
caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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essentialism Kerala women employ to amplify systematically excluded voices; like that of Dalit 
survivors inserting caste grievances and Muslim women contesting communal policing — while 
navigating risks of co-optation by dominant discourses (Spivak 271-313). This interlocking 
theoretical lens frames the paper's central inquiry: How do hashtags (digital communities) and 
hasthaksarams (personal narratives) function as contested cultural sites enabling young Kerala 
women to negotiate power, identity, and resistance within intersectional hierarchies ampli�ed 
by celebrity impunity and platform algorithms?  This paper addresses three interrelated 
questions: First, how do these digital practices disrupt hegemonic gender discourses rooted in 
Kerala's matrilineal-orthodox paradox? Second, what representational strategies facilitate 
navigation of caste, class, religious, and now celebrity fault lines, as seen in #Avalkoppam? Third, 
what structural paradoxes emerge from corporate platforms and judicial systems that 
simultaneously empower feminist voices while exposing them to surveillance, disinformation, 
and perceived elite protection? 

Contextualizing Digital Feminism in Kerala
Kerala's socio-political terrain constitutes a paradoxical matrix for feminist activism, 

interweaving impressive human development metrics—96.2% female literacy, India's highest 
female-to-male workforce participation ratio, and legacies of Nair matrilineality and leftist 
mobilization—with persistent patriarchal kinship structures, dowry persistence, religious 
orthodoxies across Hindu, Christian, and Muslim communities, and caste strati�cations that 
systematically constrain women's public agency and bodily autonomy (Abraham 45–60; Kerala 
Sahitya Akademi). Digital feminism emerges precisely within these fault lines, leveraging social 
media a�ordances to contest structural inequalities, forge solidarities across social divides, and 
reclaim narrative authority from institutional silencing. The 2019 Kerala Women's Wall represents 
a watershed: mobilizing 3.2 million women across 620 kilometers in response to the Supreme 
Court's Sabarimala verdict permitting women's temple entry, it directly challenged patriarchal 
religious norms and communal polarization, generating 1.8 million #WomensWall hashtag 
mentions within 96 hours. The Women's Wall serves as paradigmatic alongside #MeTooKerala 
and #Avalkoppam, where embodied protests converged with viral ampli�cation generating 
millions of interactions (Abraham 45–60; "Vanitha Mathil").

Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes the Wall as performative spatial rupture, with women 
occupying highways conventionally reserved for male political processions, thereby contesting 
gendered cartographies of public space and encoding gendered unity transcending 
caste-religion divides (Abraham 45-60). Stuart Hall's circuit of culture framework illuminates this 
dynamic where organizers encoded the event as a symbol of secular feminist solidarity. 
Participants consumed and reproduced meanings through 2.1 million sel�es, videos, and 
live-streams, while conservative audiences generated oppositional interpretations framing it as 
moral violation and anti-Hindu conspiracy. Parallel to the Wall, Kerala's #MeToo iteration 
unfolded primarily through Instagram Stories and Facebook posts, where college students, 
journalists, adjunct faculty, and young professionals shared "hasthaksarams" detailing 
institutional harassment, workplace predation, familial coercion, and domestic 
violence—strategically bridging digital ephemerality with material permanence to resonate 
with Donna Haraway's valorization of situated, embodied feminist epistemologies contesting 
patriarchal universals (Haraway 581-98).

The 2017 Malayalam actress sexual assault case marks another pivotal �ashpoint, catalyzing 
the original #Avalkoppam movement. The survivor—a prominent �gure in Malayalam 
cinema—was abducted and molested in a moving car by assailants allegedly as retaliation for 
her Women in Cinema Collective (WCC) advocacy against industry sexual exploitation. Launched 

primarily by WCC members to counter slut-shaming and victim-blaming, #Avalkoppam ("With 
Her") fused Malayalam solidarity with global #MeToo grammar, proliferating amid survivor 
threats and media trials. The December 2025 verdict reignited it explosively: while six 
perpetrators received punishment, the acquittal of a major actor alleged to be the mastermind 
of the assault, prompted statements decrying evidence tampering, denied open trials, judicial 
bias favoring elites, and human rights violations.

Reading Gayatri Spivak and her subaltern analytics could probably reveal how Dalit, Muslim, 
and lower-caste women tactically appropriated mainstream hashtags like #Avalkoppam and 
#WomensWall, inserting caste-speci�c grievances—temple entry discrimination, communal 
policing of hijab and dress codes, workplace casteism—into broader gender discourses, thereby 
challenging upper-caste feminist hegemonies and exposing intersectional modulations of 
digital risk (Spivak 271-313). Gayatri Spivak’s re�ections on subalternity and strategic 
essentialism are crucial for understanding how Dalit, Muslim, and lower-caste women inhabit 
Kerala’s digital feminist spaces. While broad feminist hashtags risk reproducing upper-caste and 
middle-class dominance, subaltern women tactically appropriate common tags to insert 
caste-speci�c grievances, religious policing, and workplace casteism into wider gender debates. 
This practice constitutes a form of strategic essentialism where “women” is deployed as a 
provisional political category that can foreground shared gendered vulnerability while still 
allowing for the articulation of deeply unequal caste and community locations. At the same time, 
Spivak cautions that subaltern voices can be absorbed, diluted, or overwritten by more powerful 
actors within feminist spaces, a risk that is ampli�ed by algorithmic hierarchies and platform 
logics.

Stuart Hall's encoding/decoding paradigm proves analytically useful for dissecting these 
dynamics: WCC organizers encoded explicit solidarity against elite impunity into the hashtag's 
syntax; grassroots users—students, journalists, cinema workers—decoded through 
participatory hasthaksarams naming "industry predators" and demanding accountability; while 
antagonistic audiences generated oppositional meanings via rival #Ayalkkoppam ("With Him"), 
celebrating the male actor’s "money power triumph" and projecting his cinematic comeback 
with fan-organized bus protests halting �lm screenings. Judith Butler's performativity theory 
frames the survivor's disclosures and supporters' posts as citational ruptures: iterative speech 
acts like "justice betrayed by closed doors" subversively recon�gure disclosure from private 
trauma to public indictment, interpellating digital publics as ethically obligated witnesses (Butler 
519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity manifests vividly in code-switched formulations such as 
"#Avalkoppam അവൾ�് നീതി �വണം" ("She needs justice"), blending English universality 
with Malayalam relationality to navigate insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly 
civility"—strategic mimicry accommodating platform moderation while smuggling 
region-speci�c critiques of celebrity impunity (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Donna Haraway's cyborg 
ontology extends to these hybrid texts: hasthaksarams blending corporeal handwriting with 
algorithmic circulation embody woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric 
regimes that protect powerful perpetrators (Haraway 581-98; 584). Ethnographic 
documentation reveals post-verdict hasthaksarams proliferating on kraft paper at Kochi court 
barricades — with viral specimens declaring "അവൾെ�ാ�ം എ�ും" ("With Her, Always") 
naming "conspiracy of power structures," shared by 20,000+ users—materializing digital 
ephemerality while evoking palm-leaf manuscript traditions.Quantitative circulation analytics 
underscore #Avalkoppam's disruptive scale: peaking alongside #MeTooKerala calls for movie 
industry reforms, it prompted solidarity from prominent �gures from Malayalam Cinema. 
Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these as "digital thira" (protest songs), reviving folk 

resistance aesthetics within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance amid judicial 
disappointment (Abraham 45-60; 48). The whole movement could be seen to highlight Kerala's 
evolving digital feminist grammar where justice denied becomes justice mobilized.

Hashtags as Sites of Feminist Meaning-Making
Hashtags in Kerala's digital feminism transcend organizational metadata, functioning as 

semiotic engines propelling contests over gender justice, resistance, and community formation 
across movements like #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Stuart Hall's 
encoding/decoding paradigm remains analytically central: organizers encode explicit political 
intentionality into hashtag syntax—#Avalkoppam signifying solidarity against celebrity 
impunity and judicial betrayal; grassroots participants decode through multimodal content 
production including sel�es, videos, live-streams, and text narratives; while conservative and 
celebrity-aligned audiences generate oppositional interpretations via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam, memes celebrating "money power," and organized disinformation campaigns 
(Hall 15-27; 24). Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these responses as "digital thira" (protest 
songs), strategically reviving folk resistance aesthetics—intricate Malayalam calligraphy evoking 
temple inscriptions—within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance and cultural 
continuity amid technological rupture (Abraham 45-60; 48). Judith Butler's performativity theory 
elucidates their citational force: iterative speech acts such as "#MeTooKerala അവൾ�് നീതി 
�വണം" ("She needs justice") or "#Avalkoppam" subversively recon�gures the illocutionary 
function of disclosure from private confession to public indictment, destabilizing normative 
gender regimes and mechanisms of patriarchal silencing through repeated, collective 
enunciation (Butler 519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity framework manifests vividly in these code-switched formulations, 
blending English universality ("#MeToo") with Malayalam relationality ("അവൾെ�ാ�ം") to 
navigate complex insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly civility"—strategic linguistic 
mimicry that accommodates platform moderation protocols while smuggling region-speci�c 
critiques of caste, religion, celebrity power, and judicial bias (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Homi Bhabha’s 
concept of hybridity sheds light on the linguistic and cultural negotiations embedded in Kerala’s 
digital feminisms. Hashtags and hasthaksarams frequently combine Malayalam and English, 
mobilising what Bhabha describes as “in-between” spaces that unsettle binaries such as 
tradition/modernity and local/global.Donna Haraway's cyborg ontology further extends to 
these hybrid artifacts: hasthaksarams (handwritten/handwriting-like), inscribed corporeally on 
kraft paper then digitized via smartphone optics for Instagram carousels and Stories, embody 
partial woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric epistemic regimes that protect 
powerful abusers from accountability (Haraway 581-98; 584). These dynamics underscore 
hashtags not merely as connective tissue but contested battlegrounds where Kerala's young 
women engineer resilient meaning-making amid existential algorithmic and judicial 
antagonism.

The Paradoxes of Digital Platforms
Corporate digital platforms embody acute structural paradoxes for Kerala's feminist 

movements, simultaneously amplifying marginalized voices while facilitating unprecedented 
surveillance, algorithmic fragmentation, and organized backlash ecologies intensi�ed by 
celebrity power dynamics. Judith Butler cautions that public gender performances inevitably 
invite interpellation by disciplinary power (Butler 519-39; 528). Stuart Hall's encoding framework 
illuminates platform-mediated hegemonic rearticulation  (Hall 15-27; 21). Feminist hashtags like 
#Avalkoppam trigger outrage algorithms privileging polarizing replies—trolls, counter-hashtags 
like #Ayalkkoppam—from elite fanbases, generating feedback loops that submerge solidarity 

signals within noise ampli�cation. Hall’s model thus illuminates the contested nature of Kerala’s 
hashtag publics as ongoing struggles over signi�cation rather than stable communications from 
sender to receiver.

Paromita Pain's quantitative analysis of #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam con�rms 72% of 
posts encountered hostile engagement, with platform algorithms systematically surfacing troll 
content over supportive ampli�cation, particularly penalizing vernacular Malayalam by 3.8x 
visibility reduction versus English/Hindi equivalents—materially reproducing linguistic 
hierarchies isomorphic with caste and class strati�cations (Pain 857-873). Facebook dominates 
Kerala connectivity with millions of users, monetizing attention via engagement metrics that 
favor manufactured controversy over nuanced discourse, while infrastructural 
asymmetries—rural 2G/3G coverage gaps, prohibitive smartphone costs for subaltern 
households—systematically exclude Dalit, Adivasi, and working-class women from digital 
publics, compounding geographic marginalization. Ultimately, platforms constitute 
double-edged terrains where Kerala's digital feminists engineer resilience amid existential 
precarity, contesting not merely gender hierarchies but the very architectures of algorithmic 
capitalism intertwined with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity.

Narrating Experience and Reclaiming Narrative Authority
Narrative reclamation forms the a�ective-political core of Kerala's digital feminism, 

transmuting individualized trauma into collective ethical indictment and systemic critique, 
particularly evident in #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam testimonies that bridge personal 
violation with institutional betrayal. These disclosures instantiate Judith Butler's illocutionary 
performativity paradigm. They transcend mere description to constitute performative ruptures, 
interpellating digital audiences as ethically obligated witnesses demanding institutional redress, 
judicial transparency, and elite accountability (Butler 519-39; 530). Judith Butler’s theorisation of 
gender performativity helps frame #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam disclosures as reiterative 
performances that challenge normative femininity, silence, and shame. When survivors and 
supporters post testimonies, name perpetrators, and articulate demands for justice, these acts 
do not simply describe injury but performatively enact new subject positions—�ghters, 
witnesses, and political agents—within digitally mediated publics.Kerala's rich literary heritage 
indelibly shapes these practices, forging continuities between digital and analog resistance. 
Malayalam OTT platforms host feminist "digital thira" sessions reviving 1980s protest balladry; 
hasthaksarams echo Kamala Das's confessional erotics, embodying raw vulnerability defying 
bourgeois respectability protocols while linking to historical satyagraha scrolls from 1930s 
temple-entry movements (Abraham 45-60). Sunnykutty Abraham traces genealogical lineages 
from Vaikom Satyagraha women's handwritten petitions to deities—imploring divine 
intervention against caste barriers—to contemporary digital petitions naming academic 
predators, judicial enablers, and celebrity conspirators with institutional precision (Abraham 
45-60). 

Yet narrative reclamation demands agonistic negotiation of profound tensions: 
pseudonymity safeguards familial honor and personal safety versus full nomenclature risking 
retaliation and doxxing; graphic speci�city mobilizes empathy but precipitates vicarious 
traumatization for both survivors and witnesses. These constitutive tensions illuminate digital 
narration as praxis—agonistic worldmaking constituting feminist publics amid existential 
precarity, where justice denied becomes justice rearticulated through persistent hasthaksaram 
testimony. 

Toward Digital Feminist Futures

ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 
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ABSTRACT
This paper explores the emergence of digital feminist activism among young women in 

Kerala, focusing on how hashtags and handwritten narratives, or & quot; “hasthaksarams,” & quot; 
act as tools of protest and solidarity. Drawing upon landmark movements such as the Kerala 
Women’s Wall and the Indian #MeToo campaign, this study uses cultural and feminist literary 
theory to examine how these digital spaces enable young women to negotiate power, identity, 
and representation. The analysis foregrounds Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model to 
understand meaning-making within hashtags, Judith Butler’s performativity to conceptualize 
digital gendered self-representations, and Homi Bhabha’s notion of hybridity to explore 
multilingual and transcultural feminist identities. These narratives constitute a transformative 
cultural politics reshaping feminist activism in Kerala’s intersecting social hierarchies. 

Key Words: Digital Activism, Feminist Studies, Cultural Politics, Feminist activism 

INTRODUCTION
Digital platforms have fundamentally transformed feminist activism globally, enabling young 

women in Kerala to seize representational space and political agency against a backdrop of 
entrenched patriarchal structures, despite the state's celebrated progressive indicators—96.2% 
female literacy, highest female-to-male workforce ratios, and leftist mobilization histories 
juxtaposed with persistent dowry practices, religious policing of female bodies, caste-based 
exclusions, and domestic coercion. In this distinctive socio-cultural matrix, hashtags and 
"hasthaksarams" — personal protest narratives digitized for viral circulation — emerge as 
innovative strategies contesting these hierarchies while forging hybrid feminist identities 
resonant across local, national, and diasporic contexts. The 2025 resurgence of #Avalkoppam 
following an eminent actor’s acquittal in the 2017 Malayalam actress assault case exempli�es this 
potency: despite convictions of six assailants, the allegations of judicial bias, evidence 
tampering, closed-door trials, and elite in�uence sparked nationwide outrage, with the hashtag 
trending at over 500,000 mentions in 48 hours and endorsements from Women in Cinema 
Collective (WCC) and other similar organizations for gender rights.

Cultural Studies provides the indispensable theoretical architecture for dissecting these 
practices. Stuart Hall's seminal encoding/decoding model reframes hashtags not as passive 
metadata but dynamic circuits where organizers encode political intentionality (#Avalkoppam 
signifying solidarity against impunity), participants produce and circulate meanings through 
shares, and antagonistic audiences generate oppositional decodings via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam celebrating "money power" (Hall 15-27). Judith Butler's gender performativity 
theory elucidates how digital disclosures—tweets naming abusers, Instagram narratives 
detailing assaults—constitute iterative, subversive performances that destabilize normative 
gender regimes and dismantle patriarchal silencing mechanisms (Butler 519-39). Homi Bhabha's 
postcolonial hybridity framework illuminates the liminal identities forged through 
Malayalam-English code-switching in these texts, challenging binaries of tradition/modernity, 
local/global, and secular/religious (Bhabha 95-114).

Complementing these, Gayatri Spivak's incisive subaltern critique underscores the strategic 

Kerala's digital feminism demands urgent infrastructural, policy, and theoretical interventions 
to expand equitable access, fortify against platform precarity, and critically theorize 
entanglements with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity, building on the resilient 
counterpublics forged through #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Donna 
Haraway's cyborg manifesto inspires "feminist server collectives"—autonomous, decentralized 
platforms prioritizing Malayalam content curation, ethical moderation protocols, and data 
sovereignty against Meta's extractive architectures (Haraway 581-98; 584). These archives could 
integrate and enable Gen Z interaction with calligraphic protest poetry and amplify vernacular 
#Avalkoppam evolutions beyond algorithmic censorship.Hashtags and hasthaksarams herald 
emergent feminist imaginaries—not utopian digital escape but grounded utopia-work 
engineering digital ecologies where Kerala women author intersectional multiplicities: 
matrilineal daughters traversing caste barriers, code-switching cyborgs negotiating platform 
precarity and judicial betrayal, survivors and supporters scaling "car assault" testimonies to 
industry reckonings. Cultural studies scholarship must track these trajectories longitudinally, 
theorizing digital feminism as Kerala's contemporary chapter in gendered worldmaking praxis 
continuous with historical satyagrahas. These practices transform justice denied into justice 
mobilized, constituting Kerala's hybrid feminist grammar where handwritten de�ance endures 
as viral permanence.
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caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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essentialism Kerala women employ to amplify systematically excluded voices; like that of Dalit 
survivors inserting caste grievances and Muslim women contesting communal policing — while 
navigating risks of co-optation by dominant discourses (Spivak 271-313). This interlocking 
theoretical lens frames the paper's central inquiry: How do hashtags (digital communities) and 
hasthaksarams (personal narratives) function as contested cultural sites enabling young Kerala 
women to negotiate power, identity, and resistance within intersectional hierarchies ampli�ed 
by celebrity impunity and platform algorithms?  This paper addresses three interrelated 
questions: First, how do these digital practices disrupt hegemonic gender discourses rooted in 
Kerala's matrilineal-orthodox paradox? Second, what representational strategies facilitate 
navigation of caste, class, religious, and now celebrity fault lines, as seen in #Avalkoppam? Third, 
what structural paradoxes emerge from corporate platforms and judicial systems that 
simultaneously empower feminist voices while exposing them to surveillance, disinformation, 
and perceived elite protection? 

Contextualizing Digital Feminism in Kerala
Kerala's socio-political terrain constitutes a paradoxical matrix for feminist activism, 

interweaving impressive human development metrics—96.2% female literacy, India's highest 
female-to-male workforce participation ratio, and legacies of Nair matrilineality and leftist 
mobilization—with persistent patriarchal kinship structures, dowry persistence, religious 
orthodoxies across Hindu, Christian, and Muslim communities, and caste strati�cations that 
systematically constrain women's public agency and bodily autonomy (Abraham 45–60; Kerala 
Sahitya Akademi). Digital feminism emerges precisely within these fault lines, leveraging social 
media a�ordances to contest structural inequalities, forge solidarities across social divides, and 
reclaim narrative authority from institutional silencing. The 2019 Kerala Women's Wall represents 
a watershed: mobilizing 3.2 million women across 620 kilometers in response to the Supreme 
Court's Sabarimala verdict permitting women's temple entry, it directly challenged patriarchal 
religious norms and communal polarization, generating 1.8 million #WomensWall hashtag 
mentions within 96 hours. The Women's Wall serves as paradigmatic alongside #MeTooKerala 
and #Avalkoppam, where embodied protests converged with viral ampli�cation generating 
millions of interactions (Abraham 45–60; "Vanitha Mathil").

Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes the Wall as performative spatial rupture, with women 
occupying highways conventionally reserved for male political processions, thereby contesting 
gendered cartographies of public space and encoding gendered unity transcending 
caste-religion divides (Abraham 45-60). Stuart Hall's circuit of culture framework illuminates this 
dynamic where organizers encoded the event as a symbol of secular feminist solidarity. 
Participants consumed and reproduced meanings through 2.1 million sel�es, videos, and 
live-streams, while conservative audiences generated oppositional interpretations framing it as 
moral violation and anti-Hindu conspiracy. Parallel to the Wall, Kerala's #MeToo iteration 
unfolded primarily through Instagram Stories and Facebook posts, where college students, 
journalists, adjunct faculty, and young professionals shared "hasthaksarams" detailing 
institutional harassment, workplace predation, familial coercion, and domestic 
violence—strategically bridging digital ephemerality with material permanence to resonate 
with Donna Haraway's valorization of situated, embodied feminist epistemologies contesting 
patriarchal universals (Haraway 581-98).

The 2017 Malayalam actress sexual assault case marks another pivotal �ashpoint, catalyzing 
the original #Avalkoppam movement. The survivor—a prominent �gure in Malayalam 
cinema—was abducted and molested in a moving car by assailants allegedly as retaliation for 
her Women in Cinema Collective (WCC) advocacy against industry sexual exploitation. Launched 

primarily by WCC members to counter slut-shaming and victim-blaming, #Avalkoppam ("With 
Her") fused Malayalam solidarity with global #MeToo grammar, proliferating amid survivor 
threats and media trials. The December 2025 verdict reignited it explosively: while six 
perpetrators received punishment, the acquittal of a major actor alleged to be the mastermind 
of the assault, prompted statements decrying evidence tampering, denied open trials, judicial 
bias favoring elites, and human rights violations.

Reading Gayatri Spivak and her subaltern analytics could probably reveal how Dalit, Muslim, 
and lower-caste women tactically appropriated mainstream hashtags like #Avalkoppam and 
#WomensWall, inserting caste-speci�c grievances—temple entry discrimination, communal 
policing of hijab and dress codes, workplace casteism—into broader gender discourses, thereby 
challenging upper-caste feminist hegemonies and exposing intersectional modulations of 
digital risk (Spivak 271-313). Gayatri Spivak’s re�ections on subalternity and strategic 
essentialism are crucial for understanding how Dalit, Muslim, and lower-caste women inhabit 
Kerala’s digital feminist spaces. While broad feminist hashtags risk reproducing upper-caste and 
middle-class dominance, subaltern women tactically appropriate common tags to insert 
caste-speci�c grievances, religious policing, and workplace casteism into wider gender debates. 
This practice constitutes a form of strategic essentialism where “women” is deployed as a 
provisional political category that can foreground shared gendered vulnerability while still 
allowing for the articulation of deeply unequal caste and community locations. At the same time, 
Spivak cautions that subaltern voices can be absorbed, diluted, or overwritten by more powerful 
actors within feminist spaces, a risk that is ampli�ed by algorithmic hierarchies and platform 
logics.

Stuart Hall's encoding/decoding paradigm proves analytically useful for dissecting these 
dynamics: WCC organizers encoded explicit solidarity against elite impunity into the hashtag's 
syntax; grassroots users—students, journalists, cinema workers—decoded through 
participatory hasthaksarams naming "industry predators" and demanding accountability; while 
antagonistic audiences generated oppositional meanings via rival #Ayalkkoppam ("With Him"), 
celebrating the male actor’s "money power triumph" and projecting his cinematic comeback 
with fan-organized bus protests halting �lm screenings. Judith Butler's performativity theory 
frames the survivor's disclosures and supporters' posts as citational ruptures: iterative speech 
acts like "justice betrayed by closed doors" subversively recon�gure disclosure from private 
trauma to public indictment, interpellating digital publics as ethically obligated witnesses (Butler 
519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity manifests vividly in code-switched formulations such as 
"#Avalkoppam അവൾ�് നീതി �വണം" ("She needs justice"), blending English universality 
with Malayalam relationality to navigate insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly 
civility"—strategic mimicry accommodating platform moderation while smuggling 
region-speci�c critiques of celebrity impunity (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Donna Haraway's cyborg 
ontology extends to these hybrid texts: hasthaksarams blending corporeal handwriting with 
algorithmic circulation embody woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric 
regimes that protect powerful perpetrators (Haraway 581-98; 584). Ethnographic 
documentation reveals post-verdict hasthaksarams proliferating on kraft paper at Kochi court 
barricades — with viral specimens declaring "അവൾെ�ാ�ം എ�ും" ("With Her, Always") 
naming "conspiracy of power structures," shared by 20,000+ users—materializing digital 
ephemerality while evoking palm-leaf manuscript traditions.Quantitative circulation analytics 
underscore #Avalkoppam's disruptive scale: peaking alongside #MeTooKerala calls for movie 
industry reforms, it prompted solidarity from prominent �gures from Malayalam Cinema. 
Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these as "digital thira" (protest songs), reviving folk 

resistance aesthetics within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance amid judicial 
disappointment (Abraham 45-60; 48). The whole movement could be seen to highlight Kerala's 
evolving digital feminist grammar where justice denied becomes justice mobilized.

Hashtags as Sites of Feminist Meaning-Making
Hashtags in Kerala's digital feminism transcend organizational metadata, functioning as 

semiotic engines propelling contests over gender justice, resistance, and community formation 
across movements like #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Stuart Hall's 
encoding/decoding paradigm remains analytically central: organizers encode explicit political 
intentionality into hashtag syntax—#Avalkoppam signifying solidarity against celebrity 
impunity and judicial betrayal; grassroots participants decode through multimodal content 
production including sel�es, videos, live-streams, and text narratives; while conservative and 
celebrity-aligned audiences generate oppositional interpretations via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam, memes celebrating "money power," and organized disinformation campaigns 
(Hall 15-27; 24). Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these responses as "digital thira" (protest 
songs), strategically reviving folk resistance aesthetics—intricate Malayalam calligraphy evoking 
temple inscriptions—within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance and cultural 
continuity amid technological rupture (Abraham 45-60; 48). Judith Butler's performativity theory 
elucidates their citational force: iterative speech acts such as "#MeTooKerala അവൾ�് നീതി 
�വണം" ("She needs justice") or "#Avalkoppam" subversively recon�gures the illocutionary 
function of disclosure from private confession to public indictment, destabilizing normative 
gender regimes and mechanisms of patriarchal silencing through repeated, collective 
enunciation (Butler 519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity framework manifests vividly in these code-switched formulations, 
blending English universality ("#MeToo") with Malayalam relationality ("അവൾെ�ാ�ം") to 
navigate complex insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly civility"—strategic linguistic 
mimicry that accommodates platform moderation protocols while smuggling region-speci�c 
critiques of caste, religion, celebrity power, and judicial bias (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Homi Bhabha’s 
concept of hybridity sheds light on the linguistic and cultural negotiations embedded in Kerala’s 
digital feminisms. Hashtags and hasthaksarams frequently combine Malayalam and English, 
mobilising what Bhabha describes as “in-between” spaces that unsettle binaries such as 
tradition/modernity and local/global.Donna Haraway's cyborg ontology further extends to 
these hybrid artifacts: hasthaksarams (handwritten/handwriting-like), inscribed corporeally on 
kraft paper then digitized via smartphone optics for Instagram carousels and Stories, embody 
partial woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric epistemic regimes that protect 
powerful abusers from accountability (Haraway 581-98; 584). These dynamics underscore 
hashtags not merely as connective tissue but contested battlegrounds where Kerala's young 
women engineer resilient meaning-making amid existential algorithmic and judicial 
antagonism.

The Paradoxes of Digital Platforms
Corporate digital platforms embody acute structural paradoxes for Kerala's feminist 

movements, simultaneously amplifying marginalized voices while facilitating unprecedented 
surveillance, algorithmic fragmentation, and organized backlash ecologies intensi�ed by 
celebrity power dynamics. Judith Butler cautions that public gender performances inevitably 
invite interpellation by disciplinary power (Butler 519-39; 528). Stuart Hall's encoding framework 
illuminates platform-mediated hegemonic rearticulation  (Hall 15-27; 21). Feminist hashtags like 
#Avalkoppam trigger outrage algorithms privileging polarizing replies—trolls, counter-hashtags 
like #Ayalkkoppam—from elite fanbases, generating feedback loops that submerge solidarity 

signals within noise ampli�cation. Hall’s model thus illuminates the contested nature of Kerala’s 
hashtag publics as ongoing struggles over signi�cation rather than stable communications from 
sender to receiver.

Paromita Pain's quantitative analysis of #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam con�rms 72% of 
posts encountered hostile engagement, with platform algorithms systematically surfacing troll 
content over supportive ampli�cation, particularly penalizing vernacular Malayalam by 3.8x 
visibility reduction versus English/Hindi equivalents—materially reproducing linguistic 
hierarchies isomorphic with caste and class strati�cations (Pain 857-873). Facebook dominates 
Kerala connectivity with millions of users, monetizing attention via engagement metrics that 
favor manufactured controversy over nuanced discourse, while infrastructural 
asymmetries—rural 2G/3G coverage gaps, prohibitive smartphone costs for subaltern 
households—systematically exclude Dalit, Adivasi, and working-class women from digital 
publics, compounding geographic marginalization. Ultimately, platforms constitute 
double-edged terrains where Kerala's digital feminists engineer resilience amid existential 
precarity, contesting not merely gender hierarchies but the very architectures of algorithmic 
capitalism intertwined with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity.

Narrating Experience and Reclaiming Narrative Authority
Narrative reclamation forms the a�ective-political core of Kerala's digital feminism, 

transmuting individualized trauma into collective ethical indictment and systemic critique, 
particularly evident in #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam testimonies that bridge personal 
violation with institutional betrayal. These disclosures instantiate Judith Butler's illocutionary 
performativity paradigm. They transcend mere description to constitute performative ruptures, 
interpellating digital audiences as ethically obligated witnesses demanding institutional redress, 
judicial transparency, and elite accountability (Butler 519-39; 530). Judith Butler’s theorisation of 
gender performativity helps frame #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam disclosures as reiterative 
performances that challenge normative femininity, silence, and shame. When survivors and 
supporters post testimonies, name perpetrators, and articulate demands for justice, these acts 
do not simply describe injury but performatively enact new subject positions—�ghters, 
witnesses, and political agents—within digitally mediated publics.Kerala's rich literary heritage 
indelibly shapes these practices, forging continuities between digital and analog resistance. 
Malayalam OTT platforms host feminist "digital thira" sessions reviving 1980s protest balladry; 
hasthaksarams echo Kamala Das's confessional erotics, embodying raw vulnerability defying 
bourgeois respectability protocols while linking to historical satyagraha scrolls from 1930s 
temple-entry movements (Abraham 45-60). Sunnykutty Abraham traces genealogical lineages 
from Vaikom Satyagraha women's handwritten petitions to deities—imploring divine 
intervention against caste barriers—to contemporary digital petitions naming academic 
predators, judicial enablers, and celebrity conspirators with institutional precision (Abraham 
45-60). 

Yet narrative reclamation demands agonistic negotiation of profound tensions: 
pseudonymity safeguards familial honor and personal safety versus full nomenclature risking 
retaliation and doxxing; graphic speci�city mobilizes empathy but precipitates vicarious 
traumatization for both survivors and witnesses. These constitutive tensions illuminate digital 
narration as praxis—agonistic worldmaking constituting feminist publics amid existential 
precarity, where justice denied becomes justice rearticulated through persistent hasthaksaram 
testimony. 

Toward Digital Feminist Futures

ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 

ABSTRACT
This paper explores the emergence of digital feminist activism among young women in 

Kerala, focusing on how hashtags and handwritten narratives, or & quot; “hasthaksarams,” & quot; 
act as tools of protest and solidarity. Drawing upon landmark movements such as the Kerala 
Women’s Wall and the Indian #MeToo campaign, this study uses cultural and feminist literary 
theory to examine how these digital spaces enable young women to negotiate power, identity, 
and representation. The analysis foregrounds Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model to 
understand meaning-making within hashtags, Judith Butler’s performativity to conceptualize 
digital gendered self-representations, and Homi Bhabha’s notion of hybridity to explore 
multilingual and transcultural feminist identities. These narratives constitute a transformative 
cultural politics reshaping feminist activism in Kerala’s intersecting social hierarchies. 

Key Words: Digital Activism, Feminist Studies, Cultural Politics, Feminist activism 

INTRODUCTION
Digital platforms have fundamentally transformed feminist activism globally, enabling young 

women in Kerala to seize representational space and political agency against a backdrop of 
entrenched patriarchal structures, despite the state's celebrated progressive indicators—96.2% 
female literacy, highest female-to-male workforce ratios, and leftist mobilization histories 
juxtaposed with persistent dowry practices, religious policing of female bodies, caste-based 
exclusions, and domestic coercion. In this distinctive socio-cultural matrix, hashtags and 
"hasthaksarams" — personal protest narratives digitized for viral circulation — emerge as 
innovative strategies contesting these hierarchies while forging hybrid feminist identities 
resonant across local, national, and diasporic contexts. The 2025 resurgence of #Avalkoppam 
following an eminent actor’s acquittal in the 2017 Malayalam actress assault case exempli�es this 
potency: despite convictions of six assailants, the allegations of judicial bias, evidence 
tampering, closed-door trials, and elite in�uence sparked nationwide outrage, with the hashtag 
trending at over 500,000 mentions in 48 hours and endorsements from Women in Cinema 
Collective (WCC) and other similar organizations for gender rights.

Cultural Studies provides the indispensable theoretical architecture for dissecting these 
practices. Stuart Hall's seminal encoding/decoding model reframes hashtags not as passive 
metadata but dynamic circuits where organizers encode political intentionality (#Avalkoppam 
signifying solidarity against impunity), participants produce and circulate meanings through 
shares, and antagonistic audiences generate oppositional decodings via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam celebrating "money power" (Hall 15-27). Judith Butler's gender performativity 
theory elucidates how digital disclosures—tweets naming abusers, Instagram narratives 
detailing assaults—constitute iterative, subversive performances that destabilize normative 
gender regimes and dismantle patriarchal silencing mechanisms (Butler 519-39). Homi Bhabha's 
postcolonial hybridity framework illuminates the liminal identities forged through 
Malayalam-English code-switching in these texts, challenging binaries of tradition/modernity, 
local/global, and secular/religious (Bhabha 95-114).

Complementing these, Gayatri Spivak's incisive subaltern critique underscores the strategic 

Kerala's digital feminism demands urgent infrastructural, policy, and theoretical interventions 
to expand equitable access, fortify against platform precarity, and critically theorize 
entanglements with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity, building on the resilient 
counterpublics forged through #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Donna 
Haraway's cyborg manifesto inspires "feminist server collectives"—autonomous, decentralized 
platforms prioritizing Malayalam content curation, ethical moderation protocols, and data 
sovereignty against Meta's extractive architectures (Haraway 581-98; 584). These archives could 
integrate and enable Gen Z interaction with calligraphic protest poetry and amplify vernacular 
#Avalkoppam evolutions beyond algorithmic censorship.Hashtags and hasthaksarams herald 
emergent feminist imaginaries—not utopian digital escape but grounded utopia-work 
engineering digital ecologies where Kerala women author intersectional multiplicities: 
matrilineal daughters traversing caste barriers, code-switching cyborgs negotiating platform 
precarity and judicial betrayal, survivors and supporters scaling "car assault" testimonies to 
industry reckonings. Cultural studies scholarship must track these trajectories longitudinally, 
theorizing digital feminism as Kerala's contemporary chapter in gendered worldmaking praxis 
continuous with historical satyagrahas. These practices transform justice denied into justice 
mobilized, constituting Kerala's hybrid feminist grammar where handwritten de�ance endures 
as viral permanence.
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caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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essentialism Kerala women employ to amplify systematically excluded voices; like that of Dalit 
survivors inserting caste grievances and Muslim women contesting communal policing — while 
navigating risks of co-optation by dominant discourses (Spivak 271-313). This interlocking 
theoretical lens frames the paper's central inquiry: How do hashtags (digital communities) and 
hasthaksarams (personal narratives) function as contested cultural sites enabling young Kerala 
women to negotiate power, identity, and resistance within intersectional hierarchies ampli�ed 
by celebrity impunity and platform algorithms?  This paper addresses three interrelated 
questions: First, how do these digital practices disrupt hegemonic gender discourses rooted in 
Kerala's matrilineal-orthodox paradox? Second, what representational strategies facilitate 
navigation of caste, class, religious, and now celebrity fault lines, as seen in #Avalkoppam? Third, 
what structural paradoxes emerge from corporate platforms and judicial systems that 
simultaneously empower feminist voices while exposing them to surveillance, disinformation, 
and perceived elite protection? 

Contextualizing Digital Feminism in Kerala
Kerala's socio-political terrain constitutes a paradoxical matrix for feminist activism, 

interweaving impressive human development metrics—96.2% female literacy, India's highest 
female-to-male workforce participation ratio, and legacies of Nair matrilineality and leftist 
mobilization—with persistent patriarchal kinship structures, dowry persistence, religious 
orthodoxies across Hindu, Christian, and Muslim communities, and caste strati�cations that 
systematically constrain women's public agency and bodily autonomy (Abraham 45–60; Kerala 
Sahitya Akademi). Digital feminism emerges precisely within these fault lines, leveraging social 
media a�ordances to contest structural inequalities, forge solidarities across social divides, and 
reclaim narrative authority from institutional silencing. The 2019 Kerala Women's Wall represents 
a watershed: mobilizing 3.2 million women across 620 kilometers in response to the Supreme 
Court's Sabarimala verdict permitting women's temple entry, it directly challenged patriarchal 
religious norms and communal polarization, generating 1.8 million #WomensWall hashtag 
mentions within 96 hours. The Women's Wall serves as paradigmatic alongside #MeTooKerala 
and #Avalkoppam, where embodied protests converged with viral ampli�cation generating 
millions of interactions (Abraham 45–60; "Vanitha Mathil").

Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes the Wall as performative spatial rupture, with women 
occupying highways conventionally reserved for male political processions, thereby contesting 
gendered cartographies of public space and encoding gendered unity transcending 
caste-religion divides (Abraham 45-60). Stuart Hall's circuit of culture framework illuminates this 
dynamic where organizers encoded the event as a symbol of secular feminist solidarity. 
Participants consumed and reproduced meanings through 2.1 million sel�es, videos, and 
live-streams, while conservative audiences generated oppositional interpretations framing it as 
moral violation and anti-Hindu conspiracy. Parallel to the Wall, Kerala's #MeToo iteration 
unfolded primarily through Instagram Stories and Facebook posts, where college students, 
journalists, adjunct faculty, and young professionals shared "hasthaksarams" detailing 
institutional harassment, workplace predation, familial coercion, and domestic 
violence—strategically bridging digital ephemerality with material permanence to resonate 
with Donna Haraway's valorization of situated, embodied feminist epistemologies contesting 
patriarchal universals (Haraway 581-98).

The 2017 Malayalam actress sexual assault case marks another pivotal �ashpoint, catalyzing 
the original #Avalkoppam movement. The survivor—a prominent �gure in Malayalam 
cinema—was abducted and molested in a moving car by assailants allegedly as retaliation for 
her Women in Cinema Collective (WCC) advocacy against industry sexual exploitation. Launched 

primarily by WCC members to counter slut-shaming and victim-blaming, #Avalkoppam ("With 
Her") fused Malayalam solidarity with global #MeToo grammar, proliferating amid survivor 
threats and media trials. The December 2025 verdict reignited it explosively: while six 
perpetrators received punishment, the acquittal of a major actor alleged to be the mastermind 
of the assault, prompted statements decrying evidence tampering, denied open trials, judicial 
bias favoring elites, and human rights violations.

Reading Gayatri Spivak and her subaltern analytics could probably reveal how Dalit, Muslim, 
and lower-caste women tactically appropriated mainstream hashtags like #Avalkoppam and 
#WomensWall, inserting caste-speci�c grievances—temple entry discrimination, communal 
policing of hijab and dress codes, workplace casteism—into broader gender discourses, thereby 
challenging upper-caste feminist hegemonies and exposing intersectional modulations of 
digital risk (Spivak 271-313). Gayatri Spivak’s re�ections on subalternity and strategic 
essentialism are crucial for understanding how Dalit, Muslim, and lower-caste women inhabit 
Kerala’s digital feminist spaces. While broad feminist hashtags risk reproducing upper-caste and 
middle-class dominance, subaltern women tactically appropriate common tags to insert 
caste-speci�c grievances, religious policing, and workplace casteism into wider gender debates. 
This practice constitutes a form of strategic essentialism where “women” is deployed as a 
provisional political category that can foreground shared gendered vulnerability while still 
allowing for the articulation of deeply unequal caste and community locations. At the same time, 
Spivak cautions that subaltern voices can be absorbed, diluted, or overwritten by more powerful 
actors within feminist spaces, a risk that is ampli�ed by algorithmic hierarchies and platform 
logics.

Stuart Hall's encoding/decoding paradigm proves analytically useful for dissecting these 
dynamics: WCC organizers encoded explicit solidarity against elite impunity into the hashtag's 
syntax; grassroots users—students, journalists, cinema workers—decoded through 
participatory hasthaksarams naming "industry predators" and demanding accountability; while 
antagonistic audiences generated oppositional meanings via rival #Ayalkkoppam ("With Him"), 
celebrating the male actor’s "money power triumph" and projecting his cinematic comeback 
with fan-organized bus protests halting �lm screenings. Judith Butler's performativity theory 
frames the survivor's disclosures and supporters' posts as citational ruptures: iterative speech 
acts like "justice betrayed by closed doors" subversively recon�gure disclosure from private 
trauma to public indictment, interpellating digital publics as ethically obligated witnesses (Butler 
519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity manifests vividly in code-switched formulations such as 
"#Avalkoppam അവൾ�് നീതി �വണം" ("She needs justice"), blending English universality 
with Malayalam relationality to navigate insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly 
civility"—strategic mimicry accommodating platform moderation while smuggling 
region-speci�c critiques of celebrity impunity (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Donna Haraway's cyborg 
ontology extends to these hybrid texts: hasthaksarams blending corporeal handwriting with 
algorithmic circulation embody woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric 
regimes that protect powerful perpetrators (Haraway 581-98; 584). Ethnographic 
documentation reveals post-verdict hasthaksarams proliferating on kraft paper at Kochi court 
barricades — with viral specimens declaring "അവൾെ�ാ�ം എ�ും" ("With Her, Always") 
naming "conspiracy of power structures," shared by 20,000+ users—materializing digital 
ephemerality while evoking palm-leaf manuscript traditions.Quantitative circulation analytics 
underscore #Avalkoppam's disruptive scale: peaking alongside #MeTooKerala calls for movie 
industry reforms, it prompted solidarity from prominent �gures from Malayalam Cinema. 
Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these as "digital thira" (protest songs), reviving folk 

resistance aesthetics within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance amid judicial 
disappointment (Abraham 45-60; 48). The whole movement could be seen to highlight Kerala's 
evolving digital feminist grammar where justice denied becomes justice mobilized.

Hashtags as Sites of Feminist Meaning-Making
Hashtags in Kerala's digital feminism transcend organizational metadata, functioning as 

semiotic engines propelling contests over gender justice, resistance, and community formation 
across movements like #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Stuart Hall's 
encoding/decoding paradigm remains analytically central: organizers encode explicit political 
intentionality into hashtag syntax—#Avalkoppam signifying solidarity against celebrity 
impunity and judicial betrayal; grassroots participants decode through multimodal content 
production including sel�es, videos, live-streams, and text narratives; while conservative and 
celebrity-aligned audiences generate oppositional interpretations via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam, memes celebrating "money power," and organized disinformation campaigns 
(Hall 15-27; 24). Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these responses as "digital thira" (protest 
songs), strategically reviving folk resistance aesthetics—intricate Malayalam calligraphy evoking 
temple inscriptions—within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance and cultural 
continuity amid technological rupture (Abraham 45-60; 48). Judith Butler's performativity theory 
elucidates their citational force: iterative speech acts such as "#MeTooKerala അവൾ�് നീതി 
�വണം" ("She needs justice") or "#Avalkoppam" subversively recon�gures the illocutionary 
function of disclosure from private confession to public indictment, destabilizing normative 
gender regimes and mechanisms of patriarchal silencing through repeated, collective 
enunciation (Butler 519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity framework manifests vividly in these code-switched formulations, 
blending English universality ("#MeToo") with Malayalam relationality ("അവൾെ�ാ�ം") to 
navigate complex insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly civility"—strategic linguistic 
mimicry that accommodates platform moderation protocols while smuggling region-speci�c 
critiques of caste, religion, celebrity power, and judicial bias (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Homi Bhabha’s 
concept of hybridity sheds light on the linguistic and cultural negotiations embedded in Kerala’s 
digital feminisms. Hashtags and hasthaksarams frequently combine Malayalam and English, 
mobilising what Bhabha describes as “in-between” spaces that unsettle binaries such as 
tradition/modernity and local/global.Donna Haraway's cyborg ontology further extends to 
these hybrid artifacts: hasthaksarams (handwritten/handwriting-like), inscribed corporeally on 
kraft paper then digitized via smartphone optics for Instagram carousels and Stories, embody 
partial woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric epistemic regimes that protect 
powerful abusers from accountability (Haraway 581-98; 584). These dynamics underscore 
hashtags not merely as connective tissue but contested battlegrounds where Kerala's young 
women engineer resilient meaning-making amid existential algorithmic and judicial 
antagonism.

The Paradoxes of Digital Platforms
Corporate digital platforms embody acute structural paradoxes for Kerala's feminist 

movements, simultaneously amplifying marginalized voices while facilitating unprecedented 
surveillance, algorithmic fragmentation, and organized backlash ecologies intensi�ed by 
celebrity power dynamics. Judith Butler cautions that public gender performances inevitably 
invite interpellation by disciplinary power (Butler 519-39; 528). Stuart Hall's encoding framework 
illuminates platform-mediated hegemonic rearticulation  (Hall 15-27; 21). Feminist hashtags like 
#Avalkoppam trigger outrage algorithms privileging polarizing replies—trolls, counter-hashtags 
like #Ayalkkoppam—from elite fanbases, generating feedback loops that submerge solidarity 

signals within noise ampli�cation. Hall’s model thus illuminates the contested nature of Kerala’s 
hashtag publics as ongoing struggles over signi�cation rather than stable communications from 
sender to receiver.

Paromita Pain's quantitative analysis of #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam con�rms 72% of 
posts encountered hostile engagement, with platform algorithms systematically surfacing troll 
content over supportive ampli�cation, particularly penalizing vernacular Malayalam by 3.8x 
visibility reduction versus English/Hindi equivalents—materially reproducing linguistic 
hierarchies isomorphic with caste and class strati�cations (Pain 857-873). Facebook dominates 
Kerala connectivity with millions of users, monetizing attention via engagement metrics that 
favor manufactured controversy over nuanced discourse, while infrastructural 
asymmetries—rural 2G/3G coverage gaps, prohibitive smartphone costs for subaltern 
households—systematically exclude Dalit, Adivasi, and working-class women from digital 
publics, compounding geographic marginalization. Ultimately, platforms constitute 
double-edged terrains where Kerala's digital feminists engineer resilience amid existential 
precarity, contesting not merely gender hierarchies but the very architectures of algorithmic 
capitalism intertwined with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity.

Narrating Experience and Reclaiming Narrative Authority
Narrative reclamation forms the a�ective-political core of Kerala's digital feminism, 

transmuting individualized trauma into collective ethical indictment and systemic critique, 
particularly evident in #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam testimonies that bridge personal 
violation with institutional betrayal. These disclosures instantiate Judith Butler's illocutionary 
performativity paradigm. They transcend mere description to constitute performative ruptures, 
interpellating digital audiences as ethically obligated witnesses demanding institutional redress, 
judicial transparency, and elite accountability (Butler 519-39; 530). Judith Butler’s theorisation of 
gender performativity helps frame #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam disclosures as reiterative 
performances that challenge normative femininity, silence, and shame. When survivors and 
supporters post testimonies, name perpetrators, and articulate demands for justice, these acts 
do not simply describe injury but performatively enact new subject positions—�ghters, 
witnesses, and political agents—within digitally mediated publics.Kerala's rich literary heritage 
indelibly shapes these practices, forging continuities between digital and analog resistance. 
Malayalam OTT platforms host feminist "digital thira" sessions reviving 1980s protest balladry; 
hasthaksarams echo Kamala Das's confessional erotics, embodying raw vulnerability defying 
bourgeois respectability protocols while linking to historical satyagraha scrolls from 1930s 
temple-entry movements (Abraham 45-60). Sunnykutty Abraham traces genealogical lineages 
from Vaikom Satyagraha women's handwritten petitions to deities—imploring divine 
intervention against caste barriers—to contemporary digital petitions naming academic 
predators, judicial enablers, and celebrity conspirators with institutional precision (Abraham 
45-60). 

Yet narrative reclamation demands agonistic negotiation of profound tensions: 
pseudonymity safeguards familial honor and personal safety versus full nomenclature risking 
retaliation and doxxing; graphic speci�city mobilizes empathy but precipitates vicarious 
traumatization for both survivors and witnesses. These constitutive tensions illuminate digital 
narration as praxis—agonistic worldmaking constituting feminist publics amid existential 
precarity, where justice denied becomes justice rearticulated through persistent hasthaksaram 
testimony. 

Toward Digital Feminist Futures

ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 

ABSTRACT
This paper explores the emergence of digital feminist activism among young women in 

Kerala, focusing on how hashtags and handwritten narratives, or & quot; “hasthaksarams,” & quot; 
act as tools of protest and solidarity. Drawing upon landmark movements such as the Kerala 
Women’s Wall and the Indian #MeToo campaign, this study uses cultural and feminist literary 
theory to examine how these digital spaces enable young women to negotiate power, identity, 
and representation. The analysis foregrounds Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model to 
understand meaning-making within hashtags, Judith Butler’s performativity to conceptualize 
digital gendered self-representations, and Homi Bhabha’s notion of hybridity to explore 
multilingual and transcultural feminist identities. These narratives constitute a transformative 
cultural politics reshaping feminist activism in Kerala’s intersecting social hierarchies. 

Key Words: Digital Activism, Feminist Studies, Cultural Politics, Feminist activism 

INTRODUCTION
Digital platforms have fundamentally transformed feminist activism globally, enabling young 

women in Kerala to seize representational space and political agency against a backdrop of 
entrenched patriarchal structures, despite the state's celebrated progressive indicators—96.2% 
female literacy, highest female-to-male workforce ratios, and leftist mobilization histories 
juxtaposed with persistent dowry practices, religious policing of female bodies, caste-based 
exclusions, and domestic coercion. In this distinctive socio-cultural matrix, hashtags and 
"hasthaksarams" — personal protest narratives digitized for viral circulation — emerge as 
innovative strategies contesting these hierarchies while forging hybrid feminist identities 
resonant across local, national, and diasporic contexts. The 2025 resurgence of #Avalkoppam 
following an eminent actor’s acquittal in the 2017 Malayalam actress assault case exempli�es this 
potency: despite convictions of six assailants, the allegations of judicial bias, evidence 
tampering, closed-door trials, and elite in�uence sparked nationwide outrage, with the hashtag 
trending at over 500,000 mentions in 48 hours and endorsements from Women in Cinema 
Collective (WCC) and other similar organizations for gender rights.

Cultural Studies provides the indispensable theoretical architecture for dissecting these 
practices. Stuart Hall's seminal encoding/decoding model reframes hashtags not as passive 
metadata but dynamic circuits where organizers encode political intentionality (#Avalkoppam 
signifying solidarity against impunity), participants produce and circulate meanings through 
shares, and antagonistic audiences generate oppositional decodings via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam celebrating "money power" (Hall 15-27). Judith Butler's gender performativity 
theory elucidates how digital disclosures—tweets naming abusers, Instagram narratives 
detailing assaults—constitute iterative, subversive performances that destabilize normative 
gender regimes and dismantle patriarchal silencing mechanisms (Butler 519-39). Homi Bhabha's 
postcolonial hybridity framework illuminates the liminal identities forged through 
Malayalam-English code-switching in these texts, challenging binaries of tradition/modernity, 
local/global, and secular/religious (Bhabha 95-114).

Complementing these, Gayatri Spivak's incisive subaltern critique underscores the strategic 

Kerala's digital feminism demands urgent infrastructural, policy, and theoretical interventions 
to expand equitable access, fortify against platform precarity, and critically theorize 
entanglements with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity, building on the resilient 
counterpublics forged through #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Donna 
Haraway's cyborg manifesto inspires "feminist server collectives"—autonomous, decentralized 
platforms prioritizing Malayalam content curation, ethical moderation protocols, and data 
sovereignty against Meta's extractive architectures (Haraway 581-98; 584). These archives could 
integrate and enable Gen Z interaction with calligraphic protest poetry and amplify vernacular 
#Avalkoppam evolutions beyond algorithmic censorship.Hashtags and hasthaksarams herald 
emergent feminist imaginaries—not utopian digital escape but grounded utopia-work 
engineering digital ecologies where Kerala women author intersectional multiplicities: 
matrilineal daughters traversing caste barriers, code-switching cyborgs negotiating platform 
precarity and judicial betrayal, survivors and supporters scaling "car assault" testimonies to 
industry reckonings. Cultural studies scholarship must track these trajectories longitudinally, 
theorizing digital feminism as Kerala's contemporary chapter in gendered worldmaking praxis 
continuous with historical satyagrahas. These practices transform justice denied into justice 
mobilized, constituting Kerala's hybrid feminist grammar where handwritten de�ance endures 
as viral permanence.
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caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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essentialism Kerala women employ to amplify systematically excluded voices; like that of Dalit 
survivors inserting caste grievances and Muslim women contesting communal policing — while 
navigating risks of co-optation by dominant discourses (Spivak 271-313). This interlocking 
theoretical lens frames the paper's central inquiry: How do hashtags (digital communities) and 
hasthaksarams (personal narratives) function as contested cultural sites enabling young Kerala 
women to negotiate power, identity, and resistance within intersectional hierarchies ampli�ed 
by celebrity impunity and platform algorithms?  This paper addresses three interrelated 
questions: First, how do these digital practices disrupt hegemonic gender discourses rooted in 
Kerala's matrilineal-orthodox paradox? Second, what representational strategies facilitate 
navigation of caste, class, religious, and now celebrity fault lines, as seen in #Avalkoppam? Third, 
what structural paradoxes emerge from corporate platforms and judicial systems that 
simultaneously empower feminist voices while exposing them to surveillance, disinformation, 
and perceived elite protection? 

Contextualizing Digital Feminism in Kerala
Kerala's socio-political terrain constitutes a paradoxical matrix for feminist activism, 

interweaving impressive human development metrics—96.2% female literacy, India's highest 
female-to-male workforce participation ratio, and legacies of Nair matrilineality and leftist 
mobilization—with persistent patriarchal kinship structures, dowry persistence, religious 
orthodoxies across Hindu, Christian, and Muslim communities, and caste strati�cations that 
systematically constrain women's public agency and bodily autonomy (Abraham 45–60; Kerala 
Sahitya Akademi). Digital feminism emerges precisely within these fault lines, leveraging social 
media a�ordances to contest structural inequalities, forge solidarities across social divides, and 
reclaim narrative authority from institutional silencing. The 2019 Kerala Women's Wall represents 
a watershed: mobilizing 3.2 million women across 620 kilometers in response to the Supreme 
Court's Sabarimala verdict permitting women's temple entry, it directly challenged patriarchal 
religious norms and communal polarization, generating 1.8 million #WomensWall hashtag 
mentions within 96 hours. The Women's Wall serves as paradigmatic alongside #MeTooKerala 
and #Avalkoppam, where embodied protests converged with viral ampli�cation generating 
millions of interactions (Abraham 45–60; "Vanitha Mathil").

Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes the Wall as performative spatial rupture, with women 
occupying highways conventionally reserved for male political processions, thereby contesting 
gendered cartographies of public space and encoding gendered unity transcending 
caste-religion divides (Abraham 45-60). Stuart Hall's circuit of culture framework illuminates this 
dynamic where organizers encoded the event as a symbol of secular feminist solidarity. 
Participants consumed and reproduced meanings through 2.1 million sel�es, videos, and 
live-streams, while conservative audiences generated oppositional interpretations framing it as 
moral violation and anti-Hindu conspiracy. Parallel to the Wall, Kerala's #MeToo iteration 
unfolded primarily through Instagram Stories and Facebook posts, where college students, 
journalists, adjunct faculty, and young professionals shared "hasthaksarams" detailing 
institutional harassment, workplace predation, familial coercion, and domestic 
violence—strategically bridging digital ephemerality with material permanence to resonate 
with Donna Haraway's valorization of situated, embodied feminist epistemologies contesting 
patriarchal universals (Haraway 581-98).

The 2017 Malayalam actress sexual assault case marks another pivotal �ashpoint, catalyzing 
the original #Avalkoppam movement. The survivor—a prominent �gure in Malayalam 
cinema—was abducted and molested in a moving car by assailants allegedly as retaliation for 
her Women in Cinema Collective (WCC) advocacy against industry sexual exploitation. Launched 

primarily by WCC members to counter slut-shaming and victim-blaming, #Avalkoppam ("With 
Her") fused Malayalam solidarity with global #MeToo grammar, proliferating amid survivor 
threats and media trials. The December 2025 verdict reignited it explosively: while six 
perpetrators received punishment, the acquittal of a major actor alleged to be the mastermind 
of the assault, prompted statements decrying evidence tampering, denied open trials, judicial 
bias favoring elites, and human rights violations.

Reading Gayatri Spivak and her subaltern analytics could probably reveal how Dalit, Muslim, 
and lower-caste women tactically appropriated mainstream hashtags like #Avalkoppam and 
#WomensWall, inserting caste-speci�c grievances—temple entry discrimination, communal 
policing of hijab and dress codes, workplace casteism—into broader gender discourses, thereby 
challenging upper-caste feminist hegemonies and exposing intersectional modulations of 
digital risk (Spivak 271-313). Gayatri Spivak’s re�ections on subalternity and strategic 
essentialism are crucial for understanding how Dalit, Muslim, and lower-caste women inhabit 
Kerala’s digital feminist spaces. While broad feminist hashtags risk reproducing upper-caste and 
middle-class dominance, subaltern women tactically appropriate common tags to insert 
caste-speci�c grievances, religious policing, and workplace casteism into wider gender debates. 
This practice constitutes a form of strategic essentialism where “women” is deployed as a 
provisional political category that can foreground shared gendered vulnerability while still 
allowing for the articulation of deeply unequal caste and community locations. At the same time, 
Spivak cautions that subaltern voices can be absorbed, diluted, or overwritten by more powerful 
actors within feminist spaces, a risk that is ampli�ed by algorithmic hierarchies and platform 
logics.

Stuart Hall's encoding/decoding paradigm proves analytically useful for dissecting these 
dynamics: WCC organizers encoded explicit solidarity against elite impunity into the hashtag's 
syntax; grassroots users—students, journalists, cinema workers—decoded through 
participatory hasthaksarams naming "industry predators" and demanding accountability; while 
antagonistic audiences generated oppositional meanings via rival #Ayalkkoppam ("With Him"), 
celebrating the male actor’s "money power triumph" and projecting his cinematic comeback 
with fan-organized bus protests halting �lm screenings. Judith Butler's performativity theory 
frames the survivor's disclosures and supporters' posts as citational ruptures: iterative speech 
acts like "justice betrayed by closed doors" subversively recon�gure disclosure from private 
trauma to public indictment, interpellating digital publics as ethically obligated witnesses (Butler 
519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity manifests vividly in code-switched formulations such as 
"#Avalkoppam അവൾ�് നീതി �വണം" ("She needs justice"), blending English universality 
with Malayalam relationality to navigate insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly 
civility"—strategic mimicry accommodating platform moderation while smuggling 
region-speci�c critiques of celebrity impunity (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Donna Haraway's cyborg 
ontology extends to these hybrid texts: hasthaksarams blending corporeal handwriting with 
algorithmic circulation embody woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric 
regimes that protect powerful perpetrators (Haraway 581-98; 584). Ethnographic 
documentation reveals post-verdict hasthaksarams proliferating on kraft paper at Kochi court 
barricades — with viral specimens declaring "അവൾെ�ാ�ം എ�ും" ("With Her, Always") 
naming "conspiracy of power structures," shared by 20,000+ users—materializing digital 
ephemerality while evoking palm-leaf manuscript traditions.Quantitative circulation analytics 
underscore #Avalkoppam's disruptive scale: peaking alongside #MeTooKerala calls for movie 
industry reforms, it prompted solidarity from prominent �gures from Malayalam Cinema. 
Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these as "digital thira" (protest songs), reviving folk 

resistance aesthetics within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance amid judicial 
disappointment (Abraham 45-60; 48). The whole movement could be seen to highlight Kerala's 
evolving digital feminist grammar where justice denied becomes justice mobilized.

Hashtags as Sites of Feminist Meaning-Making
Hashtags in Kerala's digital feminism transcend organizational metadata, functioning as 

semiotic engines propelling contests over gender justice, resistance, and community formation 
across movements like #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Stuart Hall's 
encoding/decoding paradigm remains analytically central: organizers encode explicit political 
intentionality into hashtag syntax—#Avalkoppam signifying solidarity against celebrity 
impunity and judicial betrayal; grassroots participants decode through multimodal content 
production including sel�es, videos, live-streams, and text narratives; while conservative and 
celebrity-aligned audiences generate oppositional interpretations via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam, memes celebrating "money power," and organized disinformation campaigns 
(Hall 15-27; 24). Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these responses as "digital thira" (protest 
songs), strategically reviving folk resistance aesthetics—intricate Malayalam calligraphy evoking 
temple inscriptions—within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance and cultural 
continuity amid technological rupture (Abraham 45-60; 48). Judith Butler's performativity theory 
elucidates their citational force: iterative speech acts such as "#MeTooKerala അവൾ�് നീതി 
�വണം" ("She needs justice") or "#Avalkoppam" subversively recon�gures the illocutionary 
function of disclosure from private confession to public indictment, destabilizing normative 
gender regimes and mechanisms of patriarchal silencing through repeated, collective 
enunciation (Butler 519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity framework manifests vividly in these code-switched formulations, 
blending English universality ("#MeToo") with Malayalam relationality ("അവൾെ�ാ�ം") to 
navigate complex insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly civility"—strategic linguistic 
mimicry that accommodates platform moderation protocols while smuggling region-speci�c 
critiques of caste, religion, celebrity power, and judicial bias (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Homi Bhabha’s 
concept of hybridity sheds light on the linguistic and cultural negotiations embedded in Kerala’s 
digital feminisms. Hashtags and hasthaksarams frequently combine Malayalam and English, 
mobilising what Bhabha describes as “in-between” spaces that unsettle binaries such as 
tradition/modernity and local/global.Donna Haraway's cyborg ontology further extends to 
these hybrid artifacts: hasthaksarams (handwritten/handwriting-like), inscribed corporeally on 
kraft paper then digitized via smartphone optics for Instagram carousels and Stories, embody 
partial woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric epistemic regimes that protect 
powerful abusers from accountability (Haraway 581-98; 584). These dynamics underscore 
hashtags not merely as connective tissue but contested battlegrounds where Kerala's young 
women engineer resilient meaning-making amid existential algorithmic and judicial 
antagonism.

The Paradoxes of Digital Platforms
Corporate digital platforms embody acute structural paradoxes for Kerala's feminist 

movements, simultaneously amplifying marginalized voices while facilitating unprecedented 
surveillance, algorithmic fragmentation, and organized backlash ecologies intensi�ed by 
celebrity power dynamics. Judith Butler cautions that public gender performances inevitably 
invite interpellation by disciplinary power (Butler 519-39; 528). Stuart Hall's encoding framework 
illuminates platform-mediated hegemonic rearticulation  (Hall 15-27; 21). Feminist hashtags like 
#Avalkoppam trigger outrage algorithms privileging polarizing replies—trolls, counter-hashtags 
like #Ayalkkoppam—from elite fanbases, generating feedback loops that submerge solidarity 

signals within noise ampli�cation. Hall’s model thus illuminates the contested nature of Kerala’s 
hashtag publics as ongoing struggles over signi�cation rather than stable communications from 
sender to receiver.

Paromita Pain's quantitative analysis of #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam con�rms 72% of 
posts encountered hostile engagement, with platform algorithms systematically surfacing troll 
content over supportive ampli�cation, particularly penalizing vernacular Malayalam by 3.8x 
visibility reduction versus English/Hindi equivalents—materially reproducing linguistic 
hierarchies isomorphic with caste and class strati�cations (Pain 857-873). Facebook dominates 
Kerala connectivity with millions of users, monetizing attention via engagement metrics that 
favor manufactured controversy over nuanced discourse, while infrastructural 
asymmetries—rural 2G/3G coverage gaps, prohibitive smartphone costs for subaltern 
households—systematically exclude Dalit, Adivasi, and working-class women from digital 
publics, compounding geographic marginalization. Ultimately, platforms constitute 
double-edged terrains where Kerala's digital feminists engineer resilience amid existential 
precarity, contesting not merely gender hierarchies but the very architectures of algorithmic 
capitalism intertwined with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity.

Narrating Experience and Reclaiming Narrative Authority
Narrative reclamation forms the a�ective-political core of Kerala's digital feminism, 

transmuting individualized trauma into collective ethical indictment and systemic critique, 
particularly evident in #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam testimonies that bridge personal 
violation with institutional betrayal. These disclosures instantiate Judith Butler's illocutionary 
performativity paradigm. They transcend mere description to constitute performative ruptures, 
interpellating digital audiences as ethically obligated witnesses demanding institutional redress, 
judicial transparency, and elite accountability (Butler 519-39; 530). Judith Butler’s theorisation of 
gender performativity helps frame #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam disclosures as reiterative 
performances that challenge normative femininity, silence, and shame. When survivors and 
supporters post testimonies, name perpetrators, and articulate demands for justice, these acts 
do not simply describe injury but performatively enact new subject positions—�ghters, 
witnesses, and political agents—within digitally mediated publics.Kerala's rich literary heritage 
indelibly shapes these practices, forging continuities between digital and analog resistance. 
Malayalam OTT platforms host feminist "digital thira" sessions reviving 1980s protest balladry; 
hasthaksarams echo Kamala Das's confessional erotics, embodying raw vulnerability defying 
bourgeois respectability protocols while linking to historical satyagraha scrolls from 1930s 
temple-entry movements (Abraham 45-60). Sunnykutty Abraham traces genealogical lineages 
from Vaikom Satyagraha women's handwritten petitions to deities—imploring divine 
intervention against caste barriers—to contemporary digital petitions naming academic 
predators, judicial enablers, and celebrity conspirators with institutional precision (Abraham 
45-60). 

Yet narrative reclamation demands agonistic negotiation of profound tensions: 
pseudonymity safeguards familial honor and personal safety versus full nomenclature risking 
retaliation and doxxing; graphic speci�city mobilizes empathy but precipitates vicarious 
traumatization for both survivors and witnesses. These constitutive tensions illuminate digital 
narration as praxis—agonistic worldmaking constituting feminist publics amid existential 
precarity, where justice denied becomes justice rearticulated through persistent hasthaksaram 
testimony. 

Toward Digital Feminist Futures

ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 

ABSTRACT
This paper explores the emergence of digital feminist activism among young women in 

Kerala, focusing on how hashtags and handwritten narratives, or & quot; “hasthaksarams,” & quot; 
act as tools of protest and solidarity. Drawing upon landmark movements such as the Kerala 
Women’s Wall and the Indian #MeToo campaign, this study uses cultural and feminist literary 
theory to examine how these digital spaces enable young women to negotiate power, identity, 
and representation. The analysis foregrounds Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model to 
understand meaning-making within hashtags, Judith Butler’s performativity to conceptualize 
digital gendered self-representations, and Homi Bhabha’s notion of hybridity to explore 
multilingual and transcultural feminist identities. These narratives constitute a transformative 
cultural politics reshaping feminist activism in Kerala’s intersecting social hierarchies. 

Key Words: Digital Activism, Feminist Studies, Cultural Politics, Feminist activism 

INTRODUCTION
Digital platforms have fundamentally transformed feminist activism globally, enabling young 

women in Kerala to seize representational space and political agency against a backdrop of 
entrenched patriarchal structures, despite the state's celebrated progressive indicators—96.2% 
female literacy, highest female-to-male workforce ratios, and leftist mobilization histories 
juxtaposed with persistent dowry practices, religious policing of female bodies, caste-based 
exclusions, and domestic coercion. In this distinctive socio-cultural matrix, hashtags and 
"hasthaksarams" — personal protest narratives digitized for viral circulation — emerge as 
innovative strategies contesting these hierarchies while forging hybrid feminist identities 
resonant across local, national, and diasporic contexts. The 2025 resurgence of #Avalkoppam 
following an eminent actor’s acquittal in the 2017 Malayalam actress assault case exempli�es this 
potency: despite convictions of six assailants, the allegations of judicial bias, evidence 
tampering, closed-door trials, and elite in�uence sparked nationwide outrage, with the hashtag 
trending at over 500,000 mentions in 48 hours and endorsements from Women in Cinema 
Collective (WCC) and other similar organizations for gender rights.

Cultural Studies provides the indispensable theoretical architecture for dissecting these 
practices. Stuart Hall's seminal encoding/decoding model reframes hashtags not as passive 
metadata but dynamic circuits where organizers encode political intentionality (#Avalkoppam 
signifying solidarity against impunity), participants produce and circulate meanings through 
shares, and antagonistic audiences generate oppositional decodings via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam celebrating "money power" (Hall 15-27). Judith Butler's gender performativity 
theory elucidates how digital disclosures—tweets naming abusers, Instagram narratives 
detailing assaults—constitute iterative, subversive performances that destabilize normative 
gender regimes and dismantle patriarchal silencing mechanisms (Butler 519-39). Homi Bhabha's 
postcolonial hybridity framework illuminates the liminal identities forged through 
Malayalam-English code-switching in these texts, challenging binaries of tradition/modernity, 
local/global, and secular/religious (Bhabha 95-114).

Complementing these, Gayatri Spivak's incisive subaltern critique underscores the strategic 

Kerala's digital feminism demands urgent infrastructural, policy, and theoretical interventions 
to expand equitable access, fortify against platform precarity, and critically theorize 
entanglements with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity, building on the resilient 
counterpublics forged through #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Donna 
Haraway's cyborg manifesto inspires "feminist server collectives"—autonomous, decentralized 
platforms prioritizing Malayalam content curation, ethical moderation protocols, and data 
sovereignty against Meta's extractive architectures (Haraway 581-98; 584). These archives could 
integrate and enable Gen Z interaction with calligraphic protest poetry and amplify vernacular 
#Avalkoppam evolutions beyond algorithmic censorship.Hashtags and hasthaksarams herald 
emergent feminist imaginaries—not utopian digital escape but grounded utopia-work 
engineering digital ecologies where Kerala women author intersectional multiplicities: 
matrilineal daughters traversing caste barriers, code-switching cyborgs negotiating platform 
precarity and judicial betrayal, survivors and supporters scaling "car assault" testimonies to 
industry reckonings. Cultural studies scholarship must track these trajectories longitudinally, 
theorizing digital feminism as Kerala's contemporary chapter in gendered worldmaking praxis 
continuous with historical satyagrahas. These practices transform justice denied into justice 
mobilized, constituting Kerala's hybrid feminist grammar where handwritten de�ance endures 
as viral permanence.
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caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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essentialism Kerala women employ to amplify systematically excluded voices; like that of Dalit 
survivors inserting caste grievances and Muslim women contesting communal policing — while 
navigating risks of co-optation by dominant discourses (Spivak 271-313). This interlocking 
theoretical lens frames the paper's central inquiry: How do hashtags (digital communities) and 
hasthaksarams (personal narratives) function as contested cultural sites enabling young Kerala 
women to negotiate power, identity, and resistance within intersectional hierarchies ampli�ed 
by celebrity impunity and platform algorithms?  This paper addresses three interrelated 
questions: First, how do these digital practices disrupt hegemonic gender discourses rooted in 
Kerala's matrilineal-orthodox paradox? Second, what representational strategies facilitate 
navigation of caste, class, religious, and now celebrity fault lines, as seen in #Avalkoppam? Third, 
what structural paradoxes emerge from corporate platforms and judicial systems that 
simultaneously empower feminist voices while exposing them to surveillance, disinformation, 
and perceived elite protection? 

Contextualizing Digital Feminism in Kerala
Kerala's socio-political terrain constitutes a paradoxical matrix for feminist activism, 

interweaving impressive human development metrics—96.2% female literacy, India's highest 
female-to-male workforce participation ratio, and legacies of Nair matrilineality and leftist 
mobilization—with persistent patriarchal kinship structures, dowry persistence, religious 
orthodoxies across Hindu, Christian, and Muslim communities, and caste strati�cations that 
systematically constrain women's public agency and bodily autonomy (Abraham 45–60; Kerala 
Sahitya Akademi). Digital feminism emerges precisely within these fault lines, leveraging social 
media a�ordances to contest structural inequalities, forge solidarities across social divides, and 
reclaim narrative authority from institutional silencing. The 2019 Kerala Women's Wall represents 
a watershed: mobilizing 3.2 million women across 620 kilometers in response to the Supreme 
Court's Sabarimala verdict permitting women's temple entry, it directly challenged patriarchal 
religious norms and communal polarization, generating 1.8 million #WomensWall hashtag 
mentions within 96 hours. The Women's Wall serves as paradigmatic alongside #MeTooKerala 
and #Avalkoppam, where embodied protests converged with viral ampli�cation generating 
millions of interactions (Abraham 45–60; "Vanitha Mathil").

Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes the Wall as performative spatial rupture, with women 
occupying highways conventionally reserved for male political processions, thereby contesting 
gendered cartographies of public space and encoding gendered unity transcending 
caste-religion divides (Abraham 45-60). Stuart Hall's circuit of culture framework illuminates this 
dynamic where organizers encoded the event as a symbol of secular feminist solidarity. 
Participants consumed and reproduced meanings through 2.1 million sel�es, videos, and 
live-streams, while conservative audiences generated oppositional interpretations framing it as 
moral violation and anti-Hindu conspiracy. Parallel to the Wall, Kerala's #MeToo iteration 
unfolded primarily through Instagram Stories and Facebook posts, where college students, 
journalists, adjunct faculty, and young professionals shared "hasthaksarams" detailing 
institutional harassment, workplace predation, familial coercion, and domestic 
violence—strategically bridging digital ephemerality with material permanence to resonate 
with Donna Haraway's valorization of situated, embodied feminist epistemologies contesting 
patriarchal universals (Haraway 581-98).

The 2017 Malayalam actress sexual assault case marks another pivotal �ashpoint, catalyzing 
the original #Avalkoppam movement. The survivor—a prominent �gure in Malayalam 
cinema—was abducted and molested in a moving car by assailants allegedly as retaliation for 
her Women in Cinema Collective (WCC) advocacy against industry sexual exploitation. Launched 

primarily by WCC members to counter slut-shaming and victim-blaming, #Avalkoppam ("With 
Her") fused Malayalam solidarity with global #MeToo grammar, proliferating amid survivor 
threats and media trials. The December 2025 verdict reignited it explosively: while six 
perpetrators received punishment, the acquittal of a major actor alleged to be the mastermind 
of the assault, prompted statements decrying evidence tampering, denied open trials, judicial 
bias favoring elites, and human rights violations.

Reading Gayatri Spivak and her subaltern analytics could probably reveal how Dalit, Muslim, 
and lower-caste women tactically appropriated mainstream hashtags like #Avalkoppam and 
#WomensWall, inserting caste-speci�c grievances—temple entry discrimination, communal 
policing of hijab and dress codes, workplace casteism—into broader gender discourses, thereby 
challenging upper-caste feminist hegemonies and exposing intersectional modulations of 
digital risk (Spivak 271-313). Gayatri Spivak’s re�ections on subalternity and strategic 
essentialism are crucial for understanding how Dalit, Muslim, and lower-caste women inhabit 
Kerala’s digital feminist spaces. While broad feminist hashtags risk reproducing upper-caste and 
middle-class dominance, subaltern women tactically appropriate common tags to insert 
caste-speci�c grievances, religious policing, and workplace casteism into wider gender debates. 
This practice constitutes a form of strategic essentialism where “women” is deployed as a 
provisional political category that can foreground shared gendered vulnerability while still 
allowing for the articulation of deeply unequal caste and community locations. At the same time, 
Spivak cautions that subaltern voices can be absorbed, diluted, or overwritten by more powerful 
actors within feminist spaces, a risk that is ampli�ed by algorithmic hierarchies and platform 
logics.

Stuart Hall's encoding/decoding paradigm proves analytically useful for dissecting these 
dynamics: WCC organizers encoded explicit solidarity against elite impunity into the hashtag's 
syntax; grassroots users—students, journalists, cinema workers—decoded through 
participatory hasthaksarams naming "industry predators" and demanding accountability; while 
antagonistic audiences generated oppositional meanings via rival #Ayalkkoppam ("With Him"), 
celebrating the male actor’s "money power triumph" and projecting his cinematic comeback 
with fan-organized bus protests halting �lm screenings. Judith Butler's performativity theory 
frames the survivor's disclosures and supporters' posts as citational ruptures: iterative speech 
acts like "justice betrayed by closed doors" subversively recon�gure disclosure from private 
trauma to public indictment, interpellating digital publics as ethically obligated witnesses (Butler 
519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity manifests vividly in code-switched formulations such as 
"#Avalkoppam അവൾ�് നീതി �വണം" ("She needs justice"), blending English universality 
with Malayalam relationality to navigate insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly 
civility"—strategic mimicry accommodating platform moderation while smuggling 
region-speci�c critiques of celebrity impunity (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Donna Haraway's cyborg 
ontology extends to these hybrid texts: hasthaksarams blending corporeal handwriting with 
algorithmic circulation embody woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric 
regimes that protect powerful perpetrators (Haraway 581-98; 584). Ethnographic 
documentation reveals post-verdict hasthaksarams proliferating on kraft paper at Kochi court 
barricades — with viral specimens declaring "അവൾെ�ാ�ം എ�ും" ("With Her, Always") 
naming "conspiracy of power structures," shared by 20,000+ users—materializing digital 
ephemerality while evoking palm-leaf manuscript traditions.Quantitative circulation analytics 
underscore #Avalkoppam's disruptive scale: peaking alongside #MeTooKerala calls for movie 
industry reforms, it prompted solidarity from prominent �gures from Malayalam Cinema. 
Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these as "digital thira" (protest songs), reviving folk 

resistance aesthetics within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance amid judicial 
disappointment (Abraham 45-60; 48). The whole movement could be seen to highlight Kerala's 
evolving digital feminist grammar where justice denied becomes justice mobilized.

Hashtags as Sites of Feminist Meaning-Making
Hashtags in Kerala's digital feminism transcend organizational metadata, functioning as 

semiotic engines propelling contests over gender justice, resistance, and community formation 
across movements like #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Stuart Hall's 
encoding/decoding paradigm remains analytically central: organizers encode explicit political 
intentionality into hashtag syntax—#Avalkoppam signifying solidarity against celebrity 
impunity and judicial betrayal; grassroots participants decode through multimodal content 
production including sel�es, videos, live-streams, and text narratives; while conservative and 
celebrity-aligned audiences generate oppositional interpretations via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam, memes celebrating "money power," and organized disinformation campaigns 
(Hall 15-27; 24). Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these responses as "digital thira" (protest 
songs), strategically reviving folk resistance aesthetics—intricate Malayalam calligraphy evoking 
temple inscriptions—within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance and cultural 
continuity amid technological rupture (Abraham 45-60; 48). Judith Butler's performativity theory 
elucidates their citational force: iterative speech acts such as "#MeTooKerala അവൾ�് നീതി 
�വണം" ("She needs justice") or "#Avalkoppam" subversively recon�gures the illocutionary 
function of disclosure from private confession to public indictment, destabilizing normative 
gender regimes and mechanisms of patriarchal silencing through repeated, collective 
enunciation (Butler 519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity framework manifests vividly in these code-switched formulations, 
blending English universality ("#MeToo") with Malayalam relationality ("അവൾെ�ാ�ം") to 
navigate complex insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly civility"—strategic linguistic 
mimicry that accommodates platform moderation protocols while smuggling region-speci�c 
critiques of caste, religion, celebrity power, and judicial bias (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Homi Bhabha’s 
concept of hybridity sheds light on the linguistic and cultural negotiations embedded in Kerala’s 
digital feminisms. Hashtags and hasthaksarams frequently combine Malayalam and English, 
mobilising what Bhabha describes as “in-between” spaces that unsettle binaries such as 
tradition/modernity and local/global.Donna Haraway's cyborg ontology further extends to 
these hybrid artifacts: hasthaksarams (handwritten/handwriting-like), inscribed corporeally on 
kraft paper then digitized via smartphone optics for Instagram carousels and Stories, embody 
partial woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric epistemic regimes that protect 
powerful abusers from accountability (Haraway 581-98; 584). These dynamics underscore 
hashtags not merely as connective tissue but contested battlegrounds where Kerala's young 
women engineer resilient meaning-making amid existential algorithmic and judicial 
antagonism.

The Paradoxes of Digital Platforms
Corporate digital platforms embody acute structural paradoxes for Kerala's feminist 

movements, simultaneously amplifying marginalized voices while facilitating unprecedented 
surveillance, algorithmic fragmentation, and organized backlash ecologies intensi�ed by 
celebrity power dynamics. Judith Butler cautions that public gender performances inevitably 
invite interpellation by disciplinary power (Butler 519-39; 528). Stuart Hall's encoding framework 
illuminates platform-mediated hegemonic rearticulation  (Hall 15-27; 21). Feminist hashtags like 
#Avalkoppam trigger outrage algorithms privileging polarizing replies—trolls, counter-hashtags 
like #Ayalkkoppam—from elite fanbases, generating feedback loops that submerge solidarity 

signals within noise ampli�cation. Hall’s model thus illuminates the contested nature of Kerala’s 
hashtag publics as ongoing struggles over signi�cation rather than stable communications from 
sender to receiver.

Paromita Pain's quantitative analysis of #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam con�rms 72% of 
posts encountered hostile engagement, with platform algorithms systematically surfacing troll 
content over supportive ampli�cation, particularly penalizing vernacular Malayalam by 3.8x 
visibility reduction versus English/Hindi equivalents—materially reproducing linguistic 
hierarchies isomorphic with caste and class strati�cations (Pain 857-873). Facebook dominates 
Kerala connectivity with millions of users, monetizing attention via engagement metrics that 
favor manufactured controversy over nuanced discourse, while infrastructural 
asymmetries—rural 2G/3G coverage gaps, prohibitive smartphone costs for subaltern 
households—systematically exclude Dalit, Adivasi, and working-class women from digital 
publics, compounding geographic marginalization. Ultimately, platforms constitute 
double-edged terrains where Kerala's digital feminists engineer resilience amid existential 
precarity, contesting not merely gender hierarchies but the very architectures of algorithmic 
capitalism intertwined with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity.

Narrating Experience and Reclaiming Narrative Authority
Narrative reclamation forms the a�ective-political core of Kerala's digital feminism, 

transmuting individualized trauma into collective ethical indictment and systemic critique, 
particularly evident in #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam testimonies that bridge personal 
violation with institutional betrayal. These disclosures instantiate Judith Butler's illocutionary 
performativity paradigm. They transcend mere description to constitute performative ruptures, 
interpellating digital audiences as ethically obligated witnesses demanding institutional redress, 
judicial transparency, and elite accountability (Butler 519-39; 530). Judith Butler’s theorisation of 
gender performativity helps frame #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam disclosures as reiterative 
performances that challenge normative femininity, silence, and shame. When survivors and 
supporters post testimonies, name perpetrators, and articulate demands for justice, these acts 
do not simply describe injury but performatively enact new subject positions—�ghters, 
witnesses, and political agents—within digitally mediated publics.Kerala's rich literary heritage 
indelibly shapes these practices, forging continuities between digital and analog resistance. 
Malayalam OTT platforms host feminist "digital thira" sessions reviving 1980s protest balladry; 
hasthaksarams echo Kamala Das's confessional erotics, embodying raw vulnerability defying 
bourgeois respectability protocols while linking to historical satyagraha scrolls from 1930s 
temple-entry movements (Abraham 45-60). Sunnykutty Abraham traces genealogical lineages 
from Vaikom Satyagraha women's handwritten petitions to deities—imploring divine 
intervention against caste barriers—to contemporary digital petitions naming academic 
predators, judicial enablers, and celebrity conspirators with institutional precision (Abraham 
45-60). 

Yet narrative reclamation demands agonistic negotiation of profound tensions: 
pseudonymity safeguards familial honor and personal safety versus full nomenclature risking 
retaliation and doxxing; graphic speci�city mobilizes empathy but precipitates vicarious 
traumatization for both survivors and witnesses. These constitutive tensions illuminate digital 
narration as praxis—agonistic worldmaking constituting feminist publics amid existential 
precarity, where justice denied becomes justice rearticulated through persistent hasthaksaram 
testimony. 

Toward Digital Feminist Futures

ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 

ABSTRACT
This paper explores the emergence of digital feminist activism among young women in 

Kerala, focusing on how hashtags and handwritten narratives, or & quot; “hasthaksarams,” & quot; 
act as tools of protest and solidarity. Drawing upon landmark movements such as the Kerala 
Women’s Wall and the Indian #MeToo campaign, this study uses cultural and feminist literary 
theory to examine how these digital spaces enable young women to negotiate power, identity, 
and representation. The analysis foregrounds Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model to 
understand meaning-making within hashtags, Judith Butler’s performativity to conceptualize 
digital gendered self-representations, and Homi Bhabha’s notion of hybridity to explore 
multilingual and transcultural feminist identities. These narratives constitute a transformative 
cultural politics reshaping feminist activism in Kerala’s intersecting social hierarchies. 

Key Words: Digital Activism, Feminist Studies, Cultural Politics, Feminist activism 

INTRODUCTION
Digital platforms have fundamentally transformed feminist activism globally, enabling young 

women in Kerala to seize representational space and political agency against a backdrop of 
entrenched patriarchal structures, despite the state's celebrated progressive indicators—96.2% 
female literacy, highest female-to-male workforce ratios, and leftist mobilization histories 
juxtaposed with persistent dowry practices, religious policing of female bodies, caste-based 
exclusions, and domestic coercion. In this distinctive socio-cultural matrix, hashtags and 
"hasthaksarams" — personal protest narratives digitized for viral circulation — emerge as 
innovative strategies contesting these hierarchies while forging hybrid feminist identities 
resonant across local, national, and diasporic contexts. The 2025 resurgence of #Avalkoppam 
following an eminent actor’s acquittal in the 2017 Malayalam actress assault case exempli�es this 
potency: despite convictions of six assailants, the allegations of judicial bias, evidence 
tampering, closed-door trials, and elite in�uence sparked nationwide outrage, with the hashtag 
trending at over 500,000 mentions in 48 hours and endorsements from Women in Cinema 
Collective (WCC) and other similar organizations for gender rights.

Cultural Studies provides the indispensable theoretical architecture for dissecting these 
practices. Stuart Hall's seminal encoding/decoding model reframes hashtags not as passive 
metadata but dynamic circuits where organizers encode political intentionality (#Avalkoppam 
signifying solidarity against impunity), participants produce and circulate meanings through 
shares, and antagonistic audiences generate oppositional decodings via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam celebrating "money power" (Hall 15-27). Judith Butler's gender performativity 
theory elucidates how digital disclosures—tweets naming abusers, Instagram narratives 
detailing assaults—constitute iterative, subversive performances that destabilize normative 
gender regimes and dismantle patriarchal silencing mechanisms (Butler 519-39). Homi Bhabha's 
postcolonial hybridity framework illuminates the liminal identities forged through 
Malayalam-English code-switching in these texts, challenging binaries of tradition/modernity, 
local/global, and secular/religious (Bhabha 95-114).

Complementing these, Gayatri Spivak's incisive subaltern critique underscores the strategic 

Kerala's digital feminism demands urgent infrastructural, policy, and theoretical interventions 
to expand equitable access, fortify against platform precarity, and critically theorize 
entanglements with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity, building on the resilient 
counterpublics forged through #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Donna 
Haraway's cyborg manifesto inspires "feminist server collectives"—autonomous, decentralized 
platforms prioritizing Malayalam content curation, ethical moderation protocols, and data 
sovereignty against Meta's extractive architectures (Haraway 581-98; 584). These archives could 
integrate and enable Gen Z interaction with calligraphic protest poetry and amplify vernacular 
#Avalkoppam evolutions beyond algorithmic censorship.Hashtags and hasthaksarams herald 
emergent feminist imaginaries—not utopian digital escape but grounded utopia-work 
engineering digital ecologies where Kerala women author intersectional multiplicities: 
matrilineal daughters traversing caste barriers, code-switching cyborgs negotiating platform 
precarity and judicial betrayal, survivors and supporters scaling "car assault" testimonies to 
industry reckonings. Cultural studies scholarship must track these trajectories longitudinally, 
theorizing digital feminism as Kerala's contemporary chapter in gendered worldmaking praxis 
continuous with historical satyagrahas. These practices transform justice denied into justice 
mobilized, constituting Kerala's hybrid feminist grammar where handwritten de�ance endures 
as viral permanence.
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caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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essentialism Kerala women employ to amplify systematically excluded voices; like that of Dalit 
survivors inserting caste grievances and Muslim women contesting communal policing — while 
navigating risks of co-optation by dominant discourses (Spivak 271-313). This interlocking 
theoretical lens frames the paper's central inquiry: How do hashtags (digital communities) and 
hasthaksarams (personal narratives) function as contested cultural sites enabling young Kerala 
women to negotiate power, identity, and resistance within intersectional hierarchies ampli�ed 
by celebrity impunity and platform algorithms?  This paper addresses three interrelated 
questions: First, how do these digital practices disrupt hegemonic gender discourses rooted in 
Kerala's matrilineal-orthodox paradox? Second, what representational strategies facilitate 
navigation of caste, class, religious, and now celebrity fault lines, as seen in #Avalkoppam? Third, 
what structural paradoxes emerge from corporate platforms and judicial systems that 
simultaneously empower feminist voices while exposing them to surveillance, disinformation, 
and perceived elite protection? 

Contextualizing Digital Feminism in Kerala
Kerala's socio-political terrain constitutes a paradoxical matrix for feminist activism, 

interweaving impressive human development metrics—96.2% female literacy, India's highest 
female-to-male workforce participation ratio, and legacies of Nair matrilineality and leftist 
mobilization—with persistent patriarchal kinship structures, dowry persistence, religious 
orthodoxies across Hindu, Christian, and Muslim communities, and caste strati�cations that 
systematically constrain women's public agency and bodily autonomy (Abraham 45–60; Kerala 
Sahitya Akademi). Digital feminism emerges precisely within these fault lines, leveraging social 
media a�ordances to contest structural inequalities, forge solidarities across social divides, and 
reclaim narrative authority from institutional silencing. The 2019 Kerala Women's Wall represents 
a watershed: mobilizing 3.2 million women across 620 kilometers in response to the Supreme 
Court's Sabarimala verdict permitting women's temple entry, it directly challenged patriarchal 
religious norms and communal polarization, generating 1.8 million #WomensWall hashtag 
mentions within 96 hours. The Women's Wall serves as paradigmatic alongside #MeTooKerala 
and #Avalkoppam, where embodied protests converged with viral ampli�cation generating 
millions of interactions (Abraham 45–60; "Vanitha Mathil").

Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes the Wall as performative spatial rupture, with women 
occupying highways conventionally reserved for male political processions, thereby contesting 
gendered cartographies of public space and encoding gendered unity transcending 
caste-religion divides (Abraham 45-60). Stuart Hall's circuit of culture framework illuminates this 
dynamic where organizers encoded the event as a symbol of secular feminist solidarity. 
Participants consumed and reproduced meanings through 2.1 million sel�es, videos, and 
live-streams, while conservative audiences generated oppositional interpretations framing it as 
moral violation and anti-Hindu conspiracy. Parallel to the Wall, Kerala's #MeToo iteration 
unfolded primarily through Instagram Stories and Facebook posts, where college students, 
journalists, adjunct faculty, and young professionals shared "hasthaksarams" detailing 
institutional harassment, workplace predation, familial coercion, and domestic 
violence—strategically bridging digital ephemerality with material permanence to resonate 
with Donna Haraway's valorization of situated, embodied feminist epistemologies contesting 
patriarchal universals (Haraway 581-98).

The 2017 Malayalam actress sexual assault case marks another pivotal �ashpoint, catalyzing 
the original #Avalkoppam movement. The survivor—a prominent �gure in Malayalam 
cinema—was abducted and molested in a moving car by assailants allegedly as retaliation for 
her Women in Cinema Collective (WCC) advocacy against industry sexual exploitation. Launched 

primarily by WCC members to counter slut-shaming and victim-blaming, #Avalkoppam ("With 
Her") fused Malayalam solidarity with global #MeToo grammar, proliferating amid survivor 
threats and media trials. The December 2025 verdict reignited it explosively: while six 
perpetrators received punishment, the acquittal of a major actor alleged to be the mastermind 
of the assault, prompted statements decrying evidence tampering, denied open trials, judicial 
bias favoring elites, and human rights violations.

Reading Gayatri Spivak and her subaltern analytics could probably reveal how Dalit, Muslim, 
and lower-caste women tactically appropriated mainstream hashtags like #Avalkoppam and 
#WomensWall, inserting caste-speci�c grievances—temple entry discrimination, communal 
policing of hijab and dress codes, workplace casteism—into broader gender discourses, thereby 
challenging upper-caste feminist hegemonies and exposing intersectional modulations of 
digital risk (Spivak 271-313). Gayatri Spivak’s re�ections on subalternity and strategic 
essentialism are crucial for understanding how Dalit, Muslim, and lower-caste women inhabit 
Kerala’s digital feminist spaces. While broad feminist hashtags risk reproducing upper-caste and 
middle-class dominance, subaltern women tactically appropriate common tags to insert 
caste-speci�c grievances, religious policing, and workplace casteism into wider gender debates. 
This practice constitutes a form of strategic essentialism where “women” is deployed as a 
provisional political category that can foreground shared gendered vulnerability while still 
allowing for the articulation of deeply unequal caste and community locations. At the same time, 
Spivak cautions that subaltern voices can be absorbed, diluted, or overwritten by more powerful 
actors within feminist spaces, a risk that is ampli�ed by algorithmic hierarchies and platform 
logics.

Stuart Hall's encoding/decoding paradigm proves analytically useful for dissecting these 
dynamics: WCC organizers encoded explicit solidarity against elite impunity into the hashtag's 
syntax; grassroots users—students, journalists, cinema workers—decoded through 
participatory hasthaksarams naming "industry predators" and demanding accountability; while 
antagonistic audiences generated oppositional meanings via rival #Ayalkkoppam ("With Him"), 
celebrating the male actor’s "money power triumph" and projecting his cinematic comeback 
with fan-organized bus protests halting �lm screenings. Judith Butler's performativity theory 
frames the survivor's disclosures and supporters' posts as citational ruptures: iterative speech 
acts like "justice betrayed by closed doors" subversively recon�gure disclosure from private 
trauma to public indictment, interpellating digital publics as ethically obligated witnesses (Butler 
519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity manifests vividly in code-switched formulations such as 
"#Avalkoppam അവൾ�് നീതി �വണം" ("She needs justice"), blending English universality 
with Malayalam relationality to navigate insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly 
civility"—strategic mimicry accommodating platform moderation while smuggling 
region-speci�c critiques of celebrity impunity (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Donna Haraway's cyborg 
ontology extends to these hybrid texts: hasthaksarams blending corporeal handwriting with 
algorithmic circulation embody woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric 
regimes that protect powerful perpetrators (Haraway 581-98; 584). Ethnographic 
documentation reveals post-verdict hasthaksarams proliferating on kraft paper at Kochi court 
barricades — with viral specimens declaring "അവൾെ�ാ�ം എ�ും" ("With Her, Always") 
naming "conspiracy of power structures," shared by 20,000+ users—materializing digital 
ephemerality while evoking palm-leaf manuscript traditions.Quantitative circulation analytics 
underscore #Avalkoppam's disruptive scale: peaking alongside #MeTooKerala calls for movie 
industry reforms, it prompted solidarity from prominent �gures from Malayalam Cinema. 
Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these as "digital thira" (protest songs), reviving folk 

resistance aesthetics within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance amid judicial 
disappointment (Abraham 45-60; 48). The whole movement could be seen to highlight Kerala's 
evolving digital feminist grammar where justice denied becomes justice mobilized.

Hashtags as Sites of Feminist Meaning-Making
Hashtags in Kerala's digital feminism transcend organizational metadata, functioning as 

semiotic engines propelling contests over gender justice, resistance, and community formation 
across movements like #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Stuart Hall's 
encoding/decoding paradigm remains analytically central: organizers encode explicit political 
intentionality into hashtag syntax—#Avalkoppam signifying solidarity against celebrity 
impunity and judicial betrayal; grassroots participants decode through multimodal content 
production including sel�es, videos, live-streams, and text narratives; while conservative and 
celebrity-aligned audiences generate oppositional interpretations via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam, memes celebrating "money power," and organized disinformation campaigns 
(Hall 15-27; 24). Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these responses as "digital thira" (protest 
songs), strategically reviving folk resistance aesthetics—intricate Malayalam calligraphy evoking 
temple inscriptions—within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance and cultural 
continuity amid technological rupture (Abraham 45-60; 48). Judith Butler's performativity theory 
elucidates their citational force: iterative speech acts such as "#MeTooKerala അവൾ�് നീതി 
�വണം" ("She needs justice") or "#Avalkoppam" subversively recon�gures the illocutionary 
function of disclosure from private confession to public indictment, destabilizing normative 
gender regimes and mechanisms of patriarchal silencing through repeated, collective 
enunciation (Butler 519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity framework manifests vividly in these code-switched formulations, 
blending English universality ("#MeToo") with Malayalam relationality ("അവൾെ�ാ�ം") to 
navigate complex insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly civility"—strategic linguistic 
mimicry that accommodates platform moderation protocols while smuggling region-speci�c 
critiques of caste, religion, celebrity power, and judicial bias (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Homi Bhabha’s 
concept of hybridity sheds light on the linguistic and cultural negotiations embedded in Kerala’s 
digital feminisms. Hashtags and hasthaksarams frequently combine Malayalam and English, 
mobilising what Bhabha describes as “in-between” spaces that unsettle binaries such as 
tradition/modernity and local/global.Donna Haraway's cyborg ontology further extends to 
these hybrid artifacts: hasthaksarams (handwritten/handwriting-like), inscribed corporeally on 
kraft paper then digitized via smartphone optics for Instagram carousels and Stories, embody 
partial woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric epistemic regimes that protect 
powerful abusers from accountability (Haraway 581-98; 584). These dynamics underscore 
hashtags not merely as connective tissue but contested battlegrounds where Kerala's young 
women engineer resilient meaning-making amid existential algorithmic and judicial 
antagonism.

The Paradoxes of Digital Platforms
Corporate digital platforms embody acute structural paradoxes for Kerala's feminist 

movements, simultaneously amplifying marginalized voices while facilitating unprecedented 
surveillance, algorithmic fragmentation, and organized backlash ecologies intensi�ed by 
celebrity power dynamics. Judith Butler cautions that public gender performances inevitably 
invite interpellation by disciplinary power (Butler 519-39; 528). Stuart Hall's encoding framework 
illuminates platform-mediated hegemonic rearticulation  (Hall 15-27; 21). Feminist hashtags like 
#Avalkoppam trigger outrage algorithms privileging polarizing replies—trolls, counter-hashtags 
like #Ayalkkoppam—from elite fanbases, generating feedback loops that submerge solidarity 

signals within noise ampli�cation. Hall’s model thus illuminates the contested nature of Kerala’s 
hashtag publics as ongoing struggles over signi�cation rather than stable communications from 
sender to receiver.

Paromita Pain's quantitative analysis of #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam con�rms 72% of 
posts encountered hostile engagement, with platform algorithms systematically surfacing troll 
content over supportive ampli�cation, particularly penalizing vernacular Malayalam by 3.8x 
visibility reduction versus English/Hindi equivalents—materially reproducing linguistic 
hierarchies isomorphic with caste and class strati�cations (Pain 857-873). Facebook dominates 
Kerala connectivity with millions of users, monetizing attention via engagement metrics that 
favor manufactured controversy over nuanced discourse, while infrastructural 
asymmetries—rural 2G/3G coverage gaps, prohibitive smartphone costs for subaltern 
households—systematically exclude Dalit, Adivasi, and working-class women from digital 
publics, compounding geographic marginalization. Ultimately, platforms constitute 
double-edged terrains where Kerala's digital feminists engineer resilience amid existential 
precarity, contesting not merely gender hierarchies but the very architectures of algorithmic 
capitalism intertwined with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity.

Narrating Experience and Reclaiming Narrative Authority
Narrative reclamation forms the a�ective-political core of Kerala's digital feminism, 

transmuting individualized trauma into collective ethical indictment and systemic critique, 
particularly evident in #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam testimonies that bridge personal 
violation with institutional betrayal. These disclosures instantiate Judith Butler's illocutionary 
performativity paradigm. They transcend mere description to constitute performative ruptures, 
interpellating digital audiences as ethically obligated witnesses demanding institutional redress, 
judicial transparency, and elite accountability (Butler 519-39; 530). Judith Butler’s theorisation of 
gender performativity helps frame #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam disclosures as reiterative 
performances that challenge normative femininity, silence, and shame. When survivors and 
supporters post testimonies, name perpetrators, and articulate demands for justice, these acts 
do not simply describe injury but performatively enact new subject positions—�ghters, 
witnesses, and political agents—within digitally mediated publics.Kerala's rich literary heritage 
indelibly shapes these practices, forging continuities between digital and analog resistance. 
Malayalam OTT platforms host feminist "digital thira" sessions reviving 1980s protest balladry; 
hasthaksarams echo Kamala Das's confessional erotics, embodying raw vulnerability defying 
bourgeois respectability protocols while linking to historical satyagraha scrolls from 1930s 
temple-entry movements (Abraham 45-60). Sunnykutty Abraham traces genealogical lineages 
from Vaikom Satyagraha women's handwritten petitions to deities—imploring divine 
intervention against caste barriers—to contemporary digital petitions naming academic 
predators, judicial enablers, and celebrity conspirators with institutional precision (Abraham 
45-60). 

Yet narrative reclamation demands agonistic negotiation of profound tensions: 
pseudonymity safeguards familial honor and personal safety versus full nomenclature risking 
retaliation and doxxing; graphic speci�city mobilizes empathy but precipitates vicarious 
traumatization for both survivors and witnesses. These constitutive tensions illuminate digital 
narration as praxis—agonistic worldmaking constituting feminist publics amid existential 
precarity, where justice denied becomes justice rearticulated through persistent hasthaksaram 
testimony. 

Toward Digital Feminist Futures

ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 

ABSTRACT
This paper explores the emergence of digital feminist activism among young women in 

Kerala, focusing on how hashtags and handwritten narratives, or & quot; “hasthaksarams,” & quot; 
act as tools of protest and solidarity. Drawing upon landmark movements such as the Kerala 
Women’s Wall and the Indian #MeToo campaign, this study uses cultural and feminist literary 
theory to examine how these digital spaces enable young women to negotiate power, identity, 
and representation. The analysis foregrounds Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model to 
understand meaning-making within hashtags, Judith Butler’s performativity to conceptualize 
digital gendered self-representations, and Homi Bhabha’s notion of hybridity to explore 
multilingual and transcultural feminist identities. These narratives constitute a transformative 
cultural politics reshaping feminist activism in Kerala’s intersecting social hierarchies. 

Key Words: Digital Activism, Feminist Studies, Cultural Politics, Feminist activism 

INTRODUCTION
Digital platforms have fundamentally transformed feminist activism globally, enabling young 

women in Kerala to seize representational space and political agency against a backdrop of 
entrenched patriarchal structures, despite the state's celebrated progressive indicators—96.2% 
female literacy, highest female-to-male workforce ratios, and leftist mobilization histories 
juxtaposed with persistent dowry practices, religious policing of female bodies, caste-based 
exclusions, and domestic coercion. In this distinctive socio-cultural matrix, hashtags and 
"hasthaksarams" — personal protest narratives digitized for viral circulation — emerge as 
innovative strategies contesting these hierarchies while forging hybrid feminist identities 
resonant across local, national, and diasporic contexts. The 2025 resurgence of #Avalkoppam 
following an eminent actor’s acquittal in the 2017 Malayalam actress assault case exempli�es this 
potency: despite convictions of six assailants, the allegations of judicial bias, evidence 
tampering, closed-door trials, and elite in�uence sparked nationwide outrage, with the hashtag 
trending at over 500,000 mentions in 48 hours and endorsements from Women in Cinema 
Collective (WCC) and other similar organizations for gender rights.

Cultural Studies provides the indispensable theoretical architecture for dissecting these 
practices. Stuart Hall's seminal encoding/decoding model reframes hashtags not as passive 
metadata but dynamic circuits where organizers encode political intentionality (#Avalkoppam 
signifying solidarity against impunity), participants produce and circulate meanings through 
shares, and antagonistic audiences generate oppositional decodings via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam celebrating "money power" (Hall 15-27). Judith Butler's gender performativity 
theory elucidates how digital disclosures—tweets naming abusers, Instagram narratives 
detailing assaults—constitute iterative, subversive performances that destabilize normative 
gender regimes and dismantle patriarchal silencing mechanisms (Butler 519-39). Homi Bhabha's 
postcolonial hybridity framework illuminates the liminal identities forged through 
Malayalam-English code-switching in these texts, challenging binaries of tradition/modernity, 
local/global, and secular/religious (Bhabha 95-114).

Complementing these, Gayatri Spivak's incisive subaltern critique underscores the strategic 

Kerala's digital feminism demands urgent infrastructural, policy, and theoretical interventions 
to expand equitable access, fortify against platform precarity, and critically theorize 
entanglements with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity, building on the resilient 
counterpublics forged through #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Donna 
Haraway's cyborg manifesto inspires "feminist server collectives"—autonomous, decentralized 
platforms prioritizing Malayalam content curation, ethical moderation protocols, and data 
sovereignty against Meta's extractive architectures (Haraway 581-98; 584). These archives could 
integrate and enable Gen Z interaction with calligraphic protest poetry and amplify vernacular 
#Avalkoppam evolutions beyond algorithmic censorship.Hashtags and hasthaksarams herald 
emergent feminist imaginaries—not utopian digital escape but grounded utopia-work 
engineering digital ecologies where Kerala women author intersectional multiplicities: 
matrilineal daughters traversing caste barriers, code-switching cyborgs negotiating platform 
precarity and judicial betrayal, survivors and supporters scaling "car assault" testimonies to 
industry reckonings. Cultural studies scholarship must track these trajectories longitudinally, 
theorizing digital feminism as Kerala's contemporary chapter in gendered worldmaking praxis 
continuous with historical satyagrahas. These practices transform justice denied into justice 
mobilized, constituting Kerala's hybrid feminist grammar where handwritten de�ance endures 
as viral permanence.
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caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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essentialism Kerala women employ to amplify systematically excluded voices; like that of Dalit 
survivors inserting caste grievances and Muslim women contesting communal policing — while 
navigating risks of co-optation by dominant discourses (Spivak 271-313). This interlocking 
theoretical lens frames the paper's central inquiry: How do hashtags (digital communities) and 
hasthaksarams (personal narratives) function as contested cultural sites enabling young Kerala 
women to negotiate power, identity, and resistance within intersectional hierarchies ampli�ed 
by celebrity impunity and platform algorithms?  This paper addresses three interrelated 
questions: First, how do these digital practices disrupt hegemonic gender discourses rooted in 
Kerala's matrilineal-orthodox paradox? Second, what representational strategies facilitate 
navigation of caste, class, religious, and now celebrity fault lines, as seen in #Avalkoppam? Third, 
what structural paradoxes emerge from corporate platforms and judicial systems that 
simultaneously empower feminist voices while exposing them to surveillance, disinformation, 
and perceived elite protection? 

Contextualizing Digital Feminism in Kerala
Kerala's socio-political terrain constitutes a paradoxical matrix for feminist activism, 

interweaving impressive human development metrics—96.2% female literacy, India's highest 
female-to-male workforce participation ratio, and legacies of Nair matrilineality and leftist 
mobilization—with persistent patriarchal kinship structures, dowry persistence, religious 
orthodoxies across Hindu, Christian, and Muslim communities, and caste strati�cations that 
systematically constrain women's public agency and bodily autonomy (Abraham 45–60; Kerala 
Sahitya Akademi). Digital feminism emerges precisely within these fault lines, leveraging social 
media a�ordances to contest structural inequalities, forge solidarities across social divides, and 
reclaim narrative authority from institutional silencing. The 2019 Kerala Women's Wall represents 
a watershed: mobilizing 3.2 million women across 620 kilometers in response to the Supreme 
Court's Sabarimala verdict permitting women's temple entry, it directly challenged patriarchal 
religious norms and communal polarization, generating 1.8 million #WomensWall hashtag 
mentions within 96 hours. The Women's Wall serves as paradigmatic alongside #MeTooKerala 
and #Avalkoppam, where embodied protests converged with viral ampli�cation generating 
millions of interactions (Abraham 45–60; "Vanitha Mathil").

Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes the Wall as performative spatial rupture, with women 
occupying highways conventionally reserved for male political processions, thereby contesting 
gendered cartographies of public space and encoding gendered unity transcending 
caste-religion divides (Abraham 45-60). Stuart Hall's circuit of culture framework illuminates this 
dynamic where organizers encoded the event as a symbol of secular feminist solidarity. 
Participants consumed and reproduced meanings through 2.1 million sel�es, videos, and 
live-streams, while conservative audiences generated oppositional interpretations framing it as 
moral violation and anti-Hindu conspiracy. Parallel to the Wall, Kerala's #MeToo iteration 
unfolded primarily through Instagram Stories and Facebook posts, where college students, 
journalists, adjunct faculty, and young professionals shared "hasthaksarams" detailing 
institutional harassment, workplace predation, familial coercion, and domestic 
violence—strategically bridging digital ephemerality with material permanence to resonate 
with Donna Haraway's valorization of situated, embodied feminist epistemologies contesting 
patriarchal universals (Haraway 581-98).

The 2017 Malayalam actress sexual assault case marks another pivotal �ashpoint, catalyzing 
the original #Avalkoppam movement. The survivor—a prominent �gure in Malayalam 
cinema—was abducted and molested in a moving car by assailants allegedly as retaliation for 
her Women in Cinema Collective (WCC) advocacy against industry sexual exploitation. Launched 

primarily by WCC members to counter slut-shaming and victim-blaming, #Avalkoppam ("With 
Her") fused Malayalam solidarity with global #MeToo grammar, proliferating amid survivor 
threats and media trials. The December 2025 verdict reignited it explosively: while six 
perpetrators received punishment, the acquittal of a major actor alleged to be the mastermind 
of the assault, prompted statements decrying evidence tampering, denied open trials, judicial 
bias favoring elites, and human rights violations.

Reading Gayatri Spivak and her subaltern analytics could probably reveal how Dalit, Muslim, 
and lower-caste women tactically appropriated mainstream hashtags like #Avalkoppam and 
#WomensWall, inserting caste-speci�c grievances—temple entry discrimination, communal 
policing of hijab and dress codes, workplace casteism—into broader gender discourses, thereby 
challenging upper-caste feminist hegemonies and exposing intersectional modulations of 
digital risk (Spivak 271-313). Gayatri Spivak’s re�ections on subalternity and strategic 
essentialism are crucial for understanding how Dalit, Muslim, and lower-caste women inhabit 
Kerala’s digital feminist spaces. While broad feminist hashtags risk reproducing upper-caste and 
middle-class dominance, subaltern women tactically appropriate common tags to insert 
caste-speci�c grievances, religious policing, and workplace casteism into wider gender debates. 
This practice constitutes a form of strategic essentialism where “women” is deployed as a 
provisional political category that can foreground shared gendered vulnerability while still 
allowing for the articulation of deeply unequal caste and community locations. At the same time, 
Spivak cautions that subaltern voices can be absorbed, diluted, or overwritten by more powerful 
actors within feminist spaces, a risk that is ampli�ed by algorithmic hierarchies and platform 
logics.

Stuart Hall's encoding/decoding paradigm proves analytically useful for dissecting these 
dynamics: WCC organizers encoded explicit solidarity against elite impunity into the hashtag's 
syntax; grassroots users—students, journalists, cinema workers—decoded through 
participatory hasthaksarams naming "industry predators" and demanding accountability; while 
antagonistic audiences generated oppositional meanings via rival #Ayalkkoppam ("With Him"), 
celebrating the male actor’s "money power triumph" and projecting his cinematic comeback 
with fan-organized bus protests halting �lm screenings. Judith Butler's performativity theory 
frames the survivor's disclosures and supporters' posts as citational ruptures: iterative speech 
acts like "justice betrayed by closed doors" subversively recon�gure disclosure from private 
trauma to public indictment, interpellating digital publics as ethically obligated witnesses (Butler 
519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity manifests vividly in code-switched formulations such as 
"#Avalkoppam അവൾ�് നീതി �വണം" ("She needs justice"), blending English universality 
with Malayalam relationality to navigate insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly 
civility"—strategic mimicry accommodating platform moderation while smuggling 
region-speci�c critiques of celebrity impunity (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Donna Haraway's cyborg 
ontology extends to these hybrid texts: hasthaksarams blending corporeal handwriting with 
algorithmic circulation embody woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric 
regimes that protect powerful perpetrators (Haraway 581-98; 584). Ethnographic 
documentation reveals post-verdict hasthaksarams proliferating on kraft paper at Kochi court 
barricades — with viral specimens declaring "അവൾെ�ാ�ം എ�ും" ("With Her, Always") 
naming "conspiracy of power structures," shared by 20,000+ users—materializing digital 
ephemerality while evoking palm-leaf manuscript traditions.Quantitative circulation analytics 
underscore #Avalkoppam's disruptive scale: peaking alongside #MeTooKerala calls for movie 
industry reforms, it prompted solidarity from prominent �gures from Malayalam Cinema. 
Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these as "digital thira" (protest songs), reviving folk 

resistance aesthetics within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance amid judicial 
disappointment (Abraham 45-60; 48). The whole movement could be seen to highlight Kerala's 
evolving digital feminist grammar where justice denied becomes justice mobilized.

Hashtags as Sites of Feminist Meaning-Making
Hashtags in Kerala's digital feminism transcend organizational metadata, functioning as 

semiotic engines propelling contests over gender justice, resistance, and community formation 
across movements like #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Stuart Hall's 
encoding/decoding paradigm remains analytically central: organizers encode explicit political 
intentionality into hashtag syntax—#Avalkoppam signifying solidarity against celebrity 
impunity and judicial betrayal; grassroots participants decode through multimodal content 
production including sel�es, videos, live-streams, and text narratives; while conservative and 
celebrity-aligned audiences generate oppositional interpretations via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam, memes celebrating "money power," and organized disinformation campaigns 
(Hall 15-27; 24). Sunnykutty Abraham conceptualizes these responses as "digital thira" (protest 
songs), strategically reviving folk resistance aesthetics—intricate Malayalam calligraphy evoking 
temple inscriptions—within algorithmic feeds to maximize a�ective resonance and cultural 
continuity amid technological rupture (Abraham 45-60; 48). Judith Butler's performativity theory 
elucidates their citational force: iterative speech acts such as "#MeTooKerala അവൾ�് നീതി 
�വണം" ("She needs justice") or "#Avalkoppam" subversively recon�gures the illocutionary 
function of disclosure from private confession to public indictment, destabilizing normative 
gender regimes and mechanisms of patriarchal silencing through repeated, collective 
enunciation (Butler 519-39; 530).

Homi Bhabha's hybridity framework manifests vividly in these code-switched formulations, 
blending English universality ("#MeToo") with Malayalam relationality ("അവൾെ�ാ�ം") to 
navigate complex insider/outsider audience dynamics through "sly civility"—strategic linguistic 
mimicry that accommodates platform moderation protocols while smuggling region-speci�c 
critiques of caste, religion, celebrity power, and judicial bias (Bhabha 95-114; 107). Homi Bhabha’s 
concept of hybridity sheds light on the linguistic and cultural negotiations embedded in Kerala’s 
digital feminisms. Hashtags and hasthaksarams frequently combine Malayalam and English, 
mobilising what Bhabha describes as “in-between” spaces that unsettle binaries such as 
tradition/modernity and local/global.Donna Haraway's cyborg ontology further extends to 
these hybrid artifacts: hasthaksarams (handwritten/handwriting-like), inscribed corporeally on 
kraft paper then digitized via smartphone optics for Instagram carousels and Stories, embody 
partial woman-technology coalitions contesting phallogocentric epistemic regimes that protect 
powerful abusers from accountability (Haraway 581-98; 584). These dynamics underscore 
hashtags not merely as connective tissue but contested battlegrounds where Kerala's young 
women engineer resilient meaning-making amid existential algorithmic and judicial 
antagonism.

The Paradoxes of Digital Platforms
Corporate digital platforms embody acute structural paradoxes for Kerala's feminist 

movements, simultaneously amplifying marginalized voices while facilitating unprecedented 
surveillance, algorithmic fragmentation, and organized backlash ecologies intensi�ed by 
celebrity power dynamics. Judith Butler cautions that public gender performances inevitably 
invite interpellation by disciplinary power (Butler 519-39; 528). Stuart Hall's encoding framework 
illuminates platform-mediated hegemonic rearticulation  (Hall 15-27; 21). Feminist hashtags like 
#Avalkoppam trigger outrage algorithms privileging polarizing replies—trolls, counter-hashtags 
like #Ayalkkoppam—from elite fanbases, generating feedback loops that submerge solidarity 

signals within noise ampli�cation. Hall’s model thus illuminates the contested nature of Kerala’s 
hashtag publics as ongoing struggles over signi�cation rather than stable communications from 
sender to receiver.

Paromita Pain's quantitative analysis of #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam con�rms 72% of 
posts encountered hostile engagement, with platform algorithms systematically surfacing troll 
content over supportive ampli�cation, particularly penalizing vernacular Malayalam by 3.8x 
visibility reduction versus English/Hindi equivalents—materially reproducing linguistic 
hierarchies isomorphic with caste and class strati�cations (Pain 857-873). Facebook dominates 
Kerala connectivity with millions of users, monetizing attention via engagement metrics that 
favor manufactured controversy over nuanced discourse, while infrastructural 
asymmetries—rural 2G/3G coverage gaps, prohibitive smartphone costs for subaltern 
households—systematically exclude Dalit, Adivasi, and working-class women from digital 
publics, compounding geographic marginalization. Ultimately, platforms constitute 
double-edged terrains where Kerala's digital feminists engineer resilience amid existential 
precarity, contesting not merely gender hierarchies but the very architectures of algorithmic 
capitalism intertwined with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity.

Narrating Experience and Reclaiming Narrative Authority
Narrative reclamation forms the a�ective-political core of Kerala's digital feminism, 

transmuting individualized trauma into collective ethical indictment and systemic critique, 
particularly evident in #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam testimonies that bridge personal 
violation with institutional betrayal. These disclosures instantiate Judith Butler's illocutionary 
performativity paradigm. They transcend mere description to constitute performative ruptures, 
interpellating digital audiences as ethically obligated witnesses demanding institutional redress, 
judicial transparency, and elite accountability (Butler 519-39; 530). Judith Butler’s theorisation of 
gender performativity helps frame #MeTooKerala and #Avalkoppam disclosures as reiterative 
performances that challenge normative femininity, silence, and shame. When survivors and 
supporters post testimonies, name perpetrators, and articulate demands for justice, these acts 
do not simply describe injury but performatively enact new subject positions—�ghters, 
witnesses, and political agents—within digitally mediated publics.Kerala's rich literary heritage 
indelibly shapes these practices, forging continuities between digital and analog resistance. 
Malayalam OTT platforms host feminist "digital thira" sessions reviving 1980s protest balladry; 
hasthaksarams echo Kamala Das's confessional erotics, embodying raw vulnerability defying 
bourgeois respectability protocols while linking to historical satyagraha scrolls from 1930s 
temple-entry movements (Abraham 45-60). Sunnykutty Abraham traces genealogical lineages 
from Vaikom Satyagraha women's handwritten petitions to deities—imploring divine 
intervention against caste barriers—to contemporary digital petitions naming academic 
predators, judicial enablers, and celebrity conspirators with institutional precision (Abraham 
45-60). 

Yet narrative reclamation demands agonistic negotiation of profound tensions: 
pseudonymity safeguards familial honor and personal safety versus full nomenclature risking 
retaliation and doxxing; graphic speci�city mobilizes empathy but precipitates vicarious 
traumatization for both survivors and witnesses. These constitutive tensions illuminate digital 
narration as praxis—agonistic worldmaking constituting feminist publics amid existential 
precarity, where justice denied becomes justice rearticulated through persistent hasthaksaram 
testimony. 

Toward Digital Feminist Futures

ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 

ABSTRACT
This paper explores the emergence of digital feminist activism among young women in 

Kerala, focusing on how hashtags and handwritten narratives, or & quot; “hasthaksarams,” & quot; 
act as tools of protest and solidarity. Drawing upon landmark movements such as the Kerala 
Women’s Wall and the Indian #MeToo campaign, this study uses cultural and feminist literary 
theory to examine how these digital spaces enable young women to negotiate power, identity, 
and representation. The analysis foregrounds Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model to 
understand meaning-making within hashtags, Judith Butler’s performativity to conceptualize 
digital gendered self-representations, and Homi Bhabha’s notion of hybridity to explore 
multilingual and transcultural feminist identities. These narratives constitute a transformative 
cultural politics reshaping feminist activism in Kerala’s intersecting social hierarchies. 

Key Words: Digital Activism, Feminist Studies, Cultural Politics, Feminist activism 

INTRODUCTION
Digital platforms have fundamentally transformed feminist activism globally, enabling young 

women in Kerala to seize representational space and political agency against a backdrop of 
entrenched patriarchal structures, despite the state's celebrated progressive indicators—96.2% 
female literacy, highest female-to-male workforce ratios, and leftist mobilization histories 
juxtaposed with persistent dowry practices, religious policing of female bodies, caste-based 
exclusions, and domestic coercion. In this distinctive socio-cultural matrix, hashtags and 
"hasthaksarams" — personal protest narratives digitized for viral circulation — emerge as 
innovative strategies contesting these hierarchies while forging hybrid feminist identities 
resonant across local, national, and diasporic contexts. The 2025 resurgence of #Avalkoppam 
following an eminent actor’s acquittal in the 2017 Malayalam actress assault case exempli�es this 
potency: despite convictions of six assailants, the allegations of judicial bias, evidence 
tampering, closed-door trials, and elite in�uence sparked nationwide outrage, with the hashtag 
trending at over 500,000 mentions in 48 hours and endorsements from Women in Cinema 
Collective (WCC) and other similar organizations for gender rights.

Cultural Studies provides the indispensable theoretical architecture for dissecting these 
practices. Stuart Hall's seminal encoding/decoding model reframes hashtags not as passive 
metadata but dynamic circuits where organizers encode political intentionality (#Avalkoppam 
signifying solidarity against impunity), participants produce and circulate meanings through 
shares, and antagonistic audiences generate oppositional decodings via counter-hashtags like 
#Ayalkkoppam celebrating "money power" (Hall 15-27). Judith Butler's gender performativity 
theory elucidates how digital disclosures—tweets naming abusers, Instagram narratives 
detailing assaults—constitute iterative, subversive performances that destabilize normative 
gender regimes and dismantle patriarchal silencing mechanisms (Butler 519-39). Homi Bhabha's 
postcolonial hybridity framework illuminates the liminal identities forged through 
Malayalam-English code-switching in these texts, challenging binaries of tradition/modernity, 
local/global, and secular/religious (Bhabha 95-114).

Complementing these, Gayatri Spivak's incisive subaltern critique underscores the strategic 

Kerala's digital feminism demands urgent infrastructural, policy, and theoretical interventions 
to expand equitable access, fortify against platform precarity, and critically theorize 
entanglements with celebrity impunity and judicial opacity, building on the resilient 
counterpublics forged through #WomensWall, #MeTooKerala, and #Avalkoppam. Donna 
Haraway's cyborg manifesto inspires "feminist server collectives"—autonomous, decentralized 
platforms prioritizing Malayalam content curation, ethical moderation protocols, and data 
sovereignty against Meta's extractive architectures (Haraway 581-98; 584). These archives could 
integrate and enable Gen Z interaction with calligraphic protest poetry and amplify vernacular 
#Avalkoppam evolutions beyond algorithmic censorship.Hashtags and hasthaksarams herald 
emergent feminist imaginaries—not utopian digital escape but grounded utopia-work 
engineering digital ecologies where Kerala women author intersectional multiplicities: 
matrilineal daughters traversing caste barriers, code-switching cyborgs negotiating platform 
precarity and judicial betrayal, survivors and supporters scaling "car assault" testimonies to 
industry reckonings. Cultural studies scholarship must track these trajectories longitudinally, 
theorizing digital feminism as Kerala's contemporary chapter in gendered worldmaking praxis 
continuous with historical satyagrahas. These practices transform justice denied into justice 
mobilized, constituting Kerala's hybrid feminist grammar where handwritten de�ance endures 
as viral permanence.
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