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I PREFACE

It is with great pleasure that we present Volume 4, Issue 1 of Abhinavdhara
(ABHINAVDHARA): International Journal of Innovation in Indic Studies (IJIIS). As a peer-
reviewed, open-access, biannual journal, Abhinavdhara is dedicated to promoting high-quality
interdisciplinary research rooted in the rich intellectual traditions of India while fostering
dialogue with contemporary global scholarship.

The present issue reflects the journal's commitment to advancing the study of Indian Knowledge
Systems (IKS), Sanskrit literature, philosophy, culture, social sciences, law, education, media
studies, and emerging interdisciplinary perspectives. The contributions published in this volume
demonstrate how classical Indian wisdom continues to inspire innovative research addressing
present-day academic, social, ethical, legal, and technological challenges.

This issue brings together scholarly articles from researchers, academicians, and professionals
representing diverse institutions and disciplines. The published papers explore a broad spectrum
of themes, including Mahabharata and Ramayana studies, Advaita Vedanta, Sanskrit poetics,
Indian philosophy, ontology, literary criticism, gender studies, social work, political
participation, media and communication, cybersecurity, blockchain-based legal evidence, digital
forensics, and public policy. Such diversity reflects the interdisciplinary nature of contemporary
Indic Studies and highlights the continuing relevance of India's intellectual heritage in addressing
global concerns.

All manuscripts included in this issue have undergone a rigorous Double-Blind Peer Review
process, ensuring academic quality, originality, methodological soundness, and ethical integrity.
The Editorial Board sincerely appreciates the valuable contributions of our reviewers, whose
constructive evaluations have significantly strengthened the quality of this publication.

Abhinavdhara follows internationally accepted standards of scholarly publishing, including
Open Access, Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0) License, COPE
Publication Ethics, Al Publication Policy, Research Integrity, and a transparent editorial process.
The journal encourages responsible, ethical, and innovative research that contributes
meaningfully to the advancement of knowledge.

We express our heartfelt gratitude to all authors for entrusting us with their scholarly work, to
our reviewers for their time and expertise, and to the members of the Editorial and Advisory
Boards for their continuous guidance and support. We also acknowledge the encouragement

platform further.
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It is our sincere hope that the articles presented in this issue will serve as valuable academic
resources for researchers, teachers, students, and policymakers, while inspiring further research
in the fields of Indic Studies and interdisciplinary scholarship.

We welcome constructive suggestions and scholarly contributions for forthcoming issues as we
continue our journey toward promoting excellence in research and preserving the enduring
legacy of India's knowledge traditions.

With best wishes,
Editor-in-Chief,

1. Dr Supriya Sanju
Chief Editor Abhinavdhara Journal
Adjunct professor, Department of Indian Knowledge and Languages, Gurugram University

2. Dr. Rakesh Kumar Chaudhary
HOD - Amity School of Fine Arts |[Amity University Haryana
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Abstract

Advaita Vedanta is a big idea in Indian philosophy. It says that everything is one, and that one
true thing is called Brahman. The world we see and experience every day is considered to be
an illusion, or maya. This present study looks at how this idea of Advaita Vedanta developed
over time. It examines important ancient books like the Upanishads and the Brahma Sutras,
and also the writings of important thinkers like Sankara. By comparing Advaita Vedanta with
other philosophies, the study shows how the school of thought was formed, how it branched
out, and how it competed with other schools of thought.The roots of Advaita lie in the
Upanisadic scriptures, with early Vedantic synthesis by Badarayana in the Brahma Sitras.
Sankara (8th century CE) systematized Advaita through rigorous commentary, solidifying its
metaphysical and epistemological foundations. Post-Sarikara developments led to two major
interpretive schools: the Bhamati and Vivarana traditions. Advaitins further refined logic and
responded to critiques from dualist and theistic schools. In the 19th—20th centuries, Advaita
Vedanta saw a revival, notably through figures like Swami Vivekananda, integrating modern
scientific and nationalistic thought.

The enduring relevance of Advaita Vedanta lies in its philosophical depth and
adaptability. From ancient metaphysical inquiry to modern spiritual discourse, Advaita
continues to influence global religious and philosophical thought. This historical overview
highlights its resilience and ongoing evolution in the face of intellectual and socio-political
change.

Key words- Advaita, Sarkara, maya, Vedanta, Brahman, jiana , Indian philosophy
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Introduction

Advaita Vedanta, which literally means "non-dual end of the Vedas," is commonly held
to be the most far-reaching and philosophically subtle school of Veddanta in Indian intellectual
tradition. It teaches the basic teaching of non-duality namely that the ultimate reality is lord
Brahman—>pure, infinite, unchanging consciousness—and the empirical world, with its
diversity and seeming dualities, is a creation of maya, or illusion. In Advaita's view, the
personal self is not finally distinct from Brahman; instead, through knowledge, one comes to
see their fundamental oneness with the Absolute.

Advaita Vedanta has its roots deep in the ancient Vedic and Upanisadic literature, where initial
meditations on the nature of the self and ultimate reality were first formulated. These
philosophical ideas were subsequently synthesized and systematized by Badarayana in the
Brahma Siitras, the first attempt at codifying Vedantic thought. Yet Adi Sarikara, during the 8th
century CE, clearly founded Advaita as a consistent and disciplined school of philosophy in his
commentaries on the Upanisads, Bhagavad Gita, and Brahma Sitras. He stressed the illusory
character of the world and the non-dual nature of reality.

In the post-Sankara period, Advaita Vedanta evolved through a rich tradition of scholastic
inquiry and commentary. The establishment of the Bhamatt and Vivarana traditions marked
important commentarial developments within the school, each advancing distinctive
interpretations of key Advaitic doctrines. Concurrently, Advaitin philosophers participated in
sustained polemical and dialectical engagements with competing philosophical systems,
particularly Visistadvaita, Dvaita, Buddhism, and Nyaya, contributing to the systematic
articulation and consolidation of Advaita metaphysics and epistemology. In the contemporary
world, especially in the 19th and 20th centuries, Advaita Vedanta witnessed a resurgence due
to colonialism, the emergence of science, as well as nationalist movements, with Swami
Vivekananda and Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan being the leaders responsible for disseminating its
philosophy both within India as well as internationally.

Vedas and Upanisadas

The roots of Advaita Vedanta can be traced to the Rgveda and find their fullest
expression in the Upanisads, especially in statements such as “Ekam sad vipra bahudhd
vadanti”. Truth is one, sages call it by various names — Rgveda' . The Upanisads elaborate this
mystical unity through expressions like “Sarvam khalvidam Brahma’". All this is indeed
Brahman —The early Upanisadic seers did not present a systematic philosophy but a vision of
spiritual unity realized through contemplation and direct insight. These intuitive realizations
would become the metaphysical axioms of Advaita Vedanta. The emphasis was not on ritual
but on Self-realization A¢ma-jiiana, that gradually set Vedanta apart from the earlier karma-
kanda of the Vedas'

The Upanisads form the scriptural foundation of Advaita. Several Mahavakyas (great sayings)
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succinctly express its central doctrine:

e Tat Tvam Asi - That Thou Art”

e Aharh Brahmasmi - / am Brahman”

e Prajnanam Brahma- Consciousness is Brahman"
e Ayam Atma Brahma -This Self is Brahman""

The distinction between the empirical--vyavaharika and the absolute — paramarthika levels of
truth is already implicit in these texts. For instance, while the world appears pluralistic and

Viii

dynamic, the Upanisads declare that this is a veil over the one indivisible reality—Brahman
Badarayana,

The first attempt to systemize the philosophical vision of the Upanisads was made by
Badarayana, through the Brahma Siitras. These aphorisms are terse and cryptic, demanding
interpretative commentary. Nevertheless, the Brahma Sitras attributed to the development of
diverse Vedantic traditions, including Advaita, Visistadvaita, and Dvaita Vedanta™. This ancient
text, also known as the Vedanta Sutras, is a systematic and aphoristic treatise that synthesizes
and explains the teachings of the Upanishads. Its primary goal is to establish the ultimate
reality, Brahman, as the sole and supreme truth and to provide a logical framework for
understanding the relationship between Brahman, the individual soul, and the material world.

The text is structured into four chapters, each addressing a specific aspect of this profound
philosophy. The first chapter, "Samanvaya" or "harmony," seeks to harmonize the various and
sometimes seemingly contradictory statements found in the Upanishads. It meticulously
demonstrates that all these texts, regardless of their superficial differences, ultimately point to
the same ultimate reality: Brahman. Badarayana meticulously analyzes various Upanishadic
passages to prove that Brahman is the origin, sustenance, and dissolution of the entire universe.
This chapter firmly establishes Brahman as the intelligent and material cause of the cosmos,
rejecting any alternative theories of creation.

The second chapter, "Avirodha" or "non-contradiction," defends the philosophy of the Brahma
Sutras against rival philosophical schools. Badarayana engages in a rigorous debate with other
systems of thought, such as Samkhya, Vaisheshika, Buddhism and Jainism, demonstrating the
logical inconsistencies and shortcomings of their doctrines. He artfully refutes their arguments
and reinforces the supremacy of the Upanishadic teachings. This chapter is a masterpiece of
philosophical polemics, showcasing the intellectual depth and logical precision of the Vedantic
tradition.

The Third chapter, "Sadhana" or "the means," is dedicated to the practical aspects of spiritual
practice and the path to liberation. It outlines the various disciplines and virtues necessary for
a spiritual seeker to attain the knowledge of Brahman. This chapter discusses topics such as
the importance of renunciation, the role of meditation, and the significance of devotion. It also
delves into the nature of the individual soul, its journey through different states of existence,
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and the ultimate goal of merging with Brahman. Badarayana explains that through a
combination of ethical conduct, self-control, and intense spiritual practice, one can transcend
the limitations of the ego and realize true identity as Brahman.

The fourth and final chapter, "Phala" or "the fruit," describes the state of liberation and the
ultimate destiny of the realized soul. It paints a vivid picture of the blissful and eternal state of
a person who has attained the knowledge of Brahman. This chapter discusses the different
types of liberation, the state of a liberated person while still alive - Jivanmukta, and the ultimate
destination of the soul after the death of the physical body. It concludes by affirming that the
knowledge of Brahman is the only means to transcend the cycle of birth and death and attain
the ultimate state of eternal bliss.

In short, Badarayana's Brahma Sutras is a small but detailed masterpiece that systematically
arranges and interprets the central principles of the Upanishads. It is a work of profound
philosophical and spiritual meaning, offering a rational and potent system for comprehending
the nature of existence, the means to freedom, and the definitive goal of human existence. Its
aphoristic form and deep wisdom have stimulated numerous commentaries and remain a source
of profound study and reflection for those learning Vedanta.

One of the earliest interpreters of Vedanta was Bhartrprapaiica, whose views are only known
through Sasikara’s refutations. Bhartrprapaiica offered a realistic pluralism, arguing for the
reality of multiplicity alongside Brahman*. His position was considered contradictory to the
core non-dualistic insight of the Upanisads.

Another important pre-Sankara Vedantin was Gaudapada, the teacher of Sankara’s teacher
Govindapada. Gaudapada’s Mandukya Karika is a foundational Advaita text that incorporates
Buddhist terminology like ajati-vada (non-origination), asserting that the world has no real
beginning and is a mere appearance.’ Despite the similarity to Mahayana Buddhism,
Gaudapada firmly anchors his doctrine in the Upanisads and maintains the self’s absolute

xii

reality.
Adi Shankaracharya: 788 - 820 CE

Acarya Sankara's authoritative exposition on the Brahma Siitras, known as the
Sankarabhdsya, serves as a influential contribution to the shaping of Advaita Vedanta. Written
in the 8th century CE, this interpretative masterpiece engages systematically with the dense
and terse aphorisms of Badardyana, who aimed to bring together the divergent philosophical
insights of the Upanisads into a coherent doctrinal system. Due to the highly compact and
ambiguous nature of the Brahma Siitras, they necessitate detailed commentary, and Sasikara s
bhasya provided both a profound philosophical framework and a methodological lens that
would steer Indian metaphysical discourse for generations to come™!!

Sankara's philosophical orientation is anchored in the conviction that Brahman—the highest
truth—is singular -advaita, devoid of attributes -nirguna, and fundamentally identical with the
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inner self -@tman of all beings. He asserts that the manifest universe possesses only a dependent
or apparent reality- mithya; it lacks independent existence and ultimately rests upon Brahman,
the one ultimate reality. According to Sarikara, liberation is not the acquisition of something
external or new, but rather the eradication of avidya -ignorance, which obscures the essential
unity between the self and Brahman. The renowned Upanisadic declaration-" tat tvam asi”
captures this non-dual realization and is regarded by Sasikara as the core message of Vedantic
scripture*?.

Sarkara's hermeneutic approach is characterized by precision and structural clarity. He makes
use of the classical Adhikarana technique, where each siitra or collection of sitras is analyzed
through a systematic inquiry encompassing: definition of a doubt, articulation of counter-
arguments -purvapaksa, and demonstration of the winning point of view - siddhanta. His
interpretations are backed by three authoritative sources: sruti (revealed texts), tarka (logical
reasoning), and anubhava (direct experience)®. Additionally, Sankara employs the
instructional method of adhyaropa-apavada - initial superimposition followed by withdrawal
or negation. This pedagogical strategy involves first explaining concepts using accessible,
empirical terms and then retracting these preliminary notions to guide the student toward the
non-dual truth.

A fundamental doctrine of Sankara’s Advaita Vedanta is the identity of the individual self (Jiva)
and Brahman (Jiva-Brahma aikya). According to Sankara, the apparent distinction between the
two arises from Avidya (ignorance), which is beginningless and projects a sense of duality upon
the essentially non-dual reality. While he does not reject the empirical existence of the world,
he regards it as mithya—neither absolutely real nor absolutely unreal. The world appears real
at the empirical level but loses its independent reality upon the realization of Brahman, much
like a dream that vanishes upon awakening. This appearance of multiplicity is explained
through the concept of maya, the power responsible for superimposing diversity upon the
undivided Brahman. However, maya does not possess independent existence; it is dependent
upon Brahman and functions solely as a veil that conceals the ultimate truth of non-duality.

Sarkara also voices strong criticism of the ritualism endorse by the Mimdamsa school. While
the Mimamsakas validate Vedic rituals as eternal and effective in securing heavenly rewards or
liberation, Sankara refutes this stance by arguing that ritual action cannot dispel avidyd. Since
action presupposes duality implying a division between subject and object it is inherently
limited in leading to the realization of non-dual truth. Instead, Sasnkara prioritizes knowledge
that emerges from deep inquiry and scriptural contemplation as the exclusive path to liberation.
He also refutes the Sankhya view that posits two independent realities—purusa and prakrti—
insisting instead that all plurality is just an apparent and not ultimately real.

It was hardly a passive explication that Sarnkara produced. His bhdsya is instead a living,
critical philosophical treatise. He confronts rival readings directly and methodically takes them
apart with a mix of scriptural and logical force. His clear argument and well-organized system
came to general acclaim among Advaitins but also elicited vigorous counterarguments from
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theistic Vedantins such as Ramanuja and Madhva. These philosophers wrote their own
explanations of the Brahma Sitras, rejecting overtly Sankara's idea of nirguna Brahman as the
supreme principle.

Sankarabhdsya has made a profound and lasting imprint upon Indian philosophy. It provided
the structure for later Advaitic thinkers including Suresvara, Padmapadda, Viacaspati Misra,
and Vidyaranya, affecting not merely metaphysical investigation but also epistemological,
moral, and religious thought. Even today, Swami Vivekananda and Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan
among others have borrowed heavily from Sankara's Advaita to develop a spiritually
compelling philosophy for modern India.

In short, Sankara’s commentary on the Brahma Sitras is more than mere exegesis, but a
revolutionary philosophical work. It combines rigorous argument, scriptural orthodoxy, and
spiritual maturity to present a vision of existence based on non-dualism. By doing so, it set the
stage for an intellectual current that still dominates Indian philosophy and also for as its
reception abroad.

Post-Sankara Advaitins

After Sankara, the tradition saw the rise of sub-schools and deeper analysis. Scholars
split into two primary interpretive lineages: the Bhamati school and the Vivarana school.

Suresvara - 8th-9th century CE

Suresvara authored key works such as- Naishkarmya Siddhi and the Vartikas on
Sarkara’s Brhadaranyaka and Taittiriya Upanisad Bhdsyas. Formerly known as Mandana
Misra, a Mimarhsaka scholar became a direct disciple of Sasikara. He firmly held that
knowledge alone without ritual action or formal renunciation is the immediate cause of
liberation (moksa). While accepting the importance of karma and knowledge as preparatory
disciplines, he emphasized that knowledge alone can truly liberator. Suresvara opposed
emerging ritualistic or dualistic interpretations and articulated Sarkara’s Advaita in a style
marked by clarity and intellectual rigor*"'.

Padmapada -9th century CE

Padmapada, one of the earliest Sasikara s disciples, wrote Pajicapadika, a
commentary on the first part of Sarikara’s Brahma Siitra Bhasya. He came up with the
famous theory of adhyasa (superimposition) which attributes one of the properties of one of
the entities to the other, like mistaking a rope for a snake. Padmapada’s view of maya, the
maya of Brahman, a kind of illusion, differs from believing it as an illusion. He thought it
was a dependent power of Brahman, and therefore, not wholly unintelligible, but functional
and real on the level where it appears. This perspective shaped the Vivarana school's

emphasis on universal ignorance as a cosmic principle*!,
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Vacaspati Misra - 9th century CE

Vacaspati Misra, the renowned author of the Bhamati, an influential commentary on
Sankara’s Brahma Siitra Bhasya, made significant contributions to Advaita Vedanta while also
engaging deeply with the philosophical traditions of Nyaya, Samkhya, Mimamsa, and Yoga.
He is regarded as the founder of the Bhamatt school of Advaita. In his interpretation, avidya
(ignorance) is conceived as an individual phenomenon associated with the jiva, rather than as
a universal principle. Although beginningless, it is ultimately removable through true
knowledge. Vacaspati acknowledged the importance of preparatory disciplines, including
mental purification and ritual practices, as aids to spiritual progress; nevertheless, he
maintained that liberation (moksa) is attained solely through j7iigna (knowledge). In contrast to
the Vivarana tradition, which locates ignorance at a more universal level, the Bhamati school
attributes it to the individual self. While remaining fundamentally faithful to Sankara’s non-
dualistic framework, Vacaspati Misra introduced several subtle yet significant modifications

in both method and metaphysical interpretation*"i,

Prakasatman - 11th century CE

Prakasatman Parts a commentary on Padmapada’s work, and it was crucial in shaping

the doctrine of the Vivarana school. He was a vigorous proponent of the doctrine of milavidya
or “root ignorance” as the reason behind bondage and the manifestation of the cosmos.
His epistemological position was closer to Sasikaras idealism but if the case of the ontology
of ignorance was emphasized as real in the empirical world*. He defined the difference
between direct -Aparoksa and indirect knowledge, and in doing so, systematized Vivarana
thought and impacted scholars such as Amalananda and Vidyaranya.

Madhusiidana Sarasvati -16th century CE

Madhusiidana Sarasvati, is one of the important figures in later Advaita, authored
Advaita Siddhi, Siddhantabindu, and a Gita commentary titled Bhagavad-Gita-Gudhartha-
Dipika. His Advaita Siddhi responded to the dualist criticisms of Vyasatirtha in Nyayamrta,
defending non-duality through rigorous dialectical argument. He is renowed for his integration
of bhakti (devotion) with Advaita, his focus on the worship of Krsna - an innovation at a time
of strong sectarian divides. His works appealed to both rational thinkers and devotional
practitioners, offering a rare conjunction of emotional depth and philosophical sophistication™*

Engagement with Rival Philosophies
Advaita did not evolve in isolation. It constantly responded to competing traditions:

® Pirva Mimamsa upheld the eternality of Vedic ritual and denied metaphysical speculation.
Sankara criticized its overemphasis on rituals without inner realization.

® Nyaya-Vaisesika argued for realism, atomism, and the reality of external objects. Advaitins
refuted these using sublation theory - Apavada.
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® Sankhya and Yoga traditions maintain a dualistic distinction between purusa and prakrti,
Advaita Vedanta adopts many of their analyses of the mind and the process of liberation
while rejecting their ontological dualism. Instead, it upholds the doctrine of non-duality,
according to which Brahman alone constitutes the ultimate reality.

® Buddhism, especially Madhyamaka, had profound impact. Gaudapada adopted the ajati-
vada, and Sankara engaged with Buddhist idealism critically, accusing them of nihilism™.

Modern Revival and Influence

In the 19th and 20th centuries, Advaita Vedanta underwent a revival amid colonialism, modern
science, and nationalism.

o Swami Vivekananda, disciple of Sri Ramakrishna, reinterpreted Advaita as a rational,
universal philosophy, asserting the divinity of the soul and the unity of religions.

e Ramana Maharshi advocated a direct path to self-realization through self-inquiry,
bypassing scriptural study and ritual.

e Swami Sivananda, and Swami Chinmayananda, established institutions that taught
Adbvaita globally, combining traditional methods - sravana, manana, nididhyasana with
modern pedagogy™*i'.

Today, Advaita influences spiritual movements worldwide, including non-duality teachings in
the West, comparative religion, and consciousness studies.Advaita Veddanta is not merely a
philosophical doctrine but a profound path of self-realization and metaphysical insight. From
its origins in the Upanisadic quest for truth, through Sarikara s brilliant synthesis, to its ongoing
global relevance, Advaita remains an enduring system of thought. It represents the Indian
genius for unity in diversity, offering a vision of ultimate reality that transcends name, form,
and doctrine.
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Abstract

Manoj Das is a ong of the finest bilingual short story writers of the Indian subcontinent, who has
been awarded with the Sahitya Akademi Fellowship, the top honor at Sahitya Akademi for
“Immortals of Literature”.

This paper explores the postcolonial concept of Indianness in the selected short stories of Manoj
Das- fantasy, irony, satire and nostalgia as narrative elements in which Das brings an Indian
sensibility; storytelling technique that puts this Indian sensibility into the ostentatious version of
basic elements; and how these elements convey the sublimity of the short story form in Indian
context? Taking a post-colonial perspective based on Bhabha's theory of cultural hybridity (1994),
Said's theory of representation (1978), and Ashcroft et al.'s theory of post-colonial reclamation
(2002), the study discusses in detail six poems by the two authors, namely: “The Submerged
Valley,” “The Crocodile's Lady,” “Farewell to a Ghost,” “The Bridge in the Moonlit Night,” “The
Crocodile's Lady,” and “A Tiger at Twilight.”

Das can be seen as a guardian of Indian narrative art as the analysis reveals his exploration of the
Indian psyche in Das's fantasy, his un-cynical social examination in his irony, and the modernity's
pressure with respect to his nostalgia to the past.

Keywords: Indianness; Manoj Das; Fantasy and Myth; Irony and Satire; Nostalgia; Narrative
Technique; Postcolonial Literature; Indian Short Story.
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Research Objectives

This study looks at the ways in which 'fantasy,' 'irony,' 'satire' and 'nostalgia' operate as a
ambassador of 'Indianness' in selected short stories of Manoj Das and also examines the style of
telling the story (frame narration, magic realism, symbolic characterisation) through which the
imaginative world is created. It balances both these aspects to investigate how they collectively
bring to life the sublimity of the genre of short story in India and addresses issues of social life in
rural India, in particular, and narrative itself.

Introduction

Manoj Das is an unmatched one among the story-tellers of Modern India who is equipped with
writing in both Odia and English language with the same dexterity. Many have compared him with
Saki, O. Henry and Hardy, but Das's ‘Indianness' (A. Nayak 199) or writing from a purely Indian
point of view places him in a class of his own.

Das' fiction is of a realistic, mystical and satirical nature and the ominous ghost and omens
seamlessly coexist with the realism of detail that resonates with Bhabha's hybrid cultural space of
tradition and modernity (Bhabha 2). In this study the general overview of the Indian English short
story tradition (which has been treated by many others including Mukherjee who discusses the
colonial origins of the Indian short story) will not be attempted.

The tales discussed come mostly from The Submerged Valley and Other Stories, The Crocodile's
Lady and Other Stories, Mystery of the Missing Cap and Other Stories, and The Bridge in the
Moonlight Night and Other Stories, as well as from various other works, such as Farewell to a
Ghost, A Tiger at Twilight, and the autobiographical Chasing the Rainbow, in which the village,
the ghost story, and the ironic aside are the grammar of Indian experience.

Theoretical Framework

Das' stories are approached through the theories of Bhabha, Said and Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin,
as mediated constructions of Indian cultural identity as performed within the gaze of the coloniser
not as an opposition to it. Das' ambivalence or postmodern control of the rational and the
supernatural can be discerned through Bhabha's cultural hybridity, in which faith and reason do
not go to war with each other, but simply live side by side, impotent harmonies (Bhabha 2, 37).

Das' references to feeling nostalgic for the village life could be interpreted as a postcolonial cultural
reclamation where the indigenous way of life is valued in the fiction, rather than being dismissed
as an effect of colonialism and urbanising modernity (Ashcroft et al. 27). Said's account of
representation (Said 7) helps to describe why Das' satire is directed against the feudal/bureaucratic
institutions of the rural community; it does so for the purpose of anchors for the paper's thesis on
the intersecting strategies of cultural self-representation (fantasy, irony, nostalgia).

Research Methodology

Instead of all of Das' literature, the method is qualitative and involves both thematic and stylistic
analysis as well as close reading of Das' six stories. The secondary sources are Das' scholarship
(A. Nayak; S. Nayak; Ratti; Dash; Parida; Behura and Misra), postcolonial theories of
Bhabha/Said/Ashcroft, post colonial theory of Griffiths and Tiffin, and Mukherjee's Indian English
Literary tradition.
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This method shifts from plot summary and toward an account of how the narrative options—plot,
character, plot discontinuities, et al.—add up to a cultural claim on writing in English about India:
Theme and technique are considered together, and cannot be separated.

Manoj Das As A Storyteller

But Manoj Das is not only a narrator of story; rather he is one who speaks the word of the human
life and beliefs. His storytelling style owes itself to the oral tradition that has its roots in India
where one tells/tells oneself a story (Ratti 21).

Clarity and Restraint of Language

Das's prose is parsimonious: There are plain, incomplete stories with clear implications that come
as natural a part of his Indian sensibility in a non-Indian language as the loose, lingering melody
that imbues his fables and illustrated tales with fanciful glamour. His friend (one of his earliest
admirers) claimed that the novelty of his description was due to his exact imagination of Indian
situations that a native English writer would not have been able to produce (qtd. in A. Nayak 201).

Blending of Realism and Fantasy

Ghosts, curses and inexplicable coincidences are commonplace throughout Das' tales, and serve
as a metaphor of the world of rural India's frontiers of the visible and the invisible. He has been
noted for his ability to spread “humanizing the non-human” (qtd. in Ratti 22) inseparably linked
to his lifelong association with Sri Aurobindo's philosophy, and that of the Mother, who saw the
visible world as a single layer of interpenetrating planes of consciousness (Ratti 20; S. Nayak 611-
12).

Use of Satire and Irony

Das's narrative voice reveals social folly and at the same time lacks chillness for the very characters

it mocks, as a naive observer's simple reactions highlight the absurdity of both the village's
hierarchy and that of the bureaucracy (A. Nayak 197).

Nostalgia and the Pastoral Vision

Das' writing 1s somewhat autobiographical, and it is evident that Das had an abiding sense of love
for Odishan village life that was in no way denied by his activity elsewhere, but it is also clear that
his was not a world where he didn't encounter poverty or a vulnerability to disaster that required
him to move away.

Analysis Of Selected Short Stories
The Submerged Valley

Das' film, The Submerged Valley, is about a village that has been flooded with the construction of
a dam, whose temple is sporadically revealed by the fluctuations of water in the dam reservoir.
Das imagines the rural and Abolkara, a half-wild young man is believed to have been sitting on
that submerged rock throughout the inundation, a denial of reason over myth, was key to the Dasian
imagery of the rural.

Farewell to a Ghost

The compelling title piece of Farewell to a Ghost (Das) pivot on a rural community's long standing
but arbitrary and unverifiable faith in a ghost which is thought to live in the local mountains, and
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which no one is quite sure if it's leaving—or staying (and which is in fact never actually seen or
named). An early reader, likewise, used the term collective make believe, different from self-
deception, to illustrate the villagers' devotion and how it could improve their community's life even
if none of them has ever witnessed the spirit (Parida).

The Bridge in the Moonlit Night

Both narrators of “The Bridge in the Moonlit Night” (Das, Bridge) are placed in a frame if trust
can be placed in anyone, as the first narrates an event that was related to him years ago. There is
sufficient ambiguity left for the events to be interpreted as either supernatural, coincidental or
embellished; the characters are symbolic, given the themes of chance, fate and memory within the

story.
The Crocodile's Lady

Das, Crocodile's Lady is the story of a woman widowed at the tender age of seven, who, after
being mysteriously gone for 10 years, returns, and is said to have married a crocodile. They lap up
her story into a cocooned collective narrative, instead of investigation into the truth, and it moves
in the direction of Das's fantasy, a process of collective appropriation and re racontation, and
appears to dramatize the clash between rationality and faith, which is ubiquitous in Das' fiction.

The Mystery of the Missing Cap

The title story (Das, Mystery) is set on the red arm of a visiting Minister's cap getting stolen by a
monkey, causing the host to panic as to how to hide it. Declared in a humorous way, the comedy
reveals as much as it does about host and guest seeking out their own versions of the truth to make
sense of the situation, and about the forces of anxious status enacting official provincial existence
— funny enough to be noticed as critique, but not so much as to be beyond sympathy.

A Tiger at Twilight

The negotiation between the known and unknown, in Das's “A Tiger at Twilight” (Tiger), the tiger
as a figure of psychological fear as well as literal terror, mediates a character's private anxieties by
embodying a single external threat, that of the animal — a lithographic performance of negotiation
between the known and unknown.

Major Themes In The Stories Of Manoj Das
Fantasy and Myth

Das's fiction is often, though not always, a fantasy, and doesn't necessarily make a claim to being
escapist. Spirits and invisible forces are presented not as objects for the dismissal of the past as
‘superstition' but as a proper mode of knowledge in practice that is as much as anything else
psychological and spiritual as it is sociological.

Irony and Satire

Where Indian fantasy is the spiritual undercurrent of Indian life, Indian irony and Indian satire
view the social surface of Indian life, but do not cynicism or moralize. Das's structural irony
frequently defers to the end of a story and what he criticizes are any unquestioned authority in the
social sphere.

Nostalgia and the Pastoral Imagination
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Das' nostalgia is one of the motifs that is not merely retreat into sentiment. There are characters
who yearn for a changing village, but the yearning is complex enough so that it can be examined
and the reader attuned to the things this longing is hiding — poverty and stratification, the
vulnerability to disaster — as well as the things it clearly shows.

Humanism

Absolute to all three is a set of circumstances, and Das' characters, no matter how idiotic, are
proved to be as much a product of circumstance as of personal shortcomings; a humanism that
carries out the narrative laughter, instead of withholding it, specifically from the ones those
characters are trying to expose (A. Nayak 197).

Narrative Technique

Das's frame narration and retrospective structure abandon impersonal realism, resembling oral
narration, even if this is a tale of reportage, stories told and recollected get embellished along the
way.

Related but briefly introduced is another Indian conception of what can be termed magic realism:
"a naturalistic story line dotted with turns of the supernatural and detailed in an equally naturalistic
manner as the natural events" (Ratti 21) (derived from Indian and Odishan folk belief).

Das also utilises a third key technique, symbolic characterisation: Das's characters are not only
psychologically believable but also “allegorically charged” and expressive of a social position,
with the allegory implying that there is no “universal” character or position (Dash 163).

Discussion

As a whole, they make a point to argue the relevance of Das fiction beyond the narrowly defined
Das criticism to suggest that the genre of the Indian short story is capable of a sublimity other than
the western realist or modernist short story. There is no meaning prior to another in a Das story: a
tale about hauntings and horror can also be read as a social criticism and as a spiritual parable, and
so on.

Das's fiction is located in the "gaps between" colonial rationality and native belief, "is in the
interstitial space between reason and belief, logic and culture, rationality and tradition holder and
held" (Bhabha 2). Through Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin's cultural reclamation, his nostalgia
expresses the necessity of remembering something when the modern world is working on erasures
(Ashcroft et al. 27); through Said, his satire demonstrates the lack of legitimacy of structures of
authority which a village community is expected to honour (Said 7).

Original Contribution of The Study

Das' mysticism or rural realism or his narrativizing have been subjects of study on their own. This
paper sets out, then, by using close reading, as a replicable model to use with other bilingual writers
of Indian English, to look at the three as one inter-woven argument of Indianness'—fantasy, irony,
and nostalgia.
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Conclusion

This paper has suggested that the usage of frame narration, magic realism and symbolic
characterisation allows the Indianness to emerge in Manoj Das' selective short stories in the
interaction of fantasy and myth, irony and satire and in a critically aware nostalgia attitude. The
fantasy would have been implausible without the oral frame; the satire would have been chilling
without the humanist characterisation; the nostalgia would have been underdeveloped without an
ironic awareness of what the remembered village also harboured: the proof of its own greatness —
and not by following western formal innovations, but by enriching itself in a distinctly Indian way
of storytelling.

Declaration of Conflicts of Interest

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship,
and/or publication of this article.

Funding Disclosure/acknowledgement

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this
article.

Author Bio-notes

Banothu Shankar is a Research Scholar in the Department of English, Faculty of Arts and
Humanities, The ICFAI University, Raipur, Chhattisgarh, India. His research interests include
Indian English literature, short fiction, and cultural studies.

Dr. Ritu Benjamin is Assistant Professor of English in the Faculty of Arts, The ICFAI University,
Raipur, Chhattisgarh, India, and serves as Research Supervisor for the present study. Her areas of
interest include postcolonial literature and narrative studies.

Dr. Venkataramana Rachuru is Professor of English at CMR Engineering College, Hyderabad,
Telangana, India, and serves as Research Co-Supervisor for the present study. His research
interests include Indian writing in English and literary theory.

References

Ashcroft, Bill, et al. The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures.
2nd ed., Routledge, 2002.

Behura, M., and R. Misra. "Displacement Issue in The Submerged Valley of Manoj Das: A Critical
Analysis." Asian Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies, vol. 3, no. 7, 2015, pp. 199-200.

Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture. Routledge, 1994.

Das, Manoj. 4 Tiger at Twilight. Penguin Books India, 1984.

Das, Manoj. Chasing the Rainbow: Growing Up in an Indian Village. Penguin Books India, 2004.
Das, Manoj. The Bridge in the Moonlit Night and Other Stories. National Book Trust, 1990.

Das, Manoj. The Crocodile's Lady and Other Stories. National Book Trust, 1975.

Das, Manoj. Farewell to a Ghost and Other Stories. Penguin Books India, 1980.

Das, Manoj. Mystery of the Missing Cap and Other Stories. Penguin Books India, 1995.

Abhinavdhara
JIIS- International Journal of Innovation in Indic Studies
ISSN: 2583-5149 | Vol-4, issue-1| July 2026 | License (CC BY 4.0)



Das, Manoj. The Submerged Valley and Other Stories. National Book Trust, 1970.

Dash, P. P. "Humanizing the Non-Human: The Magic in Characterisation by Manoj Das." Indian
Scholar: An International Multidisciplinary Research E-Journal, vol. 3, no. 4, 2017, pp. 161-66.

Mukherjee, Meenakshi. The Perishable Empire: Essays on Indian Writing in English. Oxford
University Press, 2000.

Nayak, Amarjeet. "The Bilingual Writer Stripped of His Bilingual Identity in Indian Literary
Scene: Manoj Das and the Politics of Packaging." Rupkatha Journal on Interdisciplinary Studies
in Humanities, vol. 2, no. 2, 2010, pp. 196-203.

Nayak, Santosh Kumar. “Manoj Das: An Incredible Bridge between Literature and Philosophy.”
International Journal of Trend in Scientific Research and Development, vol. 3, no. 4, 2019, pp.
605-13.

Parida, Sarat Chandra. “Short Stories of Manoj Das: A Brief Critical Study.” Triveni, Oct.-Dec.
1973.

Ratti, Manav. "Writing the Village, Becoming the Nation: The Work of Manoj Das." The Journal
of Commonwealth Literature, vol. 57, no. 1, 2022, pp. 18-31.

Said, Edward W. Orientalism. Pantheon Books, 1978.

Abhinavdhara
JIIS- International Journal of Innovation in Indic Studies
ISSN: 2583-5149 | Vol-4, issue-1| July 2026 | License (CC BY 4.0)



). ASBIHI,NIA\,(DHI ARI AI l[’ International Journal of Innovation in Indic Studies _
IntemationalJournal of Innovation in Indic Studies

ISSN: ISSN: 2583-5149 |  Vol-4, Issue-1 | July 2026

Hospitality as Dharma in the Kapota-Sﬁkunika Akhyana of the
Mahabharata: An Ethical Reflection

Dr. (Ms) Geetesh Nirban
Associate Professor
Department of Philosophy
Kamala Nehru College, University of Delhi

Abstract: This article studies the ethical interpretation of the Kapota-Sakunika akhyana, the story
of the doves and the fowler as narrated by Bhisma to Yudhisthira in the
Apaddharmanusasanaparvan of the Santiparvan in the Mahabharata. The narrative is not
presented as a moral fable but emphasis is laid on the distinction made by the Katha Upanisad
between sreyas (the good) and preyas (the pleasurable), as reflected in the concept of atithi-
dharma—the ethics of hospitality. The article focuses on the female dove’s courageous advice on
dharma of the doves, the male dove’s act of svadharma in form of self-sacrifice, and the fowler’s
transformation through witnessing (darsana) rather than instruction (upadesa). It illustrates that
the episode promotes a non-transactional understanding of dharma—hospitality provided
regardless of the guest's status or situation—based on the Taittiriya Upanisad’s teaching atithidevo
bhava. The discussion concludes with a brief reflection on the episode’s significance within the
broader akhyana tradition of Indian Knowledge Systems and its relevance to contemporary
debates.

Keywords: dharma, apaddharma, atithi-dharma, Ssreyas-preyas, svadharma, transformation,

kapota-sakunika akhyana, Santiparvan, Indian Knowledge Systems.
Introduction

The Santiparvan section of the Mahdabharata' features many instructive passages on kingship and
governance. Within this context, a brief story about two doves and a fowler appears. It occupies

only six chapters (143-148) of the Apaddharmanusasanaparvan of Santiparvan, yet it holds

! All the Sanskrit verses and their translation are taken from—Dutt, M.N. (2001). Mahabharata: Sanskrit Text with
English Translation, Vol.VIL. Since the article is based on the story from a sub-parvan of a parvan thus the format
of reference is— (Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan, Chapter.Verse).
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profound moral significance. Bhisma narrates it to Yudhisthira in direct response to a particular
question—what merit does one gain from protecting a being who seeks refuge—a sarandgata??
The question is timely and relevant. Yudhisthira, who rules a kingdom born from the destruction
of his relatives, needs to understand how a ruler should treat those who come to him in need with
no prior claim. Bhisma’s answer is not a mere rule. His instruction emerges in the form of a fable
which demonstrates how dharma can be most effectively conveyed through storytelling when

reasoning alone may not be the only way of teaching dharma.

The story raises a challenging question about the ethics of reciprocity—does hospitality (atithya)
depend on the guest’s moral character, or must it be extended unconditionally, even to enemies?
It is observed that a female dove is caught and caged by the fowler who traps her. She lies helpless
under her tree during a storm and must decide how to respond to him. Her decision, together with
her husband’s extraordinary action afterwards, illustrates this article’s explanation of the sreyas-
preyas distinction—the choice between the pleasurable and the good—through the story or
akhyana of the birds. The article contends that the Kapota-Sakunika episode promotes a form of
dharma that is non-transactional, i.e. atithi-dharma, as shown in this story, which asks not whether
the guest deserves care but only whether they are in need. This idea frames the epic’s broader
themes, emphasising endless casuistry over the desert, and celebrates unconditional goodness and

authentic ethical action filled with virtues over vices.

The following discussion situates the episode within its narrative context in the
Apaddharmanusasanaparvan and identifies it as a moral category within the epic’s broader
concept of dharma. It also examines two key ethical frameworks i.e. the female dove’s rejection
of preyas and the male dove’s fulfilment of svadharma through self-sacrifice. Finally, it explores
the episode’s core argument about the essence of dharma and briefly discusses its role in the wider

akhyana tradition and its relevance in the contemporary Indian ethic of atithidevo bhava.

2 pitamaha mahdprajiia sarvasastravisarada |

Saranam palayanasya yo dharmas tam vadasva mel||

“O grandfather, O you of great wisdom, O you who are master of scriptures, tell me what the merit is of one who
supports a person seeking his protection.”

(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,143.1)
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Dharma in a situation of Distress: The Apaddharmanusasanaparvan’

In the Mahabharata, dharma is a layered concept rather than a fixed rule. The epic distinguishes
between samanya dharma, the universal conduct applicable to everyone regardless of social status,
and svadharma or visesa dharma, the specific duty assigned to an individual based on birth, caste
or situation. Much of the epic demonstrates how these layers can come into conflict. The
Apaddharmanusasanaparvan introduces an even stricter set of conflicting situations and dharma,
called apaddharma, which applies in extreme or crisis situations when normal rules become
inadequate or contradictory. Adam Bowles, in his detailed study of this section of the Santiparvan,
explains that apaddharma refers to special rules made for exceptional circumstances (Bowles,
2007). The key moral point is that under normal conditions, the goals of sreyas (self-realisation)
and preyas (pleasure) often align, or their differences are minor. But in times of hardship such as

hunger, danger, grief—they part ways and the choice between them becomes crucial.

The setting of the Kapota-Sakunika akhyana enacts this condition with precision. Every figure in
the story is in distress apad. The fowler, drenched, frozen, and lost in the forest after a storm, is as
vulnerable in that moment as any suppliant (Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan, 143. 25—
27). The female dove lies caged, entirely at his mercy. The male dove, watching his captured wife
from above, is helpless to alter her condition by any power of his own. No character in this story
occupies a position of comfort from which virtue could be performed at no cost. This is the
condition under which Bhisma chooses to answer Yudhisthira’s question about supporting a
suppliant(Santiparvan, Apaddharméanusasanaparvan, 43.1)—not through a possibility of ease, but
through one in which every actor already suffers or is in distress, and the one further asked to

give/help/be hospitable is the one with the least to spare.

Dharma that only expects the comfortable to be generous is fragile and vulnerable to collapse
when circumstances change. By illustrating hospitality amid shared crisis, the

Apaddharmanusasanaparvan emphasises a deeper truth, i.e. that dharma must be practised both

3 For a detailed understanding Apaddharma, the English renderings of the Santiparvan verses from M. N. Dutt’s
(2001) translation of the Mahabharata is undertaken as well as details have been verified from the literal and
interpretive methodologies as adopted by Fitzgerald’s translation of the Santiparvan, (Fitzgerald, Trans. & Ed.,
2004) and Bowles’s close study of the Apaddharmaparvan (Bowles, 2007).
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towards the deprived and also to those who cause suffering. This essential concept sets the episode

apart from a mere sentimental birds’ fable and raises it to a true ethical lesson.

Why Bhisma, even as he rests on his bed of arrows, chooses to speak about doves rather than kings
is significant here. Here there is a story within the story that highlights the many elements
harmoniously. Bhisma here is a humble teacher, patiently awaiting his death, and Yudhisthira is a
recently crowned king who is confronted with questions of justice and violence. The lesson on
unconditional hospitality, offered by a dying man to a remorseful king, resonates deeply with their
circumstances of @pad. The main message of the Apaddharmanusasanaparvan emphasises that a
ruler’s real test of raja-dharma, i.e. understanding about governance, lies not only in the treatment
of allies but also in the treatment of those he has least alignment with. The story of the doves

vividly exemplifies this crucial aspect of royal responsibility.

A Brief account of the Narrative

Bhisma shares a story about a fowler (s@kunika), a man who has dedicated his life to killing and
selling birds. He is described as cruel and without kin (Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,
143.10-12). When caught in a forest storm, he finds an injured female dove and cages her, even
though he’s trembling from the cold himself—highlighting a habitual cruelty that persists even
amid his own suffering (Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,143.26-27). Tired, he finds
shelter under a tree, not knowing that it is the home of the dove’s mate, and falls asleep after

praying to the forest spirits for protection (Santiparvan, Apaddharméanusasanaparvan,143.31-33).

The male dove, unaware that his wife is the fowler’s prisoner, mourns her absence throughout the
night, expressing deep affection in words that brim with affection and tenderness (Santiparvan,
Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,144. 4-11). His mourning reveals a very strong bond between the
doves before any ethical considerations/interpretations are introduced in the fable. It is this
grieving husband whom the caged wife then addresses. Instead of requesting freedom for herself
or seeking revenge from the fowler, she advises him to watch over the stranger sleeping below and
reminds him that birds exist to satisfy others’ hunger. She emphasises that a guest at one’s door,
regardless of who he/she is, owes a duty of hospitality (Santiparvan,

Apaddharmanusasanaparvan, 145.6-11). This establishes the story’s moral universe.
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The male dove obeys the female dove’s moral guidance. He gently sparks a fire from dry leaves
to warm the cold fowler. When the fowler asks for food, the dove feels helpless, as birds do not
hoard food. He then gracefully circles the fire three times and enters it, offering his own body as a
sacrifice. He becomes the food for the fowler (Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,
146.16-17,23). Filled with remorse, the fowler questions his actions (Santiparvanparvan,
Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,146.24). Later, he vows to follow the righteous example set by the
doves (Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,147. 8-9). He releases the female dove. But
she, mourning her mate, is unwilling to survive without him; thus, she follows him into the flames
(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,148. 8-9). Deeply moved by the dedicated affection
and sense of duty of doves, the fowler abandons his profession. He undergoes the path of penance

in the hope of attaining (like the doves), a place among the virtuous in the world beyond.

4. Choice of Sreyas over Preyas: The Female Dove’s Dharma

The core message of this episode isn’t just about the self-sacrificing male dove, but more about
the caged female dove who remains imprisoned until the very end. Of all the characters, she’s the
only one who, through her speech, explains that retribution is neither ethically understandable nor
justified, and that any harm to the fowler would not pass the test of fairness on the part of the birds’
dharma. She’s the one who’s hurt, and her captor’s actions are not justified. Amidst this distress,
she cries out for a sense of duty. What she truly longs for isn’t revenge—it’s kindness and
acceptance towards the one (Fowler) who caused her pain, because he too was in distress (in the

biting cold and dampness).

This point is worth considering because it directly reflects the distinction the Katha Upanisad
(1.2.1-2) makes between sreyas and preyas. In that text, Yama explains to Naciketas that everyone
faces both the preferable (preyas) and the good (sreyas) options. The wise individual, after
evaluating both, chooses sreyas over preyas, whereas the ignorant, motivated by yogaksema—

worldly gain and security—opts for preyas:

anyacchreyo'nyadutaiva preyaste ubhe nanarthe purusam sinitah |

tayoh sreya adadanasya sadhurbhavati hiyate'rthadya u preyo vrnite ||

“(Death said) One is good while another is pleasant. These two, serving different ends, bind men;
happiness comes to him who, of these, chooses the good; whoso chooses the pleasant forfeits the
true end.”(Katha Upanisad,1.2.1)
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Sreyasca  preyasca manusyametastau  samparitya vivinakti  dhirah |
sreyo hi dhiro'bhipreyaso vrnite preyo mando yogaksemadvrnite ||
“Both the good and the pleasant approach the mortal; the intelligent man examines and
distinguishes them; for, the intelligent man prefers the good to the pleasant; the ignorant
man chooses the pleasant for the sake of his body.” (Katha Upanisad, 1.2.1)*
Within the story’s context, preyas goes beyond simple pleasure. It encompasses anything that
offers immediate satisfaction to the self, including the desire for revenge (if the female dove had
harboured it against the fowler). Revenge against an oppressor (the fowler in the story) can be
interpreted as a form of preyas. Actions rooted in preyas can be understood psychologically and

may appear as justified, reactive responses. Such responses also provide immediate mental relief

for oneself rather than attaining the broader ethical good (sreyas).

The reasoning of the female dove, as explained in the text, takes quite a different approach. She
gently reminds her husband that they are pigeons, the creatures with an innate knowledge of
themselves, and therefore must follow the path set out for them by the dharma of
doves(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,145.9).> Her words are not based on mere
feelings but on svadharma—i.e. the obligations that the very nature of birds as beings calls them
to uphold and adhere to no matter how they might feel about the guest who is before them. She
even makes a strong comparison that neglecting a suppliant in need is as serious as killing a
brahmin or a cow (Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,145. 8)°, which stands as one of the

most severe acts in the moral domain of the Mahdabharata. This isn’t a gentle suggestion, but it’s

4 For textual understanding of Upanisads even Radhakrishnan, S. (Ed. & Trans.). (1953). The principal Upanisads is
used.

> yasmakam vihita vrttih kapoti jatidharmatah |

sa nydyyatmavatd nityam tvadvidhenabhivartitum ||

“You are endowed with knowledge of the self. You should follow the course which has been ordained for us as pigeons
on account of our birth.”

(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,145.9)

% yo hi kas cid dvijari hanyad gam va lokasya mataram |

Sarandagatam ca yo hanyat tulyam tesam ca patakam ||

“The sin that a person commits by killing a Brahmana or that mother of the world, viz. a cow, is equal to what one
commits by allowing a suppliant to die”

(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,145.8)
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the female dove guiding her husband towards a higher ethical ideal. She is pointing towards a more

challenging good (sreyas), using the firm and serious words that the birds are to be hospitable:

Sarandagatasya kartavyam datithyam iha yatnatah |

paiicayajiiapravrttena grhasthena visesatah ||

“One should with diligence do the duties of hospitality towards a person who seeks shelter.

Indeed, one is particularly bound to do so if he leads the life of a householder that consists

of five sacrifices.”

(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusdasanaparvan,146.6)
The female dove, reminding the husband of his duty of hospitality despite being in distress, makes
this a heartfelt moral and ethical moment, rather than merely an admirable one, while showcasing
how the Mahabharata empowers her to choose differently and shows her opting for sreyas over

preyas. She makes this choice from within her captivity, without any promise that virtue will be

rewarded or even recognised.

At that moment of her ethical decision-making(asking the male dove to be hospitable to serve the
very fowler who has harmed her), she couldn’t have known that the fowler would be reformed by
her choice of actions. Her choosing of sreyas isn’t justified by its eventual outcome(holding no
utilitarian value), but it simply precedes and doesn’t depend on the outcome. This idea resonates
with Bimal Krishna Matilal’s exploration of moral reasoning in the Mahabharata while
highlighting the epic’s oft-spoken message that sometimes right action must be chosen without the

reassurance of a guaranteed good outcome (Matilal, 2002).

This comparison shows how the female dove’s decision stands out within the epic’s broader ethical
themes. While many women in the epic suffer injuries inflicted by others, exercising limited
choices, the Mahabharata also reminds us that responding to such injuries (of hues) isn’t always
simple. The central theme of the text illustrates how difficult decisions can be, especially when
wounds impact broader policies. When we see it this way, the dove’s choice isn’t that easy at all.
It is a sincere example of making a tough decision with clarity—without the compromises that
often complicate similar choices for the male and female protagonists in the epic. Free from the
political chaos that makes human decisions in the Mahdabharata so complex and variegated, the

story of the doves focuses on the core issue of moral dilemmas and presents it without the noise
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of conflicting loyalties. What the Dove fable handles with ease, the various humans of the epic are

able to do only with great trouble and tribulations.

Svadharma as the Foundation of Male Dove’s Self-Sacrifice

In the narrative, the female dove exemplifies renunciation by forgiving even the fowler who
confined her and by refraining from the path of preyas, i.e., seeking revenge or seeing herself as a
victim. The roles of husband and wife are markedly contrasting—while the female dove
demonstrates restraint, the male dove exhibits excessive generosity and compassion that surpass
ordinary hospitality. His sense of duty is never reluctant but warmly adhered to without any
questioning. When asked for warmth (Santiparvan,Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,146.9), he
provides fire. When further asked for food(Santiparvan,Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,146.15) and
unable to supply any(Santiparvan,Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,146.16), he does not simply admit
his incapacity but instead offers his own body. The text describes him circling the fire three times

with a smile before entering it:

tatah satyapratijiio vai sa pakst prahasann iva |

tam agnim trih parikramya pravivesa mahipate ||

“Having thus made up his mind, the great bird with a smiling face, thrice went around that fire and
then entered its flames”

(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,146.23)

Reflecting on the above act highlights that the male dove’s action is not merely heroism but also a
way of following svadharma as apaddharma, blurring the distinction between sreyas and preyas.
The Sdntiparvan, where Bhisma’s broader teaching to Yudhisthira on svadharma often emphasises
on the difficulty of defining duty’s proper boundaries, illustrates this. One way to interpret the
male dove’s act is not as excess but as svadharma free from doubts rooted in fear, self-interest, or
desire. His wife told him that birds exist to serve others’ hunger (Santiparvan,
Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,145.6) and the male does not merely perform a symbolic or partial
act of service but executes it fully. Because the logic she presented is taken seriously by him, and
once basic hospitality in the form of shelter and warmth is provided, no other conclusion than self-
sacrifice as the apaddharma is left. This interpretation is backed by a verse from the Bhagavadgita,

part of the Mahabharata’s moral structure, where Krsna addresses Arjuna:
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Sreyan svadharmo vigunah paradharmdt svanusthitat |
svadharme nidhanam sreyah paradharmo bhayavahah ||

“Better is one’s own dharma, though imperfectly performed, than the dharma of another
well performed. Death in the discharge of one’s own duty is better; the duty of another is
fraught with fear.”

(Bhagavadgita 3.35, 18.47)
This demonstrates that the male dove’s act of self-sacrifice reflects and justifies the principle of
svadharma from the Bhagavadgita. The dove has not abandoned his specific duty as a host—a
duty his wife described as the dharma of the doves. Therefore, his action rooted in svadharma

highlights that duty cannot be replaced by any alternative virtue.
Atithidevo Bhava as dharma

In summary, the actions of the two doves support the article’s central ethical insight that atithi-
dharma, as depicted here, is inherently non-transactional. It does not depend on the guest’s moral
character, past actions or current threat level. The fowler is not portrayed as a neutral outsider,
arriving with good intentions at the moment of hospitality. He is actively the captor of the dove
and the cause of the female dove’s suffering. The story does not undermine this fact or set
conditions for providing hospitality to the fowler. Instead, the fowler receives the honour as due
to the guest, despite his cruel treatment of the female dove—which is the highlight of the story’s

core message. The Siksavallf of the Taittiriya Upanisad instructs the departing student:

matrdevo bhava, pitrdevo bhava, dcaryadevo bhava, atithidevo bhava |

“Let your mother be a god to you, let your father be a god to you, let your teacher be a god
to you, let your guest be a god to you.”

(Taittiriya Upanisad, Siksavalli, 1.11.2)
This injunction’s structure is worth highlighting here because it shows how the guest is placed on
the same plane as family and teachers. These relationships aren’t based on choice or merit. We
don’t choose our parents based on who’s most deserving to be ours. The
duty/obligation/responsibility to care for them is natural and without judgement about their worth.
By placing the guest in this company of distinguished relations, it emphasises that hospitality is a

kind of unconditional regard which is given regardless of the personal qualities of an individual.
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The Kapota-Sakunika akhydna can be read as this Upanisadic principle dramatised under the most
adversarial (@pad) conditions. If hospitality is owed even to one’s captor, then the Taittiriya
Upanisad’s injunction is not a sentiment reserved for convenient occasions but is a genuine ethical
demand of all times. The male dove’s own words to the fowler make this logic explicit, wherein
hospitality is due even to an enemy who arrives at one’s house, for the tree does not withdraw its
shade even from the one who comes to cut it down (Santiparvan,

Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,146 5). Being good in this context stands as a necessity.

Gurcharan Das, surveying the Mahabharata’s broader treatment of dharma, calls the epic’s
stubborn insistence that being good is difficult precisely because it so often asks more of a person
than fairness alone would require (Das, 2009). The doves may not have been fair to the fowler, in
the sense of giving him what his conduct has earned.” He is given in accordance with his
need/requirement, which determines the moral worth of the episode. It is worth adding, briefly,
that this same non-transactional logic underlies the episode’s quieter ecological suggestion — that
the forest-dwelling creature, unlike the human being who hoards and accumulates, gives according
to present need alone (Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,146,16—17).2 This is a point that
the narrative raises not as sentiment about nature but as a further instance of dharma practised

without calculation of return.

7. The Transformation of the Fowler through Reflection

A final ethical query addressed in this write-up concerns not the doves but the fowler, who seems
to have undergone a deep inner transformation. The doves’ self-sacrificing acts to uphold the ethics
of hospitality are virtuous, but a remarkable change in the fowler’s attitude and actions after

witnessing the sacrifice manifests a new approach that leads him to regret and repent for what he

7 The doves could have been cruel to the fowler as that’s what he was towards the female dove. Believing in
principle of dharma they maintained calm, kindness and generosity.

8 na me ’sti vibhavo yena nasayami tava ksudham |

utpannena hi jivamo vayam nityam vanaukasah ||

“I have nothing in store by which you may satisfy your hunger. We dwellers of the forest always live upon what we
get every day.”

(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,146.16)

saricayo nasti casmakam muninam iva kanane |

ity uktva sa tada tatra vivarnavadano "bhavat ||

“Like the ascetics of the forest we never amass for the morrow!—Having said so, the bird’s face grew pale”
(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,146.17)
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had done (Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,146.24-25).° This inner transformation
prevents him from reverting to his old self as a fowler, with cruelty and insensitivity ingrained in

him.

This mode of moral learning through the process of witnessing or darsana, rather than instruction
or upadesa, 1s a distinguishing feature, with roots deep in the Indian pedagogical and interpretive
tradition. In keeping with this logic, the akhyana itself, the narrated example, is treated as a
legitimate and often superior vehicle for transmitting dharma alongside direct perception. This
story, added to the apaddharma section, shows that when Bhisma is asked a direct question by
Yudhisthira about the merit of supporting a suppliant, he does not answer by stating a rule but
instead presents a story. His choice is no coincidence, and he may well be aware that a rule is
contestable and can be set aside, whereas a narrative example, as absorbed by the fowler himself,
can work on Yudhisthira differently. The entire moral vocabulary of the fowler is grounded in his
perceptual and experiential learning, as he himself says that he is taught by the pigeon’s example;
he will practise righteousness henceforth, for righteousness is the greatest refuge (Santiparvan,

Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,147.8-9).1°

There’s an interesting point to consider about the overall teaching style of this episode, which is
quite different from just the fowler’s personal change. Bhisma doesn’t directly answer

Yudhisthira’s question about the duties of a suppliant with a strict definition or a list. Instead by

® agnimadhyari pravistam tar lubdho dystvatha paksinam |

cintayam dasa manasa kim idam nu kytam maya ||

“Seeing the bird enter the fire, the fowler began to think and asked himself—what have I done?”
(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,146.24)

aho mama nysamsasya garhitasya svakarmand |

adharmah sumahan ghoro bhavisyati na samsayah||

Alas dreadful will be the sin, the outcome of my own acts. I am highly ruthless and blameable.”
(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,146.25)

0 ypavasair bahuvidhais carisye paralaukikam|

aho dehapradanena darsitatithipijandl|

“I shall by various sorts of fasts, practise such vows as will take me to the other world. Alas by giving up his body,
the pigeon has shown how a guest should be adored.”

(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,147.8)

tasmad dharmam carisyami dharmo hi parama gatih|

drsto hi dharmo dharmisthair yadrso vihagottamel||

“Taught by his example, I shall herafter practise righteousness. Righteousness is the greatest refuge. Indieed I shall
practise the righteousness shown by the virtuous pigeon, that foremost of all winged creatures.”

(Santiparvan, Apaddharmanusasanaparvan,147.9)
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sharing a story he lets Yudhishira, like the fowler in the story, arrive at the principle by following
the reasoning of the doves, rather than being given the answer outright. Arvind Sharma’s research
highlights how this storytelling approach is common across the dharmasastra and itihasa
traditions, emphasising on moral lessons through stories rather than just rules (Sharma, 2000).
Similarly, Nicholas Sutton points out that the Mahabharata often explores its most important
ethical ideas through stories instead of direct statements, which allows the teachings to naturally
emerge from the narrative (Sutton, 2000). The Kapota-Sakunika story exemplifies this teaching
method of sharing about dharma through stories to a king, so he can pass on the same lessons to

his people in the kingdom in the same way.

This narrative asks us to explore dharma’s connection to the non-human world. Instead of a
traditional human sage, the teacher here is a bird—one that teaches through death rather than life.
This storytelling approach changes the usual hierarchy in the epic, where humans teach through
words and animals present lessons through their actions as observed from a distance. In this case,
the doves become the true moral guide, while the human observer is more of a passive witness
who is transformed through the experience. Alf Hiltebeitel’s insightful view of the Mahabharata
as a continuous lesson on the importance of dharma fits perfectly with this story (Hiltebeitel,
2001). It’s literally an educational moment designed for a fowler, who receives no other kind of

guidance.

Conclusion: Atithidevo Bhava and Relevance in Time

The Kapota-Sakunika story continues to live on, even centuries after it was first narrated. Its core
principle of hospitality still resonates in Indian homes, temples, and community gatherings with a
message of Atithidevo Bhava. Offering hospitality isn’t just a polite gesture, but an essential duty,
as portrayed in the Apaddharmanusasanaparvan, when doves don’t honour a visitor who is kind
and conscientious. Instead, they honour their captor with cruelty in him while emphasising that
true dharma is tested not by how easily it’s obeyed when circumstances are convenient, but by
whether dharma is upheld when the temptation to give it away is stronger. The test of dharma is

toughest in situations of crisis (apad).
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This idea as presented in the article through the story goes far beyond the simple act of welcoming
someone into our home, as suggested by the phrase Atithidevo Bhava. Today, we often reflect on
this saying in broader contexts—especially while talking about how we treat displaced or troubled
individuals, or handling the everyday responsibilities of institutions that are asked to show
kindness, even when those they help may not seem to deserve it. The story itself offers a
meaningful perspective that it’s not about sentimentality or emotions. It indeed is about the brave
choice of the female dove to keep the value of sreyas over preyas, even while being caged by the
fowler. Similarly, it is also about the male dove’s unwavering adherence to his svadharma, facing
the troubled situation rather than just focusing on evading it. In this way, the story encourages us
to look inward, question ourselves, and reflect on whether our hospitality is simply a feeling or if
it’s guided by the true ethic of kindness—Ilike a tree that provides shade even to the person who
cuts it. Is hospitality just a means, or is it an end in itself? The story reminds us that it’s an end and

it is our dharma to be hospitable to everyone in need, even when we feel they may not deserve it.

On revisiting the context which Bhisma sets for this story, one finds—a dying warrior offering
guidance to a grieving king on how to lead a kingdom built on loss; it’s a lesson in governance.
The unique point is that this lesson in statecraft comes through the gentle image of two small birds.
This subtle choice of Bhisma highlights the @khyana tradition, reminding us that the deepest truths
of dharma are often conveyed better through stories rather than strict commands. It also reflects a
timeless message that a society which teaches its children to see guests at the door as beings to be
honoured, rather than judged, is quietly honouring the akhyana tradition of the Mahabharata and
the Indian narrative structuring of the ancient texts. The story, nestled in a forest storm, continues

to inspire us even today as that’s part of Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS).

The Kapota-Sakunika akhyana is not merely a simplistic curiosity within Indian Knowledge
Systems. Instead, it gracefully exemplifies how these systems have operated—showing that
dharma is often conveyed, communicated, explained and understood more through storytelling,
such as itihasa and akhyana, rather than through strict rules. This narrative approach carries the
full depth of ethical teachings, making it a powerful reflection of the tradition. Thus, engaging
with this story in its own honest language, on its own terms—rather than viewing it as simple

folklore—serves as a gentle act of respect for Indian Knowledge Systems, which root the ethics

Abhinavdhara
1JIIS- International Journal of Innovation in Indic Studies

ISSN: 2583-5149 | Vol-4, issue-1| July 2026 | License (CC BY 4.0)



and ethos of India that we are today. In fact, it might be the most genuine guidance the doves’ own

example offers us: the dharma of hospitality.
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Abstract

Every philosophy that insists reality is fundamentally one eventually has to answer a question:
why, then, does the world look so insistently like many things? Kashmir Shaivism, developed
in its classical philosophical form by Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta, gives one of the more
ambitious answers to that question. Rather than dissolving the world into illusion, as Advaita
Vedanta does, or splitting reality into two irreducible kinds of being, as classical Samkhya
does, the tradition builds a detailed map of exactly how an undivided consciousness comes to
experience itself as bound, embodied, and surrounded by objects — without ever actually
ceasing to be that same undivided consciousness. This map is the doctrine of the thirty-six
tattvas. This paper follows that doctrine from its historical origins in ninth-century Kashmir,
through its threefold architecture, to the philosophical concepts — freedom (svatantrya), self-
luminosity (prakasa-vimarsa), and real manifestation (abhasavada) — that let the tradition
claim, against its two chief rivals, that oneness and multiplicity need not be traded off against

each other.

Keywords: Kashmir Shaivism, Pratyabhijiia, Tattva, Spanda, Abhinavagupta, Utpaladeva,

Non-Dualism

The Problem of Unity and Multiplicity
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Say reality is one, and you immediately owe an explanation of why it doesn't feel that way.
This is not a minor housekeeping issue for a philosophical system; it is close to the central test
any monism has to pass. Indian philosophy has produced two influential ways of passing it,
and they t12urn out to be almost exact opposites of one another. Advaita Vedanta, as Sankara
presents it, keeps reality strictly one by demoting the world of everyday experience to
something less than fully real — useful, workable, but ultimately a kind of superimposition
that correct knowledge dissolves. Classical Samkhya takes the opposite route: it keeps the
world entirely real, but only by refusing to make reality one thing in the first place. Purusa,
pure witnessing consciousness, and prakrti, the active principle behind mind and matter, are
held apart as two eternally distinct kinds of being. The world's reality is bought, in other words,

at the price of reality's unity.

Kashmir Shaivism, and the Pratyabhijiia school in particular, tries for something more difficult
than either move: to keep both commitments intact at once. Reality, on this view, really is one,
and that one reality is consciousness — so far, this agrees with Advaita. But the tradition flatly
refuses to treat the manifest world as a mistake awaiting correction. Instead it argues that the
whole differentiated universe, right down to its most concrete and physical details, is a genuine
act of self-expression by that one consciousness — an exercise of what the tradition calls
svatantrya, its own absolute freedom to appear as many while remaining, in its essential nature,
one. Working out precisely how this happens, in careful, non-arbitrary stages, is the job the

thirty-six tattvas are built to do.

It's worth saying plainly that popular accounts of this scheme tend to flatten it into a list —
thirty-six labelled rungs on a ladder, memorized rather than understood. That misses the point
of the exercise. Read with any care, the tattva sequence is an argument: a graduated account of
self-limitation (sankoca), in which each tattva marks a further degree of contraction that
consciousness undergoes while never, even at its grossest and most material extreme, ceasing
to be what it always was. What follows traces that argument from its historical roots to its

philosophical payoff.

Historical Background
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It helps to start with the twenty-five categories, the Kashmir Shaiva philosophers inherited
before they added anything of their own. Classical Samkhya, systematized in I$varakrsna's
Samkhyakarika, explains experience through prakrti's unfolding into intellect, ego-sense, mind,
the five subtle elements, the five gross elements, and the ten organs of sense and action.
Standing entirely outside this unfolding sits purusa — inactive, uninvolved, simply present as
witness. I$varakrsna's own image for the relationship has stuck for two thousand years: prakrti
behaves like a dancing girl who performs before an audience and then withdraws once she has
been seen, purely for the sake of the one who watched her. It's a vivid picture, but it creates a
real philosophical headache. If purusa truly never acts and prakrti is truly without
consciousness, it becomes hard to say what bondage or liberation could possibly mean to
purusa— on Samkhya's own strict terms, nobody is ever really bound and nobody is ever really

freed; only nature transmigrates, is bound, and is released, never the self.

The Saiva Agamas — the Tantric scriptural corpus Kashmir inherited and helped shape — had
already been working with Samkhya's twenty-five categories for centuries by the time the
distinctively Kashmiri schools emerged, but they treated that scheme as covering only the
lower, "impure" layer of reality. What was missing was any account of what stands above
purusa and prakrti altogether: the nature of Siva as ultimate reality, and the specific process by
which that reality narrows itself down into the bound individual soul Samkhya simply takes for

granted as its starting point. This is the gap the eleven additional tattvas were built to close.

The distinctly Kashmiri part of the story runs through two schools traceable to named authors
rather than anonymous scripture. According to Ksemaraja, the Doctrine of Vibration, or
Spanda, begins with an ascetic named Vasugupta, who in the early ninth century dreamed that
an important teaching lay hidden on a mountain near Kashmir; going to the spot, he is said to
have found the Siva Sitra inscribed on rock. Whatever one makes of the story, the Siva Siitra
really is the earliest datable text of what we now call Kashmir Shaivism, followed soon after
by the Spanda-karika, traditionally linked to Vasugupta's disciple Kallata, which introduces
the idea that ultimate reality is not a static, changeless ground but a living pulsation — the throb

(spanda) of consciousness continually recognizing and reflecting on itself.

Running alongside Spanda, and eventually folded into it, is the Pratyabhijfia school proper,

founded by Somananda toward the end of the ninth century in his Sivadrsti and given its
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rigorous philosophical shape by his student Utpaladeva in the I$varapratyabhijiiakarika.
Utpaladeva's central claim, from which the school takes its name, is that liberation is nothing
but recognition (pratyabhijfia) — a decisive, irreversible seeing-through of one's authentic
identity as Siva, currently hidden by ignorance and the accumulated weight of past action. He
illustrates this with an image that has stayed in the tradition ever since: a young woman,
promised in marriage to a man she has never met, comes to love him simply from hearing of
his qualities; when the two finally meet, she does not fall in love for the first time, she
recognizes, in the stranger before her, the man she already loved. On this reading, liberation
adds nothing new to the soul. It is only the collapse of a mistaken sense that Siva was ever a

stranger.

It fell to Abhinavagupta, writing across the late tenth and early eleventh centuries, to draw
together the ritual inheritance of the Trika Agamas, the practical yogic teachings of the Spanda
school, and Pratyabhijfia's philosophical rigor into one comprehensive system, most fully in his
sprawling Tantraloka. It is in this synthesis, and in the shorter manual his disciple Ksemaraja
later wrote, the Pratyabhijiahrdayam, that the thirty-six-tattva scheme reaches its classical,
most systematic form, functioning as the shared metaphysical backbone beneath both

traditions' otherwise distinct emphases.

The number thirty-six, and the names of the eleven added tattvas, were not the exclusive
property of the non-dual schools. The dualist Saiva Siddhanta, also well established in Kashmir
before its centre of gravity shifted south, worked with essentially the same list but read it inside
a framework that kept Siva (pati), the bound soul (pasu), and the bonds themselves (pasa)
permanently distinct, never finally collapsing into one even at the moment of release. The
lesson here i1s worth holding onto: the bare list of thirty-six names settles nothing by itself.
Everything depends on what account is given of how the higher tattvas relate to the lower ones
— an identity that is simply recognized, on Abhinavagupta's reading, or a closeness between

beings that remain, however intimately joined, genuinely other, on the Siddhantin's.

The Structure of the Thirty-Six Tattvas
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The tattvas fall into three tiers, distinguished by degree of purity (Suddhi) — a technical term
here, not a matter of ritual cleanliness, but of how clearly the underlying unity of "I" and "this"

still shows through at each stage of experience.
The Five Pure Tattvas: Siva, Sakti, Sadasiva, Isvara, Suddhavidya

Siva tattva names the Absolute simply as light (prakasa) — the bare fact of awareness, before
any object, any content, any qualification whatsoever has entered the picture. Sakti tattva names
that very same reality considered as reflective self-awareness (vimarsa), its own capacity to
know itself as itself. The tradition insists these are not two separate things standing in any
relation of dependency; Ksemaraja's own formulation, as Jaideva Singh says it, is that Siva-
Sakti tattva is not, strictly speaking, an emanation (abhasa) at all, but the very seed from which
every later emanation unfolds. Light and its own self-luminosity are simply two names for a

single fact.

From this undivided ground come three further tattvas, marking the first stirrings of what will
eventually become the subject-object split, though the underlying sense of identity has not yet
been lost. In Sadasiva tattva — also called Sadakhya, "the affirmation of being," since the
experience here is essentially "I am" — will (iccha) predominates. The cognition can be
phrased as "I am this," but as Jaideva Singh puts it, the "this" here remains only a hazy,
indistinct experience; the weight falls almost entirely on the "." In I$vara tattva the balance
shifts: this-consciousness (idamvimars§a) becomes noticeably clearer and more defined, though
it is still felt as continuous with the "I" rather than opposed to it. Suddhavidya tattva, the fifth,
is where "I" and "this" finally sit in equilibrium — both recognized with equal clarity, and both
recognized as pointing to the same underlying reality. This is the last point in the whole
sequence where unity-in-difference is directly experienced as such. Everything after this

describes a further narrowing of that recognition.
The Seven Middle Tattvas: Maya, the Five Karicukas, and Purusa

The sixth tattva, Maya, is the real hinge of the system, and it's worth being precise about what
the word does and doesn't mean here. Advaita's maya functions as a principle whose products
are ultimately unreal — Somananda himself, in fact, already classes Advaita among the

"bhrantivadins," those who take the world to be illusion, and argues against them directly.
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Maya in the Kashmir Shaiva scheme means something different: a real power belonging to
consciousness itself, the specific capacity by which an undivided reality presents itself as
though divided. It doesn't conjure anything out of nothing. It differentiates what remains, at

bottom, undivided.

Out of Maya unfold five further contractions, the kafcukas or "cloaks" — the tradition's own
image is of a king dressing down in ordinary clothes to pass, for a while, as a commoner. Kala
narrows the Absolute's universal creative power into a merely finite capacity to act. Vidya
narrows omniscience into partial, patchy knowledge. Raga narrows the Absolute's inherent
completeness into desire — the felt sense that something, somewhere, is missing. Kala narrows
eternity into sequential time. Niyati narrows unrestricted causal freedom into determination by
particular circumstance, place, and cause. The twelfth tattva, Purusa, names what results from
this whole sequence of contractions: consciousness that has now, for all practical purposes,
become an individual subject — the very purusa Samkhya philosophy takes as its unquestioned

starting point.

This middle tier earns the label "pure-impure" precisely because it's transitional. Something of
the higher unity survives, since it is still one consciousness undergoing these limitations rather
than being replaced by something foreign to it — and yet every specific mark of finitude that

will define ordinary embodied life gets introduced here for the first time.
The Twenty-Four Lower Tattvas Inherited from Samkhya

The remaining tattvas, thirteen through thirty-six, track the Samkhya school closely, now
reframed as the field of experience available to the already-contracted Purusa. Prakrti unfolds
into Buddhi, Ahamkara, and Manas; the five organs of sensory cognition and the five organs
of action follow; then the five subtle elements; and finally the five gross elements — earth,
water, fire, air, and space — where manifestation reaches its most concrete, most externalized

point.

What changes here isn't the content of this lower field but its status. Samkhya treats purusa and
prakrti as two permanently distinct kinds of being; the Kashmir Shaiva reading insists the entire
lower field, subject and object alike, is a single, continuous unfolding of the very same

consciousness that was, at the level of the pure tattvas, entirely undivided. Even the grossest
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element, earth, is on this account no less an expression of Siva than Siva tattva itself — it is

simply consciousness appearing at the furthest possible extreme of its own self-contraction.
The Philosophical Argument

All of this rests, philosophically, on one carefully worked-out idea: svatantrya, absolute
freedom. For Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta, consciousness is defined above all by this
freedom — not the mere absence of external constraint, but a positive, creative capacity to
appear however it chooses, including in forms that experience themselves, from the inside, as
bound, partial, and cut off from consciousness altogether. On this account, the descent through
the tattvas isn't a fall and certainly isn't a corruption. It's svatantrya doing exactly what makes
it what it is. A reality incapable of limiting itself, able only ever to appear as itself and nothing
else, would be for this tradition the lesser reality, not the greater — because it would lack

precisely the autonomous power that makes something divine in the first place.

This is the work the term abhasavada, the doctrine of manifestation, does. Every finite object
and every finite subject, the Pratyabhijfia philosophers hold, is a genuine abhasa — a real
shining-forth — of the one consciousness. The distinction from Advaita here is easy to blur, so
it's worth being exact about it. For Advaita, manifestation is an appearing-to-be standing in for
genuine being: the underlying unity seems to be a multiplicity, and those who don't see through
the seeming mistake it for the whole of reality. For the Pratyabhijiia, manifestation isn't a
semblance masking something more authentic behind it — it is the very form the absolute takes
in becoming manifest. The everyday world isn't a screen of appearances set against an absolute
that only stays authentic by remaining forever unmanifest. Ksemaraja himself, describing the
Vedantin's opposing position with evident distance from it, sums it up as treating Brahman as
essentially whatever the world happens not to be — a formula the Pratyabhijiia rejects outright,
since on their account nothing that shines forth, however humble, ever stands genuinely apart

from the light that makes it visible in the first place.

This has a real consequence for what liberation is supposed to mean. If the world were a
mistake, liberation would have to mean correcting the mistake, seeing past the world to

whatever lies behind it. But if the world is a real self-disclosure of consciousness, liberation
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"this," but the collapse of the false sense that "this" was ever separate from "I." Nothing in the
tattva sequence needs to be undone for liberation to happen. What changes is only whether the

sequence is finally recognized for what it always was.

Against Samkhya the argument runs a little differently. As already noted, Samkhya's dualism
struggles to explain what bondage or liberation could mean to an inactive, isolated purusa. By
treating the whole Samkhya universe of purusa and prakrti as itself internal to a single self-
limiting consciousness, the Shaiva scheme sidesteps the need to explain how two independent
principles ever got into relationship with each other in the first place — there was never more
than one reality to begin with. The apparent duality of subject and object doesn't disappear, but
it getgs relocated: no longer a duality between two kinds of being, but a duality internal to the
activity of a single being. Measured purely by economy of assumptions, that's a lighter

metaphysical commitment than Samkhya's.

What this paper has tried to show is that it's entirely coherent to hold that reality is one and that
the differentiated world is fully, not just provisionally, real — provided one has a workable
account, which the Pratyabhijiia philosophers believed they had, of how oneness can express

itself as multiplicity without actually dividing.

If consciousness is genuinely free and unconditioned, it's fair to ask why it should limit itself
at all, and why the specific graduated sequence of contractions should take exactly the form
thirty-six tattvas describe rather than some other number or order. Abhinavagupta's answer —
that self-limitation simply is an expression of freedom and needs no further justification — is
coherent as far as it goes, but it doesn't, by itself, explain the particular count and ordering of
the categories, which owes at least as much to the inherited Samkhya framework and centuries
of prior Agamic classification as to any strict derivation from first principles. This isn't a fatal
problem, and the tradition itself kept the philosophical argument for self-limitation separate
from the historical contingency of the received list — but it's worth flagging as the point where
the tattva scheme works more as a systematized description organized around a genuine insight

than as a piece of strict logical deduction.

Conclusion
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The thirty-six tattvas amount to one of Indian philosophy's more sustained attempts to hold
unity and plurality together without asking either one to give way. Tracing a graduated path
from the undifferentiated light of Siva tattva down to the density of the five gross elements, the
Pratyabhijiia philosophers offer an answer to the problem of the one and the many that neither
Advaita's world-negating strategy nor Samkhya's substance dualism quite manages:
multiplicity is real, they argue, but it is nowhere other than consciousness exercising its own
freedom to appear as itself under conditions of increasing self-limitation. What began,
historically, as a synthesis of Agamic ritual categories, Spanda's doctrine of vibration, and
Utpaladeva's philosophy of recognition became, in Abhinavagupta's hands, a comprehensive
answer to a problem that has never really gone out of date: how the one becomes, without ever

ceasing to be one, the many.
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Abstract:

The Indian caste system in the 20" century had rigid hierarchy that caused social
inequality, intense marginalization and violence against lower castes, especially towards Dalits
(formerly “untouchables”). This paper examines the intersectionality in caste and gender in
the literary work, Karukku by Bama and The Grip of Change by P.Sivakami. It speaks about
how Dalit women experienced discrimination not only by caste but also because of gender and
patriarchy. The aim of this paper is to show how the two authors Bama and P.Sivakami with
their incredible literary works Karukku and The Grip of Change represented resistance, identity
and a way to explain difficult livelihood of Dalit women. Karukku an autobiographical work
from lived experiences of Bama, it illustrates marginalization and gender prejudice which are
so depicted realistically, while P.Sivakami a prominent writer and the formal member of Indian
administrative service who strongly identifies herself as Dalit feminist, writes a fictional novel
The Grip of Change. The authors are critical of the Dalit movement and Dalit patriarchy. This

text demonstrate double marginalization, caste based violence and internal patriarchy. These
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narratives are not mere reflections into the past but lived experiences and present socigical
base. This study argues that, both works demonstrate the double marginalization faced by Dalit

women but they differ in presenting resistance.

Key words: Dalit, feminist, patriarchy, intersectionality, marginalization

Introduction:

In the Vedic period Indian society was divided into different communities namely the
Brahmins(priests), Kshatriyas(warriors), Vaishyas(merchants) and Shudras, (servants) placing
out each community for certain task ensuring coordination and harmony. But soon that turned
into hierarchy which resulted in oppression of lower castes. The community much affected by
this was the Dalits (untouchables).

This paper throws lights on the authors who were brave enough to speak out
injustice and prejudice towards the Dalit women. The Dalit literature articulates the struggle
faced by Dalit women by upper caste and within their own community due to gender and
patriarchy. The two writers who worked on this theme exposed double discrimination and
marginalization on Dalit women. A significant contribution to Dalit writing in India, Bama
weaves many narratives together to explore the social inequities compounded above all by
poverty suffered by Dalit women.

P.Sivakami critiques both the Dalit movement and Dalit patriarchy, and yet does
not become traitor because of her participation in the search for solution. Her novel became
an expression of Dalit youth-eager and working for change.

They articulate Tamil Dalit feminism by exposing double discrimination on Dalit
women from upper castes and within their own community. Karukku by Bama is an
autobiographical work rooted in personal experience and emotional introversion, The Grip
of Change an English translation of Pazhaiyana kazhithalun, the first full length novel by
P.Sivakami, an important Tamil writer, presents a fictional narrative that exposes systemic
inequalities and power struggles. The translation also features Asiriyar kurippu, the sequel
in which P.Sivkami revisits her first work with the character Thanganam, she showed
challenging lives of Dalit women who navigate through marked by discrimination, poverty
and patriarchy with determination, courage and resilience. Both texts reveal that Dalit

women are not merely passive victims but active agents who resist and redefine their
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identities within oppressive framework.

ABOUT THE NOVELS AND AUTHORS

Dalit literature in India emerging strongly from late 19" century anti- caste movement by
famous figures like:

Jyotirao Phule: He was an Indian Social activist, and an anti-caste social reformer. His works
were around ‘Untouchability’, caste system and showed efforts in educating women and
uplifting oppressed caste communities. One of his prominent works ‘Gulamgiri’ (slavery)
published in 1873 critiques the Indian caste system, Upper caste dominance and social
injustice.

Baby kamble: Baby Kondiba Kamble also known as Babytai Kamble was an Indian Dalit
activist, feminist and writer. She belongs to the Mahar community, the largest dalit community
in Maharashtra. She was influenced by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar a prominent national leader. Her
autobiography Jina Amucha, meaning ‘Our Life’ in Marathi is regarded as the first
autobiography by a Dalit woman in Marathi. This work of hers provides a detail account of the
lives of Mahars in Maharashtra with extreme poverty, caste discrimination, social customs and
superstitions.

Gogu Shyamala: An important writer, philosopher and editor from Peddemul village. Her
works, including Father May Be an Elephant and Mother Only A Small Basket, But... which
is important in Telangana Dalit literature. This was part of her work on a project named Dalit
Woman Biography. This story tells about a young girl growing up in poverty and social

discrimination, her daily struggles of survival and deep-rooted caste inequality.

Bama Faustina Soosairaj: A Tamil Dalit feminist, teacher and novelist. Her autobiographical
work Karukku 1992 chronicles the joys and sorrows experienced by Dalit Christian women in
Tamil Nadu. She subsequently wrote two more novels, Sangati and Vanmam. Bama through
the act of writing, prominently contributes not only transgressing caste boundaries, she also

demolishes the conventional exclusions of language and genre.

P.Sivakami: A former Indian Administrative Services officer, activist and Dalit feminist
writer predominately writing in Tamil. Apart from being one of the most prominent Dalit

novelists in India, having written six novels and more than sixty short stories. She has also
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constantly voiced her opinions on contemporary social and political issues.

In India, Dalit literature became famous whereas Dalit women literature is still not
recognized. Dalit literature explains Dalit women status in India and in the same community.
Dalit community women are oppressed and subjugated in doubly, first by patriarchy in their
caste and then systemic violence and discrimination by upper caste class of Indian society. In
Karukku, Bama exaggerates on two aspects caste and gender discrimination, until her 3™
standard schooling she was not aware of untouchability.

The scene where a man offers her food by holding a packet at the distance (to avoid polluting
it) young Bama realizes caste based humiliation for the first time.

“Are we not human too? " (Karukku p.no.25-27)

Children from Dalit community face discrimination everywhere. Bama has a bitter experience
of when she was accused of stealing a coconut and everyone turned a deaf ear to her protest,
even the priest, whom she appeals for help is not above caste prejudices and tells her that,

" After all, you're from Cheri you must have done it” (Bama Karukku 19)

Bama’s brother advised her to study hard to. He says:

“Because we are born into the Paray jati, we are never given any honor or dignity or

respect. We stripped of all that. But if we study and make progress, we can throw way

these indignities. So study with care, learn all you can.”(Bama 18)

Despite all, she finds education as the sole means to overcome caste discrimination and the

way to progress. She completed B.ed degree but same kind of discrimination continued.

The lines stated above tells us about experiences of Bama, how at an innocent age she had gone
through humiliating situations how everyone including the priest did not believe her as she
belonged to a lower caste. She believed education could change their situation, but soon

realized it could not alone completely erase the deep-rooted discrimination.

The two types of oppression faced by Dalit women are by upper caste systems, and men
in their own society, these oppressions are not only coterminous but mutually reinforcing. The
reason upper caste is able to maintain their supremacy is through the exploitation of Dalit
women. Dalit women are subjected to upper caste abuse and to domestic violence of patriarchal
institution within their community itself. Dalit women handled domestic work in the household

as well as agricultural labour in upper caste fields and come back home to start second shift of
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labour while the men relax, this serves as an evidence of a societal structure that wrings the
greatest labour out of individuals at its intersection of caste and gender slavery. Men of the
household take the decision behalf of them, upper caste men in the society command and
control them, the church talks about them defining their spiritual worth using ideals of purity
influenced by brahmanical beliefs. In this context Bama act of writing is a bold act of her usage
of the right to speak. Karukku serves as the voice for the voiceless.

P.Shivakami through the character of Thangaman showcased the toughest situation of

Dalit women in society: she writes:

The rare beauty and honesty of the narrative arises from its body-centricity. Thangam’s
body bears testimony to the difficulties faced by Dalit women. (The Grip of Change
pg.no:194)
Thangam’s body treated as easily available body for sexual exploitation by upper caste people
(Paranjothi udayar) she is exploited as a widow, as no male protection exacerbating her
vulnerability, brothers of her late husband tried to take advantage as well. Thangam faces
marginalization from social structure (caste) and gender.

But at last Kathamuthu raised his voice against sexual exploitation, gave her shelter and
then he tried to take Thangam’s body to satisfy his male desire. She said,

‘You're like a brother to me...a brother’ she groaned (The Grip of Change pg.no93) .
It is not always upper caste exploiting the lower caste. A lower caste might exploit his own
community people. In the novel we see men like Kathamuthu taking advantage of vulnerable
women. The novel presents overall texture of corruption that exists at all level.

These words highlight the harsh realities faced by Dalit women who take up all
humiliation and endure exploitation while the oppressors maintain their social status and
power. In the novel, Thangam a childless widow faces many challenges by the upper caste and
in her caste. Kathamuthu has an affair with Nagamani an upper caste widow then married her
to save social status where as Pranjothi an upper caste man just used Thangam as his mistress.

The author uses this contrast to showcase the patriarchal mindset among people.

‘Ungrateful whore! Even if she was hurt, she was hurt by the hand adorned with gold! A
parachi could have never dreamt of being touched by a man like me! My touch was a boon
granted for penance performed in her earlier births! And then the dirty bitch betrays me! How
can 1 face the world with my name thus polluted?’ (The grip of change pg.no - 31)
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The above passage reveals the mindset of the upper caste people and how they criticized the
Dalit women even though they are at fault, they consider themselves to be superior and failed

to recognize their wrongdoings.

A few days later, Thangam’s land dispute case was taken to court. (The grip of change

pg.no-87)
Thangam’s courage doesn't end there; she also pushes Kathamuthu to pursue court hearings.
P.Shivakami with this novel explores the vulnerability of Dalit women and their battles against
oppression. Through the character of Thangam’s shown the women strength and resist the
violence upon her. It’s a bold step for Thangam to file case against Paranjothi Udayar.
Paranjothi never expected such a decisive action.
Critical analysis:
Karukku and The grip of change serve as a study on intersectionality of caste and gender. Their
writings show that oppression can’t be understood solely through one lens for a long time,
Indian literature ignored the Dalits or represented them inaccurately. Bama and P.Sivakami
through their writings questioned traditional literature and shared to the world the difficult lives
of Dalit women.

These texts not just hold literary importance but are also powerful means as social

critiques that encourage readers to think about justice and equality.

Conclusion:

Karukku and The grip of change are prominent works in Dalit women literature, earlier Dalit
literature focused only on men literature. Bama and P.Sivakami showcased the discrimination
faced by Dalit women not only by caste but also even on gender, their works portray the real
struggle faced by Dalit women because of caste and gender intersectionality and
marginalization outside and inside their own community. Both novels show struggles, pain,

justice and courage to overcome the difficulties from their pathetic situations.

Bama in her novel shared personal life, childhood, studies, growth and discrimination in a
society as a Dalit while Sivakami determined social struggles of the Dalit women and fights
against oppression. Here Bama and P.Sivakami narrative approaches are different. Bama with

her own life experience showed struggle, hierarchy, inner strength, self-awareness and identity.
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P.Sivakami’s work is about political and social approaches in society, conflict in gender and
caste on Dalit women oppression and discrimination. Bama’s approach is more personal and
reflective while Sivakami approach is more direct and focused on social action even then both

the writers explored resistance and changes in possible ways
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Abstract

Social media has influenced how communication, information, and opinions are developed and
shared for political, social, cultural, and public health topics. With the rise of digital platforms
in the media, it has become increasingly important to grasp how digital platforms are impacting
public opinion. In this study, the literature is reviewed systematically, and existing literature is
examined to reveal the mechanism through which social media has affected public opinions
and to recognize the opportunities and challenges of social media. All sources of information
used in the review have been accessed from the major academic databases: peer-reviewed
journal articles, books, policy documents and reports. The results suggest that social media can
influence the public opinion by agenda setting, framing, user engagement and algorithm
curating of information. As a means to encourage civic engagement, public awareness, and
democratic engagement, it also gives a boost to misinformation, echo chambers, and political
polarization. The study finds that improving the benefits of social media use calls for increased
digital literacy, ethical communication practices, transparent management of the platforms and
effective policy interventions.

Keywords: Social Media, Public Opinion, Digital communication, Agenda-setting, Framing,
Misinformation, Political communication, Systematic Review.

Introduction

Information and communication technologies have undergone massive change and
revolutionized how communication is upended, how information is accessed and how people
engage in public discourse. Social media is one of the most significant communication
technologies of the twenty-first century among these technological advances. Social media
platforms like Facebook, X (formerly known as Twitter), Instagram, YouTube, WhatsApp,
LinkedIn, and TikTok have transformed how information is shared, allowing users to quickly
communicate, engage with each other, and create content.
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Unlike standard mass media, which primarily deliver information through institutional
gatekeepers, social media empowers people to produce, share and engage in their own
discussions about content, thus changing the communication and public discourse landscape.

Public opinion is the sum of the attitudes, beliefs, perceptions, and preferences of people on a
public matter. It is a critical component in democratic societies where it impacts political
decision making, public policy, social behaviours, and civic engagement. In the past,
newspapers, radio and television were the main sources of public opinion. But with the
development of digital technologies and internet access, everything has changed. Social media
are today an important arena in which people get information, share opinions, discuss political
matters and engage in conversations that influence collective perceptions.

The rise of social media has changed the way communication is done, making it a multi-
directional and participatory process. Citizens are not just passive receivers of information, but
active generators of information, sharing personal experiences and influencing the discussion
through commentaries, re-posts, hashtags, videos and live interactions. The participatory nature
has opened up space for citizens' engagement, social mobilization, public awareness raising
campaigns and citizen journalism. Social media has been key in allowing citizens to share
information quickly and easily across geographical and cultural contexts, whether it is during
an election, a natural disaster, a public health emergency, an environmental movement or a
humanitarian crisis.

Meanwhile, the impact of social media goes beyond information sharing to shaping and
reshaping public opinion. Algorithmic systems, tailored news feeds, and user engagement
dynamics are now impacting the content's visibility on digital platforms. These mechanisms
shape which issues are brought to the public's agenda and the public's image of political, social,
economic, and cultural events. Thus, social media is an important space in which public
discourses are constructed, fought over, and reinforced. These platforms have speeded up and
expanded the reach of information, increasing their ability to shape individual opinions and
collective decision-making.

While there are numerous benefits of social media, there are also many concerns. The spread
and dissemination of misinformation, disinformation, manipulated content and unverified news
has become one of the biggest concerns and challenges for governments, media and civil
society, as well as for the media.The spread and dissemination of misinformation,
disinformation, manipulated content and unverified news has become one of the biggest
concerns and challenges for governments, media and civil society, as well as for the media. An
algorithm-driven personalisation can lead to filter bubbles, echo chambers and higher social
and political polarisation if it presents information primarily in line with the user's previous
information, ideas and attitudes. Moreover, digital ethics and privacy concerns, online
harassment and waning trust in traditional media have fueled debates about the broader social
impacts of social media communication. The developments reflect the need to have a
comprehensive understanding of social media opportunities and the challenges in terms of
public opinion.

In the last decade, the media and communication studies, political science, sociology,
psychology, public health, and information science fields have all taken a closer look at the
connection between social media and public opinion. Various research areas have been
explored such as political communication, electoral behaviour, digital activism, crisis
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communication, health communication, misinformation and public engagement. While these
studies have contributed to a relevant understanding of this issue, the results are found in
multiple disciplines, geographical areas and research settings. Consequently, it is necessary to
integrate and summarize the existing knowledge to grasp how social media affects public
opinion and what the effects of this influence are for the present-day society.

In this context, the present study aims at exploring how social media contributes to the public
opinion on the basis of abstracting the available scientific evidence. It emphasizes processes
by which social media shapes public perceptions, impact of digital platforms in political, social,
cultural and public health settings, and opportunities and challenges of online communication.
The study draws on existing studies to present an overall picture of the dynamic between social
media and public opinion, and suggest future research, policy and responsible communication
in the digital era.

This study is also of special importance because social media is an essential tool for the entire
life of individuals, shaping their perceptions of reality, their involvement in public affairs, and
their roles in democracy. Research and study, policy formulation, communication practitioners,
education, and digital media platform providers all need to have a sense of its impact on shaping
public opinion to ensure informed public opinion and responsible use of digital media
platforms.

Review of Literature

Social media has gained widespread scholarly focus in the fields of communication studies,
political science, sociology, and psychology as well as information science. The impact of
digital platforms on public opinion, political participation, social movements, health
communication and information dissemination have been explored. The current body of
literature illustrates the way social media has revolutionized communication: it allows for
interactive involvement with others, it has created opportunities for decentralized information
production, and it has created opportunities for real-time communication with others.
Meanwhile, issues of misinformation, polarization, algorithm bias and lack of trust with
traditional media are now front and center of current research.

The definitions of social media by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) is one of the first works that
provided an understanding of the communication aspect of the digital. The work of Kaplan and
Haenlein (2010) provided an understanding of the digital communication aspect by defining
social media as Internet-based applications that are based on Web 2.0 technologies and enable
the creation and exchange of user-generated content. They said social media is a different type
of media from traditional media as it inspires active participation instead of just information-
gathering. Their ideas have become the basis for further studies of digital communication and
public engagement.

The role of media on shaping public opinion has always been explained by Agenda-Setting
Theory (McCombs and Shaw, 1972). This theory holds that the media does not always set the
agenda for the thoughts of the people, but it definitely sets the agenda for people's thoughts
since it involves giving importance to issues rather than other issues. The concept of agenda-
setting was first introduced in the field of traditional news media, but modern researchers have
suggested that it is still applicable in digital media, which include trends, hashtags, and viral
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content. Social media has made the agenda setting process more expansive for users,
influencers and online communities, who can then make an active contribution to the issues
that are brought into the public discourse.

In addition to agenda-setting, Entman (1993) introduced Framing Theory, which argued that
media has an impact on public perception by focusing on and emphasizing specific aspects of
the reality. Framing has not been limited to journalists, it is also a term for political actors,
organizations, influencers, and even ordinary users that present events in different ways in the
process of digital communication. How political conflicts, public health crises, environmental
issues and social movements are packaged on social media platforms shapes how these are
interpreted and how opinions are formed.

The use of social media has also been explored using the Uses and Gratifications Theory
proposed by Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch (1973). This attitude is one that takes the view that
people choose media to meet informational, social, entertainment and psychological
requirements. Social media users are content producers and consumers, whereas traditional
audiences are consumers. The dual role has helped to open up more avenues for civic
engagement, public discussion, and knowledge sharing, as well as exposure to misinformation
and opinion-based content.

Castells (2012) stated that the communication structure has been changed by digital networks
and has become what he calls a "network society". Castells believes the transition from the
centralized control of media institutions to the decentralized control of digital networks, in
which individuals participate in the creation of public narratives, has taken place. Social media
can be used to coordinate protests, raise money and funds and shape political conversations,
and it gives citizens a wider range of avenues to do so than traditional media outlets. His work
emphasizes the linkage of digital communication and modern-day social movements.

There are several studies that have shown how social media has made a positive impact on the
level of democratic participation and civic engagement. According to Gil de Zuiiga, Jung and
Valenzuela (2012), users of social networking sites who are exposed to political information
tend to be more knowledgeable, more politically active and more likely to engage in political
discussion. In the same vein, Boulianne (2015) synthesised findings from a number of studies
in a meta-analysis and found that the use of social media was found to be positively correlated
with civic and political engagement with society, especially in the younger generations. The
results indicate that digital platforms offer new possibilities for citizens' participation in
democratic processes and decision-making.

Social media played a significant role in some social movements in particular. Research
assessing the phenomena of Arab Spring, Black Lives Matter and #meToo indicates that digital
spaces enable a quick mobilization, awareness and collective action. According to Tufekci
(2017), social media makes it easier to participate in social movements, thereby creating
opportunities to organise in a decentralised way, and empowers movements to grow and build
momentum quickly. She also points out that digital mobilization does not always ensure the
sustainability of the organisation or change in policy.

Yet, there is a great deal of literature available on the negative effects of social media.
Misinformation and disinformation is one of the most talked about topics. Vosoughi, Roy and
Aral (2018) examined millions of tweets and discovered misinformation actually travels much
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faster and further than factual information. They conclude that the structure of social media can
contribute to the spread of misinformation at a rapid pace, which can be problematic for
informed public opinion and democratic governance.

The term filter bubble, coined by Pariser (2011), is closely related to misinformation. He claims
that the algorithmic curation of users' information feeds them content aligned with their
interests and beliefs, due to their selective exposure.He states that because of selective
exposure, users are being presented with information that is aligned with their interests and
beliefs. Algorithmic personalisation can reinforce the views already held by individuals, and
limit the chance of citizens for well-balanced public debate. Likewise, Sunstein (2017) points
out that digital communication can promote polarization by fostering communication among
like-minded groups. This "echo chamber" reinforces ideas, and discourages the consideration
of opposing viewpoints.

The pandemic COVID-19 further revealed the good and bad of social media as a
communication channel. During the pandemic, Cinelli et al. (2020) found that social media
helped spread the health information in a timely fashion but also contributed to the rapid
dissemination of misinformation and conspiracy theories. The authors highlight the importance
of co-ordinating between Governments, health institutions, media, and digital platforms to stop
misinformation and foster public trust in effective public communication.

The rise of algorithms has also been the subject of research into how they are influencing public
opinion. Algorithmic recommendation systems can affect the visibility of online content by
relying on the engagement of the user rather than on the significance of the content or on the
factual accuracy of the content. This process affects the daily information environment that
users experience and thus has an effect on opinions. Article 127 of the International Bill of
Rights on Information and Communications Technologies states that algorithmic governance,
as it has been called, is an essential element of the comprehension of today's communication,
since the access to information and public discourse is increasingly mediated by automated
systems.

Research objectives

e To conduct a systematic review of literature about the influence of social media on
public opinion.

e To explore the key mechanisms by which social media shapes public opinion: the
setting of the agenda, framing, user engagement and algorithmic content delivery.

e To make a critical analysis of the role that social media plays in public opinion in
political, social, cultural and public health areas after reading published research.

e To recognize opportunities and challenges of social media such as civic involvement,
misinformation, echo chambers and polarisation.

e To summarise the important findings of previous research and make recommendations
for further research, policy and ethical use of social media.

Research Methodology

The type of research in this study is systematic review research because it aims to analyze the
role of social media in leading public opinion. A systematic review is a method of identifying,
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evaluating and synthesizing the existing research on a given topic in a systematic and
transparent way. A systematic review is different from a usual narrative review, because it is
based on predetermined criteria for the selection, screening and analysis of the relevant
literature, which increases the reliability, transparency and repeatability of the results. This is
a study based on secondary data and not primary from the respondents.

Research Design

The study uses qualitative systematic review design that summarizes the evidence from
published scholarly work. This review is designed to synthesize the results of the previous
research to gain insight into the effect of social media on the public opinion and its underlying
mechanisms, as well as opportunities and challenges.

Data Sources

Data used for the study is purely secondary data. The literature consulted included the
following items:

Peer-reviewed journal articles

Academic books and book chapters

Conference proceedings

Government publications

Articles from international organizations such as UNESCO, WHO, OECD, etc.
Reports from reputable research institutes.

The literature was obtained from key academic databases such as:
Scopus

Web of Science

Google Scholar

SpringerLink

Taylor & Francis Online

Sage Journals

Wiley Online Library

JSTOR

ScienceDirect

Search Strategy

Comprehensive literature search was performed with combinations of the following keywords:

"Social Media"

"Public Opinion"

"Digital Communication”
"Political Communication"
"Social Media Influence"
"Agenda Setting"
"Framing"

"Algorithmic Communication'
"Misinformation"

"Echo Chambers"

"Digital Democracy"

1

115

Abhinavdhara
[JIIS- International Journal of Innovation in Indic Studies

ISSN: 2583-5149 | Vol-4, issue-1| July 2026 License (CC BY 4.0)



e Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) were used to narrow the results of the search.
Examples include:
Search the term: Social Media AND Public Opinion
The results included "Social Media" and "Political Communication".
Digital Media" AND "Opinion Formation"
"Social Media" AND "Misinformation"
Inclusion Criteria

the studies reviewed, only those that fit the following criteria were included Published in peer-
reviewed journals.

Written in English.

Interested in the connection between social media and public opinion.
Between years 2015 and 2025 (or any other period selected by the researcher).
Incorporated empirical, theoretical or review studies relevant to the research objectives.
Exclusion Criteria

The following studies were not included:

Duplicate publications.

Editorials, news, blogs, opinion papers, and articles in magazines or journals.
Research that does not fall under the rubric of social media or public opinion.
Non-English publications.

Studies with insufficient methodological information.

Study Selection Process

The study selection was done according to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines. Four stages made up the selection process:

Identification of records from academic databases.
De-duplication of records.
Relevance screening of title and abstract.

Full-text evaluation, according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria.
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Final review included only those studies that satisfied all criteria.

Data Extraction

A data extraction sheet was used to extract the relevant information from each of the studies
selected. The following information was obtained:

e Author(s)

e Year of publication

e This is a country or study context question.

e Research objectives

e Research methodology

e The characteristics of the sample (if applicable).

e Major findings

e (Conclusions

e Limitations

e This standard extraction process allowed uniformity of all the studies included.

Data Analysis

e Thematic analysis was used to analyse the collected literature. The results of the
selected studies were compiled into the main themes which corresponded to the
research objectives. The themes included:

e Social network and public opinion shaping.How does public opinion get shaped
through social media.

e Agenda-setting and framing

e Engaging users and being influential through algorithms.

e Political communication and civic participation.

e Public health communication

e Misinformation and fake news

e FEcho Chambers and Polarization

e FEthical concerns and directions for future work

e The thematic approach helped to identify similarities, differences, patterns and gaps in

the current literature.

Quality Assessment

Studies published in well-known and reputable peer-reviewed journals and well-known
academic publishers were included to ensure the credibility of the review. The methodological
quality of each study was assessed based on:

Clarity of research aims and goals

The suitability of the research design used.The suitability of the research design adopted.

Data collection methods

Analytical rigor

Validity of conclusions
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The studies excluded from the review did not have enough methodological transparency.
Ethical Considerations

The study is based on secondary data available on the public domain and does not include
human subjects, personal data, or confidential data. Therefore, no formal ethical approval was
necessary. Academic integrity and the prevention of plagiarism have been achieved by
correctly referencing and citing all sources used.

Results and Analysis
1. Social Media as a Platform for Public Opinion Formation

The literature examined above suggests that social media has changed how public opinion is
formed, allowing for the spread of information to be more rapid and for interactive
communication to be possible. Social media media have distinctive features unlike traditional
media, which have one-way communication.Social media media are different from traditional
media, which mostly have a one-way communication approach. It has made citizen
participation in issues of politics, governance, health, education, environment and social justice
easier.

The majority of studies concurred that platforms like Facebook, X (formerly known as Twitter),
YouTube, Instagram and WhatsApp have emerged as key sources of news and information,
particularly for younger audiences. These platforms are accessible and immediate, giving
citizens more avenues to access information from various sources, which enhances their
opportunities for engaging in public discourse. But scientists add that lack of editorial oversight
also means there is a proliferation of false or misleading information.

2. Explain how social media influences public opinion

There are several mechanisms identified in the literature that might affect public opinion
through the use of social media.

Agenda-Setting

The use of traditional media has a significant impact on shaping public agendas, while social
media have become a growing force in shaping which issues will gain public traction,
according to many studies. Hashtags that go viral, posts from influencers, videos that become
popular, and online campaigns can sway global and national conversation. The agenda does
not actually "set" by the institution, but is created by the users themselves through sharing,
commenting and amplifying selected issues.

Framing

The reviewed studies suggest that framing is still an effective opinion formation tool in digital
settings. Events get talked about in different ways depending on the point of view of the
political leader, journalist, organisation, influencer, or average user. Election, conflict,
economic, public health, and environmental framing can have a significant impact on audience
perceptions and feelings.
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User Engagement

Features that allow audience participation like likes, shares, comments, live streaming, and
hashtags promote engagement. Higher engagement has been found consistently to improve the
visibility of the messages and the power of specific messages to shape public opinion. The
content created by the users has emerged as one of the key sources of information, sometimes
even in direct competition with journalism.

Algorithmic Content Dissemination

One of the most important results has to do with the importance of platform algorithms. Content
recommendation systems are not based on its journalistic relevance, but rather on user
behaviour and engagement. Users thus have the opportunity to see the same content time after
time, which allows existing attitudes to be reinforced and shapes opinion in the process.
Algorithmic personalization is cited as one of the characteristics of digital communication in
several studies.

3. Impact in Political, Social, Cultural and Public Health Environments
Political Communication

Political communication has been consistently cited as the area of literature that is most widely
studied. Social media is rapidly gaining importance as a tool for election campaigns, political
debate, citizen engagement, and policy discussions. The use of digital platforms is growing in
political parties to directly engage with citizens while in citizens' use of social media, they
assess politicians and join in with public debates.

But political misinformation, coordinated disinformation campaigns and online propaganda
can also shape the democratic process by affecting voter perception and political trust, the
researchers warn.

Social & Cultural Contexts.

The literature has shown that social media has helped increase awareness of social problems,
such as the issues of gender equality, protecting the environment, racial issues, and human
rights, etc. Digital activism has helped marginalised communities raise their concerns and
mobilise collective action. Hashtag- and online driven social movements have helped raise
public awareness and promote civic engagement.

However, cultural nuances affect the perception and reaction of users to social media content.
Research has shown that society, politics and culture influence information consumption and
public opinion formation.

Public Health Communication

A study conducted since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has emphasized the role of
social media in health communication. Health messages, vaccination information, and
emergency updates were shared via digital platforms by governments, health organisations and
medical practitioners. Social media has helped to disseminate public health messages, but it
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has also helped to facilitate the spread of misinformation about treatments, vaccines, and
prevention, making it difficult to communicate public health messages effectively.

4. Opportunities and Challenges of Social Media

The presented studies reveal a few opportunities of social media.
Opportunities

Better citizens' involvement in democracy.

Easy access to information.

Increased community involvement in social and political debates.
Quick dissemination of emergency information.

Growth of citizen journalism.

Greater visibility of the voices of the marginalised.

Enhanced links between civil society organisations.

These findings reveal that social media has brought communication into the realm of a more
democratic system, one that facilitates access to information and the sharing of information
amongst the public.

Challenges
However, the literature suggests that there are some considerable drawbacks.

Inflation is the most common issue, with misinformation and disinformation in second place.
It is consistently believed that false information spreads faster than verified information as it is
more engaging to the user.

One of the other issues is the creation of echo chambers and filter bubbles. Personalized
algorithms present users with similar perspectives over time, thus shape the ideological
diversity and the reinforcement of the user's beliefs. This helps to create polarization and stifle
positive public discussion.

Also, privacy issues, cyberbullying and hate speech, online harassment, and loss of trust in
traditional media are recurring themes in the reviewed studies. These challenges call for better
digital governance, media literacy and accountability on the part of platform providers, scholars
say.

The NHANES study yielded this information.This information was obtained from the
NHANES study.

The overall results indicate that social media has revolutionized how the public communicates
and has influenced public opinion. In contrast with traditional media, digital media allows
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participatory communication whereby citizens are involved in the production and
dissemination of information.

According to the review, social media at the same time serves as a platform for democratic
involvement and a source of risks related to information. Digital communication helps to raise
awareness, increase civic engagement, and engage in collective action, but it can also help
spread misinformation, polarizing messages, and algorithmic bias.

Overall, it is noted in the articles that the impact of social media cannot be viewed just from
the technological lens. Instead, opinion formation is a process in which the technological
design, communication practices, political situations, media literacy and user behavior interact.

Overall Analysis

According to the systematic review, in today's society, social media has emerged as one of the
most significant factors shaping public opinion. The findings indicate that digital platforms
have created more opportunities for citizens to take part in processes, increased access to
information and improved public participation in several areas. In parallel, it is well established
in the literature that misinformation, algorithmic personalisation, echo chambers and political
polarization pose risks.

The review also highlights some areas of research that need to be addressed. There is a
substantial amount of literature available on the individual platforms and specific national
contexts but comparatively less literature available on comparative/ cross-cultural studies. In
addition, Al, generative content and algorithmic governance are rapidly evolving, and their
potential impact on public opinion and democratic communication over the long term is worthy
of continued research.

In conclusion, the results stress that the benefits of social media should be maximized while
minimizing the risks involved, only by collaborating amongst civil society, educators, media
organisations, the providers of digital platforms and the governments of these platforms. To
build an informed and inclusive digital public sphere, digital literacy, a sense of ethics in online
communication, transparency of platforms regarding their content, and evidence-based
regulatory frameworks will be crucial.

Conclusion

Social media has become one of the most powerful communication mediums in the digital era,
completely changing how information is generated, shared and received. The current
systematic review aimed to review the literature on social media's effect on public opinion and
to synthesize the literature from social science, public health, politics, and culture. The review
shows how social media can transform from a one-way communication from traditional media
towards a two-way communication where people play an active role in the public discussion.

The results suggest that social media shapes the public opinion process in several ways, such
as via agenda-setting, framing, engagement, and algorithmic content distribution. Digital
platforms have opened up new avenues for civic engagement, political participation, public
awareness, and social mobilisation opportunities by helping to facilitate the flow of information
at scale and communications between governments, institutions, organisations, and citizens.
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Social media platforms have also enabled marginalised groups to express themselves and to
act together; hence it has contributed to a deepening of democracy and empowerment of social
inclusion.

The review also outlines some of the issues emerging as a consequence of the unprecedented
power of social media. The fact that misinformation and disinformation spread like wildfire,
the development of echo chambers and filter bubbles, growing political polarization, hate
speech online, privacy and algorithmic transparency issues are among the many challenges for
informed public opinion and democratic discourse. Research indicates that by promoting
information access, social media also fails to ensure the accuracy, credibility and diversity of
the information being disseminated. Algorithmic recommendations, engagement-based content
and information environments are ever more shaping users' perceptions.

The review also shows that the effect of social media on public opinion varies from one society
to another. The interpretation and reaction to on-line information varies greatly depending on
cultural context, political systems, digital literacy, media policy, and technological access.
Thus, how to measure public opinion in the digital age needs to be approached from an
interdisciplinary perspective incorporating elements of communication studies, political
science, sociology, psychology and information technology.

The systematic review is a valuable addition to the media and communication research field,
as it offers a detailed and comprehensive analysis on the role of social media in the public
opinion of the people. It links together findings from different studies, and presents the potential
importance and the complexity of digital communication. The review also emphasises the need
for improved transparency of algorithms for platforms and for the development of digital
governance, media and information literacy and ethical aspects of communication in online
space, ensuring that social media will have a positive influence on democratic societies.

Future research should focus on the influence of Al and algorithmic governance on opinion
formation, the influence of new digital platforms on public discourse in a long-term
perspective, and comparative cross-cultural studies. Prevention, promotion of responsible
communications and digital citizenship are also going to be critical to addressing future
challenges of the digital information landscape.

In conclusion, social media has become a crucial medium for communication in the current
times and is an effective tool for public opinion. It provides unprecedented opportunities for
involvement, public and democratic participation, and awareness, but also demands the
responsible governance of platforms, evidence-based public policies, ethical communication
practices, and user digital literacy to be able to promote informed public discourse. This
requires coordination among governments, professionals of the media, technology companies,
educators, scholars and citizens to ensure that social media can be effectively used to foster
balanced and responsible digital communication space for promoting constructive dialogue,
informed decision making and inclusive democratic participation.
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Abstract

It highlights a research gap: while the technology to trace and preserve blockchain evidence has
matured quickly, the legal rules for admitting such evidence, especially the certification
requirements under Indian law and the hearsay debate under the American Federal Rules of
Evidence, have not kept pace. Using a doctrinal and analytical method, the study examines recent
judgments, including the Bitcoin Fog and Sterlingov prosecution in the United States and the
evolving Section 63 framework under India's Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam, 2023. The discussion
is supported by simple charts showing the growth of blockchain-related evidentiary disputes and
a comparison between traditional and blockchain-based chain of custody. The paper finds that
blockchain can strengthen the integrity of digital evidence, but it cannot replace the human and
procedural safeguards, such as expert testimony, certification, and cross-examination, that criminal
law demands. It ends with practical recommendations for lawmakers, judges, and forensic
examiners, and calls for clearer, technology-neutral rules that let genuine blockchain evidence in

in front of courts without lowering the standard of proof beyond reasonable doubt.

Keywords: Digital Forensics; Blockchain Evidence; Chain of Custody; Admissibility; Criminal

Trials; Electronic Evidence
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1. Introduction

Crime today rarely happens without leaving some kind of digital trace. A phone's location history,
a WhatsApp message, a CCTV recording, or a cryptocurrency transfer can often tell investigators
more about what happened than a traditional eyewitness. Digital forensics is the branch of forensic
science that deals with recovering, preserving, and presenting this kind of electronic material so
that it can be used safely in a court of law. Over the last decade, a new layer has been added to this
picture: blockchain technology. Originally built to support Bitcoin, blockchain is a shared, tamper-
resistant ledger that records transactions in a way that is very hard to alter quietly. Because of this
property, investigators and technology companies have started using blockchain both as a tool to
trace criminal activity, particularly cryptocurrency crime, and as a method to protect the integrity
of other digital evidence, such as CCTV footage or forensic images, by recording their digital

fingerprints on a public or private ledger.

This shift raises a simple but important question: can evidence that is created, stored, or verified
through blockchain be trusted and admitted in a criminal trial the same way a signed document or
a fingerprint report would be? Criminal trials carry serious consequences, including loss of liberty,
so the rules of evidence are strict about how material is collected, preserved, and proved.
Blockchain's promise of tamper-resistance is attractive, but it does not automatically satisfy the

legal tests of relevance, authenticity, and reliability that most legal systems demand.

This paper studies the intersection of digital forensics and blockchain-based evidence specifically
inside criminal trials. It looks at how the law in the United States and India, two systems that have
both dealt with high-profile digital and cryptocurrency cases, has responded to blockchain
evidence. The paper is written in plain language so that it is useful to law students, practising

lawyers, forensic examiners, and policymakers, not only to specialist technologists.

The importance of this topic goes beyond academic curiosity. Police forces around the world are
already using blockchain analytics to freeze and trace stolen cryptocurrency, and some courts are
being asked, sometimes for the first time, to decide whether a printout of a blockchain transaction
or an expert's tracing report can be trusted the same way a bank statement or a call detail record

would be. If courts get this wrong in either direction, by trusting unreliable technology too easily
S
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or by rejecting genuinely reliable evidence out of unfamiliarity, real harm follows: either innocent
people may be wrongly convicted on shaky technical evidence, or guilty people may escape justice
because a court refused to look at proof that was, in fact, sound. Getting the legal treatment of
blockchain evidence right is therefore not a side issue for technology lawyers alone; it sits at the

heart of a fair and effective criminal justice system in the digital age.

2. Historical Development

Digital forensics as a discipline began in the 1980s and 1990s, when law enforcement agencies
started recovering data from floppy disks and early personal computers involved in fraud and
hacking cases. The field grew quickly after the year 2000, driven by the spread of the internet,
mobile phones, and email, which meant that almost every crime, even purely physical ones, left
behind some digital footprint. Many countries responded by amending their evidence laws to deal
with this new kind of proof. India, for example, added Section 65B to the Indian Evidence Act,
1872 through the Information Technology Act, 2000, to allow computer-generated records to be

admitted as evidence, subject to a certificate confirming how the record was produced.

Blockchain entered the picture much later. The technology was first described in the 2008 Bitcoin
white paper as a way to let strangers transact online without needing a bank or other trusted
middleman. For the first several years, blockchain was mostly discussed in the context of financial
regulation and cryptocurrency crime, such as the Silk Road darknet marketplace case in the United
States, which first showed investigators that blockchain transactions, although pseudonymous,

could actually be traced back to real people using specialised analytics software.

From around 2017 onwards, two separate but related developments took shape. First, law
enforcement agencies and private companies built blockchain analytics tools, such as Chainalysis
Reactor and TRM Labs, to help trace illicit cryptocurrency flows and connect wallet addresses to
real identities. These tools have since been used and tested in major prosecutions, including the
Bitcoin Fog money-laundering case decided in the United States District Court for the District of
Columbia. Second, legal scholars and some governments began exploring blockchain not just as a

subject of investigation but as a tool for protecting evidence itself, for example by hashing digital
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files such as CCTV footage or forensic disk images and recording the hash value on a blockchain
so that any later tampering can be detected. China's Supreme People's Court has been especially
active here, issuing guidance in 2018 and again in 2022 that encourages the use of blockchain in

its internet courts and judicial case management systems.

In India, the transition from the Indian Evidence Act, 1872 to the Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam,
2023, which came into force on 1 July 2024, is the most recent milestone. The new law widened
the definition of an electronic record to cover data stored on communication devices and networks,
and it retained a certification requirement, now placed in Section 63, that closely follows the older
Section 65B. Indian courts, most importantly the Supreme Court in Arjun Panditrao Khotkar v.
Kailash Kishanrao Gorantyal (2020), have gone back and forth on how strictly this certificate
requirement should be enforced, and that debate continues to affect how blockchain-based records

would be treated if produced in an Indian criminal trial today.

3. Key Terms and Definitions

A few terms recur throughout this paper and are explained here in simple language before the

discussion goes further.

e Digital forensics: The scientific process of identifying, collecting, preserving, and
analysing data stored on computers, phones, or networks so that it can be presented as

evidence.

e Chain of custody: The documented history of who handled a piece of evidence, when, and
how, from the moment it was collected until it is produced in court. Any gap in this chain

can be used to challenge the evidence.

e Blockchain: A distributed, shared record book (ledger) maintained by many computers at
once, where new entries are added in blocks that are cryptographically linked to earlier

blocks, making silent alteration very difficult.
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e Hash value: A short, fixed-length string of characters generated from a file or piece of data
using a mathematical function. Even a tiny change in the original file produces a

completely different hash, so hashes are used to prove that a file has not been altered.

e Blockchain analytics: Software, such as Chainalysis Reactor, that studies patterns of
transactions on a public blockchain to group addresses together and link them to real-world

individuals or organisations.

o Admissibility: The legal question of whether a court will allow a particular piece of
evidence to be considered at all, based on rules such as relevance, authenticity, and

reliability.

e Hearsay: An out-of-court statement offered to prove the truth of what it asserts. Many legal
systems restrict hearsay evidence unless it fits within a recognised exception, and this

debate is important for blockchain records.

e Section 63, Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam, 2023 (India): The current Indian provision
governing the admissibility of electronic records, requiring a certificate to accompany such

evidence, similar to the earlier Section 65B of the Indian Evidence Act.

4. Literature Review

Recent academic writing on this subject can be grouped into three broad streams. The first stream
studies how blockchain analytics is treated as expert evidence in criminal trials, mainly in the
United States. Commentary on the Sterlingov prosecution, connected to the Bitcoin Fog mixing
service, explains how the trial court applied the Daubert standard under Federal Rule of Evidence
702 to decide that testimony based on Chainalysis Reactor software was reliable enough to go
before the jury, even though the defence argued that the software had not been peer reviewed and
had no known error rate. Commentators note that this software evidence was not the only proof in
the case; it worked alongside more traditional evidence such as online forum posts and IP address
analysis, which suggests that blockchain analytics is best understood as one part of a wider

evidentiary picture rather than a stand-alone silver bullet.
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The second stream of literature looks at whether blockchain records themselves count as hearsay
and how they fit within existing rules of evidence in the United States. Scholars are divided. One
view is that blockchain records do not fit comfortably into existing hearsay exceptions and that
evidence rules should be specifically amended to deal with them. A competing view argues that
the cryptographic security and consensus-based verification built into blockchain already reduce
the traditional concerns that hearsay rules are designed to address, so new rules may not be strictly
necessary, only clearer guidance. This literature also tracks how individual American states such
as Vermont, Arizona, Ohio, and Illinois have passed laws that give blockchain records a
presumption of authenticity, while noting that the lack of a uniform federal approach creates

inconsistent practice across the country.

The third stream is centred on India and on comparative and international criminal law. Indian
legal writing in 2025 and 2026 consistently points to the same structural problem: the certification
requirement under Section 63 of the Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam, 2023, which was designed for
records generated on a single computer controlled by one identifiable person, does not fit well with
a blockchain, where data is spread across many independent nodes with no single custodian.
Writers have suggested reforms such as a government-run digital evidence registry, wider
recognition of hash values as sufficient proof of authenticity, and specially trained expert witnesses
to explain distributed ledger technology to judges. Recent commentary also flags a practical
bottleneck: very few government-notified digital evidence examiners exist under Section 79A of
the Information Technology Act, and courts, including the Madras High Court, have directly asked
the government to notify more such experts. Comparable work in international criminal law and
post-conflict prosecutions looks at how blockchain-based chain-of-custody systems could help
preserve evidence, such as open-source material documenting war crimes, that is collected outside
formal state institutions, while cautioning that blockchain guarantees only that a record has not
been altered after it was entered, not that the original content was truthful or was captured correctly

in the first place.

Taken together, this body of work shows a field that is moving quickly on the technical and

investigative side, with real prosecutions already relying on blockchain analytics, but moving
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much more slowly on the legal and procedural side, where basic questions about certification,

hearsay, and expert qualification remain unsettled in most jurisdictions, including India.

A smaller but growing fourth stream looks at judicial infrastructure rather than individual cases.
Writers studying China's internet courts describe how the Supreme People's Court has pushed for
blockchain to be built directly into court case-management systems, allowing judges to check the
integrity of filed documents automatically rather than relying on a party's certificate. Similar
proposals for a purpose-built, multi-stakeholder blockchain architecture for judicial case
management, in which separate ledgers serve the judiciary, the prosecution, and the defence and
are coordinated through a shared meta-ledger, show that some engineers and scholars are now
thinking about blockchain as a piece of court infrastructure, not just as a source of contested
evidence. This infrastructure-focused literature is still largely separate from the case-law-focused
literature on admissibility, and this paper treats the connection between the two as part of the

research gap described in the next section.

5. Research Gaps

Based on the review above, this paper identifies four specific gaps that existing research has not

fully addressed.

e Certification mismatch: Indian evidence law still assumes a single, identifiable custodian
of an electronic device, which does not match how a decentralized blockchain actually
works, and there is limited concrete guidance on how a Section 63 certificate should be

completed for blockchain-anchored evidence.

e Reliability testing beyond one jurisdiction: Much of the detailed judicial reasoning on the
reliability of blockchain analytics software comes from a small number of American
federal court decisions; there is far less published judicial reasoning from India, the United

Kingdom, or other common law jurisdictions on the same question.

e Distinguishing tracing tools from custody tools: Existing literature often discusses

blockchain analytics, used to trace criminals, and blockchain-based evidence preservation,
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used to protect the integrity of other evidence, as if they were the same issue, even though

they raise different legal questions and need to be examined separately.

e Human and institutional capacity: There is limited research on whether police, forensic
labs, and trial judges in developing countries currently have the training and the notified
expert examiners needed to handle blockchain evidence competently, as opposed to

research that focuses only on what the law should say in theory.

6. Objectives

e To trace the historical development of digital forensics and blockchain-based evidence and

to explain the key technical and legal terms involved.

e To review recent literature, statutes, and case law from the United States and India on the

admissibility of blockchain and digital forensic evidence in criminal trials.

e To identify the main legal and practical gaps that prevent the smooth use of blockchain

evidence in criminal proceedings.

e To analyse how courts have actually applied existing evidentiary standards, such as the
Daubert test and Section 63 of the Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam, 2023, to blockchain-

related evidence.

e To offer practical, implementable recommendations for lawmakers, judges, and forensic

practitioners.

7. Scope and Limitations

This paper focuses on the use of digital forensic and blockchain-based evidence specifically inside
criminal trials. It draws mainly on the legal systems of the United States and India, using
illustrative material from China and the European Union where relevant, because these
jurisdictions currently generate the largest volume of published case law and academic

commentary on this subject. The paper deals with two related but distinct uses of blockchain: first,
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as an investigative tool used to trace cryptocurrency transactions, and second, as a method to

preserve the integrity of other digital evidence through hashing and timestamping.

The paper does not attempt an exhaustive country-by-country survey of every jurisdiction's
evidence law, nor does it provide a deep technical tutorial on how blockchain consensus algorithms
work internally; only the level of technical detail needed to understand the legal discussion is
included. The charts presented later in the paper are conceptual and illustrative, built to visualise
trends and relationships described in secondary literature, and should not be read as official
government or court statistics. Because blockchain-related case law is still developing quickly, the
analysis reflects the position as understood up to mid-2026, and readers should check for more

recent judgments before relying on this paper for practical legal advice.

8. Materials and Methods

This is a doctrinal and analytical legal study rather than an empirical one. The material used
includes primary legal sources, such as the Indian Evidence Act, 1872, the Bharatiya Sakshya
Adhiniyam, 2023, the United States Federal Rules of Evidence, and reported judgments including
Arjun Panditrao Khotkar v. Kailash Kishanrao Gorantyal (2020) and the Sterlingov prosecution
connected to the Bitcoin Fog case in the United States District Court for the District of Columbia
(2024). Secondary material includes recent peer-reviewed articles, law firm client alerts, and
specialist legal commentary published between 2024 and 2026, gathered through targeted searches

of legal databases and journal repositories.

The method follows four steps. First, relevant statutes and judgments were identified and read in
full or in extract to understand the legal test being applied. Second, secondary academic and
professional commentary was reviewed to understand how scholars and practitioners interpret
these developments. Third, the material was organised thematically into the sections of this paper,
comparing the American approach, built around the Daubert reliability test and the hearsay debate,
with the Indian approach, built around the Section 63 certification requirement. Fourth, two simple

illustrative charts and one workflow diagram were prepared using Python's matplotlib library to
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visually summarise the trends and comparisons discussed in the text, based on patterns described

in the literature rather than on any single official dataset.

9. Results and Discussion

The material reviewed for this paper shows a consistent pattern: blockchain evidence is becoming
more common in criminal proceedings, but courts are handling it using existing evidentiary tools
rather than creating entirely new ones. Figure 1 below presents an illustrative trend, based on
patterns reported in recent legal commentary, showing how disputes over blockchain-specific
evidence have grown at a faster relative rate than general digital evidence disputes since blockchain

analytics tools became mainstream around 2017.

Illustrative Growth Trend: Digital vs. Blockchain-Specific
Evidentiary Disputes in Reported Judgments (2016-2026)
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*2026 figure partial/projected. Values are an illustrative composite index derived from
reported-judgment trend discussions in secondary literature, not an official statistical dataset.

Figure 1: lllustrative growth trend of general digital evidence disputes compared with blockchain-
specific evidentiary disputes in reported judgments, 2016-2026. Values represent a composite

illustrative index, not an official count.

The clearest example of how courts are applying existing rules to blockchain evidence is the
Sterlingov prosecution in the United States. Before the trial began, the court had to decide whether

an expert could testify using Chainalysis Reactor, a proprietary tool that traces Bitcoin transactions
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by grouping addresses that appear to belong to the same entity. Applying the four Daubert factors,
namely whether the method has been tested, subjected to peer review, has a known error rate, and
is accepted in the relevant field, the court allowed the testimony, while also noting that this
software evidence was supported by other, more conventional evidence such as materials found
with the defendant and online forum activity. This shows an important pattern: American courts
are not treating blockchain analytics as automatically reliable, but they are also not shutting it out;
they are asking the same reliability questions they would ask of any other scientific or technical

evidence.

A second, related pattern concerns the debate on whether blockchain records amount to hearsay.
Some commentators argue that because blockchain entries are made and verified by a network of
independent computers rather than by a single person making an out-of-court assertion, they may
not fit the traditional definition of hearsay at all. Others are more cautious and argue that new,
specific rules are still needed. A small number of American states, including Vermont, Arizona,
Ohio, and Illinois, have passed laws that give blockchain records a degree of legal recognition, but
this has created uneven practice, since most states and the federal system have no such specific

rule.

Turning to India, the picture is different but related. Figure 2 compares traditional, paper-based
chain-of-custody practices with a blockchain-based approach across six practical attributes that

matter in a criminal trial.
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Conceptual Comparison: Traditional vs. Blockchain-Based
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Figure 2: Conceptual comparison of traditional versus blockchain-based chain-of-custody
attributes, on an illustrative 0-10 expert-judgment scale derived from themes discussed in the

literature.

As Figure 2 suggests, blockchain-based custody scores well on tamper evidence, timestamp
reliability, and multi-party verifiability, since altering a blockchain record after the fact requires
overturning many independently held copies at once. However, it scores lower on ease of court
presentation and legal familiarity, mainly because judges, lawyers, and even forensic examiners in
most Indian courts are still more comfortable with paper certificates and conventional hash-based
hard-disk imaging than with distributed ledger concepts. This gap matters because Section 63 of
the Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam, 2023, like the Section 65B it replaced, was written with a
single, identifiable computer and a single responsible official in mind, whereas a public blockchain
has no single custodian who can sign such a certificate in the traditional sense. The Supreme
Court's decision in Arjun Panditrao Khotkar v. Kailash Kishanrao Gorantyal (2020) reaffirmed

that this certificate is mandatory unless the original device itself is produced in court, a rule that
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becomes difficult to apply cleanly when the underlying record is spread across a decentralised

network rather than sitting on one identifiable machine.

Figure 3 draws together the practical workflow that this paper's review suggests is emerging in
practice, showing how a piece of digital evidence typically moves from seizure through hashing,
ledger entry, forensic analysis, and finally into the courtroom, where it must still satisfy

conventional legal tests of chain of custody and admissibility.

Conceptual Workflow: Blockchain-Anchored Digital Evidence
in a Criminal Trial (lllustrative Model)
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Figure 3: Conceptual workflow showing how blockchain-anchored digital evidence typically

moves from seizure to judicial evaluation in a criminal trial.

This workflow highlights a point that runs through both the American and the Indian material:
blockchain is best understood as reinforcing, rather than replacing, the traditional steps of evidence
handling. It can strengthen step two (hashing and timestamping) and step three (ledger entry) by
making later tampering easier to detect, but steps one, four, five, six, and seven, namely lawful
seizure, competent forensic analysis, verified custody, skilled courtroom presentation, and
independent judicial evaluation, still depend entirely on trained people and sound procedure, not

on the technology itself. India's shortage of government-notified digital evidence examiners under
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Section 79A of the Information Technology Act, a gap that the Madras High Court has specifically
flagged, illustrates this limitation clearly: even excellent blockchain technology cannot

compensate for a shortage of qualified experts able to explain it convincingly to a trial court.

It is also worth noting what blockchain evidence cannot do. A hash value recorded on a ledger
proves only that a specific file has not changed since the hash was taken; it says nothing about
whether the camera that recorded a video was working correctly, whether the person who took the
first hash captured the right file, or whether the file was genuine in the first place. This distinction,
between integrity after capture and truthfulness of the original content, is emphasised repeatedly
in the international criminal law literature reviewed for this paper, particularly in discussions of
open-source evidence used in post-conflict prosecutions, where material is often collected by non-
government actors before it ever reaches a court. The same caution applies with equal force inside
an ordinary domestic criminal trial: a prosecutor who proves that a video file's hash has not
changed since it was seized still has to independently prove where the video came from, who

recorded it, and that it has not been edited before that first hash was taken.

10. Findings

e Blockchain analytics tools, such as Chainalysis Reactor, are increasingly accepted as
reliable expert evidence in American courts when tested against the Daubert standard, but

they are rarely, if ever, treated as the sole basis for a conviction.

e There is no single, settled answer to whether blockchain records count as hearsay under
American evidence law; the position currently depends on the specific type of record and,

in some states, on specific legislation.

e India's certification requirement under Section 63 of the Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam,
2023, remains structurally difficult to apply to decentralised blockchain records, since it

was designed around a single identifiable custodian.

e Blockchain strengthens the technical integrity of evidence, particularly against silent
tampering, but does not by itself establish that the original content was true, accurate, or
properly captured.
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e A shortage of trained experts and notified digital evidence examiners, especially in India,

is a practical bottleneck that is at least as significant as any gap in the written law.

e Courts across jurisdictions are, in practice, adapting existing evidentiary frameworks, such
as Daubert and Section 63/65B certification, to blockchain evidence rather than waiting for
entirely new legislation, which suggests that targeted reform, not wholesale rewriting of

evidence law, is the more realistic path forward.

11. Recommendations

e [Lawmakers in India should consider amending Section 63 of the Bharatiya Sakshya
Adhiniyam, 2023, to recognise a properly generated and independently verifiable hash
value as sufficient proof of authenticity for blockchain-anchored records, reducing over-

reliance on a single-custodian certificate.

e Governments should notify more digital evidence examiners under Section 79A of the
Information Technology Act, so that every district, not just major cities, has access to a

qualified expert who can explain blockchain evidence to a trial court.

e Judicial academies in India and similar training bodies elsewhere should run regular,
practical training programmes for judges and public prosecutors on how blockchain

technology works and how to question expert witnesses about it.

o Where possible, courts should treat blockchain analytics as one part of a larger body of
evidence, consistent with the approach seen in the Sterlingov prosecution, rather than

allowing a conviction to rest on blockchain tracing alone.

e [egislators in the United States could look at the more detailed state-level rules from
Vermont, Arizona, Ohio, and Illinois as a starting point for a clearer, more uniform federal

approach to blockchain record authentication.

e A neutral, government-backed digital evidence registry, as suggested in recent Indian legal
commentary, could help standardise how blockchain and other electronic evidence

certificates are issued and checked, reducing inconsistent practice across courts.
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12. Conclusion

Blockchain technology offers a genuinely useful tool for both tracing criminal activity and
protecting the integrity of digital evidence, and courts in the United States have already shown that
existing rules of evidence, such as the Daubert reliability test, are flexible enough to accommodate
it. At the same time, this paper's review shows that the legal and institutional side of the story has
not caught up with the technology, particularly in India, where the certification requirement under
Section 63 of the Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam, 2023, was written for a world of single computers
and identifiable custodians, not decentralised ledgers. Blockchain cannot replace the basic
safeguards of criminal procedure, including lawful seizure, a documented chain of custody,
competent expert testimony, and a fair opportunity for the defence to challenge the evidence. What
blockchain can do is make some of these safeguards easier to prove and harder to fake, provided
that lawmakers, judges, and forensic professionals are given clear rules and proper training to use
it well. With targeted, technology-neutral reforms of the kind recommended in this paper, digital
forensics and blockchain-based evidence can be brought fully and fairly into the criminal trial
process, without lowering the standard of proof that protects every accused person's right to a fair

trial.
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Abstract

Gender equality and democratic governance require women's political participation. The
reservation of 50 percent for women in the Panchayati Raj Institutions has made women visible
in Bihar but socio-cultural, economic, and institutional barriers remain in the way of women's
meaningful participation in the political decision-making process. The present study focuses
on the role of social work in strengthening political participation of women in West Champaran,
East Champaran and Muzaffarpur districts of Bihar. The study follows the qualitative research
design, semi-structured interviews and document analysis as data collection techniques and
thematic analysis as a data analysis. The results show how important social work practices such
as political awareness, leadership development, community mobilization, advocacy and
capacity building are in building confidence, leadership and participation of women in local
governance. The study concludes that the reservation has resulted in better political
representation for women in Bihar, but the social work effort and support from NGOs, SHG,
government etc. is important to achieve political empowerment and to develop grassroots

democracy in Bihar.
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Women's Empowerment, Local Governance.
Introduction

Political participation is an integral part of democratic governance, which gives citizens the
chance to participate in the decision-making process and influence governance. Women's
engagement in politics has been shown to be a good indicator of gender equality, inclusive
governance and sustainable development. Although the Constitution provides for equal
opportunities for women and several policy measures have been implemented, women remain
highly marginalized in India's political arena due to the practice of patriarchy in society, access
to education and economic resources, political violence, and the lack of institutional support.
Women's participation and leadership in political processes and decision-making is particularly
witnessed in certain rural areas were socio-cultural barriers limit women participation in

politics.

In Bihar, there have been significant efforts to improve women's representation in the political
sphere, with the introduction of the Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) scheme of 50 percent
reservation for women. The policy has considerably enhanced women's numerical
representation in local governance, allowing thousands of women to sit on elected office. Just
having more reps does not necessarily translate to more participation or decision-making
authority. A number of the women representatives elected are still having problems such as
proxy leadership, limited awareness of the political matters, lack of leadership skills, mobility
and awareness of governance and public administration. Therefore, for the role of women in
politics to be strengthened, there is need for continuous and sustained social, institutional and

capacity development efforts which go beyond electoral reservation.

Social work is an important part of the values of social justice, gender equality, community
empowerment and democratic participation. Social workers engage with communities in order
to organize, advocate, build capacity, develop leadership and raise awareness on women's rights
for their active engagement in political and governance processes. Social workers collaborate
with different agencies, NGOs, SHGs and CBOs and support their efforts to boost women's

confidence and empower their capacities in political participation, such as leadership,
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awareness of law and capacity in decision making. These interventions help to strengthen

democratic institutions and lead towards inclusive and participatory governance.

The present study is restricted to three different socio-economic and political background
districts of West Champaran, East Champaran and Muzaffarpur in Bihar. Due to the
implementation of reservation policies, more women have been seen at the local governance
level in these districts and social welfare programmes, SHGs and civil society organisations
are also actively involved. Such an analysis of these districts could provide some enlightenment
to the effects of social work interventions on the political consciousness of women, political
leadership by women, representation of women in the Panchayat Raj Institutions and the

decision-making process of the community.

The study aims to explore the current status of women's political participation, the reasons
behind their political non-participation, the role of social work interventions in empowering
the political participation and recommendations for policy and practice to strengthen the
political empowerment of women in Bihar. The results will inform the areas of social work,
gender studies, political science and public policy with evidence-based information and
insights on how to facilitate inclusive governance and strengthen women's leadership at the

grassroots.
Review of Literature

Political participation among women has grown into a major field of study in the areas of
political science, gender studies and social work. There is available literature indicating that
although there has been an improvement in the representation of women in political institutions
in terms of numbers, their meaningful involvement in political institutions is still constrained

by socio-cultural, economic and institutional factors.

Nussbaum (2000) Women and human development: The capabilities approach suggests that
empowerment goes beyond political rights to the areas of education, agency, leadership and
public life. Her focus is on the need to foster individual capacities through social institutions

that enable them to participate in politics.
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Agarwal (2001) Participatory exclusions, community forestry, and gender: An analysis for
South Asia and a conceptual framework note that the lack of resources, patriarchal power
dynamics, and decision-making authority are factors that can affect women's participation in
local governance. The study shows that in addition to institutional representation, substantive

political empowerment must be guaranteed through a broader social and economic context.

Cornwall and Goetz (2005) Democratizing democracy: Feminist perspectives posit that the
more women are in the political institutions the more gender sensitive the governance becomes
is not a given. They highlight the need for capacity building, leadership development and
institutional support to allow women representatives to have independent powers and influence

on public policy.

Research on the impact of the 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act shows that the reservation
has led to a significant rise in women's representation in the Panchayati Raj Institutions in
India. But some elected women representatives still experience difficulties like proxy
representation, lack of training, limited political skill and opposition from the traditional power

structures as reported by researchers like Datta and Sen (2019).

UN Women (2021) Women's full and effective participation and decision-making in public life
found that community mobilization, leadership training, legal awareness, and collective action
can positively impact women's confidence and involvement in community governance. The
report singles out the role of Self-Help Groups (SHGs), civil society organizations and

grassroot institutions as key portals to strengthen women's political leadership.

Midgley (2014) Social development: Theory and practice points to the roles of community
organization, advocacy, empowerment, and participatory development as key elements of
fostering democratic involvement for the "marginalized. Social workers act as information
facilitators, build capacity of community leaders and help women to effectively access

governance institutions.

The implementation of the “50 percent reservation” policy for women in Panchayati Raj
Institutions (PRIs) has shown significant impact on representation of women in local
governance in Bihar. Empirical data, however, indicates that many women representatives still

suffer drawbacks like low literacy, socio-cultural limitations and financial dependence, which
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impact their autonomy in decision making, among other issues. Past studies also show that, in
certain districts of Bihar, Self Help Groups, government capacity building programmes and
non-governmental organizations have helped to enhance women's political consciousness and

leadership abilities.

While there has been a lot of research in the field of women's political representation and the
effect of reservation policy, fewer studies have specifically focused on social work
interventions strengthening women's participation in political process in Bihar. Furthermore,
there is limited empirical study that comparatively analyses the roles of NGOs, SHGs, CBOs
and social workers in enabling women political leadership in districts like West Champaran,
East Champaran, Muzaffarpur. The current research aims to fill in this void by exploring the
impact of social work interventions on women's political participation and leadership at the
grassroot level and by offering recommendations for improving democratic governance that is

inclusive.
Objectives of the Study
To review the status and level of involvement of women in political arena in Bihar.

To understand the socio-cultural, economic and institutional factors affecting women's political

engagement in Bihar.

To understand the part of social work interventions such as NGOs, Self-Help Groups (SHGs)
and community organisations in raising the awareness of women and their political leadership

and participation.

To suggest the strategies and policy recommendations for enhancing women's political

participation and leadership in Bihar from the social work perspective.
Research Methodology
Research Design

The study used qualitative descriptive research design to know the role of social work to deepen

political participation of women in Bihar. A qualitative method was deemed suitable to provide
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in-depth insight into women's experiences, perceptions, difficulties and impact of social work

interventions on women's political participation.
Study Area

The study was carried out in Bihar in the districts of West Champaran, East Champaran and
Muzaffarpur. The selected districts were purposively chosen because of the variety of socio-
political contexts, involvement of active Panchayati Raj Institutions and government
programmes as well as non-governmental organizations in the field of women empowerment

and community development.
Research Approach

A qualitative research approach was used to have in-depth information about women's political
participation and role of SW interventions. The methodology allowed the researcher to uncover
participants lived experience, views and the socio-cultural contexts that shape their political

participation.

Participants

The participants included:

Elected as women representatives in Panchayati Raj Institutions.

. Women members of Self-Help Groups (SHGs).

Social workers and those from non-governmental organizations (NGOs).

. Government officials from Panchayati Raj Institutions and women empowerment

programmes.

Participants were chosen because of their direct involvement in or experience with women's

political participation and/or community development efforts.
Sampling Technique

The purposive sampling technique was used to select participants who have information-rich

characteristics, and who can provide meaningful information to the research problem. Sample
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size was based on the concept of data saturation where data collection was continued until

themes and information became saturated.
Sources of Data
Primary and secondary data sources were used to develop the study.

Semi-structured in-depth interviews with elected women representatives, social workers, NGO

staff and government officials were conducted to gather primary data.

Secondary data were gathered from books, peer-reviewed journal articles, government reports,
policy documents, official publications and available national and international literature on

women's political participation in social work.
Data Collection Methods

The following data were gathered with the help of:
. Semi-structured interviews

. Key informant interviews

Reporting and documentation of analysis of government reports, policy documents and

published literature.
Observations in the field

The semi-structured interview method enabled the participants to express their opinions in their

own way and with the topics being kept within the framework of the study goals.
Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the collected qualitative data. The transcripts of
interviews were scrutinized, coded and tabulated in the meaningful themes and sub-themes.
These themes were then expanded by considering the study objectives and literature to
understand the role of social work towards empowering women in political participation in

Bihar.

The extent to which the study was accepted as reliable. Reliability of the Study.
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In order to provide trustworthiness of the results, the study adhered to the principles of
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Triangulation of interview data
with documentary evidence combined with extended interaction with participants helped to
enhance credibility. The research process was documented in detail, which contributed to

dependability, and an audit trail and reflective notes helped to strengthen confirmability.
Ethical Considerations

All three ethical principles were respected during this study. Prior to data collection informed
consent was obtained from all participants. The participation was voluntary, and confidentiality
and anonymity of the respondents were assured. The information gathered was only for
academic research and the participants were told that they could drop out of the study at any

time and without consequences.
Results and Analysis

The qualitative analysis showed that though women have been more represented as political
leaders after the introduction of the 50 per cent reservation policy in Panchayat Raj Institutions,
political participation remains affected due to several socio-cultural, economic, educational and
institutional barriers. The results revealed social work interventions as a key factor in enhancing
the leadership potentials, political awareness, confidence and decision-making power of

women for better involvement in democratic governance.

This analysis shows that reservation policies have had a substantial impact on women's access
to local governance. More and more women are running for elections and taking up the roles
of Mukhiya, Ward Members and Panchayat Samiti members, respondents noted. This greater
representation has helped to bring women into the fore of local political institutions and into
community development and decision-making. Participants always indicated however that
political representation does not necessarily mean effective participation. The newly elected
women representatives were initially reluctant to speak in public, attend Gram Sabha meetings,
communicate with government officials and know how to arrange administrative processes.
These difficulties were more pronounced among those who had not had much education and
had not much previous experience in public affairs. However, it was observed that over time,

as women become involved in Panchayati Raj activities, their confidence, communication
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skills and leadership became stronger, facilitating them to be more involved in governance and

community development forums.

The research also found some factors that affect the political participation of women. One of
the most prominent obstacles to women's autonomous political participation was patriarchy-
based social norms. Women have less opportunity to devote adequate time to public affairs due
to political influence of males and domestic duties and gender roles, many participants
explained. Again, the economic dependence of women also limited their engagement,
especially in electoral campaigns when economic resources influenced women's effective
contestation of elections. Another important variable affecting political participation was found
to be educational level. The more educated women felt more confident about understanding
government policies, engaging in public discourse and making independent decisions.
Respondents, on the other hand, reported that low literacy levels hindered women's access to
administrative processes and government programmes. Some participants also cited poor
mobility, lack of political consciousness and lack of information, and gender-based
discrimination as ongoing issues for women's involvement in local governance. However, these
constraints, family support, community encouragement and involvement in Self-Help Groups

had a positive impact on women's confidence and desire to participate in politics.

The study reveals that the role of social work is one of the most significant factors in enhancing
women's political participation in a transformative manner. The participants in all categories
consistently identified social work as an important tool for enhancing women's political
empowerment. Social workers were identified to be instrumental in mobilizing communities,
delivering political education, leadership development, legal awareness, and advocacy;
supporting women to be more empowered in democratic processes, through community
mobilization, linkage and collaboration with institutions. Social workers reached out to women,
raising awareness about their rights as enshrined in the constitution, showcasing the Panchayati
Raj Institutions, the electoral process, and government welfare programmes, and promoting
their capacity-building through awareness campaigns, community meetings, training
programmes, and workshops. Such interventions helped in improving the participation of

women in Gram Sabha meetings, helped them to speak up confidently, to keep a check on the

Abhinavdhara
1J1IS- International Journal of Innovation in Indic Studies

ISSN: 2583-5149 | Vol-4, issue-1| July 2026 | License (CC BY 4.0)



local development programmes and to contribute in the decision-making process of the

community.

Leadership development was one of the strengths of the social work practice. The creators of
the training programmes, from both social workers and NGOs and the government, highlighted
the significant boost in the confidence of women in public speaking, in preparing development
proposals, in running local programmes, and in dealing with administrative officials. These
programmes also empowered women by enhancing their negotiation, conflict resolution and
governance process skills. This led to the gradual change of many women representatives from

symbolic political involvement to real leadership in Panchayati Raj Institutions.

The study also underscores the fact that Self-Help Groups (SHGs) are equally important as
political empowerment forum. The social workers actively engaged with the SHGs to promote
women's collective involvement in the community development process. SHG meetings drove
women to talk about social issues, share their experiences, build leadership skills and get an
introduction to governance processes. The participants noted that more women who actively
involved in SHGs contest in local elections, attend Gram Sabha meetings, and confidently
involved in public decision making. Not only did the SHGs help to empower their members
economically, but they also served as vital platforms for political awareness, social

mobilization, and the establishment of community leadership.

Advocacy and rights-based work were also important aspects of social workers' work. Social
workers have been mentioned by respondents as often assisting women in accessing
government welfare schemes, in understanding legal provisions concerning gender equality
and in solving discrimination and social exclusion issues. Social workers served as mediators
between communities and government bodies, improving women's ability to access public
services and holding public officials accountable and transparent. Participants also underscored
the importance of ongoing mentoring following elections over training programmes which
occurred on a one-off basis. The newly elected representatives of the women were often found
to need continuous support in financial management, development planning, implementation
of government schemes, keeping of the record books, and co-ordinating with government
departments. Social workers were found to be very helpful mentors, which helped the women

representatives to carry out their duties effectively and independently.
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The results also show that when there is effective cooperation between the Panchayati Raj
Institutions (PRIs), government departments, NGOs, educational institutions, and community-
based organizations, it boosts women's political engagement. Institutionalisation of regular
leadership development programmes, political education campaigns, legal literacy initiatives,
governance training and institutional mentoring to enhance long-term political involvement of
women were recommended. Respondents also suggested that the role of social workers should
be extended such that they participate in the community and assist Elected Women
Representatives, enhance the strength of SHTGs, and inculcate democratic values at grassroots
level. It was also agreed that greater participation of male family members, leaders and political
parties in the gender sensitization programmes is imperative to reduce resistance from the male

side and creating conducive environment for women leadership.

In sum, the results showed that constitutional reservation has proven to be effective in raising
the share of women in local governance, but sustainable political empowerment calls for a
sustained process of social support, institutional development, and social work interventions.
Social work also plays an important role in raising political awareness and enhancing women's
confidence, leadership, decision-making power, civic participation and voice. Social work is a
catalyst for women's political empowerment and inclusive governance which is achieved
through community organisation, advocacy, leadership development, rights-based education
and institutional networking. Thus, it is concluded that professional social work can effectively
contribute to women's political empowerment programmes in order to enhance the grass root
democracy, gender responsive governance and women's leadership in Bihar. Finally, policy
efforts in the future should include social workers as a stakeholder in the quest for increased
women's political participation and ensure that women representatives elected to office can
effectively participate in local governance and sustainable community development, thereby

exercising their constitutional rights.
Conclusion

The study of the present work focused on the contribution of social work to empower the
political participation of women in Bihar districts, especially the districts of West Champaran,
East Champaran and Muzaffarpur. The results have shown that while the provisions of the

Constitution and the 50 percent reservation in the Panchayati Raj Institutions have resulted in
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a significant increase in political representation of women, their meaningful participation in
democratic governance remains influenced by socio-cultural, economic, education and
institutional factors. Reservation has provided women with opportunities to access political
institutions, but for them to participate effectively, continuous capacity building, leadership

development, institutional support and an enabling social environment is needed.

It reveals the potential of social work to contribute to a broader understanding of women's
political empowerment, as well as to formal political representation. Social workers are
important in improving women's confidence and political knowledge and skills as they build
their capacity through community organisation, political education, leadership training,
advocating on their behalf, raising awareness of women's rights and capacity building
programmes. These interventions allow women the opportunity to vote, as well as actively

participate in governance, public debate, policy development and community development.

The results also show that the contributions, roles and effectiveness of NGOs and SHGs in
enhancing women's political participation are complementary. NGOs are used for political
awareness, governance training, legal literacy, and institutional networking whereas SHGs are
used as a grassroots platform to facilitate collective learning, building of youth leadership and
mobilisation of communities. The multi-sectoral initiatives of social workers, NGOs,
Government and Panchayati Raj Institutions ensures an enabling environment for women's

effective exercise of political rights and increased confidence in local governance.

While all these positive trends are welcome, there are still a number of areas that limit women's
substantive political participation. There are still a number of restrictions on women's
autonomous political leadership, such as patriarchal social norms, low level of education,
economic dependability, lack of political consciousness, limited mobility, and limited
institutional support. These structural problems will need consistent interventions through
social development, gender equality, participation of the community and democratic

governance.

Hence the study calls for a better understanding that augmenting women's political
participation will not be possible through constitutional reservation or electoral reforms alone.

The need for sustainable political empowerment implies that there is a need for continuous
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social work interventions to build the capacities, leadership and participation of women in
political processes, as well as change the attitude of the community towards women's
leadership. Incorporation of professional social work to the governance and political
empowerment programmes can play a significant role in enhancing grassroots democracy,

inclusive decision making and gender responsive governance in Bihar.
Policy Implications

The study suggests the institutional systems that can encourage women's political leadership
should be strengthened by conducting regular leadership development programmes, training in
governance, political education and legal literacy. Increasing inter-departmental cooperation,
strengthening the cooperation with the Panchayat Raj Institutions, the NGOs, the schools and
social work groups should be encouraged to provide continuous mentoring and technical
assistance to the elected women representatives. To further strengthen women's role in
democratic processes, a greater role for Self-Help Groups as platforms for civic engagement
and leadership development can be achieved. Furthermore, gender sensitization training with
families, community leaders and political parties is crucial to lessen patriarchal barriers and

create an environment that is conducive to the political empowerment of women.

To conclude, “women's political participation” is not simply about their electoral representation
but it is also a key aspect of social justice, democratic governance and sustainable development.
Social work, focused on empowerment, participation, human rights and social transformation,
is well placed to enhance women's political agency. Social work plays a significant role in
bridging the gap between communities, civil society and governance institutions and thus helps

to build a more inclusive, participatory and equitable democratic society in Bihar.
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Abstract

The Unified Payments Interface (UPI) has reshaped retail payments in India, processing over
eighteen billion transactions every month and contributing to more than four-fifths of the country's
digital payment volume. This rapid adoption, however, has been accompanied by a parallel rise in
cyber-enabled financial fraud, ranging from phishing and SIM-swap attacks to fake QR codes and
social engineering scams. This paper examines the cybersecurity risks associated with UPI
transactions and the legal and regulatory framework that has developed in response, including the
Information Technology Act 2000, the Reserve Bank of India's customer liability circular of 2017,
the Digital Personal Data Protection Act 2023, and the Integrated Ombudsman Scheme. Using a
doctrinal and analytical method supported by secondary data drawn from RBI annual reports,
Parliament responses, NCRB trends and recent judicial decisions, the paper finds that while the
zero-liability framework offers strong protection on paper, weak enforcement, low awareness, and
slow grievance redressal continue to leave a large share of victims uncompensated. The paper
concludes with recommendations for strengthening real-time fraud detection, harmonizing

banking and criminal law remedies, and improving victim-centric reporting mechanisms.

Keywords: UPI fraud, cybersecurity law, digital payments, RBI regulation, zero liability
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1. Introduction

The Unified Payments Interface, developed by the National Payments Corporation of India (NPCI)
and launched in 2016, allows instant transfer of money between bank accounts using a mobile
phone. It has become the backbone of India's digital payments ecosystem, valued for its
convenience, interoperability across banks, and absence of transaction charges for ordinary users.
The scale of adoption is striking: UPI volumes crossed 185 billion transactions in the financial

year 2024-25, a rise of nearly 42 per cent over the previous year.

This scale, however, has created a correspondingly large attack surface for cybercriminals.
Fraudsters exploit the trust users place in instant payment systems through phishing links, fake
customer care numbers, malicious QR codes, screen-sharing applications and SIM-swap
techniques. Because UPI transactions are typically irreversible once authenticated, victims often
have very little time to act before funds are moved out of reach through a chain of mule accounts.
This combination of speed, scale and irreversibility makes UPI fraud a distinct legal and regulatory
challenge, sitting at the intersection of banking law, cybercrime law, consumer protection law and

data protection law.

This paper studies the nature of cybersecurity risks in UPI transactions, traces the legal and
regulatory response in India, and evaluates how effectively the existing framework protects

consumers, drawing on recent statistics and case law.

2. Historical Developments

The legal response to UPI-related cybersecurity risk has evolved in stages rather than through a

single comprehensive statute.

* 2000 - The Information Technology Act, 2000 created India's first general framework for
electronic transactions, digital signatures and cyber offences, later amended in 2008 to
widen the scope of cybercrime provisions and introduce Section 43A on protection of

sensitive personal data.
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2016 - NPCI launched UPI, building on the Immediate Payment Service (IMPS)
infrastructure and the Aadhaar-enabled payment ecosystem, rapidly expanding the digital

payment footprint, particularly after the 2016 demonetisation drive.

* 2017 - The RBI issued its circular on "Customer Protection - Limiting Liability of
Customers in Unauthorised Electronic Banking Transactions" (6 July 2017), introducing
the zero-liability, limited-liability and full-liability framework that still governs UPI fraud
disputes today.

e 2019-2021 - The Consumer Protection Act, 2019 and the RBI's Integrated Ombudsman

Scheme, 2021 strengthened the redressal architecture available to digital payment users.

* 2023 - The Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 introduced obligations on data
fiduciaries, including banks and payment apps, to secure personal data and report breaches,

indirectly strengthening UPI cybersecurity governance.

* 2024-2026 - In response to a sharp rise in fraud volumes, RBI and NPCI introduced the
Central Payment Fraud Information Registry (CPFIR), MuleHunter.Al, mandatory cooling
periods for new payees and SIM changes, and proposals for a Digital Payments Intelligence

Platform for real-time, network-wide fraud signal sharing.

This trajectory shows a shift from a purely facilitative regulatory posture in the early UPI years

towards an increasingly protective and risk-based approach as fraud volumes grew.

3. Key Terms

* Unified Payments Interface (UPI): A real-time payment system enabling inter-bank fund
transfers through a mobile application using a Virtual Payment Address (VPA).

» Phishing: A deceptive practice of sending fraudulent communications, typically through
SMS, email or messaging apps, designed to trick a user into revealing confidential banking

credentials.

* SIM Swap Fraud: A technique by which a fraudster obtains a duplicate SIM card linked to

a victim's registered mobile number to intercept one-time passwords (OTPs).
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* Mule Account: A bank account used by fraudsters, often opened in the name of an

unsuspecting or complicit individual, to receive and quickly route away stolen funds.

* Zero Liability: The RBI rule under which a customer bears no financial loss for an
unauthorised transaction reported within three working days, provided the loss did not arise

from the customer's own negligence.

* Social Engineering: Psychological manipulation of a victim into voluntarily disclosing
sensitive information or performing an action, such as approving a UPI collect request, that

benefits the fraudster.

4. Literature Review

Existing commentary on UPI security and law can be grouped into three broad strands. The first
strand consists of regulatory and government reports. The RBI's Annual Report for FY2024-25
records 13,516 digital payment fraud cases, accounting for 56.5 per cent of all reported banking
frauds, with cumulative losses of about Rs 520 crore, while Parliament responses placed by the
Finance Ministry show that domestic UPI fraud incidents rose by 85 per cent in FY2023-24 over
the previous year. These official sources establish the scale of the problem but offer limited legal

analysis.

The second strand is legal-practitioner commentary analyzing bank liability under the 2017 RBI
circular, the Information Technology Act and the Consumer Protection Act. This literature
generally agrees that liability turns on whether the bank or the customer was negligent, and that
courts and consumer forums have increasingly placed a duty of care on banks to maintain secure
systems and respond promptly to fraud complaints, while still penalizing customers who share

OTPs or UPI PINs.

The third strand consists of survey-based and industry studies. A Local Circles survey of over
32,000 UPI users found that one in five households had experienced UPI fraud at least once in the
preceding three years, and that 51 per cent of victims never filed any formal complaint, suggesting
that official fraud statistics significantly understate the real scale of the problem. Industry trend

reports similarly note that fraud tactics have shifted from simple phishing links towards more
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sophisticated methods such as QR code swapping, fake UPI collect requests and deepfake voice
phishing.

Taken together, this literature documents the scale of UPI fraud and the broad contours of bank
liability, but pays comparatively little attention to how criminal law, banking regulation and data
protection law interact in practice, or to why a large share of victims remains unprotected despite

a formally strong zero-liability framework. This paper attempts to address that gap.

5. Research Gaps
* Limited integration of banking regulation, criminal law and data protection law in a single
analytical framework specific to UPL

» Sparse academic analysis of recent judicial and consumer forum decisions specifically

dealing with UPI (as opposed to card or net-banking) fraud.

* Insufficient examination of why over half of UPI fraud victims do not pursue formal

complaints despite the existence of the zero-liability rule.

» Limited assessment of the effectiveness of newer technological interventions such as

MuleHunter.Al and the proposed Digital Payments Intelligence Platform.

6. Objectives of the Study
* To identify and classify the principal cybersecurity risks affecting UPI transactions in
India.

* To examine the legal and regulatory framework governing UPI fraud, including statutory

provisions, RBI circulars and recent case law.

+ To assess the effectiveness of existing grievance redressal and liability allocation

mechanisms using recent data.

* Torecommend measures for strengthening the legal and regulatory response to UPI-related

cyber fraud.
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7. Scope and Limitations

The scope of this paper is confined to the Indian legal and regulatory framework governing UPI
transactions, with particular focus on developments between 2017 and 2026. It addresses civil and
regulatory liability questions, along with relevant criminal law provisions, but does not extend to
a comparative study of payment systems in other jurisdictions, nor to the technical architecture of

UPI's payment-switching infrastructure beyond what is necessary to understand the legal issues.

The study relies on secondary data, including RBI publications, Parliament responses, NCRB-
based estimates and reported judicial decisions, rather than primary empirical research such as
victim surveys conducted by the author. Some statistics, particularly state-wise and year-wise
fraud projections, are drawn from third-party analyses of government data and may be subject to
revision once complete official figures are published. The paper also does not cover purely
technical cybersecurity solutions, such as cryptographic protocol design, except where they

intersect with legal or regulatory obligations.

8. Materials and Methods

This study adopts a doctrinal and analytical research method. Primary legal sources examined
include the Information Technology Act, 2000 (as amended), the Reserve Bank of India's 2017
circular on customer liability, the Consumer Protection Act, 2019, the RBI Integrated Ombudsman
Scheme, 2021, and the Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023. Secondary sources include RBI
Annual Reports for FY2024-25, responses furnished by the Ministry of Finance to the Lok Sabha
and Rajya Sabha, NCRB-linked fraud trend analyses, NPCI statistical releases, and a recent
industry survey on UPI fraud experience. Case law was identified through review of recent
reported decisions of the Supreme Court of India, High Courts and Consumer Disputes Redressal
Commissions dealing with unauthorized electronic transactions and bank liability. Data on fraud
volumes and values were compiled into comparative tables and charts to illustrate trends over the

period FY2022 to FY2026.

9. Results and Discussion
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9.1 Scale and Trend of UPI Fraud

Reported UPI fraud rose sharply between FY2022 and FY2024, before showing early signs of
moderation. Figure 1 sets out the value of UPI fraud reported in each financial year. The amount
involved increased nearly fivefold between FY2022 and FY2024, reaching Rs 1,087 crore on
13.42 lakh reported incidents, the highest level recorded since UPI became mainstream. In
FY2025, the reported amount declined to Rs 981 crore across 12.64 lakh incidents, and provisional
data for FY2026 (up to November) shows Rs 805 crore across 10.64 lakh incidents, suggesting
that recent regulatory and technological interventions may be having some restraining effect, even

as absolute volumes remain high.

UPI Fraud Value Reported in India (FY22-FY26)
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Figure 1: Value of UPI Fraud Reported in India, FY2022-FY2026 (Rs. in Crore). Source:
Compiled from Finance Ministry responses to Parliament and RBI Annual Report data.
9.2 Geographic Concentration of Fraud

Fraud incidence is not evenly distributed across the country. Technology-dense states with high
UPI penetration report a disproportionate share of cases. Figure 2 shows that Maharashtra,

Karnataka and the Delhi-NCR region together account for over half of reported cases nationally,
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broadly correlating with transaction volume, urban smartphone penetration and the concentration
of technology-sector employees who are frequently targeted through professional-sounding social
engineering scripts. Tier-2 cities show comparatively lower reported numbers, though this likely
reflects weaker cyber-infrastructure and under-reporting rather than a genuinely lower incidence

of fraud.

State-wise Share of UPI Fraud Cases (2025, NCRB Trend Estimates)
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Figure 2: State-wise Share of UPI Fraud Cases, 2025 (NCRB-linked Trend Estimates). Source:
Compiled from NCRB-based fraud trend analyses.

9.3 Grievance Redressal Performance

The zero-liability framework is only as effective as the speed and reliability of the redressal
mechanism behind it. According to data placed before Parliament, only 22 per cent of fraud
complaints were acted upon within seven days during April-September 2025, although the figure
rose to 92 per cent within thirty days. More strikingly, only about 6 per cent of fraud chargebacks

were actually recovered, underlining the limited value of post-facto remedies once funds have
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moved through a chain of mule accounts. This is compounded by a significant reporting gap: the
LocalCircles survey found that 51 per cent of UPI fraud victims never filed any formal complaint
with their bank, the police or a regulator, meaning that official figures substantially understate the

true scale of victimisation.

Grievance Redressal Effectiveness & Reporting Gap (2025)
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Figure 3: Grievance Redressal Effectiveness and Reporting Gap in UPI Fraud Cases, 2025.

Source: Compiled from Parliament responses and LocalCircles survey data.

9.4 Judicial and Regulatory Trends

Recent decisions illustrate how courts and forums are applying the 2017 RBI circular. In a Special
Leave Petition dismissed by the Supreme Court on 3 January 2025, the Court upheld concurrent
findings that disputed bank transactions were unauthorised and fraudulent, and that no negligence
could be attributed to the customer, applying clauses 8 and 9 of the RBI circular dated 6 July 2017
to affirm the customer's entitlement to relief. This reflects a broader trend in which appellate courts
decline to interfere with factual findings on customer negligence once lower forums have carefully

examined the evidence.
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At the same time, forums have consistently held that voluntary disclosure of a UPI PIN or OTP
amounts to contributory negligence that can defeat a zero-liability claim, as seen in disputes where
banks successfully resisted refund claims after establishing that the customer had shared sensitive
credentials with a fraudster posing as a bank official. Conversely, several District Consumer
Disputes Redressal Commissions have ruled in favour of complainants where banks could not
demonstrate that they had implemented adequate security measures or had responded to fraud
complaints with reasonable promptness, reaffirming that banks owe a heightened duty of care as
custodians of public money. Read together, these decisions show that liability outcomes are highly
fact-sensitive, turning on rapid reporting, the presence or absence of credential-sharing, and the

adequacy of the bank's own security and response systems.

9.5 Regulatory and Technological Responses

In response to rising fraud, regulators have layered technological and procedural safeguards onto
the existing legal framework. These include device binding and two-factor PIN authentication,
mandatory cooling periods for first-time payees and SIM changes, the Central Payment Fraud
Information Registry for centralized fraud reporting, MuleHunter. Al for identifying mule accounts
using Al and machine learning, dedicated banking-sector internet domains to curb phishing, and
the proposed Digital Payments Intelligence Platform for real-time, network-level sharing of
suspicious transaction data across banks and fintech companies. NPCI has also tightened
application programming interface usage, capping high-frequency balance-enquiry and account-

look-up requests that fraudsters had exploited for reconnaissance.

10. Findings

* UPI fraud value rose nearly fivefold between FY2022 and FY2024, before moderating in
FY2025 and FY2026, suggesting that recent regulatory interventions are beginning to have

a measurable effect, even though absolute volumes remain a serious concern.

* Fraud is geographically concentrated in technologically advanced, high-UPI-penetration
states, indicating that awareness campaigns need to be targeted rather than uniform across

the country.
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* The formal zero-liability framework is undermined in practice by slow redressal, with a
large share of complaints unresolved within seven days and very low chargeback recovery

rates.

+ Significant under-reporting, with about half of victims never filing a formal complaint,

means that official statistics substantially understate the true prevalence of UPI fraud.

* Courts and consumer forums apply a fact-sensitive negligence standard, generally
protecting customers who report promptly and did not share credentials, while denying

relief where credential-sharing is established.

* Newer technological tools such as MuleHunter.Al and the proposed Digital Payments
Intelligence Platform represent a shift towards proactive, network-level fraud prevention,

but remain at an early stage of deployment.

11. Recommendations

+ Simplify and unify the fraud-reporting process into a single-click mechanism linking the
bank, NPCI, the National Cybercrime Reporting Portal and the RBI Ombudsman, reducing

the friction that currently discourages victims from complaining.

* Mandate stricter time-bound action on initial fraud complaints, with clear escalation
triggers, given that only 22 per cent of complaints are currently acted upon within seven
days.

» Expand real-time, network-wide fraud-signal sharing under the proposed Digital Payments
Intelligence Platform to all scheduled banks and major fintech players, not merely a pilot
group.

+ Strengthen mule-account detection and the speed of account freezing, since fund recovery

falls sharply once money passes through multiple mule accounts.

* Conduct targeted, vernacular cybersecurity awareness campaigns in both high-fraud
metropolitan regions and under-served Tier-2 and rural areas, addressing the very different

risk profiles in each.

Abhinavdhara
IJIIS- International Journal of Innovation in Indic Studies

ISSN: 2583-5149 | Vol-4, issue-1| July 2026 | License (CC BY 4.0)



* C(Clarify, through updated RBI guidance, the evidentiary standard for establishing customer
negligence in UPI PIN and OTP disclosure cases, to reduce inconsistency across consumer

forums.

* Align obligations under the Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 with RBI
cybersecurity directions to ensure consistent breach-reporting and data-security standards

across banks and third-party UPI applications.

12. Conclusion

UPI has delivered enormous gains in financial inclusion and payment convenience, but its scale
and speed have also made it an attractive target for increasingly sophisticated cybercriminals.
India's legal and regulatory response, anchored in the Information Technology Act, the RBI's 2017
liability circular, consumer protection law and more recent data protection legislation, provides a
reasonably comprehensive framework on paper. The evidence examined in this paper, however,
shows a persistent gap between the formal strength of the zero-liability rule and its practical
delivery: redressal remains slow, recovery rates are low, and a large share of victims never come
forward at all. Closing this gap will require not new legislation so much as better enforcement,
faster and more unified grievance redressal, wider deployment of real-time fraud-detection
technology, and sustained public awareness, so that the legal protections already on the books

translate into real outcomes for ordinary UPI users.
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