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Introduction

Social media has evolved into a key forum for societal dis-
course across a variety of societies. It allows users to dis-
cuss, form opinions, and express their ideas about events 
that interest them, thereby participating in political action 
(Shirky, 2011). Social media has allowed global activists to 
advocate discourses and narratives on pressing issues (Seo 
et al., 2009). It further allows individuals to engage in dis-
cussions with like-minded people (Posner, 2001) which has 
been shown to lead to an active discursive construction of 
the “other” (Devlin, 2016). This type of engagement is also 
prevalent in the activities of online hate groups as they “pro-
vide links to one another, and expressly attempt to encour-
age both recruitment and discussion among like-minded 
people” (Sunstein, 2007, pp. 57–58). Othering in online 
spaces is an important phenomenon to understand as it 
“encapsulates the myriad power contestations and abusive 
behaviors which are manifested on/through online spaces 
(including, e.g., as racism, Islamophobia, sexism, misogyny, 
homophobia, ableism)” (Harmer & Lumsden, 2019, p. 2). 
One factor feeding into such discourses is people’s tendency 
to follow and participate in those discussions that are coher-
ent with their preexisting beliefs, which in turn can cause 

polarization and clusters of opinion commonly known as 
echo-chambers (Bessi et al., 2015). This study contributes to 
the understanding of the dynamics of othering in social 
media by investigating the discourse surrounding a wom-
en’s rights movement in Pakistan—Aurat March 2019—
through the lens of Positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 
1990). We utilize Positioning theory as it offers concrete 
conceptual and methodological tools for analyzing dis-
course online (Talamo & Ligorio, 2001).

In current day Pakistan, the women’s rights movement 
encounters significant resistance. Pakistani women are said 
to be “structurally disadvantaged and are considered as 
second-class citizens” (Ashraf et al., 2017, p. 1402). They 
face discrimination not only at the societal level but also 
when it comes to legal and economic issues (Agnes, 1996). 
Mukhtar (2008) asserts that Pakistani women are socially 
and culturally disadvantaged when compared to the women 
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of so-called Western societies. For example, Pakistani 
women appear in positions of high societal power only 
rarely. These dynamics of the society, perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, have an impact on the public discourse found online. 
There has been a wide use of social media platforms for 
discussions related to the Aurat March among various 
groups and classes of Pakistani society (Tarar et al., 2020). 
Over the next section, we will offer a short introduction to 
the history of women’s rights movements in Pakistan, fol-
lowed by the description of Aurat March. After introducing 
the reader to Positioning theory, we will move on to present 
the empirical study and its findings.

The History of Women’s Rights Movements in 
Pakistan

Since its independence, Pakistan has seen several women’s 
rights movements operating in the country. For example, 
All Pakistan Women’s Association was founded in 1949 
2 years after the country gained independence and The 
United Front for Women’s Rights followed it in 1955. 
During General Ayub Khan’s era, various policies related to 
women’s rights were introduced in Pakistan. Overall, he 
was considered liberal in his policies, allowing women to 
enter different fields of society. After Ayub Khan, Zulfiqar 
Ali Bhutto came into power. He promulgated the constitu-
tion of Pakistan in 1973, which granted more rights to 
women than before (A. Khan, 2018). During this era, 
women were appointed at key positions in various institu-
tions in Pakistan. In 1977, General Zia-Ul-Haq took over, 
and led the state campaign of Islamization in 1980 (Zia, 
2018). This was the time of religious and military dictator-
ship and women’s rights suffered a major backlash soon 
after Gen. Zia came into power (Rouse, 1986).

In recent years, the struggle of women has concentrated 
especially under a movement called Aurat March. Aurat 
March refers to “a series of campaigns for reforms (sic) the 
problems of the society, such as women’s suffrage, reproduc-
tive rights, domestic violence, and equal pay in the work-
place, maternity leave, sexual harassment, and sexual 
violence” (Baig et al., 2020, p. 414).

In Pakistan, as well as elsewhere in the world, the issue of 
women’s autonomy and development cannot be viewed in 
isolation from the global impact of the feminist movement. 
This struggle has, over the past three decades, gradually 
come to be acknowledged as one of the core issues of mod-
ern Pakistan (Lakhvi & Suhaib, 2010).

International Women’s Day

The idea of an international women’s day was first initiated 
in 1908. In total, 15,000 women marched in New York City, 
demanding shorter working hours, better pay, and the right 
to vote. A year later, the first National Woman’s day was 

declared by the Socialist Party of America. The National 
Woman’s day was later made international on the suggestion 
of Clara Zetkin. The celebrations of international women’s 
day reached Austria, Denmark, Germany and Switzerland in 
1911. The contemporary “official day for women’s rights 
and world peace,” held on 8 March, was agreed upon in 
1977, by the United Nations (UN) and its member states (N. 
Khan et al., 2020).

According to Petter (2021), the International Women’s 
day carries the explicit theme of female empowerment 
throughout the world but is celebrated differently from coun-
try to country. In Pakistan, there is a long tradition of cele-
brating the day (N. Khan et al., 2020), but recently, there has 
been a shift in how the day is celebrated. Since 2018, demon-
strations and marches were carried out in major cities under 
the title of “Aurat Azadi March” (Shaheed, 2019). Aurat 
March has stirred up heated debate across societal classes 
and intellectual groups (Tarar et  al., 2020). For example, 
there is an ongoing discussion where feminism in Pakistan is 
charged with “Westernization,” and promoting an “alien” 
agenda (Khushbakht & Sultana, 2020). This argument con-
nects “modernization” to Westernization, and makes the 
claim that since Aurat March promotes modernization, it 
simultaneously proposes ignoring the Islamic values. This 
discourse also positions Westernization as being the main 
cause of “vulgarism” and “dehumanization” in Pakistan 
(Baig et al., 2020).

Positioning the “Self” and the “Other”

In this study, we use the concept of positioning as a lens 
through which we explore the dynamics of othering. Hollway 
(1984) introduced the concept of positioning in social psy-
chology. Davies and Harré (1990) further expanded the use 
of positioning in interactive exchanges, while relating it to 
narratives. Deeply rooted in a social constructionist view-
point, the process of positioning is like a thread that weaves 
social interaction and wraps the entire interactive situation 
together. “Positions are features of the local moral land-
scape” (Harré et al., 2009, p. 9). They emerge according to 
the context of interaction and are dynamic in nature (Pihlaja, 
2014). Studies using positioning analysis are “concerned 
with revealing the explicit and implicit patterns of reasoning 
that are realized in the ways that people act towards others” 
(Harré et  al., 2009, p. 5). Davies and Harré (1990) further 
explain,

Once having taken up a particular position as one’s own, a 
person inevitably sees the world from the vantage point of that 
position and in terms of the particular images, metaphors, story 
lines and concepts which are made relevant within the particular 
discursive practice in which they are positioned. (p. 46)

Positioning is a discursive process that happens in interac-
tion (Harré et al., 2009). It refers to the discursive production 
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of the self, as positioning is the rudimental course by which 
people acquire identities for the self and the other in social 
interactions (Davies & Harré, 1990). Positioning the self is 
also inherently connected to positioning the “other,” which is 
the second key concept guiding our analysis.

In defining othering, we follow Lister (2004), who sees it 
as a “process of differentiation and demarcation, by which 
the line is drawn between ‘us’ and ‘them’—between the 
more and the less powerful—and through which social dis-
tance is established and maintained” (p. 101). In the process 
of othering, one group reinforces the distinction and domi-
nance against another group. This process is typically deeply 
related to issues of power (Al-Saji, 2010). The “other” group 
is not simply singled out as different, but also defined as 
morally and intellectually inferior (Schwalbe, 2000).

Positioning and othering can be analyzed utilizing an 
approach called Positioning theory. Positioning theory helps 
to explain how participants discursively construct the char-
acters of themselves and others (Jones, 2012). It also looks at 
how intergroup relations are developed (Tan & Moghaddam, 
1999). Communicative practices in positioning theory com-
prise positions, speech acts, and storylines. The triangulation 
of these three components is used as units of analysis to 
approach discourse (Warren & Moghaddam, 2016). 
Discourse in our study is operationalized as purposeful and 
action-oriented communication (Wood & Kroger, 2000). 
Studying discourse means focusing on talk and interaction in 
a given situation along with the outcome of the interaction 
(Sinclair, 2007). Here, we align with Potter (2004) who 
asserts that discourse analysis has an “analytical commit-
ment to studying discourse as texts and talk in social prac-
tice” (p. 203). Discourse analysis focuses on language as a 
medium of interaction and the analysis of discourse thus is 
the analysis of what people do. Our study offers a micro-
analytic understanding of how people discursively advance, 
orient to, and challenge certain meanings and practices 
through interaction in social media (cf. Sutherland, LaMarre 
& Rice, 2017).

Based on this theoretical foundation, the goal of this study 
is to apply the concept of positioning into understanding how 
people discursively co-construct the “other” in social media. 
Focusing on the YouTube video on Aurat March 2019 and its 
comments, we ask the following research question:

RQ1. How are women and the women’s rights movement 
discursively positioned in the social media discourse 
related to the Aurat March?

Methodology

The data for our study comes from a YouTube video dealing 
with the 2019 march titled: “Aurat march 2019—Women 
day in Pakistan 2019—Waht is real Purpouse this march ?” 
(sic). This video was posted on 10 March 2019, only 2 days 
after the event. By the time of this study, the video had 

approximately 217,000 views, and 1,800 comments, making 
it by far the most popular of the videos discussing the event. 
The so-called top comments, that is, comments that had 
received the most “likes,” and their own comments, were 
mostly from near the time the video was first posted. Still, 
the video had continued to attract comments more than a 
year since its launch.1

We consider the video as an example of the public dis-
course surrounding the march, and its comments section 
gives an in-depth view into how people positioned them-
selves as well as the march-goers. As the largest online video 
platform of the world, YouTube represents one of the more 
open platforms of social media. The service is by default 
accessible by anyone with an Internet connection, and one 
does not need to create a user ID or log in to view its con-
tents. Commenting requires registration, but many, if not 
most, users opt to use a pseudonym. Despite the apparently 
public nature of social interaction on YouTube, there are 
always certain ethical considerations to be made when 
researching social media (Eynon et al., 2017; Golder et al., 
2017). In our case, we opted for anonymizing the already 
pseudonymized participant’s commentary for the purposes 
of reporting this study. Also, as suggested by Benton et al. 
(2017) in their guidelines of “user de-identification in analy-
sis,” we removed any personal and sensitive information of 
the users that could have been used to identify them.

As the first step of the analysis, we engaged in a form of 
data reduction (Miles & Huberman, 1994). We transcribed 
the narration of the video and made notes of the imagery 
used in the video. We then organized the comments accord-
ing to their popularity with the help of YouTube’s own sort-
ing algorithm and read through some hundreds of comments 
to get an overview of the kind of discussion taking place. As 
a result of this step, we shortlisted nine comment chains, 
since they had the highest number of counter-comments and 
rebuttals. Based on our initial analysis, the other comment 
chains either did not have enough comments to be included 
in the analysis, or only contained comments that briefly rein-
forced the original commenter’s viewpoint, for example by 
stating that the poster supported the original comment. After 
reducing the data to nine comment chains, we ended up with 
approximately 273 comments for analysis, consisting of 
6,680 words. The whole process was followed in order to 
keep the size of the data manageable and have enough infor-
mation in order to draw rigorous findings (Latzko-Toth et al., 
2017). The first author translated parts of the shortlisted 
comment chains that were in Urdu language to English to 
enable joint analysis. In the report that follows, the data 
excerpts are numbered, with the first number denoting the 
comment chain, and the second number denoting the order of 
the comment in that chain.

In the analysis, we used both individual sentences as well 
as whole comments as a starting point and sought to recog-
nize those speech acts that demonstrated positioning. The 
first author did the initial round of interpretation, after which 
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the analysis proceeded through a series of discussions 
between authors toward recognizing overarching storylines 
in accordance with the premises of Positioning theory. Due 
to the nature of the data, we drew on the premises of multi-
modality in our analysis (see Jewitt et al., 2016). This means 
that in addition to considering the visual and auditory ele-
ments of the video, we also extended our interpretation to 
matters such as the way certain names or expressions were 
written, and how emojis were used as semiotic resources (cf. 
Poulsen & Kvåle, 2018).

Analysis and Findings

The “Analysis and Findings” section first presents a descrip-
tion of the video and how it sets the tone for the comment 
section. After the analysis of the video, we move on to ana-
lyze positioning as it takes place within the comments.

Positioning in the Original Video Material

The 6 min and 23 s-long video opens with a shot of the Aurat 
March, where demonstrators can be heard shouting “mera 
jism, meri merzi” (my body, my choice). In the video, images 
of women carrying placards appear, depicting the kind of 
statements that the marchers presented during the demon-
stration. The video then cuts into a still shot that presents a 
kind of cartoon-style library, and the image and name of the 
author of the video (Figure 1).

Figure 1.  The shot introducing the author.

Figure 2.  A veiled woman bowing her head.

The combination of a name, image, and voice work to 
position the author as male. After greeting his viewers in a 
manner similar to talk show hosts, he begins the narration by 
presenting questions, and then proceeds to answer those 
questions with the help of hand-picked examples from video 
material and still photos taken from the march. The calm 
voice and word choices used in the narration can be seen as 
an attempt to position the author as someone who is analyti-
cal and trustworthy. The narrator does not straight away 
reject the problems highlighted in the march. Rather, he 
swiftly moves over them to present the “real problems” faced 
by Pakistani women. In the video, he refers to the women of 

Pakistan as “our women” and “Eastern women.” He then 
narrates the problems:

Because the problem of our women is education, the problem of 
our women is getting due rights at in-laws. The problem of our 
women is physical abuse. And the decisions taken for their 
future without consulting them. The problem of our woman is to 
safeguard her respect and safety at her workplace.

Later on, he continues the argument by stating that

The natural desire of a woman is to feel safe and in order to feel 
safe, she has to stay under the shadow of a man in various ways.

The verbal argument is backed up by the visuals of the 
video showing a stock-photo of a veiled woman bowing her 
head (Figure 2).

From here on and throughout the video, Aurat March is 
discursively constructed as an event where women have been 
asking for rights that are not important in reality. The narrator 
suggests that while issues such as honor killing, excessive 
dowry, and so forth exist, the women participating on the 
march have missed them and are fighting for the wrong cause. 
This argument works to position the narrator as someone who 
knows and understands more of the world than the “subjects” 
he is looking at. In his narration, he also propagates the idea 
of other actors as the “real” outgroup. According to his argu-
ment, the very idea of the Aurat March originates from and 
plays into the plans of these outside forces. For example, 
when a woman who forms the base of a family will become, 
according to his words, “the plate at every table,” then the 
depopulation agenda of “the Jews” will be accomplished.

The arguments in the video are built by combining spoken 
narration and either still images or video footage from the 
march. The still images used in the video range from stock 
photos (men and women hugging, an elderly woman caress-
ing the cheek of a younger man, men doing physical labor, 
soldiers aiming with their guns, etc.) to photos taken during 
the march, where demonstrators can be seen holding up plac-
ards stating things such as “my body is not your battle 
ground,” and “freedom over fear” (Figure 3).
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Next, we will analyze the positioning taking place in the 
comment section of the video. Overall, few commenters 
directly disclosed their religion or geography. However, nine 
commenters positioned themselves as Muslims, while eight 
commenters alluded to being Pakistani. No commenters 
positioned themselves as coming from outside of Pakistan. 
Most of the comments were written in Urdu language, either 
in Roman alphabet or the Urdu alphabet.

Our analysis illustrates how the commenters position 
themselves and “others” using various modes that include 
reflexive positioning, first-order and second-order position-
ing, moral and personal positioning, and self and other  
positioning (Harré & Moghaddam, 2003; Harré & Van 
Langenhove, 1991). Together, these modes of positioning 
work to create two main storylines in the data. We have 
labeled them as “The women who stray from the path, and 
the men who will return them to it,” and “Islam under threat 
from the outside.” There were 48 comments related to the 
first storyline, while the second storyline comprised 54 
comments. Since the video sets the backdrop for the story-
lines, the subsequent discussion is not uniform nor uncon-
tested. In our data set, there were only six comments that 
supported the march. This number was too small to either 
constitute a storyline of its own or challenge the two major 
storylines. Over the following sections, we will explore both 
main storylines in more detail and illustrate what modes of 
positioning are used in their discursive construction.

“The Women Who Stray From the Path, and the 
Men Who Will Return Them to It”

The first major storyline in the data is that women support-
ing the women’s rights movement in Pakistan have devi-
ated from the “righteous path,” and men not only have the 
right but the duty to bring them back to the path of virtue. 
Since positions are considered fluid and dynamic, they are 

understood as “a cluster of rights and duties to perform 
certain actions” (Harré & Moghaddam, 2003, p. 5). In 
positioning, the modes of action are restricted because of 
the designated rights and duties (Badarneh & Migdadi, 
2018). In the comments, several commenters position 
themselves as individuals who are following the correct 
path and are therefore responsible for bringing the support-
ers of the Aurat March back in line (Excerpt 1):

Excerpt 1.

Rw Rw1 [1; 1]

Women do not want freedom, they want liberalism.

Pushpa Kamal1 [1; 5]

They do not have any families, most of them are characterless.

N R1 [1; 7]

Well said. These particular class just want to fulfill their sexual 
lust nothing else. Shame on all participants and organizers or 
this shameful March.

Masroor Zakir [1; 8]

Not all the women, but just this kind of women.

In excerpt 1, the commenters discursively position them-
selves as being eligible for defining the purpose of the whole 
movement. One commenter uses the metaphor of ownership 
by using the expression, “our mothers, sisters and daughters.” 
Furthermore, the participants position supporters of the 
movement as disrespectful and therefore as someone who can 
be loathed and despised. If we take the case of personal posi-
tioning in which individual particularities ranging from gen-
eral to very particular personal characteristics are targeted, 

Figure 3.  Aurat March demonstrators with placards.
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the characteristic of not coming from a “good family” and not 
having the “right up-bringing” is highlighted.

Excerpt 2, coming from another discussion chain, shows 
the same storyline being constructed from a different angle. 
Again, the march-goers are positioned as the “other” and 
characterized as shameless:

Excerpt 2.

Mahnoor Aizaz1 [5; 1]

You dress up immodestly and want me to have some shame? 
You shameless women, you do not like to cover yourself with 
the scarf then wear it around your neck. As only bitches wear a 
strap around their neck. This body belongs to Allah and we have 
to follow his orders. If you do not want to follow the orders then 
you should leave this religion forever. This is not freedom, 
rather this is shamelessness. It’s so awkward that you call 
yourself characterless and immoral.2

Pathan Haidri Badar1 [5; 3]

No brother, these women are our mothers, sisters and daughters 
who are astray by the propaganda by the media. We need to 
educate them and this nurturing starts from our homes.

Athar Ziman1 [5; 10]

Zareen sister, you are right. But I feel that their families are also 
like this and when they will get in their senses, then it would be 
very late. May Allah have mercy on you and give these women 
the wisdom to be right.

In the first comment above, the supporters of the move-
ment are deliberately positioned as immodest and shameless 
women. The commenter continues on to evoke religion and 
its teachings as the standpoint that gives them the moral right 
to control these “others.” This discursive construction of the 
“other” is in line with what Van Langenhove and Harré 
(1999) suggested in saying “when people are positioned or 
position themselves, this will always include both a moral 
and a personal positioning” (p. 22). They further elaborated 
that personal positioning becomes more prominent when the 
actions of the person positioned are not intelligible with ref-
erence to the suggested roles.

In Excerpt 2, the division between the self and the “other” 
is finalized in the form of a wish: to have the “others” leave 
Islam “forever,” thereby severing whatever threads may oth-
erwise be seen connecting the two. The third commenter posi-
tions themselves as standing with the second. Here, it is 
notable that the third commenter refers to the first one as “sis-
ter.” This is most likely based on the username of the second 
commenter (here changed), which is identified as a female 
name in Pakistan. The manifestation of the self and the 
“other” in this storyline is strengthened by utilizing a meta-
phor that ties into the cultural practices and lived histories 

through which metaphors and characters are learned (cf. 
Davies & Harré, 1990). The first commenter refers to the 
“others” as “bitches (who) wear a strap around their neck.” In 
the Pakistani context, using metaphors of animals when 
describing people is generally considered demeaning. By 
using this metaphor, the commenter deliberately positions the 
“other” as someone low in social hierarchy.

In its most extreme forms, the discursive construction of 
the division between the self and the “other” can be seen in 
comments where the “other” is positioned as someone wor-
thy of inhumane treatment (Excerpt 3):

Excerpt 3.

Abdul Baseer Ansaar [9; 5]

The woman who says my body, my choice, there should be a 
bomb blast on women’s day so that such immoral women 
directly and immediately go to hell fire . . . Amen

Em creator [9; 6]

haha where is taliban (terrorists)!

Aquib Masroori [9; 8]

Brother you said what’s true and right Allah bless you

Here, the first commenter lays out a violent fantasy, 
which the other two commenters then validate and support. 
The laughing emojis, connected to the comment wishing for 
the interference of the “taliban (terrorists)” can be seen as 
evoking hate toward the “other” despite being disguised as 
light-hearted jest. Throughout these and similar comments, 
the posters evoke time and again the idea that women’s bod-
ies (and minds) are not theirs to command, but rather belong 
to external powers, here religion and men as its primary 
representatives.

“Islam Under Threat From the Outside”

The second major storyline in the data discursively con-
structs the image of Islam being threatened by outside 
forces. This storyline is set against the context of Islam 
being Pakistan’s state religion. According to the Pakistan 
Bureau of Statistics (http://www.pbs.gov.pk/content/popu-
lation-religion), approximately 96% of the population fol-
lows the Islamic faith. Aurat March in Pakistan has been 
facing criticism since its inception from religious scholars, 
political leaders, media, and common people. Since there is 
a general sensitivity toward cultural norms and religious 
values in modern-day Pakistan (Nazir et al., 2019), some see 
initiatives such as this as opposing existing cultural, social, 
and religious values (Zafar, 2016). Moreover, this storyline 
has two main dimensions. First, the idea that Islam is 

http://www.pbs.gov.pk/content/population-religion
http://www.pbs.gov.pk/content/population-religion


Sadaf and Siitonen	 7

threatened from the outside, that is, “the West” (and other 
sources), and second, that it is the moral right and duty of 
the good Islamic citizens of Pakistan to combat this threat.

The part of the storyline that focuses on the outside threat 
to Islam is evident in comments that position, for example, 
“Jews,” “Zionists,” international non-governmental organi-
zations, media, and “the West” as the masterminds behind 
the Aurat March (Excerpt 4). Several commenters explain 
the role of these “masterminds” as that of morally weakening 
the Pakistani society:

Excerpt 4

The Ring [1; 11]

Don’t worry, they are the paid employees of NGOs, who want to 
be the bitches on the streets. Our mothers, sisters and daughters 
are not shameless and they know how to respect relationships.

Mehman Yonus [3; 28]

Sister this is the strategy of the West who want to make Muslims 
shameless. In the name of freedom, this day is celebrated to ruin 
this life and the life hereafter. I only pray that these so called 
Muslim girls understand the reality before its too late.

Newman Eikh [3; 57]

@Start Scientific Wurdu

Oh no there is another one with freedom movement. [referring 
directly to a previous commenter defending the marchers.]

You are immodest and you should die or else if you need 
freedom, you should go to India. Get lost. There is a law in India 
as well that you can sleep with other men after marriage. Useless 
women, curse be on you for you want nudity in the name of 
freedom . . . And if you wish to get nude, then go work in a porn 
film, you can also earn money from there. You will also get what 
you want in freedom.

H W [6; 5]

So true. What a shame these hidden agendas of Zionists getting 
served by these ignorant souls.

In the first comment earlier, the commenter positions the 
supporters of the march as employed by non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), and further positions NGOs as the 
enemy of the Islamic faith. The commenter also uses a dehu-
manizing strategy of calling the marchers “bitches on the 
streets,” which evokes a reference to a stray dog. In the sec-
ond comment of the excerpt, the vocabulary employed by the 
commenter clearly indexes their religious belonging. 
Evoking the concept of praying, the commenter positions 
themselves as someone who is religiously sound and hopes 
the misled “others” will return to fold. In these and other 

similar comments, India, the West, and Zionists are all 
brought forward as suspicious sources of outside influence. 
By associating them with the concept of pornography, these 
outside forces are depicted as detrimental to moral order. The 
implied connection between the West and pornography is 
something that is created already in the video itself, where 
the author suddenly turns to speak of a porn star. It is a famil-
iar trope used when speaking of the “dangers of the West” 
also in the context of other countries where Islam is the main 
religion, such as Afghanistan (see, for example, Rostami-
Povey, 2007).

The dimension of the storyline that focuses on the good 
Islamic citizens of Pakistan defending Islam takes especially 
the form of what could be called religious policing. Since 
positions are relational (Harré & Van Langenhove, 1991), in 
order for the commenters to engage in such policing, they 
have to position themselves as being on the right and guided 
by virtue, while positioning the “other” as someone lacking 
direction and piety, as seen in excerpt 5 below:

Excerpt 5

Haroon Muhammad [5; 4]

You are absolutely right. These shameless women have crossed 
all limits. They do not have fear of Allah, neither they are 
worried that they will have to be answerable in the grave.

Aqeel Aman Aqeel [7; 20]

Hello Madam Shahana. You said the words God forbid and God 
has saved you from the satanic tactics of Dajjal.

Shahana Balooch [7; 14]

@Ahmar Muhammad May Allah show the righteous path to 
everyone.

These and similar comments in the data imply that there 
are boundaries in the minds of the commenters that have 
been crossed by the women supporting the Aurat March. In 
the first comment, the commenter positions the “other” as 
someone who is shameless and does not follow the religious 
belief of “fearing Allah.” The commenter thereby positions 
themselves as someone who is on the correct (Islamic) path. 
In the second comment, the commenter directly positions 
themself as a kind of religious guide, who has the power to 
approve the actions of other commenters.

In some rare occasions, religious policing was even 
extended to the apparent ingroup (Excerpt 6):

Excerpt 6

Sheraz Jaan [1; 2]

You have beautiful thoughts, this is a good woman.
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Pathan Ch Haider [1; 3]

No brother, these women are our mothers, sisters and daughters 
who are astray by the propaganda by the media. We need to 
educate them and this nurturing starts from our homes.

Defensive woman [1; 4]

@Sheraz Jaan write name of ALLAH in capital letters.

The third comment in Excerpt 6 appeared in various com-
ment chains, always reminding the other participants that 
people should “Write [the] name of ALLAH in capital let-
ters.” This type of commenting, while not accepting or 
rejecting previous content, directly positions the commenter 
as religious and therefore morally superior to the other par-
ticipants. In the above excerpt, the initial comment is men-
tioned for reference to show how the third commenter 
positions themselves as morally superior. Instead of taking 
part in the discussion, the third commenter simply gives their 
opinion on how the name of Allah should be written.

Finally, while the majority of the comment chains included 
a kind of positioning where commenters positioning them-
selves as male were talking about marchers positioned as 
(mostly) female, there were some instances where this was 
not the case. In these cases, the commenters position them-
selves as women and make it clear that they do not agree 
with the ideology of the women’s rights movement (Excerpt 
7). In doing so, they construct an image of a “good Muslim 
woman” who can judge the “other women” from the vantage 
point of moral superiority:

Excerpt 7

Areeb Faiq [1; 6]

I wonder if most of them are Muslim??

MK Creations [9; 1]

I am girl but i don’t like them. I do not need such freedom.I 
always feel safe with my brother father and husband around me..
ALLAH bless them

In the first comment, the pseudonym again positions the 
author of the comment as a woman. The commenter verbally 
self-positions themselves against the supporters of the Aurat 
March and questions their religious beliefs. The second com-
menter first positions themselves as a “girl,” and then not 
only removes themselves from the story of needing “free-
dom,” but also strengthens the idea of “safety” by position-
ing the roles of males (“brother, father and husband”) as the 
source of safety for Muslim women.

In summary, our analysis revealed two main storylines in 
the data, “the women who stray from the path, and the men 
who will return them to it,” and “Islam under threat from the 

outside.” These storylines echo the negative stance toward 
the Aurat March that the video narrator established. The two 
storylines were constructed in the comments through active 
discussion between the commenters.

Conclusion

Our study contributes to the growing understanding of the 
discursive construction of the “other” in social media in sev-
eral ways. Public online user comments provide a rich source 
for examining how commenters position themselves and 
“others” in relation to social events. We utilized Positioning 
theory in our analysis, as this theory is concerned with “how 
people use words (and discourses of all types) to locate 
themselves and others” (Moghaddam & Harré, 2010, p. 2). 
We propose that Positioning theory offers a useful tool for 
understanding the dynamics of othering in social media, 
especially in how it focuses attention on how participants 
create the self and the “other” through everyday discourse.

In the Pakistani context, Aurat March represents a sensi-
tive issue, highlighted by the ensuing discussions on social 
media and how they build upon the notion of “otherness.” 
As Staszak (2008) argues, the creation of otherness, or oth-
ering, follows a principle of classifying individuals into two 
hierarchically ordered groups. The self (us) is valued as it 
submits to and follows a certain set of norms, while the 
“other” is devalued due to deviating from the “right,” and 
therefore being at fault (Staszak, 2008). Our analysis dem-
onstrates how individuals supporting the idea of Aurat 
March are positioned as the “other” in a way that “reinforces 
‘otherness,’ marginalization and exclusion” (Udah & Singh, 
2019, p. 855). This is also in line with Kumashiro (2002), 
who supports the notion that otherness and deviation are 
known and maintained in contrast to the norm.

Positioning in social media discourse is guided by the 
articulate structure of fluctuating storylines. Storylines can 
be defined as episodes that are created through speech acts 
and positions (McVee, 2011). Our analysis revealed two 
main storylines from the data.

The first storyline is related to the idea of women who 
stray from the right path, and the men who are responsible 
for bringing them back to it. This storyline resonates with 
Jafar’s (2005) assertion that in Pakistani society, men are 
considered the guardians of women, while women are con-
sidered as vulnerable targets in need of protection by men. 
As argued by Gelfand et al. (2013), Pakistan being a “tight” 
patriarchal society provides “strong norms and monitoring 
systems to detect deviations, which are severely punished” 
(p. 499). The conduct of women is not only monitored but 
also policed by the socio-cultural norms, and these norms 
compel men to act according to stereotypical gender mod-
els of masculinity that include the traits of being rational, 
brave, and aggressive (Salam, 2021). In this storyline, the 
commenters discursively position themselves as experts 
eligible for defining the purpose of the movement. Various 
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metaphors used by the commenters like “our mothers, sis-
ters and daughters” position them as the (active and power-
ful) self.

The second storyline poses Islam as being under threat 
from the outside. This storyline has two main dimensions. 
The first one centers on identifying the outside threat, which 
includes suspects such as “the West” and “Zionists.” Our 
analysis illustrates how the concept of the West is positioned 
as a threat by using speech acts like “Western format of edu-
cation,” and “Western women brainwashing Muslim 
women.” Using the concept of the West as an allegory of 
freedom and modernization and as something contrary to the 
idea of true Islamic traditions and customs is echoed in other 
contexts as well (e.g., El-Dine, 2016). Hassan (1996) pro-
posed that Westernization for Muslims is undesirable as it is 
“associated with promiscuity and all kinds of social prob-
lems ranging from latch-key kids to drug and alcohol abuse” 
(p. 57). This narrative is something that both storylines share. 
Using personal positioning, speech acts where Aurat March 
participants are labeled as “characterless,” “shameless,” 
“immodest,” “immoral,” “wanting nudity,” and not belong-
ing to a good family are used to invoke the idea of the “other” 
that stands morally apart from the self. Such a narrative of 
the West and Westernization can be understood as a form of 
Occidentalism, which according to Woltering (2011) is a col-
lection of “anti-Westernism” ideologies that refuse to accept 
ideas, objects, and processes labeled as Western. Thus, 
Occidentalism “establishes the West as source and locus of 
modernity, as well as possessor of the power to define” 
(Roth, 2017, p. 102).

The second storyline also builds a narrative implying that 
the “good” citizens of Pakistan have a duty of combating the 
threat to Islam. Jafar (2005) suggests that in the Pakistani 
context, this idea is deeply rooted in General Zia’s imposi-
tion of “Islam as a universal code of conduct” (p. 36) in his 
political era, during which he also constructed “the West” as 
the “other.” Moreover, in the same political era, women were 
used as a tool and symbol in transforming Pakistan into an 
ideal Islamic state, supporting the belief that it is the position 
of the women that differentiates Muslim culture from the 
“Western” culture. While this focus on gender was argued to 
be based on religion, scholars such as Mir-Hosseini and 
Hamzić (2010) argue that “sheer military power and political 
calculations were the decisive factors in the institutionaliza-
tion of gender injustice with an ‘Islamic’ label” (p. 157). 
Indeed, the gender discrimination evident in Pakistani politi-
cal, legal, and social systems are deeply rooted in a patriar-
chal normative history.

Since gender is viewed in a binary and stereotypical man-
ner in Pakistan’s patriarchal system (Salam, 2021), men are 
typically positioned within the public domain, while women 
are positioned within the private domain. This kind of misog-
ynistic patriarchy has the effect of confining women to their 
homes, and not allowing them to become a part of the public 
and political spaces (Anjum, 2020). Our analysis illustrates 

this dynamic in social media discourse as well, and draws 
attention toward how traditional, heterosexual masculinity 
plays a role in defining rigid gender ideology that gives 
power to men. Our study shows how such regulatory prac-
tices are (re)created in social media discourse in the Pakistani 
context.

A clear limitation of this study is that it is based on a rela-
tively small data set. It would be important to apply Positioning 
theory and the ideas of metaphors and storylines to larger data 
sets as well. Future research that taps into various social and 
critical issues taking place at different societal levels using 
the lens of Positioning theory could help better evaluate the 
phenomenon of othering in social media, as well as contribute 
to the development of the theory itself. We propose that the 
potential of Positioning theory in studying social media dis-
course remains mostly untapped. Another self-critical point is 
that in the end, multimodality did not factor into the analysis 
as much as we originally planned. We see potential for future 
research in exploring the many ways in which discursive 
positioning may utilize the affordances of multimodal social 
media. More research is needed to analyze the impact of mul-
tiple modes in social media discourse, and how discourse in 
one societal sphere may end up intersecting and interacting 
with those taking place in other contexts.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

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

Funding

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

ORCID iDs

Shomaila Sadaf  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2684-0847
Marko Siitonen  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5138-437X

Notes

1.	 The video was later on removed by its producer and cannot 
be found online anymore. Only a trace of it remains on The 
Internet Archive’s Wayback Machine.

2.	 Here, the commenter apparently refers to one of the placards 
seen in the video, where the placard states, “Fine, I am charac-
terless and immoral.”

References

Agnes, F. (1996). Economic Rights of Women in Islamic Law. 
Economic and Political Weekly, 31(41–42), 2832–2838.

Al-Saji, A. (2010). The racialization of Muslim veils: A philosophi-
cal analysis. Philosophy and Social Criticism, 36(8), 875–902. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0191453710375589

Anjum, G. (2020). Women’s activism in Pakistan: Role of religious 
nationalism and feminist ideology among self-identified con-
servatives and liberals. Open Cultural Studies, 4(1), 36–49. 
https://doi.org/10.1515/culture-2020-0004

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2684-0847
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5138-437X
https://doi.org/10.1177/0191453710375589
https://doi.org/10.1515/culture-2020-0004


10	 Social Media + Society

Ashraf, S., Abrar-Ul-Haq, M., & Ashraf, S. (2017). Domestic 
violence against women: Empirical evidence from Pakistan. 
PERTANIKA Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities, 25(3), 
1401–1418.

Badarneh, M. A., & Migdadi, F. (2018). Acts of positioning in online 
reader comments on Jordanian news websites. Language and 
Communication, 58, 93–106. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom. 
2017.08.003

Baig, F. Z., Aslam, M. Z., Akram, N., Fatima, K., Malik, A., & Iqbal, 
Z. (2020). Role of media in representation of sociocultural ide-
ologies in Aurat March (2019–2020): A multimodal discourse 
analysis. International Journal of English Linguistics, 10(2), 
414–427. https://doi.org/10.5539/ijel.v10n2p414

Benton, A., Coppersmith, G., & Dredze, M. (2017). Ethical research 
protocols for social media health research. Aclweb.Org, 94–
102. Association for Computational Linguistics. https://www.
aclweb.org/anthology/W17-1612.pdf

Bessi, A., Coletto, M., Davidescu, G. A., Scala, A., Caldarelli, 
G., & Quattrociocchi, W. (2015). Science vs conspiracy: 
Collective narratives in the age of misinformation. PLOS 
ONE, 10(2), Article e0118093. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.
pone.0118093

Davies, B., & Harré, R. (1990). Positioning: The discursive produc-
tion of selves. Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour, 20(1), 
43–63. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5914.1990.tb00174.x

Devlin, A. M. (2016). Lard-eaters, gay-ropeans, sheeple and prepo-
sitions: Lexical and syntactic devices employed to position the 
other in Russian online political forums. Russian Journal of 
Communication, 9(1), 53–70. https://doi.org/10.1080/1940941
9.2016.1219642

El-Dine, S. N. (2016). Arab youth Occidentalisms: Images of 
the West and the negotiation of gender relations in Syria 
and Jordan. Suomen Antropologi: Journal of the Finnish 
Anthropological Society, 4(2), 11–31. https://journal.fi/suom-
enantropologi/article/view/59640

Eynon, R., Fry, J., & Schroeder, R. (2017). The ethics of online 
research. In N. G. Fielding, R. M. Lee, & G. Blank (Eds.), 
The Sage handbook of online research methods (2nd ed., pp. 
19–37). SAGE.

Gelfand, M. J., Lafree, G., Fahey, S., & Feinberg, E. (2013). 
Culture and extremism. Journal of Social Issues, 69(3), 495–
517. https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12026

Golder, S., Ahmed, S., Norman, G., & Booth, A. (2017). Attitudes 
toward the ethics of research using social media: A systematic 
review. Journal of Medical Internet Research, 19(6), Article 
e195. https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.7082

Harmer, E., & Lumsden, K. (2019). Online othering: An intro-
duction. In: K. Lumsden &  E. Harmer (eds) Online oth-
ering (pp. 1–33). Cham: Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-030-12633-9_1

Harré, R., & Moghaddam, F. M. (2003). Introduction: The self and 
others in traditional psychology and in positioning theory. In 
R. Harré & F. M. Moghaddam (Eds.), The self and others: 
Positioning individuals and groups in personal, political, and 
cultural contexts (pp. 1–11). Praeger. https://books.google.
com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=vd9IlLj1w9MC&oi=fnd&pg=PA1
&dq=Reflexive+Positioning+and+Culture.&ots=4h_ankVTm-
&sig=QgchEI1lKx5ymHDOA3rd3Bl-kFE

Harré, R., Moghaddam, F. M., Cairnie, T. P., Rothbart, D., & 
Sabat, S. R. (2009). Recent advances in positioning theory. 

Theory & Psychology, 19(1), 5–31. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0959354308101417

Harré, R., & Van Langenhove, L. (1991). Varieties of positioning. 
Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour, 21(4), 393–407. 
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1992-23337-001

Hassan, R. (1996). Feminist theology: The challenges for Muslim 
women. Critique: Critical Middle Eastern Studies, 5(9), 53–
65. https://doi.org/10.1080/10669929608720092

Hollway, W. (1984). Women’s power in heterosexual sex. Women’s 
Studies International Forum, 7(1), 63–68.

Jafar, A. (2005). Women, Islam, and the state in Pakistan. Gender 
Issues, 22(1), 35–55. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12147-005-0009-z

Jewitt, C., Bezemer, J., & O’Halloran, K. (2016). Introducing mul-
timodality. Routledge.

Jones, R. H. (2012). Positioning in the analysis of discourse and 
interaction. In C. A. Chapelle (Ed.), The encyclopedia of 
applied linguistics (pp. 4474–4479). Blackwell. https://doi.
org/10.1002/9781405198431.wbeal0919

Khan, A. (2018). The women’s movement in Pakistan: Activism, 
Islam and democracy. Bloomsbury Publishing.

Khan, N., Hassan, A. U., Fahad, S., Faisal, S., & Naushad, M. 
(2020, March 9). Analysis of women March day in the world 
and its impact on women culture in Pakistan. SSRN Electronic 
Journal. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3551488

Khushbakht, S. M., & Sultana, M. (2020). The women activism in 
Pakistan: An analysis of “Aurat March.” Al-Milal: Journal of 
Religion and Thought, 2(2), 50–69. https://doi.org/10.46600/
almilal.v2i2.144

Kumashiro, K. (2002). Troubling education: Queer activism and 
antioppressive pedagogy. Psychology Press. https://books.
google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=aouDWdkA_b0C&oi=fn
d&pg=PP11&dq=Kumashiro+2002&ots=K05NvKxTvr&sig
=dV-jUc_TEeXlsUhHtf5zMC3Lcrs

Lakhvi, M. H., & Suhaib, A. Q. (2010). Western feminist move-
ment and “Women Protection Bill 2006” in Pakistan: An ana-
lytical study. Pakistan Journal of Social Sciences (PJSS), 30(2), 
245–250.

Latzko-Toth, G., Bonneau, C., & Millette, M. (2017). Small 
data, thick data: Thickening strategies for trace-based social 
media research. In L. Sloan & A. Quan-Haase (Eds.), The 
Sage handbook of social media research methods (pp. 199–
214). SAGE. http://www.gla.ac.uk/media/media_487729_
en.pdf

Lister, R. (2004). Poverty. Polity Press. https://books.google.fi/boo
ks?id=Sb12eKfpieYC&printsec=frontcover&dq=Lister,+R.+
(2004).+Poverty.+Cambridge:+Polity+Press&hl=en&sa=X&
ved=2ahUKEwiO7q3JgZ3xAhWJBhAIHfYAAg4Q6AEwA
XoECAQQAg#v=onepage&q=Lister%2CR.(2004).Poverty.
Cambridge%3APolityPress&f=f.

McVee, M. B. (2011). Positioning theory and sociocultural per-
spectives: Affordances for educational researchers. In M. B. 
McVee, C. H. Brock & J. A. Glazier (Eds.), Sociocultural posi-
tioning in literacy: Exploring culture, discourse, narrative, and 
power in diverse educational contexts (pp. 1–21). Hampton.

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analy-
sis: An expanded sourcebook. Sage Publications.

Mir-Hosseini, Z., & Hamzić, V. (2010). Control and sexuality. 
Women Living Under Muslim Laws.
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