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( ; ender-based violence (GBV) remains one of the most pervasive social injustices in

Pakistan, deeply embedded in patriarchal norms and systemic inequalities. In recent

years, social media platforms have emerged as significant spaces for advocacy,
resistance, and the redefinition of gender discourse. This study examines how digital
platforms—specifically Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube—have influenced public
perceptions, sentiment, and engagement with GBV issues from 2018 to 2023. Using a mixed-
methods approach, the study combines quantitative sentiment analysis of 12,500 social media
posts with qualitative content analysis of online discussions and hashtags related to GBV.
Results reveal a sharp increase in online engagement, with positive sentiment rising from 32%
in 2018 to 68% in 2023, reflecting growing empathy, awareness, and public solidarity with
victims. However, the analysis also indicates a parallel increase in online harassment cases,
particulatrly on platforms with higher public interaction such as Facebook and Twitter. These
findings highlight the dual nature of social media as both a space for empowerment and a site
of digital vulnerability. The study concludes that while social media has transformed GBV
discourse by amplifying marginalized voices and fostering feminist activism, the persistence of
digital misogyny necessitates stronger regulatory frameworks, gender-sensitive digital policies,
and improved content moderation. Ultimately, the research underscores social media’s
potential to drive cultural change, promote accountability, and shift societal attitudes from
stigma toward solidarity.
Keywords: Gender-Based Violence (GBV), Social Media, Digital Activism, Feminist
Discourse
Introduction:

In recent decades, social media has emerged as a powerful arena for communication,
community-building, and advocacy. Platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and
WhatsApp now enable individuals to share information widely, connect across distances, and
mobilise feminist and rights-based campaigns in unprecedented ways. For women and other
marginalised groups, social media offers a potential space to challenge restrictive norms, raise
visibility for overlooked concerns, and assert rights in both private and public spheres [1][2].

In the domain of gender-based violence (GBV), social media has helped foster what
might best be described as a shift “from stigma to solidarity”. Historically, survivors of
harassment, assault or discrimination often confronted silence, shame or invisibility when
seeking redress or social support. Yet campaigns such as the #MeToo hashtag and other digital
expressions of dissent have changed the public conversation: survivors share narratives,
publics express empathy, and institutions face heightened scrutiny [3][4]. For instance, in the
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first 24 hours of the #MeToo surge in October 2017, more than 12 million Facebook posts
and over one million Tweets used the hashtag globally. [3]. This digital-enabled wave of
disclosure has helped surface the previously hidden prevalence of sexual violence and gender-
power imbalances.

Research shows that social media not only raises awareness, but can also enable
changed behaviours and attitudes. For example, a randomized intervention in Egypt found
that social media messaging raised women’s knowledge of support resources in terms of
domestic violence [5]. Meanwhile, evidence from Pakistan and Nepal suggests that greater
access to information and communications technologies (ICTs) is associated with lower
acceptance of wife-beating and fewer reported experiences of physical intimate-partner
violence (IPV) [6]. Thus, social media is not merely a platform for storytelling but an arena of
normative change.

However, the digital realm is far from unproblematic. Online spaces also replicate and

amplify harm: cyber-bullying, harassment, non-consensual sharing of intimate images, sexual
objectification, impersonation and other forms of digital violence are increasingly directed at
women and gitls [7]. As one study in Arab countries observed, social media simultaneously
offered new avenues for expression while providing men novel means to surveil, restrict,
harass and intimidate [8]. In Pakistan, for instance, women’s psychological well-being in
relation to their online activity has been shown to be mediated by social capital and the
replicative reproduction of offline patriarchal norms.

These dual potentials—of empowerment and risk—underscore the complexity of
social media’s role in shaping public discourse on gender-based violence. On one side,
platforms can facilitate solidarity, collective voice and activism; on the other, they can reinforce
stigma, silence, and victim-blaming. Understanding how social media helps transit from
“stigma” to “solidarity” in public discourse requires examining the structural, technological
and cultural dynamics at play: how are narratives constructed, which voices are amplified or
silenced, what forms of backlash or digital violence occur, and how do social media platforms
themselves mediate these processes?

The present study aims to explore how social media influences public discourse on

gender-based violence—specifically: how it shifts narratives from stigma (silence, shame,
isolation) to forms of solidarity (sharing, mobilising, collective action); what kinds of digital
practices (hashtags, storytelling, peer support) enable these transitions; and how digital risks
(harassment, misrepresentation, algorithmic bias) complicate or inhibit these transitions. In
doing so, the study contributes to both scholarly and practical debates around digital activism,
gender justice, and the evolving role of social media in violence prevention and response.
Literature Review:
Social media has emerged as a transformative space for public discourse, activism, and
awareness surrounding gender-based violence (GBV). Historically, discussions around GBV
were often constrained by stigma, victim-blaming, and societal taboos, particularly in
patriarchal contexts [9]. However, the rise of digital platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, and
Instagram has enabled survivors and advocates to challenge silence, foster solidarity, and
mobilize global attention [10].

One of the most influential digital movements was the #MeToo campaign, which
highlighted the widespread prevalence of sexual harassment and assault across social, cultural,
and professional boundaries [11]. The movement’s viral nature not only amplified survivor
voices but also reshaped how societies perceive power, consent, and accountability. Research
indicates that digital activism contributes to the redefinition of gender narratives by enabling
decentralized participation and collective resistance [12]. Similatly, the #TimesUp and
#WhylStayed campaigns have created spaces for empathy, awareness, and policy discussions
surrounding GBV [13].
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In South Asian contexts, particularly in Pakistan and India, social media has played a
crucial role in reshaping gender discourse and amplifying marginalized voices [14]. Online
platforms have allowed individuals to critique cultural norms that perpetuate violence, honor-
based crimes, and discrimination [15]. For example, digital campaigns such as
#]JusticeForZainab in Pakistan mobilized widespread outrage and compelled policymakers to
introduce child protection reforms [16]. These instances demonstrate the capacity of digital
media to serve as a catalyst for social accountability and legislative action.

Despite its empowering potential, social media discourse on GBV is not free from
limitations. Scholars highlight the persistence of online harassment, digital misogyny, and the
marginalization of certain voices—particularly those from rural, lower-income, or non-
Western backgrounds [17][18]. Furthermore, the performative nature of some online activism
raises concerns about the depth of engagement and the translation of digital solidarity into
structural change [19].

The intersectionality of gender, class, and digital access further complicates how GBV
is discussed and perceived online [20]. While privileged groups often dominate narratives,
grassroots activists continue to use social media as a tool for advocacy, education, and
community mobilization [21]. Overall, existing scholarship suggests that social media
platforms have simultaneously democratized and problematized public discourse on GBV—
challenging stigma while introducing new complexities in representation, authenticity, and
accountability.

Methodology:
Research Design:

This study adopted a mixed-methods research design that combined quantitative
content analysis and qualitative thematic analysis to explore how social media platforms
influence public discourse on gender-based violence (GBV). The rationale behind using a
mixed approach was to capture both the measurable trends in online engagement and the
nuanced meanings embedded within user-generated narratives. Quantitative data provided
insights into the frequency, reach, and engagement levels of GBV-related content, while
qualitative data facilitated an in-depth exploration of discourse patterns, emotions, and
collective responses surrounding the issue. This integration of methods enabled the researcher
to triangulate findings and strengthen the overall validity and depth of interpretation [22].

The research aimed to examine the evolution of digital discourse from stigmatization
to solidarity, focusing particularly on how online spaces enable survivors and activists to
challenge silence, mobilize support, and influence institutional responses. The study’s guiding
questions included: (1) How do social media users frame conversations related to GBV? (2)
What themes dominate these discussions? and (3) How does online engagement reflect
changing societal attitudes toward gender-based violence?

Data Sources and Collection:

The data for this study were collected from three major social media platforms—
Twitter (now X), Facebook, and Instagram—which serve as primary venues for digital
activism and public discourse on GBV. These platforms were selected due to their widespread
usage, accessibility for public analysis, and significant role in contemporary social movements.
The data collection process covered the period between January 2020 and December 2024, a
timeframe that captured major digital movements such as #MeToo, #TimesUp,
#AuratMarch, #JusticeForZainab, and #JusticeForNoor.

Data were obtained using a combination of Twitter Academic API v2 and
CrowdTangle, Meta’s analytics and monitoring tool, which provides access to public Facebook
and Instagram posts. Keywords and hashtags related to GBV were used as filters to extract
relevant data. The hashtag selection process was informed by social trend analyses from
Google Trends and prior literature on digital feminist activism [11]. The dataset initially
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contained over 25,000 entries, including tweets, posts, and captions. After removing
duplicates, spam content, advertisements, and non-relevant materials, a final dataset of 20,000
social media posts was retained for analysis.

A stratified sampling technique was employed to ensure proportional representation
from each platform. Approximately 12,000 entries were obtained from Twitter, 5,000 from
Facebook, and 3,000 from Instagram. These datasets were downloaded in structured CSV
format and preprocessed using Python-based tools, specifically the Natural Language Toolkit
(NLTK) and Pandas libraries, to clean textual data by removing emoijis, URLs, stop words,
and non-English text. The preprocessing ensured the linguistic clarity and analytical
consistency necessary for both quantitative and qualitative analysis.

Quantitative Content Analysis:

The quantitative phase of the study focused on identifying engagement patterns,
frequency distributions, and sentiment polarity in GBV-related discourse. A content analysis
approach was used to quantify the visibility and spread of specific hashtags, words, and phrases
associated with gender-based violence. Metrics such as the number of likes, comments,
retweets, and shares were examined to assess user engagement and message amplification.
Sentiment analysis was conducted using Python libraries Text Blob and VADER Sentiment
Analyzer to categorize posts into positive, negative, or neutral tones. This step was essential
to understand whether online discussions primarily expressed solidarity and empathy or
perpetuated stigma and hostility toward victims. Network analysis was also carried out using
Gephi software to visualize relationships among hashtags, identify influential nodes, and map
the digital connectivity of advocacy networks. This helped reveal which online communities
and activists played central roles in shaping public narratives on GBV.

Descriptive and inferential statistical analyses were performed using RStudio to
determine correlations between engagement levels and sentiment polarity. The results
provided a quantitative foundation to interpret how social media behavior reflects broader
societal shifts in perceptions of gender-based violence.

Qualitative Thematic Analysis:

While quantitative analysis provided a numerical overview of trends, the qualitative
phase sought to uncover the underlying meanings, attitudes, and power dynamics expressed
in online conversations. A purposive subsample of 3,000 posts was selected for qualitative
coding, ensuring representation across different platforms, hashtags, and time periods. The
qualitative data were analyzed using NVivo 14 software, employing [23] six-phase thematic
analysis framework.

The researcher began by familiarizing with the data, followed by generating initial
codes that captured significant textual patterns. These codes were then organized into
potential themes, which were subsequently reviewed, refined, and named. Through iterative
analysis, several dominant themes emerged, including victim-blaming narratives, expressions
of empathy and support, calls for justice and legal reform, and digital feminist mobilization.

To ensure reliability, two independent coders analyzed a random subset of 500 posts,
and inter-coder reliability was calculated using Cohen’s Kappa, which yielded a value of 0.86,
indicating a strong level of agreement. The coding framework was reviewed by two subject
experts in media and gender studies to confirm thematic consistency and conceptual validity.
Ethical Considerations:

Given the sensitivity of GBV-related content, strict ethical protocols were followed
throughout the research process. Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) of the author’s university. Only publicly available posts were analyzed, and no
attempts were made to access private or restricted accounts. To comply with ethical standards,
all usernames, profile images, and identifiable information were anonymized before analysis.
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The study also adhered to the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and the Twitter
Developer Policy regarding data usage.

The researcher was particularly mindful of avoiding secondary victimization or
misrepresentation of survivors’ voices. When reporting qualitative excerpts, only de-identified,
paraphrased content was used to preserve privacy while maintaining the authenticity of
expression.

Data Validation and Reliability:

Ensuring the validity and reliability of the data was a central methodological priority.
A pilot analysis involving 500 randomly selected posts was conducted to test the robustness
of the coding framework and sentiment analysis algorithms. This pilot helped refine the
keyword list and remove any potential biases caused by automated accounts or irrelevant
content.

The dataset was also filtered using Botometer, a machine-learning tool developed by
Indiana University, to identify and exclude content generated by social media bots or fake
accounts. Triangulation was achieved through the comparison of results across platforms—
Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram—to verify the consistency of thematic and sentiment
trends. Moreover, methodological transparency was maintained by archiving the data
preprocessing scripts and analysis logs, which were reviewed by an independent data analyst
to ensure replicability.

Analytical Framework:

The analytical interpretation was guided by the Digital Feminist Activism Framework
[11]{24] Public Sphere Theory. The former provided a lens to understand how social media
facilitates feminist resistance and mobilization against patriarchal structures, while the latter
offered a theoretical grounding for examining how online platforms function as arenas of
participatory discourse. These frameworks jointly informed the interpretation of how digital
interactions transform private experiences of violence into collective political conversations.
By integrating quantitative evidence with qualitative interpretation under these frameworks,
the study situates its findings within the broader sociological understanding of digital activism,
gender politics, and communication power dynamics in the digital age.

Results:
Overview of Data and Platform Engagement:

The analysis encompassed a total of 23,000 social media posts collected from Twitter
(n=15,000), Facebook (n=5,000), and Instagram (n=3,000) over the five-year period between
January 2020 and December 2024. Twitter emerged as the dominant platform for public
discourse on gender-based violence, accounting for approximately 65% of the total dataset.
The data revealed an upward trajectory in user engagement, with a 42% increase in GBV-
related discussions from 2020 to 2024. This rise was particularly noticeable during major
national and international incidents, such as the #AuratMarch campaigns in 2021-2023 and
the #JusticetForNoor movement in mid-2021, both of which triggered a surge in online
activism and public solidarity.

Across all platforms, engagement metrics indicated that content expressing solidarity
with victims received substantially higher interaction rates than neutral or stigmatizing posts.
On Twitter, posts supporting victims averaged 2,350 likes and 1,120 retweets, while posts
containing victim-blaming narratives averaged fewer than 500 likes and 200 retweets.
Facebook and Instagram showed similar patterns, with solidarity-driven posts generating
almost three times higher comment and share rates than posts that perpetuated stereotypes or
normalized violence.

Sentiment Analysis:

Sentiment analysis conducted on the full dataset revealed significant shifts in public

tone over time. In 2020, negative sentiments, primarily characterized by skepticism, denial, or
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blame-oriented discourse, accounted for 47% of all posts. However, by 2024, this proportion
had declined to 22%, while positive and supportive sentiments increased from 31% to 58%.
Neutral discussions—those sharing factual updates or legal developments without expressing
personal opinions—remained relatively stable, fluctuating between 20% and 25% across the
years.

The temporal trend demonstrated that major GBV incidents acted as inflection points
for public sentiment. For instance, immediately following the Noor Mukadam case in July
2021, there was a 64% spike in positive and empathetic posts advocating justice, women’s
safety, and policy reforms. Sentiment mapping also showed a consistent alignment between
awareness campaigns like #TimesUp and broader social mobilization, as the tone of
discussions became more justice-oriented and less stigmatizing.

Hashtag Network and Interaction Patterns:

Network analysis of hashtags identified distinct clusters of discourse representing
different facets of the GBV conversation. The most frequently occurring hashtags included
#MecToo, #]usticeForNoor, #AuratMarch, and #EndViolenceAgainstWomen. The co-
occurrence analysis revealed that #AuratMarch frequently appeared alongside terms such as
empowerment, freedom, and resilience, forming a strong sub-network of feminist solidarity.
In contrast, #JusticeForZainab and #JusticeForNoor were primarily associated with calls for
legal accountability, reflecting justice-centered mobilization.

The structural analysis of these networks indicated a high level of connectivity among
activist and organizational accounts. The average network density on Twitter was 0.67,
suggesting a strong interconnection between users advocating similar causes. Centrality
analysis further identified key influencer nodes—mostly feminist organizations, journalists,
and verified civil rights accounts—that played a pivotal role in driving online conversations.
On average, posts originating from verified advocacy pages had 3.5 times more engagement
compared to those from individual accounts.

Platform-Specific Trends:

A comparison of social media platforms highlighted varying communication
dynamics. Twitter emerged as the leading platform for mobilization and rapid information
dissemination, where activists and journalists dominated the discourse. Facebook provided a
broader public forum where community-based support groups and NGOs shared survivor
stories and educational content. Engagement on Facebook was characterized more by
comments and shared experiences rather than hashtags or retweets. Instagram, although
contributing the smallest dataset, demonstrated the highest visual engagement rates,
particulatly for posts that combined advocacy artwork, infographics, and survivor testimonials.

Gender participation patterns also revealed a meaningful shift. In 2020, male users
accounted for only 18% of supportive posts, while by 2024 this figure had increased to 36%,
suggesting a gradual broadening of solidarity across gender lines. Female users continued to
dominate advocacy-oriented conversations, representing 59% of the total active contributors.
Non-binary and anonymous users accounted for the remaining 5%, often engaging in
discussions about inclusivity and intersectional aspects of gender violence.

Thematic Distribution:

Thematic analysis of a coded subsample of 3,000 posts identified four primary
discourse themes: (1) victim-blaming narratives, (2) solidarity and empathy, (3) legal and
institutional accountability, and (4) digital feminist activism. The “solidarity and empathy”
theme dominated the dataset, comprising approximately 43% of all posts, followed by “legal
and institutional accountability” at 29%. Posts categorized under “victim-blaming narratives”
accounted for only 16% by 2024, indicating a notable decline from 38% recorded in 2020. The
“digital feminist activism” theme, characterized by advocacy for reform and collective
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mobilization, represented 12% of the total but demonstrated the fastest growth rate, increasing
by nearly 160% across the study period.

Temporal Shifts in Discourse and Engagement:

Temporal analysis revealed that discourse intensity fluctuated with real-world events
and advocacy campaigns. Peak activity periods corresponded with media coverage of GBV
cases and the annual Aurat March. Each of these events generated significant increases in
online participation, often leading to parallel offline mobilization. Over time, discourse shifted
from reactive expressions of outrage to proactive discussions about prevention, education,
and policy reform.

By 2024, 68% of posts not only expressed solidarity but also included demands for
institutional change, such as stricter legal penalties for perpetrators and the enforcement of
anti-harassment laws. Engagement analysis further revealed that posts combining emotional
appeals with factual evidence—such as legal updates or survivor testimonies—achieved the
highest levels of audience interaction, suggesting that balanced narratives were more effective
in sustaining attention and advocacy momentum.

Cross-Platform Correlations:

Statistical correlation analysis indicated strong relationships between engagement rates
and sentiment polarity. Posts with positive sentiment had a correlation coefficient (r) of 0.74
with high engagement metrics, while negative posts showed an inverse relationship (r = -0.53).
Similarly, a significant positive correlation (r = 0.68) was found between the frequency of
solidarity-themed posts and the overall volume of GBV-related discussions, confirming that
supportive discourse tends to amplify visibility and engagement across networks.

Comparative analysis between platforms also revealed differences in user behavior.
Twitter exhibited the strongest linear relationship between sentiment and engagement (r =
0.79), suggesting that emotionally resonant messages are more likely to be amplified on this
platform. Facebook displayed a moderate correlation (r = 0.61), while Instagram’s engagement
patterns were less sentiment-driven and more influenced by visual content appeal.

Summary of Findings:

Overall, the results demonstrate a clear and quantifiable transformation in online
public discourse regarding gender-based violence. Between 2020 and 2024, discussions
evolved from fragmented, stigmatizing narratives to a more cohesive and empathetic digital
movement emphasizing justice, solidarity, and reform. Quantitative evidence from
engagement metrics, sentiment analysis, and network structures collectively indicate that social
media has played a central role in shifting public consciousness—moving from stigma toward
collective solidarity and social accountability.
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Figure 1. Distribution of Sentiments in GBV-Related Posts (2018-2023)
This bar chart illustrates the proportion of public sentiments expressed in social media
posts related to gender-based violence. Positive sentiments (45%) dominate the discourse,
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followed by negative (30%) and neutral (25%) responses, reflecting a growing trend of public
solidarity and awareness toward victims over the study period.
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Figure 2. Yearly Trend of Positive Sentiment in GBV-Related Discourse (2018-2023).
The line graph shows a steady increase in positive sentiment toward victims of gender-
based violence across six years. Beginning at 32% in 2018 and rising to 68% in 2023, the results
demonstrate a notable improvement in online support and advocacy, coinciding with the rise

of digital feminist movements and awareness campaigns in South Asia.
Monthly Growth in Engagement on GBV Hashtags
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Figure 3. Trend of Public Sentiment on Social Media Toward Gender-Based Violence
(2018-2023).

This multi-line graph illustrates the changing proportions of positive, negative, and
neutral sentiments expressed in online discussions about gender-based violence. Positive
sentiment increased steadily from 32% in 2018 to 68% in 2023, while negative sentiment
declined from 58% to 24%. Neutral sentiment remained relatively stable. The pattern indicates
a shift in public attitudes toward greater empathy, activism, and victim support on digital
platforms.
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Platform-Based Contribution to GBV Awareness
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Figure 4. Platform-Based Distribution of Gender-Based Violence Incidents on Social Media
(2018-2023).

This figure shows the comparative distribution of gender-based violence—related
discussions and reports across major social media platforms. Facebook accounted for the
largest proportion of reported cases (42%), followed by Twitter (33%), Instagram (17%), and
YouTube (8%). The data highlight that platforms with more open public engagement (e.g.,
Facebook and Twitter) are more frequently used for sharing, discussing, or reporting GBV
incidents. The results also indicate the centrality of these platforms in shaping feminist digital
activism and awareness campaigns across South Asia.
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Figure 5. Frequency of Online Harassment Reported on Social Media Platforms (2018—
2023).

This figure presents the annual frequency of online harassment cases reported on
different digital platforms. Between 2018 and 2023, a consistent increase in reported
harassment cases was observed, with a sharp rise after 2020. The findings suggest that while
online spaces have amplified feminist expression and solidarity, they also remain sites of digital
hostility and misogynistic behavior. The rise in reported harassment reflects both growing
awareness and improved mechanisms for reporting online abuse, especially among women
and marginalized users.

Discussion:

The findings of this study provide compelling evidence that social media has
significantly transformed the nature of public discourse on gender-based violence (GBV),
shifting from a culture of silence and stigma to one of solidarity, awareness, and digital
mobilization. The consistent increase in positive sentiment and engagement across platforms
indicates an evolving social consciousness that aligns closely with global patterns of digital
activism and feminist advocacy.
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The observed increase in supportive and empathetic discourse between 2020 and 2024
parallels the transformations documented in international studies on online gender justice
movements. [11] emphasized that digital feminism has redefined collective action by providing
platforms for marginalized voices, enabling survivors to narrate their experiences publicly, and
connecting local struggles with transnational campaigns such as #MeToo and #TimesUp.
Similarly, the current study’s results—showing a 42% overall rise in GBV-related engagement
and a 36-point increase in positive sentiment—affirm that Pakistani social media spaces are
now functioning as critical arenas of feminist resistance and consciousness-raising.

These trends also resonate with global findings that demonstrate how online networks
can facilitate attitudinal change. For example, [25] found that exposure to solidarity-driven
narratives on Twitter fostered empathy and reduced victim-blaming tendencies. In the present
study, the decline of stigmatizing narratives from 47% to 22% mirrors this dynamic,
confirming that repetitive exposure to advocacy and survivor-centered content plays a vital
role in reshaping collective attitudes toward gender-based violence.

Furthermore, the results reveal that emotionally resonant, evidence-backed content—
especially survivor stories paired with calls for justice—tends to achieve higher engagement
rates. This pattern supports the findings of [26], who noted that affective communication is
central to sustaining online feminist activism. The integration of factual information with
emotional appeal creates a dual impact, strengthening credibility while maintaining emotional
relatability. The strong correlation between positive sentiment and engagement (r = 0.74) in
this study underscores that social media users are more likely to interact with empowering and
justice-oriented narratives rather than those steeped in negativity or blame.

The study also provides insight into the intersection between online and offline
activism. Similar to the observations of [27], who examined how the #MeToo movement
translated virtual mobilization into physical protest and policy dialogue, the current research
identified temporal peaks in online activity corresponding with real-world advocacy events
such as the Aurat March and Justice for Noor campaigns. These findings suggest that digital
discourse not only mirrors social movements but also amplifies them, contributing to what
scholars have termed “networked feminism”—a decentralized yet cohesive form of activism
that transcends geographic and cultural boundaries.

Regional specificity adds further significance to these findings. In South Asian
contexts, discussions of GBV have historically been constrained by social taboos, patriarchal
norms, and institutional inaction. However, as observed in this study, social media has
emerged as a counterpublic sphere that challenges these traditional silences. The increased
participation of male users—from 18% in 2020 to 36% in 2024—indicates a slow but notable
diversification of the gendered landscape of online advocacy. This shift reflects the gradual
breakdown of rigid cultural barriers, where men are increasingly engaging as allies rather than
passive observers, echoing the trends noted by [28] in their study of gender discourse in
Pakistan’s digital spaces.

The quantitative findings on hashtag dynamics further reinforce the notion of social
media as a participatory and connective tool. The clustering of hashtags like #AuratMarch,
#]JusticeForNoor, and #EndViolenceAgainstWomen into interlinked thematic networks
reflects how digital conversations evolve into broader socio-political dialogues. Similar
network formations were reported by [29], who demonstrated that recurring hashtag linkages
facilitate community-building and the dissemination of feminist ideology. The dense network
structure (density = 0.67) observed in this study supports the idea that online spaces are not
fragmented but rather integrated ecosystems that nurture collective action and mutual
empowerment.

Another critical dimension emerging from the findings is the shifting tone of
discourse—from reactive outrage to proactive advocacy. Earlier online movements in Pakistan
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and beyond were often characterized by short-lived spikes of emotional reaction following
tragic events. By contrast, the recent trend toward sustained and solution-oriented discussions,
observed particularly in 2023—-2024, indicates a maturing digital public sphere. This evolution
aligns with the “deliberative activism” model proposed by [30], where online dialogue
transitions from cathartic expression to strategic political engagement. Posts increasingly
framed GBV as a systemic issue requiring institutional reform, legal accountability, and
educational initiatives, demonstrating how awareness has progressed into a form of civic
participation.

The results also carry implications for understanding the cultural localization of global
feminist movements. While much of the discourse draws inspiration from global campaigns
like #MeToo, its expression in Pakistan has been deeply contextualized to reflect local social
and religious norms. The popularity of #AuratMarch as both an online and offline movement
illustrates this localization, as it bridges global feminist values with indigenous struggles for
safety, dignity, and justice. The hybridization of global narratives with national identity
reinforces the adaptability and resilience of feminist activism in digital contexts.

Nevertheless, certain persistent challenges remain. Despite the overall decline in
victim-blaming rhetoric, such narratives have not disappeared entirely and continue to
reemerge during controversial or politically charged incidents. This reflects the dual nature of
social media as both a site of empowerment and contestation. The persistence of counter-
narratives that seek to delegitimize feminist activism highlights the enduring influence of
patriarchal ideologies within digital spaces. These findings align with the observations of [31],
who cautioned that online feminist discourse often encounters backlash and harassment,
especially in societies with entrenched gender hierarchies.

Synthesis and Theoretical Implications:

In theoretical terms, the study supports Habermas’s concept of the public sphere,
reinterpreted through a digital lens. Social media platforms now serve as pluralistic,
participatory arenas where marginalized voices negotiate social meaning and justice. The
interplay between individual expression and collective identity—evident in hashtag
communities—demonstrates the emergence of a “digital public sphere” that is dynamic,
decentralized, and inclusive.

The findings also substantiate the Digital Feminist Activism Framework, which posits
that feminist movements leverage online networks not only to protest but also to construct
shared epistemologies of resistance and care. The transition from stigma to solidarity
documented here exemplifies how emotional, narrative, and technological dimensions of
social media converge to generate transformative social discourse.

Conclusion of Discussion:

In essence, the discussion confirms that the role of social media in shaping public
discourse on gender-based violence is both empirically measurable and theoretically profound.
The patterns observed—rising solidarity, expanding inclusivity, and increasing engagement—
demonstrate that online activism has evolved from episodic outrage to sustained socio-
political engagement. The results not only align with global findings on digital feminism but
also contribute a regional perspective by highlighting how Pakistani society is negotiating its
path toward gender justice through digital means. This transformation underscores the
potential of social media as a democratic tool that amplifies marginalized voices, fosters
empathy, and mobilizes communities toward meaningful cultural and institutional change.
Conclusion:

This study demonstrates that social media has emerged as a powerful tool for
transforming public discourse around gender-based violence (GBV) from one rooted in
stigma and silence to one characterized by solidarity, empathy, and activism. Analysis of online
discussions from 2018 to 2023 reveals a significant increase in both engagement and positive
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sentiment across digital platforms. Facebook and Twitter were found to be the most active

spaces for feminist mobilization, advocacy campaigns, and survivor-led narratives, while

Instagram and YouTube contributed to awareness through visual storytelling and influencer-

driven activism.

The findings indicate that the volume of GBV-related posts has risen sharply in recent
years, coinciding with global and regional feminist movements such as #MeToo and
#MainBhi. Positive sentiment toward victims increased from 32% in 2018 to 68% in 2023,
suggesting a growing shift in public attitudes toward victim support and accountability for
perpetrators. However, the persistence and even rise of online harassment cases over the same
period highlight the paradox of digital empowerment—while social media amplifies
marginalized voices, it also exposes them to new forms of gendered hostility and cyber abuse.

The overall trend suggests that digital platforms function both as arenas of resistance
and as spaces of vulnerability. Effective digital governance, content moderation, and
awareness campaigns are essential to mitigating online harassment and reinforcing safe,
inclusive digital participation. Furthermore, the study emphasizes the need for cross-sector
collaboration between policymakers, social media corporations, and civil society organizations
to promote gender-sensitive digital policies.
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