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Introduction:  

Since the ascent of Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP) government in India, a rise in extremism, 

communal violence and religious hyper nationalism has been witnessed, which has trodden the 

secular India onto a path that is antithetical to the principles the country used to stand for post-

independence under Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. Indian society has become increasingly 

populist, homogenous and has led to exacerbating jingoism among the population, having no 

qualms with war and violence as long as it serves the perceived national interest, with no regard for 

regional repercussions of such a policy.  According to Muller, a German political philosopher and 

historian at Princeton University, in such populist societies, the majority acts as a mistreated 

minority and enemy images are kept alive due to which governing becomes a permanent campaign.1 

From Hindu-Muslim polarizing rhetoric, cow vigilantism, mob lynching, revocation of Kashmir’s 

special status, disregard for minority rights, ill-treatment of Rohingya Muslims and passing of 

discriminatory acts; the government is seeking to make efforts in order to turn the country into a 

full fledge Hindu State.2 Pakistan was blamed for funding and inciting people in order to jeopardize 

the international image of India. 3 For the developments being made by secularists and civil society 

groups, along with the recent farmer protests, all are being called as enemy’s agenda to destabilize 

India, under the perceived threat of which many journalists and activists have been detained by the 

police, invoking the National Security Act.4  

In this paper it would be analyzed how mass and social media has played a key role in expanding 

the support-base of the hard-liner BJP, helped run the propaganda machinery against Muslims and 

Pakistan, abetted extremism and violence, and thus lead towards increased jingoism in the country. 

It is also pertinent to look at the repercussions it would have on the future of South Asia. Finally, 

policy options would be given as to what steps Pakistan must take in order to tackle this major 

challenge and avoid future instability.  

                                                      

1  Jan-Werner Muller, “What Is Populism?”, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, Published 2016, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/48544302?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents 

2  Annie Gowen and Manas Sharma, “Rising Hate in India,” Washington Post, Published October 31, 2018, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2018/world/reports-of-hate-crime-cases-have-spiked-in-

india/?utm_term=.eda98513cade. 

3 “Farmer’s protest may be sabotaged by Pakistan’s ISI”, Hindustan Times, Published 26 June, 2021, 

https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/farmers-protest-may-be-sabotaged-by-pakistan-s-isi-alerts-intel-report-

101624670135184.html 

4 Meher Manga, “Sedition Law: a threat to Indian democracy?”, Observer Research Foundation, Published 26 July, 

2021, https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/sedition-law-threat-indian-democracy/ 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2018/world/reports-of-hate-crime-cases-have-spiked-in-india/?utm_term=.eda98513cade
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2018/world/reports-of-hate-crime-cases-have-spiked-in-india/?utm_term=.eda98513cade
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Role of Mass and Social Media in entrenching jingoism:  

(i) Mass Media:  

It is a widely accepted fact that the media has an impact on shaping public perceptions as well as 

influencing their actions,5 and the continuous consumption of certain type of content is bound to 

have a profound effect on people’s opinions. Similarly, Islam-phobic and jingoistic content on 

Indian media is bound to incite the people for violence, who deem themselves as victims.6 This 

strategy has been used by the current government in India to strengthen their hold on the public 

opinion.  

Initially, BJP and right wingers used pro-Hindutva newspapers to influence public discourse, but 

their scope was limited as it had fewer readers outside of the particular Hindutva circle.7 Later on, 

as they opted for news coverage through appearing in mainstream media, they became part of a 

larger viewer circle through news debates. However, as Narendra Modi’s involvement in 2002 

Gujarat riots was highlighted in the media and he was called on various interviews, he walked out 

when questioned about his complicity, and started calling these media houses as sell-outs, corrupt 

and biased.8 This alleged ‘trial by media’9 as nationalist political commentators called it, turned 

him into a hero for the Hindu population in the country. After he was cleared by the Supreme Court 

of India in 2012 of complicity in the said riots,10 efforts were made by pro-BJP authors by writing 

news stories and op-eds in order to portray Modi as a victim of biased mainstream media.11 

Gradually he started using the social media platforms and accused mainstream media of demonizing 

him, and thus stopped appearing in their news conferences and interviews. When he came to power, 

the mainstream media started providing coverage to BJP speeches as the alleged low language being 

                                                      
5 Robert M.Entman,“How the Media Affect What People Think: An Information Processing Approach”, The 

University of Chicago Press: Journal of Politics,Vol.51,No.2, May 1989.  

6 Zainab Sikander, “Indian media is waging a holy war against Muslims”, The Print, 13 April, 2020, 

https://theprint.in/opinion/indian-media-waging-holy-war-against-muslims-hyenas/400407/ 

7 Nandikoor R Prashanth Bhat, “Anti-media populism: Criticism by right-wing alternative media in India”, University 

of Maryland, published 2020. 

8“Quizzed on riots, Modi walks out”, Telegraph India, Oct 21, 2007, https://www.telegraphindia.com/india/quizzed-

on-riots-modi-walks-out/cid/973002 

9 Surjit S Bhalla, “No Proof Required: Confessions of a self styled liberal”, Indian Express, October 17, 2015, 

https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/no-proof-required-confessions-of-a-self-styled-liberal/ 

10 “India Gujarat Chief Minister Modi cleared in riots case”, BBC News, 10 April, 2012, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-17664751 

11  Minhaz Merchant, “Why India no longer trusts anti-Modi media”, Daily O, Published 27 November, 2015, 

https://www.dailyo.in/politics/modi-government-indian-media-hindu-taliban-sonia-gandhi-congress-bjp-

upa/story/1/7638.html 
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used by BJP politicians increased the TRP ratings of TV channels.12 

Since then, Indian government has been largely successful in keeping its democratic and pluralistic 

façade internationally despite rising cases of communal violence, due to its effective media 

management. Media is used like propaganda machinery by employing intimidation tactics along 

with Hindutva-ideological pressure. The main targets of such ideological campaigns are Muslims 

and other minorities, with the major objective of such schemes being the policing of internal dissent 

and promotion of Hindu homogeneity.  

A double strategy is at play where on the one hand there is a widespread campaign by right-wing 

actors in India in order to discredit professional journalism by accusing the mainstream and English 

media for suppressing the voice of Hindu nationalists. On the other hand, the same professional 

media is pressured to provide coverage to Hindu Nationalists.13 Due to this reason, content among 

the Indian news outlets is becoming increasingly homogenous as most journalists choose to self-

censorship to save themselves from accusations of anti-nationalism and from losing their 

livelihoods. This has undermined the role of Indian media as a watchdog on democracy as the role 

of traditional media which filters biased and fake news has been diminished. A special team of 250 

persons monitors channels across the country in order to form reports on news channels and their 

news coverage.14  Certain political and economic pressures have been used to halt BJP criticism as 

the channels that are critical of the government have faced financial implications and cut in 

advertisements, causing a drop in their revenue. 15 Further, the BJP supporters also established 

right-wing media news sites where funding was done by those having corporate interests in the 

party. These news portals are self-evident about their ideological inclinations and have been 

associated by some prominent entrepreneurs, parliamentarians, and retired bureaucrats, who have 

landed credibility and prestige to these outlets, increasing their viewership.  

Just recently a right-wing Indian news channel was fined by the UK’s communication regulator 

Ofcom, due to hate speech and inflammatory remarks against Pakistan, claiming that such 

statements incited and promoted violence and intolerance. It is allegedly the third time that Ofcom 

                                                      
12 Shivam Vij, “Indian news TV has a god bigger than Modi”, The Print, Published 28 August, 2020, 

https://theprint.in/opinion/indian-news-tv-has-a-god-bigger-than-modi/491129/ 

13 Ibid, Ref#7, https://drum.lib.umd.edu/handle/1903/26607 

14 Anuradha Sharma, “Modi’s strange relationship with the truth”, Sage Journals: Index on Censorship, Published 

Sept 10, 2018, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0306422018800406 

15  “Under Modi, India’s press is not so free anymore”, New York Times, published 2 February, 2020, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/02/world/asia/modi-india-press-media.html 
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has found the channel to go on violation of its code. 16 Formerly the channel was also accused of 

airing Islamophobic content and statements, which implied that Muslims were responsible for the 

spread of Coronavirus in India.17 This has a negative impact on the perceptions of Indian Hindus 

and promotes discrimination against Muslims in India, along with hatred against Pakistan. Hate 

speech on media has skyrocketed in the past decade, especially under the rule of the BJP.18  

(ii) Social Media:  

Social media does not have the same filters that traditional media has, which makes it a convenient 

tool to communicate and convey all sort of messages. It has transformed the manner of engagement 

among people with each other and the world, providing them with immense benefits, with 

negligible awareness about its potential pitfalls. Recently, there has been widespread use of social 

media platforms like Twitter, Facebook and Whatsapp for the purpose of political association and 

communication, which is not a negative development per se, but can be used for horrendous intents. 

Consequently, it has become easier for proponents of extremist ideologies everywhere to use social 

media in order to further their political objectives with a people pleasing fervor.  

It was analyzed through a sample of tweets that the BJP owes its success largely to the use of 

internet.19  Narendra Modi’s cult-of-personality centered strategy was employed so as to target the 

young urban elite, working-class and the upper caste Hindus by posing himself as a tech-savvy and 

up to date politician who uses twitter to communicate directly with his supporters, unlike his 

political opponents who are allegedly corrupt, arrogant and part of the ‘elite’. He promoted a 

charismatic image of himself as a leader,20 posting about his whereabouts, events he participated in 

and his meetings with famous Bollywood stars, thus centering his election campaigns around the 

idea that he is ‘anti-elite’ and like an ‘aam-aadmi’ (common man).  

WhatsApp has been used by different political workers of the BJP and their supporters in order to 

                                                      
16 “Indian news channel fined for hate speech against Pakistan”, DW News, published 24 December, 2020, 

https://www.dw.com/en/indian-news-channel-fined-for-hate-speech-against-pakistan/a-56049655 

17 Anna MM Vetticad, “Indian media accused of Islamophobia for its coronavirus coverage”, Al-Jazeera News, 

Published 15 May, 2020, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/5/15/indian-media-accused-of-islamophobia-for-its-

coronavirus-coverage 

18  Nimisha Jaiswal, Sreenivasan Jain,Manas Pratap Singh, “Under Modi Government, VIP hate speech skyrockets by 

500%”, NDTV Report, Published 19 April, 2018, https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/under-narendra-modi-

government-vip-hate-speech-skyrockets-by-500-1838925 

19 Ralph Schroeder. "Digital Media and the Rise of Right-wing Populism." In Social Theory after the Internet: Media, 

Technology, and Globalization, London: UCL Press, 2018, 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2056305119885328 

20 Kapil Komireddi, “India, the world’s largest democracy, is now powered by a cult of personality”, Washington 

Post, Published March 18, 2021, https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/modi-cult-of-

personality/2021/03/18/dc7ee180-8773-11eb-bfdf-4d36dab83a6d_story.html 

https://www.ndtv.com/topic/nimisha-jaiswal-with-sreenivasan-jain-and-manas-pratap-singh
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create groups for the assembly of people, especially the Hindus with right-wing inclinations so as 

to mobilize them to participate in various election rallies. Its parent company Facebook has largely 

been claimed to be complicit in the rise of BJP since 2014. Hiren Joshi, a close Modi aide along 

with, Shivnath Thukral, former managing director of Carnegie India, created a few web pages for 

BJP in and around 2013. The latter then became the director of policy for India and South Asia at 

Facebook.21  The BJP was the first political party in India to have used Facebook so proactively to 

attract voters and it seemed to work. Facebook conducts workshops for political parties through its 

global government and politics team, in order to train them to run social media campaigns, which 

have been offered to US, Brazil and Ethiopia.22 Similarly, BJP availed the opportunity in 2014 and 

according to Ankhi Das, Facebook India’s lead on policy, it worked wonders for BJP as it raised 

engagement with up to 227 million people.23 During the 2019 Indian election, BJP ran a campaign 

with the hash tag ‘Main Bhi Chowkidar’ which surveys show turned out to be effective. They used 

different techniques to drive voters to pledge for the BJP, like distribution of the hash tag’s free 

merchandise on joining BJP WhatsApp groups, and receiving conversation cards through which 

the pledging participants would get personalized messages from PM Modi.24  

A BJP politician, T. Raja Singh had raised hate speech slogans on Facebook; labeling Muslims as 

traitors, threatening to raze mosques, and encouraging the killing of the Rohingya Muslims to keep 

them out of India. 25 According to Facebook’s hate-speech rules, his activities were termed as that 

of a dangerous individual. However, he wasn’t taken off from the platforms as Das’ had opposed 

applying the hate speech rules on him. Eventually, Facebook banned him from using its platforms 

in September 2020.26 Several other nationalists were flagged with similar actions as they promoted 

                                                      
21 Cyril Sam, Paranjoy Thakurta,“The real face of Facebook in India”, Amazon Digital Services LLC - Kdp Print Us, 

Published May 9, 2019, 

22  Mercy Ndegwa, “How Facebook is Preparing for Ethiopia’s 2021 General Election”, Facebook Newsroom, 

Published June 10, 2021, https://about.fb.com/news/2021/06/how-facebook-is-preparing-for-ethiopias-2021-general-

election/ 

23 Ankhi Das. “How likes bring votes—Narendra Modi’s campaign on Facebook”, Quartz, Published May 17, 2014, 

https://qz.com/210639/how-likes-bring-votes-narendra-modis-campaign-on-facebook/.  

24 “PM Modi launches ‘Main Bhi Chowkidar’ campaign for 2019 elections”, Times of India, Published  March 16, 

2019,http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/articleshow/68435831.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&u

tm_campaign=cppst 

25 “Who is 'Rowdy-sheeter' BJP MLA T Raja Singh and Why Did Facebook Ban Him for Hate Speech?”, News 18, 

Published Sept 3, 2020. 

https://www.news18.com/news/buzz/who-is-rowdy-sheeter-bjp-mla-t-raja-singh-and-why-did-facebook-ban-him-for-

hate-speech-2845965.html 

26 “Facebook bans BJP MLA T.Raja Singh”, Times of India, Published 3 September, 2020. 

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/facebook-bans-bjp-politician-raja-singh/articleshow/77905014.cms 

https://qz.com/210639/how-likes-bring-votes-narendra-modis-campaign-on-facebook/
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or participated in violence, adding fuel to the fire of communal violence in India where Muslims 

have suffered from targeted attacks. 

 Facebook’s ad engine which was supposed to aide in incorporating freedom of speech and 

entrenching democracy is rather being used to promote violent and non-democratic values as 

politicians can buy ads and run their campaigns without any filter as to whether the content is biased 

or politically incorrect.27 Through social media’s algorithm, the BJP has consolidated its vote bank 

in India based on religious nationalism and a sense of manufactured victimhood that the ‘Hindu 

majority’ is under threat from the radical Muslims, further reinforcing and embedding divisions 

based on people’s ethnic, religious, and nationalist identities.28  

The statements, Tweets and Posts of Modi and other right wing politicians are further continuously 

highlighted on television stations, as the latter vied for boosting their audience ratings, which the 

BJP’s fervent reactions seemed to garner. Modi’s strategy appears to be based on gaining attention 

from mainstream media through his tweets, which would then be spread and discussed on TV 

Channels and Newspapers.  

After the 2019 elections, there has been a halt in anti-Muslim statements from Modi himself. 

However, the hyper religious politicians and bigots that have been unleashed in the past few years 

cannot be restrained.  

Ramifications for the future of Indian politics:  

As elaborated above, the forces that were supposed to strengthen freedom and democracy have been 

used in a way that has inculcated fascist design within the Indian society. The genie of religious 

hyper nationalism is out of the box and it is unlikely that political parties in India would try to put 

it back as that can jeopardize their vested interests vis-à-vis electioneering. It has been observed 

through position of Congress party on several instances that even they have succumbed to Hindu 

majority pressure and have taken an approach that most observers call ‘soft Hindutva’ and have 

undermined their secularist roots.29 This growing trend would have a direct impact on the narrative 

of secularism in India, and it would most likely cause the country to move away from its 

foundational principles. The presence of Hindutva ideologues in the majority of Lok Sabha would 

also lead to further discriminatory legislation, causing governance issues, and would incite agitation 

                                                      
27 “How Facebook's Political Unit Enables the Dark Art of Digital Propaganda”, Bloomberg, Published 21 Dec, 2017.  

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2017-12-21/inside-the-facebook-team-helping-regimes-that-reach-out-

and-crack-down?utm_source=google&utm_medium=bd&utm_campaign=HP&cmpId=GP.HP 

28 Ibid. Ref#18. 

29 Suhas Palshikar, “Toward Hegemony: BJP Beyond Electoral Dominance,” in Chatterji, Hansen, and Jaffrelot, eds., 

Majoritarian State: How Hindu Nationalism is Changing India, New Delhi: Harper Collins, 2019.  

https://politics.slashdot.org/story/17/12/21/2033245/how-facebooks-political-unit-enables-the-dark-art-of-digital-propaganda
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among the supporters of secularism and equality in India. There would be more emphasis on the 

establishment of a war economy especially due to the war mongering narrative that has been 

adopted by the present government in order to strengthen its electorate by harping on the string of 

anti-Pakistan and anti-Muslim sentiments. This would eventually cause less emphasis on spending 

for human and social development. There is also the threat of emergence of resentment among 

Muslims in India due to persecution, which might lead to a rise in Islamic fundamentalism in 

response to Hindutva extremism. 

Consequences on India-Pak relations:  

As the Partition of Indian subcontinent and formation of Pakistan is rooted in the two-nation theory, 

it is imperative upon Pakistan to highlight atrocities being committed against the Muslims in India. 

It was always feared by the founding fathers of Pakistan that a Hindu majority would try to suppress 

the voice of Muslims living in the subcontinent; as is apparent from the plight of Muslims in India 

since 1947. In recent years, Muslim population in India is also systemically being persecuted over 

perceived threats to Hindutva driven ideology and Indian homogeneity. Indian politics and political 

posture have become increasingly jingoistic. The hardline approach of the BJP-led government is 

evident from Hindutva media propaganda as well as the unilateral actions taken in the Indian 

occupied Kashmir despite Pakistan’s repeated calls for dialogue. As Pakistan highlights these 

problems, it would further infuriate the Indian government and increase the chances of tensions 

between both the nuclear arch-rivals, since the prospect of resumption of bilateral talks are non-

existent in near future. Meanwhile, Pakistan will not shy away from criticizing India’s hawkish 

policies in Jammu and Kashmir and repression of Muslims. This, in turn, would invite fierce 

reaction from New Delhi, which would term Pakistani pronouncements as ‘interference in internal 

affairs’. Consequently, Pakistan-India relationship is set for a deadlock. This will intensify during 

the tenure of BJP-led government which is ideologically driven and has repeatedly threatened to 

use force against Pakistan to rally domestic opinion in its favor. The events of Pulwama crisis and 

escalation after the Balakot strikes could be repeated again. This calls for heightened attention 

towards crisis management and escalation control in South Asia.  

Policy Options for Pakistan:  

Foregoing in view, policy-makers in Pakistan have to respond to the present situation. As a 

responsible state, Pakistan has to advance its interests while pursuing for regional peace and 

security. In this effort, Pakistani policy-makers can also look at following recommendations: 
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➢ Build an alternate image to the ideologically-driven government of India, by empowering 

the minorities living within Pakistan and highlight the atrocities of South Asia’s largest 

democracy from a position of strength.  

➢ Curb extremism within to counter the allegations by India of being a terrorism sponsoring 

state.  

➢ Raise the issue of Islamophobia in India and Muslim persecution with the Facebook 

leadership and suggest practical measures to reduce the propagation of hate speech and 

violence through its platforms.  

➢ Initiating own social media campaigns to highlight and counter BJP’s anti-Pakistan and anti-

Muslim propaganda.  

➢ Raise the issue of Hindutva extremism; encouraging media, civil society, academia and 

think tanks to highlight negative consequences of jingoistic narrative and risks of nuclear 

escalation in the region. 

➢ Initiate a vigorous campaign to convince the global powers, particularly the US, Europe and 

Russia, of gross violations of human rights caused due to the RSS’ anti-Muslim propaganda 

is the need of the hour. Hindutva ideology poses dire threats to regional peace and security, 

which must be countered by effective world-wide awareness campaign through media and 

parliament-to-parliament interactions among democracies. Highlight the consequences of 

rising anti-Muslim sentiment and Islamophobia in various international fora, and engage the 

Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) to formulate ways in order to jointly tackle it.  

➢ Must call attention to clampdown by Indian government on rights groups like Amnesty 

International and its funding in response to their condemnation of human rights violations 

and Islamophobia in India especially during the Delhi riots in 2020, which is in line with 

Pakistan’s stance on the matter.  

➢ Bring the issue of Muslim repression at the UNHRC and engage it to lay out 

recommendations so as to form a committee for the redressal of the rights abuse of Muslim 

citizens in India.  

➢ Engage International and humanitarian organizations, NGO’s and others in order to pay 

attention to the plight of Muslims in India and in occupied Kashmir, and push India for 

transparency vis-a-vis its media content. 

* Marriyum Nadeem is an intern at Islamabad Policy Institute. 

 


