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In the name of communal harmony: 
Mind it, gag it, ban it

What do PMO parody accounts on Twitter have to 
do with vicious rumour-mongering that sparks an 
exodus from Bangalore? Nothing. But in India, it’s 
easy to ban anything and everything in the name 

of communal harmony.

Lakshmi Chaudhry & Sandip Roy, Aug 22, 2012

W e Indians are a vastly sentimental 
people. We possess way too many 
sentiments and each in perpetual 

risk of grave injury. And our solution to every-
thing is not mind it, but ban it. Be it over a play 
exploring Rabindranath Tagore’s differences 
with Mahatma Gandhi, a Jism 2 poster, or a 
Twitter account parodying the PMO, someone, 
somewhere in this great land of ours always has 
their panties in a twist. What do PMO parody 
accounts have to do with vicious rumour-mon-
gering that sparks an exodus from Bangalore? 
Absolutely nothing, but hey, while the govern-
ment has an excuse for a self-righteous crack-

down binge it’s happy to see what else it can get 
away with.

And it gets away with it because we are so used 
to being trigger-happy with handing out bans 
usually in the name of  preserving communal 
harmony.

The latest reason for umbrage is a play in Bho-
pal called Tamasha Naa Hua which discusses 
Gandhi’s view of nationalism versus Tagore’s 
view of universal humanism. “The theme is 
blatantly anti-national,” thundered Rajesh 
Bhadoriya, the convener of the state BJP’s 
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cultural cell before delivering the coup de grace. 
“This play should have been staged in Pakistan 
not here.” Bhadoriya threatened a police case.

The BJP has no copyright on cultural policing. 
The Congress showed its grand lack of spine 
with the Salman Rushdie affair at the Jaipur 
Literature festival earlier this year. Never mind 
that the man has been in and out of the country 
innumerable times in the past without com-
ment or concern (and showed up soon after the 
Jaipur Literature Festival and the UP elections 
were over). Never mind that his slated panel at 
the Jaipur Literary Festival was on Midnight’s 
Children, not the controversial Satanic Verses. 
But hey, his very presence is sufficient to give 
offence, or so claimed Maulana Abul Qasim 
Nomani, the vice-chancellor of the Deoband 
seminary: “I call upon all the Muslim organisa-
tions of the country to mount pressure on the 
Centre to withdraw the visa and prevent him 
from visiting India, where crores of community 
members still feel hurt owing to the anti-Islamic 
remarks in his writings.”

Nomani’s posturing is just par for course in 
what passes for a national debate in our coun-
try. Over the last year, various people for vari-
ous reasons have been outraged over: an essay 
on different versions of the Ramayana, a Ro-
hinton Mistry novel that referenced the Shiv 
Sena, a Bollywood movie on reservation politics, 
Prashant Bhushan’s comments on a Kashmir 
plebiscite, a poster of The Dirty Picture.

The immediate cause may vary, but the triggers 
for our outrage remain reliably the same.

Religion is always a big one, and not just for 

those overly sensitive Muslims.  From the naked 
goddesses in a Husain painting to the cat-faced 
Krishna on Aerosmith’s Nine Lives CD to those 
designer slippers and bikinis featuring the 
pantheon, they all gotta go. The Da Vinci Code 
was banned in Goa, Andhra Pradesh and Naga-
land. We censor, exile, ostracise anything and 
anyone who offends. Oh, and let’s not forget all 
those worthy citizens who aren’t daunted by the 
images of gods when it comes to relieving them-
selves on someone’s boundary wall. We can pee 
on our gods, but don’t you dare put that Ganesh 
on your beer bottle.

If it isn’t religion that has us all worked up, 
then it’s our overdeveloped sense of patriotism. 
Our other great sacred icon is the national flag 
which got poor Sania Mirza in trouble because 
she put her feet up in the wrong place at the 
wrong time: ie on national television and in the 
proximity of a Tiranga. The Prevention of In-
sults to National Honour Act and the Emblems 
and Names (Prevention of Improper use) Act 
was invoked to sue Mandira Bedi for stamp-
ing on tricolor balloons and wearing a sari with 
flag on its border (which then touched her feet). 
Sachin got in trouble for cutting a cake depict-
ing the jhanda. But the silliest perhaps is the 
lawsuit against Sushma Swaraj for accidentally 
holding the flag upside down at a public event. 
Shah Rukh Khan is just the latest to have a 
court case slapped on him for having waved the 
Indian flag upside down during the 2011 World 
Cup victory . “While waving the flag, he ignored 
the fact that saffron colour was at the bottom 
and the green colour was on top,” complainant 
Ravindra Brahme told the media. No idea what 
Brahme thinks of those hundreds of little paper 
flags – overflowing in dustbins and strewn on 
the ground — after Independence Day.

Then there’s Kashmir, of course. The idea of 
holding a referendum in Kashmir has been part 
of the public debate for the past 60 years. And 
yet, just putting plebiscite and the fair name of 
the state in the same sentence can earn you a 
public beating, threat of a seditions charge, or at 
the very least a public interest lawsuit. The no-
tion of an Azad Kashmir is not just wrong – it’s 
literally unspeakable.

In a land where everything is sacred, why not 
our politicians — who surely rule us by divine 
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right. Before their Rohinton Mistry-inspired 
meltdown, the Shiv Sena burnt copies of Rush-
die’s The Moor’s Last Sigh for a caricature of 
Bal Thackeray. And for all of Kapil Sibal’s pos-
turing about “communal sentiments”, 255 of 
the 358 official requests submitted to Google 
last year were to pull material critical of politi-
cal leaders. Think Sonia Gandhi and Manmohan 
Singh dancing to a reworked song from Da-
bangg. Bring out the riot police already!

It would be bad enough if this knee-jerk pro-
pensity to ban was just a naïve nanny-state ver-
sion of preserving the peace. It’s more often the 
reverse – aimed at stirring up some communal 
mischief before the UP elections or launching 
someone’s political career or prospects by play-
ing to parochial instincts. Or as in the latest case 
with the PMO parody accounts, using outrage 
over one thing to sneak in a ban on something 
completely different. But by ever lowering the 
national threshold of insult, we have descended 
into a ping-pong game of censorship.

Remember Nomani’s logic for the ban on Rush-
die’s appearance in Jaipur. “We expect the gov-
ernment to be prompt and tough, the way it was 
over the Russian court’s ban on Gita for alleg-

edly promoting terror activities,” said Nomani, 
“We expect Hindus to support us. Last month, 
when Gita controversy was at its peak, Deoband 
was first to publicly condemn the proposed 
ban”.

Right, let’s all defend our common right to get 
excessively exercised in the name of our faith. 
His logic is as ridiculous as those who respond 
to any defense of the Ramanujan essay by 
invoking the infamous Danish cartoon of Mo-
hammad. If you think that one thing was out of 
line, then you must be for banning everything 
that upsets anyone at any time. This tit-for-tat 
version of equal protection has the entire nation 
sliding down a slippery slope to illiberalism. 
When everything offends – from a birthday cake 
to a novel – the principle of freedom of expres-
sion loses all meaning.

Maybe it’s time we stopped being so easily and 
predictably offended by the same things, over 
and over and over again. In a nation of way too 
many sacred cows, it’s about time we learned to 
say moo to it at all.

This is an updated version of an essay that 
appeared earlier on Firstpost.com.
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With social media curbs, 
govt is barking up the wrong tree

Free speech isn’t absolute, but in attempting to 
clamp down on social media, the government is 

looking away from the real source of hate rhetoric, 
and looking to control the levers of an emerging 

information power.  

Venky Vembu,  Aug 21, 2012

T he most striking thing about the govern-
ment’s latest efforts to clamp down on 
social media platforms and block web-

sites, ostensibly to spike rumour-mongering 
of the sorts we saw last week, is the extent to 
which it has the enthusiastic support of many in 
the mainstream media.

The government has thus far blocked 254 
websites on the grounds that they bore inflam-
matory messages that contributed to the fear 
psychosis among people from the north-east 
and triggered their ‘exodus’ from some of In-

dia’s cities.

The government has additionally threatened to 
take legal action against Twitter, evidently be-
cause it has “refused to cooperate” in the crack-
down on web sites with inflammatory messages. 
Facebook and YouTube are, on the other hand, 
cooperating with the government and, accord-
ing to the Telecom Secretary, have validated the 
government’s claim that many of these inflam-
matory messages were uploaded from Pakistan.

There are, of course, no absolute freedoms, in-
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cluding freedom of speech – even in democratic 
societies. Landmark judgements in other geog-
raphies have upheld the government’s right to 
abridge free speech in certain contexts, particu-
larly when a larger interest – that of protecting 
public safety – requires it.

The litmus test, as was applied in a US case, was 
whether a person had a right to the free-speech 
defence when he shouts “fire” in a crowded 
theatre, when in fact there was no fire – and 
thereby causes a stampede.

The judge observed: “The most stringent pro-
tection of free speech would not protect a man 
falsely shouting fire in a theater and causing a 
panic… The question in every case is whether 
the words used are used in such circumstances 
and are of such a nature as to create a clear and 
present danger…”

Last week’s rumour-mongering, which warned 
of attacks on people hailing from the north-east, 
is the nearest that comes to that fire-in-a-thea-
tre parallel.

To that extent, the government may be well 
within its moral and executive right to curtail 
free speech momentarily in extenuating circum-
stances in a larger cause – so long as the effort 
is directed at the correct sources of rumour-
mongering and generation of hatred.

Yet, in attempting to clamp down on social 
media platforms like Twitter, the government 
may be resorting too readily to the censorship 
instinct, and worse channelling its energies in 
entirely the wrong direction. In this particular 
instance, it may be barking up the wrong tree.

If the government needed to look for more 
widely disseminated disinformation campaigns 
in volatile situations, which have a far greater 
potential to fan the flames of communal hatred, 
it doesn’t have to look beyond instances like the 
ones cited by CM Naim, Professor Emeritus at 
the University of Chicago.

On Outlook.com, Prof Naim points to and trans-
lates fraudulent reports and doctored images 
in the Urdu daily Sahafat, published in Delhi, 
that actively feed hatred against Buddhists (in 
the context of the alleged atrocities on Rohingya 

Muslims in Myanmar), and feed the Muslim 
victimhood project. (You can read Prof Naim’s 
translation here.)

Asks Prof Naim: “Would the people at Saha-
fat acknowledge the fraud they perpetrated? 
Would they confess to their intentions? Would 
any of the so-called Muslim leaders in Delhi—
the “Shahi” Imam, the Mushawarat savants, 
the Madani cousins—take notice of the matter, 
and demand criminal proceedings against the 
newspaper? Would (Press Council Chairman) 
Mr Markandey Katju take notice of it? I strongly 
doubt it. Why? Because this sort of thing has 
been going on in much of the Urdu press in 
Delhi and Hyderabad for a long time, and has 
always been ignored by the Anglophone media 
and its participants and patrons.”

On another such Urdu media platform, the 
Siasat Daily, an even more venomous discus-
sion is going on, which qualifies in every way 
as hate-mongering on a scale that social media 
platforms like Twitter, with all their faults, can-
not hope to match.

Yet, when there are glaring instances of hate-
mongering afoot in the far-more-powerful com-
munication channels that constitute the main-
stream media, the government has returned 
instinctively to its earlier (aborted) effort to 
curtail the social media space. And in this en-
deavour, curiously, it has the enthusiastic back-
ing of the mainstream media.

An editorial in the Indian Express, which was in 
an earlier time a tireless critic of any attempt to 
restrict freedoms, shakes the pom-poms vigor-
ously in defence of curbs on online content and 
on the social media space today. “Digital com-
munication, which used to be a space apart, the 
final frontier of free speech, is now mainstream. 
It should follow the norms of the offline world, 
which expects reasonable temporary restric-
tions on behaviour in difficult times,” the edito-
rial notes.

Some of India’s leading television anchors too 
have gone on record as approving of curbs on 
anonymous Twitter users – on the grounds that 
they are the “most dangerous”. It is of course 
true that some of the abuse that these media 
celebrities get on Twitter is downright filthy 
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– and indefensible. Yet, such a framing of the 
discourse appears to conflate personal abuse 
– to which celebrity media personalities were 
immune in an earlier bubble world of top-down 
broadcasting – with more widespread hate-
mongering.

In fact, the underlying tension between main-
stream media, which is increasingly being 
held up to scrutiny of its own failings, and the 
new-age social media, which has opened up a 
two-way discourse and turned everyone with a 
cellphone into a potential “citizen journalist”, 
may account for why media celebrities seem 
to favour curbs on social media, when – as has 
been pointed out – the more dangerous prob-
lem of hate-mongering lies elsewhere.

As Ravi Sundaram, a senior fell at the CSDS 
and the editor of the upcoming book No Limits: 
Media Studies from India, noted recently, the 
mobile phone in the hands of today’s young “has 
effectively destabilised classic forms of informa-
tional power.” Older media like television re-
main powerful but increasingly fragile — “hence 
the nervous hysterics of television anchors.”

Faced with an “emerging, expressive media 
culture” that gives people “radical strengths of 
subverting power”, the government is clamping 
down, and mainstream media stars are cheer-
ing it on. But it is stupid, he adds, to shut down 
social media or mobile phone networks.

If anything, the government could have used 
those selfsame social media platforms and mo-
bile phone networks to effectively counter the 
rumours and the hate-mongering. A failure to 
use the platforms imaginatively has given way 
to knee-jerk resort to censorship – of the wrong 
channels.

As Sundaram says, “If the government spent 
less time massaging the egos of large media 
networks, and came to grips with this changed 
world, we could see quicker interventions, and 
fewer panics than we have seen recently.”

What we are witnessing is an insidious attempt 
to control the levers of information power — 
and a failure on the part of both the authorities 
and the mainstream media — to acknowledge 
the momentous nature of the change in the 
discourse.
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Social media, SMS 
not why NE students left Bangalore

Instead of addressing the larger issues, efforts are 
being made to blame technology as the site where 
the problem is located and the object that needs 

to be controlled.

Nishant Shah,  Aug 20, 2012

I woke up one morning to find that I was liv-
ing in a city of crisis. Bangalore, where the 
largest public preoccupations to date have 

been about bad roads, stray dogs, and occasion-
ally, the lack of night-life, the city was suddenly 
a space that people wanted to flee and occupy 
simultaneously.

Through technology mediated gossip mill that 
produced rumours faster than the speed of a 
digital click, imagination of terror, of danger 
and of material harm found currency and we 
found thousands of people suddenly leaving the 
city to go back to their imagined homelands.

The media spectacle of this exodus around 
questions of religion, ethnicity and regional-
ism only emphasised the fact that there is a new 
wave of connectedness that we live in – the so-
cial web, or what have you – that can no longer 
be controlled, contained or corrected by official 
authorities and their voices.

Despite a barrage of messages from the law en-
forcement and security authorities, on email, on 

large screens on the roads, and on the comfort 
of our cell-phones, there was a growing anxiety 
and a spiralling information mill that was pro-
ducing an imaginary situation of precariousness 
and bodily harm.

Much has been said about the eruption of this 
irrationality that pokes holes in the mantle of 
cosmopolitanism that Bangalore (and other 
such ‘global cities’) is enveloped in, in its quest 
to represent the India that is supposed to shine. 
It has been heartening to see how communi-
ties that were supposed to be in conflict have 
worked so hard in the last few days, at building 
human contacts and providing assurances of 
safety and inclusion, which are far more effec-
tive than the official word.

There has been a rich discourse on what this 
means for India’s modernity, especially when 
such an event marks the so-called neo-liberal 
cities, showing the darker undercurrents of dis-
crimination and suspicion that seem to lie just 
beneath the surface of networked neighbour-
hoods.

While there is much to be unpacked about the 
political motivations and the ecologies of fear 
that our immigrant lives are enshrined in, I 
want to focus on two aspects of this phenom-
enon which need more attention.

The first is the fierce localisation of our global 
technologies. There is an imagination, especially 
in cities like Bangalore, of digital technologies 
as necessarily plugging us in larger networks 
of global information consumption. The idea 
that technology plugs us into the transnational 
circuits is so huge that it only tunes us towards 
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an idea of connectedness that is always outward 
looking, expanding the scope of nation, commu-
nity and body.

However, the ways in which information was 
circulating during this phenomenon reminds 
us that digital networks are also embedded in 
local practices of living and survival. Most of the 
times, these networks are so naturalised and 
such an integral part of our crucial mechanics 
of urban life that they appear as habits, without 
any presence or visibility, In times of crises – 
perceived or otherwise – these networks make 
themselves visible, to show that they are also 
inward looking.

The visibility of the networks, when they sud-
denly crop up for public viewing, for those of us 
who are outside of that network, it signals that 
something has gone wrong. There is a glitch in 
the matrix and we need to start unpacking the 
local, the specific and the particular that signals 
the separation of these networks from our hab-
its of living.

The second point I want to make is about the 
need to look at the ellipsis that occurs in this 
spectacular emergence of the network and the 
apparatus that is set into place to control and 
regiment it. The hyper-visibility of the informa-
tion and technology network destabilises the 
ways in which we think of our everyday, thus 
emerging not only as a sign of the crisis but a 
crisis unto itself.

These ellipses of the crisis – replacing the cri-
sis with the network – as well as the collusion 
between the crisis and the network are the easy 
solution that state authorities pick up on.

This is a problem about the nation-wide build-
ing of mega-cities filled with immigrant bodies 
that are not allowed their differences because 
they all have to be cosmopolitan and mobile 
bodies. The solution, however, is offered at the 
level of technology.

Instead of addressing the larger issues of con-

servative parochialism, an increasing back-lash 
by conservative governments and a growing 
hostility that emerges from these cities which 
nobody possesses and nobody belongs to, the 
efforts are being made to blame technology as 
the site where the problem is located and the 
object that needs to be controlled.

So what we have is redundant regulation that 
controls the number of text messages we are 
able to send, or policing of internet for those 
spreading rumours. The entire focus has been 
on information management, as if the reason 
for mass exodus of people from the North East 
Indian states and the sense of fragility that the 
city has suddenly been immersed in, is all due 
to the pervasive and ubiquitous information 
gadgets and their ability to proliferate in peer-2-
peer environments outside of the control of the 
government.

Digital Technologies have become the de facto 
scapegoats of many problems in our past. It 
invites more regulation, containment and cen-
sorship of the freedom that digital technologies 
allow you – from the infamous Delhi Public 
School MMS Scandal in the early 2000s to the 
recent attempts at filtering the social web – we 
have seen the repeated futility of such meas-
ures of technology control, and yet it appears 
as a constant trope in the State’s solution to the 
problems of the contemporary.

This obsession with governance of technology 
to resolve a much more nuanced problem is 
akin to fabulous stories of mad monarchs ban-
ishing spinning wheels from their kingdoms or 
sentencing hammers to imprisonment for the 
potential and possibility of crime.

And these solutions are always going to fail, 
because they fail to recognise either the inti-
mate penetration of digital technologies in our 
everyday life, or the ways in which our local 
structures are constructed through the pres-
ence of ubiquitous technologies and gadgets and 
screens and networks.
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Dear MMS, for a few 
morons don’t ban SMS

I watched your political colleagues with puzzlement, 
as they spoke about banning social media. Do 

they talk about banning cars when some moron 
runs over people? 

Shubho Sengupta,  Aug 20, 2012

D ear MMS,

Your initials are misleading. I am actually won-
dering if you have sent a single SMS in your life.

What’s happened in the last few days is a good 
example of how a few morons can hold a state 
to ransom.

A state clueless about how technology works for 
the masses (whether you call it mobile phone or 

social media is irrelevant).

I have been in many digital media discussions 
where representatives from the government 
glowingly spoke of the power of digital plat-
forms that promote an exchange of ideas, in-
cluding social media. They singled out mobile 
for special praise.

I now realise there is a possibility their love of 
social and mobile is shared only in these discus-
sions and seminars, and for reasons unknown, 

http://www.firstpost.com/


your colleagues are completely in the dark on 
the same.

I watched your political colleagues with puzzle-
ment, as they spoke about banning social me-
dia. Do they talk about banning cars when some 
moron runs over people?

A couple of days back I was at the Vasant Val-
ley School, Delhi, co-judging an inter-school 
contest on the topic, ‘Is State Control of Social 
Media Necessary?’ I wasn’t surprised when 
almost all schools came up with a resounding 
‘No’. There was no contest, really.

Dear MMS, it’s time your boys accepted a ma-
jority of Indians are under 30, and quite a few of 
them are on social media – 47 million of them 
actually, including the fake accounts. And when 
it’s mobile phones, they go to bed with those 
shiny little things.

So here’s my humble submission on how your 
government can use these digital technologies 
and platforms a little better.

1. ‘Fish where the fish are’ is a key dictum for 
brands on social media, and perhaps it applies 
to the state too. If there are 47 million Indians 
on Facebook, including the morons I mentioned 
earlier, perhaps your boys should be there too. 
The same holds for Orkut, Twitter and so on. Of 
course, your boys, left to themselves, will create 
an unholy mess, threaten people and so on. You 
might want to chalk out a clear strategy on how 
to engage, long term.

2. Of course, before your boys engage, they 
might want to listen. In other words, zip the 
lips, unzip the ears, and listen to the conversa-
tions already happening – including what the 
same morons are saying. You can use listening 
tools like Radian 6 or Sysomos to do this, they 
cost just a fraction of what A Raja took home. Of 

course, please make sure your boys don’t mis-
take this for spying – you don’t need a Radian 
6 to do that, you need a few havaldars with fake 
Facebook accounts and Google Alerts (am sure 
there are many on the job already).

What should they be listening to? Well, what are 
called conversation hotspots, to start with. As 
your boys listen more closely, they will discover 
‘key influencers’, and be able to predict which 
way the conversation is headed. At some point, 
if they Google hard enough, they will discover 
terms like ‘predictive analysis’ – at which point 
they should call data analysis experts.

(By the way, have you heard of WhatsApp? A 
friend’s son is using it to get around the SMS 
ban. With the spate of cheap Android phones, 
SMS might become superfluous in a year or 
two.)

There’s a lot of Mary Kom all over the news 
these days. What does it take to shoot a small 
clip of her with a message for peace, and blast 
it all over? I bet it could be done inside the hour.

Whatever you do or don’t, please ask your polit-
ical colleagues not to make strange statements 
that make people snigger. Like Sharad Yadav, 
for instance – he should be talking about animal 
husbandry, not Facebook.

Finally, it’s not the government is not doing 
anything. Have you been to the Delhi Traffic 
Police page on Facebook? It’s a good place your 
boys might want to take a leaf out of.

Hope to see you on social media, soon. I already 
follow you on Twitter, though I’m not sure it’s 
you.

Best regards.
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Media angst about the recent waves of cyber 
panic misses the point. What matters is not that 
the rumours were false, but that they could so 

easily be true. 

Lakshmi Chaudhry,  Aug 21, 2012

T hese are the days of hysteria. A time of 
panic induced by video clips, images, 
messages and URLs. We all have viral 

fever, and not of the Dengue kind.

Over the space of ten days, we’ve been scared 
witless — in every sense of the word — by ru-
mours of Muslim pogroms, planned riots, and 
poisoned milk and henna. The last unleashed on 
already jittery residents of Karnataka and Chen-
nai by SMSes that triggered a mass rush to the 
hospital. The toxic milk version claimed that the 

popular Nandini brand was laced with poison, 
and seems to have primarily targeted towns and 
villages is South Karnataka.

During the same time, hospitals in Chennai 
were filled with women and children complain-
ing of itching and burning sensations. The 
culprit for this psychosomatic stampede: text 
messages claiming that contaminated henna 
had infected a number of children, including a 
girl whose limbs had to be amputated to prevent 
the spread of the poison.

NE exodus, massacres and riots: 
The moral of mass hysteria
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How silly, some of the more educated among us 
may smirk. But as very recent history has shown 
us, fear knows no boundaries, whether of class, 
caste, ethnicity or religion.

The other knee-jerk reaction is to blame the 
internet — never mind, as my colleague Venky 
Vembu points out, that such rumours circu-
late far and wide using more traditional me-
dia, including newspapers. Times of India also 
reports, “In Chikmagalur town, a vehicle went 
around the streets with a microphone asking 
people not to buy milk, vegetables, curds, meh-
ndi, or perfume, saying they were laced with 
poison.”

An SMS message spreads in an instant, pen-
etrating the most distant corners of the country, 
jumping from phone to word of mouth. AP

There’s been a lot of media noise over what our 
leaders ought to do to deal with this new cyber 
threat — or refrain from doing. Some experts 
are adding to the sense of panic with mutterings 
of a psy-jihad against India, criticising Indian 
authorities of not cracking down out of “fear of 
criticism from the liberal elite.” To save face, 
the government wags its finger at Twitter and 
Pakistani websites.

Yet the biggest villain here is the mobile phone. 
An SMS message spreads in an instant, pen-
etrating the most distant corners of the country, 
jumping from phone to word of mouth. The 
Planning Commission’s grand ‘Har Haath Mein 
Phone’ campaign will undoubtedly make such 
fear campaigns all the more effective in the 
future.

Technology’s only sin is that it has made it ever 
more easier to communicate with each other 
over vast distances. What we actually say to 
each other is an entirely man-made problem.

More importantly, all this chatter about the me-
dium misses the proverbial woods. The failures 
of governance go much farther than its inability 
to nip such cyber-induced unrest in the bud, or 
to deal effectively with its impact.

The very success of such disparate rumours 
points to a damning reality. The problem isn’t 

that they were false, but that they could so easily 
be true.

It doesn’t take much to believe that our politi-
cians would look the other way while one com-
munity is targeted by another. Not after Gujarat 
or the anti-Sikh riots in Delhi.

It isn’t insane to buy into the notion that people 
are being killed en masse in some remote part 
of the country. Not in a country that has wit-
nessed wave after wave of mass violence since 
its very inception, with or without the collusion 
of the state.

I doubt if any community is immune to such 
doctored images. They would have been just as 
effective if they were cherrypicked to “expose” 
the massacre of Hindus in Kashmir or Army ex-
cesses in the north-east. It’s all about getting the 
timing right. The Myanmar photos were timed 
carefully to coincide with the riots in Assam. A 
moment when it was easier to believe in such 
lies.

And it is absurdly easy to panic at the thought 
of poisoned milk or henna. And why not in a 
country where we find sewer water flowing 
through our taps. Where victims of Endosulfan 
poisoning are so desperate for attention from an 
indifferent state that they are sending postcards 
to temples, begging Lord Ganesha, “We cannot 
bear our suffering. Please end our woes else give 
politicians the wisdom to understand our suf-
fering and get relief.”

The supplicants have learned to expect far less 
from their leaders. Their postcards to the chief 
minister demands ” euthanasia, if he cannot 
grant relief.”.

These waves of cyber-panic reveal our one, 
common belief: that anyone can get away with 
murder in India, be it a milk manufacturer or a 
rampaging mob. Minority or majority, poor or 
middle class, we are united in our absolute lack 
of faith in the Indian state. After 60-odd years 
of independence, our leaders have finally deliv-
ered national integration of the most dysfunc-
tional kind.

http://www.firstpost.com/


The authorities, instead of shutting down social 
media, need to use the power of social media 

to their advantage.

Anant Rangaswami,  Aug 17, 2012

P olice forces across the country should 
study the exodus of north-eastern people 
from Bangalore, Pune, Hyderabad and 

other urban centres.

What is happening here could happen anywhere 
in India. The problem – threatening messages 
sent by SMS – begins without warning and 
spreads at lightning speed.

Welcome to the new world.

If the root cause of the problem was rumours 
regarding attacks targeting people from north-
eastern states, thanks to the Internet in general 

and social media in particular, the rumours 
travelled like wildfire – and have had the de-
sired effect from the point of view of those who 
initiated the rumours. As with the rumours, 
insecurity spread like wildfire, too.

This morning in the Rajya Sabha, the Samajwa-
di Party asked “for social media to be shut for 
a couple of days to prevent rumour mongering 
about attacks targeting people from north-east.”

That’s a predictable knee-jerk reaction. If social 
media is to be shut down each time there is a 
trouble-making rumour, trouble-makers could 
‘game’ the situation and cause social media to 

Govt should use social media 
to combat rumours, not ban it
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be shut down with regularity.

What the authorities, especially police forces 
across the country, need to do is to recognise 
and acknowledge the new tool available to 
trouble-mongers. In a pre-digital era, rumours 
would take time to travel, and, presumably, 
police forces would hear them before damage 
could be done.

Think of the current incident as a test-case that 
all trouble-makers will study closely. If this 
worked in Bangalore, Pune and Hyderabad, it 
could work anywhere in the country. A new city, 
a new target, a new rumour – and we have a 
potent recipe for chaos.

Police forces need to monitor social media 
continuously to spot potentially dangerous 
messages before they spread. They need to take 
immediate action against those who originated 
these messages (and, at this stage, they would 
be relatively easy to find and identify). They 
need to counter the malicious messages with 
clear and unambiguous statements at promptly 
called press conferences on their commitment 
to uphold the law and to protect those who have 
been targeted.

They also need to use social media also to 
spread the message of their commitment. Those 
who are worried should be able to immediately 
get calming and confidence-building answers 
through phone hotlines, Twitter and Facebook. 

The authorities, instead of shutting down social 
media, need to use the power of social media to 
their advantage.

This can be done if there is a clearly defined 
standard operating procedure. There is no time 
to think through and create a response – by 
then, the damage would be done.

There is another important need – the defini-
tion of crimes such as these needs to be black 
and white. Police forces should not have to 
worry about the politicisation which is certain 
to follow, or worry about which political party 
or pressure group could be upset or affected 
by police action. The police response needs to 
be quick, firm and decisive – that, more than 
anything else will lend confidence to worried 
victims.

The monitoring of social media by police and in-
telligence forces may, sadly, be the easier aspect 
in preventing or dealing with repetitions of this 
incident. The harder aspect is the confidence 
that police forces have in the politicians of the 
country to allow them to uphold the laws of the 
land – but it is a critical factor in managing such 
situations in the future.

And make no mistake about it – we will see 
more and more of such incidents, in different 
parts of the country, with new rumours, new 
victims and new criminals.
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We are responsible for the NE exodus, 

why blame Pakistan?
The government of super power India, which failed 
to prevent a situation that led to the flight-for-life of 

a large number of its own citizens from the southern 
states, had no other option but to find fault elsewhere. 

Who better fits the bill than Pakistan.

G Pramod Kumar,  Aug 21, 2012

F inally, Pakistan has come to the rescue of 
India for one more of its failures.

The government of super power India, which 
failed to prevent a situation that led to the 
flight-for-life of a large number of its own citi-
zens from the southern states, had no other op-
tion but to find fault elsewhere. Who better fits 
the bill than Pakistan.

In all probability, perhaps Pakistan indeed had 
a role.

But, instead of blaming Pakistan, it would have 

made enormous political sense if our home 
minister and others had looked inwards and 
realised, if not confessed, that the problem was 
actually within. The SMS-provoked fleeing of 
thousands of panic-striken north-easterners 
from Bangalore, Chennai, Hyderabad and Pune, 
in fear of being attacked by Muslims, has only 
exposed the dangerous faultlines in our society.

Additionally, it also demonstrated yet again 
that despite sufficient early warning, our gov-
ernments failed to act – either to foresee and 
prevent such an exodus or act once it happened. 
That the trickle of rumours as well as move-
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ment of people had started as early as 13 August 
shows how ineffective the State of India was in 
stopping it at least midway.

The trickle became a torrent right in front of 
their eyes and died down on its own in a week. 
Even without any action, it would have hit a 
plateau as in the case of an epidemic.

Instead of compelling Pakistan interior min-
ster Rahman Mallick to repeat his inanities 
once again, home minister Shinde should have 
had the political statesmanship to blame these 
faultlines and our inability to respond to a crisis 
of this nature. He also should have expressed 
the resolve to commit that the government will 
learn from this experience.

Isn’t it a sad commentary on India and its in-
equalities that some mobile phone messages, 
irrespective of its origin, can drive thousands 
of people of certain racial profile into a panic-
stricken flight?

Anyway, what are these faultlines that this 
shameful and weeklong event has exposed? And 
perhaps Pakistan has exploited?

That in India, its own people can be socially and 
politically marginalised and made to feel acutely 
insecure. That a silly rumour passed on through 
a mobile phone can amplify this sense of inse-
curity to such level that they flee for their life. 
Within their own country.

Their only reason for worry is that they are in 
a state or place that is away from their home-
state. That they are linguistically and racially 
different at their place of work.

It doesn’t matter that they contribute enor-
mously to the local economies of the states 
that they toil in. Neither does it matter that the 
gleaming buildings that we work and live in, 
and the metros that we ride in are built by them. 
They are in a constant state of flight-readiness; 
just a trigger is enough to send them filling 
trains that are meant to carry one tenth, or less, 
of the numbers that we saw flocking the train 
stations in the last few days.

This is a classic problem of migrants all over the 
world – but mostly overseas migrants. The In-

ternational Organisation for Migration, Caram 
Asia, Migrants Forum and the UN have for long 
demonstrated their social alienation and vulner-
abilities.

Migrants in alien lands are among the most 
vulnerable and insecure group of people and 
their access to everything, from food and shelter 
to healthcare, is highly hampered. Thousands 
of Indian men and women face it in the Middle 
East and it is a never ending problem of com-
plaints, promises and treaties for the interna-
tional community.

At the core of this vulnerability and a sub-hu-
man living is the political marginalisation of mi-
grants in alien lands. Societies that benefit from 
them loath their presence and want to tell them 
that all the time so that they remain subjugated. 
It’s nothing less than homophobia.

But, when this situation happens within a coun-
try, it violates the country’s constitutional guar-
antees to its own citizens. And we are talking 
about the rights of about 30 per cent (more than 
340 million people) of our population who are 
termed internal migrants by the 2001 census.

Other than the fundamental constitutional 
guarantee that an Indian can study, live and 
work anywhere of his/her choice within the 
country; there are strong legal provisions to 
protect migrants workers.

In fact, two pieces of legislation; The Interstate 
Migrant Workmen Act (Regulation of Employ-
ment and Conditions of Service) 1979, and The 
Buildings and Other Construction Workers Act 
(Regulation of Employment and Conditions of 
Service) 1996; guarantee adequate protection 
and reasonable living conditions to the migrant 
workers, whether employed in industries, agri-
culture or construction.

The first Act is to regulate the working condi-
tions of migrant workers and applies to any 
establishment that employs five or more inter-
state workers. The Act makes registration of 
employees mandatory and strictly regulates the 
working conditions such as wages, allowances, 
equality and proper recording and maintenance 
of their employment details. It is illegal to em-
ploy workers without registration under the Act 
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and the offenders can face punishment ranging 
from cancellation of licenses to prosecution.

The second Act is specifically meant for con-
struction sites and applies to any establishment 
that employs ten or more workers. This Act 
also makes registration of the workers manda-
tory and stipulates a host of conditions for the 
“safety, health and welfare” of the employees. 
The conditions are so specific and include 
food, health facilities, drinking water, quality 
of accommodation, creche facilities and a lot of 
welfare measures.

However, what is missing grossly is the most 
crucial socio-political guarantees that they enjoy 
as citizens of India. Although labour ministers 
of the states often speak for the migrants’ rights 
as labourers, what is missing in the language is 
their socio-political rights as the citizens of the 
country.

This gap was glaringly visible during the recent 
exodus. While the contractors who brought 
them to the souther cities did precious nothing 
to reassure them and the local community re-
mained indifferent, there were organised groups 
of people at the railway stations who in fact 
encouraged them to fee, right under the nose of 
the police. If there was at least a sense of politi-
cal protection, they wouldn’t have felt insecure 
and fled. Instead, our politicians such as those 
famous ones in Maharashtra mostly make them 
feel unwanted and insecure.

Instead of running additional trains and deploy-
ing police to oversee their departure, what the 
central and state governments should have done 
was to reassure them and discourage them from 
leaving. Such a confidence-building measure 

would have been the best vaccine to their in-
security so that next time a miscreant spreads 
rumours, they would not take to their feet.

The second part of the story is the failure of the 
governments in prevention and reparative ac-
tion.

Although the first signs of the rumour started 
a week ago, there was hardly any timely action 
from the central and state intelligence agencies. 
Perhaps they missed the signals or chose to ig-
nore them. Either way, it is a huge gap that the 
enemies of the country and the trouble-makers 
in our society will take note of.

If the intelligence agencies had picked up the 
leads early, they could have used the same me-
dia form (SMS) and mass media to assure peo-
ple not to be impressed by such rumours. They 
could have flooded out the miscreant messages. 
Assurances by political leaders, including tough 
words by the chief ministers, could have given 
them a sense of political protection.

The Mumbai incursion and terror-attacks 
exposed our porous coastline, lazy policing 
and terror-preparedness. Coastal patrolling 
and technology perhaps could plug the gaps to 
prevent another Mumbai attack. But the socio-
political cracks that allowed for the scary SMS-
rumour that went viral are deeper and more 
pervasive. They are much more dangerous too.

This was not the first time that we witnessed 
such an event. And unfortunately, this won’t be 
the last either. Every time we let it happen, it 
emboldens the culprits – both within and out-
side.
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Inept government: 
Inept censorship?
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Blocked! How an inept govt 
handles Net censorship: ineptly

If the government has to do this damn silly 
thing, perhaps it should not do it in this 

damn silly way.

Venky Vembu,  Aug 23, 2012

I f there is a method in the madness of the 
government’s attempts to crack down on 
the abuse of social media platforms, alleg-

edly for hate-mongering, it isn’t clearly discern-
ible. What we can see instead is a hopelessly 
hamhanded, completely clueless and ridiculous-
ly random attempt at shutting down channels 
of communication with no discernible agenda 
other than gagging criticism – including satiri-
cal criticism – of the government.

Sample this: in recent days, the government 
has been shouting from the rooftops that much 
of the inflammatory material that triggered the 
‘exodus’ of people from the north-east – that is, 
websites with false reports and morphed im-
ages of alleged killings of Rohingya Muslims in 
Myanmar and Muslims in Assam – had their 

origins in Pakistan. These reports and images 
have been doing the rounds of the Internet for 
over a month, but the government appears to 
have woken up rather late to their presence.

Yet, as Internet security expert Pranesh Parekh 
points out, not many Pakistani websites and 
web pages have been blocked by the Indian gov-
ernment. Bizarrely, two of the Pakistani web-
pages that have been blocked are actually pages 
that debunk the fake images. As Parekh notes, 
“cybersecurity is indeed a cause of concern for 
India, but only charlatans and the ignorant 
would make any connection between India’s 
cybersecurity and recent events.”

It is nobody’s case that there isn’t a lot of hate-
mongering and deliberate disinformation on the 
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Internet: a lot of it relies on falsified informa-
tion, using images from vastly different contexts 
and pass them off to push a hateful agenda. And 
as Firstpost had noted here, it isn’t just jihadists 
who play this venomous game: individuals and 
groups claiming to represent Hindus too are 
equally culpable. (Indicatively, the ShariaUn-
veiled blog has a post showing a dismembered 
woman’s body that it claims is that of a “Hindu 
woman” who had been raped and chopped up 
during the recent Assam riots. The only prob-
lem: the image is a famous one from El Salvador 
in 2010. As lies go, ít’s on a par with the worst 
that the jihadi indoctrination websites can come 
up with, but it’s being circulated by blogs that 
claim to speak for Hindu right-wing interests.)

Yet, in the face of such blatant disinformation, 
the government’s reflexive attempt at broad-
sweep Net censorship has been artless. Where 
the need was for a surgeon’s scalpel, the govern-
ment  has come out swinging with a battleaxe 
–  and is hacking away at everything in its sight.

As Pranesh further notes, even if one concedes 
that there are compelling circumstances where 
freedom of speech and expression may be legiti-
mately curtailed for the greater common good, 
it isn’t immediately clear that the government 
has exercised its powers responsibly in this 
circumstance. Some 309 “items” (either entire 
websites or webpages within a website) have so 
far been blocked, and many more may figure 
on that list. (Disclosure: A couple of pages on 
Firstpost too are on that proscribed list.) Adds 
Pranesh: “The blocking of many of the items on 
that list are legally questionable and morally in-
defensible, even while some of the items ought, 
in my estimation, to be removed.”

The government also did not observe the due 
process listed under its own Intermediary 
Guidelines Rules for taking down incendiary 
material from the Internet.

Even more absurdly, the Twitter profile pages 
of at least two journalists – @KanchanGupta 
and @ShivAroor - appear to be blocked while 
accessing from a web interface, but the exer-
tion seems thoughtless since they can still be 
accessed using Twitter applications and on 
handheld devices. In any case, just why a gov-
ernment would want to fool around with the 

Twitter accounts of mainstream journalists who 
anyways have an influential voice beyond Twit-
ter is unclear. It is symptomatic of a govern-
ment that abides by the Politician’s Syllogism: 
“Something must be done; This is something; 
Therefore, we must do it.”

In any case, as Firstpost has noted earlier, the 
government’s artless attempt at cracking down 
on social media and online content amounts 
to barking up the wrong tree, when there is far 
more incendiary material available in the main-
stream media, which are far more accessible 
to the sort of minds that are easily inflamed by 
victimisation narratives.

The government’s reflexive attempts at Net 
censorship, and the clueless manner in which it 
is going about it, only reflect the paranoia of a 
political formation that is under siege and finds 
that restive crowds are gathering at the gates 
with pitchforks. The extent of that paranoia is 
evident from the fact that it is even cracking 
down on social media handles that satirise the 
government and the Prime Minister.

As Madeline Earp, a senior researcher at the 
Committee to Protect Journalists’ Asia Pro-
gram notes: “It is unfortunate that this effort to 
tamp down on caricatures of the prime minister 
comes at a time when other online information 
might legitimately be putting citizens’ lives at 
risk, since it casts the rest of the government’s 
response in a distinctly self-serving light.”

“By not communicating effectively with the 
online community (where was the government’s 
social media outreach to debunk the fabricated 
images of violence?), by bullying intermediary 
technology companies to enact blocks, and by 
muddying their message with political issues, 
India has turned a sensitive communal issue 
into a sensitive freedom-of-information one,” 
Earp adds.

In one of the droll episodes in the Yes, Minis-
ter series, Whitehall bureaucrat Sir Humphrey 
Appleby advises his Minister with characteristic 
candour: “If you are going to do this damn silly 
thing, don’t do it in this damn silly way.”

What the government needs is for one of its own 
people to offer it similar brutally honest advice.
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Facebook and Google are reportedly working on 
requests from India to remove from their websites 

“inflammatory and hateful content” that the 
government blames for sparking a mass exodus 

of people from several cities.

FP Staff,  Aug 21, 2012

F acebook and Google are reportedly work-
ing on requests from India to remove 
from their websites “inflammatory and 

hateful content” that the government blames for 
sparking a mass exodus of people from several 
cities.

The Wall Street Journal reported that Facebook 
made a statement saying that it would remove 
all content which breaches their terms, as de-
fined in its agreement with its users.

Search-engine giant Google also said that they 
will continue to work closely with relevant au-
thorities, and remove all ‘hateful’ content from 
their site. However, Twitter and Microsoft have 
not offered any immediate comments.

Stung by criticism over its handling of the 
exodus of people from north-eastern states, the 
government had threatened legal action against 
micro-blogging site Twitter and also asked web-
sites to track down offensive material and pull 
off ‘inflammable’ content.

Google, Facebook agree to 
remove ‘hateful’ NE content
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Tens of thousands of panic-stricken students 
and workers from northeast left for home last 
week, spurred by rumors they would be at-
tacked in retaliation for communal violence in 
Assam.

India has been pushing Internet firms, especial-
ly social-networking websites, to censor con-
tent. However, they have refused to do so, citing 
local information technology laws that protect 
them from liability for content posted by users.

Earlier, social networking sites like Facebook 
and YouTube had informed the government 
that inflammatory contents uploaded on their 
pages originated from Pakistan.

“The initial response from international social 
networking sites indicates that such contents 
have been hosted from outside the country and 
to a large extent from a neighbouring country 
(Pakistan),” Department of Electronics and 
Information Technology (DEIT) said in a state-
ment.

The response of these websites came after the 
government ordered ban of more than 250 
pages charging that morphed images and videos 
were uploaded displaying alleged atrocities on 
Muslims. The government also said that these 
led to the fear psychosis among the people of 
the North-East and their mass exodus from dif-
ferent parts of the country.

However, one of the intermediary sites has con-
veyed to the DEIT that uploaders of the inflam-

matory and hateful contents were outside the 
jurisdiction of the country,”thereby implying 
that they are not obliged to take any construc-
tive step to deal with it”.

The DEIT said most of the contents were taken 
from events “unrelated to the incident occurred 
in Assam. Hosting of such morphed image and 
video led to a lot of inciting comments from 
users on the blogs…and circulation of hate 
SMSes”.

“The DEIT has been working with international 
social networking sites on this issue. However, 
a lot more and quicker action is expected from 
them to address such a sensitive issue which 
concern restoring peace, harmony, public order 
and national security,” the statement said.

It said proxy servers and virtual private network 
services which hide the user identity appear to 
have been used for uploading the content. The 
agencies are continuously monitoring hosting of 
such inflammatory and harmful content.

In a separate case, Google, Facebook and some 
other websites are facing criminal charges in 
a New Delhi court for hosting, what Indian 
authorities call “objectionable content’. On 
February, Facebook and Google were forced to 
remove content from their Indian domains that 
was considered offensive to Hindus, Muslims 
and Christians, after a court in New Delhi ruled 
that certain images were deemed objectionable.
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As the government cracks down on websites and 
social networks that it says are responsible for 

posting inflammatory content, online activists are 
decrying the lack of transparency with which the 

government is doing this.

Danish Raza,  Aug 22, 2012

A s the government cracks down on web-
sites and social networks that it says are 
responsible for posting inflammatory 

and hateful content that led to a mass exodus 
of people from North-eastern states from south 
Indian cities, online activists are decrying the 
lack of transparency with which the government 
is blocking websites and content.

Nikhil Pahwa, editor and publisher, MediaNa-
ma, is one of them. “Rather than shooting the 

messenger, the government should have used 
social media to spread facts,” he said.

There were some sporadic incidents of authori-
ties trying to do this.  ”(We) wish to assure all 
people from the north east that (there is) no 
reason whatsoever to panic or leave Delhi. 
Please report any disturbing incident to us. We 
are with you for help,” tweeted Delhi police 
commissioner Neeraj Kumar. But such exam-
ples were rare, and far from what be called an 

‘Govt’s Internet crackdown 
needs to be transparent’
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organized campaign to counter the rumours.

One week has passed since the exodus began, 
and in that time the government has blocked 
over 250 websites. It has also asked intermedi-
aries to disable inflammatory/ hateful content 
and identify users who have posted this content. 
If companies do not tow the line, department of 
telecommunications secretary (DoT) R Chan-
drashekhar told CNN-IBN that the government 
may take recourse in court.

“So far, the speed at which the companies are 
responding has been very slow. If they do not 
respond to our query on the source of informa-
tion, we may comtemplate taking legal action 
on the services provided, revenue generated and 
the damages caused to the country,” said Chan-
drashekhar.

But are the government’s actions too draco-
nian?

“There are serious issues with the way the gov-
ernment went about blocking the sites. First, we 
don’t know which sites have been blocked. In 
the coming days, the government should make 
public the list of these websites. Second, the ad-
ministrative orders such as the ones pertaining 
to blocking of the websites have to be open or-
ders. People are supposed to know the reasons 
for the blocks. Third, if my website has been 
blocked, I have no recourse under the informa-
tion technology (IT) Act,” said Pranesh Prakash 
of the Centre for Internet and Society, which is 
based in Bangalore.

Online content has been on the radar of the rul-
ing government much before the Bangalore epi-

sode. India tops the list of countries which sent 
content removal requests to Google, according 
to the latest Google transparency report. And 
more significantly, a substantial amount of 
these requests are regarding content that offend 
the government.

There are concerns emanating from the percep-
tion that and in the garb of blocking the sites 
actually responsible for spreading inflammatory 
content, the government may block the sites 
which have nothing to do with the controversy. 
“We should not be surprised if we find that 
some legitimate sites were also banned,” said 
Prakash.

And yet others feel that curbing social media is 
a ‘quick fix’ solution and does not really address 
the root cause of the problem.

“The debate on social media diverts the atten-
tion from the issue at hand. While the spotlight 
is on the role of Twitter,Facebook, SMS and 
MMS in making people flee Bangalore, there is 
hardly any discussion on the socio-economic 
conditions of north-eastern people living in 
South India. Social media solely cannot be 
blamed for the events in Britain, Arab or India, 
said Commander Mukesh Saini (retired), a cy-
ber security expert.

“Misinformation on social media itself cannot 
become into a monster unless supplemented 
with some real world information”, he said.

Social media may spread a message but it is the 
situation on ground which actually helps people 
in making decisions.
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The government has said it could take legal action 
against Twitter and could enlist the support of US 

authorities to block websites and take action against 
sites that did not take off material deemed offensive. 

But what will this solve?

FP Staff,  Aug 21, 2012

S tung by criticism over its handling of 
the exodus of people from north-eastern 
states, the government has threatened 

legal action against micro-blogging site Twitter 
and could also seek assistance from US authori-
ties to track down offensive material posted on 
websites in order to get such content pulled off.

When asked if the government could consider 
legal action against Twitter, R Chandrashekhar, 
Secretary, Department of Telecommunications 

said, “Absolutely . It also includes action with 
regards to the services they provide within the 
country, it  includes actions to revenues accrued 
within the country and regarding the damages 
caused within the country.”

According to Chandrashekhar, Twitter has been 
slow in their responses to the government’s 
complaints and it may be because they don’t 
have any offices in the country.

Govt targets Twitter 
on NE content
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“On Twitter we have had particular problems,  
it may be in part because they don’t have an 
office in India, but the response  from Twitter 
in particular has been extremely poor.  Many of 
the sites that should be blocked have not been 
blocked,” he told CNN-IBN.

“In cases where there is no response in spite of 
lawful government directions,  then the gov-
ernment will need to do whatever is possible,” 
Chandrashekhar said.

The government is also reportedly planning to 
write to the US Department of Homeland se-
curity to take action against websites that have 
been carrying offensive material, suspected to 
have been uploaded from Pakistan.

The government’s decision comes even as social 
networking sites like Google and Facebook have 
reportedly said that they couldn’t take action 
against people uploading offensive content, 
since they were located outside India, the Times 
of India reported.

The government is also planning a meeting with 
Internet companies where they will bring up the 
issue of delayed reponse, with Telecommunica-
tions Minister Kapil Sibal saying,”We will hold 
a dialogue with Facebook, Google and others to 
seek their cooperation to prevent a recurrence.”

However, despite the best intentions of the 
government, it remains a mystery if even Twit-
ter will be able to do what the government is 
seeking of it. Given the number of tweets and 
retweets per minute, it’s unlikely that the micro-
blogging site will be able to comply with the 
governments directive, unless, of course, in the 
highly unviable scenario that it can put filters 
on all the websites that are being shared by its 
users.

The difficulty of this task is further compounded 
by the speed at which content is shared on 
Twitter. One tweet can garner over a hundred 
retweets in a minute, depending on how many 
followers an account has. This, suffice to say, 
makes it extremely difficult for any one site to 
block every single instance of a link or offensive 
piece of content that may be tweeted out.

And furthermore, As Firstpost had pointed out 
earlier, it’s not enough to merely blame the web-
sites, or even Pakistan for the violence in Assam 
or the subsequent exodus of people from other 
states to their homes in north-eastern states.

India’s internal politics are perhaps as much 
to blame for the situation that prevails in the 
country presently and unfortunately that can’t 
be wished away merely by shutting down web-
sites or curbing social media.
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To ensure that the malicious rumours, which led to a 
mass exodus of north-eastern people in some states, 

don’t cause further panic, the government has 
unilaterally banned bulk SMSes and MMSes for 15 
days across the country.  Will it effective though? 

FP Politics,  Aug 20, 2012

T o ensure that the malicious rumours, 
which led to a mass exodus of north-
eastern people in Karnataka, Andhra 

Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, etc, don’t 
cause further panic, the government has uni-
laterally banned bulk SMSes and MMSes for 15 
days across the country.

“We have banned bulk SMSes and MMSes for 

15 days,” Union Home Secretary R K Singh told 
PTI.

The decision was taken after reports of wide-
spread circulation of SMSes and MMSes con-
taining misleading information about Assam 
violence and threats to people of northeast-
ern origin living in other parts of the country. 
The Home Ministry has asked Department of 

Free text apps: Will the govt’s 

SMS ban work?
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Telecommunications to implement the order 
through the telecom operators.

From Sunday onwards, no one will be able to 
send more than 5 SMSes in one go and more 
than 20 KB of data through mobile phones dur-
ing the ban period.

Home Secretary also said security agencies were 
monitoring social networking websites and 
trying to identify people who were using such 
platforms to spread rumours. Singh said exodus 
of people from the northeast from different cit-
ies has stopped marginally and states like Kar-
nataka and Andhra Pradesh were reaching out 
to them to allay their apprehensions.

While the move to ban text messaging might 
prove marginally effective, there is no doubt 
that with several free messaging apps such as 
Whatsapp, iMessages for iPhones and iPads, 
BlackBerry Messenger for BB smartphones, the 
ban will be difficult to implement.

According to this Times of India report, the or-
der has caused confusion amongst telecom op-
erators. The question for telecomm operators: 
what exactly is bulk SMS—which typically refers 
to commercial SMSs used mainly by telemar-
keters. Some say the government order aims at 
stopping a single SMS from being sent to more 
than five people from one source.

The govt’s aim is clear with this order: ensure 
that no one party can send mass messages to 
people to cause panic. The problem: the modes 

of messaging are just so many that a cap limit 
won’t be sufficient. A ban on data mobile limit 
is obviously aimed at ensuring that no morphed 
pictures or videos are sent out to cause more 
panic but once again users can override it by 
using wi-fi.

Even the most basic feature phones such as 
Nokia 112, has support for online messaging 
such as Facebook, Nimbuzz, etc. And this phone 
costs only Rs 2,647. Nearly every phone manu-
facturer, even if they don’t produce a smart-
phone tries to ensure that some sort of app for 
free messaging is available for users. So unlike 
in the past when only few could share images or 
videos via a phone, today it’s almost impossible 
to find someone who’s phone doesn’t have these 
capabilities. This makes the task of the govern-
ment even more complicated.

For the government, the problem of malicious 
text messaging means that it has to step in with 
some sort of control to ensure that more people 
don’t fall prey to false rumours. But what makes 
this so difficult to curb is the fact there are vari-
ous modes and methods of subverting such a 
ban.

A ban may work only partially in curbing ru-
mours. The real task at hand for the govern-
ment is to convince the people that these are 
indeed false rumours and that their security is 
not at risk.

With inputs from PTI
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From hateful content to 
parody accounts...
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Twitter promises to cooperate 
with govt after PMO complains

Twitter told the PMO that it could not take action 
earlier “because the government entity did not 

intimate through proper procedure electronically 
to our system and hence the request was 

not located,” sources said.

PTI,  Aug 22, 2012

N ew Delhi: Twitter has promised to co-
operate with the government after the 
Prime Minister’s Office complained to 

it about objectionable content on six accounts 
resembling the PMO’s official account.

As the government blocked the six accounts 
after Twitter took no action, the social network-
ing portal has communicated to the PMO that it 
would be locating the “unlawful content”.

It has told the PMO that it could not take action 
earlier “because the government entity did not 

intimate through proper procedure electroni-
cally to our system and hence the request was 
not located,” sources said.

Twitter said it was “now actively reviewing” the 
request and will be seeking additional informa-
tion from the Ministry of Communication and 
IT “to locate the unlawful content and the spe-
cific unlawful tweet”, they said.

“India is important to us and we would like to 
have clearer communication in these matters 
in future,” the communication said, adding that 
Twitter should be put in touch with appropriate 
departments in this regard.

Earlier, the PMO had asked the Cyber Security 
Cell of the Department of IT to block these ac-
counts as these had content having “communal 
overtones” and could have serious ramifications 
as these could be mistaken as the official ac-
count of the PMO.

The PMO had initially asked Twitter to shut 
down these accounts but after it was not done, 
the matter was referred to the Cyber Security 
Cell.
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Merely being ‘communal’ is not breaking the law of 
the land – and the law of the land would need to be 

broken before twitter takes action.

Anant Rangaswami,  Aug 22, 2012

S ix Twitter accounts, having resemblance 
to the prime minister’s official account 
‘PMOIndia’, have been closed down after 

objectionable content was detected on these.

The PMO had asked Twitter to shut down these 
accounts but after it was not done, the matter 
was referred to the Cyber Security Cell.

Here we go, back to the old freedom of speech 
debate in the context of social media.

The protests come thick and fast, almost sug-

gesting that there should be no laws to govern 
social media and that all on social media can do 
and say whatever they choose to.

That’s patently wrong.

In the current instance, there are clear sugges-
tions of ‘passing off’, where users are attempt-
ing to impersonate the Prime Minister’s official 
twitter handle.

If someone uses the twitter handle @PM0India, 
using a zero instead of the capital letter ‘O’, and, 

Stick to the law while closing 
parody Twitter accounts
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to add to the confusion, uses a photograph of 
the prime minister as his display photograph, it 
is a clear case of passing off. To a lay person, @
PM0India, at a glance, will read as @PMOIndia.

Under the Indian Trademarks Act 1999, “The 
passing off action depends upon the principle 
that nobody has a right to represent his goods 
as the goods of somebody. In other words a man 
is not to sell his goods or services under the 
pretence that they are those of another person,” 
says Lawyers Club India.

This is not parody. This is a case where someone 
intentionally attempts to represent his account 
as the official account of the prime minister.

To see what parody is, take the case of Rake$£ 
Jhunjhunwala (@jhunjhunwala)
“I INVENTED TWITTER & attained OMNI 
GOD Mode.Aspire,Don’t envy|Disclaimer:I am 
Sir Aditya Magal & Fake Jhunjhunwala.The 
Real Parody Writer of The Secret Journal,” is 
how he describes himself. If one sees the image 
on the twitter page and reads the descriptor, 
there is no doubt that this user has no connec-
tion with the famed finance and stock market 
guru Rakesh Jhunjhunwala.

Let parody handles state that they are so. Let 
them not use images of the prime minister. As 
long as they do neither, let them have their fun, 
let them spoof the PM, and let those who follow 
these accounts get entertained by the updates.

The government, as is their wont, is going over-
board. They’ve used the opportunity afforded 
by the unrest in the north-eastern states (pro-

voked, in part, by social media) to clamp down 
on parody handles. “These accounts contained 
certain content having communal overtones and 
it could be dangerous,” a source said.

The government is mixing up two issues. Parody 
accounts and accounts with allegedly objection-
able content.

The two need to be dealt with differently.

As far as the parody accounts are concerned, 
there is no need for the government to shut 
down these accounts. Twitter will not help – 
and nor should they. However, if there is an 
element of passing off, the government could 
explore taking action for misuse of the image of 
the PM – that’s about it.

‘Content having communal overtones’ is a 
motherhood statement. Indeed, a large part of 
the content on MSM could be defined, should 
one choose to, as ‘having communal overtones’.

Here too, twitter will do nothing – and nor 
should they. Unless, of course, the government 
goes to court and proves that the content is dan-
gerous and incendiary. Merely being ‘commu-
nal’ is not breaking the law of the land – and the 
law of the land would need to be broken before 
twitter takes action.

Either way, in the case of entertaining parody 
accounts or in the case of those which alleg-
edly foment tension, the government should 
not resort to shortcuts, as they are now doing. 
Proceed according to the laws of the land – and 
let the law take its course.
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Obama, Queen have parody Twitter 
accounts, so why not PM?

Surely if the Prime Minister’s Office wants to be on 
Twitter, they must realise that parody accounts are 

very much a part of its culture?

Ayeshea Perera,  Aug 22, 2012

T he Prime Minister’s office on Twitter has cracked the whip on six parody accounts, citing 
“objectionable content’, adding that these could be mistaken as the official account of the 
PMO and have serious ramifications.

The Twitter accounts, the most popular of which was @PM0India (which substitutes the letter O 
with a zero) often tweeted irreverent and even derogatory content, but were in many instances a 
lot more interesting than the official PMO account, which tweeted out bland details of the Prime 
Minister’s visits, speeches, and other activities.

The parody account PM0India on the other hand, featured gems such as “Just checked my follow-
ers’ list. Mamata Di is still not there. But don’t worry, government is stable.”

It is not very clear if this is the ‘objectionable content’ being referred to by the Prime Minister’s of-
fice, but surely if they want to be on Twitter, they must realise that parody accounts are very much 
a part of its culture?

Parody accounts, sarcasm and general irreverence are as much a hallmark of Twitter as are break-
ing news updates and celebrity tweets, and by cracking down on an entire culture, the PMO is just 
reaffirming what many already suspect. They have no sense of humour and are not really in tune 
with how social media works.

Nor is Dr Manmohan Singh the only leader of a nation to be parodied in 140 characters or less. 
President Barack Obama has several parody accounts, including @ThePresObama and Zombie 
Barack Obama (@zombama). Examples below:
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In addition to this, UK Prime Minister David Cameron, Republican Presidential candidate Mitt 
Romney, Prince Charles and a number of US senators all have the distinction of having parody 
Twitter accounts. And as far we can see, they’re as, (if not more) irreverent as those impersonating 
the Prime Minister’s Office, and yet they seem to be thriving.

And even if one were to argue that the Indian parody accounts look a little too much like the origi-
nal, then surely their content sets them apart? And now that @PMOIndia seems to have been of-
ficially verified by Twitter, where does the problem of confusion arise?

Twitter’s official policies do not allow impersonation, but asks users to reveal they are a parody 
in the account’s username or biography. Why? Because it’s all in good fun and everyone enjoys a 
laugh. Everyone but the Prime Minister’s Office apparently.
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ComScore, has just released some interesting data on 
how India’s digital citizens are spending time online. 

The report states that  social networking accounted for 
25.2 percent of all time spent online in June.  

FP Staff,  Aug 21, 2012

C omScore, has just released some in-
teresting data on how India’s digital 
citizens are spending time online. The 

report states that  social networking accounted 
for 25.2 percent of all time spent online in June. 
The biggest beneficiary of the social networking 
boom in India is, of course, Facebook.

The report also states that Indians spend nearly 
1 out 4 minutes online indulging in social net-
working, amounting to a significant 25.2 per-

cent of total time spent online.

Other content that occupies a significant 
amount of time for Indians is

• Entertainment sites – accounting for 10 per-
cent of minutes (up 1.2 percentage points from 
the previous year).

• Portals accounted for 8.8 percent of total min-
utes.

India’s web culture is all about 
Facebook, social networking
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• Time spent on Retail sites grew 0.5 points in 
the past year to a total of 2.0 percent of total 
minutes.

So which are the top used sites by Indians?

Google and other sites run by the search-engine 
ranked as the top destination in June 2012 
reaching nearly 95 percent of the online popula-
tion, or roughly 57.8 million people aged 15 and 
older

Facebook came in second followed with 50.9 
million visitors (83.4 percent reach),

Yahoo! Sites (65.5 percent reach) and Microsoft 
Sites (48.1 percent reach) are next on the list.

So what does this web survey reveal about In-
dia?

The first is the tremendous rise of social net-
working among Indians. The second is of course 
the rise of Facebook. All of this is particularly 
noteworthy data, coming as it does at a time 
when the government is blaming social media 
aiding in the spread of rumours against North-
eastern people, which led to a mass exodus of 
these people from various South Indian cities.

The government has alleged that Facebook, 
YouTube, etc were used to upload inflammatory 
content that led to the mass hysteria. The lat-
est exodus is also being used by the government 
to bolster its argument that social networking 
sites ought to pre-screen content before it is 
uploaded.

Facebook and YouTube have added that the 

content was uploaded from Pakistan and have 
admitted that it was indeed incendiary in na-
ture.

There’s no doubt that censorship of the web will 
now become a hotly contested issue with the 
government using the North-east as a classic 
example of how social media was misused.

But the larger question is that whether Indians 
who are evidently addicted to social network-
ing would be okay with their online rights being 
curbed. Most would be uncomfortable with 
any sort of censorship. As far as users are con-
cerned, the government seems to be displaying 
a blithe ignorance of how effective and useful 
social media can be.

In case of bomb attacks and accidents,  people 
very often turn to social media such as Twitter 
or Facebook,  to get more information or even 
reach out to those who have been affected. In 
July 2011 in Mumbai for instance, the Indian 
Twitter community took it upon themselves to 
offer rides and other assistance to those strand-
ed as a result of a series of bomb explosions in 
the city.

Social media has also become a very effective 
tool of criticising the government.

For India’s online citizens, who are only over a  
100 million or so in number, the battles are go-
ing to get tougher with the government arguing 
for more control. There’s no doubt that as far 
as social media concerned nobody is willing to 
budge an inch, neither the users nor the govern-
ment.
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