
IndIa
ElEctIon

2014first
reflections

Edited by
einar thorsen and chindu sreedharan

The 2014 Indian General Election was the world’s largest exercise in 

representative democracy. With 834 million registered voters, some 1,700 

national and regional parties, and 8,251 candidates, the voting spanned nine 

phases over more than a month to cover all 543 constituencies in the country. 

The election produced unprecedented news coverage in the Indian media, a 

flourishing landscape of some 410 news and current affairs TV channels, 250 

private FM radio stations, and more than 12,500 newspapers and 81,500 

periodicals. The growth of online news and social media in India added a new 

dimension to the media environment.

This book is an intervention into the debates surrounding the 2014 election, 

with particular emphasis on marginalised voices and the plethora of poll 

discussions that played out on social media. With contributions from scholars 

and journalists from India, UK, US, and Australia, it brings together media 

practitioners and academics to scrutinise the mediation of the“world’s largest 

election”by both legacy and social media.

Einar Thorsen is Principal Lecturer in Journal ism and Communicat ion at 
Bournemouth Universi ty, England.

Chindu Sreedharan is Senior Lecturer in Journal ism and Communicat ion 
at Bournemouth Universi ty, England.

CEnTrE For ThE STUdy oF JoUrnALISM, CULTUrE And CoMMUnITy

India_Election_cover.indd   1 25/04/15   11:14 PM



India Election 2014
First Reflections

Edited by
Einar Thorsen & Chindu Sreedharan



India Election 2014: First Reflections
Edited by Einar Thorsen and Chindu Sreedharan

First published 2015 by
The Centre for the Study of Journalism, Culture and Community 
Bournemouth University
Poole, England BH12 5BB

https://research.bournemouth.ac.uk/centre/journalism-culture-and-community/ 

ISBN: 978-1-910042-04-5 [paperback]
ISBN: 978-1-910042-03-8 [ebook-PDF]
ISBN: 978-1-910042-05-2 [ebook-epub]

BIC Subject Classification Codes:
GTC Communication Studies
JFD Media Studies
KNT Media, information & communication industries 
JPHF Elections & referenda
1FKA India 

Editorial selection and introduction © 2015 Einar Thorsen and Chindu Sreedharan. 
Individual chapters © 2015 the Contributors

Printed in Great Britain by
Dorset Digital Print Ltd, 16 Glenmore Business Park,  
Blackhill Road Holton Heath, Poole

Printed and bound at: Thomson Press (India) Ltd.

https://research.bournemouth.ac.uk/centre/journalism-culture-and-community/


For the marginalised  
voices of India



Introduction 7

1. A shift from identity politics in the 2014 15
India election: the BJP towards moderation
Ashok Sharma

2. Consent or coercion: 2014 election in India 31
as a media conquest
Saima Saeed

3. Modi and the TV media: propaganda or profits? 53
Patrick Ward

4. Framing the campaign: The 2013 Delhi Assembly 61 
campaign and perceptions of the 2014 Lok Sabha Election
Holli A. Semetko, Taberez Ahmed Neyazi and Anup Kumar

5. Elections and seat predictions: a survey of 86
opinion polls from 1998 to 2014
Vidhanshu Kumar

6. ’Twas a famous victory 98
Saisuresh Sivaswamy

7. #Verdict2014: social media and changes in 104 
Indian legacy media during the 2014 Lok Sabha election
Valerie Belair-Gagnon

8. The media, the social media and the elections 114
Usha M. Rodrigues

9. Computer-mediated communication and 125 
the ascent of Narendra Modi
V.S. Sambandan

Contents



10. Mobile  news culture: news apps, journalistic practices  143
 and the 2014 Indian General Election 
 Saayan Chattopadhyay

11. Twitter as campaign tool: how  158 
@narendramodi handled the #TwitterElection

 Confidence Uwazuruike

12. None of the above—the Right not to  164
 Vote campaign in north-east India
 Daisy Hasan

13. Spectacles of empowerment: election and news  175
 coverage in India’s marginalised states 
 Somnath Batabyal

14. Female engagement and the parliament of men 188
 Sumita Mukherjee

15. The election campaign in the Hindi news media:  195
 issues, rhetoric and leadership 
 Taberez Ahmed Neyazi, Sanchita Chakraborty 
 and Tripti Chandra

16. The 2014 Indian election and partisan  208 
and fictional narratives in the Tamil language press 

 Gopalan Ravindran 

17. Modi is the message: a view from Down Under 224
 Amit Sarwal

18. The return of the hegemonic national party? 229
 Sumantra Bose

List of contributors 233





Introduction  |  7  

Elections in India, the world’s largest democracy, have always been 
exceptional. But even by the standards of a country that routinely 

sees one of the most complex and protracted democratic exercises in 
the world, the 2014 Indian Parliamentary election had stood out. As 
poll pundits and journalists have noted across a multitude of media 
avenues, it was the “largest” and “longest” polling undertaken in the 
world, with 834.08 million registered voters (ECI 2014), more than 18 
times the size of the electorate in the 2015 UK election—a “marathon 
event”, staggered across 36 days, in 9 phases, from 7 April to 12 May. 
It saw Indian politicians spending an estimated Rs 305,000 million 
(GBP 3.3 billion) on campaigning (NDTV 2014); involved 10 million 
polling officials (Chouhan 2014), including some 120,000 security 
personnel; and witnessed a socially, politically and culturally diverse 
electorate queuing up at 927,553 polling stations (ECI 2014) across 
29 states and 7 Union Territories to negotiate a verdict on who would 
lead the nation for the next five years.

The verdict, when it came on 16 May 2014, was remarkable as well. 
It marked—as Biswas (2014) puts it—the “Phoenix”-like rise of the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), from the “depths of despair” to place 
its leader Narendra Modi at the head of the National Democratic 
Alliance government in New Delhi, as India’s 15th prime minister. As 
Sambandan argues (Chapter 9), there had been indications of an 
impressive win by Modi in the run-up to the election. But the victory 
which saw the BJP gain a simple majority in a country where no 
party other than the Indian National Congress (INC, known simply 
as the Congress) has done that before was received with some 
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astonishment by national and international news media. Reporting 
for the BBC, Biswas (2014) called it “truly gigantic”. More than one 
newspaper, including the Times of India, described it as “landslide”. 
India was “reeling from the scale of Modi’s win”, wrote Burke (2014) in 
the Guardian (UK), while Anil Padmanabhan (2014) of the Mint (New 
Delhi) presented the victory as “historic”, wherein the Indian voter 
“delivered an epochal verdict”.

Equally noteworthy, though perhaps not as widely reported, is 
the unusually vibrant and pluralist media environment (Thussu 2013) 
in which Modi’s historic win took place. The significance of media 
in modern democracies to facilitate an informed public sphere 
and administer democracy is, as Saeed writes (Chapter 2), well 
established. And the Indian media look well poised to do this: at 
a time when news organisations in many parts of the world have 
recorded significant falls in revenue since 2000 (Borrell 2014; Sweney 
2014), the Indian media landscape comes across as exceptionally 
healthy, with some 410 news and current affairs TV channels (I&B, 
2013), 250 private FM radio stations (Roy 2013), more than 12,500 
newspapers and 81,500 periodicals (RNI 2013). Most importantly, 
online news and social media are also flourishing, with an estimated 
213 million internet connections (IAMAI 2013) and an estimated 875 
million active mobile phone subscriptions (TRAI 2013)—so much so 
that the 2014 election is seen as India’s first social media election 
(Patel 2014; see also Chapter 7). 

In previous Indian elections, particularly before the 12th Lok 
Sabha in 1998,1 it would have been inconceivable to break news 
online before print or broadcast. Yet, this is increasingly becoming 
accepted practice for many political journalists in an online, real-time 
news environment. As more than one author in this book point out, 
Indian journalists relied heavily on social media for insights into the 
political process and as an instant indication of “public sentiment”. 
In Online Reporting of Elections, Thorsen (2013) notes how citizens 
are actively participating in online political reporting, publishing 
eyewitness accounts, political commentary, crowdsourcing and fact-
checking information. Established professional values like authenticity, 
autonomy and accountability are facing new challenges, according to 
Singer and Ashman (2009), and being recast in this rapidly evolving 
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relationship between journalists, politicians and citizens. And with the 
rise of social networking sites such as Twitter and Facebook, which 
has simplified access to publishing tools for ordinary citizens, the 
visibility of demotic voices to both national and global audiences has 
increased substantially. As Belair-Gagnon and Augur write in Chapter 
7, social media facilitate the democratisation of public life by allowing 
ordinary citizens to participate in public discourse.

Such democratisation was visible to a remarkable extent in the 
2014 Indian election. In fact, Indian politicians had capitalised on 
the reach of social media since the 2009 election, connecting with 
a new generation of young, urban, upwardly mobile middle-class 
citizen to bridge the gap between the old and new orders of politics 
(Chattopadhyay 2012; see also, Belair-Gagnon & Agur, Chapter 7). 
But while platforms such as Twitter and Facebook allowed demotic 
voices to interact directly with the elite in a manner unprecedented, 
it is debatable how far this allowed grassroot issues and marginal 
concerns to be part of the larger political debate in India. In a country 
where legacy media is flourishing even as the penetration of social 
media increases, it is conceivable that the political discourse was 
largely shaped by conventional agencies, with undue diligence to elite 
and institutional voices. A post-election analysis by Saeed underlines 
this point (Chapter 2), arguing that a media-manufactured personality-
centred duel between the two main prime ministerial contenders 
short-circuited democratic practices, subjugating policy matters and 
substantive issues to spectator politics and gross personalisation.

Indeed there were indications of this in the mainstream news media 
even in the very early stages of the electioneering. As observers based 
at Bournemouth University in England, our own impression was that 
though news organisations had increased their activity on social media, 
mining diligently the political discourse there like never before, the 
resultant coverage appeared not to focus adequately on marginalised 
voices. It was at this point that we proposed an intervention, which 
we began to refer as Project India. As we saw it, Project India would 
have two main objectives. Firstly, it would produce an alternate 
news coverage of the Indian election that focussed on issues that 
the mainstream news media failed to report on. Secondly, it would 
facilitate a debate on the issues surrounding the 2014 election, with 
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particular emphasis on the role played by the conventional media and 
also the proactive electioneering that was happening on social media 
platforms. Thus was it that we came to launch the Project India website  
(www.project-india.com) in March 2014, which saw journalism students 
from Bournemouth University collaborating with students from four 
other higher education institutions—the University of Madras in Chennai; 
Amity University in Noida, Uttar Pradesh; Jai Hind College in Mumbai; 
and Pondicherry University in Pondicherry. We also worked with three 
media partners—the Mumbai-based Rediff.com and Wonobo.com, 
and the Delhi-based Elections.in—on the coverage, syndicating the 
“alternate journalism” that Project India reporters produced. This book 
is a continuation of that intervention. With contributions from scholars 
and journalists from India, UK, US, and Australia, it brings together 
media practitioners and academics to scrutinise the mediation of the 
2014 election by both legacy and social media.

Chapter overview

We open with Ashok Sharma’s thoughtful analysis of the BJP victory. 
Sharma uses moderation theory to explain the election outcome, 
and offers the shift in BJP’s political posture—from an identity-based 
politics of caste, region, language, gender and demography to a 
moderate religious stance with a focus on development agenda—as 
the foundational reason for Modi’s success. In Chapter 2, Saima Saeed 
takes a step back and considers the personality-driven campaign that 
characterised the election, critiquing the media for their complacency 
in providing a coverage high on rhetoric and low on substance. Patrick 
Ward continues the thread in Chapter 3. Focussing on television news 
and the advantages that Modi received in terms of airtime, Ward 
suggests the Indian broadcast media are moving towards a style 
akin to that of Fox News, with confrontational interviews, provocative 
anchors, and a focus on attracting audiences rather than acting as a 
check on democracy. 

In Chapter 4, Holli A. Semetko, Taberez Ahmed Neyazi and Anup 
Kumar use the 2013 Delhi state election to shed light on the 2014 
outcome. Drawing on a post-election survey after the Delhi election in 
December 2013, the authors show how the framing of the campaign 

http://www.project-india.com
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and the election result in the national capital contributed to certain 
perceptions about the BJP—as also about the other contenders—
that possibly influenced the national election campaign. In Chapter 
5, Vidhanshu Kumar looks at opinion surveys. Examining opinion 
and exit poll results from five General Elections and comparing them 
with the corresponding final outcomes, he analyses the accuracy of 
seat predictions.

Chapter 6, from Saisuresh Sivaswamy, offers further insights into 
the ‘Modi phenomenon’, elaborating on how a clear and consistent 
message of good governance and an unorthodox media strategy 
from the BJP served to strike a chord with the Muslim minority and 
helped consolidate votes. The focus shifts to social media in the next 
two chapters. In Chapter 7, Valerie Belair-Gagnon and Colin Agur 
discuss how Indian journalism is changing as a result of social media 
usage by politicians, journalists and voters. Usha Rodrigues continues 
with the theme in the next chapter, highlighting how Modi and 
other contenders used social media platforms to bypass mainstream 
journalism and reach voters directly.

In Chapter 9, V S Sambandan compares the political communication 
approaches of the BJP and the Congress, with particular attention 
to the use of computer-mediated communication by the victorious 
party, while in the next chapter, Saayan Chattopadhyay discusses the 
use of news apps and the mobile phone culture during the election. 
The theme of social media returns in Chapter 11, and Confidence 
Uwazuruike considers how Modi’s campaign team, through their 
digital war rooms, fought the “Twitter election”.

Our attention then shifts to India’s north-east in Chapter 12. Daisy 
Hasan scrutinises the Right not to Vote campaign initiated by a group 
of activists during the 2013 assembly election which carried over into 
the 2014 Parliamentary election in the state of Meghalaya. Somnath 
Batabyal’s analysis is about the state of Assam. Discussing how 
elections have become media spectacles, he looks at certain news-
making practices during the election in the marginalised state to 
challenge India’s optimistic meta-narrative of federalism and economic 
development. In Chapter 14, Sumita Mukherjee takes a close look at 
female representation. Highlighting that women constitute only 11 



per cent of the new Parliament, Mukherjee makes a strong case for 
addressing the gender imbalance in political representation. 

Chapters 15 and 16 are dedicated to how the election played out in 
the languages press. Taberez Ahmed Neyazi, Sanchita Chakraborty and 
Tripti Chandra present a considered analysis on how the Hindi media 
represented the campaigns of the main contenders, while G Ravindran 
offers insights into the partisan and fictional narratives in the Tamil 
press. In Chapter 17, Amit Sarwal presents a view from Down Under, on 
how the Indian diaspora and Australian policymakers received Modi’s 
victory. And in the final chapter, Sumantra Bose ponders an interesting 
question: has the BJP replaced the hegemonic national party? 

Endnote
1 Rediff.com, a Mumbai-based news portal, is one of the first news 

organisations to cover elections online, and is credited with providing a 
live coverage of the 1998 Lok Sabha election.
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The 16th Lok Sabha election was conducted in nine phases, from 
7 April to 12 May 2014, and saw a total of 8,251 candidates from 

dozens of national and regional parties contest the 543 seats to the 
lower house of the Indian Parliament. The three main contenders 
were the United Progressive Alliance (UPA), led by the incumbent 
Indian National Congress (INC)—known as the Congress—under the 
leadership of Rahul Gandhi; the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), based on an 
anti-corruption movement led by Arvind Kejriwal; and the National 
Democratic Alliance (NDA), led by Narendra Damodardas Modi of 
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The BJP swept the poll, winning 282 
seats on its own and 336 with its NDA partners.

The mandate is historic as it is the first time that a single political 
party has formed a government on its own since 1984, when the 
Congress came to power after the assassination of then Prime 
Minister Indira Gandhi. It is the first time a party other than the 
Congress has secured a clear majority in the Lok Sabha, and the first 
time an alliance will be needed to form an opposition. It is also the 
Congress’s worst-ever defeat, having won only 44 seats on its own 
and 58 with its UPA allies. 

This result needs to be considered in the context of the issues 
over which the election was fought. The 2014 General Election 
revolved around aspects of governance such as corruption, price 
rise, slow economic growth, unemployment, terrorism, communalism 
and external security challenges. While the identity politics of 
religion and caste remained significant election concerns, issues 
such as corruption, inflation, job creation and economic growth 
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became more dominant. The BJP was able to highlight the UPA 
government’s failure on these issues and campaigned by projecting 
Modi as a better administrator and economic performer than the 
inexperienced Rahul Gandhi.

The central theme of this chapter is based on the assertion 
that while the post-liberalisation phase in India saw an increase 
in caste, region, religion and linguistic identity-based politics, 
the 2014 election marked a significant departure from this trend.  
Governance and economic performance were the dominant 
concerns. This is noticeable in the election campaign strategies 
of the three main contenders for the prime ministerial race, the  
election manifestoes of the main political parties, and the 
BJP’s shift in focus from Hindu nationalism to governance and  
economic issues. The clear mandate that the BJP got in the election 
indicates that it has been able to cross the barriers of identity-
based politics, mainly of caste, region, language, gender and 
demography. This chapter uses moderation theory to explain the 
election outcome and the BJP’s shift to a moderate religious stance 
with a focus on developmental agenda. The first section explains 
moderation theory and makes the case for BJP’s moderation in 
the Indian political context. The moderation in BJP is explained 
while discussing the salient features of the 2014 election in the 
following sections. 

The second section traces the ideological foundation on which 
BJP stands and its shift from ideological issues to governance and 
economic issues. The third section is about the misrule of Congress 
party and its failure to address pressing issues of governance, economy 
and security which became fodder for BJP election campaign 
strategy, thus helping BJP in its moderation towards religious and 
ideological issues. The fourth section looks into the security issues 
of tackling terrorism, external security challenges and a disoriented 
foreign policy under Congress-led UPA rule, which BJP raised during 
the election campaign. The penultimate section examines BJP’s 
campaign strategy and the way a cult around Modi was built and his 
role as an administrator and economic performer in the development 
of Gujarat was highlighted. 
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Moderation theory 

Moderation theory (Kalyvas 1996; Downs 1957), developed in 
the context of European right wing/religious parties’ shift towards 
moderation, is a set of interrelated hypotheses that explain the process 
through which political groups give up their right wing ideologies in 
favour of more moderate policies, and prefer electoral, compromising 
and non-confrontational strategies over non-electoral, exclusive and 
confrontational strategies. Moderation can take place at both ideological 
and behavioural levels, and can mutually reinforce each other. This is 
achieved through regular participation in national and regional elections 
and occupation of office both at the centre and in regional governments 
(Przeworski and Sprague 1986; Kalyvas 1996; Downs 1957). 

Indian politics has for long been dominated by the “Congress 
System” (Kothari 1970), and the BJP and its predecessor, Jan Sangh, 
with their Hindu nationalist ideologies, were not able to make inroads 
into the electoral scene till the late 80s. The BJP’s shift from Hindu 
religious identity-based politics to a more development and economic 
performance-based politics can be seen in this context. The BJP, a Hindu 
nationalist party, is generally not perceived to have acquired a level of 
moderation comparable to Christian democratic parties in Europe, and 
therefore there are questions around whether moderation theory can 
be applied in its case (Mitra 2013: 269-285; Jaffrelot 2010). However, 
this chapter argues that the 2014 election shows the BJP’s election 
campaign strategy conformed to the moderation theory argument: it 
moved from a hardline ideological agenda to a more moderate agenda 
of economic development and good governance to get the support 
of median voters, mainly the floating bracket of the middle class and 
youth. The 2014 campaign was not something radically different, but a 
gradual development in the BJP’s election strategy in 2004 and 2009 
(Llewellyn 2011), which follows on from the moderate policy initiatives 
taken by the previous BJP-led NDA government (1998-2004) and 
various BJP-ruled state governments. 

Ideological issues go backstage 

Since the BJP emerged on the national front as a main contender 
in the 1989 General Election in the wake of the Ramjanmabhumi 
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movement, religious issues and the debate surrounding secularism 
became more prominent in the election. But the significant feature 
of the 2014 General Election was the absence of religious and 
ideological issues in the BJP’s campaign. Apart from being an 
alternative to Congress, the emergence of the BJP is partly attributed 
to the consolidation of Hindu nationalist votes. Three issues—the 
abolition of Article 370, which gives special status to the Jammu and 
Kashmir region, implementation of the Uniform Civil Code and the 
building of a Ram temple at Ayodhya—have been the core of the 
party’s ideological foundation in consonance with the central theme 
of Hindu nationalism. 

The BJP’s ideology is driven by Hindutva, a classic text of Hindu 
nationalism written by Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, which holds  
that India is a Hindu nation and that it belongs to those who  
consider it not just Mathrubhumi (motherland) and Pitrubhumi 
(fatherland) but also Punyabhumi (sacred land). These notions are 
congruent with the beliefs of Hindus, Jains, Buddhists and Sikhs, who 
are regarded as the true citizens of India. By extension, Christians 
and Muslims pose a threat to the Indian (Hindu) culture because 
they do not consider India their sacred land. Hence, according to 
this ideology, they may live in India only so long as they do not 
assert their identities and they conform to the larger Indian (Hindu) 
identity and culture. 

On these issues there was a strong ideological divide between the 
Congress-led UPA and the BJP. In contrast to the previous elections, 
threats to attack Pakistan for supporting terrorism against India and 
rhetoric on fighting Islamic radicalism were conspicuously absent 
from the BJP’s 2014 electioneering. Present instead was a focus on 
economic growth, curbing corruption, and development. 

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) cadres played a significant 
grassroots role in campaigning for Modi during the election. 
Development, Modi stated, was his “religion” (NDTV News 2014). 
Religious and ideological issues featured in the BJP’s election manifesto 
and occasionally in Modi’s election speeches. For example, during 
his campaign in the state of Assam, Modi raised the issue of illegal 
(Muslim) immigrants from Bangladesh and spoke about protecting 
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Hindus (Wilson and Sharma 2014; Economic Times 2014). But, overall, 
Modi’s speeches and campaign were marked by systematic silence 
on Hindu nationalism (Varshney 2014a). This is significant departure 
from the BJP’s past and the trend reinforces moderation theory which 
explains that gradually the right-wing religious parties move towards 
moderation by avoiding controversial religious issues to reach to 
median voters. 

Interestingly, Modi’s most striking rhetorical tropes were about 
India’s Muslims. In Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, two states with significant 
Muslim populations, Modi’s arguments were not in line with the Hindu 
nationalist viewpoint. During his campaign he questioned why the 
Haj quota of Bihar and UP was rarely filled, whereas Gujarat’s quota 
was always oversubscribed. He pointed out that while Gujarati 
Muslims were prosperous, those in Bihar and UP were not (Varshney 
2014a). Clearly an attack on the secular claims of Congress and non-
BJP factions, this could be considered as a campaign strategy and 
tactical move by the BJP. By projecting Modi as the prime ministerial 
candidate, the BJP was able to ensure the votes of hardcore Hindu 
nationalist voters. His candidature for the top post re-energised and 
infused confidence in RSS/BJP cadres. The BJP focused on Hindu 
nationalism agenda in a moderate manner and the main focus was on 
economic and governance issues. 

A close look at the election campaign reveals that the Congress, 
Samajwadi Party, Rashtriya Janata Dal, Janata Dal (United), and 
left wing factions raised the BJP’s religious and ideological issues 
more frequently than the BJP itself. The Congress focussed more 
on attacking the BJP’s Hindutva agenda, questioned Modi’s secular 
credentials, raised the subject of the Gujarat riots, and spoke of its 
concern for Muslims. It emphasised its secular identity to win the 
votes of Muslims, and even raised the issue of quotas for backward 
Muslims in certain states.

In the 2004 and 2009 elections, the BJP had faced the dilemma 
of ideological versus development issues. The party could not strike 
a balance between the two. In 2014, however, the BJP was able 
to find that balance. By prioritising growth and governance issues 
over ideological issues, the BJP made inroads into median voter 
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demographics, mainly the floating youth voters and the middle 
class for whom jobs, economic growth and governance issues were 
more important.

Another salient feature of this election was the defeat of identity-
based political parties. It was believed that caste-based regional 
parties were growing in influence. It was also believed that the BJP 
under Modi would not be able to form alliances with other parties 
(Varshney 2014b; Vaishnav 2014). Indian politics, during the past three 
decades of coalition governments, has also seen the rise of smaller 
political parties, representing regional, linguistic and caste identities. 
Coalitions of national and regional parties under the BJP-led NDA 
and the Congress-led UPA have ruled the country since 1989; and 
identity-based political parties played a crucial role in the formation 
of these governments. The last Lok Sabha had 39 parties, including 
national and regional parties. Barring one or two, almost all opinion 
polls predicted a coalition government by the NDA, but not that the 
BJP would get a clear majority. The crushing defeat of caste-based 
parties such as the Samajwadi Party, Rashtriya Janata Dal and Janata 
Dal (United) in the 2014 election points to the importance the Indian 
electorate now attaches to developmental issues. 

Congress misrule: a sluggish economy and widespread corruption 

Results from one of the first major outside polls (Pew Research Centre 
2014) showed dissatisfaction—cutting across gender, age, caste and 
region—with the incumbent Congress-led UPA government. In the 
2014 election, unlike that of 2009, the Congress government did 
not have many positive achievements to promote. The Congress 
manifesto for the 2009 election featured the achievements of the 
UPA government over the previous five years in power and identified 
improving various policies to favour the more rural and under-
privileged sections of society (IBN Live 2009b). 

In the 2009 General Election, the BJP manifesto had taken the 
incumbent Congress-led UPA government on the three fronts of 
good governance, development and security. But the major focus 
of the campaign was around the Mumbai terror attack, with the BJP 
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attempting to capitalise on the UPA government’s failure to tackle 
terrorism. The BJP manifesto also highlighted the different NDA 
policies that the UPA had reversed over the previous five years, and a 
special focus was laid on the need for strong anti-terrorism laws like 
those of the Prevention of Terrorism Act 2002. The BJP promised to 
provide a secure and safe India (BJP Manifesto 2009). A criminal case 
against BJP candidate Varun Gandhi for his allegedly inflammatory 
speech against minority communities created controversy (IBN Live 
2009a), and the BJP campaign was dragged into issues around Islamic 
terrorism and religious/communal issues. In the 2009 election, the BJP 
could not take the Congress-led UPA government on the economic 
front, as the growth rate showed a positive trend and there were not 
any major corruption charges or scandals against the Congress-led 
UPA government. 

While the UPA government did well on the economic, social and 
foreign policy fronts during its first term (2004-09), its second term 
(2009-2014) was marred by corruption, a slow economy, a weak 
response to terrorism, an unimpressive foreign policy, and a general 
complacency and lack of coordination within the government. 
The worst of these issues were the UPA government’s failure to 
curb corruption and its inability to deliver economic improvement. 
Despite its efforts to reduce poverty through schemes such as the 
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 2005 
and the introduction of a Food Security Bill, the economically 
marginalised section of the population continued to fall victim to 
rising inflation and the high cost of essential commodities. In August 
2013, the Indian rupee sank to an all-time low of 68.8 against the 
US dollar, and India’s GDP growth almost halved in just three years, 
falling to around 5 per cent in the 2012-2013 fiscal year down from 
9.3 per cent in 2010–11. Over the past two years, job creation in 
India has been affected by the economic slowdown and shrinking 
business opportunities, and the unemployment rate increased from 
3.5 per cent in 2011 to 3.7 per cent in 2013. A demographic change 
of 100 million new young voters since the previous election in 2009 
(Times News Network 2014; Laughland & Weaver 2014) furthered 
the necessity of job creation, which the Congress government failed 
to deliver (Sharma 2014a).
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Corruption emerged as an important issue in the 2014 election. 
There was widespread anger over the extent of corruption within 
government institutions at local and national levels. Transparency 
International (2013) placed India 94th out of 177 countries for 
institutional corruption. In April 2011, the issue of widespread 
political corruption sparked a large-scale movement led by Gandhian 
social activist Anna Hazare and yoga guru Baba Ramdev, resulting in 
protests across the country for stronger legislation and policies against 
corruption. The Congress government was charged with allegations 
of high profile scams and fraud in public expenditure and dealings, 
and this is generally believed to have led to its defeats in legislative 
assembly elections in four states in December 2013. The sudden rise 
of the Aam Aadmi Party out of widespread exasperation at corruption 
great and small (Jeffrey 2014) and its leader Kejriwal’s ascent to the 
post of Chief Minister in the Delhi state election, the BJP retaining its 
rule in Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh, and the BJP ousting the 
Congress in Rajasthan were all clear indications that the failure to curb 
corruption would cost the Congress in the parliamentary election 
(Sharma 2014a). 

During the 2014 campaigning, the Congress was faced with the 
daunting task of defending itself on these fronts. It also had leadership 
issues. It put up an inexperienced prime ministerial candidate in Rahul 
Gandhi, who replaced two-term Prime Minister Dr. Manmohan Singh. 
Like Singh, when it came to delivering campaign speeches, Gandhi 
too failed to connect to the masses. The Congress’s attitude of taking 
its vote bank, especially Muslims and Dalits, for granted also seems 
to have worked against it, and the cumulative result was that the 
party received the most terrible electoral trounce ever in its 129 years 
of existence.

Terrorism, external security challenges and foreign policy

In the 2009 General Election, following the Mumbai terror attack, 
terrorism was the major issue on which the BJP based its election 
campaign. But in the 2014 election, though political parties including 
BJP did not place terrorism at the heart of their campaigns, it remained 
a significant concern. India has been one of the worst victims of 
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terrorist attacks. During the two terms of the Congress-led UPA 
government, the number of terrorist attacks increased. Congress was 
perceived as having failed to deliver on security issues. According to 
data from the National Bomb Data Centre, India is ranked the third-
most dangerous place in the world based on the number of bomb 
blasts per year, next only to Iraq and Pakistan. The document states 
that India suffered 212 bomb blasts in 2013—more than double that 
of Afghanistan (108 blasts). Facing internal strife, Bangladesh with 75 
blasts and Syria with 36 blasts did better. Analysing the frequency 
of IED blasts in the country over the past decade, the data says 
that between 2004 and 2013 “there have been an average of 298 
blasts and 1,337 casualties in India” (Tiwary 2014). Polls showed that 
people had more confidence in the BJP than in the Congress when it 
came to tackling the challenges facing the nation—from combating 
corruption to fighting terrorism (Pew Research Centre 2014). The BJP’s 
election manifesto clearly stated that there would be zero tolerance 
for terrorism. 

Foreign policy as such was not a prominent issue in the 2014 
election. But the ineffectiveness on the foreign policy front, especially 
in the context of tackling external security challenges from China 
and Pakistan, did feature in the campaign. Congress’s failure to 
shape an effective foreign policy could be seen in the context of the 
deadlock in the US-India strategic partnership, especially after the 
conclusion of the nuclear deal. In its second term, the Congress was 
not able to shape foreign policy towards the US. It could not muster 
enough legislative support on the issue of the nuclear liability bill in 
Parliament, nor could it handle a row with the US involving one of 
India’s diplomats, Devyani Khobragade.

In the post-Cold War era, India’s growing closeness with the US is 
significant. The foundation for a strategic partnership with the US was 
laid by the administration of BJP’s Atal Bihari Vajpayee, during George 
W. Bush’s presidency. The security threat from Islamic terrorism and 
the shifting Asian balance of power amid the rise of China’s military 
capability were major factors that provided the impetus for strong 
Indo-US strategic ties. The lack of warmth in the US-India strategic 
partnership during the Congress regime created a sense of weakness 
on the foreign policy front, especially in the context of the growing 
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nuclear and defence bonhomie between China and Pakistan and 
their aggressive posturing on the Indian border. The BJP addressed 
this, highlighting external security concerns and clearly stating in its 
election manifesto (BJP 2014) that it would create a “web of allies”, 
have a policy of “zero tolerance” towards terrorism, and reconsider 
India’s nuclear doctrine of no first use (Sharma 2014b; Sharma 2014c). 

The nuclear standoff between India and Pakistan has lasted for 
more than one-and-a-half decades. However, the policy of nuclear 
deterrence has constrained the superiority of India’s conventional 
army vis-a-vis Pakistan, and it has not been able to stop terrorist 
attacks being carried out by Pakistani-based terrorist outfits. In the 
wake of the attack on the Indian Parliament in December 2001, India 
had to hold back its military response as Pakistan threatened a first-
use nuclear attack in the case of war. In the aftermath of the Mumbai 
terror attack in 2008, a similar threat was delivered by Pakistan to 
deter a possible military strike by India on terrorist camps operating 
in Pakistan. 

There is an increasing bonhomie between Pakistan and China on 
nuclear and defence issues, and the latest SIPRI report (2014) states 
that 54 per cent of Chinese arms exports go to Pakistan. This is 
worrying for India. China’s recent military aggression against India, its 
constant nuclear and defence support to Pakistan, and the incumbent 
Congress government’s feeble response to Beijing are seen as the 
factors that prompted the BJP to reconsider India’s policy of no first 
use of nuclear weapons. It targeted the youth vote (50 per cent of 
India’s populations are under the age of 25) and the expanding middle 
class, who are increasingly aware of their country’s rising economic and 
military profile. Both these demographics want self-respect for India 
(Sharma 2014c). The failure of the Congress government to respond 
to the terrorist attacks, Pakistan’s refusal to act against terrorist outfits 
within its borders, and the China’s military adventurism at the Indo-
China border all combined to alarm Indians. 

This scenario demanded India to be more assertive in its foreign 
policy, and external security challenges were indirectly used by the 
BJP in its promise for a robust and strong India, built around Modi’s 
hardline nationalist image. This, in my view, eventually provided a 
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considerable edge to the BJP in the election, especially among the 
middle class and urban voters. Committed to enhancing trade ties 
with India’s neighbours, Modi is showing a pragmatic posture towards 
even China. However, in the case of border disputes or misadventures 
by its neighbours, India might not continue with the strategic restraint 
shown by the Congress government. 

The BJP campaign strategy: building a cult around Modi

In the post-liberalisation phase since the 1990s, India has seen the 
emergence of an exceptional middle class. This middle class is 
increasingly sensitive to economic issues and demands the same level 
of professionalism from the government. Congress failed to deliver on 
this expectation. Before the election, the middle class showed their 
involvement and political awareness during the 2011 anti-corruption 
movement by expressing themselves on social networking sites such 
as Facebook and Twitter. 

A crucial factor, however, was the persona and the leadership 
of Modi, around whom the entire election revolved. Ever since he 
became the BJP prime ministerial candidate, he attracted national and 
international attention for the controversies surrounding him. Modi’s 
handling of the 2002 Gujarat riots was also called into question during 
the campaigning. The riots were triggered after a train carrying Hindu 
pilgrims near Godhra station was set ablaze by Islamist radicals, killing 
59 people. The majority of those killed in the riots were Muslims (BBC 
News 2005). Many blame Modi’s passive response to the riots. In April 
2009, the Indian Supreme Court appointed a Special Investigation 
Team to investigate Modi’s role in these events. In December 2010, the 
investigation cleared Modi of wilfully allowing the riot (Mahapatra 2010).

Despite the controversy, Modi won three Gujarat state elections: 
in 2002, 2007 and 2012. Modi is credited with enabling Gujarat’s 
economic progress and development. Gujarat’s growth in GDP, at an 
average of 10.1 per cent per year during Modi’s tenure, far outstripped 
India’s GDP growth over the same period, at 7.7 per cent per year 
(The Economist 2011). The Modi government received accolades for 
its industrial growth, business and exports.
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The BJP successfully highlighted the Congress government’s 
misrule, promoted the Gujarat model, and created a cult of personality 
around Modi. It used an aggressive corporate-style campaign, hired 
a number of PR companies, and targeted youth and middle class 
voters through electronic media and social networking sites. Big 
corporations and rich Indian expatriates in the US and the UK also 
supported the BJP.

Conclusion 

Modi turned a fragmented parliamentary election into a presidential-
style referendum in an era of coalition politics. His election campaign 
strategy with prime focus on economy, developmental issues and 
tackling corruption, and moderate and selective use of ideological 
issues helped him to reach all the segments of electorate. This was 
reflected in the mandate which crossed caste, region, gender and 
demography, and many analysts see in him one of the most powerful 
prime ministers in Indian history. Attention is now focused on Modi’s 
initiatives to fix the Indian economy, as well as to examine how 
successful he is in leading a nation of 1.2 billion people on a path of 
progress to increase India’s standing in the world.

In the 2014 election the issues of economic growth, tackling corruption 
and job creation superseded identity politics. This trend could be seen 
in the context of the increasing number of middle class and the youth 
voters for whom jobs, lifestyle choices and development have become 
prominent. While it will be difficult for the BJP not to address the three 
core ideological issues, the party under Modi knows that the vote is for 
good governance, development and economic growth. The moderation 
has continued in the post-election scenario. The Modi government’s 
initial policy steps have sent a positive signal and seen as a shift away 
from his former image, signified by his invitation to Pakistan’s Prime 
Minister Nawaz Sharif for his swearing-in ceremony. Modi is today seen 
more as a decisive corporate-style administrator rather than a Hindu 
nationalist leader. This was reflected during his election campaign, and 
the post-election policy initiatives towards development have taken 
primary stage over identity-based ideological issues, which could be 
considered another step towards a moderation of the BJP. 
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The BJP’s 2014 election campaign conforms to the moderation 
theory premise. The right wing religious political parties through regular 
participation in election and its government in various states and at 
centre moves towards moderation. The BJP’s right wing ideologies 
took a backstage in favour of more moderate policies. It preferred 
electoral consideration and gave primacy to non-confrontational 
strategies over non-electoral, exclusive and confrontational strategies. 
Moderation can take place at both ideological and behavioural levels, 
and can mutually reinforce each other. The BJP’s regular participation 
in national and regional elections, its government and occupation of 
office both at the centre and state level, have helped it move towards 
moderation. The first time when the BJP-led NDA came to power the 
compulsion of BJP towards moderation could be seen in the context 
of coalition politics as it could not garner the support for its minority 
government which lasted 13 days. But the moderation in the BJP’s 
2014 election campaign could be seen in the context of growing 
aspirations of people in India, especially the youth population 
and the middle class voters, for better governance and economic 
performance. The trend towards moderation in BJP in all likelihood 
will continue in the foreseeable future too.
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The 2014 Lok Sabha (the lower house of the Parliament) election 
in India, the world’s biggest exercise in electoral democracy 

opened up new areas of inquiry in the complex sub-field of media 
and politics. For one thing, it established the singular importance of 
media to the project of modern democracies, not so much as a raison 
d’être of an informed and inclusive public sphere but as institutions of 
administering democracy by a media manufacture of public opinion. 
This instrumentality of the media holds the danger of denigrating 
democracy by a forged makeover of democratic deliberation, 
replacing rational debate with campaign overkill, bombarding the 
voters with sponsored programming and propaganda packaged in the 
legitimising logic of news. The cumulative impact of such media surfeit 
is that of disparaging long-term debate on issues and policy matter, 
collapsing them into popular sloganeering, making the campaign less 
informative and more rhetorical, selling promises without the trouble 
of building arduous accountability of those who represent us. India 
is a complex representative democracy riddled with deep religious, 
class and caste-based cleavages, social and economic inequalities 
and a majority-minority hiatus that is only growing, leading to acute 
contestations and difficult negotiations. For instance, the Muslim 
minority has been historically under-represented in the Parliament 
making their experience of electoral politics very different from that 
of the majority community. 

In the run-up to the 2014 General Election, between the summer 
of 2013 and 2014, the Narendra Damodardas Modi-led National 
Democratic Alliance (NDA) subjected the Indian electorate to a highly 
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Americanised poll campaign that was systematically personality-
driven leading to the obfuscation of real issues and debates which 
should have becoming a rallying point in the election year. The 
meticulous campaign planning and execution paid off. The Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) won 282 seats in the 543-member Lok Sabha. This 
made it the first non-Congress party to win a parliamentary majority 
by its own strength in independent India’s history. The 2014 election 
established how fates of political parties and candidates depended 
on politics of hyper visibility with excessive money pumped into 
poll campaigns to create a media blitz high on rhetoric and low on 
substantive issue-based coverage. This deserves critical attention 
given that the Indian experience of Parliamentary democracy is unique 
and cannot be captured by hybrid replicas of US-style Presidential 
election campaigns that might only end up overwhelming the voter. 
It is argued that such fast and furious media campaigns tend to 
browbeat the voter by romanticising candidates who use the media 
to buy favourable public opinion.

Media and elections in India: reviewing the literature 

The scholarly interest in studying elections from a media perspective 
is rather new in India. Traditional elections studies have given little or 
no attention to how elections in India have evolved with technological 
innovations in the media. If at all, inquiries into opinion and exit polls 
which are more in the nature of survey data analysis have taken up the 
question of ‘media effect’ on voter behaviour. Therefore, most studies 
on news media and politics in India can be seen as cataloguing the 
impact of technological revolution with some focus on content. For 
example, Jeffrey (2002) looks at how newspapers’ penetration in India 
has grown despite the coming of the electronic media even as he 
maps the relationship between the growth of the BJP and that of 
the media: “The timing of the BJP’s rise as the dominant party in 
UP suggests plausible connections between the media revolution 
and the rise of Hindu polities” (Jeffrey 2002: 288). He contends that 
the rise of the BJP from the mid-1980s has been as striking as the 
revolution in media. The half-hour episodes of the Ramayana and 
Mahabharat were shown on Doordarshan for more than “90 Sunday 
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mornings between 1987 and 1990. North India stopped for that 
time…. What role had India’s first nation-stopping TV serials—and 
the media revolution generally—played in changing the nature of 
politics?” (Jeffrey 2002: 289). 

There has been a spurt of literature on television and politics, a 
shift from technology to the content of the message—‘politics after 
television’, to use Arvind Rajagopal’s (2001) phrase. This, many 
besides him argue, changed the trajectory of television and politics in 
India. Arvind Rajagopal (2001) pays attention to the revival of Hindu 
nationalism (since televised series on the Hindu epics, The Ramayana 
and The Mahabharata, began to be telecast on Doordarshan in the 
late 1980s). Christophe Jaffrelot (1999) looks at the Hindu nationalist 
movement and caste politics and how some of these debates were 
covered by the Indian media, even as a section of his book is devoted 
to the political culture of voting. For one thing, 24x7 television 
introduced live coverage of violence, bringing it to our living rooms 
and we saw events like the demolition of the Babri Masjid, the riots in 
its aftermath and eventually the Hindu-Muslim riots on television as 
they unfolded. Mehta (2006) contended that in 2002, exhaustive live 
coverage of violence in Gujarat Hindu-Muslim riots turned it into a 
national issue, making it difficult for the ruling party to get away with it. 
The television news networks ensured that this violence was debated 
on an everyday basis, making these networks “a vital new cog in the 
deliberative structures of Indian democracy” (Mehta 2006: 414). 

Fresh enquiries in the field suggest that though the news market 
has grown tremendously it does not reflect any real diversity of 
content (Saeed 2013). The news content has witnessed a growing 
sensationalism, trivialisation and “entertainmentalization” (Saeed 
2013), none of which support the kind of deliberative electoral 
process that a democracy as plural as India would need.

Finally, there has been a lack of in-depth scholarly literature that 
directly deal with media and elections in India. Studies are more in the 
line of surveys and exit polls or have been report cards of elections 
in a state-wise manner explaining the clout of regional politics vis-
a-vis the Centre (see Shastri, Suri & Yogendra Yadav 2009). Most 
of it shows changes in voter turn-out and enumerates factors that 
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have changed the political fortunes of major parties and candidates. 
However, media do not find a mention in the schemata. Other 
inquiries by journalists such as Ammu Joseph’s handbook (2010) on 
how to cover elections are toolkits, with elaborate instructions on how 
to cover elections in a fair and objective manner. The Data Unit of 
the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS), New Delhi 
archives social scientific survey data on political opinion, attitudes 
and political behaviour. This it collects on both the Lok Sabha and 
the State elections. Two of its recent surveys include the State of 
Democracy in South Asia and Youth Studies. ‘Historic’ elections like 
1977, 1984, 1989, 1991 and 2004 have been interpreted from the 
narrative strategy of the changing dynamics of Indian politics, the 
rise of coalition politics and the Mandir Mandal factors and caste 
mobilisation. The media locus has been amiss to a large extent. 
The 2014 General Election in India is therefore significant from the 
vantage point of media’s role in implementing and successfully 
delivering the stunning Modi campaign wherein the media played 
an active role of an interested party instead of an objective observer 
and a mere facilitator, establishing the embeddedness of media in 
contemporary politics.

The Modi wave and the media: à la carte media blitzkrieg

To begin with, the 2014 Lok Sabha election can be studied as a 
set of statistics that tell the story of a public relations campaign of 
unimaginable proportions. There were 834 million eligible voters, 
making it the world’s biggest exercise in electoral democracy. This 
year saw the highest voter turnout of 66.4 per cent, outdoing the 
emotionally charged 1984 election that registered a 64.01 per cent 
turnout with 551 million votes cast1. A total of 8,251 candidates stood 
for elections, and the polling was spread over nine phases, starting 
on April 7, 2014 and ending on May 12, 2014. The final results were 
declared on May 16, 2014.

It is equally revealing to look at how the “Modi wave” was 
essentially a media creation. The leading news magazine India Today 
called it “the most audacious Prime Ministerial campaign so far”2. 
There is little doubt that the 2014 General Election that saw the 
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making of Modi—and the unmaking of the decade-long, ruling United 
Progressive Alliance (UPA) regime—was a political battleground that 
spatially played out on television screens and the web. The NDA 
campaign was a media project par excellence. Its volume and reach 
were unprecedented in Indian electoral history. The slogan ‘272-plus 
for NDA’ and ‘Abki Baar, Modi Sarkar’ (‘It’s Modi government this 
time’) culminating into ‘Achche Din Aane Wale hain, Abki baar Modi 
Sarkar’ (‘Good days are ahead because Modi is coming’) as the BJP 
theme anthem inundated most of the media platforms—newspaper, 
magazines, television radio, outdoor hoardings and of course the 
web. The cover story of Frontline magazine, May 16, 2014, titled 
‘Wave?’ deconstructs the media hype: “A key aspect of the BJP 
campaign is the excessive use of the media in all forms. This has 
substantively influenced the subliminal thinking of voters.”3 The well-
coordinated, monitored and centralised campaign machinery with its 
“war room” headquartered in the political capital of New Delhi kept 
a close watch on the activities in the war rooms in other states. A vigil 
was kept on the election campaigns of rival parties, in particular that 
of the UPA. As mentioned in Mahima Kaul (2014) these high tech 
“war rooms” reportedly cost Rs 35 lakhs (approximately £35,000), 
with dozens of computers and round-the-clock volunteers tracking 
activities across India’s 92,000 villages4. The BJP’s media blitzkrieg 
symbolises the media transformation of election campaigns in India. 
Short Modi videos played out on large LED screens mounted on 
special Modi vans to reach the last mile in villages where mainstream 
media could not penetrate; 600 3D rallies were planned between 
May 1 to 10; and SMSs and WhatsApp texts and voice calls were 
made to 130 million people. A May 15, 2014 post on BJP’s website, 
“India 272+ towards majority”, states how, among other things, one 
innovative strategy of the campaign was to use crowdsourcing for 
Modi speeches, making “2014 India’s first open-sourced election”5. 
As the BJP’s special campaign website “Mission 272+” summarised 
the impact of the digital interface of the 2014 election, in its May 15, 
2014 post explaining the branding of the campaign: “From NaMo tea 
stalls to NaMo mobile phones, from saree shops to sweet shops and 
from neck-tags, stickers, caps to sun-shades on cars, brand NaMo was 
to be seen everywhere through the 2014 Campaign”.6
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India Today’s cover story by Kunal Pradhan and Uday Mahurkar 
called it “Maximum Campaign”, listing the formidable feat that was 
achieved in less than a year:

So relentless has been his campaign, so dramatic his delivery, 
and so ubiquitous his development message, that he has 
converted a complex parliamentary system into a presidential-
style referendum on himself. Over the last nine months, Modi 
has travelled 300,000 km, or seven times the Earth’s equatorial 
circumference. He has attended 5,187 events, addressed 477 
rallies in 25 states while sleeping barely five hours a night, and 
harnessed the Internet and mobile telephony to connect with 
an estimated 230 million people, or one in every four voters. 
That’s more people than the population of Brazil.... These are 
figures Barack Obama’s 2012 US presidential campaign, from 
which the Modi machine learnt how to create an all-round 
24x7 experience, would be proud of (India Today, May 19, 
2014: 23-25).

This sums up much that needs to be discussed about the Modi 
campaign and the role that media played therein. The role of 
journalists in a free society is not valourisation of the political 
class but a critical reflection on their ideological stand-points, the 
manifesto and the suitability of the candidates. By allowing India’s 
complex parliamentary democracy to be short-circuited by a media-
manufactured personality-centred duel between “NaMo” and “RaGa” 
(media popularised acronyms symbolising the Narendra Modi vs 
Rahul Gandhi turf war) in a close approximation of the US Presidential 
elections, the specific requirements of the Indian democracy were 
easily skirted. The accompanying advertising blitzkrieg went under 
an unequivocal Modi call that controversially placed him above the 
party, as ads on print, television, outdoor and online media promoted 
“Ab ki baar Modi Sarkaar”, asking the voter to vote in the name of 
Modi and not so much for the party he stood for. 

This was in sharp contrast with the reticence, the tiredness and 
defensive nature of the Congress campaign that neither positioned the 
UPA work record in the last 10 years nor projected its leaders well. Their 
overall campaign was dull and had far less visibility compared to that of 
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the BJP. Consider the difference in the monies spent in the campaigns 
of the two biggest contenders. The BJP advertising campaign was 
touted to have cost it a whopping Rs 5,000 crore (equivalent to INR 
50,000 million, approximately GBP 505 million) by May 12 when the 
last phase of polling came to a close7. The UPA campaign, on the 
other hand, seemed to have been hit by the incumbent government’s 
austerity drive, with the Manmohan Singh government spending only 
Rs 186.98 crore (equivalent to INR 1870 million, approximately GBP 
18 million) on its “Bharat Nirman” campaign8. So while the Modi 
campaign went all-out to create a personality cult around its leader, 
the Congress campaign was generic and sought to talk of rights and 
entitlements of the citizens, amplifying the role of the government 
and the public in nation-building (as epitomised in its slogan “Akele 
toh yeh desh bana nahin”, which translates to “This country was not 
build by one person alone”), sprinkled with the old Congress mantra 
of inclusiveness, equity, social justice and progress. 

The media transformation of elections in India: From Nehru to 
Indira to Rahul Gandhi

Interestingly, each General Election in India since the time of Jawaharlal 
Nehru, independent India’s first Prime Minister, has had its own 
interface with media technology. Indeed the General Election signify 
as much the shift from print to television and now the new media as 
they exemplify political parties’ zeal to use the media as powerful aids 
for their poll campaigns. Sarker (1962) commenting on the General 
Election of 1962 talks of how for the first time in India, the media 
was used by political parties notably the Congress: “The Congress 
Party made an election film for use in the Hindi-speaking areas. It 
also ordered 6,000 gramophone records of two songs in praise of the 
party, which were distributed to the different constituencies” (Sarker 
1962: 215-16). He further notes how the 72-year-old Jawaharlal Nehru 
“set up a record in election campaigning, having travelled 17,792 
miles—16,362 miles by air, 1,300 miles by road, and 130 miles by train 
in thirty-one days. He visited eighty-eight cities and towns in fourteen 
States and spoke before ninety-one public meetings attended by 
about 10 million people” (Sarker 1962: 216). 
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The use of media has matured and expanded in terms of technology, 
content and reach since the time of Nehru, principally in the way face-
to-face rallies and door-to-door campaigning have been replaced by 
mass-mediated messages. The 1970s witnessed India’s first woman 
Prime Minister and Nehru’s daughter, Indira Gandhi’s misuse of media 
for self-propaganda and the appropriation of the Public Service 
Broadcaster sparking off a nationwide debate on media autonomy. 
Indeed as Rudolph & Rudolph (2008) note, “Control of the means of 
public culture became an issue in the elections of 1989” (2008: 217). 
Rajiv Gandhi who succeeded his mother Indira Gandhi has often been 
called “India’s first TV prime minister” (Rudolph & Rudolph 2008: 217) 
given that he could access 62 per cent of the population through 
the medium and yet he failed to make the most of it as his overuse 
of television generated disgust over such hegemony over the public 
medium. For the first time, journalistic exposes on malpractices in 
elections were shown on television. Rudolph and Rudolph (2008: 
216) argue how the strident journalist Nalini Singh’s documentary on 
Doordarshan showed rigging, that is, booth-capturing and ballot-
snatching by both the Congress and the Janata Dal. 

The 1989 election are also attributed to have augured the era 
of campaign marketing in a heady mix of radio, audio and video 
cassettes featuring party songs and leaders’ voice messages. This 
collaboration of audio-visual media, it was said, “accelerated the shift 
from party-based campaigning to the plebiscitary mode” (Rudolph & 
Rudolph 2008: 217). The Delhi-based Jain studios made films for the 
BJP, and videocassettes for the Shiv Sena9. They also provided trucks 
fitted with big generators and big screens for political rallies. Francine 
R Frankel (1990), who studied the reasons for the Congress’s dramatic 
defeat in the ninth parliamentary elections (largely due to erosion of 
the faith of the minority communities and the Bofors controversy), 
enumerates how the Congress had several advantages among them 
the rampant use of media for its purposes: “The Congress (I) enjoyed 
overwhelming advantages in campaign resources. The party’s high-
tech approach to the election campaign included a $19-million media 
blitz handled by a leading advertising agency and based on the theme 
of ‘Jana Shakti’ (‘Power to the People’)” (Frankel 1990: 527)10. Not 
just this, Frankel notes how Rajiv Gandhi’s urbanite computer-savvy 
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media managers boys launched “a Madison Avenue-style multimedia 
campaign.... using professionally produced posters, banners, 
billboards, video films, and the ‘official’ media. Doordarshan was 
saturated with programming that identified Rajiv Gandhi’s leadership 
with national heroes like Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru, and 
powerful symbols and scenes like the flag, rocket launchings, and 
peasants tilling the fields” (Frankel 1990: 529).

The money spent on star campaigners and branding of key 
candidates during elections has been increasing disproportionately 
through the decades. The media logic of profit-making is incongruent 
with the democratic logic of equitable access to a multiplicity of 
discourses that must include those who don’t have the money to fund 
expensive media campaigns. If a critical voter is seen as key to the 
success of a representative democracy, then an important criterion to 
adjudge the role of media is its creation of an inclusive and open public 
sphere characterised by a diversity of views. Liberal- pluralist theories 
of the press stressing on the objectivity norm in journalism posit that 
the press be non-partisan, impartial, fair accurate and truthful in its 
reportage11. This will allow voters to decide from a wide range and 
diversity of political perspectives and hence retain the plural character 
of our democratic polity. It will also ensure that minority issues and 
point-of-views are not excluded or pushed to the margins. Therefore, 
both external and internal diversity of news and information are 
important; the former arising due to competition between different 
media organisations, and the latter within a newspaper or television 
newsroom so as to counter slanting and bias.

Surprisingly, even though widely known, the menace of “paid 
news” during elections came up for discussion in the public domain 
only in the 2009 General Election, following the revelations made 
by Kalimekolan Sreenivas Reddy and Paranjoy Guha Thakurta to the 
Press Council of India in a report titled Paid News: How corruption in 
the Indian media undermines democracy, 2010 (Thakurta & Reddy, 
2010). The Press Commission defined “paid news” as “payment of 
money by candidates to representatives of media companies for 
favourable coverage” (PCI 2010) Among the “buried” sections of the 
report is a description of how “paid news” works:
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The entire operation is clandestine. This malpractice has become 
widespread and now cuts across newspapers and television 
channels, small and large, in different languages and located in 
various parts of the country. What is worse, these illegal operations 
have become organized and involve advertising agencies and 
public relations firms, besides journalists, managers and owners 
of media companies. (PCI 2010: 4-5)

Vreese and Elenbaas (2011), inquiring into political journalists’ role 
in the process of politics, discuss how the “strategy frame” has 
become a major tool in coverage of both political campaigns and 
policy battles. They call such kind of news reporting “metacoverage” 
(2011: 75) and ask two important questions—to what extent do spin 
doctors become “an explicit part of the story”, and how does such 
metacoverage affect public opinion about these journalists and actors 
associated with the mediatisation of politics. 

The role of media in a democracy is not to generate a pacified, 
consensual society but a tumultuous criss-crossing of conflicting ideas 
that offer no simple solutions to a diverse, plural and complex society 
like ours. Media grants a priori legitimation to the “ruling ideas” that 
emanate from those who control the means of the production of those 
ideas. In this lies a fundamental failure of the media to investigate into 
issues of domination and power. For instance, the media went into a 
frenzy reporting on Facebook crossing 100 million-user mark in India 
and that 33 million Indians were on Twitter. However, the same media 
was conspicuous by its absence when in the election year, the Below 
Poverty Line (BPL) population figures were manipulated to achieve a 
compressed figure of 21.9 per cent instead of the usual official figure 
of 33 per cent or even 29 per cent as per the UNDP estimates. This 
is just one example from among the many important issues that went 
unnoticed even as the country’s most prominent journalists were 
helping conjure up pro-NDA publicity, passing it off as news. This 
well-funded, orchestrated PR campaign created maximum hype for 
Brand Modi—a widespread BJP wave but with limited avenues for 
debate. The hysteria left no space for rational discussion.

Here it is worth quoting German philosopher Jürgen Habermas. 
In Towards a Rational Society (1987), he writes: ‘The depoliticization 
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of the mass of the population and the decline of the public realm 
as a political institution are components of a system of domination 
that tends to exclude practical questions from public discussions. The 
bureaucratized exercise of power has its counterpart in public realm 
confined to spectacles and acclamation. This takes care of the approval 
of a mediatised population’ (Habermas 1987: 75-76). The poor and 
the marginalised who stand at the margins of the political arena are 
rendered irrelevant to the system. This also explains why more than 
six decades after independence and planned economic growth their 
lot remains the same. To tackle this constituency of voters, Modi’s 
humble background, his start as a tea vendor at a railway station, 
was played up to mythic proportions all through the campaign. On 
February 20, 2014, the high-tech campaign launched an innovative 
operation to cash in on this connect—”Chai pe Charcha”, which saw 
Modi holding discussions with groups of people. These discussions 
were held in 4,000 locations reaching 5 million people (India Today, 
May 19, 2014). 

The name of the Modi rallies in different states reflect the concerted 
attempt at local reach by tapping on to popular contexts. Thus, they 
were called Vijay Shankhnad rallies in Uttar Pradesh, branded as 
Hunkar Rallies in Bihar, Bharatha Gellisi rallies in Karnataka, and in 
Maharashtra they were rechristened the Maha Garjana rallies. The 
rally in Arunachal Pradesh was called Vijay Sankalp Abhiyan Rally 
and the one in Assam, was branded as Maha Jagaran Rally. In Goa, 
it was called Vijay Sankalp Rally and in Himachal Pradesh it went in 
the name of Parivartan Rally. The last leg of 196 rallies held between 
third week of March and second week of May were more like a wrap 
and made a direct pan-India call to victory as their name suggests— 
Bharath Vijay rallies.

Nonethless, as in the last three decades of mediation of Indian 
politics, television remained a key medium in the Modi campaign. A 
study by the Centre for Media Studies, New Delhi, based on a content 
mapping of the 2014 elections on five national TV news channels 
(NDTV, 24x7, Aaj Tak, ABP NEWS, Zee NEWS and CNN-IBN) found 
that “BJP received high coverage all through the poll phases of 2014 
poll. Its coverage increased from around one third of prime time of 
NEWS channels to around 45 percent in the final phase of campaign” 
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(CMS 2014: 7). CMS data on television news time given to different 
leaders in the period between March 1, 2014 to May 11, 2014 also 
made apparent the unprecedented personalisation of the campaign. 
Modi topped the list with 3,415 minutes making up for 36.32 per cent 
of the total time devoted to covering political leaders; followed by 
Aam Aadmi Party leader Arvind Kejriwal, who managed to get 879 
minutes; and then Rahul Gandhi, who stood third with 468 minutes 
(CMS 2014: 6).

Constructing 2014 as a social media election: the stimulus behind 
the sentiment

The election propaganda was seen at its peak on the internet, which 
promised direct access to the 9.7 crore (97 million) new voters added 
to India’s electoral rolls in the last five years since the last general 
elections. Uttar Pradesh that returns 80 seats to the Lok Sabha 
and is India’s most populous state had the highest number of new 
voters—1.8 crore (18 million) since 200912. The BJP harnessed this 
newly available pool with a zeal unknown to poll campaigning in 
India, where so far politicians had relied on conventional media 
to reach the voters. Narendra Modi’s online popularity became a 
subject matter of regular news reportage. With a sense of pride it was 
reported by the news agency Press Trust of India how Modi with 3.89 
million followers on Twitter and nearly 14 million Facebook fans was 
next only to Barack Obama in terms of his Facebook fan following. 
Facebook’s 100 million users in India also made it the largest outside 
the U.S13. The same Press Trust of India story also reported that after 
the 7th round of polling, there were 49 million Indian election-related 
conversations on Twitter. This was more than double the 20 million 
Twitter conversations on the subject in all of the previous year, 2013. 
However, this Americanised assessment of election as a set of figures, 
online hits, likes and video uploads that only add to the information 
implosion whereby the surface statistics tend to overwhelm the not so 
quantifiable deliberations on difficult issues of the democracy, like the 
opinion of the minorities. Human rights activist, Mahima Kaul provides 
some insights into the quality of these political discourses when she 
said social media discussions have been “very revealing about the 
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state of the Indian majority. The tonality of political discourse over the 
internet, which was very polarized between the Hindu rightwingers 
and secularists saw vicious language, trolling and hate speech dotting 
the landscape.”14 

Moreover, the decade-old concerns about a very real “digital divide” 
seem to have suddenly disappeared from among the concerns of the 
booming media industry whose political economy is now indissolubly 
connected to the growing online advertising net. So did 2014 bridge 
the gulf? An unequivocal no is the answer. For the world’s largest 
democracy where Right to Information came about only less than a 
decade ago, in 2005, the actual internet penetration was less than 10 
per cent in 2012—that is, just 120 million internet users out of a total 
population of 1.23 billion. What about the remaining 90 per cent who 
too would be exercising their right to vote, and hence what about their 
informational needs? An important aspect of Indian electoral politics 
has been the rise of coalition politics along with a strengthening of 
smaller, regional parties, showing signs of inclusiveness, power-sharing 
and empowerment of historically marginalised groups. Regressively, 
the 2014 elections and the run-up to it saw a return to Rashtriya 
Swayamsewak Sangh (RSS)-driven Hindu majoritarian politics, caste 
and communal polarisation and religious-based identity politics, as 
evident in the communal violence that gripped Muzaffarnagar district 
in western Uttar Pradesh in the winter of 2013.

Further, as is usual in the case of reports from industry associations, , 
the internet penetration figures were inflated particularly in the run up 
to the 2014 election. According to the Internet and Mobile Association 
of India (IAMAI), the industry association which is representative of the 
digital businesses in India, the Internet user base in the country stood 
at 190 million at the end of June 2013 and was projected to touch 
243 million by June 2014. They even went on to name 2013 as the 
year of the internet in India. Internet had arrived and with it India, was 
the sweeping generalisation. However, the hype is better understood 
if we get into the economics of this digital market, in particular digital 
advertising. According to an IAMAI Report digital commerce market 
stood at Rs. 8,146 crore (approximately GBP 823 million) in December 
2007 and it grew to Rs 62,967 crore (approximately GBP 6,362 
million) by the end of December 2013. The online advertising market 
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in India was pegged at a huge Rs. 2,938 crore (approximately GBP 
296 million) by March 201415. In its 2013 report, titled Social Media 
and Lok Sabha Elections, IAMAI contended that the outcome of at 
least 150 constituencies (out of a total of 543 constituencies going to 
polls for the 2014 Lok Sabha) will be determined by Facebook users 
making them “the newest Vote Bank with the power to shape Indian 
politics” (IAMAI 2013: 2).

That media coerce public opinion is in conflict with much of 
critical media theorisation that sees the Press as a countervailing 
force imbued with the potential to question the old structures of 
power and domination. This chapter argues that despite a seemingly 
large media industry, the media debates on the 2014 election in 
India have been largely monologic, narrow, even dogmatic on four 
counts: first, in amplifying and indulging as public relations personnel 
for the BJP-led campaign to the neglect of most other parties, the 
news media failed to create an environment of critical debate and 
deliberative politics which is essential to a plural and diverse country 
like India. Instead of critiquing the poll campaigns, the news media 
amplified the Modi-led NDA campaign all through 2013 until May 
2014, giving the campaign the moral validity and institutional 
legitimacy and popular appeal. Second, the news media provided 
the primary raw material and sound bite for a personality driven, 
horse race-like spectator sport politics, instead of resisting gross 
personalisation and focussing on policy matter and substantive issues 
(wherein ideological differences and not individual candidates form 
the subject of intense debate). Third, the mainstream media has 
tended to flatten and co-opt all other media, especially the social 
media. This suggests that in practice there is nothing fundamentally 
democratic about the internet and that big social media giants like 
Facebook, Twitter and Google adapt themselves to specific national 
contexts with the singular aim of revenue-generation and profit-
maximisation, leaving large sections of population belonging to poor, 
marginalised and minority communities unrepresented and without 
access. Last, the 2014 election make evident a hybridised adaptation 
of American-style campaigning, wherein the content and context 
of the message are local but its production, delivery platform and 
distribution had been modelled on the success of the 2008 Barack 
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Obama Presidential campaign. This “Americanization of election 
campaigns” to use a phrase from Swanson and Mancini (1996) as a 
set of “campaign methods and practices that have been adopted by 
other countries developed first in the United States” (1996: 4-5) adds 
an important dimension to how we should study the 2014 election in 
India. Others like Plasser (2002) have also studied the global spread 
of the American presidential campaigns and how it is revolutionising 
political communications practices. 

So did the major political parties especially the BJP take cues from 
Candidate Barak Obama 2008 campaign and apply the same to the 
2014 General Election in India? To a large extent, they did. American 
campaign expertise has been imported and adapted to the Indian 
context, something that Plasser (2002) has termed as the “shopping 
model”. Another important lesson drawn from the US was that the 2008 
Obama campaign had generated a large support base of over 5 million 
“friends” across social networking and multimedia sharing sites. The 
ingenious use of social media especially Facebook, Twitter, MySpace 
and You Tube (nearly 200 official videos watched more than 80 million 
times), iPhone applications, and online video uploads for poll campaign 
and recruitment of thousand of “Obama for America” volunteers turned 
the tide in Obama’s favour. MyBo allowed people to create a lot of 
user-generated content and post pro-Obama videos and posts. Yet it is 
instructive to not lose sight of the differences between Obama and Modi 
campaigns in their use of social media even though the latter followed 
the former closely. So close was the disciple in replicating Obama that 
during his visit to Hyderabad in September 2013 he ended up using the 
Obama campaign slogan “Yes we can” in a public meeting. This, many 
scholars say, is the most striking example to date of the “Obamafication 
of Indian political campaigns” (LSE blog)16. 

Kamat lists four concrete adaptations of Obama’s techniques in 
the Modi campaign. She draws similarity between the brand MyBO 
merchandise that flooded the market ahead of US elections and the 
launch of the NaMo Store in India selling merchandise on Modi’s life 
and values. A second parallel is drawn between the Barack Obama 
Dashboard, which was a national online platform for organising 
volunteers introduced during Obama 2012 re-election campaign, and 
the launch of “India 272+ initiative” in September 2013 by Team Modi. 



46  |  India Election 2014

Many of the 272+ features including the ranking of the volunteers 
were borrowed from the Obama Dashboard. A third adaptation 
was made from Obama’s participation in a Google Plus Hangout in 
January 2012, which included an “Ask me Anything” question and 
answer session. Nine months later, Modi too participated in a Google 
Plus Hangout drawing 20,000 questions and viewed by a record four 
million people online and on television screens. Lastly, Kamat (2014) 
points out that just as Team Obama had created separate Twitter 
accounts for separate states, Team Modi too created Twitter accounts 
in various Indian languages including Assamese, Kannada, Telugu, 
Malayalam, Oriya, Marathi and others. What is not mentioned by 
Kamat, though, is that the two represent the extreme ends of the 
political spectrum—Modi, a well known right wing leader, popularly 
known as a Hindu Hriday Samrat (ruler of the Hindu hearts), a three-
time Chief Minister of one of India’s most affluent states, Gujarat. 
Obama on the other hand, at the time he first began campaigning 
using the social media after announcing his candidacy in 2007, was 
a novice to politics, having served as a junior US senator who went 
on to becoming the first African-American elected President of the 
United States of America. Obama epitomised genuine “hope” much 
as his posters projected donning the logo of the rising sun. He stood 
distinct from John McCain in that he symbolised radical “change” 
(“Change we can believe in” was his campaign call with the chant of 
“Yes We Can”). To that extent, the Indian voters are quite familiar with 
the BJP brand of politics and ideology.

Unrepresentative media, frail democracy: what the numbers 
don’t reveal

The preceding discussion throws up three important questions: first, 
does a greater media spent on poll campaigns enrich the quality of 
democratic discourse? Second, what implications does the evident 
Americanisation of election campaigns have on the future of 
electioneering in India and on electoral democracy at large. Lastly, if 
this was a ‘‘social media election”, does the uniformly propagandist 
nature of the campaign message across traditional and digital media 
platforms mean that the internet is in reality not a marketplace of 
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ideas but an urban, elite shopping mall where powerful politicians can 
buy greater influence and shop for new publics of followers? In which 
case, it would be safe to say that in the case of political campaigns the 
internet complements the traditional media content and not radically 
subverts it, as was built to be the case. 

The 2014 election experimentation with the internet establishes that 
it has failed to provide spaces for intervention to minorities, the poor, 
dalits, tribals, women and other marginalised and excluded sections 
of the Indian society. It has largely remained unrepresentative of the 
larger segments of the population for whom the internet is a distant 
dream. Moreover, the control over its content remains as hegemonic. 
The 2.0 voters, if at all, are less interested in questioning and more 
given to conforming while drawing comfort from legions of online 
fans, making themselves self-proclaimed members of a crowd where 
citizenship is realised more in the virtual world than in the solemn 
solitude of the secret ballot box. The social media is thus turning into 
a consortium of upper-class, elite, English-speaking, upwardly mobile 
public that cares less and knows lesser. The particular compulsions of 
Indian democracy are far from met here. In a society where class, caste 
and religious divides run deep, political polarisation along these lines 
is not new, but for the media to not question the political elite when 
they play divisive politics is to become an ideological state apparatus 
in the Althusserian sense. The result: the Modi government has the 
least number of ministers from minority communities. 

The 2014 electioneering left more questions than answers about 
the role of media in elections. For instance, the civil society assertions 
so dramatically pursued on television only a year ago, under the AAP’s 
India Against Corruption (IAC) campaign of 2012, were conspicuous 
by their absence in the last five months in the run-up to the polls. 
Following the dramatic election of Kejriwal as the Chief Minister of 
Delhi and his resignation from office in 49 days, there was a complete 
media blackout of the AAP, as also the debates on corruption that had 
shaped the political discourse since 2011. Suddenly, all that receded 
into the background. One wonders why IAC and AAP were given a 
quiet burial by the media. Was there a mutual consensus to generate 
a single poll campaign, a master campaign for the BJP to the neglect 
of all other regional and smaller political parties?
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Conclusion

The UPA versus the NDA campaigns were in reality complex media 
wars with deeply entrenched political and corporate interests. The 
media are supremely implicated in what J B Thompson (1995) has 
called “management of visibility” as a central tool for modern 
governments and in that, media plays a big role in “managing 
democracy”. This coercion of the voter with political rhetoric and the 
unabated degeneration of how our political representatives “talk” to 
us, the passing-off of sponsored propaganda in the name of news 
and the decline in the quality of public deliberation along with a near-
absence of any agency to civil society in the election campaign year, the 
indifference to minorities—all expose the fault lines in representative 
democracies and the limits of our communicative spaces marked by 
a media that is neither free nor fair. The essential incompatibility of 
such forms of political communication with democratic theory is hard 
to miss. In such a conceptualisation it’s not too far-fetched to say 
that elections have become a media epiphenomenon with not very 
democratic consequences for equity, social inclusion and secularism.

The subversion of charcha (in Hindi meaning open house discussion) 
to packaged media messages is inconsistent with a basic Indian 
cultural ethos of behas (meaning argumentation). The substitution 
of traditional community spaces like chaupals (a community 
meeting place where people would sit around and discuss everyday 
matters) and face-to-face rallies with electronic media and online 
spaces betrays a communication strategy that is closely monitored, 
centrally planned, involving a coordinated orchestration of what is 
to be told to the voter, when and how much. It pre-supposes not 
just the psychology of the voter, which is how political advertising 
works, but also remote controls the limits of voter information—what 
issues are meant to mean and not mean in the public domain, their 
selection, interpretation and their shelf life. The success of such a 
media strategy lies in its successful agenda-setting and priming of the 
public mind and thought. Eventually, it is able to align public opinion 
formation with the promises made in party manifestos on the one 
hand, and what political personalities embody on the other, resulting 
in a successful campaign. Such engineering of public knowledge sets 
dangerous precedence for the future of poll campaigning in India. 
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Due to its openness to manoeuvres by the market, the media can 
never become the vibrant dhabha (in Hindi meaning a restaurant) or 
the animated tea stall that has been definitional to how Indians have 
traditionally discussed politics not so long ago, when media had not 
penetrated every screen, every mobile message, every public space 
that citizens frequent. In this remodelling of poll campaigning, a 
measure of how seriously a political candidate or party takes its voters 
is had by how seriously they take the media in order to appear to be 
taking the voter seriously. Publicity supersedes everything. The voter 
is implicated in this grand design by default, by the sheer theatrics of 
the mediatised political performance. 

Ironically, the flipside of reducing the media, supposedly the 
fourth pillar of a democracy to a PR machine, is telling on the media 
itself. Less than three months after assuming office, as the BJP’s 
U-turn from a publicity hungry party to now a government that 
avoids the media is beginning to show. An intrigued Hindustan Times 
carried a full page story titled “All Quiet on the PMO beat”, trying 
to demystify “Modi’s aversion of the fourth estate” and why he has 
kept the conventional media at an arm’s length to the preference 
of the social media. Further, the PM has asked his ministers to 
“interact with journalists only when required”. The article rues that 
while the media in New Delhi might be “new to the idea of a PMO 
that maintains its distance and the information famine that results, 
this was Modi’s style of functioning even when he was Gujarat chief 
minister” (Raza, Hindustan Times, August 17, 2014). The difference 
between candidate Modi and PM Modi is already beginning to 
tell. An important lesson to be drawn from this is that powerful 
poll campaigns don’t mean democracy and better governance 
delivered. It is time the news media, as an exercise in self-regulation 
and the public, as prudent consumers gave some critical thought to 
what kind of media is best suited to serve a democracy as diverse 
and plural as India. 
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The 2014 Indian General Election saw the highest level of 
television coverage in the history of the country’s elections. 

India’s hundreds of TV news stations engaged in wall-to-wall 
coverage of the “biggest election in history”, which saw front-
runners Narendra Modi, prime ministerial candidate of the 
right wing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), Rahul Gandhi, leader of 
the centre-left Indian National Congress, and Arvind Kejriwal, 
president of the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), vie to lead the country. 
TV news coverage of the election was also notable for giving Modi 
a far higher amount of airtime. The now prime minister received 
3.2 times more coverage than Kejriwal and 7.7 times more than 
Gandhi (CMS Media Lab 2014). This apparent bias towards Modi 
raises serious questions about the role of the TV media in elections. 
As Hasan (2014) argues:

There ought to be serious concerns about the increasing 
concentration of media ownership and cross-ownership in the 
hands of large corporate groups which are strongly backing 
Mr. Modi as the next Prime Minister because he has pushed 
the political rhetoric more towards markets, reforms and 
investment, even though the BJP has not laid out a specific 
economic platform, and chosen instead to run on the general 
economic record of Gujarat under Mr. Modi.

This chapter will discuss this imbalance and the various factors 
contributing to it. In order to do this we must first look at the media 
environment in India and why television news is of such importance 
compared to other media.

Modi and the TV media: 
propaganda or profits?

Patrick Ward  

3
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Media penetration in India

Television is the primary source of media in India, with a penetration 
into 47.2 per cent of households according to 2012 census data 
(Government of India 2012). It should be noted that there is a marked 
difference in television access between urban and rural areas, with 
household ownerships of a TV set at 76.7 per cent and 33.4 per 
cent respectively.

Estimates of newspaper penetration suggest around 281.7 million 
readers in late 2013 (Choudhary & Shah 2014). This represents around 
23.5 per cent of the population. Only 62.8 per cent of the adult 
population of India are literate, according to the most recent data used 
by UNESCO (2013). It is also worth noting here a steep difference in 
literacy rate by gender, with 75.2 per cent of men being literate and only 
50.8 per cent of women. This could partly explain the importance of 
broadcast media. Furthermore, internet access is increasing, but is still 
relatively low for the population as a whole. It has been estimated that 
India has around 243 million internet users (IBN Live 2014). Television is 
therefore still the primary means by which news is available.

The nature of TV news is also changing in India. The country 
had only a small number of terrestrial channels, which were state-
controlled, until the arrival of satellite television in 1991 (Kasbekar 
2006:154). Since then, economic liberalisation has led to a huge 
growth in satellite broadcasting (terrestrial television is still solely 
populated by the government’s Doordashan channels, which include 
one 24-hour news station, Doordashan News). As of July 2014, there 
were 798 permitted private satellite channels in India, of which 397 
were devoted to news and current affairs (Ministry of Information and 
Broadcasting 2014). While not all of these are constantly in use, India 
by 2011 had the highest number of operating news channels in the 
world (Kohli-Khandekar 2011).

While subscriptions make up a substantial part of the TV companies’ 
income, advertising plays a more central role, argues Raghunath (2013 
cited by N 2013). As such, it can be expected that as with most news 
channels internationally, audience share and advertising revenue are 
of vital importance, and election time draws in a huge increase in 
income (Hasan 2014).
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It would appear that offering airtime to Modi during the election led 
to a significant increase in both audience share and advertising income 
(Malvania 2014). Aaj Tak, the dominant Hindi language news channel 
with an audience share of around 18-19 per cent, saw its share increase 
to 23.4 per cent during an exclusive interview with Modi. Perhaps more 
dramatically, Aaj Tak’s two closest Hindi language rivals, ABP News 
and India TV, both with around 15 per cent audience share, saw their 
audience increase to 38 per cent and 66 per cent respectively during 
their own exclusive interviews with the BJP candidate. Advertising 
rates, meanwhile, were reportedly up to 15 times the regular prime-
time rate during candidate interviews (Malvania 2014). 

Research conducted on election coverage over five channels 
during prime time (8pm-10pm) from 1 March to 30 April by CMS 
Media Lab (2014) offers some interesting results. Modi received 33.21 
per cent of the coverage (2,575 minutes), while 10.31 per cent went 
to Kejriwal (799 minutes). Rahul Gandhi came third, with 4.33 per cent 
(336 minutes), followed by his sister and fellow Congress campaigner 
Priyanka Gandhi on 2.2 per cent (171 minutes). Rahul and Priyanka’s 
mother Sonia Gandhi, the president of Congress, came fifth with 156 
minutes and outgoing Congress prime minister Manmohan Singh was 
next with 143 minutes of coverage. Interestingly, the CMS data also 
shows that between 1 March and 15 March, Kejriwal received the 
highest amount of coverage in the campaign. However, as reported 
by Kazmin (2014), the coverage of Kejriwal was largely negative.

The coverage of political parties rather than personalities, however, 
gives a slightly different result. Using the same methodology as 
above, the BJP was given 1,507 minutes of coverage, followed by 
Congress (1,101 minutes) and the AAP (742 minutes). This gives the 
BJP 37.99 per cent of the coverage, Congress 27.75 and the AAP 
18.7 per cent. This weighting of airtime matches the eventual order in 
which the three parties came in the election results. 

It also shows that Modi was given a significantly higher amount 
of coverage than that of his party (2,575 minutes to 1,507 minutes) 
whereas the opposite was true for coverage of Rahul Gandhi and 
Congress (366 minutes to 1,101). Kejriwal and the AAP received similar 
amounts (799 minutes to 742). In terms of the amount of coverage 



56  |  India Election 2014

given to individuals over their parties, even if the aforementioned 
leading Congress figures’ airtime minutes are combined (806 minutes) 
the total still falls short of the total time given to Congress as a party.

The same research by CMS shows that politicians and their parties 
received a higher level of airtime than election issues. The highest 
ranking issues were: personality (7,753 minutes, 37.66 per cent of 
total coverage); party (3,966 minutes, 19.26 per cent); and satire/
comic programmes (908 minutes, 4.41 per cent). Only from fourth 
place did the issues start to deal with specific policy areas: corruption 
(749 minutes, 3.64 per cent); Election Commission (508 minutes, 
2.47 per cent); opinion/exit polls (478 minutes, 2.32 per cent); public 
policy (474 minutes, 2.3 per cent); governance (421 minutes, 2.05 per 
cent); development (417 minutes, 2.02 per cent); local/regional issues 
(338 minutes, 1.64 per cent). 

These results show that 56.92 per cent of all election coverage 
focused on the personalities and parties in the election, while specific 
issues that would affect the electorate more directly were relegated 
to substantially lesser levels of airtime. Surveys of what voters 
considered their greatest concerns regularly included corruption, 
inflation, unemployment, growth and development (Zee News 2014; 
Vaishnav 2014; The Economist 2014).

So the meticulously crafted media image of Modi may have suited 
this news environment well, allowing him to be portrayed as almost 
a story in his own right amid other aspects of the election. The focus 
on personalities would arguably have given him an advantage, with 
his interesting history in which he is portrayed as a former tea boy 
who worked his way up to leading a growing economy in Gujarat. 
Rahul Gandhi, however, was the scion of a political dynasty that had 
arguably been tarnished with corruption scandals, a falling rate of 
economic growth and high inflation. Associated Press (2014) reported 
Gandhi’s first television interview of the election campaign as “dull, 
uninspiring viewing full of vague promises”. 

Modi, however, Rajagopal (2014) argues:

...is the leader who will drag the country out of its trouble and 
propel it to greatness: accepting this basic premise amounts 
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to political realism today, and offers a basis upon which plans 
can be made for the nation’s future. Corporate-owned media 
together with a section of the urban middle classes have 
combined to render such a view as common sense.

Times Now editor-in-chief Arnab Goswamy, however, argues that the 
focus was given to Modi because “there was no competition in this 
election. So the focus was primarily on one character” (Television Post 
2014). Other explanations have also been offered for the so-called 
“Modi-wave”, both in terms of media coverage and in the election 
results. One such argument is that the corporate mass media backed 
Modi to further its own agenda. Raman (2014) argues that at least one 
media group, Network 18, the holding company for news channels 
including CNN-IBN, has undergone a “rightward shift” following its 
takeover by the Reliance Group. Raman alleges that:

All television channels, magazines and the online paper owned 
by the group are learnt to have been instructed to carry 
material promoting Modi; voices of protest are learnt to have 
been stifled or silenced.

Other allegations of victimisation of journalists over their perceived 
criticisms of Modi include those from Sagarika Ghose and Nikhil 
Wagle, both Network 18 journalists (Vij 2014). These were dismissed, 
however, by CNN-IBN editor-in-chief Rajdeep Sardesai (Television 
Post 2014):

It’s all very well to say that the media fuelled the Modi 
campaign, but the man ran a brilliant campaign, give him credit 
for that. On the other hand, you had someone who should 
be doing anything but politics. Rahul Gandhi can be in a lot 
of professions, but politics is not one of them. There was no 
contest, so to blame media for the NaMo wave is a bit unfair. 

The apparent pro-Modi slant of the TV news media could be explained 
using Chomsky and Herman’s (2008) propaganda model. The basic 
gatekeeper stages of this theory can be argued to be applicable to 
the situation: 1: the size, concentration, wealth and profit motivation 
of media firms is no doubt a large influence in a media industry that 
has blossomed over the past three decades; 2: the role of advertising 
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as the main source of income for the networks, as discussed earlier; 
3: the media’s reliance on information from business, government 
and other powerful institutions, which in many cases supported Modi; 
4: “flak” from the organised Modi camp, along with that received 
by journalists not willing to abide by the wishes of proprietors; and 
5: anti-communism, which in this case could be seen as support for 
Modi’s free market capitalism.

The extent to which the propaganda model fits the TV media’s 
apparent support of Modi is open to discussion. Sudha Pai, of the 
Centre for Political Studies at Jawaharlal Nehru University, for example, 
argues that the size and diversity of India weakens the influence of the 
model, which, Pai argues, would work more appropriately in situations 
such as those regarding terrorism (The Hoot 2014). 

While it is difficult to gauge exactly the reasons for the Modi 
wave in the media — whether to draw in an audience or to directly 
encourage his election — it is indeed possible that both influences 
played some part in his coverage.

In conclusion, there would appear to be various elements at work 
in the TV news media’s portrayal of Modi, and the airtime given to him. 
Issues such as corruption, inflation and development became crises 
for the outgoing Congress-led UPA regime, whose representative in 
Rahul Gandhi seemed unable to win support. The entrance of Modi, a 
talented orator with promises of development and economic success, 
could therefore be presented as the story of a man who came from 
nothing and went on to lead economic recovery in Gujurat as chief 
minister. This would feed into the idea of news as entertainment, 
bringing about significant audience share and with it advertising 
revenue. However, there is also the possibility that media companies 
supported Modi on an ideological level, due to his (largely undefined) 
plans to further open India to the free market.

Perhaps the most important lesson from this election was the 
continued transformation of Indian TV news into something more 
akin to United States networks such as Fox News or CNN, with their 
confrontational interviews, provocative anchors, dramatic graphics 
and titles, and concentration on attracting an audience taking priority 
over acting as a check on democracy.
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It is difficult to imagine the sheer fervor of excitement that enveloped 
the public mood in India in late 2013 and in the weeks preceding 

the official launch of the 2014 national Lok Sabha campaign. The 
hope for change in the country alongside the fear of uncertainty that 
captured the public imagination at that time seems very far away now, 
at the time of writing, months after a remarkable national campaign 
led by Narendra Modi, then Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) leader, that 
resulted in the party’s absolute majority of the seats in the Lok Sabha, 
the lower house of the Indian parliament, in May 2014. 

In 2013, the excitement in the press and the public mood was 
palpable and grounded in the reality of the convergence of three 
developments in the country. One was the entry of a new rebellious 
political party, Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) or ‘common man’ party as 
translated from Hindi, that emerged to tap into the growing discontent 
with the failures of the established parties. The AAP was riding a 
populist anti-corruption wave that dominated the political discourse, 
news media coverage and social media memes. The leader of AAP, 
Arvind Kejriwal was on the forefront of the anti-corruption movement—
Jan Lokpal Andolan—that was led on the streets by the prominent 
social activist Anna Hazare in 2011 and 2012 (Kumar, 2014). The new 
political party presented the possibility of a serious three-cornered 
contest among the incumbent Indian National Congress (INC, known 
simply as the Congress), the BJP and the AAP. In the capital city-state 
of Delhi, the visibility given to the AAP and its rise in the run-up to the 
December 2013 State Assembly election, hereafter referred to as the 
Delhi election, displaced the position in the political space once held 
by smaller regional parties and the left parties in North India. 

Framing the campaign: the 2013 Delhi 
Assembly campaign and perceptions 

of the 2014 Lok Sabha election

Holli A. Semetko, Taberez Ahmed 
Neyazi and Anup Kumar

4
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A second development was the emergence of the near 150 
million first-time voters, near 20 per cent of the electorate, who were 
perceived by many in the news media as a potential ‘vote bank’ that 
could hold the key to the Lok Sabha election. A third and related 
development concerned the tremendous excitement surrounding the 
growing use of websites, social media and mobile phones. These new 
communication tools popular with young voters were now available to 
political parties and candidates to use in their campaigns to reach out 
to this relatively difficult-to-engage demographic. The fact that about 
half of the Indians on Facebook were in the 18-24 age group indicated 
the potential for social media to influence these first-time voters. 

The Delhi election can be viewed as a test case for a new type 
of campaigning that included reaching out to potential voters using 
social media alongside traditional means such as holding mass 
political rallies, neighbourhood meetings, influencing news media 
coverage and advertising with large billboards and posters on the 
streets, in addition to the usual bounty of newspaper, TV and radio ads. 
Although penetration of the internet nationally was still limited (about 
19 per cent), according to the Internet and Mobile Association of 
India (IMAI), to metropolitan areas such as Delhi, internet connectivity 
had reached a critical mass of about 35 per cent, which made this 
state-level electoral contest unlike those in the past (see Economic 
Times, 2013 and also Internet Live Stats1). 

The 2013 Delhi election provided a convenient opportunity 
to launch a series of studies in what can be seen as a paradigm 
shift in electoral campaigning. Moreover, unlike in many Western 
democracies a large portion of the electorate in India falls in the 
category of “undecided”, which makes the country a compelling 
arena to understand the role of campaigning on voting behaviour. We 
draw on our post-election survey in December 2013 Delhi election to 
discuss how that campaign influenced Delhi’s election result, and how 
the framing of the campaign and the election result in the national 
capital contributed to perceptions of the forthcoming national 
election campaign. 

Framing and framing effects represent a large and growing 
area of research. Framing refers to the way in which information or 
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a story is presented. A frame is a narrative device that defines the 
issue, problem, or protagonist, and a framing effect refers to the 
influence achieved by such definition on the perceptions of audiences 
(Semetko & Valkenburg 2000). Research on media framing in U.S. 
elections reveals that the horserace or electoral game/strategy frame 
and winner/loser frame are often found in campaign news. This can 
influence public perceptions, which, in turn, may influence strategic 
decisions about vote choice (Patterson 1994). Research on media 
framing in European politics has also shown that when a problem is 
framed with respect to the attribution of responsibility, in other words 
who is to blame for the problem (the individual vs. the state), cultural 
context becomes important; in the case of poverty for example, news 
produced in the cultural context of the European welfare state frames 
the responsibility for the problem as lying with the state rather than 
the individual (Semetko & Valkenburg 2000). These two examples 
provide background to our discussion of the framing of the Delhi 
campaign, its outcome and the winner. 

The Delhi Assembly election outcome was announced on 8 
December 2013, over the course of a full day, during which the results 
were broadcast live on many channels on national television as the 
votes were counted. The results programmes were even more exciting 
because of the heated race between the AAP and BJP for first place. 
Throughout the day, just as throughout the election campaign, the 
extent of the rise of the AAP and the challenge it presented to the 
two major established parties, the Congress and the BJP, was often 
the focus of remarks by news anchors. The electoral game given a 
three-way race was a common feature among Delhi campaign news 
outlets. The success of the AAP’s Delhi campaign also received 
considerable attention from the experts and party spokespersons on 
the election results panels in all of the TV newsrooms. The election 
result was framed by the news media as a victory for the AAP despite 
the fact that in terms of seats won, AAP came second to the BJP. 
The Congress was reduced to a distant third from having formed the 
incumbent government earlier. For the total of 70 seats in the Delhi 
Assembly, in terms of the number of seats and percentage of votes, 
the results were as follows: AAP 28 (29.5 per cent), BJP 31 (34 per 
cent), INC 8 (24.5 per cent), Others 2 (12 per cent).3
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AAP was framed as the winner, and Congress as the loser, with 
the BJP falling somewhere in between. On Aaj Tak, the most popular 
Hindi news channel that garners a much larger audience than the 
English channels, the anchor on the results programme said: “Here 
is the real winner of Delhi assembly election. It doesn’t matter if AAP 
forms the government, but it is clear that they have won the heart 
of Delhiites.” By 10 December, a prime-time discussion program on 
English language CNN-IBN led by anchor Rajdeep Sardesai had as 
the title of the day: “Has AAP changed the rules of Indian politics 
forever?” And by 12 December, NDTV Hindi channel’s prime-time 
discussion asked: “How did AAP cut across all barriers of religion, 
economic status and win votes?” The answer to this question can most 
probably be found in the AAP’s Delhi 2013 campaign strategy that 
blamed the two “old” parties for the many problems and challenges 
faced by the residents of the capital city, and the resonance of this 
frame in the news and public opinion.

In the several weeks that followed the Assembly election, 
preceding the official launch of the Lok Sabha campaign in March 
2014, a number of national election outcome scenarios emerged in the 
media, given the AAP’s intention to stand in some 350 constituencies 
alongside the longstanding regional parties and leaders, the most 
important of whom already threatened the emergence of a stable 
coalition government. However, by late 2013, no one had publicly 
predicted that the BJP would win with the absolute majority of seats 
that emerged when the votes were counted in May 2014. Before 
turning to our discussion to what our survey reveals about the mood a 
few months before national elections, we summarise a few highlights 
of the Delhi election. 

The Delhi Assembly election 

The AAP and the party’s plan to stand in each of the 70 seats in the 
December 2013 Delhi Assembly election began to receive a lot of 
attention in the media as early as August 2013. What had once been a 
multi-corner race between the BJP, Congress, and many smaller regional 
parties such as the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP), and the left parties, 
very clearly became framed as a three-way race by all accounts in the 
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news in advance of the official campaign. This new aspect of three-way 
competition came to drive the news. The Delhi Assembly campaign 
began officially in November, by which time the Delhi leadership of 
the BJP and the incumbent Congress began to take notice. And AAP, 
with a robust campaigning style and populist platform (e.g. subsidised 
water and electricity, prosecution of corrupt officials), captured a great 
deal of media attention during the campaign.

The Delhi election outcome seriously dented the Delhi BJP’s 
electoral strategy as with 31 of the Assembly’s seats, and even with 
the 3 seats won by two smaller parties and an independent candidate 
they were still short of the 36 seats required for a majority; and this 
after having announced during the campaign their prediction that they 
would take a clear majority of seats. The Assembly election result also 
decimated the position of the Congress in Delhi, leaving them ousted 
from government with only 8 seats in the State Assembly, which was 
down from a majority of 43 seats after three terms in power. The 
AAP’s election symbol, a broom, took on a new level of meaning, with 
AAP leader Arvind Kejriwal unseating Sheila Dikshit, the Congress 
Chief Minister and three-term incumbent, by a margin of more than 
25,000 votes. All TV news programmes covering the vote count on 8 
December framed the AAP as the winner of the election with 28 seats, 
the strong broom having swept away the old political establishment.

Before the AAP agreed to form a minority government in Delhi 
backed by the Congress, AAP leaders vowed to contest the upcoming 
2014 national election across the country. On 9 January 2014, a Times 
of India-IPSOS poll of the country’s eight most populous cities found 
that 44 per cent claimed they would vote for the AAP in the 2014 
national election, but 58 per cent believed the BJP’s Narendra Modi 
would be the best Prime Minister, whereas 25 per cent wanted Kejriwal, 
and only 14 per cent named Congress’s Rahul Gandhi as PM (TNN, 
2014a). Only a week later the same newspaper published an AC Nielsen 
poll conducted in the national capital region (NCR) and in the Mumbai-
Greater Mumbai areas for ABP News. It showed the public preference 
for Modi as “best PM” varied greatly between Delhi and Mumbai (TNN 
2014b). BJP leader Modi was only slightly ahead of Delhi CM Kejriwal 
with 45 per cent to 42 per cent respectively among residents of the 
capital city, whereas in the Mumbai-Thane area the comparable figures 
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were 58 per cent to 18 per cent, respectively. The Congress’s Rahul 
Gandhi was a distant third in both locations, with only 22 per cent in 
Mumbai-Thane and 16 per cent in Delhi picking him as ‘best PM’. 

Because India has a first-past-the-post electoral system, with 
single-member parliamentary constituencies similar to the UK, voters 
cannot cast ballots for the job of PM. These published polls on the 
“best PM” question were important only in so far as they may shape 
perceptions and strategic behavior among parties and voters. For 
example, parties’ pre-election strategies may have been influenced 
by the expectation of strategic or tactical voting in the choice of 
candidates and the amount of resources for constituencies. Like 
political parties, citizens may also act strategically, deciding to vote 
tactically, based on the local context. The potential for strategic or 
“tactical” voting has been the subject of numerous empirical studies 
(eg. Niemi, Whitten & Franklin 1992). In India in recent years, research 
on strategic or tactical voting has been a prominent feature in multi-
cornered electoral contests (Choi 2009; Diwakar 2007; Chhibber and 
Murali 2006; Sridharan 2002). 

As of 16 January 2014, Rahul Gandhi announced that he will not be 
the Prime Minister candidate for the Congress, but that he will run the 
party’s campaign. This left an opening for Congress to use its recently 
hired Japanese consulting firm to identify and pretest possible 
contenders who could challenge Modi’s lead position on the ‘best PM’ 
question. The tall order this presented to the Congress in particular 
can be seen from research on the challenges evident from its strategic 
communication in government (Semetko and Wadhwa, 2013).

The survey

The face-to-face survey was administered by trained interviewers 
and included a demographically representative two-stage stratified 
random sample of 1,452 respondents.  The first stage was to identify 
pockets of demographic diversity using census and Election 
Commission (EC) data and the second was randomised administration 
of the survey by knocking at the doors of every 10th house. The voting 
precincts in each Assembly segment were identified using Census 
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and EC data and distributed across the nine administrative districts 
of Delhi. Fieldwork began after the vote on December 4, and ran 
from December 5 - 11, 2013. The survey was administered in Hindi. 
In most cases, the vote choice question was administered using a 
dummy ballot paper and ballot box unless the respondent voluntarily 
revealed her political preference.

For questions about media use in the campaign, we drew on a 
variety of sources including recommendations for the American 
National Election Study (Althaus and Teweksbury 2007; Dillipane, 
Goldman & Mutz 2012). For the time of vote decision and validation, 
we drew on the Canadian Election Study (Fournier, Nadeau, Blais, 
Gidengil, Nevitte 2001). And for measuring party support and voting 
intention questions we drew on a long tradition of European Election 
Studies research (Van der Eijk, van der Brug, Kroh & Franklin 2006; 
Van der Brug, van der Eijk & Franklin 2007).

Findings

We discuss the time of vote decision first and reported vote in 2013. 
We then turn to the relationship between the time of the vote decision 
and the Propensity to Vote (PTV) for a party in 2014. 

Time of vote decision
The campaign officially began in early November. The most 
remarkable finding from our post-election survey was the fact that 
so many in Delhi made up their minds about which party to vote for 
during the course of the official election campaign. A full 59 per cent 
of respondents claimed to have made up their minds in November or 
in the final days before the vote, including a not insubstantial number 
on Election Day itself, whereas 41 per cent claim to have made up 
their minds in October or earlier. 

From the total column in Table 1, we can see that one-quarter 
of respondents (24.6 per cent) decided how to vote after the party 
campaigning officially stopped on Sunday December 1, when the 
official period of reflection began. This figure combines the 13.2 per 
cent who decided in the last 48 hours before Election Day and the 
11.4 per cent on election day itself. Although party campaigning 
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had officially stopped during that time, news organisations were not 
prohibited from hosting pundits and experts on talk shows to discuss 
the campaign and potential outcome scenarios, though politicians 
were not allowed to appear. A full one-fifth of respondents (20.2 per 
cent) claimed to have decided in the last half of November, during 
the official campaign period, and 14.3 per cent said they decided in 
the first half of the month when the campaign officially began. Taken 
together, this adds up to 59.1 per cent who claimed they decided in 
November or after, including on the election day of 4 December.

Did some parties benefit more than others from those who 
decided during the campaign? Table 1 displays the relationship 
between the party one voted for, and the time of vote decision in 
the Delhi election with under categories: Before October, October, 
The first half of November, The last half of November, 48 hours prior, 
On Election Day. Here we compare those who decided in October or 
earlier versus later (during the official campaign period). Significantly 
larger proportions of AAP voters made their decision during the 
official campaign, compared with those who supported the Congress 
and the BJP. Nearly 30 per cent of the AAP voters decided on the 
Election Day or in the last 48 hours, while the same figure for the 
BJP was 18.3 per cent, and 20.2 per cent for the Congress. The last 
half of November, when the campaigns started to pick up, also saw a 
significant percentage of both the AAP and BJP voters making their 
decision; 19.5 per cent for the AAP, 21.7 per cent for the BJP and 17.9 
per cent for the Congress. 

By contrast, party loyalists decided before October and the 
Congress had the highest proportion of voters in this group: 32.3 per 
cent compared with 25.2 per cent for the BJP and 18.4% for the AAP.

From November onwards, taken together, 66 per cent of AAP voters 
decided their vote, compared with 52.4 per cent for the BJP and 50.2 
per cent for the Congress. It is highly likely that those who were going 
to cast their vote based on other considerations such as party loyalty, 
caste, class and gender did not wait until November. Voters who waited 
to decide most likely depended on information from the parties in the 
campaign before making their final decision. The campaign mattered 
for all the parties, but it mattered more for some than others. 
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Table 2 looks at this relationship from the angle of time of vote 
decision. It suggests that most of those who had not made up their 
minds by the middle of November were more open to be persuaded 
by the BJP or the AAP. As the Election Day neared, for the late 
deciders, the election became a contest between the AAP and the 
BJP—in other words, the election ceased to be a three-cornered 
contest. Those who decided in the last 48 hours voted 53.4 per cent 
AAP, 29.3 per cent BJP, 12.6 per cent Congress, and 4.7 per cent 
others. And on Election Day, the extremely late deciders split 59.4 
per cent for the AAP, 21.8 per cent for BJP, only 12.7 per cent for 
Congress, and 6.1 per cent others. What clearly emerges from the late 
campaign is that it did little to attract support for the incumbent party.

Propensity to Vote for a party (PTV)
As the potential for three-way tactical voting in the Delhi campaign 
could have become a basis for thinking about how voters in 
constituencies around the country would deal with multi-party races 
in their Lok Sabha districts, we measured PTV for all the main parties 
contesting the election in Delhi. Drawing on the original question 
wording in the European Election Studies2, we asked:

The General Election will be held in April/May 2014. We have a 
number of political parties each of which would like to get your vote. 
How probable is it that you will ever give your first preference vote to 
the following parties?  Please use the numbers on this scale from 1 to 
10 to indicate your views, where ‘1’ means ‘not at all probable’ and 
‘10’ means ‘very probable’. 

Our data show that PTV rating for a party in the 2014 Lok Sabha 
election was significantly higher than for other parties, if one had 
voted for that party in December 2013. The difference among the 
mean PTV measures for the AAP, Congress, and BJP for those who 
voted correspondingly for those parties in December 2013 Delhi 
election was significant (p= .000). There was some chance of those 
who voted AAP or BJP in December opting for the other party in 
2014, but that was far less likely than remaining with the same party 
in 2014, and there was very little chance of those who voted Congress 
in 2013 voting for any other party, as seen in Table 3. 
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The PTV for AAP in 2014 among those who voted AAP in 2013 was 
highly likely and significant (M=7.06, SD=2.26, p=.000).  AAP voters 
in 2013 expressed less propensity to vote BJP in 2014 (M=5.99). And 
for Congress was even less likely (M=4.12).

The PTV for INC in 2014 among those who voted Congress in 2013 
was highly likely and significant (M=7.99, SD=2.1, p=.000). There was 
little propensity to vote for the AAP in 2014 (M=4.89) or the BJP (M=3.94). 
This also suggests that the Congress voters in the Delhi election were 
party loyalists. This finding is also supported by the cross-tabulation of 
the time of vote decision in Table 1 among Congress voters.

The PTV for BJP in 2014 among those who voted BJP in 2013 
was very highly likely and significant (M=8.47 SD=1.7, p=.000). The 
propensity to vote for the AAP was somewhat likely (M=5.14). And 
the propensity to vote for the Congress was unlikely (M=3.41).

Age
Both the AAP and BJP had strong support among young voters (18 
to 34 years), as seen in Table 4. The Congress had strong support 
among older voters (65 years or above). The BJP also had strong 
support among middle-aged voters (35-54 years) compared to the 
AAP and Congress. This might have helped the BJP in the Lok Sabha 
election 2014. 

Religion
There is not much difference between AAP and BJP among Hindu 
voters, as seen in Table 5. However, Muslim voters were more likely to 
vote either for the Congress or AAP as compared to the BJP. This is 
not surprising as the BJP has so far not been able to get the support 
of the Muslims, except in a few fringe cases. 

Newspaper readers
The PTV mean for BJP among Hindi newspaper readers is slightly 
higher than that of the AAP, 6.48 versus 6.14 respectively, as can be 
seen in Table 6. However, the BJP had an even higher PTV among 
English newspaper readers compared to the AAP and Congress. 
The readers of other language newspapers, which largely consisted 
Urdu newspaper readers, overwhelmingly showed a propensity to 
vote for the Congress (7.44) as compared to the BJP and AAP. A 
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similar trend can be seen among the viewers of Hindi and English 
news channels in Table 7. 

As can be seen in Table 8, it is interesting to note that both NDTV 
Hindi and Aaj Tak viewers were more likely to express a propensity to 
vote for the BJP in the national election as compared to the AAP or 
Congress. The BJP also had strong support among Zee News viewers: 
the mean for PTV for the BJP was 7.13 as compared to 5.86 and 4.87 
for the AAP and INC respectively. 

Internet
As shown in Table 9, the mean PTV for each party among internet 
users show that they were more likely to vote for the BJP (7.23) 
compared to the AAP (5.84) or Congress (4.17). This is again in line 
the 2014 Lok Sabha election result. 

Table 10 shows that those who made use of the internet had more 
information with which to make up their minds in November or earlier, 
rather than wait to decide in the last few days: 19.2 per cent of internet 
users decided on the Election Day or 48 hours before, compared to 
25.9 per cent for non-internet users. What is important to remember is 
that only 41 per cent of voters decided in October or before, while the 
remaining 59 per cent of voters decided during the campaign. 

Nearly 87 per cent of internet users voted either for the AAP (51.7 
per cent) or the BJP (35.4 per cent), which is shown in Table 11. These 
two parties had significantly more presence online than the Congress 
or others parties.

Conclusion

The 2013 Delhi election marked a generational sea change in the 
practice of campaigns and the end of “politics as usual” in the country. 
The campaign was perceived by both the media and the political parties 
as a source of potential scenarios for both the national campaign and 
the Lok Sabha election outcome. The framing of the AAP as the winner 
on the election results programmes, and in the days following, likely 
gave a boost to the new party’s initial efforts to build its support base 
and grow its activities in constituencies across the country. 
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The performance of the AAP in the Delhi election, especially the 
number of Assembly seats it won and the share of the vote it received, 
suggested to many that a BJP victory in the April-May 2014 national 
election was not a done deal. The BJP had won most assembly seats, 
but had lost about 3 per cent of its vote share from 2008. The AAP 
appeared to have captured all the losses in vote share from all of the 
parties: the Congress, the BJP and the regional parties such as the 
BSP. However, our closer examination of the PTV for each of these 
parties for the 2014 election suggests that the AAP vote had not yet 
consolidated as a block nor was it stable. 

The expanding titles and channels in the vernacular media, 
including leading outlets with audiences numbering in the tens 
of millions, are critical in capturing the attention of the country  
(Neyazi 2011, 2014). The excitement surrounding the launch and 
growth of the AAP in the months leading up to the Delhi election, 
and the party’s new type of politics, was a perfect story from the 
perspective of traditional news values that put a premium on 
novelty, timeliness and potential for major impact. The excitement 
about the AAP in the vernacular media, especially on the widely 
viewed Hindi channel Aaj Tak, and the framing of the AAP as the 
winner in Delhi may have provided a much-needed momentum to 
the party towards enlisting new candidates across the country and 
raising money to run in 2014.

Yet there was always a likelihood that a significant portion of the 
AAP vote would shift towards the BJP by 2014. The potential for 
a significant number of the AAP voters to shift their PTV for the 
BJP increased in early 2014, after the AAP ran into difficulties in 
the government in Delhi. After cutting water and electricity prices, 
refusing to permit foreign supermarkets to launch in the city, and 
even leading a protest against the police, all the while eschewing 
the perks of office including a luxurious government home, guards 
and a motorcade, the “activist-turned politician” Chief Minister 
Arvind Kejriwal announced his resignation on 14 February 2014  
(Gotipatti 2014:1). He resigned ostensibly because the two “old” 
parties in the Assembly refused to pass the Jan Lokayukta bill that 
would have created an ombudsman “with the power to investigate 
politicians and civil servants” (Gotipatti 2014:1). The BJP and 
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Congress refused to pass the bill, saying the central government 
needed to do that first. His resignation from Delhi’s top job freed 
him to be declared a candidate in the 2014 Lok Sabha election in 
the intense campaign in the city of Varanasi, where he eventually 
lost to the BJP’s Narendra Modi.

Table 1

Party support shown as time of vote decision in Delhi assembly 
election 2013

The Delhi 
assembly 
election 
campaign 
started in 
November. 
When did you 
make up your 
mind about who 
to vote for:

Whom did you vote for on December 4 in 
the Delhi assembly election

TotalAAP BJP INC BSP

Before October 18.4% 25.2% 32.3% 29.3% 23.4%

October 15.5% 22.4% 17.5% 3.4% 17.4%

The first half of 
November 16.8% 12.4% 12.1% 8.6% 14.2%

The last half of 
November 19.5% 21.7% 17.9% 25.9% 20.4%

48 hours prior  15.0% 11.4% 10.8% 15.5%  13.2%

On Election Day 14.7% 6.9% 9.4% 17.2%  11.4%

 N 678 492 223 58 1451

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
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Table 2

Pre-Campaign, Early and Late Campaign Deciders and Party 
Choice in Delhi 2013

The Delhi 
assembly 
election 
campaign 
started in 
November. 
When did you 
make up your 
mind about 
who to vote 
for:

Whom did you vote for on December 4 
in the Delhi assembly election

TotalAAP BJP INC Others

Pre-campaign 
(before October) 37.4% 36.8% 21.2% 4.7% 100%

(340)

Pre-campaign 
(October) 41.5% 42.7% 14.6% 1.2% 100%

(253)

Early campaign 
(The first half of 
November) 

55.3% 29.1% 13.1% 2.4% 100%
(206)

The last half of 
November 44.6% 36.1% 14.2% 5.1% 100%

(296)

48 hours prior 53.4% 29.3% 12.6% 4.7% 100%
(191)

On Election Day 59.4% 21.8%  12.7% 6.1% 100%
(165)

 N 678 492 223 58 1451

X2 (55.397, df= 15, p = .000)
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Table 3
Vote in Delhi assembly election 2013 and Propensity to Vote 
(PTV) for the party in the 2014 Lok Sabha election 

Whom did you vote for on 
December 4, 2013 in the Delhi 
assembly election

PTV 
AAP
2014

PTV 
BJP
2014

PTV 
INC
2014

AAP Mean 7.06 5.99 4.12

Std. Deviation 2.602 2.804 2.600

Congress Mean 4.89 3.94 7.99

Std. Deviation 2.764 2.833 2.100

BJP Mean 5.14 8.47 3.41

Std. Deviation 2.557 1.748 2.287

Total Mean 6.03 6.52 4.50

N 1424 1429 1421

Std. Deviation 2.776 2.937 2.865
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Table 4

Age Group in Delhi 2013 and Propensity to Vote (PTV) for the 
party in the 2014 Lok Sabha election

Age Group in Delhi 2013 PTV 
AAP
2014

PTV 
BJP
2014

PTV 
INC
2014

18-24 yrs Mean 6.28 6.63 4.42

Std. Deviation 2.703 2.911 2.785

25-34 yrs Mean 6.22 6.46 4.37

Std. Deviation 2.679 2.876 2.762

35-44 yrs Mean 5.90 6.58 4.25

Std. Deviation 2.820 2.815 2.786

45-54 yrs Mean 5.82 6.50 4.82

Std. Deviation 2.952 3.096 3.020

55-64 yrs Mean 5.83 6.41 4.76

Std. Deviation 2.846 3.326 3.135

65 + yrs Mean 4.96 6.25 6.04

Std. Deviation 2.848 3.227 3.245

Total Mean 6.03 6.52 4.49

N 1425 1430 1422

Std. Deviation 2.777 2.937 2.866
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Table 5

Religion in Delhi 2013 and Propensity to Vote (PTV) for the party 
in the 2014 Lok Sabha election 

Religion in Delhi 2013 PTV 
AAP
2014

PTV 
BJP
2014

PTV 
INC
2014

Hindu Mean 6.05 6.91 4.20

Std. Deviation 2.776 2.741 2.745

Muslim Mean 6.07 4.16 6.18

Std. Deviation 2.883 3.091 2.965

Total

Mean 6.03 6.52 4.49

N 1425 1430 1422

Std. Deviation 2.777 2.937 2.866
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Table 6 

Newspaper readers and Propensity to Vote for the party in the 
2014 Lok Sabha election

Newspaper language PTV 
AAP
2014

PTV 
BJP
2014

PTV 
INC
2014

Hindi Mean 6.14 6.48 4.37

Std. Deviation 2.841 2.986 2.891

English Mean 5.14 7.22 4.31

Std. Deviation 2.688 2.541 2.855

Don’t read newspaper Mean 6.21 6.50 4.72

Std. Deviation 2.564 2.875 2.752

Other language 
newspaper

Mean 3.67 3.61 7.44

Std. Deviation 1.970 2.253 2.064

Total Mean 6.03 6.52 4.49

N 1425 1430 1422

Std. Deviation 2.777 2.937 2.866
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Table 7

News channel viewers in Delhi 2013 and Propensity to Vote (PTV) 
in the 2014 Lok Sabha election

Party PTV 
AAP
2014

PTV 
BJP
2014

PTV 
INC
2014

Hindi news channels Mean 6.03 6.58 4.43

Std. Deviation 2.874 2.966 2.928

English news channels 
Mean 5.25 7.14 3.80

Std. Deviation 2.614 2.629 2.675
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Table 8

Hindi news channel viewers in Delhi 2013 and Propensity to Vote 
(PTV) in the 2014 Lok Sabha election

 

PTV 
AAP
2014

PTV
BJP
2014

PTV 
INC
2014

NDTV Hindi Mean 5.55 6.7 4.46

 Std. Deviation 3.027 2.984 3.191

Aaj Tak Mean 5.77 6.55 4.56

 Std. Deviation 2.924 3.025 2.918

Zee News Mean 5.86 7.13 4.87

 Std. Deviation 2.618 2.47 2.876

Sahara Samay Mean 8.19 7.00 6.59

 Std. Deviation 2.608 3.00 2.763

IBN 7 Mean 7.21 5.33 4.34

 Std. Deviation 2.864 3.496 2.994

India TV Mean 5.87 6.71 2.61

 Std. Deviation 2.717 3.057 2.29

ABP News Mean 6.05 6.77 3.63

 Std. Deviation 2.811 2.857 2.744

News24 Mean 7.07 6.76 3.98

 Std. Deviation 2.484 2.396 2.684

Almi Samay Mean 7.33 4.33 6.83

 Std. Deviation 0.816 3.386 2.137

DD News Mean 7.4 4.1 3.9

 Std. Deviation 1.955 2.424 2.601

Total Mean 6.03 6.58 4.43

 N 1048 1054 1048

 Std. Deviation 2.874 2.966 2.928
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Table 9

Internet users in Delhi 2013 and Propensity to Vote for a party 
(PTV) in the 2014 Lok Sabha election

Internet users PTV 
AAP
2014

PTV 
BJP
2014

PTV 
INC
2014

No Mean 6.08 6.33 4.58

Std. Deviation 2.802 2.981 2.853

Yes Mean 5.84 7.23 4.17

Std. Deviation 2.675 2.649 2.898

Total Mean 6.03 6.52 4.49

N 1425 1430 1422

Std. Deviation 2.777 2.937 2.866
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Table 10

Internet users and time of vote decision in Delhi 2013

Internet users
On the day of Election or 48 
hours before

Time of Vote Decision Total

November October 
or 
before

No

% within Do you ever 
access the Internet 25.9% 33.9% 40.2% 100.0%

% within Time of Vote 
Decision 83.7% 77.8% 77.6% 79.2%

Yes

% within Do you ever 
access the Internet 19.2% 36.8% 44.0% 100.0%

% within Time of Vote 
Decision 16.3% 22.2% 22.4% 20.8%

N N 356 501 595 1452

% within Do you ever 
access the Internet 24.5% 34.5% 41.0% 100.0%

% within Time of Vote 
Decision 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
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Table 11

Non-users vs. Internet users and reported vote in Delhi Assembly 
election 2013

Internet 
users

Whom did you vote for on December 4 in the Delhi 
assembly election

AAP BJP INC Others Total

No 45.4% 33.5% 16.3% 4.8% 100%

Yes 51.7% 35.4% 11.6% 1.0% 100.0%

N 678 492 223 59 1452
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Endnotes
1 http://www.internetlivestats.com/internet-users-by-country/

2 See http://eeshomepage.net/

3 The percentage of BJP voters in our sample reflects the actual vote 
support for the party in the election result, but our sample has a higher 
percentage of AAP voters and a lower percentage of Congress voters 
probably due to social desirability in reported vote responses given the 
results coverage. Delhi voted on Dec. 4, results were announced Dec. 8, 
and our survey was conducted from Dec. 5-11, 2013.
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The 16th General Election to the lower house of the Indian Parliament, 
or the Lok Sabha, was held in April-May 2014. According to the 

Election Commission of India, 834 million voters were eligible to vote 
in this election. This is more than the entire population of Europe, and 
the 2014 poll was seen as the world’s biggest exercise in democracy. 
Unfolding in nine phases, it saw a total of 553.8 million votes cast; 
and at 66.4 per cent, it registered the highest voting percentage in 
India ever. 

As in the past, this election saw an impressive number of exit and 
opinion polls. While surveys relating to voting patterns in India can 
be traced back to as early as the 1950s (Kumar & Rai 2013), there 
has been a significant increase in the trend from the 1990s, when 
India saw a proliferation of opinion and exit polls (Srinivasan 2013). In 
the 2014 parliamentary election, there were almost a dozen agencies 
conducting surveys, including the ABP News-Nielsen, Headlines 
Today-CVoter, NDTV-Hansa Research, and Hindu-CSDS. 

Lok Sabha election and opinion polls

The systematic study of voting patterns and elections started in 
India in the 1960s after the Centre for the Study of Developing 
Societies was set up in New Delhi (Rai 2014). Media surveys and 
opinion polls gained ground under television presenter Prannoy Roy, 
who began conducting opinion polls in the 1980s. This was before 
liberalisation of Indian economy and the broadcast media had not 
opened up commercially. The India public service broadcaster 

Elections and seat predictions: a 
survey of opinion polls from  

1998 to 2014

Vidhanshu Kumar
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Doordarshan was the only TV channel available and most of Roy’s 
opinion polls were featured on this platform. But current affairs 
and political magazines also began to employ such surveys by 
mid-80s. In 1980, Roy published a poll survey with the India Today 
magazine for the 7th Lok Sabha election. Once again in 1984 Roy  
conducted a poll and predicted that Rajiv Gandhi would convincingly 
win the Lok Sabha election (Selvaraj 2014). Magazines such as India 
Today, Frontline and later Outlook started to bolster their election 
coverage by publishing opinion polls. India saw its first nationwide 
exit poll when Doordarshan commissioned the CSDS in 1996. In 
the years since, media houses have shown an increasing interest in 
predicting election results to the point that pre-poll surveys and exit 
polls have now been reduced to “a media gimmick with allegations 
that it is used as a communication tool for influencing the voters” 
(Rai 2014). 

This study looks at how close the seat predictions were to the 
election results. It will examine opinion poll data in the General 
Elections of 1998, 1999, 2004, 2009 and 2014, tabulating them 
against the results in those elections.   

Poll surveys and results

The General Election of 1998 saw three major alliances in contest: 
Congress and its allies, Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and allies, and 
the National Front (NF) together with the Left Front (LF). During these 
elections, four agencies conducted opinion polls—namely, Frontline/
CMS, Outlook/ AC Nielsen, DRS and India Today/CSDS. As can be 
seen from Table 1, all these agencies’ predictions were close to the 
final result. Frontline/CMS gave 145-155 seats to the Congress and 
allies, 225-235 seats to BJP and allies, 129-130 seats to NF and LF, 
and 32-52 seats to the rest. The other agencies did not offer a range 
but predicted singular numbers. Outlook/AC Nielsen gave 149 seats 
to the Congress and allies, 238 seats to BJP and allies, 123 seats 
to NF and LF, and 33 seats to the rest. DRS pitched slightly higher 
for Congress and BJP at the cost of NF and LF, giving 155 seats to 
the Congress and allies, 249 seats to BJP and allies, 102 seats to 
NF and LF and 37 seats to the others. India Today/CSDS were more 
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confident of the Congress pegging them at 166, BJP slightly lower at 
214, NF and LF were seen doing better at 127 and the other parties 
got 38 seats. 

Thus overall the BJP was seen as leading the polls, with polls 
predicting its victory in 214 to 249 seats. The BJP eventually won 
252 seats. Congress and its allies were predicted to win 145 to 164 
seats, and eventually won 166. The NF and LF results were slightly 
below expectations, with agencies predicting the alliance to win 102 
to 130, more than its eventual result of just 96. Other contestants 
were predicted 32 to 52 seats, but eventually won 23. 

Table 1: General Election 1998

Seat forecast Congress 
and allies

BJP and 
allies

NF and 
LF

Others

Frontline/CMS 145-155 225-235 120-130 32-52

Outlook/AC Nielsen 149 238 123 33

DRS 155 249 102 37

India Today/CSDS 164 214 127 38

Actual result 166 252 96 23
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Table 2: General Election 1999 

Seat forecast Congress and 
allies

BJP and allies Others

Pioneer/RDI 140-150 313-318 84-86

Outlook/CMS 135-145 319-329 34-39

HT/AC Nielsen 146 300 95

India Today/
INSIGHT

132-146 332-336 70-80

Times Poll/DRS 138 332 -

Actual result 134 296 113

The General Election of 1999 saw a greater number of polls. 
This Lok Sabha contest was primarily between alliances led by the 
BJP and Congress. Once again, agencies predicted the BJP and its 
allies winning the polls, but they overestimated the numbers. BJP 
and allies were predicted to win 300 to 336 seats, but they won 
only 296.  Congress and allies were predicted to win between 132 
to 150 seats and they mustered 134 seats. The other parties got 
113 seats. The polls were overall correct in the prediction that BJP 
and allies would win the elections, and were not very far off the 
actual number. 
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Table 3: General Election 2004

Seat forecast Cong allies BJP allies Others

171-181 263-278 92-102

Outlook/MDRA 159-169 280-290 89-99

Zee-Taleem 176 249 117

Aaj Tak/ORG Marg 190 248 105

NDTV/Indian 
Express

190-205 230-250 100-120

Star /CVoter 174-186 263-275 86-98

Actual result 222 189 132

Once again in 2004, a rise in the number of agencies doing 
surveys on voter preferences was registered. The number grew to 
six from five in the previous General Election. However, the General 
Election of 2004 saw poll predictions diverge widely from the 
eventual results. Six agencies conducted opinion and exit polls and, 
in a departure from previous years, they were conducted during the 
course of the election.

Once again, the contest was divided between BJP and allies, 
Congress and allies, and others. All six agencies predicted the BJP 
and allies’ National Democratic Alliance (NDA) returning to power, 
while Congress and allies were largely underestimated. Barring 
NDTV/Indian Express who gave Congress and allies a range of 190-
205 seats, all other agencies marked them falling short of 200. On 
the other hand, BJP and allies were pegged around 230 and above, 
to as high as 290, predicted by Outlook/MDRA. Thus overall BJP 
and allies were predicted to win 230 to 290 seats, but won only 189 
seats. Congress and allies were predicted to win 159 to 205 seats, 
but eventually got 222 seats. Others were predicted to win 86 to 120 
seats, which was below their actual result of 132. Thus, this year all the 
pollsters were inaccurate in their predictions for all the three major 
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party-blocks. This failure of opinion and exit polls raised a number of 
questions. As Rai (2014) writes: 

With such a failure of pre-polls and exit polls, questions were 
raised about the failure to predict NDA’s defeat during the 2004 
Lok Sabha elections. Were the polls biased, incorrectly done or 
was there any political interference in showing the results of 
such polls? Was the sample size of the survey too small for 
forecasting or was the methodology wrong?

Table 4: General Election 2009

Seat forecast Congress allies BJP allies Others

Times Now 198 183 162

NDTV 216 177 150

Star News/AC Nielson 199 197 136

CNN-IBN 185-205 165-185 165-195

News X 191 199 152

Headlines Today 191 180 172

Actual result 262 159 79

The number of agencies conducting opinion polls remained 
same as in 2009. Once again six agencies were in the  
business, but 2009 also saw inaccurate predictions in exit and 
opinion polls. Agencies failed to gauge the rising fortunes of 
Congress and its allies. All the six agencies were either a 24-hour 
TV news channel or had a tie up with a channel like that of Star 
News/AC Nielsen. 

One could see by the numbers that this time the six agencies 
were close in their prediction for BJP and allies; however all of 
them overestimated BJP’s clout among the voters. Congress and 
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allies were seen going neck-and-neck with the BJP and allies at 
around the 190-200 mark, but eventually Congress and allies 
tallied a credible 262. The wild swing this time was with the other  
parties (Others). The polling agencies saw the Others as crossing 
the 100 mark respectfully; Headlines Today gave them almost as 
much as the other two big parties (Congress 191, BJP 180, Others 
172). CNN-IBN also grouped all the three parties together, giving 
Congress and allies 185-205, BJP and allies 165-185, and the other 
parties 165-195. But these predictions for the Others were off 
the mark by more than 50 per cent. Overall, the BJP alliance was 
predicted to win 165 to 199 seats, but won only 159. Congress 
and allies were predicted to win 185 to 216 seats, but won 262. 
The other parties were overestimated at 136 to 195 seats, but 
returned only 79. 

Table 5: General Election 2014

Seat Forecast Congress allies BJP allies Others

India Today/Cicero 115 272 156

NDTV/Hansa Research 103 279 161

ABP News/Nielson 97 274 165

CNN-IBN/CSDS-Lokniti 97 276 148

India TV/CVoter 101 289 148

Times Now/ORG 148 249 146

News 24/Chanakya 70 340 133

CNN-IBN/CSDS 97 280 148

Actual result 59 336 148

By the 2014 General Election there was a rise in the number of 
agencies doing surveys. This time there were eight agencies, and 
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all of them predicted the ouster of the Congress-led government 
by the BJP-led alliance. But the numbers were not so accurate. 
Seven agencies (barring News 24/Chanakya) gave the BJP and 
allies a close grouping of 272-280 seats. Others were expected 
to win 133 to 165 seats, while Congress was seen as returning 97 
to 148 seats. News 24/Chanakya predicted 340 for BJP and allies, 
133 for others, and just 70 for Congress. As it turned out, they 
were the closest, as the results gave the three allies 336, 148 and 
59 respectively. 

Thus, overall, in 2014 the exit polls predicted the ousting of the 
Congress-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government and 
favoured a return of the NDA. However, barring one agency (News 
24/Chanakya), the polls underestimated the seats for the NDA, and 
all overestimated the number of UPA seats. News 24/Chanakya 
predicted 340 for the NDA (the actual result was 336) and 70 for 
Congress and allies (the actual result was 59). While this was relatively 
closer, the other agencies predicted 97 to 148 for the Congress-led 
alliance and 249 to 289 for the BJP and allies. Thus, 1998 and 1999 
poll surveys were relatively closer to the actual result, while 2004 
onwards predictions saw larger errors.

Exit polls: controversies and debate

Opinion polls for the 2014 election also faced some serious 
credibility questions when news channel News Express conducted 
a sting operation and claimed that some of the agencies that 
conducted polls were ready to alter their findings in return for 
money. News website First Post reported that the India Today 
Group announced it was suspending the services of CVoter until 
further notice (PTI 2014).

While this controversy harmed the credibility of opinion polls, 
the accumulative influence of exit poll results published earlier than 
the end of voting has also been a major concern. According to a 
Foundation for Information report (Spangenberg 2003), it was found 
that in a survey of 66 countries, 59 allowed exit polls and 41 countries, 
including India, prohibit the publication of exit poll results before 
voting has finished. 
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During the parliamentary election of 2014, the Election Commission 
of India (Press Information Bureau 2014a) released a clarification on 
exit polls to the press: 

In order to remove any doubt, it is clarified that under the law 
(Section 126A of a Representation of the People Act, 1951), the 
results of exit poll can be disseminated only after 6. 30 PM on 
12th May 2014, as already notified by the Commission vide its 
notification dated 3rd April 2014.

Various political parties in India have called for ending opinion and 
exit polls. India-based news channel Times Now (2014) reported that 
Congress was predicted to do very badly in the 2014 election and 
called opinion polls “undemocratic and delusional”.

Findings and conclusion

In the years from 1998 to 2014, five Parliamentary elections took place 
in India. Looking at the tables above, from 1998 to 2014, a clear trend 
is visible in the number of agencies that conducted these polls. In 
1998, four agencies were involved; the number grew to five in 1999; 
was six in 2004 and 2009; and finally jumped to eight in 2014. 

However the steady rise in numbers has not resulted in making 
these polls more accurate. If anything, the accuracy is now worse.  Of 
the last five comprehensive poll surveys conducted in India, one can 
see from the tables above that three out of five were wrong with error 
of more than 50 seats (roughly 10 per cent of the total seats). In four 
of these surveys the BJP and its allies were favoured, though they 
were able to form government three times. Congress and its allies 
were favoured only once, but formed government twice at the centre.

Various factors could lead to inaccurate election predictions. As Hill 
(2014) writes, Indian elections are multi-party and, unlike the US, the 
electorate does not divide itself into one of two parties. Keeter (cited 
by Shrinivasan 2013) argues that the US-style system promotes greater 
stability and predictability in the electorate, and thus easier forecasting. 
Indian voters are also highly heterogeneous, with multiple identities. 
Voters may be divided by their caste, religion, community, linguistic, 
or regional identities. These socio-political differences affect voting 
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patterns individually, but sometimes these identities overlap and it 
makes it even more difficult to predict their political choices. 

A second issue is the size of the sample and the method of 
sampling. Whether the sample profile is representative or not 
depends on the sampling method and poor sampling can lead to 
errors. Analysts such as (Kaushik 2013) argue that most of the surveys 
may not be using poor methods, or being biased, but they still could 
be inaccurate because of the inherent difficulty of distilling into a 
handful of numbers the vastness and diversity of the Indian electorate 
and the fickleness of Indian politics—a challenge that pollsters and 
editors are acutely aware of.

As Rai (2014) points out, while a small sample size of 1,500 can be 
enough to judge the voting behaviour of voters in a state, if one has 
to do that for a region this sample size may not be enough. However, 
a bigger sample size is not a guarantee of correct predictions; if 
it is unrepresentative, it can lead to errors. Many of the polls also 
have been found to have a certain urban bias. With 70 per cent of 
India’s population living in rural area, for any sample to be nationally 
representative it should have 70 per cent of respondents from rural 
areas. However, this is rarely the case, due to the inconvenience and 
costs associated with conducting surveys in rural areas (Rai 2014).

Another factor is the training the surveyors receive and the overall 
efficiency of the agency conducting the polls to standardise the data 
collection process. There is also the element of whether respondents 
are giving honest answers. In exit polls during which voters are polled 
outside booths, they may not always be honest. The timing of opinion 
polls is also important. Are voters consistent with their choices over 
time, or do they change their mind at a later stage? Shrinivasan (2013) 
writes that subjectivity is also an important factor when it comes to 
decoding poll data, and this has obvious ramifications on predictions. 

The allegation that some polling agencies were manipulating 
predictions is a cause for concern. As the private news channel that 
carried out the sting operation said in a statement, its operation 
“shows how opinion polls are conducted and manipulated at the 
instance of political parties, their results traded to show a particular 
party in favourable position, for a price” (Times of India, 26 February 
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2014). In this context, in an interview in Indian Express (27 January, 
2008) political scientist Yogendra Yadav points to a very pertinent 
problem in survey research. Survey researches are driven by three 
questions a) Who carries out the survey, b) at whose behest, and 
c) to what end. As Yadav sees it, most of the polls are funded by 
media organisations and political parties, all focused on improving 
their “bottom-line”. He also says that a large part of public opinion 
research doesn’t come out in the open as they are meant only for the 
clients. Further, analysts have expressed concern at the difficulties 
faced in getting the data from pollsters and have called for poll 
agencies to be more open (Poornananda 2010). The argument is 
that the media organisations that conduct opinion polls should 
provide information with regard to the population that was sampled, 
complete wording of questions, and the percentages upon which 
conclusions are based.
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At the best of times, Indian elections are hard to call. The 
humongous population, spread over an area so large that 

it is really a case of many sub-nations going to polls all at once, 
each with its own range of issues and expectations, topped with  
the staggered elections done so that the security forces can 
be moved from one region to another to prevent violence and  
enforce above-board polling, the myriad political parties in the 
fray, some of them espousing narrow, sectarian appeal—it is truly a 
psephologist’s nightmare.

No wonder, barring a couple of pre-poll surveys which hit the bull’s 
eye with their predictions, most others either fell off the grid with 
their inaccuracy or resorted to that well-known pollster trick, hedging 
their bets.

So was the outcome—a clear, simple majority for the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) and a comfortable majority for its pre-poll combine 
the National Democratic Alliance (NDA)—a surprise?

Not really, no. Despite the fact that most were willing to bet on 
the BJP being the single largest party in the post-poll scenario, and 
few were ready to give it the numbers it finally got, the outcome 
was really not surprising. The writing, so to speak, was on the wall; 
what was missing was 20:20 vision. So how was this election result 
wrought? As someone who spent time in both the GHQ as well as the 
trenches during the election, let me proffer my hypotheses on how 
the Narendra Modi phenomenon, as we India are coming around to 
dub it, came about.

‘Twas a famous victory

Saisuresh Sivaswamy
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Conventional wisdom is not always wise

When the BJP named Modi as its prime ministerial candidate in 
September 2013, the Congress, then in power as the head of the 
ruling United Progressive Alliance (UPA), must have heaved a sigh of 
relief. For Modi’s image as a divisive leader preceded him, and not 
many were willing to go out on a limb over his chances of winning it 
for the BJP.

It was not just the BJP’s allies, like Janata Dal (United) which broke 
their successful alliance in the politically crucial northern state of 
Bihar following Modi’s coronation—even within the BJP there was 
stiff opposition to Modi’s emergence and ultimate anointment as its 
election mascot.

And no one symbolised it as much as the party’s prime minister 
in eternal wait, Lal Krishna Advani, an octogenarian who brought 
the BJP from the political wilderness to the centrestage but who, to 
draw an analogy from the corporate world, could not see that the 
promoter’s time was up. It was now the turn of professionals to steer 
the ship.

Add to this the media’s own perceptions and prejudices that kept up 
a steady flow of reports on how Modi would not be able to win, since 
his divisive personality would drive away potential allies pre- as well as 
post-election. In fact, bets taken in at least a few media organisations 
put the BJP’s chances of forming the next government at zilch. Nada. 
Between 120 and 150 seats were all that veteran reporters with years’ 
experience of fanning out into the countryside during elections were 
willing to give the BJP, against the 273 needed to form the government. 
(A disclosure is called for at this point, but more on that later). 

The most likely scenario, and this narrative went even as late as 
when polling was underway, was a weakened UPA 3 government 
where the Congress, with reduced numbers, gets more allies on 
board, or that dreaded T-word, Third Front, formed by regional 
satraps who it was believed would halt both the Congress and the 
BJP in their tracks and form a loose federation of sorts.

The poor tally for the BJP under Modi hinged around one and only 
one factor. The BJP has always had a complicated relationship with the 
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Muslim community, widely acknowledged as crucial in deciding the 
electoral outcome in many constituencies. And with Modi—accused 
by his detractors of, at worst, actively fanning the anti-Muslim violence 
in Gujarat in 2002 as chief minister or, at least, not doing enough to 
control the violence or punish the perpetrators—named as the party’s 
prime ministerial candidate, the Muslims, it was felt, would be driven 
into Congress hands, ensuring it another term in office.

Naturally, Congress felt elated at the turn of events.

Modi realised early on that there was widespread dismay, even 
despair, over Congress misrule, its failure to combat inflation and 
corruption, and that the people were yearning for change. A genuine 
change, not the ersatz variety we have seen in India where Party B 
replaced Party A but nothing else changed. He seized this thirst, and 
kept his campaign focused on just this aspect. He presented himself 
as India’s man of the hour, its future, its saviour. He also showcased 
Gujarat, which he had ruled for more than 10 years, as what he could 
and would do if elected to New Delhi

Every message needs a medium

Modi’s message was clear: good governance. What he needed to get 
this across, he realised, was a medium. Yes, medium, in singular—not 
its plural, the media.

The media, certainly the English-speaking one that represented 
the middle class, was by and large indifferent to Modi’s chance to 
start with, when not downright hostile towards him. And while the 
English media’s reach in India may not amount to much in a nation of 
a billion plus, its influence was in inverse proportion to its reach.

Ever a quick learner and adapter of new ways of doing things, 
Modi had a head start on social media, where his followers lapped up 
his presence. He now turned the social media into his chief weapon 
of propagation and promotion, and his war room devised newer and 
newer ways to take him to the masses.

Whether it was the use of holograms in his election campaign, 
which enabled him to address multiple venues simultaneously, or 
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taking the Indian’s propensity to discuss politics at tea stalls to the 
next lever with his Chai Pe Charcha campaign, or India 272+, Modi 
was always ahead of his rivals on the internet. 

What this meant was that the very media that had not given him 
much of a chance to become prime minister was now forced to sit up 
and take notice of his innovative campaign, thanks to its popularity 
on social media. 

Modi’s social media campaign was not entirely organic—it was 
driven from a central command and involved scores of volunteers 
who were charged up into doing what they felt was a good deed, 
projecting their leader who they felt was being ignored by, if not 
vilified in, the mainstream media. In resorting to this tactic, Modi 
demonstrated that even in a nation like India with its patchy internet 
connection, social media can become a weapon if wielded with skill.

One pre-election news report in The Hindu (12 April, 2003) put 
the number of electoral constituencies that could be influenced by 
Facebook at over 100. Following this the election was quickly billed 
as India’s first to be fought virtually. The BJP, however, was not the 
first to harness the internet to spread its message. Delhi’s Aam Aadmi 
Party (AAP) owed its meteoric rise—and subsequent crash—to the 
internet. Despite this what cannot be denied is that in a country like 
India, the virtual can at best supplement the real, not replace it.

And out there, in the countryside too, the BJP was ahead. Its 
parent organisation, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), ties to 
which are a matter of endless speculation (is the RSS wagging the BJP, 
or vice versa?), sent out its swayamsevaks, or volunteers, like never 
before to carry the Modi message to the masses. Organisational 
deficiencies were quickly resolved, and it was a veritable wermacht 
that rolled out from 11 Ashoka Road, New Delhi, the BJP’s national 
headquarters. The Congress had little to offer by way of competition. 

Breaking the myth of the M-word

Modi’s critics always believed that Muslims would do him in. In 
believing so, they were peddling what has become conventional 
electoral wisdom in India—that the elections can be won only when 
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Muslims vote for you. Or, conversely, if the Muslims do not vote for 
you, you stand little chance. Since the time this belief became dogma, 
in the communally surcharged India of the 1980s, no one has been 
able to give it the lie.

The BJP’s traditional inability to win a majority on its own was 
put down to two factors. One, Muslims staying away from a party 
associated with pro-Hindu issues. Two, the fragmentation of the ‘Hindu 
vote’, the consolidation of which alone can counter the Muslim veto.

A B Vajpayee’s surprise defeat in 2004, in fact, is attributed to 
Muslims deserting him after the 2002 Gujarat riots. With even the 
BJP’s then allies, whose defeat contributed to the BJP’s failure to win 
a second term, proffering this as the cause of their rout, the theory of 
the Muslim veto was only strengthened.

Modi was thus faced with a twin challenge. Prevent the minority 
vote torpedoing his bid, and where it’s a lost cause bring in the Hindu 
vote as an offset. This was of critical importance in the two crucial 
states of north India, Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, which between them 
elect 120 MPs to Parliament.

In the recent history of Indian elections, Modi is the first top-rung 
leader who has not paid obeisance at the altar of minorities, an 
accepted rite of passage for those aiming for high office. Politicians 
posing with minority leaders, celebrating Iftar during the Muslim holy 
month of Ramzan, highlighting minority issues—all these are par  
for the course for political leaders. Modi broke the mould by  
refusing to do any of this—during electioneering as well as, 
subsequently, in office.

In justification he offered that he refused to categorise Indians into 
minority and majority, and that his policies would benefit the nation, 
not any one group to the exclusion of the other. This struck a chord 
with those Muslims who have long known that their community was 
being treated as a mere vote bank to gain power, and that when the 
time came to dole out goodies they were always at the end of the line, 
as well as those Hindus who resented that successive governments 
ignored them while kowtowing, at least in popular perception, to the 
numerically fewer communities.
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Modi played this game like a pro; he stuck to his stand, refusing to 
resile from it even under extreme provocation.

Even better, he stitched together a large, rag-tag coalition of 
regional satraps whose association brought in the crucial few seats 
that always seem to matter in a parliamentary democracy. (Prime 
Minister Vajpayee, in 1999, lost a trust vote in Parliament by one 
solitary vote).

How the media was won

Through most of his election campaign, Modi refused to entertain the 
media, a trait he continues to exhibit while in office as well. During 
electioneering, however, it was felt to be an act of hubris, possibly 
even nerves. Most of his previous encounters with the media tended 
to end on an acerbic note with the interviewer quizzing him on the 
2002 riots, a topic that he refused to engage with, pleading instead 
that he was answerable only to the court on this.

Media interactions can be a double-edged sword, as his 
challenger in chief, the younger Rahul Gandhi, scion of the Congress 
dynasty, discovered to his utter horror. Debuting on TV with a grilling 
session by India’s most ferocious anchor in the hope that it would 
enhance his ratings, Gandhi discovered that it was nothing short of 
an ambush.

In contrast, Modi, who was more seasoned, and needless to say 
more confident when he finally chose to grant interviews, did not 
avoid the grenades lobbed at him. He stuck to his development gun, 
refused to be drawn into controversies over minority versus majority, 
and promised better days for all. Oh yes, he also appeared on prime 
time with the same TV anchor who had outgunned Gandhi, and did a 
far better job than his younger rival.

Modi, obviously, had saved his best for the very last.

Disclosure: Like their counterparts elsewhere, Rediff.com’s journalists 
too offered internal bets on who would form the next government. 
While most felt the BJP had a snowflake’s chance in hell, only three 
came anywhere close to the final tally. The closest call was, well, mine.
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In the days leading up to the 2014 Lok Sabha election in India, voters, 
journalists, and politicians2 tweeted ferociously.3 In Western legacy 

media, such as the BBC, journalists described the Indian election 
as the first social media battle (Patel 2014). For the first time, large 
numbers of politicians took part in Google Hangouts and used other 
social networks such as Facebook, Twitter, WeChat and WhatsApp to 
connect to voters, particularly the urban and tech-savvy (Reid 2014; 
Parkinson 2014). In Delhi, Atish Patel of the BBC wrote: “During the last 
general election in 2009, social media usage in India was minuscule... 
Taking a leaf from U.S. President Barack Obama’s presidential 
campaigns, India’s parties are using tools to crunch the insurmountable 
amounts of information social media generates” (Patel 2014). In the 
years following the 2009 Indian election, social media have allowed 
parties to connect to the “young, urban, upwardly mobile middle class 
citizen”, building a “discursive construction of a binary between the 
‘old’ politics/politicians and the ‘new’ politics/politicians in present-day 
India” (Chattopadhyay 2012).

The 2014 Indian election showed how journalistic uses of social 
media—especially Facebook, Twitter and WhatsApp—are altering 
private and public communicative spaces. These social media 
platforms have allowed users to participate in public discourse and 
facilitated the democratisation of a networked public life. Social 
platforms allow for certain forms of this communication among users. 
Their technological infrastructure infrastructure shapes and is shaped 
by professional routines and influences news production (Belair-
Gagnon, forthcoming; Russell, 2011). In light of the changing role of 

#Verdict2014: social media and 
changes in Indian legacy media during 

the 2014 Lok Sabha election

Valerie Belair-Gagnon1 and  
Colin Agur
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social media in India, several empirical questions deserve attention: 
How do journalists use social media? How do social platforms alter 
power relations among participants in India’s public sphere? How do 
social media interact within Indian public spaces? More broadly: what 
impact does social media have on the election’s storyline?

This chapter discusses the ways that social media featured in the 
2014 Lok Sabha election in India. More broadly, it identifies how 
Indian journalism is changing as a result of social media usage by 
politicians, journalists and “the people formerly known as audiences” 
(Rose 2006). Building on previous work (Belair-Gagnon et al 2014) it 
uses the election in order to comment on how the spaces of flows, 
journalistic norms, and practices are changing. To explore the role 
of social media in the 2014 election, we interviewed a handful of 
Indian journalists4 in the weeks immediately following the vote.5 Our 
questions focused on the ways that political parties and other actors 
in the campaign used social media to contribute to discussions, and 
the ways that journalists used social media to cover the campaign.

New opportunities, old challenges

The 2014 Indian election saw unprecedented use of social media as 
a component of the country’s political discourse. For the first time, 
India’s Election Commission imposed rules on the use of social media 
in the campaign. These required parties and candidates to list any 
official social media accounts, accept responsibility for the actions 
of those accounts, and declare any funds raised by means of social 
media (Election Commission of India 2013). In our observations of 
social media activity during the election and in our interviews with 
Indian journalists, we identified several features of social media 
activity related to the election.

First, despite the numerical advantage of Facebook (93 million 
accounts), most journalists we spoke to identified Twitter (33 million 
accounts) as the principal source of news-related social media. In 
interviews, a data journalist claimed:

Most political leaders have Facebook pages, and Facebook 
lends itself better to long debates, but the only social media 
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platform that drives the news cycle tends to be Twitter; many 
tweets became news in this election, but never a Facebook 
status update. Similarly, for journalists to break news, Twitter 
is the go-to medium. Some politicians used Facebook and 
Google Hangouts for moderated public chats, but I wouldn’t 
say they really captured people’s imagination in any big way. 
This was the pattern before the elections as well. The only 
major change during the elections would be a need to more 
closely monitor politicians’ tweets.

Another journalist concurred:

Twitter was the main social media platform we used at The 
Hindu, and most other news organisations also focused on 
breaking stories through it. Personally, I found that the same 
Twitter updates that we put on our Facebook page did not 
get anywhere near the amount of views and comments as on 
Twitter. I haven’t been able to figure it out yet, but we do need 
to find out how to tailor our content for Facebook. Though we 
used Twitter before the elections, it was during the campaign 
and on voting and result days that we really focused on beating 
other Delhi-based news handles in being the first to report 
a development. We experimented with live-tweeting the 
swearing-in ceremony of the new government, which helped 
us increase our followers considerably.

The growth of Twitter as a tool of political discourse is also reflected 
in a set of post-election statistics released by Twitter. During the 2009 
campaign, one single active Indian parliamentarian had more than 
6,000 Twitter followers. By contrast, in the 2014 campaign more than 
a dozen candidates had more than 100,000 followers and several 
had more than 1 million. During the election, the most common non-
partisan hashtags were #Elections2014, #India2014, #IndiaElection, 
#LokSabha, #LoksahbaElections2014 and #Verdict2014. In the 
closing days of the election, the hashtags #GetInked,6 #PollofPolls, 
and #Raceto272 gained popularity. Together, these hashtags featured 
in more than 56 million tweets worldwide.

Second, the two leading candidates for prime minister had 
divergent social media strategies. Rahul Gandhi of Congress had a 
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minimal web presence, with a very basic official website (provided 
to him by the Parliament of India) and no official account on Twitter, 
Facebook or any other social media platform. Gandhi left that work 
to networks of supporters, who created accounts such as @BewithRG 
(90,000 followers). The Twitter handle @RahulGandhi (10,000 
followers) was taken over by opponents of Gandhi, who posted parody 
statements throughout the campaign. In contrast, Narendra Modi 
of the BJP made active use of a multilingual website and attracted 
4.3 million followers to his Twitter account (@NarendraModi). Modi’s 
account tweeted several times daily during the campaign, mostly 
in English but also in Hindi and Gujarati. The tweets promoted his 
record as Chief Minister of Gujarat, criticised actions of the governing 
United Progressive Alliance, and posted photos from election rallies in 
different parts of the country. For more than a year before the election, 
Modi’s supporters had added the hashtag #SaluteModi to tweets with 
positive comments and images of Modi. During the election, the most 
popular pro-Modi hashtags were #iSupportNamo and #WeWantModi. 
After the BJP won the election and Modi was sworn in as prime 
minister, his supporters switched to the hashtag #MyPMNaMo.

The journalists we spoke to were impressed with the ambition and 
coordination of Modi’s use of Twitter, and surprised by Rahul Gandhi’s 
lack of apparent interest in social media. One journalist told us: 

[Modi] and his massive, very organised machinery have used 
social media very effectively. His tweets often make news 
because they often have a sharp point, beyond the usual 
festival wishes and condolence messages that politicians 
usually put out. His vast team of staffers and volunteers amplify 
his message.

Curiously, it was the older main party candidate, Modi (who, at 63, 
is two decades years older than Rahul Gandhi), who made more 
effective use of a medium typically associated with young people. And 
it was the candidate less at ease in English who sent out thousands 
of tweets, mostly in English, to an online audience. Modi, the son of 
a tea-seller, is more comfortable in Gujarati and Hindi than in English; 
by contrast, Rahul Gandhi studied in the United States and United 
Kingdom, and has a native speaker’s command of English.
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Third, social media has allowed for a new set of prominent voices 
to reach wide audiences. Some journalists complained that self-
promoting experts have been featured too often in the news, when 
their only claim was a large set of followers on social media. One 
journalist we spoke to argued:

I can clearly see an unfair premium accruing to experts on 
Twitter in Indian journalism. There are academics and political 
analysts with very little research work to their credit who I see 
getting repeatedly quoted in the Indian media for no other 
reason than that they put their views out on Twitter often and 
are easy to contact. It worries me sometimes that the media is 
taking more cues than it needs to from Twitter, turning Twitter 
into a slice of India, when it is most certainly not. 

These experts on Twitter include politicians, journalists, activists and 
academics. Some have legitimate claims to specialised knowledge 
about political affairs, but others are experts less in content than 
in their ability to use the medium and become an expert source in 
print journalism. This latter group is able to gain prominence on 
social media for two main reasons. One is the low barrier to entry 
presented by the technology. Would-be social media personalities 
need only a nearby internet cafe or smart phone to use Twitter or 
Facebook. A second reason for such personalities is the absence of 
certain institutions that play a large role in offline political discourse. 
A journalist told us: 

Many major government’s arms are not yet on Twitter. The 
most important sources of information in this election—the 
Election Commission and the security forces—were not on 
Twitter, so at best you would get a journalist tweeting from a 
news conference that might also be televised.

With some government institutions on social media and others not, 
journalists who want a social media quote sometimes turn to popular 
sources rather than to authorities.

A fourth feature builds on our findings in a recent study of news 
production and social media in India (Belair-Gagnon et al. 2014). 
With the number of Facebook and Twitter accounts growing and 
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more public figures taking part in social media discourse, these 
platforms have emerged as new beats for reporters. Emerging forms 
of storytelling remain exclusive in terms of social media skills, types 
of news organisation, and access to social media. In geography, 
social class and economics, the early usage of social media in India 
has followed old lines of media haves and have-nots (Freitag 1989; 
Sarkar 1993; Singh 2009). In their efforts at social media participation, 
journalists have reached an unrepresentative segment of India. Social 
media include disproportionate numbers of young, urban, middle and 
upper class citizens. The journalists we spoke to identified a tension 
between, on the one hand, the utility of social media in providing 
live updates on fast-changing events, and, on the other hand, their 
awareness that social media alone could not capture the sights or 
sounds of the world’s largest election.

In this election, we see two interrelated changes that have 
legitimised social media in Indian political discourse. The first is 
the institutionalisation of social media in elected politics. Previous 
studies have also emphasised the disruptive role of social media in 
protest movements (Belair-Gagnon et al. 2014). The public fasting 
by activist Anna Hazare in 2011 and the protests in response to the 
Delhi gang rape in 2012 show the potential social media offer in 
mobilising supporters, broadcasting information about the protests 
and demands, and covering protest movements. Social media 
gained initial usage in India as tools of protest and crisis reporting; in 
this election, they became tools of mainstream political institutions, 
especially the triumphant BJP. A second change has come in the 
inclusivity of social media discourse. While social media are far from 
representative of India’s vast poor, rural and non-English speaking 
populations, there is now an established national conversation 
on social media, especially Twitter. This is in line with what Prasan 
Sonwalkar called for several years ago. On the cusp of the 2009 Lok 
Sabha election, he wrote that “much of the hope for journalism lies 
in the chaotic and diverse context of everyday life in India, and the 
vast potential for inclusiveness and growth” (Sonwalker 2009: 378). 

Finally, the growth of social media debate, with Modi as a major 
participant, created a meta-narrative about the election. Those 
looking for evidence of a new India can look to the confident use 
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of social media by an outsider to national politics and the emphatic 
electoral defeat of the old India of Congress and the Gandhi dynasty. 
Similarly, the institutionalisation and greater inclusivity of social media 
in this election allow for a meta-narrative of a networked India that 
has, in a short amount of time, integrated social media into its political 
narrative. This election has shown that the social media space in India 
is shaped by larger questions of access to technology, and by social, 
economic, and linguistic divisions within the country.

Taking stock

Political and journalistic usage of social media during India’s 2014 
election grew out of social media usage during other recent political 
events. Previously, social media played a role in the coordination and 
coverage of large-scale protests. For this reason, previous studies have 
emphasised the role social media played in crises, both as a disruptive 
tool and as way for reporters to manage the flow of information in 
rapidly changing situations (see Broersma and Graham 2012). In a 
previous study, we found that journalists in India used social media 
as news beat, and that Twitter was the most important social media 
tool for journalists. We also found that social media provided a space 
for activists, intellectuals, reporters, politicians and citizens, including 
ex-pats residing in India and Indians living abroad (Belair-Gagnon et 
al 2013; Belair-Gagnon and Agur 2013). 

We call for more empirical studies, including ethnographic 
studies of media production and emerging media in India. There 
is a need in communication studies for more comparative analyses 
of media systems. This type of research allows us to explore how 
media shape political campaigns and their coverage, and illustrates 
tensions between old and new India. These studies also highlight 
the challenges journalists face in reporting a large, diverse, and 
changing democracy. The election represents one of the most 
significant recent moments in journalism and social media in India. 
It has provided an opportunity for policymakers, politicians, and 
members of civil society to re-think how the internet, particularly 
social platforms including Twitter, WhatsApp, Facebook, and Google 
Hangouts, can foster a participatory and inclusive media culture. 
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More than that, this election has shown that future elections in India 
will include not just legacy media, but also a new set of participants 
and debates on social media.

Endnotes
1 The authors, who contributed equally to this publication, would like to 

thank C W Anderson, Michael Schudson, Rebecca Lossin, Lluis de Nadal 
Alsina, Maxwell Foxman and other colleagues who provided useful 
comments on a preliminary version of this chapter in the panel, ‘The 
Formation of Publics Through Social Media’, at the conference Social 
Media and the Transformation of Public Space, held at the University of 
Amsterdam on 19 June 2014. They would also like to thank Einar Thorsen 
and Chindu Sreedharan, the editors of this special edited collection.

2 The largest number of tweets on #Verdict2014, one of the most 
popular hashtags used during the elections, came from three other 
groups: a citizen, a blogger, and a pro-Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). 
First, @realbhartiya defines himself as, “A Proud Nationalist. Opinions 
personal. Retweet not an endorsement! India.” Second, @KiranKS, is an 
Indian blogger who uses Twitter to provide a “running commentary of 
thoughts and excerpts of what I read/absorb.” Third, @iSupportBJP, an 
account owned by @ivivekbansal, Vivek Bansal, a “social media Expert, 
Writer & Researcher” and BJP supporter. While providing opportunities 
for network and communication power during the Indian election, 
social platforms remained a discursive space where new and old power 
fought to achieve democratic goals within a socially defined space.

3 They made particular use of the hashtags #Loksahba, 
#LoksahbaElections2014, #Verdict2014 and #MegaExitPoll. Some tweets 
were re-tweeted in greater numbers than others. Using #Verdict2014, @
realbhartiya tweeted, “RT @ibnlive: All India (543 seats): NDA 270-282 
seats (BJP 230-242), UPA 92-102 seats (Congress 72-82) #Verdict2014.” 
@realbhartiya was re-tweeted 423 times. @KiranKS also tweeted, 
“Beyond Modi, If there is one man who has almost ensured #Verdict2014 
going in favour of BJP, it is this management”. @KiranKS’s tweet was re-
tweeted 404 times. Data gathered on ScraperWiki the three days before 
the elections results in May 2014.

4 We have anonymised the identities of the journalists we interviewed for 
this chapter.

http://acgs.uva.nl/binaries/content/assets/subsites/amsterdam-centre-for-globalisation-studies/social-media-activism/6c-the-formation-of-publics-through-social-media.pdf
http://acgs.uva.nl/binaries/content/assets/subsites/amsterdam-centre-for-globalisation-studies/social-media-activism/6c-the-formation-of-publics-through-social-media.pdf
https://twitter.com/ivivekbansal
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5 In our interviews, we asked questions about efficient and inefficient uses 
of social media during the election, changes in the relationship between 
journalists in news production, mode and contenders.

6 Voters receive an ink mark on their index finger to show that they have 
voted and prevent them from voting twice.
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Towards the end of the six-week (7 April to 12 May) 2014 General 
Election in India, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) prime ministerial 

candidate Narendra Modi agreed to an interview with a Doordarshan 
journalist. Controversy erupted when Modi’s interview, which was 
edited before the broadcast, excluded some of the context around 
his statements about Congress party leader Priyanka Gandhi Vadra. 
On 3 May, Modi took a swipe at the then Congress government for 
interfering in the public service broadcaster’s functioning. His tweet1 
said, “I feel sad to see National TV channel struggling to maintain 
its professional freedom.” He also tweeted: “We have witnessed the 
horrors of Emergency when freedom of press & freedom of expression 
were suppressed. It is a blot on our democracy.” 

The mainstream media carried the news story, similar to countless 
others, based on these tweets. This is but one example of how political 
leaders used the social media to communicate simultaneously with 
their followers, the mainstream media and the opposition parties. It 
was an effective and efficient campaign tactic, enticing the mainstream 
media to follow every tweet or Facebook post uploaded by the BJP 
camp, instead of waiting outside the party pressroom, as has been the 
case in the past elections. The party pressroom had shifted online. The 
advantage for the BJP camp was that since about 4 million followers of 
@NarendraModi Twitter account also saw the same tweets, it gave the 
media little room to misinterpret or misreport his statements. Following 
the broadcast of the edited interview on Doordarshan, and the Congress 
leader’s scathing response, the Modi camp swiftly released the full tape 
of the interview and relayed their side of the story to millions of Twitter 
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the elections 
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http://www.ndtv.com/elections/article/election-2014/modi-s-jibe-at-government-over-edited-doordarshan-interview-517697
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followers, minimising any mis-interpretation of the controversial news 
story. As a result, the then Information and Broadcasting minister’s office 
and Doordarshan both clarified that there had been “no deliberate 
editing or omission” of any part of Modi’s interview (Mathrubhumi.com 
2014). As a result, the controversy ended with Modi lamenting a lack of 
autonomy allowed by the Congress government to the public service 
broadcasters in the country. News reports by other media remained 
focused on Modi’s tweets, the opposition’s clarification and reactions, 
rather than what Modi said in the interview. 

During the 2014 Indian election, social media was a generator 
of news and a source of tips and ideas for journalists. It was an 
engagement tool for journalists and a vehicle for dissemination of 
their news stories (a majority of prominent journalists’ tweets promote 
news stories produced by their respective news organisations). The 
social media sites were also a verification and peer production 
tool, where journalists confirmed the veracity of new information, 
particularly on the micro-blogging site Twitter; and it was a platform 
where journalists engaged and argued with politicians and other 
commentators for all their millions of followers to witness. 

For some of the global social media platforms and apps—Twitter, 
Google, YouTube, Facebook and others—the 2014 Indian election 
campaign was the biggest-ever promotion drive and experiment. The 
two main parties—the BJP and the Congress—and the new entrant, 
the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), had a well-mapped strategy to ensure 
their hashtags were leading on Twitter, their messages were updated 
on Facebook, and their video clips were on YouTube (Aurora 2014). A 
number of party leaders made themselves available for weekly virtual 
hangouts organised by Google, various conventional public meetings, 
and thousands of 3-D Modi rallies organised by the BJP in cities and 
towns, stunning observers including the mainstream media (TNN 
2014). This chapter provides a snapshot of politicians and mainstream 
media’s engagement on social media platforms, particularly Twitter. 
The chapter, based on preliminary analysis, explores the extent to 
which some of the political parties relied on social media as a vehicle 
for their conversation with their followers, and the mainstream media’s 
opportunistic utilisation of this free-for-all information source to know 
what is happening on the ground. The chapter also points to a nexus 
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between the politicians, mainstream media and social media during 
the 2014 General Election campaign in India. 

Politics on social media

There is no doubt that the BJP and Modi’s campaign on social media 
attracted the attention of the mainstream media in India and the 
world over. The BJP “social media war rooms” equipped computers 
and volunteers tracked party activities across India’s 92,000 villages 
(Gupta 2014). These young professionals, most of them under 35, 
crowd-sourced the Facebook for ideas, while Twitter was used to 
communicate, provoke and respond to breaking news and events. For 
example, when the Election Commission of India refused permission 
to allow Modi to hold a rally in Varanasi city for security reasons, the 
BJP camp launched an attack on the Election Commission for their 
alleged “bias”. Modi appealed to BJP workers to maintain calm, and 
yet held an undeclared roadshow in the city to flamboyantly display 
his popularity. Modi won the Varanasi seat by a massive margin, 
defeating AAP candidate Arvind Kejriwal. 

Similarly, during the election campaign, AAP leader Kejriwal, 
who has been equally adapt at using the social media, used Twitter 
to challenge Modi to a policy debate, which was retweeted and 
converted into a news story by the mainstream media. Kejriwal also 
used Facebook for ‘live talk’ with electorates. His party’s Twitter account 
grew by 119 per cent between 1 January and 12 May 2014, while 
his personal following grew by 79 per cent during the same period 
(Merelli 2014). However, in the Lok Sabha (federal) elections, AAP’s 
short-lived New Delhi government (49 days) in New Delhi adversely 
affected the communication of its message of anti-corruption and 
a need for good governance in the country. As a result, the AAP’s 
popularity on social media did not translate into electoral success.

Social media’s popularity in India

The continued popularity of the use of social media platforms can be 
gauged from the fact that BJP’s prime ministerial candidate Modi (@
NarendraModi) had about 3.9 million Twitter followers in early May 
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2014 (which at the time of writing has risen to 11.1 million followers, 
as well as his @PMOIndia account has over 5.5 million followers). 
In early May, the AAP leader Arvind Kejriwal (@ArvindKejriwal) had 
about 1.8 million followers (presently more than 4.11 million), while 
the Twitter account in the name of Congress vice president Rahul 
Gandhi (@RahulGandhi2020)—a late social media entrant—had 
55,000 followers (at the time of writing, this has reached 60,000). 

Early adopters of social media included Congress leader Shashi 
Tharoor (@ShashiTharoor), who had 2.15 million followers in early 
May (now more than 2.89 million), and the veteran BJP leader 
Sushma Swaraj (@SushmaSwarajBJP), who had 1.06 million followers 
(now over 2.48 million followers). Because of India’s large population, 
Indian celebrities and movie stars have always garnered support from 
millions of fans: for instance, @SrBachchan, the Twitter handle of film 
star Amitabh Bachchan, has more than 14 million followers while 
Shah Rukh Khan has 12 million followers for his account @iamsrk. In 
recent times, social media’s popularity with the youth and aspiring 
class has spurred political parties to increase their presence online. 
In a stunning debut in the 2013 New Delhi Assembly election, the 
new political party AAP won 28 out of 70 seats. To a large extent, this 
impressive victory has been because of the AAP’s use of new media 
technologies to reach the youth, the middle class and the educated in 
India during its anti-corruption movement in 2011 (Rodrigues 2014a). 
Congress leader Rahul Gandhi at the time acknowledged that other 
parties needed to learn from the AAP’s success and involve common 
people in politics (Reddy & Parsai 2013). However, it was the BJP that 
picked up the baton to outshine the new entrant AAP on social media 
platforms in the April-May 2014 General Election. The BJP, Congress 
and AAP—all claim they even crowd-sourced their manifestoes online 
by inviting suggestions from their followers (Ali 2014).

An analysis by Twtrland.com2 in May 2014 showed that nearly 80 
per cent of Twitter followers for the main Indian leaders and political 
parties were in the age group of 17-34 years. Nearly 70-75 per cent 
of the Twitter followers were men, with fewer women following the 
Indian political leaders, irrespective of the gender of the politicians 
(Rodrigues 2014b). Similarly, over 80 per cent of these followers were 
“casual” and “novice” followers, who had relatively smaller networks 
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of around 100 or less followers each. The number of people following 
many of the “power users” of Twitter rapidly increased in the weeks 
leading up to the 2014 elections. In April, @NarendraModi account 
had more than 200,000 new followers added to his tally of close 
to 4 million followers. Similarly, the events on the ground affected 
the number of new followers leaders such as Modi gained online. 
For example, on May 7-8 following the Varanasi rally controversy, @
NarendraModi Twitter account gained around 36,000 new followers. 
The three main political parties’ presence on social media platforms 
was phenomenal during the recent elections. In early May 2014, the 
BJP had 4.2 million Facebook ‘likes’ and their YouTube videos had 
been watched 13 million times, whereas the Congress had 3.1 million 
‘likes’ and their videos had received more than 18 million views. The 
AAP had 2 million ‘likes’ on Facebook, and nearly 5 million views 
on YouTube.

The mainstream media on social media

The mainstream media were following political parties and engaging 
with their audiences on social media, with almost all the prominent 
journalists and their news organisations active on several social media 
platforms. The journalists who were prominent on Twitter in early May 
2014 included NDTV’s Barkha Dutt (@BDutt) with about 1.45 million 
followers and CNN-IBN’s Rajdeep Sardesai (@SardesaiRajdeep) 
with nearly 1.5 million followers. Other popular journalists and 
commentators were Vir Sanghvi (@virsanghvi) with nearly 734,000 
followers, Pritish Nandy (@pritishnandy) with nearly 600,000 followers, 
Rahul Kanwal (@RahulKanwal) with 467,000 followers, and Sagarika 
Ghose (@SagarikaGhose) with about 383,000 followers. 

The mainstream media had no choice but to follow the politicians 
on social media platforms. The mainstream political parties and 
their leaders communicated their views and details of their election 
campaigns on social media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook and 
via YouTube videos. As illustrated above during the Doordarshan 
interview and the Varanasi rally controversies, politicians used the 
social media to communicate their views to their followers including 
many in the mainstream media. This is not to say that the grass-roots 
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campaign of door-knocking and holding rallies were not significant, 
but a section of the electorate—those with access to new media 
technologies including the 150 million first-time voters out of the 
814 million registered voters for the April-May election (Burke 2014) 
made it imperative for the major political parties to implement a 
social media strategy. Many of these first-time voters are active on the 
Internet and social media platforms. The head of BJP’s IT cell, Arvind 
Gupta acknowledged the need to engage with the large constituency 
of first-time voters: “With technology and social media, we have 
been able to create an alternative medium with which we can directly 
communicate with the citizens. This is very important in this election” 
(Goyal 2014). As a result, journalists were monitoring social media in 
addition to the political rallies and events on the ground. 

In fact, the 2014 election were dubbed the first social media 
election in India (Pansare 2014, Ali 2014) with a total of 56 million 
election-related tweets posted between 1 January and 12 May 2014 
(Merelli 2014). Some channels regularly carried news stories based 
on social media conversations in their daily bulletins; analysed the 
social media activities in India and elsewhere; and broadcast special 
programmes on new media technologies and gadgets. Reporting 
based on cyberspace conversations became a vital newsbeat for 
some of the newsrooms in India. During the two months of April 
and May, it was the politicians who set the agenda for discussion by 
directly communicating with their voters online, and the mainstream 
media followed. If political parties employed hundreds of volunteers 
to monitor and track conversations on social media platforms, the 
mainstream media was not far behind, with several of their reporters 
continuously tweeting and posting news stories, and conversing with 
others on the many-to-many platforms.

However, an analysis by Twtrland.com in May 2014 showed that 
most of the conversations on Twitter are concentrated amongst the 
elite, including politicians, journalists, academics, prominent social 
activists and political party representatives. Journalists engaged with 
members of elite groups such as other journalists, commentators 
and professionals. Amongst those were American Enterprise Institute 
Resident Fellow and former Indian journalist Sadanand Dhume (@
dhume) with 46,000 Twitter followers; business journalist Sucheta Dalal 
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(@SuchetaDalal) with 94,500 followers; a former director general of 
police and social activist Kiran Bedi (@thekiranbedi) with 2.44 million 
followers; academic and writer Madhu Kishwar (@madhukishwar) with 
106,000 followers; film director Shekhar Kapur (@ShekharKapur) with 
794,000 followers; and actor-politician Gul Panang (@GulPanang) with 
950,000 followers. A large silent majority of followers and viewers 
lurked around social media platforms, absorbing these conversations, 
often responding by re-tweeting selected tweets, ‘liking’ Facebook 
posts, and sharing information with others in their networks. 

Discussion

It is important to note the “digital divide” (Van Dijk 2005) that exists in 
India when considering the role of social media in the recent elections. 
Van Dijk (2005) frames “digital divide” in terms of an inequality of 
physical access to the digital technology and an inequality of digital 
literacy, motivation to use the technology and the actual use of this 
technology. At best, the number of people active on social media 
during this election would be less than 100 million out of the 834 
million registered to vote. In early 2014, there were 213 million 
Internet users in India (Kemp 2014). Of this, about 90 million were 
active users of Facebook and 33 million active on Twitter (Ong 2013). 
These numbers rose during the 2014 election. Despite a growing 
middle class, which is said to be between 300 million to 500 million3 
(Mustafi 2013), about 350 million people live below the poverty line 
(Singh 2014). However, mobile phone subscription in India is around 
960 million, with a majority of the population owning basic Android 
phones. Within this context, calling the 2014 election “the social 
media election” could be considered to be an exaggeration. 

However, it is the synergy between the social media conversations 
and the mainstream media’s dedicated coverage of the conversations 
on these platforms and sites that made the role of social media one 
of the talking points in this election. In India, there are over 800 
television channels, including 21 channels owned by the public service 
broadcaster Doordarshan, over 94,000 registered news publications 
and nearly 800 radio stations (Cable Quest 2014, All India Radio 2014 
& RNI.org.in 2013). With increasing literacy and a growing middle 
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class, the news media industry in India too has been growing (Mallet 
2013 & Deloitte.com 2013). Although the number of voters active on 
social media is limited, it can be argued that the mainstream media’s 
interaction with social media conversations, and the journalists’ use 
of social media as a news source allowed political messages that 
originated on Twitter, Facebook etc to have significant penetration 
among the masses and influenced the election outcome. 

The main political parties’ efficacy in using social media put the 
mainstream media on the back foot. The popularity of Modi as the 
prime ministerial candidate for the BJP, the highest-ever turnout of 
voters (66.38 per cent, which is about 540 million votes) and the BJP’s 
absolute victory (336 seats) took the mainstream media by surprise. 
The mainstream media followed the political leaders on social media 
and reported news stories as they emerged. Not surprisingly, at 
the beginning of the six-week election, on 14 April, AAP’s Kejriwal 
had secured the highest coverage in television during prime time, 
followed by BJP’s Modi and the Congress’s Gandhi (PTI 2014). Despite 
the mainstream media’s attention and the party’s presence on social 
media platforms, the AAP won only four seats in the election. The 
BJP’s successful record of governance at state (provincial) level was 
the consistent message across all media platforms—the mainstream 
media, social media, and grass-root campaigning by members—and 
it was this that convinced a large proportion of the population to vote 
for the party. 

During the recent election, the political parties’ use of social media 
platforms allowed them to by-pass the mainstream media, and made the 
public conversations about issues and politics a lot more intimate than 
ever before. Similarly, the networked individuals on social media could 
by-pass the mainstream media to find out about their political parties 
and candidates. In a study of the changing patterns of news production 
and consumption in the UK, Newman, Dutton and Blank (2012) found 
that the mainstream media use the Internet to maintain and enhance 
their communicative power. However, the study also noted networked 
individuals’ use of the Internet to source their own information and 
network with other individuals to enhance their own communicative 
powers (Newman, Dutton, Blank 2012). The mainstream media, along 
with the political parties, is aware of the increasing tendency of the 
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Indian population, particularly the young, educated and middle class to 
network and engage with their own networks on social media platforms. 
The rise of the AAP, the anti-corruption movement in 2011 and the 
increasing protests around women’s safety in 2013 are testimonies of 
the middle class and educated Indian citizens’ concern around the 
country’s governance and social issues. These concerns are regularly 
articulated on social media networking platforms (Rodrigues 2014c). 
As a result, both the political parties and the mainstream media have 
moved their attention to this significant bloc of votes (for politicians) 
and audiences (for the media). 

Endnotes
1 See http://www.ndtv.com/elections-news/modis-jibe-at-government-over- 

edited-doordarshan-interview-559935

2 Twtrland.com is a social media analytics service.

3 Census of India does not measure the income level of individuals in the 
population; therefore one needs to rely on privately collected data about 
the size of the middle class in India. As per the Asian Development Bank 
standards, only a quarter of India’s 1.2 billion people can be defined as 
the “middle class” (Mustafi 2013).
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Governments come and go, then, but the need for and 
importance of effective political communication, using all tools 
made available by advancing technology, continues to be 
central to the democratic process everywhere.

(McNair 2011: xix)

On 16 May 2014, a bilingual message in English and Hindi 
announced to world the victory of the right wing Hindu nationalist 

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). In all of 40 characters, the new prime 
minister-designate, Narendra Modi, conveyed what he had achieved, 
and what he intended to deliver, to the world’s largest democracy. The 
tweet was both to the point and inspirational: “India has won!” it said 
in English and added in Hindi, “India has won. We are approaching 
good days.” The tweet was more than a message. It represented an 
important medium through which the 2014 General Election was fought 
and won. The BJP secured for itself a clear majority, winning 282 of the 
543 parliamentary seats that are directly elected to the lower house of 
India’s bicameral Parliament—the Lok Sabha (House of the People). 

The election marked a change from the normal on two counts: 
First, the victory broke the phase of coalition governance, which had 
come to be a feature of India’s national politics since the mid-1990s. 
Second, and more important, the election campaign set a new frontier 
for the modes of political communication in India, with the extensive 
and effective use of computer-mediated communication (CMC) by 
the victorious party. 

Computer-mediated communication 
and the ascent of Narendra Modi

V.S. Sambandan 

9
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What set the 2014 Modi campaign apart from both the previous 
election campaigns, in general, and that of the incumbent Congress 
party in particular, was the manner in which political communications 
were carried out by Modi and his party, the BJP. The political 
communication mode adopted by Modi’s team varied in both 
substance and form compared with previous elections. 

This chapter emphasises that the key to the success of the BJP 
in winning this majority was a carefully conceived, well managed, 
and effectively implemented political communication strategy. 
This strategy recognised factors such as anti-incumbency, popular 
disenchantment with corruption, the desire for a “strong leader”, 
clamour for “development”, and the call to put an end to “dynastic 
politics” (Joshi 2014), and effectively used the social media to convey 
political messages to the electorate that a) the Congress had to be 
voted out, and b) that the BJP under Modi’s leadership should be 
voted in. 

Garber and Smith’s (2005) definition of political communication is 
instructive in discussing the manner in which the Modi campaign set 
about its task: “[T]he construction, sending, receiving, and processing 
of messages that potentially have a significant direct or indirect impact 
on politics.” (Graber & Smith 2005: 479-505).

In addition, the distinguishing feature about the social media 
strategy of the BJP was that it factored in the three elements of 
political communication—political organisations, the audience and 
the media—through which political actions are “conceived and 
realised” (McNair 2011: 5-13). Organisationally, the BJP drew a lot 
of strength from its ideological mentor, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh (RSS). The latter played a vital role at all levels of the 
electioneering process—campaigning, providing feedback, and 
managing polling booths. This comprised “nearly one lakh group 
leaders and six lakh [volunteers] from 42,000 units spread across 
the country”, who worked fulltime to ensure a BJP victory (Narayan 
2014). That the RSS assumed a leading role in the BJP’s election 
campaign is acknowledged by Narayan based on field visits to 
the northern state, Uttar Pradesh, and secondary data based on 
newspaper reports.
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In addition to the organisational support, the RSS also served as a 
useful feedback mechanism, collecting information from the ground 
on the popular reaction to issues raised by Modi during campaign 
meetings. This feedback helped in creating appropriate messages 
for audiences—both online and for public meetings. The feedback 
was not only based on ground reports from RSS volunteers, but on 
integrated information received on social media. For instance, before 
Modi addressed a public rally in the southern city of Hyderabad, one 
of his followers “tweeted how his elderly mother was a great fan” 
of the prime ministerial aspirant. This was followed up by the local 
BJP unit and the elderly woman was brought on stage, where “Modi 
sought her blessings” (Sardesai 2014: 237-238). The third element—
the media—which is central to this discussion comprised of both the 
traditional and online modes of communication. However, for the 
purpose of this chapter, the focus will be on the online medium. 

As a prelude to understanding the electoral success of the BJP, 
more specifically, that of Modi, a brief overview of the political situation 
on the eve of the 2014 General Election is required. The Election 
Commission of India lists six national parties (Election Commission 
of India 2014), which include the BJP, and its main opponent in the 
2014 election, the Congress, which was in power since 2004, leading 
a coalition of other national and state parties. The Congress has held 
power for a total of five decades in independent India. More relevant 
to the 2014 election, it was in power for 10 years before it faced the 
election as the leader of coalition parties. 

Anti-incumbency had set in because of two principal factors: a) the 
Congress was the main ruling party for a large part of independent 
India, and b) during its latest period in office over two terms, the second 
five-year term (2009-2014) saw a sharp decline in its popularity owing 
to charges of corruption and what the opposition termed “paralysis in 
governance”. The task for an incumbent party is made more difficult 
in an election. Political scientists have shown that “voters base their 
evaluation of the incumbent party and leader on their performance 
in office, i.e. it is a retrospective evaluation rather than an assessment 
of the party’s proposals for the future” (Himmelweit et al. 1981: 8). 
Thus, the onus for the Congress, as the incumbent, was to effectively 
communicate its achievements in office. 
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In contrast, the BJP, as the aspirant, stood to gain by, what US 
political scientist J.A. Smith calls the “investment model”. As he 
explains, the investment model stresses: 

[T]he role of the candidate or leader of the party [emphasis original]. 
The analogy with the manager of one’s investments is clear; the 
voter takes into account the track record of the candidates, the 
trust that can be put in their promises, their ability to deliver, 
their standing with significant institutions, their capacity to arouse 
loyalty and general likeability (Himmelweit et al. 1981: 8).

Based on these two categorisations of voter behaviour, we discuss 
the election campaigns, in particular the political communication 
approaches, of the two main national parties—the then incumbent 
Congress and the aspirant BJP. 

Political communication in India before 2014 

Although the 2014 General Election is the 16th in independent India, 
modern electoral democracy to constitute central and regional 
governments is just shy of a century old—the first elections to the 
regional and central assemblies were held in 1920, which gave direct 
representation to Indians under the British rule. These elections, 
however, were not based on universal adult franchise, which came with 
the formation of the Indian republic in 1952, and coincided with the 
first General Election. This context-setting is important in the viewing 
of political communications in India. Universal adult suffrage also meant 
adapting the messages to reach the popular electorate, placing the 
onus on both the party and the candidate, and an increasing role for 
the media in influencing public opinion and electoral outcomes. 

Himmelweit et al. (1981) emphasise that the importance of the 
media in election campaigns had moved the focus from individual 
constituencies to party headquarters:

In the parties’ response to this increasing role and power of the 
media in the campaign, the power has shifted decisively from the 
constituency to each party’s headquarters, where staff, resources 
and role in masterminding and orchestrating the campaign have 
all substantially increased (Himmelweit, et al 1981: 222). 
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Dominance of direct interaction and the printed medium

The main modes of political communication until 1977 were public 
meetings, stage performances, direct communication by the 
candidates with their constituents through visits, supplemented by 
door-to-door campaigning by party workers. These forms of political 
campaigning were widely reported in newspapers. Additional 
print media that were used for campaigning included handbills, 
and pamphlets distributed by political parties. Other non-print 
‘innovative’ methods included popularising the candidate’s symbol. 
In one instance, a candidate was reportedly walking around with a 
lamp, and when queried, he replied that he wanted to bring people 
out of darkness and hence had chosen the lamp as his symbol and 
was popularising it by carrying it around in the constituency. 

Election news was disseminated via newspapers, both in English 
and Indian languages, and the official electronic medium, the state-
controlled All India Radio (AIR), included reports on campaign rallies 
in its news bulletins. It was not until 1977, that political parties got 
airtime on AIR. 

The next major change in political communication came in 1983, 
when the then Congress general secretary, Rajiv Gandhi, brought 
in an advertising agency, Rediffusion, to chart the party’s electoral 
success in the general election, scheduled for a year later. However, 
the impact of print advertising in the outcome of the 1984 election 
campaign cannot be established. This is because, to borrow a 
term from Economics, a “blackswan event” (Investopedia)—the 
assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi—resulted in the 
Congress riding a sympathy wave and capturing power (Balakrishnan 
2009, Narayanswamy 2009). 

After the assassination of Indira Gandhi, Rajiv Gandhi sought his 
first popular mandate as an incumbent prime minister. In 1989 the 
same advertising agency, Rediffusion, was brought into the political 
communication process. A series of print advertisements on the theme 
“My Heart Beats for India” was carried evoking imageries of disaster 
if a non-Congress government were to be formed after the election. 
The images included those with scorpions, broken dolls, and the like, 
aiming to create a sense of doom if the electorate were to choose 
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the opponents of the Congress. This print advertisement campaign 
was of similar hue to that of 1984. The result of the election, however, 
was far from what the Congress hoped for: besieged by charges of 
corruption, the party lost the election. 

The ineffectiveness of print advertising campaigns to swing 
the electorate decisively in favour of a political party was borne 
out, again, in 2004, when the BJP launched its “Shining India” 
campaign in an attempt to retain political power. Like the 1989 
experiment by the Congress, this advertising campaign also did not 
seem to help. A common strand between the 1989 and the 2004 
advertisement campaigns was that both were launched by ruling 
parties. There is, however, a difference. In the case of the former 
(1989), the ruling Congress was besieged by charges of corruption, 
which was reflected in the public domain. However, no such visible 
factor was evident in 2004, when the BJP launched its “Shining 
India”campaign, riding on the country’s economic growth story. The 
efficacy of print advertisements to turn electoral fortunes has been 
a matter of introspection in the Indian media, particularly given the 
adverse electoral results in the above-mentioned campaigns, which 
were largely print-based. 

Drawing an analogy from agriculture, Modi’s propaganda can be seen 
as akin to “drip irrigation”, where a high moisture level is maintained 
in the soil so that plants can flourish. Modi used “drip propaganda”, 
conveying messages in concentrated and targeted forms over a period 
of time, starting as early as 2012, soon after he won the election in India’s 
western state, Gujarat, to become its chief minister for a third successive 
five-year term. Of particular significance is the manner in which Modi’s 
political messages were taken to the world’s largest electorate. It is only 
natural that the reach of election propaganda increases over a period 
of time and with the progress of technology. 
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Hellriegel and Slocum (1981 cited in Boddy 2005) suggest the 
following five principles for effective communication:

a. Relevancy: To make the message meaningful and 
significant, carefully selecting the words, symbols or 
gestures to be used.

b. Simplicity: Put the message in the simplest possible 
terms, reducing the number of words, symbols or 
gestures used.

c. Organisation: Organise the message as a series of points 
to facilitate understanding. Complete each point in the 
message before proceeding to the next.

d. Repetition: Restate key points of the message at least 
twice. Repetition is particularly important in spoken 
communication because words may not be clearly heard 
or fully understood the first time. 

e. Focus: Concentrate on the essential aspects of the message. 
Make the message clear and avoid unnecessary detail.

A typical tweet from the Modi campaign camp would meet the 
requirements set out by Hellriegel and Slocum (1981 cited in Boddy 
2005). For instance, consider the following tweet by Modi on 26 
March 2014:

Give us 60 months to serve you. We don’t want to enjoy 
power but want to be Chowkidars [policemen] who will guard 
people’s money

This message, which was retweeted 802 times and had 668 favourites 
(IBN 2014), also had a link to a longer report on the need to free India 
from dynasty politics, which struck all the right notes and was an oft-
repeated theme in Modi’s campaign strategy.

For nearly the entire election campaign, Modi outscored the 
Congress on the social media. The integration between his verbal 
communication and the social media was so well managed that 
written sentences were largely transferred to the social media without 
loss of content or context. This was done by adding photographs on 
his Twitter and Facebook posts, the use of hashtags and acronyms 
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that were capable of quick recall (examples of this will be illustrated 
later in this chapter). In short, the approach of the two main national 
parties were in sharp contrast to each other, with the BJP sticking 
to the rules of the game, while the Congress was more reactive 
and defensive in approach, which weakened the impact of its CMC 
messages on all these counts. 

Computer-mediated communication

A brief definition of computer-mediated communication (CMC) would 
help in setting the context for its discussion both in shaping political 
events around the world, and more specifically in Indian general 
elections. For the purpose of discussing the role played by the 
Internet and the social networking sites in the 2014 General Election, 
we use John December’s definition of CMC:

A process of human communication via computers, involving 
people, situated in particular context, engaging in processes to 
shape media for a variety of purposes (December 1997) 

This definition will help in properly contextualising and locating 
the propaganda messages made by the BJP and the team that 
backed Modi in the run-up to the General Election and during the 
campaigning. For the purpose of this article, CMC is further narrowed 
down to computer-mediated political communication, and a brief 
outline of the political usage of CMC will help in setting the context 
and the evolution of its usage internationally, and in India. 

An early start for Modi 

Narendra Modi enjoyed the advantage of being an early mover in CMC 
in a democracy that follows the Westminster first-past-the-post system1. 
Lilleker and Vedel 2013: 401-420) points out that the role of the Internet 
is more effective in such democracies as these systems are “usually more 
conducive to more localised and individualised election campaigns” 
(Lilleker & Vedel 2013: 401-420). For instance, Modi’s online campaign 
successfully found resonance with local powers of influence. One 
example was his photograph on Twitter with a popular south Indian film 
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actor, Rajnikanth, who is seen in Tamil Nadu as a popular vote-puller, 
while another was one with Modi riding a horse to visit a Hindu shrine. 
The most effective, albeit controversial one, was a selfie after Modi cast 
a vote with the BJP’s election symbol, the Lotus, prominently displayed 
on the foreground. The expansion of the Internet, in particular the reach 
enabled through mobile telephones, proved to be an effective tool in 
the outreach of Modi’s campaign team. Though he started on rather 
low-key note in late 2009, he was well ahead of other political leaders 
to have an online presence and could, therefore, enjoy the first-mover 
advantage by a constant presence on the Internet. 

CMC formed the crucial part of reconstructing the BJP, which had 
lost two general elections on the trot, and Modi, who was the chief 
minister of Gujarat (then in his third term in office). This electoral 
duality—the national party losing at the election, while a regional 
leader from the same party winning three successive terms of office—
is an important political factor which weighed in Modi’s favour. By 
successfully retaining political power in his state, he was in a position 
to push himself to the centre stage of national politics. 

The major hurdles, however, were quite a few. The overwhelming 
hurdle was Modi’s image as that of a hardline Hindu nationalist, under 
whose watch in 2002 Gujarat witnessed the most horrific anti-Muslim 
riots in independent India. The other major criticism about Modi—
largely relating to economic ideology, such as favouring business 
groups—was easier to counter, particularly as there is little evidence 
of a polarisation of economic ideology between the BJP and the 
Congress. However, given the previous experience of the BJP losing 
the 2004 General Election because of the effects of growth did not 
percolate down, despite good macroeconomic performance reflected 
by the then slogan “Shining India”, was a matter to be addressed. 

The repositioning of Modi

Modi’s early start was not restricted to his electoral campaign. This 
was preceded by the political assertion by Modi, when he led the 
BJP to a second consecutive electoral victory in the 2007 Gujarat 
Assembly election. For the BJP, the 2007 victory was the fourth in 
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a row since 1995. However, what is of significance here is that “the 
strings of BJP leadership in Gujarat had virtually passed on to Modi” 
(Economic & Political Weekly 2007: 6).

This victory, in turn, set in motion an internal party process signalling 
Modi’s moves to rise in the party, before he could stake claim for the 
prime ministerial position. In the 2009 Lok Sabha election, therefore, 
he continued to consolidate his position. This was because another 
senior leader, L.K. Advani, who was instrumental in the revival of the 
BJP’s national fortunes through the Ayodhya movement, was the 
party’s prime ministerial candidate. Modi not only ruled himself out 
from any national role in 2009 if the BJP were to cross the winning 
post, but also was confident enough to assert that “I am the Chief 
Minister of Gujarat, and I believe no one will remove me as the Chief 
Minister of Gujarat” (Modi 2009). 

The BJP lost that General Election, but Modi’s electoral successes 
in Gujarat continued, and he won the state’s Assembly election for 
the third time in a row on 20 December 2012. His prime ministerial 
aspirations can be traced from that victory onward. Significantly, 
Modi chose to speak in Hindi—the largest spoken Indian language, 
particularly in the northern states, which were the traditional 
strongholds of the BJP—in his victory rally after winning the state 
election in Gujarat, where Gujarati is the main language. This can 
be seen as a clear pointer to his larger-than-Gujarat ambitions. Since 
then he also started connecting directly with the youth through 
social media and, more significantly, through organised speeches in 
colleges and other youth gatherings. 

A series of judicial, media, diplomatic, and political events in 2012 
also helped Modi’s cause. In May, a Special Investigation Team (SIT) 
appointed by the Supreme Court of India concluded that it did not 
find “any evidence of the Chief Minister having promoted enmity 
among various communities on religious grounds” (Dasgupta 2012). 
Subsequently, on 31 August 2012, Modi took his first plunge into CMC 
when he participated, as the chief minister of Gujarat, in a Google 
Plus Hangout. The event was moderated by a popular Hindi actor, 
Ajay Devgn, and questions were described by a newspaper report 
as “quite harmless—about youth, education, rural uplift and perils of 
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urbanisation” (Dinakaran 2012). What is noteworthy is that it drew an 
international audience, and one of the participants reportedly wanted 
Modi “to come to the US as Prime Minister” (Dinakaran 2012). The 
online success of this event was reflected by the fact that the increase 
in traffic crashed the server. The Google Plus Hangout2, which lasted 
close to two hours, was the first CMC interaction by an Indian political 
leader. More importantly, it connected Modi to the largest voting 
segment in the 2014 General Election, the youth of India.

On the diplomatic front, the UK reopened ties with Modi on 22 
October 2012. British High Commissioner to India James Bevan 
met Modi, thereby ending a 10-year boycott that was in place 
since the 2002 Gujarat riots, in which three Britons were killed. 
The meeting, Bevan was to say later, was “about engagement, not 
endorsement” (BBC 2012). This meeting was followed by European 
Union ambassadors meeting Modi over lunch at the German 
ambassador’s residence in New Delhi on 7 January 2013, ending 
a decade-old informal boycott of the political leader. Clearly, 
cues were emerging from those closely following India’s political 
developments that Modi would be the BJP’s main contender to 
challenge the ruling Congress.

On the political front, as early as 9 June 2013—a full 11 months 
before the polls—Modi was chosen by the BJP to head its campaign in 
the General Election to be held in May 2014. This led to a political rift 
within the party, with Advani initially resigning from all party positions, 
only to retract his resignation later and gradually endorse Modi’s 
candidature, albeit reluctantly. The BJP formally announced Modi as 
its prime ministerial candidate in September. A repositioning of Modi’s 
image was also swiftly attempted. Modi the prime ministerial aspirant 
was distanced from Modi the chief minister during the Gujarat riots. 
This was done carefully by focussing on economic development—
more specifically the Gujarat “development model”. Distance also 
had to be put between the party and Modi, as the former was seen as 
one that was not only Hindu nationalist in persuasion—a characteristic 
shared by Modi—but also carried the more politically unsuitable tag 
of a party riven with differences. To counter this, all communications 
on behalf of Modi projected him as a “strong man” who was decisive 
and excelled in organisational skills (Pande 2014). 
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Connecting through holograms

While sealing his position on the political front, Modi simultaneously 
moved in on CMC, particularly Facebook and Twitter. Modi had joined 
Facebook and Twitter as early as 2009 and had slowly built up his base 
(Sardesai 2014). From a slow start, by January 2013 Modi had put 
together a team that had the following Internet arsenal: a) a Twitter 
account with more than three million followers, and a social authority 
of 81 (where 100 is the highest), a Facebook page with 7.5 million, 
a blog, a website which was set up in a way “that every sentence 
on it can be tweeted as a 140 characters without having to make an 
effort of copy-paste” (Chopra 2014: 92). What is of importance in 
terms of political strategy and for engaging with the electorate is that 
this was done nearly 18 months ahead of the General Election 2014, 
six months before his party announced him as its chief campaigner 
(June 2013) and, more significantly, eight months before he was to 
become its formal candidate for the post of prime minister. As formal 
campaigning started, Modi brought on to the Indian electorate a 
new form of CMC—the “3-D rallies”—using hologram technology to 
simultaneously address multiple election rallies without him having 
to be physically present in all these locations. Though this was a new 
mode for a national campaign, Modi had experimented with this in 
the Gujarat Assembly election. 

On the primacy of CMC in determining the electoral outcome, 
the BJP’s head of digital campaign, Arvind Gupta, had pointed out 
that in the 2009 General Election the difference between the BJP and 
Congress was 17 million votes. In the 2014 General Election, however, 
the difference between the votes gathered by the victorious BJP and 
the losing Congress was 64,72,4288, pointing to an overwhelming 
sweep by the BJP. Though it is not the argument here that the 
difference was on account of the BJP’s effective political CMC alone, 
it is certainly the case that political communication, using Internet-
based technologies, mobile telephones (SMS messages, voice calls, 
ringtones, to name a few, in addition to accessing the Internet over 
smartphones) and other forms of innovative communication such as 
holograms widened Modi’s reach. 
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A sluggish effort by the Congress

In sharp contrast, the Congress’s electioneering went wrong on all 
fronts from strategy to communication. Its inability to communicate 
its political message effectively was reflected across the electronic 
and CMC media. To start with, at the political level, the incumbent 
prime minister, already besieged by criticism—both personal and 
political—had ruled himself out of the electoral race. This problem was 
compounded when the Congress did not name a prime ministerial 
candidate, and sought to defend its position, rather unconvincingly, 
that in a first-past-the-post system, such a requirement was needed. 
It went on to criticise the BJP for adopting the US presidential style of 
campaigning in a democracy rooted in the Westminster model. The 
haziness in announcing a potential prime minister by the Congress 
left the field open to its opponents, the BJP in particular, to direct 
the electoral attack on the party’s vice president, Rahul Gandhi, who 
is also the son of Sonia Gandhi, the party’s president and chairperson 
of the then ruling United Progressive Alliance coalition. This made 
him vulnerable to personal attacks, which presented him as an 
“inexperienced dynast” aspiring for power like a “yuvaraj” (prince).

Other factors also worked against the Congress. It entered the 
election as a party that had governed the country for 10 years at 
the head of a coalition that was falling apart. Topping its agonies 
were several corruption charges. However, the inclusive growth 
that it had delivered in its 10 years of rule, the socio-economic 
changes for which it had set the stage through several rights-based 
programmes and policies, were badly communicated, despite their 
inherent long-term positive effects for the nation. Though these set 
of legislations were among the first to set a role for the state in 
providing for economic rights such as work, food and education, 
in a polity that was veering towards greater reliance on the free-
market economy (Hasan 2013), the Congress failed to communicate 
this achievement clearly to the Indian electorate. While the CMC 
outreach of Modi promised a better future, that of the Congress was 
defensive in nature. The Congress did realise the potential of social 
media, but its campaign was reactive, unlike the proactive approach 
adopted by the BJP and Modi. More specifically, the Congress 
misread the importance of two-way communication in the social 
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media. As Chopra (2014: 124) points out, “The high command and 
control style doesn’t work in social media as it is pretty much self-
guided by those who use it.” A good indication of the lack of two-
way communication in the Congress was the case of the Congress 
spokesperson, Manish Tiwari, who had “about 17,000 followers, but 
[in 2013-14] he did not follow a single one” (Chopra 2014:129).

A successful digital strategy

In sharp contrast, Modi’s digital strategy was to take the battle into 
the camp of the Congress through proactive, timely and repetitive 
interventions. The reach of Modi’s digital team was such that it had 
11.4 million followers on Facebook and 5.4 million followers on 
Twitter3 (Kadia 2014).

In his speeches, Modi used alliteration (for instance “Five Ts are 
required for India: Talent, Tradition, Tourism, Trade, Technology”); 
addressed his electorate as “friends”; and created the impression that 
he is the person with the solution, citing the success of Gujarat. The 
tagline “Abki baar, Modi sarkar”—which loosely translates to “This 
turn, Modi’s Government”—was unveiled on 7 March, barely a month 
before the first round of election. It was a catchy phrase and resulted 
in a variety of memes on the digital media, which were quickly and 
effectively transmitted via social networking sites and as multimedia 
messages through mobile phones. The subject of the memes evoked 
a sense of urgency over the need to elect Modi as prime minister. A 
typical meme would contain Modi’s photograph, in close up, with a 
distinct message.

The message in one meme is an illustration of a successful online 
political campaign. Rather than “Vote for Modi”, it was “Vote for 
India”, which equated the nation to an individual, while at the same 
time appearing to be self-effacing by not seeking a vote for himself. 
Another meme established Brand Modi at a personal level, even 
calling him a “modern Mahatma4” (modiforpm 2014). The messages 
in the memes were the issues over which India’s 2014 General Election 
was fought. The BJP, with its efficient digital media team remained 
steps ahead of the Congress and went on to clinch the electoral 
battle in the world’s largest democracy. 
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Conclusion

Election campaigns in India have come a long way from the time the 
first General Election under universal franchise was held in 1951. One 
distinguishing feature of Indian election campaigns has been that it has 
been in sync with the changes in the media forms and with technology. 
For instance, while up to the 1980s, when print advertisements came 
to play a role, the main fora for political communication were public 
political platforms, newspaper reports, and free air time over the national 
broadcaster and television. The effectiveness of print advertisements in 
swinging the electorate in favour of a party remains inconclusive largely 
because the one election in which print advertisements were widely 
used by the winning Congress was also marred by a blackswan event, 
namely, the assassination of Indira Gandhi, which resulted in a sweep 
for the incumbent party. However, the manner in which the Internet 
has been used by the two main parties in the 2014 General Election 
make it possible to argue that the swing factor for the BJP in general, 
and Modi in particular, was strongly influenced by the organised social 
media campaign carried out by the BJP. With its constant focus on 
issues that were aspirational in nature, and underplaying the negatives 
of the BJP (as a right wing Hindu nationalist party, in what essentially, is 
constitutionally a secular republic), and of its prime ministerial candidate 
Modi and his association with the 2002 anti-Muslim riots, social media 
played a vital role in political communication. 

The presence of Modi on Facebook and Twitter tells the story of the 
transformative ability of the Internet during elections. For long the BJP 
evoked images as a party that was associated with “an ageing Hindu 
revivalism” (Sardesai 2014: 243). The successful digital strategy of 
the social media team that handled the Modi campaign replaced this 
perception by repositioning Modi as a person who was the solution to 
the ailments left behind by a “dynastic” Congress. This shift in popular 
perception carried out by CMC is a pointer to the manner in which 
political parties functioning under the first-past-the-post system can 
make inroads in crucial political constituencies and thereby give the 
party the topping-up of votes required to cross the mark. A caveat, 
however, is called for. Though this chapter presents an outline of the 
role played by social media in securing Modi his victory, empirical 
studies, based on primary data through interviews and an analysis of 
election results at a disaggregated constituency level, will be instructive 
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in establishing a link between the effective use of social media and the 
election outcomes. The manner in which the space between electors 
and the elected has shrunk through the use of CMC calls for an analytical 
study of such issues in the area of political communication. 

Endnotes
1 Although Shashi Tharoor is credited to be the first Indian politician 

to have active Twitter participation, he was overtaken by Modi in the 
number of followers by the time the 2014 General Election concluded. 
Moreover, the former fell into controversies over his tweets, which the 
latter avoided, largely by resorting to unidirectional communication. 

2 Available online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OzUTCXKnmZg 

3 However, a report published on 7 December 2014, said that more 
than 80 per cent of Modi’s followers were either ‘plants’ by corporate 
organisations hired to boost figures, or were inactive accounts 
(punjabspeaks 2014).

4 India’s Father of the Nation, Mohandas Gandhi, is considered a ‘Mahatma’ 
(a great soul) for having led the Indian freedom struggle. He is credited 
with making the original, pre-independence Indian National Congress a 
mass movement during his fight against colonial rule.
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Within a short span of time the mobile phone has emerged as an 
increasingly important communication device in a wide variety 

of contexts. Portable and open to considerable personalisation, 
mobile phones are also becoming significantly powerful ubiquitous 
nodes of computational technology and are frequently becoming 
platforms for intriguing techno-cultural and social practices (Hooker, 
Raby & Lane 2000). Consequently, it might be useful to focus on 
the increasing popularity of mobile applications, or “apps”, to 
understand the shifts taking place in the techno-cultural practices 
in developing nations like India. Mobile phone culture in India has 
received scholarly attention very recently; however, specific studies 
on mobile apps and their implications in India is particularly limited 
(Kumar & Thomas 2006; Steenson & Donner 2009; Chakraborty 2006). 
Nonetheless, it is crucial to critically engage with such mobile media 
practices to explore the socio-economic and cultural implications of 
these emerging communicative technologies. Therefore, the purpose 
of this chapter is to review the present scenario of the news app 
ecosystem in India and its implications on the traditional news media 
culture. With reference to the 2014 Indian General Election, this 
chapter discusses the use of news apps and the participation of both 
the common individual and the news media in the election within the 
emerging and increasingly complex news culture in India.

India, with the largest electoral population in the world, completed 
the longest and the most expensive General Election in the history of the 
country in 2014. An array of different kinds of mobile app was available 
across a number of app stores and handset types that directly relate to 
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the different aspects of the Indian general election. The Google Play 
store alone listed more than 200 apps particularly developed for the 
election. Different political parties, the Election Commission of India, a 
number of news media organisations, not to mention individual citizens, 
developed, promoted and used these mobile apps in relation to the 
election. Constituency information, schedules, candidate profiles, 
news reports, features, games and entertainment related to the 2014 
General Election were available through these applications which could 
be downloaded from the application market, mostly free of cost. These 
mobile apps took advantage of the power of social media, big data, 
analytics and mobility to provide the user with a sense of control and 
authority on what appeared to be an intricate network of information. 

The first digital election

The 2014 General Election has been widely referred to as the first 
proper digital election in India, with total spending on campaigns on 
digital platforms allegedly reaching $300 million out of the total of 
around $5 billion spent on advertisement and publicity by different 
political parties (Khullar & Haridasani 2014). Inevitably, the youth, 
many of them first-time voters, were the key target audience for the 
extensive use of the mobile technologies in disseminating political 
messages, updates and information. All these developments point 
to a significant shift from the 2009 General Election that witnessed 
relatively little use of social media and mobile communication. 

Mobile devices have not only improved the capability of journalists 
to work and report from the field but they have also improved the 
possibilities of instantly double-checking earlier statements and facts 
while reporting, and may easily include contextual metadata on 
location, time and other information collected by the mobile device 
(Bivens 2008). Internet connection, advanced search facilities, along 
with a range of mobile services like GPS, have offered journalists 
new and potent tools for reporting news. Hence, the practice of 
mobile journalism, or “MoJo”, where the journalists use mobile 
devices extensively in their news reporting is on the rise even in 
developing countries (Quinn 2009; Mabweazara 2011; Martyn 
2009; Westlund 2011). Particular mobile manufacturing companies 
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even developed toolkits that facilitated instant reporting from the 
field with functionalities for easy text editing and video streaming. 
However, the scope of this chapter focuses more on mobile apps 
for dissemination, access and reception of news during the Indian 
General Election instead of particularly focusing on newsgathering 
and content producing aspects of mobile journalism in India. 

The rising popularity of mobile apps incite us to map a substantially 
new sphere of emerging practices and evolving paradigms in 
news media culture, signifying not only new centers of agency and 
interactions but also movement towards the consolidation of an mobile 
ecosystem of news media practices in India. The first section of this 
chapter provides a brief outline of the rise of mobile apps in India, 
the second section reviews the different categories of news apps that 
are developed and utilised by different partakers in the 2014 General 
Election, and, finally, the third section describes the impact of mobile 
news apps on the prevalent news culture in India and the diverse 
approaches of legacy news media towards mobile news apps.

Emergence of mobile apps in India

Acquiring a telephone connection, even in the early 1990s, was 
considered a symbol of luxury and was a very complicated and 
protracted task at times, with waiting periods of more than a year for a 
landline connection (Kumar & Thomas 2006). However, this scenario has 
changed rapidly and, according to the Telecom Regulatory Authority of 
India, more than 900 million subscribers had phone connections in 2014, 
including more than 800 million wireless subscribers. Mobile phones 
first arrived in the Indian market in the mid-1990s. Multimedia phones 
were available in India since early 2000, but with the introduction of 
Android’s open source platform in 2010, smart phones starting to gain 
extensive popularity in India. Although 81 per cent people in India own 
a mobile phone, a mere 10 per cent use smart phones and another 
9 per cent use multimedia phones (Nielsen 2013). However, India is 
considered as one of the fastest growing markets for smart phones—
in 2013 it recorded an 89 per cent growth over the previous year. In 
metropolitan cities, more than one in five people carried a smart phone 
in early 2014 (Singh & Pant 2014). 
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In the context of 2014 General Election, the category of the smart 
phone is crucial since mobile apps are usually developed for smart 
phones that have advanced computing capability and connectivity. 
India ranks third among the top countries for smart phone users, 
with an estimated 117 million subscribers, behind only China and the 
United States. Mobile phones have thus secured a significant position 
in the economic, cultural and political lives of Indians at all levels of 
society. A number of recent studies on mobile phones in India have 
discussed the different aspects of mobile phone culture, including 
issues of political participation, kinship networks and the gendered 
nature of mobile phone use (Iqbal 2007; Tacchi & Chandola 2013; 
Tenhunen 2008). Thus the mobile phone has been theorised from 
diverse perspectives, but particular focus on mobile applications has 
so far been noticeably limited. 

However, in the past few years, India has witnessed continuous 
improvement in the development, distribution and consumption of 
mobile apps, which does not only open up a flourishing socio-cultural 
field but also points to the rewarding economic aspect. Parallel to 
the rapid proliferation of touchscreen mobile devices, third-party 
content producers such as news media organisations have witnessed 
an impressive rise of mobile apps. Although limited in contrast to the 
West, legacy news media continues to experiment with how to make 
mobile news provision more user-friendly through dedicated services. 
At the end of 2012, the Times of India, the leading English broadsheet 
daily, started using QR codes next to the news articles so that the 
reader may scan the code with their mobile app and immediately 
connect to video and other online content on their website through 
the mobile phone. This was meant to provide a direct and user-
friendly transfer from print to mobile that stimulated complementary 
access to news. 

However, the app ecosystem in India has been able to prosper 
largely due to three interrelated factors. Firstly, the prices of mobile 
devices are continuously reducing, at time of submission smart phones 
cost as little as $17; second, mobile internet data plans are becoming 
cheaper; and third, there is an increasing demand for mobile-ready 
regional content. This has resulted in the growth of a flourishing 
developer culture supported by emerging app entrepreneurs in India, 
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making India one of the top ranking countries across app stores. India 
has also become the second largest user base of Android users in 
the world. Also, people are rather unwilling to make micropayments 
with their credit or debit card, which is hampering the popularity of 
paid apps and the development of business models based on in-
app purchases.

It is noteworthy to mention that smart phone owners in India are 
the least likely to regularly use all categories of apps, but the most 
popular tend to be more entertainment driven, like social networking 
and games. According to one survey, 39 per cent of Indian app 
users use mobile apps for gaming, while 29 per cent use apps for 
social networking; the same percentage also use apps for watching 
online videos and thirteen percent access news using mobile apps 
in India (Nielsen 2013). Although, presently, the popularity of news 
apps is much less than that of games, education and lifestyle, and 
entertainment apps, but it is important to note that news content 
often finds a place within the categories of entertainment, lifestyle, 
business and social media, as well as various other categories. 

News apps in the 2014 election

Spread over nine phases, the Indian General Election, held from 7 
April to 12 May 2014, was the longest election in the country’s history 
and, according to the Election Commission of India, 834 million 
people were eligible to vote, making it the largest-ever election in the 
world. The results were declared on 16 May 2014, with the National 
Democratic Alliance (NDA), led by the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), 
having won, after the counting exercise was held at 989 counting 
centers. Being second only to the US presidential election in terms 
of expense, the Indian General Election in 2014 witnessed a surge 
in digital campaigning, from 3D holographic speeches to simple 
text messages, through which politicians were eager to connect to 
the younger generation and first time voters. News media followed 
politicians, who participated in Google Hangouts and televised 
interviews arranged by Facebook, and used the Facebook-owned 
smartphone messaging app WhatsApp to connect with millions of 
technologically-enabled urban voters. Two of the foremost parties, 
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the Indian National Congress and the BJP, allocated 2-5 per cent of 
their election budgets for social media (Patel 2014). 

The 2014 General Election witnessed an unparalleled engagement 
with mobile apps, with a range of different kinds of mobile apps 
available across a number of app stores and handset types that 
directly relate to the different aspects of the election. Google Play 
and the Windows Phone app store list more than 200 apps specifically 
developed for the election. Most of the major news channels and 
newspapers published stories that discussed the most popular 
or must-have “apps across platforms that are working towards 
empowering the voter” (Swamy 2014). While almost all the major 
mobile networks in India provided SMS or MMS-based election news 
alerts to their subscribers, which were available to basic mobile phones 
as well, the use of mobile apps in the distribution and consumption of 
election related news, information and entertainment was particularly 
significant in the Indian context. 

A simple search using the phrase “Indian Election News” in 
Google Play during the months of the election (April-May 2014) 
yielded more than 167 different mobile apps, while the search 
term “Indian News” generated 240 apps. Different political 
parties, the Election Commission of India, a number of news media 
organisations, emerging app entrepreneurs and, of course, individual 
app enthusiasts, have developed, promoted and used these mobile 
apps in relation to the election. A closer look at each of these apps 
independently may reveal that although not all of them are directly 
related to news reports as such, or standard journalistic writings on 
the General Election, the majority included “news” and information 
regarding the election in some from or other. It is important to note 
that a number of mobile apps on election news were either removed 
from the app stores or renamed in order to remain relevant after the 
election was over. To understand the emerging news app ecosystem 
in India in reference to the General Election, it can be useful to 
broadly categorise these apps into five different categories. First, the 
official “news media apps”, second, “news aggregator apps”, third, 
“independent news apps”, fourth, “social media news apps”, and 
fifth, “mobile journalism or MoJoapps”.
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Most of the major news media in India also launched their own 
apps to engage their audience. In the context of the election, 
Times Now, one of the leading English news channels in India, 
partnered with Nokia to develop the “General Elections 2014” app 
that provides real time information through video, images and text 
feeds. The app allowed users to watch videos of the special election 
programming as well as a live feed of events as they happened. It also 
provided options to share feeds and to chat with each other while 
shows are on air. BBC News India, on the other hand, inspired by the 
success of using WhatsApp in its 2013 coverage of Typhoon Haiyan 
in Philippines and the coverage of pre-election campaigning in India, 
utilised WhatsApp and WeChat to distribute BBC content in both 
Hindi and English, and source user-generated content. In the same 
way, ABP News, under its flagship election programme Kaun Banega 
Pradhanmantri (Who’s going to be the Prime Minister?) launched the 
‘KBPM app’ to engage viewers on mobile platforms. ‘KBPM app’ had 
sections including latest news, videos, polls and live TV, and included 
interactive features. The content is updated real time and viewers can 
access news customised according to their preference. Some of the 
leading magazine publishers, like Outlook Magazine and India Today, 
developed election news apps in different languages, offering long-
form feature stories, columns and opinion pieces. Similarly, Hindustan 
Times, IBN Live, The Hindu, Indian Express, Times of India, Zee News 
and other news media organisations, including regional channels, 
also created mobile apps to provide a range of information and the 
opportunity to interact. 

A number of mobile apps functioned as appropriate tools for 
news provision by content aggregators such as Flipboard, Indian 
Newspapers, News Hunt and India OnlineNewspapers, among many 
others, that have enjoyed widespread use by people interested in 
personalising their experiences with mobile news on the election. 
These news aggregator apps access either the mobile site or the basic 
website of the official news media and filter content according to the 
user’s preference. Consequently, the audience of the news media 
through mobile platforms is extended beyond their native apps as well. 
Thus, the popularity of news aggregator apps is increasing among users 
and, as evident from the comments and review sections of the app 
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download pages, they are demanding developers include additional 
features to make them more user-friendly, interactive and networked. 

Another segment of apps were launched by individual app 
developers or small scale digital entrepreneurs to provide information 
and entertainment related to the election. In most of these apps the 
user is provided with news articles, statistics, profiles and quotations in 
a highly customisable and interactive method on their smart phones. 
India Elections, iCitizen-India Elections and India Elections 2014 are 
some of the mobile applications that provide information mostly 
free of cost about constituencies, candidates, political meetings 
and controversies, often through links to news reports published 
by legacy news media. For instance, most of these apps feature 
sections such as “in the news” or “trending” related to a particular 
party or political leader, and the content of these sections sourced 
from the continuously updated news feeds of mainstream news 
media websites. A number of independent news apps, like Election 
News, Breaking News and Election Samachar function similarly to 
news aggregator apps but the key difference is that while the news 
aggregator apps aggregate news in different broad categories and 
are usually not focused on a single topic, independent news apps 
only gathered news related to the 2014 Indian General Election, from 
different sources, and presented it in a customised way.

Social media news apps are developed by the global social media 
companies. While these apps are not directly related to news media, 
a significant part of their content on the Indian election was actually 
crowd-sourced from videos, articles and photographs that individuals 
had shared using their social media accounts, which in turn was 
often produced by mainstream or alternative news and information 
websites. India’s largest software services firm Tata Consultancy Services 
collaborated with Twitter to launch the iElect app that aggregated content 
from Twitter and presented it in the form of appealing infographics, 
enabling the user to make their way through social media conversations 
revolving around the election. Similarly, Facebook India launched a 
‘tracker’ to engage users interested in the election. The India Election 
Tracker offered a new dashboard that tracked mentions of candidates 
and parties throughout the election period. Those who log into the app 
could see the livestream of candidates for the elections as well as utilise 
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several interactive features that would give insights into how much the 
Facebook community was talking about leading candidates and parties 
over time. Google created a Google Elections Hub for election-related 
news, information and updates. The site also included features such as 
election related “News Videos”, “Search Trends”, “G+ Hangout Series” 
and an interactive “Pledge to Vote” campaign. Interestingly, Google 
also provided audio access for people to listen in on hangouts over the 
phone, so that the majority of the population, which still does not have 
access to computers, can also participate in the process. In all these 
cases, a large part of the content is actually sourced from mainstream or 
alternative news and information websites that individuals share as links 
in their social media accounts.

Utilising the built-in camera and microphone, several mobile 
apps offered citizens the technological tools and connections to 
report corrupt practices during election by using their smart phones 
to capture photographs and videos of such incidents. Once a user 
posted a picture or video with details, the app instantaneously traced 
the location on Google Maps to assist election observers to locate 
the spot. Promoted by advocacy groups for good electoral practices, 
the Association of Democratic Reforms’ Election Watch Reporter app 
gained widespread media coverage for using mobile technology to 
enable common people in their struggle against corrupt political 
practices. While there are a few experimental and isolated instances 
of citizen journalism using mobile phones in India, citizen-reporting 
practices through mobile phones or mobile apps in particular are yet 
to be implemented in India as there are few apps that specifically 
facilitate these efforts (Ghosh 2014). 

Within these new developments it is important to question how 
the rise of mobile apps is affecting the traditional means of news 
access in India and whether new forms of political participation and 
sources of accountability may emerge through mobile apps.
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Different approaches to publishing news for mobile platforms

The 2014 General Election in India is supposed to have ushered in 
a paradigm shift in the use of new media, particularly social media, 
in political communication in a developing country, as 29 million 
people made more than 200 million interactions on Facebook (IANS 
2014). An estimated 60 million tweets were posted from the day 
the polls were announced to the day balloting ended. This shift in 
communicative practices during the election in India is perhaps not 
very surprising if one considers the rapid proliferation of digital and 
mobile technologies in the country. The number of app downloads in 
India is expected to grow from 1.56 billion per annum in 2012 to 9 
billion by 2015 and mobile TV registered a 400 per cent growth rate 
in viewership. Even streaming video, which was lagging behind owing 
to low bandwidth, has gained significant impetus. The share of video 
in internet data traffic is expected to rise from 41 per cent in 2011-12 
to 64 per cent in 2016-17 (IANS 2014).

This emerging mobile culture has created the necessary conditions 
to enable the news media to introduce a number of mobile services, 
particularly targeting the upwardly mobile, urban smart phone, 
tablet and “phablet” users in India. Unlike the legacy news media, 
the portable, ubiquitous mobile applications, such as the news apps 
from mainstream news media, allow individuals to interact with 
one another using videos, images and other kinds of feeds, and 
to participate in discussions and create conversations on election-
related issues. As mentioned earlier, Times Now, one of the leading 
English language news channels in India, developed the Elections 
2014 mobile app that focused on providing real time information, 
through video, image and text feeds, to cover all the special election 
programming by the channel, besides offering options to share news 
items on social networks and the facility to chat with users while 
shows were on air. These participatory aspects become even more 
crucial during the General Election since the country-wide election 
requires greater flexibility of networking and interactions. As Furtado 
(2014) notes, “Viewers can see their chats live on TV via a ticker, 
allowing them to connect with all other fans watching the same show 
in real time.” 
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Apart from launching mobile apps dedicated to the mainstream 
news channels during election, in line with the trend of single-purpose 
mobile apps, some of the broadcasters released apps for particular 
election programmes. For instance, the KBPM app that let viewers 
discuss, debate and engage in various issues on the general election, 
was associated with a broadcast on the ABP News channel show of 
the same name. Interestingly, the audience associated with mobile 
apps such as these are steadily rising as a number of marketers are 
also considering calculating web target rating points along with target 
rating points on television.

It is noteworthy to mention that unlike in developed countries, 
where the number of newspapers offering SMS or MMS-based news 
alerts have radically decreased with the rapid proliferation of smart 
phones, in India SMS and MMS-based news alerts still remain a 
popular option, primarily because they can be accessed through 
basic feature phones as well (Nel & Westlund 2012). Besides, 
the recent growth of messaging apps in India has also offered an 
opportunity for news media to deliver their content. For instance, 
in the 2014 General Election, BBC India reached out to readers 
through messaging apps. The broadcasters realised, as Trushar 
Barot, assistant editor of user-generated content and social media at 
BBC News, points out in an interview, that services like WhatsApp, 
WeChat, Line, Viber, Nimbuzz and BBM “aren’t just ‘chat’ apps but 
effectively mobile-first social media channels” (Barot 2014 cited by 
Millward 2014). However, the “mobile-first” strategy in Indian news 
media is yet to catch up as the practice of auto-directing content 
from legacy news media platforms to mobile media continues 
to prevail in India. There was hardly any news content, except 
games, which were specifically produced for the mobile media 
during the Indian general election. Hence, the distribution of news 
content related to the election through mobile apps essentially 
amounted to shovelware, as such practices of repurposing from 
printed newspapers or broadcast content essentially translate into 
shovelware. Even when it comes to making profit in mobile news 
media there is a parallel with the web, since content was usually free 
and the key commercial initiative involved advertising and at times 
offering “freemium” options.
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Even a passing glance at the list of news apps available during the 
election would make it clear that most major daily newspapers with 
very high circulations and major news channels in India developed 
mobile apps, while local newspapers with lesser circulations and 
local, regional language news channels did not venture into mobile 
platforms during the election. However, a number of local newspapers 
without a mobile app plan to develop one over the next couple of 
years, and a significant number of news media houses in India are 
considering freemium strategies for their mobile apps (Banerjee, P & 
Ghosh, D, personal communication, 16 August 2014). 

The coverage of the General Election through mobile news apps 
highlighted the differences in approaches towards publishing news for 
mobiles. On the one hand, news publishers such as ABP News focused 
on publishing content such as live and breaking news in addition 
to news summaries, whereas The Hindu and India Today prioritised 
opinion articles and blogs, since mobile users appear to be the most 
engaged with issues and debates. Dedicated election apps, such as 
that of Times Now, also published in-depth information on election-
related topics. On the other hand, news media such as BBC India 
took a platform-neutral approach by not offering their entire digital 
content through native apps, instead using responsive web design. In 
other words, BBC India developed fluid websites that smoothly adapt 
content to any screen, across mobile, computer, phablet and television. 
The strategy of other news media, such as the Times of India, involved 
using both native apps and responsive web design together with SMS 
news alerts to include the basic feature phone users as well. The key 
motivation for this strategy is to avoid compartmentalising content for 
different screens and allowing easier access to content. 

Although a dedicated mobile editor is not only the first step towards 
a mobile-first strategy, it may also facilitate the customisation of news 
content for mobile devices. However, during the coverage of the election, 
most leading news media houses in India did not exclusively involve 
a mobile editor; rather they engaged their existing editorial staff into 
managing mobile content. The need of the mobile editor, even in the 
midst of frenzied election coverage, was apparently replaced by software 
and algorithms in the shape of content management systems used for 
the auto-direction of content (D. Ghosh, personal communication, 16 
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August 2014). Managing a range of news platforms is, nonetheless, an 
intimidating responsibility about which media managers have conveyed 
their anxiety. For the developing nation, with a wide proliferation of 
mobile phones but limited use of smart phones, a platform-agnostic 
approach can be seen as a viable scheme to overcome the difficulties 
involved in this transitional phase of mobile news culture. 

Conclusion

The 2014 General Election is an illustrative case in point to understand 
the nuances of mobile news culture, because the discourse of the 
“informed voter” and “empowered citizen” gains importance during 
election time. This is also the period when active participation 
indicates to have a significant impact, especially in a vast democratic 
country with a large electoral population like India. The news apps 
related to the General Election become another node in this wider 
discourse that constitutes the hegemonic identity of the informed 
voter who has to “perform”, and news apps provide a sense of 
empowerment for the neoliberal citizen through technologically 
enabled control and agency. Furthermore, mobile news apps also 
have an intrinsic connection with the market, as in control societies 
the dominant model is that of the “market” and, as expected, the 
process of election itself is heavily imbued with marketing strategies 
and motivations, where mobile apps play a significant role. 

Through a review of the news app ecosystem during the month-long 
Indian General Election in 2014, this chapter attempted to describe in 
what way the interactive, ubiquitous nature of mobile communication is 
affecting the emerging and increasingly complex news culture in India. 
Even in developing countries like India, mobile media has initiated new 
openings in journalistic practices. Such potentialities are the outcome 
of the interrelated factors including the availability of inexpensive 
mobile devices, considerable reduction in internet data charges and 
the growing demand of mobile-ready regional content supported 
by emerging app entrepreneurs in India. Most of the news media in 
India currently engage in cross-media publishing for various platforms, 
including mobile apps and SMS or MMS-based services, which involve 
mostly crowd-sourced content from social networks or shovelware 
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content from the legacy media. However, as it is emerging, new forms 
of collaboration, significantly distinct from the older organisations of 
network, are being developed at the intersections of mobile hardware, 
software codes and the internet. This has important social implications 
not only in relation to the coverage of election but in terms of wider 
journalistic practices and news culture in general. 
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Social media, especially Facebook and Twitter, are increasingly 
becoming popular as tools in political contests. They offer 

politicians and activists unmediated channels for communicating to 
both their immediate audience as well as a global one. The 2008 
Barack Obama presidential election campaign in the US is a textbook 
example of the rising importance of social media as a political tool. 
The Indian Lok Sabha election 2014 advances this political usefulness 
of social media to elections in developing economies. For the first 
time in India’s political history, politicians and political parties used 
social media as a primary tool for reaching out to the electorate, so 
much so that the elections have sometimes been referred to as a 
social media battle or, specifically, the “Twitter election”. 

Social media and India politics

In the previous election year, 2009, Shashi Tharoor was the only active 
Indian politician on Twitter, with 6,000 followers at the time (First Post 
2014a, Khursheed 2014). In the 2014 election, however, there was 
more political activity on Twitter: many political leaders had Twitter 
accounts with tens of thousands of followers. Of the three major prime 
ministerial contenders of the elections—Rahul Gandhi, Nerandra 
Modi and Arvind Kejriwal—Rahul Gandhi had the least social media 
presence especially on the major platforms like Twitter and Facebook. 

Judging by the number of followers on Twitter and Facebook, 
Narendra Modi, the Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP) prime ministerial 
candidate and India’s current prime minister, would be adjudged 

Twitter as campaign tool: how 
@narendramodi handled the 

#TwitterElection
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the winner of the social media battle. At the time of the election he 
had nearly four million followers on twitter. He also led the lot on 
Facebook with more than 10 million fans. Barack Obama is the only 
other politician to have more fans on Facebook (First Post 2014b). 
Due to the active online presence of Narendra Modi, a correlation 
between his victory at the polls and social media activity has been 
suggested by many (for example, Chao 2014). The BJP itself has 
claimed that its presence on social media was strategic (Ali 2014). It 
relied on volunteers and had dedicated “digital war rooms” where 
IT professionals promoted the BJP agenda and monitored voting 
patterns on social media (First Post 2014b, Roy 2014). 

India has more than 230 million internet users and is the third 
largest internet user base in the world. It also has more than 900 
million mobile connections. With two-third of its population under 35 
and half under 25, Modi and the BJP deliberately targeted the youth 
of India, of whom about 180 million were eligible to vote for the 
first time, using social media as a primary means of communication 
(Kalra 2014). The party, sure of the influence of social media in its 
popularity at the pools, has stated its resolve to continue the trend 
in subsequent elections (Roy 2014). The Prime Minister, Narendra 
Modi, still prefers it as a means of communication with the public 
(Ray 2014).

Influence of Twitter on the election

There are many arguments about the impact of social media on the 
elections. The first position in favour of social media’s influence is 
hinged on Modi’s active participation on Twitter and other social 
media channels and the subsequent success of his party, the BJP, at 
the polls (e.g. Chao 2014). This position is also given credence by the 
fact that the Congress’s prime ministerial candidate, Rahul Gandhi, 
who had very little social media presence, narrowly won his Amethi 
constituency, with his party faring relatively badly in the election when 
compared to the previous election of 2009.
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The arguments of the second position are similar to those contained 
in an article in The Indian Express in which Praveen Chakravarty argues 
that social media (Facebook and Twitter) did not affect the outcome 
of the elections:

[I]n 71 per cent of the cases, social media played no role, in 
60 per cent of the cases social media presence had a negative 
correlation to winning and 70 per cent of the eventual winners 
had virtually no social media presence in constituencies that have 
the highest concentration of social media users in the country, 
it is perhaps wise to ponder and recalibrate the importance 
accorded to social media in Indian elections. (Chakravarty 2014)

While these statistics might be true, one can only arrive at this 
conclusion if one does not consider the numbers in the context of 
the Indian election setting and particularly the unique features of 
the 2014 election, especially that the so-called Modi-wave hinged 
on the Gujarat model and the anti-incumbency wave. Party heads 
like Narendra Modi and Rahul Gandhi campaigned in as many 
constituencies as they could because the election modalities required 
that for a party (or a coalition) to produce the prime minister it had 
to have majority of the seats in parliament. Thus, people did not 
necessarily vote for individual candidates in the election. They voted 
for the party whose prime ministerial candidate they supported. So, 
Indians who voted the BJP were (most times) arguably voting for Modi 
as prime minister. In light of this and since the election campaign of 
the BJP was hinged on Modi’s Gujarat success, the only Twitter handle 
that mattered was Modi’s. By extension, the Twitter handle that could 
influence the elections were those of each party’s main candidates 
like Arvind Kejriwal, Narendra Modi or Rahul Gandhi (if he had one).

Owing to Modi’s online activities and his popularity in public 
discourses, the mainstream media frequently sourced news about 
him off Twitter. For instance, his first reaction to having won the poll 
was his tweet—“India has won”. This was not an isolated case as most 
of his election information were relayed via Twitter. The mainstream 
knew it could always get Modi’s version of events from Twitter. Thus, 
his tweets (as well as those of other major contenders) were not limited 
to the 19 per cent of Indians on the internet but reached audiences 
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of mainstream media. Data from TAM Media Research showed 
that nearly 400 multilingual news channels in India closely tracked 
politicians on Twitter and reached about 153 million households 
(Kalra 2014). During the BJP’s rally in Mumbai, a political leader of the 
Shiv Sena party (Shiv Sena is part of the National Democratic Alliance, 
which the BJP also belongs to) made a hate speech regarding Muslims 
and Pakistan (One India 2014). His party released an official statement 
stating that the claims were his personal opinion and not that of the 
party. Modi, on his part, issued his official statement via a tweet calling 
the speech irresponsible among other things. The mainstream media 
had to refer to Modi’s tweet to show his official stance regarding the 
speech. Two things are noteworthy here. First, on Modi’s part, there is 
a deviation from conventional forms of political communication such 
as issuing statements to the media. In communicating through tweets, 
Modi speaks directly to his followers and then the media amplifies his 
voice. Second, in referring to his tweets, the media also points the 
masses to the source of its news: Modi’s official Twitter handle. This 
could possibly account for the surge in social media usage in India 
during the election. For instance, the number of Twitter users in India 
doubled between January and May 2014 (First Post 2014). 

Using Twitter, Modi and the BJP not only communicated their 
election messages to Indians but also created a new perception of 
the party and their candidates. They presented a party not only in 
tune with the realities of modern India but one that was also ready 
to dialogue with the people—a people’s party. The BJP, for example, 
crowd-sourced its manifesto using Twitter and blogs (Ali 2014). 
Modi tweeted selfies of himself; his lotus-selfie after he cast his vote 
generated a lot of controversy. He also encouraged citizens to tweet 
selfies of their inked finger using the hashtag #SelfieWithModi and 
“see what would happen”. At the end of the election, the selfies 
were collated and used to make a large image of Modi that could be 
zoomed to reveal the individual selfies that made up the montage. In 
all this, Modi targets the youth and presents himself as someone like 
them. It also creates a contrasting image from the polarising figure 
image that was dominant in the mainstream media. 

After the election, Twitter released data on the Indian election. Fifty-
six million tweets, with a total reach of 267 billion, about the Indian 
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election were sent between 1 Jan and 12 May 2014 (Merelli 2014). A 
comparison of major actors in the election—Modi, Kejriwal, Gandhi, 
AAP, BJP, INC—shows that Modi was the most mentioned term on 
Twitter. He was mentioned 11.1 million times (20 per cent) as against 
Kejriwal’s 5 million (9  per cent) mentions and Gandhi’s 1.3 (2  per cent) 
million mentions (Merelli 2014). From the official Twitter data, Merelli 
(2014) noticed that tweets mentioning Rahul Gandhi are notably early 
in the campaign. His mentions peaked on 27 January, where he was 
mentioned 99,569 times while Modi had about 15,000 mentions. His 
absence from Twitter meant he could not capitalise on such interests. 

Thus, the Indian election can be seen to advance the use of 
Twitter as an effective tool for political communication. Using Twitter, 
Narendra Modi was able to frame his own narrative and had an 
unmediated access to the electorate. On the other hand, the absence 
of Rahul Gandhi from the microblogging platform possibly distanced 
him from the electorate.
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This chapter looks at the Right not to Vote campaign initiated by 
a group of activists during the 2013 assembly elections which 

carried over into the 2014 Lok Sabha election in Meghalaya, in north-
east India. This author has previously argued that media diversity in 
the region has led to a growth of democratic voices and empowered 
civil society against the historic violent repressions of the Indian 
state. This chapter presents a snapshot from the author’s ongoing 
research on media and democracy in the region, exploring the “Right 
not to Vote” campaign, which was initiated to express a public and 
political dissatisfaction “with the limited range of democratic options 
available” (Rangad 2013 cited by Shillong Times 2013) to citizens 
in Shillong, the capital city of Meghalaya. It followed on from a 
successful Right to Information campaign facilitated by the media. Yet 
the traditional channels of communication were also used by political 
parties (facing corruption charges) to their political advantage. In an 
environment where many media outlets are owned by politicians 
themselves, orchestrating political campaigns around larger-than-
life personalities ensured that certain “voices” were heard above 
other “quieter” voices campaigning for greater accountability. The 
Church, a prominent institution in these parts, which has historically 
abstained from political campaigns, was also involved in lobbying for 
select candidates. 

At the same time, the Election Commission of India launched 
a cultural campaign to encourage larger voter participation. The 
chapter will look at how the public received these various campaigns 
and why it chose a conservative mandate, reinstating an allegedly 
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corrupt government over a radical political alternative. By examining 
some of the key stances and players in one highly localised election, 
the chapter aims to make an empirical contribution to theoretical 
perspectives on localised political movements, citizenship and the 
democratic scope of social media. 

The Meghalaya assembly election

The election held in February 2013 were to Meghalaya’s ninth 
legislative assembly. Apart from local chapters of national parties 
like the Congress and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), there were 
regional contenders of ostensibly diverse political shades.1 One 
major regional party was the National People’s Party (NPP), started 
by Purno Sangma, a seasoned national politician, and one-time 
speaker of the Lok Sabha, which aimed to bring like-minded leaders 
together to address “the deterioration in the state”. While Congress 
has historically had political success in the state, other national parties 
have not managed to make a political impact. The BJP—a Hindu 
right-wing party—has failed to gain a foothold in the region, where 
Christians are in a majority. The incumbent Congress chief minister 
of the state, Mukul Sangma, is described by one senior journalist2 as 
being “young and dynamic” and as having a developmental agenda 
having introduced several poverty alleviation schemes thus filling in 
what she describes as a “vacuum in governance”.

By the time of the 2014 Lok Sabha election, the BJP had gained 
a stronger foothold in the state, particularly in the capital Shillong. 
Meghalaya has only two parliamentary constituencies in the Lok 
Sabha and the contenders for these seats included candidates from 
the Congress, the BJP, the NPP and two other regional parties. 

“Dynastic politics” strongly featured in these elections, with 
politicians nominating their own relatives, including spouses, siblings 
and children, as party candidates in the assembly election. Explaining 
why this was tolerated by the electorate, commentators argued 
that, “India is a nation where people put up with clan and kinship 
ties.”3 One reason for this, it was felt, was that there is a huge lack of 
awareness about what dynastic politics can do to democracy. In fact, 
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Patricia Mukhim, a seasoned journalist and editor of the local English 
daily, the Shillong Times, went so far as to say that democracy, in the 
classical sense of the term, hardly existed in the region. 

While the media acknowledged that corruption appeared to be a 
key election issue—particularly the corruption generated by alliances 
between politicians, bureaucrats, contractors and militants—it was 
sceptical about the extent to which things would change post-election 
even if new political parties came to power. The free press, particularly 
English language magazines and newspapers, encouraged civil 
society and joined in its call for accountability—even recommending 
the setting up of Accountability Commissions in the region (Hussain 
2013: 18). Such political reform, these publications argued, could 
be undertaken only by elected governments. Yet many described 
the election as one in which contesting political parties sought to 
gain legitimacy through “political bitching” rather than by debating 
serious issues. Election promises made at the 11th hour would be 
forgotten as soon as the “dream merchants” making those promises 
were in power, journalists predicted. No one would hold these 
political parties to account once their five year term was completed. 
The assembly election also saw the boundaries of constituencies 
being changed, which made election results less predictable (Renee 
Lulam, personal communication, February 2013).4 This “delimitation”5 
of constituencies was done in order to “shuffle” candidates who 
have had traditional strongholds. As such, while fighting on old turf, 
candidates also had to tackle new ground. In 2014, other key issues 
on which the election were fought included mass unemployment and 
the issue of illegal immigration into the state from Bangladesh. 

Response of the Election Commission

Though the region has, in the past, been known for the extensive 
rigging of elections, the Election Commission, it was felt, had restored 
faith in “peaceful, good, free and fair elections”.6 Additionally, the 
Election Commission of India adopted a series of cultural strategies 
to mobilise voters in both elections. It introduced awards for “Best 
Electoral Practices” for districts that organised the best campaign in 
the country for electoral awareness and voters’ education under a 
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Systematic Voters Education and Electoral Participation (SVEEP) plan.7 
Cultural mobilisation included a music concert on Valentine’s day with 
the slogan, “My Love, My Vote”. Street theatre and art campaigns, 
essay competitions, as well as announcements and advertisements 
on the state’s media channels, encouraged people to vote. 

In the 2014 Lok Sabha election in India, the Office of the Chief 
Electoral Officer engaged the help of the talented Shillong Chamber 
Choir (SCC)—a group of Khasi musicians who came together in 2001 
to form a “multi-genre” band that has put Shillong on the Indian and 
international music map. The SCC produced a music video entitled 
“Just One” that tried to appeal to young urban voters in Meghalaya. 
The video proved to be a huge success and even went viral, gaining 
over 40,000 views within a span of four days. The video presents a 
romantic view of the region and its empowered urban youth who are 
eager to take charge of their destinies by casting their vote. Yet the 
video only pays lip service to disabled people, ethnicities other than 
Khasi people and to the rural poor. It appears to be utopian in its 
projection of what people in a democracy look like and how they 
behave. As Lamare and Rynjah (2014) point out, the actors in the 
video “seem to have come out of a fashion magazine”. The video is 
also simplistic in the manner in which it articulates political choice and 
empowerment. Its underlying assumption appears to be that simply 
casting one’s vote is a solution to complex social problems. Lamare 
and Rynjah’s (2014) critique of the video elicited an involved response 
online, with people supporting his views but also complicating the 
debate about democracy, voter participation and power. 

The fieldwork conducted by this chapter’s author reveals a range 
of reactions to the Electoral Office’s mobilisation. Representing the 
cynical mood among many young people, a male respondent said:

Here is love...hopefully pure...Valentine’s day...and here are a 
bunch of thugs, liars...people who are not reliable at all, with 
no love probably, saying make a good connection...my love, 
my vote...for me it’s a complete disconnect.

However, a more positive take on the activities of the Election 
Commission was conveyed by another respondent who quipped, 
“Anything for a party.” 
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The Right not to Vote campaign

Indian electoral rules state that potential voters have the ability to go 
to the polls on election day and register a decision not to vote8. This 
was the method by which the Right not to Vote urged non-voting, so 
as to register active non-participation. 

The Right not to Vote campaign brought together a diverse group 
of people, many of them young, liberal and with forthright politically 
conscious views. Preferring to disseminate and debate the issue via 
Facebook, they also distributed paper pamphlets to garner support. 
Announcing their intent in the form of slogans such as: 

Don’t just sit at home and hate politics, Exercise your right to 
‘NOT’ vote!!!9

Are you fed up of voting and feel you need a change but have 
no choice of good candidates? Use Election Rule 49(O) 

Arguing that people should not feel obliged to cast their vote, since 
whichever political party came to power things would always remain 
the same, the campaigners expressed disillusionment with elected 
governments. After any election the state will continue to remain 
as backward as ever while the public, especially in rural areas, will 
have no access to essential facilities in health, education and other 
public sector services, they said. While not citing any factual evidence 
of corruption, the campaigners accused the government of money 
laundering and oppressing the poor and weak. A fierce debate about 
the efficacy of the right not to vote took place on Facebook with some 
people arguing it would not change anything since the party with 
the minimum credible majority (be that even by a margin of a single 
vote) would form the government. “The point,” declared a member 
of the Facebook group, “is that a corrupt candidate will still win.” 
Responding to this and drumming up enthusiasm for the campaign, 
another group member declared: 

Then let’s do it for the moral victory... Let’s do it to ignite new 
thinking... Let’s do it to verbalise public dissent... Let’s do it for 
we have talked the talk now let’s walk the walk... Let’s do it till 
we have a 100% 49-0’s...
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Citing the example of other states like Goa in the south and Uttar 
Pradesh in the north, where people had exercised their right not to 
vote, another member remarked: 

It is not a waste of time. Even if only a few come out, I’ll be their 
friend/comrade. As the 200 in Goa, 15 in UP. Civil society will 
not forsake them.

Media platforms

The space provided by social media allowed for such frank and 
impassioned discussions. Social media was seen as a more interactive 
way of reaching people rather than the traditional media which many 
considered propagandist and agenda-driven. Commenting on the 
one-sided way in which private and state-owned media channels 
were disseminating information about citizens’ obligation to vote, a 
respondent said: 

The role of the media has been to tell people to do something 
without telling them why they need to do it. No one has an 
answer. Go and vote... why should I vote? Because it’s part 
of democracy. What is democracy? People’s participation... I 
don’t understand completely...

The media is also criticised for not effectively monitoring and 
communicating the work of elected representatives. Voters 
expressed the view that it was hard to vote and make political 
choices on the basis of little knowledge about the track record 
of candidates. People are voting on the basis of whether or not 
they like the personality of the candidate. The main problem in this 
respect is that a section of the media is owned by the politicians 
themselves, who have a vested interest in either disseminating or 
withholding information. These factors are making many people 
who are seeking change turn to social media where citizens can 
freely express opinions with relatively less fear of censorship. The 
Right not to Vote campaign used this platform effectively to rally 
support for political change.
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The response of the public 

While in the previous election five years ago, people had 
overwhelmingly voted for change, a local expert commented that 
in the current election the promise for change put forth by various 
candidates sounded hollow, as people had witnessed how potentially 
clean and dynamic regional parties could be bribed for political gains. 
A case in point was the way in which members of the Meghalaya 
Progressive Alliance (MPA), which was in power at the time, as well 
as a few independent candidates, were allegedly “bought over” by 
Congress, leading to a political crisis and the imposition of President’s 
rule. Calling politicians “dream merchants”, a respondent I spoke to 
expressed both a sense of disillusionment with the kind of change on 
offer as well as a desire for real, meaningful change. 

While the Right not to Vote campaign tapped into such political 
discontent to gain supporters, it also attracted criticism, with some 
people arguing that the campaigners had political ambitions and 
were hoping to dislodge current candidates so that they could 
themselves come to power. Yet others were not so cynical, arguing 
that the campaign was actually positive, allowing voters to express 
dissatisfaction with the current choice of candidates and, more 
crucially, for that dissatisfaction to be registered statistically. This is 
an important point, as most people who are disillusioned with politics 
simply abstain from voting, whereas by encouraging people to 
register their discontent, the campaign was ostensibly trying to make 
a constructive use of political disillusionment.

Conclusion: flaws and potential of the campaign

The campaign was an undoubtedly progressive move to empower 
citizens and draw attention to the lack of political choice. In fact, 
Meghalaya recorded the second highest number of voters (30,145 
voters, which is about 2.8 per cent of the total voters) who exercised 
their right not to select any of the candidates by choosing the “None 
of the Above” option while voting. However, it is important to be 
aware of some of the more negative effects of encouraging people 
not to vote. One of the points the campaigners made was that there 
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is no difference between different political candidates. The danger 
with this fashionable but fallacious argument is that it absolves 
the public of the need to educate themselves politically about 
the different ideologies of contesting parties. There are significant 
differences between the Congress and the BJP, for instance, and 
it could be argued that instead of abstaining from voting, citizens 
ought to be encouraged to try and identify the party that comes 
closest to pushing progressive agendas. This is part of the political 
compromise that occurs in a functioning democracy. The expression 
of ideological absolutism is cause for concern as it is important that 
political activists are willing to negotiate. The idea of not voting at all 
is simply incompatible with democracy.

To its critics, then, the campaign’s approach to political decisions 
mirrored the nature of market consumption. Its implication that the 
consumer or, in this case, the citizen, “is King”, failed to take into 
account the imperatives of political compromise. The idea that if a 
citizen is not satisfied with the political “goods” on offer he or she 
can simply choose not to buy them is a potentially demobilising 
concept and the rejectionist stance taken by the campaigners could 
be seen as encouraging political passivity. Rather than taking an 
extreme position, it may have been more politically profitable for the 
campaign to adopt the Gramscian tactics of inflecting the impulse for 
change towards more radical ends. As it stood, the campaign was far 
too idealistic and ultimately unrealistic. This could possibly be one of 
the reasons why it received a muted response, with far more people 
choosing to cast their vote rather than to express their right not to do 
so. In doing so they appeared to confirm that “we approach the state 
as consumer, citizen, taxpayer, carer, user, and supplicant, in a jumble 
of ideas and emotions, not through the lens of idealised conceptions 
of citizenship” (Stoker 2011: 4). 

Yet it is important to understand the campaign as an intervention 
in local level democracy that sought to build an alternative political 
space. In this respect, it can be compared to similar movements 
across the world that seek to develop “local-level capacity” (Voss 
& Williams 2012: 354). Talking about such movements in Brazil and 
the US, Voss and Williams (2012) argue that such local struggles, and 
the manner in which they deploy civil society institutions, maybe the 
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most important feature of contemporary social movements both 
theoretically and socially. While the campaign may have exhibited 
an extreme (some would say almost nihilistic) political position, its 
exaggerated rejection of extant political choices can also be read as 
an expression of a desire for “political freedom”. I use the phrase 
in the sense that Amartya Sen (1999 cited by Banerjee 2003: 2) has 
defined it, as:

...the opportunity… people have to determine who should 
govern and on what principles, including the possibility of 
scrutinizing and criticizing authorities, freedom of political 
expression and an uncensored press, and freedom to choose 
between different political parties. 

This chapter has attempted a description of a local political movement 
with the intention of empirically mapping how political freedom is 
imagined and practiced in Meghalaya, one of the remote corners 
of the world. Such an account, it is hoped, will illuminate the new 
scholarship on emerging forms of political affiliation and the role of 
the media in shaping democracy in South Asia today. 

Endnotes
1 The main political parties in the state are the Congress party, the United 

Democratic Party (UDP), the National People’s Party (NPP), the Hill State 
Peoples’ Democratic Party (HSPDP), Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and 
the Khun Hynniewtrep National Awakening Movement (KHNAM). Other 
sporadic parties that surfaced during elections included the Trinamool 
Congress (TMC) and the Lok Janshakti Party (LJP) (Domes 2013: 37).

 Patricia Mukhim, the editor of the Shillong Times speaking on a panel 
discussion aired on AIR FM in Shillong on 23 February 2013.

2 Patricia Mukhim, the editor of the Shillong Times speaking on a panel 
discussion aired on AIR FM in Shillong on 23 February 2013.

3 Ibid.

4 Personal interview with independent journalist and scholar Renee Lulam 
in Shillong, February 2013

5 Delimitation means redrawing boundaries of assembly and parliamentary 
constituencies. Under Article 82 of the Indian Constitution, Parliament is 
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obligated to enact a Delimitation Commission after every census. The 
motive behind this act was to ensure that there was not much disparity 
in the population of different constituencies, whether in Lok Sabha or in 
Vidhan Sabha (India Votes 2012). 

6 Panel discussion aired on AIR FM in Shillong on 23 February 2013.

7 Meghalaya’s West Garo Hills District was chosen for this award for 
organising the second best electoral campaign nationally (Eclectic 
North-East: 15)

8 According to Conduct of Elections Rules, 1961 rule 49-O says: “Elector 
deciding not to vote-If an elector, after his electoral roll number has 
been duly entered in the register of voters in Form-17A and has put his 
signature or thumb impression thereon as required under sub-rule (1) of 
rule 49L, decided not to record his vote, a remark to this effect shall be 
made against the said entry in Form 17A by the presiding officer and the 
signature or thumb impression of the elector shall be obtained against 
such remark. (This information was disseminated by a campaigner on the 
Facebook Group “Meghalaya Assembly Elections 2013”).

9 Written by a campaigner on the Facebook group, “Meghalaya Assembly 
Elections 2013”.
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Media spectacles of the present age,” David Kellner writes 
“…illuminate transformations and defining features of the 

contemporary economy, polity, society and culture...” (Kellner 2003: ix) 

The words resonate with Lyotard’s notion that petits recits—
or localised narratives—can counter the meta-narratives of which 
postmodern theory is so suspicious (1979). In this context, we 
look at certain news-making practices in Indian television during 
the recently concluded General Election of 2014, to illuminate 
and challenge India’s optimistic meta-narratives of federalism and 
economic development. 

To this end, qualitative and quantitative analysis on audiences 
is already underway, on CNN-IBN and Zee News. Little attention 
will however be paid to the production practices of regional news 
networks, such as 24 Ghanta and DY 365 , that cater to language- and 
region-specific demographics.

Our petit recit is situated in Assam, a geographically peripheral 
and politically marginalised state in the north-east corner of India. 
It focuses on a selection of popular outdoor political talk shows 
broadcast on regional news channels during the election. Employing 
a reality TV format that reduces “politics to image, display, and story 
in the forms of entertainment and drama” (Kellner 2003: 160), the 
programmes create a world of spectacle and an illusion of audience 
empowerment. This chapter argues that such spectacles are indicative 
of a neo-liberal economy that glosses over much of the inherent 
fragility of the world’s largest democracy. In order to establish this 
connection, I start by detailing the political economy of the regional 
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television channels, journalists’ working conditions and Assam’s place 
in the Indian national imagination. An embedded perspective is 
maintained throughout the narrative. 

Our cousin from the jungles: Assam and the Assamese in the 
Indian imaginary

I grew up in Guwahati, the capital of Assam, in the eighties—a time 
of violent political upheaval in the state. A secessionist movement, 
started at the end of the previous decade, had gained popularity and 
armed conflict between the state and the rebels had spilled out of the 
jungles and remote mountains onto the urban landscape.1 There were 
bombings in crowded buses, retaliatory killings and sudden curfews 
imposed by the army. The show of military might through marches 
on our streets became routine; we looked forward to the disruption it 
caused to our studies. 

The reasons for this state of affairs are too varied and complex to 
account in detail within the scope of this essay (see Hazarika 1994). There 
were however two primary grievances that the Assamese people had 
against the Indian government. First, the influx of unchecked Bangladeshi 
refugees into Assam and second, New Delhi’s apathy towards the state’s 
economic development. These issues were intimately linked. The local 
Assamese felt that the continuous stream of migrants exacerbated their 
economic woes. The resultant anger expressed in violence led to a 
brutal repression from the state worsening the situation.

Geographical marginalisation intensified the feeling of isolation 
from mainland India and its politics. Guwahati was the only major 
airport and rail links to the rest of the country were unreliable. The 
main train between Guwahati and Delhi, the North East Express, was 
supposed to take about 48 hours but usually, when not cancelled, it 
took 70 hours or more. When I visited cousins in Kolkata, the closest 
big city, I was teased as the relative from the jungles. Such was 
mainland India’s perception of Assam.

Though aggravated by these geographical factors, the perception 
of Assam as a remote and dangerous place was largely a media 
creation. National newspapers with their headquarters in New 
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Delhi and the lone government-sponsored television channel barely 
bothered about the region and, when they did, it was to depict a 
place for disasters and catastrophes.2 Even in that regard, Kashmir 
was much more a national concern than the separatist movement that 
raged in each of the seven north-eastern states (see Sonwalkar 1999). 
The region was being articulated out of national consciousness. 

This disarticulation helped foster an anti-India sentiment that was 
only made worse by the political and economic situation. Revolt, 
revolution and the urge to break away from an Indian hegemony were 
everywhere. Assam, with the other north-eastern states, wanted out.

To understand how Assam and the north-east were rendered 
‘Other’ by the state, it is important to understand Indian media 
policy, particularly television, and its post-independence nation-
building purpose. The following section offers a brief history of Indian 
TV, from the early days of Doordarshan, the government-sponsored 
television initiative, to the explosion of private channels at the end of 
the century. (For a detailed background, see Batabyal 2012: 33-46) 

Indian television: then and now

Television in India started as a top-down educational experiment in 
the late 1960s and for much of the first three decades of its existence, 
Doordarshan remained a handy propaganda tool for the government 
at the centre in New Delhi. Long before the Assamese secessionist 
movement, other Indian states were registering their dissatisfaction 
with the central government at the lack of representation. “The 
authorities seem to forget that India is a federal polity, with its multi-
racial, multi-lingual and multi-cultural components…” wrote Jyoti 
Basu, the long-serving chief minister of West Bengal (cited in Page 
and Crawley 2001: 63).

By the late 1980s, things began to change. With a young, 
modernising prime minister at the helm surrounded by a close 
coterie of technocrats—cable television was suddenly allowed to 
enter Indian living rooms. Delhi’s control of televisual communication 
was immediately destabilised as programmes dreamt up in the West, 
especially US and sometimes the UK, were beamed via satellites 
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placed in Hong Kong. For viewers etherised with the staid offerings 
of Doordarshan, 24-hour television marked a watershed moment. 
More was to follow and by the end of the 1990s; Indian television was 
unrecognisable to its former black-and-white self.

The Indian economy opened up in the early 1990s and Rupert 
Murdoch and his Star TV followed shortly after. If the late 90s saw the 
entry of the big private players like Zee and Star into Indian television, 
the 2000s saw the entry of smaller players who entered the market 
with regional viewers in mind. While daily soap operas in regional 
languages attracted the majority of the audience, news companies 
also began to flourish. Cheap technology and political influence 
guided private players to invest in news channels and by the end of 
the first decade of this century, several had made their entry, survived 
and prospered. With more than a 150 regional news channels, India 
had by now become the world’s largest television news market 
(Thussu 2007: 96).

Politically, the effect was seismic. With Delhi no longer at the 
centre, regional audiences and local concerns set the agenda. News 
no longer started with central ministers, their press conferences 
and announcements. Places hitherto disarticulated found a place 
in primetime bulletins. Regional channels across India benefitted 
considerably from this dramatic shift in the centre/periphery dynamic. 
Delhi and national politics became peripheral while local concerns 
dominated news television. Compared to the national channels, 
programming quality was inferior and news values questionable, 
but these were secondary to the issue of expressing the “self” in the 
news cycle. 

These channels performed a dual function. First, they allowed 
peripheral areas to articulate themselves and their concerns, putting 
themselves at the “centre”. Second, long marginalised, the symbolism 
of being able to do so was empowering. The strained relationship 
with ‘India’ appeared to be on the mend. A news channel in Assam, 
NE TV, symbolised the changing nature of the relationship between 
the peripheral states and New Delhi, in its choice of branding. The 
tagline of the channel, “Pushing North-East 24x7”, clearly states a 
regional agenda and identity. Yet the design of the logo is similar 
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to NDTV (New Delhi Television), a national television news company 
with prominent channels in English and Hindi. Using a tagline that 
creates a regional space and a logo that evokes the national, NE TV 
neatly summarises the present political and economic situation in 
Assam as well as its troubled history.

The 2000s: A neo liberal backlash

In 2007, after almost 14 years of absence, I returned to a drastically 
changed Assam. Even given the economic and cultural transformation 
that India had gone through in the 1990s, the scale of change was 
astonishing. Where the Indian army had failed in forcing compliance 
with the centre, neo-liberalism had apparently succeeded.

I drove straight past the bylane to my childhood home. All the 
markers were gone: the tin shed paan and cigarette shop and the 
empty field it stood on, the small printing press at the corner of the 
lane and that old house with a balcony where we played carom and 
hide-and-seek. Not gone, but obliterated. Unimaginative building 
blocks now clogged the view; a hotel of sorts had come up and the 
sky seemed to have retreated.

All over the city, there were the visible signs of progress that neo-
liberal India celebrates: shopping malls, half-finished housing blocks 
and traffic. Cars now occupied every inch of road space, drove onto 
pavements and broke traffic rules. Billboards, big city style, were 
everywhere, mounted on ill-planned flyovers. There were ads for 
newspapers, and everywhere, the faces of celebrity news anchors. 
Beaming, smiling, stern, they all promised from their hyper-real, 
enlarged, messiah-like caricatures to reveal the truth to the masses.

There was nothing particularly unusual about a 1980s small-town 
turned unmanageable city of the 2010s. What was surprising was that 
Guwahati—capital of famously separatist Assam—should be styling 
itself as another unremarkable Indian city. A politics of separation 
had given way to furious attempts to merge and identify with India. 
The Assamese couldn’t get enough of India’s economic bounty. The 
post-2000 upturn in the Indian economy had resulted in real estate 
prices shooting up and Guwahati was amongst the fastest growing 
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markets in the country. Who would have believed that just a decade 
ago separatists and the Indian army ravaged this land?

A similarly spectacular transformation occurred in the world of 
television. Where once Assam was starved of popular entertainment—
with Bollywood hits reaching cinemas only when past their sell-by 
dates—by the time of my research (starting April 2013) several local 
channels dominated. Soap operas were now being produced regionally 
with regional stars while local events were given prominence in the 
news cycles. Four 24-hour news channels had started to operate, with 
their OB (outdoor broadcast) vans contributing to the traffic chaos of 
Guwahati and smaller towns.

Appearances however, can be deceptive. Just as the façade of 
malls and restaurants barely hides India’s infrastructural deficiencies, 
the number of regional channels and their attempted emulation of 
national television can hardly conceal the constraints of scant resources 
and inferior working conditions. New Delhi drains resources from its 
neighbouring states while cities like Guwahati languish in power cuts 
and water shortages.3 Despite the aping of the national news channels 
both in appearance and content, the situation of the journalists in Assam 
could not be more different than their counterparts in Delhi or Mumbai. 

Journalists and journalism in Assam

In an interview, Mrinal Talukdar, the head of DY 365, was derisive of his 
reporters. “No one understands a thing, they are all byte collectors. 
Ask any of my journalists questions of international significance: what 
is happening in the Israel-Palestine conflict, what is happening in 
Sudan, even closer home, the situation in Kashmir, I can bet you will 
draw a blank. They never read anything or watch anything. All they 
do is collect bytes.”

That was true, agreed Dilip Chandan, editor of the leading 
Assamese daily The Assam Tribune. “But what Mr Talukdar fails to 
appreciate is that his journalists are extremely ill paid. They barely 
manage to eke together a living. They have families, children. None 
of them are paid wage board salaries. How can we compare them to 
highly paid reporters in the national channels?” 
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The Assam Tribune, founded in 1939, is Assam’s oldest English-
language newspaper. It is one of the few broadsheets that pay the 
recommended wage board salaries. Unlike in the national channels 
where most journalists would get a higher salary than their print 
counterparts of equal experience, regional news channels are known 
to be miserly. Journalists are often denied permanent employment 
and are asked to work long hours, far beyond wage board regulations, 
without compensation. 

A journalist at one of the news channels described a usual day at 
work. “In the morning, I might be told to get to the airport to get a 
byte from a politician either leaving or arriving in the city. Even as I 
am coming back from there, I would be redirected to a local protest 
march somewhere or an accident and by the afternoon I might be 
covering a cultural programme and then end up at the Legislative 
Assembly reporting on events which I have had no opportunity to 
witness or understand.”4

Overworked and underpaid, reporters, especially in the remoter 
towns, have the reputation of corruption. This situation is further 
encouraged as television news owners increasingly use their 
news channels as weapons to extort and blackmail. Journalists 
are allegedly often used by the channel owners and bosses to 
negotiate deals.5 

Such matters, while difficult to prove, are openly spoken about. 
Mrinal Talukdar told me during a recorded interview that every 
channel is corrupt. “It is an extortion business. We either have paid 
news where basically somebody pays money to get a particular story 
aired or we negotiate and extort from people. I know of several such 
instances where owners ask their journalists to act as go-between. 
How can we talk of news values in a climate like this?”

When I asked one of the most senior and respected journalists in 
Assam, Arijit Sen, who works for the national news channel CNN-IBN, 
regarding the various issues of the 2014 election that journalists in 
the state were focussing on, he dismissed my question with a laugh. 
“The only issue is money. Honestly, there is no other. Every channel 
(local channel) has done their deals with the various parties and their 
leaders. What you see in content are those deals being played out.” 
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The point is not what can be proved and what cannot, but that 
journalists openly talk about corruption and the quagmire of a 
bad working atmosphere. Naturally, this is reflected in audience 
perceptions. Local channels are not taken seriously nor are the 
local journalists.

Coupled with such allegations that lead to a lack of credibility, 
there is also the issue of production quality. With ill-trained journalists 
and producers, the content does not match up to the standards of 
most national channels, which local producers try to imitate. The 
need to identify with the national is paramount. 

Wasbir Hussain, a prominent and respected face of Assamese news 
television, hosts a popular show on the television channel News Live. 
After the election when I met him for an interview he told me that the 
reason his channel fared well in the election coverage was because of 
its tie-up with the national news channel Times Now, where Hussain 
himself is a consulting editor. He said that several innovative factors 
had gone into the collaboration. “We had live interactions during 
our shows between the channels. An anchor on Times Now could 
cut into our feed and vice versa. News Live therefore had a national 
perspective unlike any of the other channels. Times Now benefitted 
from our expertise on the north-east.”

Hussain agreed that there was a visible gap in content when 
compared to the resource-rich national channels but argues that it 
was content, rather than programming quality, that matters with the 
audience. “We have OB vans which we send off to the most remote 
of areas. These places have never been covered in news cycles 
before. People see themselves on the TV screens; see their concerns 
reflected in the news programmes. They feel represented. Of course 
they will want to see this again and again.”

Mrinal Talukdar, though critical of his journalists and the credibility 
of regional news channels, agreed. “What matters is that people 
think the news is about them. No one cares what is happening in the 
world as long as they feel that the local protest march is covered, a 
personal grievance is aired as news. This we have managed to do 
simply because prior to these channels, there was no one.”
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As discussed above, in terms of manpower and resources, the 
ratings obsessed national news channels have always ignored the 
north-east.6 For all of the eight states, each difficult and inadequately 
connected to the other, at best one correspondent is stationed.7 Most 
news channels do not even bother with this courtesy. The articulation 
of the entire north-east for decades as remote or dangerous 
follows easily.

It is in this context that the outdoor political talk show has become 
popular. On one hand, is the feeling of empowerment that the 
audience feels on the other is the relative ease with such shows can 
be organised. Run on the logic of people’s participation, they take 
little journalistic acumen or television infrastructure to set up. Just as 
reality TV taps into the audience’s potential, so does this news format. 

What follows is a description of the general format and the 
atmosphere under which such shows are recorded. 

Election 2014 and political talk shows

The shows are set up in community buildings, clubhouses, schools or 
temporary constructions in playing fields. Though in principle open 
to the general public, because of logistics, the audience is capped 
at about a hundred. During two such shows that I attended, people 
began to queue nearly four hours before the shooting started. Local 
organisers had been brought in to keep order. 

The talk shows last one hour, of which 15 minutes is devoted 
to advertising. They begin with an introduction by the presenter 
followed by the opening remarks of the candidates (generally three 
or four) contesting the election. The candidates’ presentations of 
the election manifestos—making up the first quarter of the show—
reflect party lines but are tailored with an eye to local situations. 
They are interrupted by two ad breaks. Next, the anchor poses 
some general questions to the candidates but quickly opens the 
floor to the audience. It is here that the show becomes animated 
and the entertainment begins. Language gets colourful and audience 
members launch into amusing and exaggerated accounts of failed or 
nonexistent government schemes. 
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This segment allows the candidates to hurl accusations of 
incompetence and corruption at one other with the incumbent 
seemingly at a disadvantage, giving ample airtime to local problems—
from a half-finished bamboo bridge across a canal, to lack of access 
to schools, water, basic health facilities and sanitation. 

While on the face of it the shows appear to be spontaneous and 
democratic, my interviewees intimated that anchors skew the format 
in favour of one candidate or the other and party members are 
allowed into the audience to ask politically motivated questions. The 
spontaneity of the discussions is then further curbed on the editing 
table. Below I summarise a lively exchange that I witnessed during the 
shooting of one such show on the news channel DY 365, between an 
audience member and a Congress candidate from Golaghat, Upper 
Assam, which was later edited out of the show.

Audience member: What are you doing about employment? 
Why do we have no employment in our towns? We only get jobs in 
private banks and mobile phone companies. Why can’t you provide 
government jobs so our youth is secure?

Congress candidate: It is good that we are getting the private 
sector to help us in providing jobs in Assam. This is good for the 
development of the state. The youth wants opportunities and that is 
what we are providing.

Audience member: Well, can you get my son a job as a judge? He 
has finished his law degree.

Congress candidate (looking bemused): Well, the government 
cannot provide personal job guarantees…. 

Audience member (interrupting): We will see about that when 
you personally come to ask for votes the next time.

This last comment evoked loud approval from the audience, and 
the presenter stepped in to cut off the exchange.

Senior journalists in Assam are sceptical of what such shows 
achieve and of their journalistic merits. Arijit Sen of CNN-IBN 
refused to get drawn into a conversation about them, stating 
simply that he had seen one show and was so put off that he had 



Somnath Batabyal   |  185 

not bothered with them since. Pranab Bora, the resident editor of 
The Telegraph (north-east edition) said that they are an insult to 
serious journalism. “They provide nothing to the audience except 
drama. There is no analysis, no thought that is required. You watch 
people scream and shout and that is your evening entertainment 
instead of the soap opera you watch. Political coverage is reduced 
to a farce.”

Conclusion

Hegel had asked the philosophers of his time to read newspapers to 
understand and interpret their world. As I embarked on the research 
for this paper, a frequently aired television advertisement for mobile 
phones made me think that the same invitation might just as usefully 
be today extended to television. The advertisement had succinctly 
captured both the public mood for a more emancipatory brand of 
politics and “spectacularly” trivialised it.

It ran as follows: in a rural setting a politician is claiming that if he 
is re-elected, he will get water to the village. A group of young men 
at the back of a crowd of listeners start heckling the politician; they 
play a YouTube video where he is seen making the same promise 
during the previous campaign. The politician is suitably embarrassed 
and the advertisement ends with a catchy jingle “No ullu banaoing,” 
a Hinglish (Hindi/English) neologism which loosely translates into 
“Don’t make fools of us.”

The advertisement hides a basic infrastructural problem: Internet 
connectivity in most of rural India is so slow that streaming a YouTube 
video without endless buffering is impossible. Just as acquiring 
a sleeker, faster car will not necessarily mean more road space or 
better roads, buying a mobile phone does not ensure connectivity. 
The spectacle of the audience/mobile phone user as an empowered 
citizen makes fools of all of us. 

Two main implications can be drawn from this paper’s findings. 
We see how local narratives help reveal larger truths. In this case, the 
political economy of TV shows reflects and illuminates the country’s 
national politics, whereby distance from the centre—geographical 
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or political—manifests in marginalisation. This in turn undermines 
the meta-narrative of democratic pluralism that neo-liberal India 
prematurely celebrates.

Entertaining content delivered in populist ways hides the rot that 
serious journalism faces in regional news centres across India. Similarly, 
malls and unplanned bridges jammed with increasing vehicular traffic 
can barely conceal the severe lack of basic resources. By drawing 
comparisons between the façade of a reality TV show masquerading 
as a news programme and the infrastructural deficiencies of Indian 
cities, the essay questions claims of progress and development and in 
doing so, problematises the nature of the country’s democracy itself. 
The media spectacle that accompanies elections highlights the desire 
for a more emancipatory brand of politics; ultimately it is the same 
media that undermine it.

Endnotes
1 For a detailed account of the rise of ULFA and other secessionist 

movements in the north-east, see Sanjoy Hazarika’s Strangers in the 
Mist (1994)

2 For an entertaining and illuminating account of journalistic practices 
that highlight how peripheral regions are tackled by news centres see 
Mort Rosenblum’s Coups and Earthquakes: Reporting the World to 
America. (1979)

3 During my research, I met with a friend in Guwahati who had bought a flat 
in an apartment complex two years back. Six months after he moved in, 
the taps ran dry. The complex now is deserted. Such instances abound.

4 Runners are used to collect the sound bytes from the reporters and 
deliver them to office where editors would prepare them for broadcast. 
This allows for reporters to be further disenfranchised from stories for 
which they are unable to take ownership.

5 This is by no means limited to regional channels. Recent revelations 
of corruption have been alleged against prominent national channels 
including Zee News, whose journalists were caught, in a sting operation 
by private investigators, trying to make a deal for not running a story 
against one of India’s most prominent industrialists, 
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6 Until recently, audience measurement in India over-looked the entire 
north-east of India, along with Kashmir, Bihar and Orissa, either because 
they were politically volatile or the demography too poor for advertisers 
to bother with. This was therefore the first election where national 
channels were receiving audience data from the north-east. 

7 Sikkim is a recent addition to the north-east grouping which earlier 
consisted of seven states, often referred to as the ‘Seven Sisters’.
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The record turnout of 66.4 per cent for the 2014 Indian General 
Election constituted 553,801,801 people, of which 260,565,022 

were female (Election Commission of India 2014). According to the 
2011 Census, women comprise 48.37 per cent of the total population 
but only 65.46 per cent of women in India are literate and so the 
ease of using the electronic voting system, despite concerns about 
tampering, is seen as a crucial reason for such a high turnout. 
However, concerns about bullying and undue influence on the vote 
were not curtailed in this election, particularly for women voters. 
Violent clashes around the polls in Kashmir and West Bengal, among 
other places, often saw women hurt. As men and women voted 
separately, many media commentators used the image of the lines of 
separate female voters to discuss female engagement in the General 
Election, considering what issues women were voting on and the 
degree of female representation in the campaigns (Dasgupta 2014; 
Mallikarjunan 2014).

Of the 543 MPs elected, only 61 were female. This was only an 
increase of 3 female MPs from the 2009 election. Women constitute 
only 11 per cent of the new Lok Sabha. The figure is not surprising 
when one looks at the candidates put forward. Only 12 per cent of 
the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) and Congress candidates were women, 
and only 9 per cent of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) candidates 
female. In Delhi, less than a 10th of the candidates were female. Of 
those female MPs elected, 28 were from the BJP. Only 4 won from 
the Congress, and West Bengal had the highest number of female 
MPs (14). 

Female engagement and the 
parliament of men 

Sumita Mukherjee 

14
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Womanifesto

It was with this gender discrepancy in mind that on 8 March 2014, 
International Women’s Day, a number of women’s activist groups 
in India launched a “Womanifesto” through the online petition site 
Avaaz.org, which they urged all parties to adopt as part of their 
election manifestos. The womanifesto had a six-point plan, calling 
for action on education, justice and equal opportunity for women. It 
raised particular issues regarding female safety, evidently responding 
to a number of high-profile rape cases over the last two years. They 
called for education programmes to end the culture of gender-based 
discrimination and violence, laws to end violence against women, 
to make all forms of rape criminal, and to introduce comprehensive 
response protocols for the police in crimes against women. 

These concerns were of course largely in response to the national 
and international outrage to the official response to the case in 
December 2012, when a young female student was gang-raped in 
Delhi, and her male friend beaten. She died from her injuries within 
the fortnight and the authorities were condemned for their initial slow 
response to perpetrate the offenders. The national and international 
media attention on this case subsequently brought a number of other 
rape cases across India to the fore, highlighting the prevalence of 
sexual assault, patriarchal attitudes towards women, and the lack of 
protection for women across India. 

The womanifesto also asked parties to commit themselves to the 
Women’s Reservation Bill, which has been languishing in parliament 
since 2010 and would reserve 33 per cent of seats in the Lok Sabha 
and state Assemblies for women—a commitment the three major 
national parties (Congress, AAP and BJP) agreed to, despite their lack 
of female candidates in this particular election.

Quotas and reserved seats may now be an accepted element 
of the Indian parliamentary and state system. Women were only 
enfranchised in India from 1921, but then only in the states of Bombay 
and Madras. In 1926-7, the total number of women enfranchised in 
British India for provincial legislatures was only 8.25 million. In the 
1930 General Elections, when the majority of the Indian population 
did not have the vote, there were no Indian female candidates. In 
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1932, women constituted less than 1/20th of the electorate in British 
India. However, in the 1930s, numerous petitions were sent by 
Women’s Organisations to the imperial government opposing any 
quotas or special seats only elected by female voters, arguing that 
once full adult suffrage was introduced women would naturally obtain 
positions of power. As one memorandum put it, “To seek any form of 
preferential treatment would be to violate the integrity of the universal 
demand of Indian women for absolute equality of political status”.1 

An online petition, following the results of the election, calling 
for Narendra Modi to appoint women to 50 per cent of posts in 
the Council of Ministers, which attracted nearly 500 signatures 
within a week, was perhaps a futile effort, then, to enact more equal 
representation (Rajagopalan 2014). However, it is evident that activist 
groups have found petitioning the most effective way of putting their 
demands forward whether in British India or Independent India. Even 
in 1934, the All-India Women’s Conference tried to draft a manifesto 
for all candidates in the 1935 General Election to adhere to in support 
of women’s issues. The medium may have changed, now with the 
use of online tools such as online petitions and social media to gain 
attention, nationally and internationally, but the reasoning and indeed 
many of the concerns about female representation persist. 

Women in media

It is these issues of female representation, turnout and responses to 
female safety, and concerns about rape that one might expect would 
have garnered noticeable media attention over the course of the 
2014 General Election. However, they did not take centre stage and 
increasingly lost attention as the election progressed. On 9 April 2014, 
the Network of Women in Media in India launched a blog, Gender 
and Media Watch Election 20142, to highlight any media attention 
on gender issues during the election, thereby underlining how little 
attention was really given to gender concerns (NWMI 2014). Although 
not regularly updated, it included discussion of a study by the CMS 
Media Lab, which analysed the coverage of five major news channels 
from 1 March to 30 April. Modi received the most coverage (2,575 
minutes or 33.2 per cent of the coverage); his closest competitor was 
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the AAP leader Arvind Kejriwal with 10.3 per cent of the coverage. It 
is notable, however, that the woman with the most television coverage 
was Priyanka Vadra, sister of Rahul Gandhi (with only 2.2 per cent 
coverage or 171 minutes), who was not even standing as a candidate.

Female politicians like Sonia Gandhi, J. Jayalithaa and Mamata 
Banerjee are household names in India, and of course garnered a 
great deal of media interest. The BJP also had a number of high-
profile female politicians, including Sushma Swaraj, who was said 
to be privately critical of the Modi leadership. However many of the 
reports of female candidates, including a number of former actresses, 
often focused on their clothing or how they dealt (as women) with 
the rigours of campaigning. An article in the Economic Times, for 
example, on 10 May 2014, wondered how the female candidates 
dealt with the heat of the campaign trail, asking what they wore 
and ate (Venugopal 2014). And perhaps the most commented upon 
women in the election was not a politician but the estranged wife of 
Narendra Modi, Jashoben Modi. 

Recent rape cases

What was more disturbing than the lack of attention on women were 
the range of comments made by various candidates relating to recent 
rape cases and the position of women. Two comment pieces for The 
Hindu Centre for Politics and Public Policy expressed fears about 
the ways in which candidates were invoking women’s safety to stir 
up communal and caste violence and generally invoked images of 
women as nation-builders and home-makers—as objects, rather than 
people who had specific issues that needed to be addressed (Krishnan 
2014; Dhillon 2014; Nair 2014). And, as Malavika Vyawahare succinctly 
summarised on the issue of female representation for the New York 
Times, there was no guarantee that more women in the Lok Sabha 
would bring pressing female issues to the fore (Vyawahare 2014).

There is also a third gender to consider. During the election period, 
the Indian Supreme Court passed a ruling that formally recognised 
transgender people. Kalki Subramaniam, a transgender activist, had 
declared in March 2014 that she was running as a candidate in Tamil 
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Nadu, but did not contest in the end. However, Bharathi Kannamma 
stood as an independent in Madurai in Tamil Nadu, gaining notable 
coverage in the international media (Grossman 2014; Pietrasik 2014). 
She would have become the second transgendered MP in the world 
had she been elected. Corruption and living standards formed key 
parts of her campaign. She won 1,232 votes (0.13% of the vote).

Conclusion

Concerns about female representation continued to be expressed in 
the aftermath of the election results. As an editorial in DNA put it on 
22 May 2014, this was a “parliament of men” and expressed concern 
that with “61 women MPs, this Lok Sabha reaffirms the regressive 
tradition that women will have a limited role to play in nation-
building and legislation”. Looking back to the 1951 Lok Sabha that 
had 5 per cent female representation, the author wondered why 
the number and percentage has grown so slowly in the 63 years 
since (DNA 2014). Scroll.in also took a historical comparative route, 
as well as comparison with neighbouring countries to reveal that 
the percentage of female MPs lagged behind Pakistan, Nepal and 
China (Selvaraj 2014).

It is sad to note that a particularly horrific case of child rape occurred 
so soon after the election, when two teenage girls were found hanging 
from a tree in the Badaun district in Uttar Pradesh on 29 May 2014. 
Not only did this indicate that the concerns about female safety are 
still pressing, but also that attitudes need to be addressed. Before and 
during the election, a number of Indian politicians had made particularly 
ill-informed and misogynist comments regarding the inevitability of 
rape. That the Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh, Akhilesh Yadav, should 
be so dismissive about rape in discussion with reporters, and that the 
West Bengal MP, Tapas Pal, should make public threats of rape a few 
weeks later indicate that the new government has a long way to go in 
addressing a pernicious culture of sexual violence against women. It 
also has a long way to go to institute the Women’s Reservation and to 
address the gender imbalance in political representation, and it remains 
to be seen whether gender issues gain the media representation 
activists are willing for in future political reportage.
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Endnotes
1 Memorandum by Mrs Naidu and Begum Shah Nawaz with reference 

to Appendix XIV’ (1931). Retrieved from the British Library, India Office 
Collection, file reference: Q/RTC/2

2 See https://nwmigenderwatch.wordpress.com/
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The fact that the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) won an absolute 
majority in the 2014 Lok Sabha election is attributed to its 

unexpected performance in the Hindi heartland, which comprises 10 
states in northern India, where the BJP won 185 of the 231 seats. The 
interplay of issues, leadership and political marketing in the campaign 
as covered by the Hindi news media in these states can be described 
as most significant. Not only did most of the controversies—including 
communal riots—take place in the Hindi heartland, but also the way 
the controversies were framed in the Hindi news media was likely to 
have influenced the voters substantially.

The Indian news media market is more complex than in most 
countries because of the many languages in the nation and the existence 
of several regional and local media systems based on vernacular 
languages, besides a thriving English media. India’s complexity is both 
driven—and to a great extent reinforced—by the nature of the news 
media market. In contrast to most other parts of the world, in particular 
the US and Europe, where newspaper circulation has been steadily 
declining, India has seen robust growth in newspaper readership 
alongside growth in television and Internet use, all at the same time. 

One sector in particular, the vernacular newspapers spearheaded 
by Hindi dailies, has seen extraordinary growth. Take the example of 
India’s top 10 newspapers today. There is only one English newspaper 
among the top 10, The Times of India, and it ranks only sixth in terms of 
readership, with 7.6 million readers (MRUC 2013). By contrast, Dainik 
Jagran and Dainik Bhaskar, the nation’s top two Hindi newspapers, 
have a readership base of 16.5 and 14.5 million, respectively.

The election campaign in the Hindi 
news media: issues, rhetoric and 

leadership 

Taberez Ahmed Neyazi, Sanchita 
Chakraborty and Tripti Chandra
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Similarly, Television Audience Measurement (TAM), which 
analyses viewership for different programmes, noticed that there 
was not a single English channel in the top 20 news channels in 
India out of the total 122; moreover, 8 of the top 10 news channels 
are in Hindi (TAM 2010). In 2013 Hindi and other regional language 
news channels had an audience share of 3.18 per cent and 2.78 per 
cent, respectively, while it was only 0.23 per cent for English news 
channels (TAM 2013). 

In this chapter, we analyse how the Hindi news media represented 
the contestation among the three most popular parties—the BJP, the 
Indian National Congress (INC, known simply as the Congress) and 
the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP). Our study reveals striking differences in 
the interpretation and coverage of the main issues and controversies. 
We draw on our qualitative analysis of the Delhi edition of two leading 
Hindi dailies, Dainik Jagran and Hindustan, as well as one hour of 
prime-time evening news from 9:00 pm daily on Aaj Tak, the popular 
Hindi news channel, to discuss the framing of issues and leaders in 
the news. We also analysed the Delhi edition of the Times of India, 
the country’s leading English daily. We focus on six weeks of the 
campaign during which all nine phases of voting occurred, namely, 
from 1 April to 12 May 2014.

In the battle over the campaign agenda in daily news, political 
parties select certain attributes of the leaders and top candidates 
to promote to the media. The news media, too, select certain 
attributes to present in their coverage. These constructed images as 
emphasised by the party and the media during the campaign may 
not always correspond, yet they are major sources for citizens to learn 
about the leaders and candidates and thus can be an important factor 
in the electoral process.

Our study presents the contestation among the three main parties 
to place their agenda in the news. The BJP led by Narendra Modi 
highlighted the issue of development and good governance through 
the “Gujarat model”. The Rahul Gandhi-led Congress tried to contest 
the BJP’s claim and instead pushed a negative agenda, the agenda 
of “communalism,” by highlighting the 2002 Gujarat riots to remind 
voters of what occurred when Modi was the Gujarat chief minister. The 
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AAP and its leader Arvind Kejriwal pushed the agenda of “corruption” 
by referring to both the BJP and the Congress as corrupt, and having 
links with corrupt corporate classes. The study also reveals that the 
coverage of the campaigns was more nuanced and dynamic in the 
Hindi news media than in the English news media. 

The reporting of political events and issues, media speculation, 
and the image party leaders projected throughout the campaign 
are the focus of our analysis here. We deploy news framing analysis, 
which goes beyond the concept of agenda-setting pioneered by 
McCombs and Shaw (1972). In reference to news framing, it has been 
argued that media not only tell us what to think, but also how to think 
about certain issues and candidates (McCombs et al 1997; Entman 
1993, 2003). The “conflict frame” (see Semetko and Valkenburg 
2000) was most often found in the news under study here, and the 
theme of “communal conflict” was one that resonated most strongly 
over the course of the campaign. Yet the frame of “development” 
was found to be overshadowed by the frame of “communal conflict” 
during the campaign. 

This paper is a qualitative analysis of the campaign coverage 
characterised by a focus on (1) the major frame of conflict between 
parties and politicians, in which communal conflict was the most 
prominent frame along with development frame; (2) the characteristics, 
personalities, and record of the party leaders; and (3) the ways Hindi 
and English press covered the election campaigns. 

Findings

In 2014 India’s General Election saw an unprecedented change from 
prior years both in campaigns and in the ways they were covered 
in the news media. Different media competed on ratings, each 
attempting to move ahead by delivering exclusive stories. Yet, only 
a few basic themes were selected and emphasised and the news 
stories revolved around those themes. These stories fed ongoing 
controversies through interpretation, opinion, speculation and 
criticism. The controversies and issues revolved around the politicians 
and their political activities. 
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“If you want to take revenge, you should vote for the BJP”

Take, for example, the story that included the above quote. This was 
when Amit Shah, Narendra Modi’s campaign manager in the nation’s 
most populous state, Uttar Pradesh, on 5th April made a controversial 
speech when he said: “If you want to take revenge, you should vote 
for the BJP.” Such comments from Modi’s close aide stirred tensions in 
areas affected by communal riots, and drew national attention. They 
also provided opportunities to secular parties such as the INC, the 
Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) and the Samajwadi Party (SP) to “up the 
ante” against the BJP by dubbing the party as communal.2 Shah was 
subsequently banned by India’s Election Commission from electoral 
rallies and meetings for making “hate speech”. 

The issue of Shah’s remarks was repeatedly covered throughout the 
nine phases of voting in the election campaign, but with variations across 
the Hindi news media and between Hindi and English newspapers. For 
example, on 5 April, Aaj Tak covered this story in its prime-time slot for 
an entire half-hour at the beginning of the programme. It broadcast the 
controversial statement, while observing that despite his contentious 
remark no action had yet been taken against Shah, and the news 
anchor questioned the effectiveness of the Election Commission (EC) in 
deterring candidates from making controversial statements. Interestingly, 
Hindustan, the Hindi daily, covered Shah’s controversial speech on 
6 April on its front page and also published news about the equally 
contentious speech of Vasundhara Raje, the Chief Minister of the state 
of Rajasthan, giving the impression that the BJP is in fact a communal 
party. The coverage of the controversy in Dainik Jagran was brief with a 
headline that read “Notice to Amit Shah by Election Commission for his 
controversial speech in riot-prone areas in Uttar Pradesh”. In contrast to 
Hindustan and Dainik Jagran, the Times of India reported the issue only 
in the context of the speech given by Shah, rather than dealing with the 
controversial speeches of other candidates of the party. 
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“Three fake encounters”3 

On 22nd April, Dainik Jagran (on page 12) tried to highlight Shah’s 
ties to three “fake encounters” by referring to the remarks of INC’s 
Kapil Sibal, who said: “Modi’s close aide Amit Shah has been 
involved in three murders; despite that he was given charge of Uttar 
Pradesh. This allows us to suspect the integrity of Modi.” Sibal was 
an incumbent candidate in Delhi for the Congress party and had 
served ministerial roles in the Congress-led government over the 
past decade. The newspaper only reported the views from BJP 
spokespersons and Sibal. Hindustan provided detailed coverage 
on the same story with more factual information, giving details of 
phone call records, dates of incidents and the people involved. 
Hindustan covered the story both on the front page and again on 
the Election Special page. 

Interestingly, the Times of India covered the story by targeting 
Modi instead of Shah, and bringing in the Central Bureau of 
Investigation (CBI) with headlines that read: “Sibal attacks CBI for not 
probing Modi for fake encounters” (p.12). This is in contrast to the 
headlines of Hindustan and Dainik Jagran, where both newspapers 
mentioned Shah’s involvement in the fake encounter case rather than 
the involvement of Modi or the CBI in general. The Times of India 
specifically quoted Sibal, who termed Modi as a “potential accused” 
(p. 12). This statement was missing in both Hindustan and Dainik 
Jagran, which covered the issue by focusing on the role of Shah either 
in the murder case or in the fake encounters. 

The differences among these outlets in the coverage of these 
controversial issues attracted audiences. Although the issues were 
brought up by politicians, they were also mainly defined by news 
media with its textual characteristics, storytelling structure and partisan 
sympathies. In this case, Shah was targeted by political leaders such 
as Sibal and other secular politicians. The campaign rhetoric became 
further polarised when the Shahi Imam of Delhi’s largest mosque, the 
Jama Masjid, came out in support of the Congress after meeting with 
Congress president Sonia Gandhi. Shahi Imam not only dubbed the 
BJP a “communal force”, but he also criticised other secular parties, 
particularly the SP and the BSP, for not doing enough to check the rising 
communal tensions in the state of Uttar Pradesh (UP). Interestingly, the 
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Shahi Imam also labelled the AAP as “communal”, and claimed that 
it was supported by a right-wing Hindu nationalist organisation, the 
Rashtriya Swayamseva Sangh (RSS). However, the BJP then criticised 
the Congress for the meeting between party president Sonia Gandhi 
and the Shahi Imam, and accused the Congress of “spreading the 
poison of communalism”. 

The “communal conflict” frame also defined the discussion over 
the issue of illegal Bangladeshi migrants in Assam. This issue received 
extensive coverage in the news media during the campaign. On the 
one hand, the Congress and a regional party, the Trinamool Congress 
(TMC), accused the BJP of “communalising” the issue. On the other, 
the BJP accused the Congress and the TMC for protecting the 
interests of illegal immigrants for their vote bank politics. 

Mediating political image and party ideology across the nation 

Road shows and campaign rallies provide platforms for politicians 
to express their opinions and present an image to citizens, most 
significantly through the coverage given to these events in the 
media. Such public statements and images of the politicians might 
go unnoticed unless taken up by media. According to Castells, 
“what does not exist in the media does not exist in the public mind” 
(Castells 2007: 241). However, in India, like elsewhere, many rallies 
are staged events, where participants are brought in and sometimes 
even paid to attend. The importance of having a television screen full 
of supporters was not underestimated by the parties.

Published interviews are an important source for critically 
analysing the stand of politicians on particular issues. Dainik Jagran 
and Hindustan published several interviews in their election section, 
both with well known and lesser known politicians.4 In contrast to 
Hindi newspapers, the Times of India published only a few interviews. 
Most were with prominent politicians. In sum, in contrast to the 
English newspapers, Hindi newspapers gave voice to several lower-
level politicians and arguably became a launching pad for their rise, 
given the growing importance of Hindi newspapers in the political 
sphere—a point highlighted in a previous study (Neyazi 2010, 2011).
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The Internet has provided the parties and leaders with 
opportunities to appeal to voters directly and bypass the mass media. 
A full discussion of the role of social media in the election campaign 
is beyond the scope of this chapter. It must, however, be noted that 
social media did influence coverage in the mainstream media, more 
so in the English than the Hindi press. The Times of India had a tweet 
box on its election page that presented tweets from citizens, famous 
personalities and politicians on the election scenario. Several of the 
personal attacks and controversies were started online and then 
picked up by the traditional media. Although Hindustan and Dainik 
Jagran did not carry special sections on social media, they picked up 
stories and controversies from social media.

For example, Modi on 16 April tweeted in English, “Shahzada has 
not got over his childhood days, which is why he can’t see beyond 
balloons and toffees. Development is a non-issue for him”. Another 
tweet by Modi says, “Coming from a poor family, I never had luxury 
of having toffees but in the last decade Gujarat has won several 
trophies for good governance.” These tweets from Modi reflect how 
he tried to utilise the agenda of development and good governance 
by repeatedly highlighting the “Gujarat model”. 

Modi’s marketing strategy has been praised by all political parties 
including Rahul Gandhi in an interview to Aaj Tak on 6 April. According 
to one report, Modi, through his multifaceted campaigns that 
included rallies and road shows, 3D hologram appearances at rallies 
in dozens of cities simultaneously, and direct phone calls to citizens on 
their mobiles, was able to reach nearly 234 million voters compared 
with the 13.3 million reached directly by Rahul Gandhi. Constant 
coverage in the newspapers and channels allowed Modi’s visibility 
and popularity to grow. The potential of such an all-encompassing 
strategy to influence the direction of the election was an important 
highlight in the election campaign coverage of 2014.

Interviews with Modi and any news that involved NaMo (a 
campaign reference to Modi) did not escape reference to communal 
riots. On 23 April Aaj Tak covered the journey of Modi from party 
worker to Chief Minister of Gujarat to the BJP’s prime ministerial 
candidate, and also featured the 2002 Gujarat riots. In fact, the 2002 



202  |  India Election 2014

Gujarat riots received increasing attention from several critics in the 
2014 campaign. Mamata Banerjee, the Chief Minister of West Bengal, 
directly attacked Modi for being communal when she said: “The face 
of Gujarat is communal. Not the people of Gujarat but the leader 
is communal.” Intellectuals were not far behind in criticising Modi. 
Amartya Sen said “Modi has not done enough to make the minorities 
feel secure”. Modi’s only stated defence to the allegation of being 
a conspirator in the communal riots was that he was sad about what 
happened but he was not the culprit. This open-ended process of 
analysing and understanding Modi’s image continued throughout the 
election campaign in each of the nine phases. 

Modi’s leadership was also described as “crony capitalist” and 
he himself as a “goon” in the Hindi newspapers, when they quoted 
statements from opposing politicians. For example, on 3 April 
Hindustani (p. 9) reported in a news article that “Beni prasad ne fir 
vivad banaya. Is bar unhone NaMo ko RSS ka sabse bada gunda 
aur Rajnath ko Modi ka ghulam bataya” (Beni Prasad has created a 
new controversy. This time he dubbed NaMo as an RSS goon and 
Rajnath as Modi’s stooge). The Times of India editorial on 25 April, 
in reference to Modi, said the “Congress and AAP accuse the 
Gujarat model of development of crony capitalism when it comes to 
allotment of land to industry”. However, the Times of India cast doubt 
on the allegation that crony capitalism underlies the Gujarat model 
by arguing: “Whatever the accuracy of their maths, these accusations 
sidestep the fact that governments all across the world facilitate land 
acquisition for infrastructure projects and other big investments.” 

The coverage of issues in the Hindi and English press show that 
they are inclined to frame the issues and the leaders in ways that do 
not necessarily correspond with the agendas of the parties, and thus 
play a part in creating the image of the leaders. Depending on how 
they have been projected, the political leaders try to sustain or contest 
the public image created through the media. Political parties do use 
different images and rhetoric to appeal to different sections of society. 
Some politicians in the BJP used communal rhetoric to appeal to its core 
supporters, but used the slogan of development and good governance 
to appeal to the youth and the aspiring middle classes. However, 
Modi was careful to keep the BJP campaign on message and to rebut 
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controversial statements when needed. On 22 April he tweeted, “Petty 
statements by those claiming to be BJP’s well-wishers are deviating the 
campaign from the issues of development and good governance.”

Dainik Jagran was more critical of the role of the UPA (United 
Progressive Alliance, the coalition led by the Congress) on issues of 
governance and development. On 16 April the editorial page of the 
Dainik Jagran discussed Manmohan Singh’s failure on governance and 
providing leadership to the country, which have been addressed in 
Sanjay Baru’s (former prime minister Manmohan Singh’s media advisor) 
book, The Accidental Prime Minister. Dainik Jagran made the argument 
that Baru’s points correspond to the ways in which the Prime Minister’s 
Office worked under the government and the Congress could not 
sidestep the issue. This was in the context of the claim made by the 
Congress that the book is devious and manipulative. By claiming that 
the book explains the prevailing realities, Dainik Jagran was trying to 
create a negative image of the Congress and its leaders. At the same 
time, Dainik Jagran was positive about Modi and his ability to provide 
good governance by repeatedly highlighting the “Gujarat model”. 
This kind of coverage was also present in the English newspapers. 

Modi was projected by most of the media as a man who strived 
to develop Gujarat and aspired to implement the “Gujarat model” 
throughout India. The Times of India highlighted Modi’s development 
agenda and projected him as an authoritative figure who can 
ensure that India becomes a super power. On 1 May, the Times of 
India (p. 10) quoted a young banking professional who said, “Today’s 
youth is not interested in religion and caste. We want growth. Modi 
is the only man who discusses jobs and governance.” All political 
parties tried to contest the projection of Modi as the man who can 
take India forward by invoking the right-wing political ideology of the 
BJP and Modi’s involvement in the 2002 Gujarat riots. The so-called 
secular parties questioned the safety of the Muslim minority under 
the BJP government, their social exclusion, higher rates of poverty 
and illiteracy. 

The contestation between the two main political parties was 
exemplified in the war of words between Rahul Gandhi and Modi, 
where Modi repeatedly called Rahul Gandhi Shehzada (prince of 
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political dynasty) and criticised the Congress as one that “doesn’t 
have any knowledge of Indian history and its rich culture” Times 
of India, 15 April, p.12). The Congress retaliated by calling Modi 
‘Sahebzada’ (which translates as lord or master) for his alleged role 
in the ‘Snoopgate’ affair, pointing to the on-going case in which 
Modi was accused of illegal surveillance of a young adult woman in 
Gujarat. By referring to Rahul Gandhi as Shehzada, Modi can be seen 
as pointing to the undemocratic nature of Congress.

Dainik Jagran certainly appeared supportive of the BJP and 
framed Modi in positive ways throughout the campaigns. Similarly, 
the Times of India presented a positive image of Modi. In its editorial 
on 18 April, titled “Thus Spake Modi”, the Times of India argued, 
“Modi’s credibility is much higher than his principal rivals. However, 
Modi is still unable to rid himself of the 2002 albatross around his 
neck.” Such statements boosted the idea of the personality plank 
of politicians by framing them in certain referential ties; in this case, 
Modi has been framed as a man with the credentials to support 
an agenda of development for the country. For this, people should 
forget the communal aspect of his past. In the campaign, the battle 
to define or frame Modi’s record as Chief Minister was the key 
weapon used by anti-BJP parties to frame the party and its leader 
as communal and irresponsible, while the BJP and its allies framed 
his record in office as one of strong leadership resulting in successful 
economic growth. 

AAP leader Kejriwal, who drew accolades after his success in 
the Delhi state assembly election of 2013, faced a lot of criticism 
throughout the national election campaign. The AAP won 28 seats 
in the Delhi assembly election and decided to form the government 
with the outside support of the Congress.5 However, the government 
soon collapsed. Despite being in power for only 48 days, the AAP 
managed to get front-page coverage almost every day when in office 
(December to mid-February), due to its radical agenda and steps 
to subsidise water and electricity in Delhi as well as the promise to 
remove corruption from the country. Though the AAP had started 
developing hope among the common people in Delhi, Kejriwal 
surprised them with his decision to go on strike demanding the 
suspension of four police officers involved in an argument with an 
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AAP MLA (Member of Legislative Assembly). India’s capital fell into 
chaos and Kejriwal’s personal decision to go on strike was widely 
criticised. Kejriwal resigned on 14 February after his promised anti-
corruption legislation, the Jan Lokpal bill, was not passed in the Delhi 
Assembly. His decision to resign was condemned and projected as a 
betrayal of the trust that had been vested in him by citizens. Kejriwal 
was projected as a Bhagorda (escapist) throughout each phase of the 
2014 national election campaign and was mostly covered negatively 
in the news media. 

Conclusion

The battles among different parties and leaders in framing the stories 
in both the Hindi and English news media continued throughout 
the election campaign. The Modi-led BJP pushed the frames of 
“development” and “good governance” with a positive view of 
economic growth in the future, while the INC pushed the negative 
frame of “communalism” suggesting that the violence in Gujarat in 
2002 could return if the BJP came to power. However, the feeder for 
pushing the agenda of communalism was not only the BJP’s past, it 
was also often provided by the BJP party leaders such as Shah, among 
others. One could argue that there was a deliberate strategy to have 
Modi emphasise the issues of development and good governance to 
attract the rising middle class and the youth, while other high profile 
politicians such as Shah used a communal agenda to appeal to the 
BJP’s core voters. What is important to note is that the attempt of 
the AAP to bring the agenda of corruption by targeting both the BJP 
and the Congress failed to find much space in both Hindi and English 
news media. 

The chapter shows that there were differences in the ways 
elections campaigns were covered in Hindi and English news media. 
Many controversial issues emerged from the Hindi heartland that 
found a strong resonance in the Hindi news media. In order to make 
a larger impact of their stories and not to miss nuances, English 
newspaper covered the controversy by stating the exact words in 
Hindi followed by a translation. At the same time, Hindi news media 
often used the rhetoric provided by political parties and politicians 
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throughout the campaigns. They framed stories differently from the 
English newspapers. Similarly, many of the interviews from both 
established and junior-level politicians were published exclusively 
in Hindi newspapers. This clearly shows the prominence of Hindi 
news media throughout the campaigns. In light of these findings, 
it is important for future studies to analyse the role of Hindi news 
media in influencing voters’ choice, given the importance of the Hindi 
heartland in Indian politics. However, it could be argued that people 
who depended exclusively on English media might not be getting 
a full picture of the campaigns since Hindi news media covered the 
campaigns in more detail, providing space to both established and 
non-established politicians, and reached a large number of people in 
the Hindi heartland and beyond. 

Endnotes
1 Taberez Ahmed Neyazi is Assistant Professor at the Centre for Culture, 

Media and Governance, Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi. Sanchita 
Chakraborty and Tripti Chandra are Master’s students at the Centre. 

2 Communal/communalism in the Indian context refers to parties or groups 
using religious identity to create conflict between different communities.

3 The term “fake encounter” is used to describe the police killing of 
suspects or criminals while in custody or when the suspects are unarmed. 
Such killings are considered to be “extra-judicial” and been strongly 
criticised by Human Rights activists. 

4 Some of the interviews published included: Ahmed Patel (30 April), 
Subhashini Ali (21 April), Amit Shah (19 April) and Virbhadra Singh (22 
April). Hindustan gave substantial coverage of interviews compared to 
Dainik Jagran. For example, interviews with Abhishek Manu Singhvi (28 
April), Nitin Gadkari (22 April), Rajnath Singh (17 April) and Rahul Gandhi 
(3 April) are some of the interviews published in Hindustan.

5 Providing outside support in forming a government either at the Centre 
or State levels is often used in Indian political system where political 
parties support a minority government to continue in office without 
being formally participating in running the government.
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Everywhere today men are conscious that somehow they 
must deal with questions more intricate than any that church 
or school had prepared them to understand. Increasingly they 
know that they cannot understand them if the facts are not 
quickly and steadily available. Increasingly they are baffled 
because the facts are not available; and they are wondering 
whether government by consent can survive in a time when the 
manufacture of consent is an unregulated private enterprise.

(Walter Lippmann, Liberty and the News, 1995: 8)

This chapter explores the characteristics of partisan narratives 
and fictional narratives as employed by one of the important 

constituents of the Indian media landscape: the Tamil press. The 
chapter draws on Walter Lippman’s notions of “objective criteria” 
in journalism, “manufacture of consent” and “unregulated private 
enterprise” alongside what the author formulates as the “partisan 
news narratives” and “fictional news narratives” to explore the 
manner in which two representatives of the Tamil press, Dina Malar 
and Junior Vikatan, covered the 2014 Indian General Election.

Revisiting Lippmann: news and truth 

The notions of Walter Lippmann (1927; 2004) such as “manufacture 
of consent”, “stereotypes”, “phantom public”, “unregulated 
private enterprise” and “objective criteria” in journalism were the 

The 2014 Indian election and 
partisan and fictional narratives in 

the Tamil language press

Gopalan Ravindran

16
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first to conceptualise the problematic trajectory of journalism as a 
site where the quality of news suffers and, as a consequence, the 
facts of reality are made inaccessible to the members of the public. 
In Lippmann’s view, the “manufacture of consent” is made possible 
through the subversion of the “objective criteria” of journalism 
and the emergence of media as an unregulated private enterprise 
(Lippmann 1922). The objective criteria refers to the general tenets of 
what Lippmann termed as objective journalism as well as his version 
of the defining parameters of news and truth. This chapter’s premise 
flows from Lippmann’s (1922) ideas on news and truth, which may also 
be read as his objective criteria for journalism: 

The hypothesis, which seems to me the most fertile, is that 
news and truth are not the same thing, and must be clearly 
distinguished. The function of news is to signalize an event, 
the function of truth is to bring to light the hidden facts, to set 
them into relation with each other, and make a picture of reality 
on which men can act. (Lippmann 2004: 194)

Such a premise is important in the present study as partisan 
journalism becomes a certainty when the Lippmannian logic of 
news is subverted or abandoned. There have been a number of 
studies over the past six decades since Lippmann’s work appeared, 
on the issues of media bias and partisan journalism. Among them, 
a good number of studies (Snider 1967; Dimmick 1974; Berkowitz 
1990; Bleske 1991) revisited the notions of White’s (1950) paper 
on the “gatekeeper”. The significant roles of gatekeepers these 
studies revealed strengthened the validity of Lippmann’s notions 
made during 1920s. Simultaneously, there was a trajectory of “bias 
studies”, which first showed their presence during the late 1940s. 
However, Williams (1975) posited that there was an unsettled state 
in research concerning “bias studies”. D’Alessio and Allen (2000) 
dealt with the triad of “gatekeeping bias”, “coverage bias” and 
“statement bias” in their meta-analysis of 59 studies on presidential 
election campaigns over a period of five decades since the 1940s. 
However, no work has been attempted yet employing the frameworks 
of Lippmann to go beyond the effect of bias and study the causes of 
not just biases, but the whole relationship between the constituents 
of democracy, in particular the relationship between political parties 
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and their media agents. This chapter seeks to fill that gap in the 
context of the 2014 Indian General Election.

To what extent does Lippmann’s notion of “unregulated private 
enterprise”, which he posited in an entirely different context and age, 
remain relevant in the contexts of the 2014 Indian General Election? 
Who are the likely contenders that might qualify as the agents of the 
“unregulated private enterprise” in such contexts? In what ways do 
these agents remain as unregulated (by the self-regulatory bodies 
as well as the legal/quasi-legal bodies) even as they “manufacture 
consent” through content that is at once partisan and fictional? In order 
to address these questions, the chapter will now turn to an analysis 
of the “choices” and “facts” conveyed by one of the leading Tamil 
daily newspapers, Dina Malar (started in 1951, circulation 8,44,421 in 
2012) and the leading bi-weekly Tamil newsmagazine, Junior Vikatan 
(started in 1980, circulation 3,00,000 in 2014). These have been 
chosen as they hold the potential to stand in as the representatives of 
the Tamil press, as the “unregulated private enterprise”. 

Power and the Indian language press

This chapter argues that the meaningful way to understand the 
relationship between press and democracy in the Indian context is 
to understand the cultural logic of journalism at the local level. This 
requires the suspension of the universal norms of journalism and 
democracy as well. In fact, both the entities (press and elections) exist 
more as a reality in their local/native cultural and political contexts 
than in their pan-Indian planes. A case in point is the sea of difference 
one finds in the divergent personalities of Tamil, Malayalam, Urdu, 
Hindi and English newspapers in their contextual/textual modes of 
existence. While the Tamil press yearns to be both the fictional and 
non-fictional social actor in its cultural logic of the journalism, the 
Malayalam press strives to be a pro-active agent of a print-inspired 
society, even as it reflects on its caste/class identities. According to 
journalist Arun Janarthannan (personal communication, 19 August 
2014), “Looking at the narrative characteristics of Malayalam press 
(print), one could see the very nature of ownership and the class/caste 
identity in their tone, tenor, style and narrative patterns.” 
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The Hindi press roots for the cultural logic of journalism as the 
extension of homogenous Indian cultural enterprise. The English press 
takes pride in the “non-fact” that the middle class/English-speaking 
constituency is the majority and holds the key to understanding 
India. India exists to the key players of the English press such as 
Times of India only as a corporate and upper middle class India. 
Arun (personal communication, 19 August 2014) bemoans the loss 
of editorial freedom in the English press in the face of corporate 
pressures. He said: “What one could see in TOI (Times of India) is a 
vacuum, a confused democratic space in its editorial freedom, which 
allows many stories to get published despite its negative impacts or 
pressures from outside. But its known reservations to corporates and 
reports related to corporate establishments needs to be analysed 
separately. When the editorial and sister publications maintains a 
clout of intellectual and socialistic character for The Hindu, the very 
editorial freedom at this paper is compromised, which is more or less 
similar to evening dailies run at the mercy of government ads.” 

On the other hand, the Urdu press seeks to propagate the logic 
of secularism while highlighting the contributions made by Muslims 
to India’s freedom. However, like other segments of the Indian press, 
it also expresses its affinity for the casteist logic of Indian society. 
According to researcher Amanullah Arshad (personal communication, 
17 August 2014), “The Urdu press takes pride in reminding its readers 
of the significant role the Urdu newspapers had played in jung-e azadi 
(the freedom struggle). Unlike the English or Hindi press, the Urdu 
press provides a critique of everyday practices of governance and 
secularism from the perspective of the Muslim community. ...the Urdu 
newspapers will run reports on how many Muslim political leaders 
have won the election or carry opinion pieces that discuss the reasons 
behind a particular political party giving a specific number of tickets 
to the Muslim candidates, and how it compares with other political 
parties in this respect. On the contrary, the editorials or opinion 
pieces will never discuss why the Ashraf Muslims (elite Muslims) 
always outnumber the Pasmanda (Dalit & OBC) Muslims among those 
who get tickets or who won the election.”
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Such characteristics of the different constituents of the Indian 
press underscore the primacy of local cultural norms in defining them, 
even as the tendencies to follow the universal norms of journalism are 
in place, albeit ephemerally. Undoubtedly, this makes the individual 
entities in the canvas of the Indian press more local and less-pan 
Indian, more discursive and less homogenous. In the process, the 
canvas itself turns out to be a misnomer.

As elsewhere, the press in Tamil Nadu is a discursive space too. 
It is a plane where the implications of the nexus between caste, 
class, religion, politics and business interests find their unabashed 
expressions in the contextual/textual modes of content as in their 
ownership and policies toward different socio-political and cultural 
actors. The only antithetical counter to the above is the supposedly 
pluralistic base of the news audience, which at best serves to highlight 
the gaps between the media reality, social reality and audience reality. 
At its worst, this exemplifies the power of what Lippmann (1922) 
called the unregulated private enterprise that seeks to “manufacture 
consent”. At its worst, this also exposes the failings on the part of 
Tamil press to serve what is expected of it in aiding social organisation. 
According to Lippmann:

The quality of the news about modern society is an index of 
its social organization. The better the institutions, the more all 
interests concerned are formally represented, the more issues 
are disentangled, the more objective criteria are introduced, 
the more perfectly an affair can be presented as news. At its 
best the press is a servant and guardian of institutions; at its 
worst it is a means by which a few exploit social disorganization 
to their own ends (Lippmann 2004: 197). 

Press ownership in India

In the context of Lippmann’s framework, the quality of news depends 
not only on the use of objective criteria (Lippmann 1922), but also on 
the representations of all interests in the social institutions, including 
the press. What happens if the social institutions, including the press, 
are yet to be liberated from the linkages of caste, religion and so forth, 
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in their workings? In such a context, there is a strong possibility that 
the quality of news—and the avowed role of press to aid in the social 
organisation of modern society—will nosedive. This is evident when 
one compares the facts of ownership of leading Tamil newspapers/
news magazines and how the same gets reflected in the quality of 
news on issues of politics and elections. There are three groups of 
newspapers/magazines in Tamil Nadu in terms of their caste and 
religious affiliations. While Dina Malar, Dina Mani, The Hindu (Tamil) 
are owned by Hindu Brahmin families, Dina Thanthi, Malai Murasu 
and Malai Malar are owned by the Hindu Nadar families. The last 
entrant to the big league of Tamil newspapers, Dinakaran, is owned 
by the Hindu Isai Vellalar family of Marans.

The ownership matrix of these newspapers is not just about their 
caste and religious affiliations, but also about their indirect/direct 
political and non-media corporate affiliations. The key elements of the 
ownership matrix of the Tamil press find their echo in the way these 
newspapers choose their narratives of coverage on vital issues of 
politics, society and culture. The narratives of news show themselves as 
partisan, non-partisan, fictional, and non-fictional, depending on the 
events and personalities in news. News, in such a context, becomes 
more a suspect in the eyes of astute readers of Tamil newspapers. 
What is bothersome is not the quality of news, which Lippmann 
was worried about in the USA of the 1920s, but the death of news 
itself. This was made evident in the election coverage of Dina Malar, 
owned/edited by Brahmin families, and as a natural consequence, the 
newspaper showed strong imprints of its BJP/RSS affiliations during 
the 2014 General Election. Not a day passed after the announcement 
of the electoral process by the Election Commission of India without 
Dina Malar revealing its eagerness to see the emergence of the BJP as 
the victor and Modi as the saviour of the nation. 

News practice and narrative conventions

The front pages of the newspaper always showcased Modi’s speeches 
and the BJP’s electoral chances in an unprecedented positive 
projection, while portraying the Congress leaders, Sonia Gandhi and 
Rahul, in poor light. As Lippmann noted during the 1920s, we have two 
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reasons to fear the propaganda by such media. One is the subversion 
of news or the death of news itself when the electorate are supposedly 
waiting to graduate as the voters of “informed choices” with the help 
of the “facts of reality” that ought to be provided by the news media. 
The second reason is the unregulated nature of this enterprise. The 
Press Council of India is the only legal entity in India that can initiate 
some interventions. But PCI is not endowed with powers to punish the 
wrongdoers and hence its interventions have not made any difference 
in the modes of functioning of the Indian press.

While Dina Malar presented partisan narratives in its coverage 
of the 2014 Indian General Election, Junior Vikatan, the bi-weekly 
newsmagazine, a sister publication of Ananda Vikatan, showed a 
propensity for fictionalising election news, even as it sought to counter 
the same by its non-fictional narratives such as interview stories and 
poll surveys. Junior Vikatan is an odd case when one looks at the 
model of the strange political economy of press in Tamil Nadu. It is 
also owned by a Brahmin family, but roots for content that showcases 
the non-Brahmin/Dravidian political parties and actors of Tamil Nadu. 

One reason that makes the odd case less strange and more 
plausible is the fact that as a news magazine it has reaped the windfall 
in covering the words and deeds of the two Dravidian political 
parties, Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) and Anna Dravida 
Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK), and their later-day versions such as 
Marumalarchi Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (MDMK), ever since its 
inception. What results from such a trajectory is a political journalism 
of a very skewed kind, where the power of the fictionalised news 
pulverises the ability of political news to emerge solely on the basis 
of the objective criteria of news, as outlined by Lippmann. 

Contemporary Tamil journalism is deeply impacted by the 
newsgathering and news presentation practices of the largest 
circulated Tamil newspaper, Dina Thanthi (started in 1942, circulation 
15,62,769 in 2013). What its founder, Si Pa Adithanar, popularised 
during the 1940s-1970s have deep imprints in the pages of all 
Tamil newspapers as news narratives soaked in fictional elements, 
oversimplified news narratives, sensational news narratives and news 
narratives that turned non-news into news. These have found their 
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ways into the pages of Dina Malar and Junior Vikatan as well, in 
varying forms and intensities.

With the rise of the so-called investigative news magazine boom 
in Tamil Nadu during the 1980s, three news magazines made their 
voices heard in Tamil journalism. These were Junior Vikatan, Tharasu 
and Nakeeran. Tharasu folded up after giving a stiff competition 
to Junior Vikatan. Its place was quickly filled by Nakeeran, which is 
owned by a non-Brahmin group with clear sympathies for the DMK 
party. Contrary to their claims of pioneering investigative journalism 
in Tamil, these magazines have succeeded in surviving on unethical 
journalistic practices in the name of investigative journalism. Both 
the magazines can be seen to have misrepresented investigative 
journalism, through their strategies of fictionalised news. 

In the case of Junior Vikatan, the fictional narrative is anchored 
by a non-human “source”, in a section titled Mr Kazhugu (Mr Eagle). 
What this section conveys as political news cannot stand any news 
quality test, as it is more an attempt to convey “facts of political 
reality” from the point of view of an insider whose identity is made 
to masquerade as the ever-vigilant Mr Kazhugu. The readers appear 
not to be bothered about the impossibility of a bird, however vigilant, 
alert and fictional it may be, to dabble in a serious area like political 
journalism! This is only emblematic of the widespread practice 
in Tamil newspapers/magazines to keep the source of the stories 
anonymous. Many a time, news stories are published without bylines 
and, in some cases, pseudonyms are used. There is an advantage 
for newsmagazines like Junior Vikatan to take cover behind a 
fictional news source. The advantage it entails is the clear evasion 
of defamation, as the grapevine nature of the news reveals no clear 
references to the sources of news and the personalities in the news.

Among the non-fictional narratives used by Junior Vikatan, the 
interview-based news narratives dominated during the 2014 General 
Election, along with the opinion poll narratives. The newsmagazine 
also had in-depth news narratives, which focussed on the rise of 
Gujarat, and a special section titled “Edakku, Maddaku and Vadakku”, 
which roughly translates as “the problematic North”. This section 
sought to provide the goings-on in the campaign trail in the northern 
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Indian states. There was also a satirical photo column on the role of 
key politicians in the fray.

What is meant by partisan narratives in the Indian context? 
Obviously, the literal meaning points to the one-sided nature of the 
narrative. However, in different political contexts, partisanship has 
its peculiar/divergent contexts as well. The classic example of the 
contra-meaning is applicable to the political environment in the USA, 
where partisanship is seen as natural and growing because of the 
two-party system. It also refers more to the psychological orientation 
of the citizens towards a party than just expressions of voting 
behaviour. In the Indian context, the same may be true, albeit in a 
multiparty context. 

However, regardless of the unique characteristics of different 
electoral democracies, what is accepted and tolerated is partisanship 
of the political kind and not partisanship of the journalistic kind. 
It would be relevant to mention here that Lippmann also valued 
partisanship in a different context with a different meaning. In The 
Phantom Public, he argued that public opinion emerges in the context 
of crises in public affairs and there is scope for the public to identify 
the positive points of alignment. Lippmann said:

The problem is to locate by clear and coarse objective tests the 
actor in a controversy who is most worthy of public support. 
[...] The signs are relevant when they reveal by coarse, simple 
and objective tests which side in a controversy upholds a 
workable social rule, or which is attacking an unworkable rule, 
or which proposes a promising new rule. By following such 
signs the public might know where to align itself. In such an 
alignment it does not […] pass judgment on the intrinsic merits 
(Lippmann 1927).

The present study defines partisan news narratives as those narratives 
employed by newspapers with a partisan orientation, overlooking the 
objective criteria that ought to be employed in gathering/presenting 
news. Hence, these are also seen as antithetical entities in journalism 
of the general kind. They should belong to domains that deserve them 
naturally, the party press. Moreover, the present study has a special 
preference for the use of the word narrative alongside the word news 
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for the following reasons. In the peculiar context of Tamil press, the 
Western norms of objective/non-fictional mode of news presentation 
are subverted to accommodate the imprints of the strong legacy of 
the epic traditions in India/Tamil Nadu to present news as a “story” in 
the narrative style that belongs to the domain of fictional story telling. 
This warrants the use of the term “news narratives”. In this context, 
news subsists on the impossible plane where facts (content) have to 
coexist with an antithetical form  fiction).

In the contexts of the coverage by Tamil newspapers and news 
magazines on 2014 General Election, this was visible as competing 
news narratives such as partisan news narratives, fictional news 
narratives, sensational news narratives, interview-based news 
narratives, and news narratives that turned non-news into news, and 
what emerges is a content landscape that is peculiarly chaotic.

Partisan and fictional news narratives during the 2014 election

To demonstrate the suppositions outlined so far in the above sections, 
here is a short discursive analysis of one partisan news narrative 
published in Dina Malar on April 14 2014, 10 days before the day of 
voting in the state of Tamil Nadu. The headline is in a deck form with 
three lines:

Strong Leader

Rajni Appreciates Modi With Open Heart

Modi Wears Veshti and Charms People On The Eve Of New Year

The story refers to the meeting the BJP leader and contender for prime 
ministership, Narendra Modi, had with a charismatic Tamil actor, Rajni 
Kanth, whose likely endorsement of the parties in fray was keenly 
watched by his fans. As mentioned earlier, Dina Malar did not conceal 
its love for the BJP in its coverage of the 2014 General Election. More 
than two-thirds of its front-page stories had partisan news narratives 
promoting BJP/Modi, and the rest had partisan narratives promoting 
the AIADMK and its leader Jayalalitha.

This story is typical of the coverage accorded by Dina Malar. In this 
story, as elsewhere, Dina Malar, clearly expresses its partisanship for 
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the BJP. From the start, the story praises Modi. The headline certifies 
that Modi is a strong leader and this has been endorsed by the Tamil 
superstar Rajni Kanth. The first line of the narrative alludes to the 
wave of popularity Modi has caused: “The Modi wave has started 
lashing in Tamil Nadu strongly as the Lok Sabha (House of People) 
elections are round the corner, in another ten days.” This seems 
particularly farfetched since BJP remains as insignificant as any small 
state party in Tamil Nadu, with or without the General Election. And 
the proof came in the form of a single seat won by the party in the 
2014 General Election, in comparison with the 37 seats won by the 
AIADMK. The Pattali Makkal Katchi (PMK), an ally of the BJP, won one 
seat from among the 39 total Lok Sabha seats in Tamil Nadu. 

Those who are strangers to the discourses in Tamil press and Tamil 
Nadu political environment may wonder about the significance of an 
actor endorsing a prime ministerial candidate. This is seen as required 
by the Tamil press and their political clients as words of endorsement 
by a superstar like Rajni Kanth during elections are supposed to swing 
the votes of his fans in favour of the party or candidate who receives 
his endorsement. Tamil Nadu is a state where successive generations 
of leaders were drawn from the Tamil film industry. Even though the 
transformations of the former actors into chief ministers of the state 
did not happen because of the straightforward cause-and-effect 
relationship between their film careers and their political careers, 
actors like Rajni Kanth are seen as potential chief ministers, at least 
by their fans.

The paper wraps the partisan narrative in a tenor that ridicules 
the wisdom of the readers/voters at large and their ability to exercise 
their choices. It equated the visit of Modi to Rajni Kanth’s house as 
proof that the NDA would form the government. The moot question 
that lurks in a sane reader’s mind is: if one visit to an actor’s house can 
decide the fate of the 2014 General Election, why was there a nation-
wide campaign for nearly a month by Modi? 

Dina Malar’s attempt in constructing the partisan narrative in favour 
of Modi also cannot hide the deep influences of other narratives peculiar 
to the Tamil press—news narratives soaked in fictional elements, 
oversimplified news narratives, sensational news narratives and news 
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narratives that turned non-news into news. This partisan news narrative 
can also be seen to exhibit traces of fictional elements when the story 
talks about the strong “Modi wave” “lashing” Tamil Nadu. 

Further, Dina Malar’s content reveals traces of sensational news 
narrative when the story talks about Modi as a lover of Tamil New 
Year and Tamil traditional costume and Rajni as a perfect Tamil host 
for such an occasion. “On the eve of Tamil New Year’s day, a grand 
political meeting was organised yesterday evening where the BJP’s 
prime ministerial candidate Modi participated. To attend the same, 
Modi came to Chennai yesterday evening. He visited Rajni’s house in 
Poes Garden at 6:30 pm. He stole the attention of everyone with his 
costume—rose shirt, veshti and angavastram [a traditional drape on 
the shoulders of men]. He was welcomed by Rajni in white veshti and 
shirt and his wife Latha and daughters, Soundarya and Ishwarya, who 
presented him with a bouquet.” 

Partisan news narratives expose themselves easily when words 
of praise are not camouflaged cleverly. The above-cited partisan 
narrative of Dina Malar suffers as it can be read as an attempt in 
sensationalising through very weak actors as regards to the local 
culture—as both Modi and Rajni Kanth (who was born in the Karnataka 
state) may be read as non-Tamils seeking to represent Tamils in the 
pages of Dina Malar.

Dina Malar’s partisan news narrative also holds the traces of 
another widely employed news technique, that of turning non-news 
into news. Lippmann would possibly turn in his grave if he learnt about 
the characteristics of this widely used narrative, wherein what should 
not qualify as information worth printing finds a significant place in 
the news narrative during an election. Here is a sample: “Thereafter, 
they embraced each other. Rajni, his wife and daughters came to the 
porch to see off Modi.”

Lastly, the news narrative of Dina Malar also has the influence 
of yet another widely used narrative technique in the Tamil press—
oversimplification. Here, the tendency is to assume that the reader is 
not aware of anything about the past news events and needs to be 
told afresh about the original contexts of the event. Here the attempt 
is to simplify the present context by repeating the past news and 
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what remains common knowledge. Everyone who read newspapers 
and watched television and interacted with their family members and 
friends in Tamil Nadu during the election period knew that the voting 
in Tamil Nadu was supposed to happen on 24 April 2014. But Tamil 
newspapers cannot take that for granted and they took recourse to the 
strategy of oversimplifying the presentation. That is the reason why 
Dina Malar inserted in its partisan narrative the following insignificant 
information, at least from the perspective of the present story: “Lok 
Sabha Election are to be held in Tamil Nadu on the 24th.”

While the above-mentioned front-page story in Dina Malar is 
emblematic of the partisanship played by the paper in the name of 
journalism, the newspaper also provides good scope to study its front-
page headlines as a site of pro-BJP coverage. Here are some pithy 
samples of front-page headlines from Dina Malar, which anchored 
the partisan news narratives during April 2014. It must be mentioned 
that Dina Malar has a penchant for one-word headlines, supported by 
sub-heads in two-tier decks. In Tamil, single-word headlines have the 
potential to be more subjective and biased.
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April 04 2014 

Ran Away

Congress Leaders Who Are Sure About Their Defeat 
Candidates and Ministers Gather on the Side of BJP

April 05 2014 

Confusion

In The Campaign Plans of Ramadoss and Vijayakanth1 
Confusion Will Continue Till Modi Visits Tamil Nadu

April 17 2014 

Attacks

On DMK and AIADMK By Modi 
Attacks Them For Tamil Nadu’s Plight 

April 18 2014 

Hot Conflict ‘I Will Solve’

Jayalalitha Counters  Cauvery Crisis Resolutely
Modi’s Criticism

Tamil Nadu Is Doing Modi Assures in Special Interview 
Better Than Gujarat

In comparison, Junior Vikatan seeks to go beyond partisan narratives 
by fictionalising narratives. This is more evident in its popular 
column Mr Kazhugu. One typical example is titled “Jayalalitha is 
Upset”, from the issue dated 20 April 2014. The column goes on in 
a gossipy style, narrating speculative information that cannot stand 
in as news. Here, the narrative style borders on the epic traditions of 
India/Tamil Nadu and proceeds not only on its own merits, but also 
on the attractiveness of the speculative content, which mimics the 
content of the widely popular oral cultural mode of gossip in private 
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and public spaces. In a culture where exaggerated, embellished 
and elaborate narratives are actively sought to be used by media 
like cinema and television, all in the name of providing the “right 
kind of entertainment”, it does not come as surprise that the Junior 
Vikatan’s penchant for fictionalising news has come to serve the 
function of providing entertainment, even as it claims to provide 
only what is expected of it (news and views). 

While what Mr Kazhugu does is a typical example of fictionalising 
news, what emerges is something more threatening than partisan 
news narratives to the formation of healthy public opinion. It can 
be argued that such columns and stories in Junior Vikatan and Dina 
Malar are products of what Lippmann (2004) called an unregulated 
media enterprise. 

Conclusion

On the basis of the coverage accorded to the 2014 Indian General 
Election by two of the leading Tamil news sources, Dina Malar and 
Junior Vikatan, this chapter argued that there is a penchant for the 
local cultural logic in structuring the news narratives, and this leads 
to the subversion of the objective criteria Lippmann mentioned in his 
works. It is apparent that what seems dear to the mainstream English 
press is alien to the mainstream Tamil press. The Tamil press, cutting 
across the conventional divides, is either too good in subverting the 
accepted news value parameters by fictionalising the antithesis of 
fiction (news) or by resorting to other devices that seriously erode the 
widely accepted news value dimensions. 

This chapter contends that understanding the Indian press can 
be best done by locating its constituents in their individual cultural 
logics/planes rather than in the contexts of universalistic norms that 
define journalistic practices. The chapter also underscores that as 
in the contexts approached by Lippmann in USA during 1920s, the 
Tamil newspapers/news magazines also exist as “unregulated private 
enterprise”. There is a strong need to counter the tendencies of 
these private enterprises in order to facilitate the processes required 
for the emergence of well-informed voters. For this, India needs a 
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strong regulatory framework to ensure fairness and objectivity in 
the journalistic practices of Indian media. There is a need, in the 
meantime, to turn the Press Council of India as a watchdog that can 
take punitive action against those who seek to work against public 
interest, objectivity and fairness in journalism.

Endnotes
1 Ramadoss and Vijaykanth are leaders of the PMK and DMDK parties 

respectively.
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The whole world keenly watched the 2014 Indian election as a 
“festival of democracy”. Also observing this election were 390,000 

Australians with Indian ancestry, who felt the United Progressive 
Alliance government under Congress’s Manmohan Singh had failed 
to address the concerns of Indians abroad. Even in 2007-09, during 
the racist/opportunist attacks on Indian students in Australia, the 
Indian government struggled to give reasonable explanations and 
responses to the “Indian student question” raised in the media. 
Indian diaspora community newspapers and magazines in Australia, 
such as The Indian Sun, Indian Link, Indian Voice, Indian Herald, and 
Public Telegraph, ran calculated opinion pieces and reports in their 
monthly issues. 

In 2013, Narendra Modi of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
compared the 2014 election to the 1977 (post-emergency) 
parliamentary poll, and urged the 25 million-strong Indian diaspora to 
help bring back “good days” or “new hope” (Indian Herald 2013a). 
To reach out to its lobby groups abroad, most Indian political parties 
now have offices of their “overseas friends”. In Australia, the Overseas 
Indian Cultural Congress Australia (formed in 2010), the Overseas 
Friends of the BJP Australia (formed in 2013), and the Aam Aadmi 
Party of Australian Indians (formed in 2013), serve their motherland. 
These groups with Indian-Aussie volunteers manage community 
media relations, generate funding, run small campaigns, and liaise 
with local Australian politicians to build a resilient bilateral trade and 
socio-cultural relationship with India. But amongst them, too, the 
OFBJP-Australia emerged as a clear winner. 

Modi is the message:  
a view from Down Under

Amit Sarwal

17



Amit Sarwal   |  225 

Balesh Singh Dhankhar (President, OFBJP-Australia) stressed that 
OFBJP’s role was not limited to the 2014 election but was all about 
“improving relations between Australia and India on various layers 
including political, business-to-business, governmental agencies, 
cultural and most importantly people-to-people” (Indian Herald 
2013b). Rahul Jetia (Chairman, OFBJP-Australia), opening a new 
chapter in Adelaide, asserted that their members are “dedicated to 
working towards projecting a positive and correct image of India and 
its people in the Australian and foreign media” (Vasan 2014). In 2014, 
the OFBJP received Michelle Rowland, Australian MP and the Shadow 
Minister for Citizenship and Multiculturalism, at the headquarters of 
the BJP in Delhi. Indian and Australian leaders exchanged views in 
the “areas of campaigning and international cross-party relations”. 
Impressed by the number of women in senior positions within the 
BJP and its interest in creating a strong link with Indian-Australian 
diaspora, Rowland noted in her report:

The BJP was also intensely interested in the Indian diaspora in 
Australia and I was able to report that their colleagues down 
under were doing them proud in all aspects of academic 
achievement, senior positions in industry and participation in 
our own democratic processes. (Public Telegraph 2014)

Rowland was amongst the first Australian parliamentarians to 
congratulate the BJP and Indian-Australians on Modi’s win and 
observed that this will not only benefit India but also the vast Indian 
population whom she represents in Greenway, NSW (Rowland 2014).

Pawan Luthra, a well-respected member of the Indian community 
and publisher of the Indian Link, believed that the Aam Aadmi Party 
(AAP) “on its platform of anti-corruption, has a very fertile field on 
which to plant its future plans” and:

The Congress faces the burden of incumbency. After 10 years 
in power, they are looking old and jaded. They are failing to 
capture the attention of the constituents, whereas the Bharatiya 
Janata Party has a strong and a highly controversial leader in 
Narendra Modi, who is successfully positioning himself as a 
viable alternative. (Luthra 2014a)
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On the other hand, the Public Telegraph (2014a) highlighted views 
of AAP-Australia, hoping that “homeland does not lose this historic 
opportunity of political cleansing”. The Indian Sun highlighted how 
more than 350 Indian-Aussies signed in support of the AAP and were 
looking forward to a positive change.

Luthra in his editorial, “Election Tamasha Rolls into Town” (Luthra 
2014b), revealed an overwhelming support for the BJP as opposed 
to the Congress or AAP amongst Australia’s Indian community. Indian 
Link conducted an online survey (9 to 12 April 2014) and received 
672 responses. Luthra noted that 73 per cent of the respondents 
backed the BJP followed by 165 supporting the AAP, and only 6 per 
cent supported the Congress. Indian Link also asked its respondents 
which party would be better for Non-Resident Indians (NRIs). Fifty-
five per cent of Indian-Aussies clearly supported the BJP in this as 
well, while the AAP took 22 per cent of the votes with only 14 per 
cent going in favour of the Congress. One thing was clear from the 
opinion pieces and election survey: Indian-Aussies were ready for 
change, development and the BJP. 

To celebrate the historic victory of the BJP and Modi, on 16 May 
2014, more than 500 members and supporters of the OFBJP-Australia 
participated in Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane and Adelaide, in an 
aptly titled function––Vijay Diwas (Victory Day). In a video message 
General V. K. Singh, MP, recognised the important role played by the 
OFBJP-Australia and NRIs all over the world in these elections (The 
Indian Sun 2014).

The victory of Modi, the charismatic and self-assured darling of the 
corporate world, is seen as good news for Australia’s relations with India. 
Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott is keen on developing economic 
diplomacy with trade and investment as key priority areas. Modi’s vision 
is of making India a key player in Asia affairs and containing China’s 
rise in the region. He plans to do so with the help of Japan and South 
Korea. Given Abbott’s closeness with Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe and Modi’s interest in the Australian mining sector, Australia-India 
can look for a fruitful economic partnership in the near future. 
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In conclusion, while Modi’s election victory has already made 
history, there is a lot more to come. It was not only Australian 
policymakers who looked forward to Modi’s visit in the 9th G-20 
Summit in Brisbane in November 2014. It was—as the Indian Link 
(2014) wrote in an earlier article in May 2014—“a momentous trip” 
for the Indian community at large. More so because only three Indian 
prime ministers, Morarji Desai, Indira Gandhi and Rajiv Gandhi have 
visited Australia since 1951, while almost every Australian prime 
minister has visited India. Only time can tell if Modi’s historic win and 
visit to Australia will deepen and strengthen our ties. 
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Has the strong national party—meaning a party with a pan-Indian 
personality and presence that dominates the nation’s politics—

made a comeback? That was the sort of party Congress was until the 
ninth Lok Sabha election of November 1989. Since then, the nation’s 
political trajectory has been defined by the growth of regional parties. 
The Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP) first attempt to emerge as India’s 
new dominant party stalled by the mid-1990s. If the BJP is now able 
to consolidate and expand, its success in this election will mean that 
India’s politics once again has a pivot after a 25-year interregnum, and 
that the era of multipolar politics is over.

One thing is certain: If a new, post-regionalisation era has 
dawned, there will be only one national party in the robust sense 
of the term—the BJP. Congress is too emaciated and withered to 
resurrect from the ashes. Its future is at best limited, and that too 
only if it decentralises and capable leaders enjoy the autonomy to 
rebuild the party in the states where Congress still has a substantial 
base. These—barring Maharashtra, where the party’s near-term 
future is bleak—are mostly mid-sized and smaller states in national 
electoral terms: Madhya Pradesh, Karnataka, Gujarat, Rajasthan, 
Odisha, Kerala, Telangana, Assam, Punjab, Chhattisgarh, Haryana, 
Uttarakhand, and Himachal Pradesh. 

That can happen only if the vice-like grip on the party of the 
family that has led it to the brink of extinction is weakened, if not 
eliminated, and Congress is restructured as what it once was: a 
federal party built on strong, self-reliant state units. This is obviously 
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a tall order. The other possible candidate to emerge as a national 
party, the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), is also a very long shot, going by 
its adventurist and itinerant politics.

Looking forward

We will not know the answer to the question with which this chapter 
began until the 17th Lok Sabha is elected in 2019, though plenty of 
indications will emerge from the outcomes of the many state elections 
between now and then. Cumulatively, these state elections will give 
us a clearer—though not definitive—picture of the basic direction in 
which India’s democracy is headed. All the state elections will matter, 
to varying degrees, but a few will be particularly important. These 
will be the elections in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh in late 2015 and early 
2017 respectively (if not earlier), where the BJP has walloped powerful 
regional parties, and West Bengal in April 2016, where the BJP has 
made impressive inroads in a landscape dominated by an explicitly 
regional party, the Trinamool Congress, and an effectively regional 
party, the Communist Party of India (Marxist).

Whether India’s politics will be dominated in the medium term by a 
hegemonic national party, led by a larger-than-life leader, or whether 
the dynamic of bottom-up federalisation driven by the growth of 
regional parties since the 1990s will re-assert itself has enormous 
implications for India’s future. There are reasons to be cautious in 
predicting that the post-1989 era of regionalisation of the nation’s 
polity is at an end and that a new era of (re)nationalisation is upon us.

Narendra Modi’s supporters and detractors agree that the BJP’s 
2014 surge has been driven above all by his personal appeal. They 
differ on whether this image of the nation’s saviour is hype (or even 
hoax) or whether it is well-founded. It doesn’t matter, for now, which 
interpretation is correct. What matters is that enough people believed 
in Modi to elect the first single-party majority government in 30 years.

The reliance on one man’s charismatic appeal to deliver this 
windfall may become a problem for his party’s ambitions of building 
on 2014 to establish lasting national dominance. Even if he does well 
in government, the level of his popularity is still likely to diminish over 
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time. That’s near-inevitable for any incumbent prime minister, and 
especially one who enters office as messiah and rock-star rolled into 
one. If his government doesn’t deliver to expectations and/or gets 
embroiled in scandals and controversies, the decline in his popularity 
will be steep, and possibly rapid.

Modi’s emergence as the agent of change and hope is due less to 
his claimed credentials and qualities—which are disputed—than to a 
propitious set of circumstances. He has capitalised on a nationwide 
hunger for change at the centre, in a context of weak to non-existent 
competition. That the vast majority of Indians do not take Rahul 
Gandhi seriously as a public figure, let alone as a prospective prime 
minister, was not unknown before 16 May, and that most Indians 
hungrily desired a prime minister who is as unlike Manmohan Singh as 
possible is not a revelation either. For over a year now, I estimated that 
Congress would get 50-60 seats in the 16th Lok Sabha. That turned out 
to be overly generous. Many of the 44 survivors got through due to 
their local appeal. Modi conveyed a message relevant to 21st century 
India, while the Congress’s controlling family wallowed in nostalgia 
for an era that ended in 1989.

There was no other alternative. The spectrum of regional parties 
was too disparate, at loggerheads in various key states, and divided 
by the clashing egos and ambitions of leaders to throw up a coherent 
national alternative. Only one regional leader—Mamata Banerjee—
repeatedly called for a federal front of like-minded regional parties 
ever since she quit the UPA 2 government in 2012. She found no 
takers. If the lesson of 2014 for Congress is that the dynasty is well 
past its sell-by date, the lesson for regional parties and their chieftains 
is that to be viable as a national alternative they need a pre-poll 
alliance with a shared common minimum programme and an agreed 
prime ministerial candidate. As the single largest opposition party 
with a footprint in numerous states, the BJP was anyway poised to 
gain the most from nationwide disgust with the Sonia-Manmohan 
regime. Modi had the additional benefit of playing on a field bereft 
of serious alternatives and adversaries.

That said, it is possible that the BJP’s sweep of north, west and 
central India will be partially rolled back over the next few years, 
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especially in UP and Bihar, where mauled regional parties remain a 
potent force. And the BJP has made advances in the east and south 
before. In the mid-term Lok Sabha election of 1991, it won 29 per 
cent of the vote in Karnataka and 12 per cent in West Bengal. It took 
the party another 17 years to come to power in Karnataka, while in 
Bengal it regressed to marginality.

We will know by 2019 whether pluralism or the hegemony of a 
single party will define India’s democracy.
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