
manifestations—verbal, gestural, or aural—communication
serves the patriarchal tradition while simultaneously planting
the seeds for its own transformation. Families that embrace
reflective dialogue, shared emotional expression, and
egalitarian listening are beginning to reshape the gendered
dynamics of domestic life, creating communicative spaces
that are more inclusive, participatory, and humane.

11.3 Gender Role Transmission Across Generations

Gender roles are established and maintained by family
interactions beginning in early childhood. Families serve as
the core setting for children to learn which behaviors,
interests, and duties align with their gender. Verbal and
nonverbal cues convey unified expectations, ranging from
how a child is addressed to the tasks they are encouraged to
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complete. For instance, daughters are often guided toward
domestic chores, caregiving, and emotional labor, whereas
sons are given greater freedom to explore, take risks, or
pursue education and career opportunities. These patterns
influence children’s self-perception, communication styles,
and emotional expression, shaping gender identity from an
early age.

In India, gender standards are inherited based on regional,
caste, and socioeconomic circumstances. In urban middle-
class families, girls are often encouraged to pursue higher
education and extracurricular activities, but they still bear the
expectation of contributing to household chores. In
traditional or rural settings, girls are often raised to focus on
household duties, compliance, and readiness for marriage,
whereas boys are encouraged to pursue education, make
decisions, and take on leadership roles. Sons maintain family
professions for certain castes, and girls are socialized to take
on household tasks. These distinctions point to the
intersectional nature of gender socialization, where caste,
class, and regional norms play a crucial role in shaping
gender perceptions among children (Ray, 2018).

Raka Ray (2018) emphasizes that gendered socialization is
reinforced through embedded social hierarchies, so identical
behaviors can carry different meanings across communities.
According to Hochschild (1983), emotional Ilabor is
predominantly a female task involving the management of
family emotions, the resolution of conflicts, and the
maintenance of household harmony. Daughters perpetuate
caregiving practices across generations through imitation,
unlike sons, who assimilate models of power and
assertiveness.
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Storytelling, religious practices, and humor all act as
vehicles of gender formation. Traditions of folk and family
storytelling frequently feature women as devoted caregivers
and men as bold thinkers. Gender-specific behavioral
standards are subtly reinforced through household jokes like
'boys don't cry' or 'girls are too sensitive. Customs such as
daughters assisting with pujas and sons taking charge of
symbolic ceremonies highlight gendered assumptions in
spiritual life. Festivals and family celebrations often assign
gender-specific tasks, subtly teaching children about societal
hierarchies and norms.

Scholars point out that this transmission is not completely
deterministic. According to Judith Butler (1990), gender is a
performance in which families give guidelines, but
individuals can negotiate or reject these roles. Contemporary
interventions, including feminist parenting programs,
educational workshops, and online parenting communities,
encourage children to explore beyond traditional gender
boundaries. Growing awareness that intentional actions in
society and culture can disrupt intergenerational gender
norms is evident in campaigns such as Beti Bachao Beti
Padhao and the rise of feminist parenting blogs.

11.4 Community Norms and Social Control

Beyond the domestic sphere, sociocultural communities play
a significant part in creating and regulating gender dynamics.
The moral bases of social behavior are these collective
frameworks, which have their origins in caste, religion, class,
and geography. Gender norms are formed and sustained
through communal systems of reward and punishment. In
India, intersecting caste, patriarchal, and communal norms
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give rise to layered systems of control that govern speech and
physical conduct.

In the past, municipal governments, which included
panchayats and khaps, served as arbiters of ethical behavior.
Their unknown principles typically dictate acceptable male
and female behavior and the symbolic maintenance of family
prestige. A woman's attire, public laughter, or voice tone
might all be interpreted as confirmation of her morality or
immorality. The language of “honor” (izzat) becomes a
disciplinary tool that aligns individual identity with
collective morality. Men, on the other hand, are frequently
socialized to show dominance and self-assurance, which
contributes to the gender imbalance in public speaking.

Urban areas, despite their modernization, are still subject to
this type of gendered scrutiny. Women are often expected to
be neat, emotionally composed, and soft-spoken across
diverse settings, from corporate offices to lecture halls and
gated communities. People who conduct themselves outside
of expectations incur marginalization, reproach, or a decline
in their place in society. Based on sociologist Leela Dube
(2001), this regulation is not obviously coercive; its power
derives from its deep internalization, which causes
individuals to modify their communication to reflect
communal values.

Nonverbal communication frequently acts as the strongest
instrument of social regulation. The community’s approval
or disapproval is conveyed through gaze, silence, posture,
and proximity. For instance, women in religious spaces such
as temples or mosques are often expected to demonstrate
modesty by lowering their gaze, veiling their heads, or
keeping a respectful distance, whereas men convey authority
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through dominant spatial positions and expansive body
language. These actions consolidate the notion that men
embody public power while women signify moral restraint.

Gendered acts are deeply embedded in social institutions
through the enactment of festivals, rituals, and neighborhood
gatherings. Events such as Chhath Puja, Navratri, and Karva
Chauth highlight women’s piety and perseverance as
markers of virtue, shaping societal relationships through
rituals and prayers. Gender is expressed verbally, such as in
storytelling, and informally, through clothing and body
language, across multiple cultural events. According to
Ashis Nandy (1988), these ceremonial protocols frequently
function subconsciously, covertly upholding patriarchal
continuity through symbolic performance.

At the same time, emerging social networks have begun to
challenge these traditional norms. Both local and digital
women's empowerment hubs offer nurturing spaces for
expressing stories that were previously suppressed. The
grammar of gendered communication is being reshaped into
one of assertion, not submission, through social campaigns,
workshops, and shared narratives. However, as Uma
Chakravarti (2003) observes, patriarchal authority adapts
rather than disappears; it shifts from visible dominance to
emotional and reputational policing. Symbolically
marginalizing women who talk up is a typical strategy to
enforce social discipline by branding them as "unfeminine"
or "defiant."

Digital platforms, while offering new avenues for
communication, have also become extensions of community
surveillance. Online abuse, moral policing, and gender-
based trolling replicate of age disparities in a virtual setting.
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Nivedita Menon (2012) points out that the internet does not
inherently challenge patriarchy; instead, it frequently
reproduces familiar hierarchies and social exclusions.

11.5 Changes in Urban Vs Rural Settings

The way gender is socialized and communication patterns
are formed in India differ considerably between urban and
rural areas, primarily due to variations in education,
economic opportunities, mobility, and media exposure.
Urban settings allow for more women’s autonomy and
public roles, in contrast to villages where community and
familial oversight uphold patriarchal standards.

Girls in city-based middle-class families are encouraged to
strive for good grades, get involved in extracurricular
activities, and express themselves openly. In places like
Delhi, Bengaluru, and Pune, families often encourage their
daughters to participate in academic and athletic
organizations while developing their leadership and
domestic skills. Parents are moving toward reasoning and
negotiation in discipline, a shift that contrasts sharply with
the more authoritarian practices typical of many rural areas.
Household chores are distributed more evenly in nuclear and
dual-income households, allowing urban girls to observe and
participate in shared labor. Raka Ray (2018) highlights that
urbanization, coupled with exposure to digital media and
feminist discourse, produces environments where gender
roles are increasingly flexible and open to reinterpretation.

In rural regions, traditional gender expectations are enforced
more rigidly. In rural areas of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, girls
typically focus on household chores, sibling care, and farm
work, whereas boys go to school and engage in local
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governance. Early marriage and mobility limitations endure,
confining both speech and body language. Women are
conditioned to behave restrainedly, avoid hostile eye contact,
and limit their speaking until approved, maintaining male-
dominated systems of society. According to Leela Dube
(2001), gendered norms upheld by both kinship and
communal systems hinder the possibility of redefining roles
in such contexts.

Religious and societal customs serve to distinguish the lived
experiences in different contexts. As they balance their
professional and academic lives with engaging in festivals
like Durga Puja or Navratri, urban women are dealing with
problems related to wisibility and voice. Gendered
expectations are perpetuated throughout generations by rural
women's frequent adherence to cult practices that prioritize
deference, household responsibilities, and religious
devotion. During Karva Chauth, urban daughters may
negotiate roles and autonomy in family rituals. Still, rural
women may stubbornly comply with customary fasting,
prayer, and domestic service sequences, showing distinct
degrees of agency. Nivedita Menon (2012) emphasizes that
urban exposure offers disruption of norms, but structural
inequalities of caste, class, and patriarchal authority continue
to influence the freedom women can exercise.

Education, exposure to media, and peer networks all
contribute to sustaining the rural-urban divide. Girls in urban
schools can participate in gender-sensitization projects,
access feminist literature and online resources, and interact
with a variety of role models. For example, students in urban
areas often participate in gender equality workshops or use
social media platforms to question traditional gender roles.
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In rural schools, traditional gender norms and limited
resources can inhibit girls from voicing their opinions,
whereas boys are typically encouraged to take initiative.
According to Raewyn Connell (2009), local power
institutions may adapt to maintain established hierarchies,
regardless of whether feminist concepts and modern cultural
practices are widely accepted and challenge rural patriarchy.

Migration adds another layer of complexity to gender
socialization. When rural women relocate to cities for work
or higher education, they must navigate hybrid environments
where urban opportunities coexist with rural expectations.
For example, a woman from a small village in Rajasthan
working in a corporate office in Mumbai may adopt urban
communication styles and assertiveness, while continuing to
follow familial norms of modesty and obedience at home.
These hybrid experiences reveal a dynamic interplay of
verbal and nonverbal behaviors, highlighting the
simultaneous transformation and persistence of gender
norms.

11.6 LGBTQ+ Families and Communication
Challenges

Communication in LGBTQ+ families reworks concepts of
kinship, authority, and affection through both verbal and
non-verbal means. These families redefine emotional
expression outside of conventional gender binaries,
effectively challenging heteronormative hierarchies. In
accordance with Judith Butler (1990), gender is
performative, and queer domestic environments transform
this performance into a subversive critique of conventionally
expected notions of masculinity and femininity.
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In India, the 2018 legalization of homosexuality under
Section 377 sparked a public discussion but did not instantly
eliminate deep-seated cultural stigma. LGBTQ+ familial
interactions are frequently mediated by a culture of fear,
fragmented acceptance, and a deliberate application of coded
language to  communicate intimacy.  Nonverbal
communication, whether by controlled gestures, avoidance
of overt affection, or coded signals of affection, aids in
protecting persons in hostile settings. This aligns with
Goffman’s (1963) view that the self'is a performance, shaped
by the desire to manage one’s discretion and visibility across
different social settings.

Gendered interactions within LGBTQ+ households are
frequently fluid and shaped through collective agency. By
prioritizing empathy and communication in dividing
household tasks, same-sex parenting strategies may
challenge traditional role assignments. Two fathers or two
mothers often allocate domestic, economic, and emotional
tasks through mutual agreement rather than normative
structures. Transgender and non-binary parents often
promote mutual understanding by engaging in dialogue and
affirming identity development, in contrast to enforcing
obedience.

Ruth Vanita and Saleem Kidwai (2000) submit that gay
household interactions tend to depend on carefully controlled
language and actions for emotional and social propriety.
Terms such as "friend" and "companion" serve as verbal
camouflage, allowing social survival amid conservative
networks. Nonverbal cues like humor, coded eye contact,
and gentle irony are used to avoid direct statements while
still enabling expression within constrained settings. Gayatri
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Gopinath's 2005 work emphasizes the political impacts of
seemingly trivial daily conduct, suggesting that such
gestures actively fight the marginalization and opacity
enforced by mainstream cultural frameworks.

The visibility of queer families is becoming more prevalent
in metropolitan areas such as Delhi, Bengaluru, and Mumbeai,
largely due to the emergence of support collectives, digital
communities, and Pride movements. Online forums provide
avenues for solidarity, education, and storytelling—
particularly for parents and queer youth navigating the
complexities of identity disclosure. Turkle (2011) observes
that technological interaction creates new forms of
vulnerability, like online trolling, monitoring, and ethical
scrutiny. As a result, online self-expression often coexists
with strategies of coded communication and partial
anonymity.

Communication becomes even more challenging due to
generational differences. Awkward silence or avoidance may
arise when older family members, raised within
heteronormative frameworks, struggle to use pronouns, self-
identification terms, or non-binary expressions. Non-verbal
unease—hesitant gestures, restrained eye contact, or pauses
in speech—often indicates tension rather than rejection.
Anjali Arondekar (2009) highlights how mainstream
narratives privilege only "respectable" gay families who
conform to traditional norms, while marginalizing working-
class or rural LGBT households whose lived experiences
often remain undocumented.

The overlapping patterns of digital communication,
emotional labor, and societal expectations shape LGBTQ+
relationships with relatives. Their verbal and non-verbal
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exchanges reveal the evolving possibilities of kinship and
intimacy under social scrutiny, embodying both adaptation
and resistance in everyday life.

The study of communication within LGBTQ+ families
highlights how verbal and non-verbal practices are both
adaptive and resistant, reflecting the negotiation of intimacy,
identity, and social legitimacy. These families develop
adaptive, jointly constructed roles that deliberately challenge
traditional gender hierarchies while preserving dignity and
emotional bonds through the use of coded language,
gestures, and digital tools. Despite the advantages that cities,
legislation, and technology provide, surveillance, moral
judgment, and tensions between generations continue to be
vulnerabilities. Through acts of caregiving, queer family
communication undermines imposed norms, revealing the
colonial roots of gender and relational expectations and
claiming alternative epistemologies.

11.7 Summary and Reflection

The chapter analyzes the strong link between gender
identities and roles and Indian communication within
families and communities, influenced by caste, religion, and
kinship structures. Gender norms are transmitted subtly from
early childhood through verbal and nonverbal cues that
regulate behavior, emotions, and social hierarchy. Women
are often socialized into roles emphasizing sacrifice and
emotional labor, while men are positioned in roles of
authority and leadership. Ritualized cultural performances,
family connections, and societal control mechanisms all
contribute to the entrenchment of patriarchal systems.
However, as contemporary elements like education,
urbanization, and feminist arguments gradually disrupt these
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prevailing communication patterns, family dynamics are
becoming more egalitarian and dialogic. LGBTQ+ families
continuously renegotiate gender roles and co-construct
identities that challenge established structures, while
maintaining close bonds through coded forms of
communication. Despite advancements, persistent social
expectations and rifts between generations continue to
challenge gender identity and dialogue.

While Indian gender socialization remains firmly traditional,
it is gradually shifting. The chapter highlights that families
and communities act as both gatekeepers and agents of
change, constantly shaping how gender is performed and
understood. The inclusion of LGBTQ+ experiences allows
the discussion to fully embrace the issues of diversity and
resistance surrounding gender norms. This interplay between
preserving inherited norms and creating alternatives reveals
the transformative power of feminist resistance and critical
education in challenging gendered hierarchies. It emphasizes
the need to acknowledge emotional labor, power dynamics,
and cultural specificity when studying and challenging
gendered communication. This understanding calls for
ongoing dialogue and thoughtful communication strategies
to actively support diverse expressions of identity in social
and familial contexts, while also challenging patriarchal
norms.

It’s essential to recognize that inclusive dialogue is only
the first step toward equitable communication. The next
chapter involves practical examples and case studies—from
all over India and corporate settings—that illustrate these
tools in action. We study diverse communication
frameworks—dialogic, culturally responsive, and queer-
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inclusive—that help build respectful, context-sensitive, and
transformative interactions across gender, caste, class, and
linguistic boundaries in India.
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CHAPTER 12:

Practical Applications, Case Studies,
and Future Directions

12.1 Tools for Inclusive Dialogue
Introduction

Inclusive dialogue refers to the intentional, respectful, and
equitable communication process that allows people of
diverse gender identities, orientations, and sociocultural
locations to participate fully and authentically. In the context
of growing gender awareness and intersectional advocacy, it
is imperative to equip individuals and institutions with tools
that not only encourage expression but also dismantle
existing hierarchies of communication.

The practice of inclusive dialogue becomes especially vital
in India, where intersections of caste, gender, religion, class,
and region often silence marginalized voices. From rural
panchayats to urban corporate boardrooms, facilitating
gender-inclusive  conversations requires more than
awareness—it requires structured tools, empathetic practice,
and conscious unlearning.

Core Tools for Facilitating Inclusive Dialogue

1. Non-violent Communication (NVC) Framework
(Marshall Rosenberg, 2003)

Nonviolent Communication (NVC) emphasizes empathetic
listening and expression grounded in four components:
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o Observation without judgment
e Feelings identification

e Needs articulation

¢ Requests without demands

NVC is especially effective in cross-gender communication
where misinterpretation of emotional cues is common. In
Indian NGOs like Sakhi for South Asian Women and
TARSHI, modified versions of NVC have been used in
workshops with survivors of gender-based violence to
facilitate emotional healing and agency (TARSHI, 2019).

Example: In a conflict resolution session in rural Jharkhand,
female Adivasi leaders used the NVC model to address
exclusion in village councils, articulating feelings of
invisibility without triggering defensiveness among male
counterparts.

2. Deep Listening and Reflective Practice

Deep listening, as advanced by scholars like Thich Nhat
Hanh and Otto Scharmer (Theory U), involves suspending
judgment and listening with openness and compassion. In
gender-inclusive settings, this tool is used to validate lived
experiences, particularly of LGBTQ+ and non-binary
individuals whose narratives are often erased.

Case Example: In a Delhi-based university gender
sensitization program, reflective journaling and dyadic
listening were used to help male students understand
unconscious biases against queer individuals. As one student
noted, “Listening without reacting made me realize I had
never truly heard my transgender classmates.”
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Deep listening is often paired with gender storytelling
circles, a practice rooted in feminist pedagogy and widely
used in Indian activist groups such as Blank Noise and
Nazariya: A Queer Feminist Resource Group.

3. Gender-Inclusive Language Guides

Language is a powerful determinant of inclusion. Tools such
as pronoun training, gender-neutral vocabulary, and anti-
sexist language audits are essential components of inclusive
dialogue. International models like UNESCO’s Gender-
Inclusive Language Guidelines (2019) have been adapted for
Indian contexts by organizations such as Breakthrough
India and Orinam.

Illustration: In a corporate setting in Mumbai, an internal
training module included practice scenarios for using
"they/them" pronouns, encouraging employees to revise
assumptions about gender binaries in workplace
communication.

4. Communication Climate Assessment Tools

Inclusive dialogue cannot flourish in hostile or unsafe
environments.  Assessment  tools such as  the
Communication Climate Inventory (Gibb, 1961) can help
institutions evaluate their readiness and receptiveness to
diverse voices.

Key parameters assessed include:
e Openness vs. defensiveness
e Equality vs. superiority

¢ Empathy vs. neutrality
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When used by educational institutions such as TISS (Tata
Institute of Social Sciences) or Ashoka University, these
tools have helped audit classroom dynamics and initiate
reforms for LGBTQ+ and Dalit student inclusion.

5. Participatory Dialogue Models: Theatre, Art, and
Digital Tools

Creative methods of inclusive dialogue, particularly Forum
Theatre (Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed) and
Participatory Video, have been widely used across India to
democratize communication.

Example: In Hyderabad, the Goethe-Zubaan Gender and
Art Residency used participatory theatre to address gender-
based harassment in public transport. Diverse voices—
including Muslim women, transmasculine individuals, and
college students—co-created performances that culminated
in public dialogue.

Digital platforms also serve as tools of inclusive
communication—safe anonymous chat groups, moderated
discussion forums, and inclusive content on Instagram and
YouTube are transforming how young Indians engage with
gender issues.

Therfore, tools for inclusive dialogue are not just
mechanisms for better communication—they are political
acts that redistribute voice, visibility, and power. In a society
as stratified and linguistically diverse as India, inclusive
dialogue tools must be context-sensitive, intersectional, and
participatory.

Whether through structured models like NVC, experiential
strategies like theatre, or everyday linguistic practices,
inclusive dialogue requires courage, training, and
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commitment. More importantly, it calls for listening to those
who have historically been denied the right to speak.

Reflection Questions

1. Which tool(s) do you think are most needed in your
professional or academic setting?

2. Have you ever experienced exclusion in a dialogue?
What practices might have helped?

3. How can inclusive dialogue be adapted for non-
urban, multilingual, or caste-diverse settings in
India?

12.2 Communication Frameworks for Diverse
Settings

Introduction

As inclusive dialogue becomes central to gender-aware
communication, the need for adaptable, context-sensitive
communication frameworks grows more urgent. A
framework in this context refers to a set of guiding
principles, strategies, and relational norms that help
individuals and groups engage meaningfully across gender,
caste, class, sexuality, and linguistic diversity. This section
explores major communication frameworks that can be
applied across professional, educational, community-based,
and digital settings.

In India, where power asymmetries are deeply entrenched
and social diversity is vast, a one-size-fits-all communication
model is inadequate. Effective frameworks must account for
positionality, power dynamics, and plural linguistic-cultural
repertoires, ensuring that diverse gender identities and
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sociocultural standpoints are included, not merely
accommodated.

1. The Dialogic Communication Framework

Developed by scholars like Paulo Freire (1970) and
expanded by Buber and Bakhtin, the dialogic
communication model emphasizes reciprocal, co-
constructive engagement. It is based on the idea that
knowledge and meaning emerge through conversation,
rather than being transmitted unidirectionally.

Core Features:
e  Mutual respect and shared inquiry

e Valuing voice, especially of marginalized
participants

e Openness to being transformed by the conversation
Application:

e Used by feminist collectives such as Sangat South
Asia and Jagori to run community-based gender
training programs across caste and class divides.

e In educational settings like Kudumbashree’s
gender awareness sessions in Kerala, facilitators
use dialogic circles where both teachers and learners
share personal experiences and interpretations of
gendered oppression.

Ilustration:

During a caste-gender dialogue in Madhya Pradesh, Dalit
women shared how upper-caste women’s feminist concerns
often excluded their lived realities. A dialogic approach
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helped shift the focus from abstract equality to experiential
inclusion, reshaping solidarity across caste lines.

2. Culturally Responsive Communication Framework

Coined by Geneva Gay (2000), this framework insists on
tailoring communication strategies to the cultural
backgrounds, values, and communicative preferences of
participants. In India, it has been adapted to align with
multilingualism, regional variation, and indigenous
traditions of expression.

Core Principles:

e Recognizing and respecting culturally embedded
forms of communication

e Utilizing culturally relevant examples, metaphors,
and narratives

e Building trust through local knowledge and
relational approaches

Application:

e NGOs like Pravah and Ekta Parishad integrate
cultural storytelling, regional theatre, and mother-
tongue conversations in their youth development
and gender inclusion programs.

e In Assam, a project addressing gender and peace-
building used local proverbs and folktales to explore
women’s agency, shifting conversations from
legalistic to community-rooted language.

3. Queer-Inclusive Communication Models
Conventional gender communication frameworks often

operate on binary logics (male/female, masculine/feminine).
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Queer-inclusive frameworks challenge these binaries and
offer flexible communicative spaces that affirm gender
diversity and fluidity.

Foundational Ideas:
e Gender is performed, not fixed (Butler, 1990)

e Language must be flexible enough to reflect non-
binary and transgender identities

e Safety and consent are foundational to all
communicative acts

Key Strategies:

e Use of gender-neutral pronouns and inclusive
terminology

e Deconstructing heteronormative assumptions in
both verbal and non-verbal communication

e Facilitating affinity spaces for queer and trans voices
before cross-group engagement

Example:

The Thirunangai (transfeminine) community in Tamil
Nadu has  developed wunique  intra-community
communication norms—Iinguistic, gestural, and
performative—that resist dominant cisgender scripts. When
these communicative codes are respected in healthcare and
legal settings, trans individuals report significantly better
outcomes (Revathi, 2010).

4. Trauma-Informed Communication Framework

Originally designed in clinical and social work contexts
(SAMHSA, 2014), trauma-informed frameworks are now
being adapted for broader gender-dialogue contexts. This is
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especially vital in settings where participants may have
experienced gender-based violence, discrimination, or
historical exclusion.

Key Principles:
e Prioritizing safety (emotional and physical)
o  Offering choice and control to all participants
e Building trust through transparency and consistency

e Recognizing the signs of trauma and responding
with empathy

Implementation:

e Used in restorative justice circles, such as those
facilitated by Partners for Law in Development
(PLD) in Delhi.

o Digital helpline and chat-based feminist platforms
like Kirthi and The Red Elephant Foundation use
trauma-informed language in both synchronous and
asynchronous communication with survivors.

5. Participatory and Intersectional Frameworks

An intersectional framework emphasizes the overlapping
nature of identities and systems of oppression—such as
gender, caste, class, religion, and disability (Crenshaw,
1989).  Participatory = communication ensures that
marginalized individuals are not just represented but actively
involved in shaping discourse.

Best Practices:

e (Co-designing communication protocols with
community members

224



o Conducting intersectional identity — mapping
exercises

e Facilitating rotating leadership in discussions to
redistribute voice

Example:

In a recent rural initiative by SEWA Bharat, Dalit women
laborers led discussions on workplace gender equity, using
roleplay and vernacular expression. Unlike top-down
campaigns, this participatory framework allowed their
unique labor—gender—caste intersection to shape policy
recommendations.

Diverse communicative settings—from corporate diversity
trainings to grassroots feminist movements—demand
adaptable frameworks that recognize complexity and power.
What works in an urban university may alienate voices in a
rural tribal setting. Effective inclusive dialogue doesn’t
simply translate concepts into vernacular—it reconstructs
the communicative act based on who is speaking, who is
listening, and how power circulates in that space.

By aligning with dialogic, culturally responsive, trauma-
informed, queer-inclusive, and participatory principles,
communication becomes a site not only of information
exchange but of social transformation.

12.3 Policy Recommendations for Institutions and
Governments

Introduction

To move from inclusive dialogue as concept to inclusive
communication as norm, institutional and governmental
policies must take deliberate steps. While individual
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attitudes and organizational cultures matter, sustained
structural change depends on policy-level interventions that
are both intersectional and transformative. This section
outlines evidence-based policy recommendations tailored
for educational institutions, workplaces, and government
bodies, especially within the Indian sociopolitical landscape.

1. Gender-Inclusive Language Policies

Language policies must move beyond binary gender markers
and adopt inclusive, respectful, and affirming
communication norms. Institutions should:

o Introduce gender-neutral alternatives in official
communication (e.g., “they/them,” “chairperson”
instead of “chairman”).

o Allow self-identification of gender in institutional
records, including non-binary and third-gender
options.

e Mandate linguistic audits to remove sexist, casteist,
or heteronormative phrasing from public signage,
forms, HR manuals, and syllabi.

Indian Context:
The University Grants Commission (UGC) has encouraged
gender sensitisation, but most campuses still default to
binary forms. The TISS Mumbai campus, however,
officially recognizes self-chosen names and pronouns of
transgender and non-binary students in classroom
interactions and ID cards—a best-practice model.

2. Institutional Training Mandates

Rather than optional workshops, gender-sensitive and
inclusive communication training must be:
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e Mandatory during faculty/employee orientation

e Ongoing, not one-time; linked with career
development incentives

e Designed with cultural sensitivity, avoiding
tokenism or imported frameworks that don’t suit
local diversity

Best Practice Example: The Delhi High Court mandated
sensitivity training on gender and LGBTQ+ issues for judges
and court staff following regressive observations in rape
cases. Such measures help ensure that communication in
judicial settings becomes more trauma-informed and victim-
sensitive.

3. Community and Local Language Integration

Policies must support the integration of regional, tribal, and
minority languages into gender communication curricula and
programs. This includes:

e Funding for gender communication toolkits in
multiple Indian languages

e Supporting local dialect use in legal, medical, and
bureaucratic interactions with trans and non-binary
persons

o Creating digital translation frameworks that can
render inclusive gender content in Bhojpuri,
Kannada, Santali, etc.

Case Illustration: In Odisha, a pilot program for Anganwadi
workers integrated gender-sensitive content in Odia and
Sambalpuri, significantly improving participation from
Adivasi women who were otherwise excluded by
Hindi/English-only formats.
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4. Safe Reporting and Dialogue Mechanisms
Institutions and government departments must:

o Create confidential, multilingual complaint
mechanisms for gender-based harassment or
discrimination

o Institutionalize restorative justice circles and
dialogue forums that address power asymmetries
and microaggressions

o Ensure these mechanisms are accessible to
LGBTQ+ individuals, persons with disabilities, and
non-urban populations

India-specific Note: Most Internal Complaints Committees
(ICCs) under the PoSH Act are not equipped to handle
complaints from queer or non-binary persons. The Queer
Resource Centre at Ashoka University offers a blueprint by
maintaining  anonymous  reporting,  diverse  jury
representation, and follow-up counseling.

5. Policy Intersectionality and Data Disaggregation
All gender-related communication policies should explicitly:

e Recognize intersections with caste, religion,
disability, class, and language

e Collect disaggregated data on gender identity and
access to communication tools/services

e Develop tailored outreach strategies based on social
location—mnot just “women” as a universal category

Example:
The Ministry of Women and Child Development's Beti
Bachao Beti Padhao campaign has faced critique for being
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overly Brahminical and urban-centric. A revised model
could benefit from disaggregated rural and caste-specific
data and incorporate culturally embedded communication
styles like folk songs, wall art, and mobile theatre for rural
gender advocacy.

6. Government-Backed Gender and Communication
Curricula

There is an urgent need to integrate inclusive gender
communication into mainstream curricula in schools,
colleges, civil service training institutes, and teacher
education programs. The policy push should:

e Mandate modules on inclusive dialogue,
intersectionality, and non-verbal communication

e Support the creation of open-source resources in
English and regional languages

o Offer fellowships or seed grants for community-
driven communication research and innovation

PolicyModel:

Kerala’s Gender Park initiative, in collaboration with UN
Women, supports intersectional communication education at
multiple levels—from school sensitization programs to
government-level  consultations—grounded in  local
knowledge systems.

For inclusive dialogue to become sustainable and
normalized, institutions and governments must go beyond
superficial measures. Language audits, mandated training,
intersectional data policies, and community-rooted outreach
must become non-negotiable features of inclusive
governance. Policy is not merely a backdrop to dialogue—it
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is a vital actor in either enabling or constraining who gets to
speak, who gets heard, and how justice is voiced.

12.4 Reframing the Future: Key Areas of Expansion

As we look ahead, the project of inclusive dialogue in
gendered communication must evolve in tandem with
societal shifts, technological disruptions, and emerging
identity politics. Below are some critical directions for future
scholarship, activism, and institutional practice:

1. Integrating Digital Ecologies and AI Ethics

The rise of generative Al, algorithmic gatekeeping, and
automated communication tools poses both challenges and
opportunities. Future communication frameworks must:

e Address algorithmic biases that perpetuate gender
stereotypes (e.g., voice assistants with default
feminine voices, translation tools that default to “he”
for leadership roles).

e Promote inclusive Al design, ensuring that trans,
queer, and multilingual experiences are built into
digital systems from the start.

e Develop ethical guidelines for the use of Al in
sensitive communication contexts—such as online
therapy, gender-based violence reporting, and
inclusive education.

Example:

Indian startups like Tattle Civic Tech are already working on
countering gendered misinformation and online toxicity by
creating open-source digital tools designed with feminist
values.
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2. Decolonizing Gendered Communication Pedagogies

Existing communication curricula in India often remain
anchored in Western gender norms and theoretical
paradigms. Future directions must:

e Incorporate indigenous epistemologies, Dalit
feminist thought, and vernacular knowledge
systems.

e Reframe listening, silence, gesture, and intuition as
valid and culturally embedded communicative acts.

e Center the voices of historically marginalized
communities in the design of learning materials.

Suggestion:

Include oral traditions such as Kudiyattam theatre, Baul
songs, or Lambani embroidery as case studies in how
gendered narratives are preserved and contested through
performative and visual communication.

3. Building Transnational and Cross-Caste Solidarities

Feminist and queer communication must no longer be
limited to elite urban discourses. Instead, inclusive dialogue
should be a tool for transregional solidarity that includes:

e Dalit-Bahujan, Adivasi, and Northeastern voices in
national and international platforms

e (Collaborative feminist networks across South Asia
to tackle issues like digital abuse, cross-border
trafficking, and gendered misinformation

e Use of multilingual storytelling and translation
initiatives to bridge linguistic and identity gaps
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Example:
Projects like Zubaan’s “Stepping Stones” bring together
feminist writing and performance art from Assam, Manipur,
and Nagaland to challenge dominant Hindi-English gender
discourses.

4. Institutionalizing Healing and Restorative Practices

Inclusive communication is not only about speaking
differently, but also about repairing harm, restoring trust, and
holding space for vulnerability. Future models must:

e Include  healing circles, trauma-informed
workshops, and intergenerational dialogues as
standard in educational and workplace settings.

e Create archives of voice and silence, allowing
survivors of gendered violence to share and withhold
their narratives on their own terms.

e Move beyond tokenism by making care ethics
central to institutional communication policies.

5. Creating Open-Access, Multilingual Resources

For this vision to take root, communication tools must be
freely accessible and locally adaptable. We recommend the
development of:

e A repository of toolkits, training modules, and
activity-based guides in Indian languages

e Interactive platforms for peer learning on inclusive
communication practices for various social sectors
(education, media, health, law)
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e Partnerships between academia, government, and
grassroots organizations to co-create curricula
rooted in context, not abstraction

12.5 Conclusion

The future of gendered communication lies not in a single
model but in a mosaic of voices, frameworks, and political
commitments. As this book has sought to demonstrate,
inclusive dialogue is a living, evolving practice—one that is
shaped by listening deeply, speaking responsibly, and
engaging ethically across difference.

If language can divide, it can also heal. If structures silence,
dialogue can rupture that silence. The task ahead is to ensure
that our communication does not merely describe the world
as it is, but helps co-create the world as it should be.

12.6 Summary and Future Directions
Summary

This chapter has brought together practical applications, case
studies, and strategic recommendations that bridge theory
and lived experience in the domain of gendered
communication. From reflective exercises to actionable
frameworks and policy reforms, we explored how inclusive
dialogue can be cultivated across diverse spheres—
academic, professional, community-based, and
governmental.

We began with reflective prompts encouraging readers to
assess their own positionality and unconscious biases,
underscoring the value of self-awareness in communication.
Through frameworks like dialogic, trauma-informed,
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culturally responsive, and queer-inclusive models, we
demonstrated how communicative approaches can become
tools of equity rather than exclusion. In Section 12.3, we
mapped out policy recommendations for institutions and
governments that not only support inclusion in
communication but reconfigure the terms of engagement
altogether. In Section 12.4, we explore future directions for
inclusive, ethical, and decolonized gender communication
across digital and cultural platforms.

These sections collectively demonstrate that inclusive
dialogue is not a soft skill but a transformative praxis, one
rooted in empathy, intersectionality, critical reflection, and
intentional design.
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